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Public Service Announcement 

  

The Rabies virus is a plague typically spread through 
the transference of contaminated saliva from an in-
fected mammal to a new host through a bite or cut.  
Pet inoculations and education have nearly elimi-
nated the spread of human Rabies infections in North 
America.  If a rabid animal bites a human, quick 
treatment is required.  If the virus travels to the vic-
tim’s brain, they die.  Many wild animals around the 
world are susceptible to the Rabies virus.  Most North 
Americans do not eat infected dogs:  Hot dogs maybe, 
but not the four-legged kind.  There is an inoculation 
for Rabies administered to high-risk groups such as 
veterinarians and spelunkers.  Spelunkers are cave 
explorers that crawl around in guano (bat poop), and 
can be exposed to Rabies from bat bites.   

North America does far worse on curtailing the 
spread of the common H1N1 flu and derivatives.  The 
yearly flu shot has been available to most Americans 
for decades.  Only 47% of all Americans receive their 
annual flu shot.  Many high-risk careers require the 
flu shot.  Police, fire, medical, and military are at the 
top of the list.  Computer geeks are optional, and we 
can explore that later.   

Imagine if a Rabies virus undergoes an antigenic shift 
with a H1N1 type virus or a phenotype mixing of sev-
eral viruses occur, with the new virus taking on a few 
characteristics of each donor virus.  A common flu 
shot will prevent this new virus.  That still leaves over 
half the population in the US vulnerable.  What hap-
pens to the rest of the world?   
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This new virus spreads in saliva passing through 
bites, scratches, and an exchange of bodily fluids be-
tween host and target, including an unchecked 
sneeze in a tightly cramped airplane.  A more subtle 
but equally devastating transfer occurs by the un-
washed hands of food handlers.  The most direct 
method of transmission is by eating infected dog 
meat.  The incubation period is 1-2 days instead of a 
week.  The new virus spreads around the world to 
most large population centers within a few days.  
Now imagine symptoms of this new virus to include: 
flu like symptoms (go figure); an extremely high-fe-
ver that quickly passes; a 72 hour slide resulting in 
permanent loss of higher level thought processes; re-
tention of primal brain function with a high pain 
threshold; and total loss of self, with a high rate of 
aggressiveness.  On a positive note, the modified Ra-
bies Virus is not terminal.  Can you imagine the re-
sults?   

Designate this virus Z6N6.  Give it a campy name like 
Thunkers after the Virologist, Dr. Antoine Thunker, 
who finally identifies the new strain.  Isn’t it about 
time to get a flu shot and inoculate your pets?  Flu 
shots will prevent such a threat, but they take two 
weeks to be effective.  The clock is ticking and wel-
come to our brave new world…  
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Chapter 1 - Raccoon Dog   

Fredericksburg, VA   

Thunk-thunk!  Thunk-thunk!  Go the window 
shades.  It is 0250 in the morning.  Jeb Ferguson 
wakes up, annoyed.  A small shadow is trying to 
climb behind the wooden louvered shades to perch 
on the window ledge.  A light, cool breeze enters 
through the open upstairs window, reducing the 
temperature in the bedroom to a brisk 45° F.  The 
Shadow, a.k.a. Whiskers, finds his perch on the win-
dow, watching the nocturnal happenings of the 
neighborhood street below.  The best feline OP (Ob-
servation Post) in the house.  Whiskers is content, 
while Jeb is wide-awake.   

Today should be a day of excitement, not one of 
sleep deprivation.  Jeb’s lower back aches intensely, 
with a tingling around his left ankle.  The source of 
pain comes from nerve damage caused by four rup-
tured disks: L-3 through S-1.  It takes Jeb two back 
surgeries to trim the ruptured disk material away 
from the impacted nerve roots and a year of physical 
therapy to learn how to walk normally again.  Dig-
ging up another flowerbed has inflamed his back 
muscles and set the pain off this time.  The Virginia 
clay and rock soil is uncompromising.  Too many 
homemade gourmet meals, and not enough exercise 
helps exacerbate the issue.  He throws the down 
comforter off his torso, and quietly rolls out of bed.  
Who needs more than three hours of uninterrupted 
sleep anyway?  The cats are good company when 
they snuggle up with him, but not so much when 
they lick his face with sandpaper tongue until he is 
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awake for no apparent reason, and rattle the shades 
at inopportune times.   

Not a crazy-cat-person number of cats, just two:  
Whiskers and Mittens.  Both are tuxedo cats (col-
ored coats with white undergarments).  Whiskers 
has a gray jacket while Mittens has a black jacket.  
Whiskers is a special-needs cat.  Really!  He requires 
constant attention.  He walks around the house cry-
ing if he doesn’t receive attention.  A very sleek, 
slender lad with a perfect pink nose.  Whiskers has 
light green eyes, with a mischievous fuzz-face.  He 
rules the house.  His favorite places are the kitchen 
counters and Jeb’s laptop keyboard.  Whiskers likes 
surfing the internet on the laptop.  You can tell a lot 
about a cat by what internet websites he visits.   

Mittens is a quiet, aloof soul.  Very polite and digni-
fied.  She tends to sleep upstairs all day.  She does 
appreciate a spontaneous belly rub.  She will re-
spond to “pretty girl.”  Mittens comes running at the 
rattle of the cat treat box, barreling into the kitchen 
chirping cat speak all the way.  Even though her fur 
appears black, it is not.  Have you ever seen a black 
panther’s fur in bright sunlight?  The color is really 
a spotted brown, not black.  When Mittens, not the 
panther, basks in the living room sun, her silky coat 
appears deep striped brown.  She has a perfect head, 
round golden eyes, that never blink, black nose and 
a chunky body.  Both cats are kitten adoptees from 
the local shelter.  They have brilliant personalities.   

Starting an hour earlier than his normal routine, 
with swollen red eyes, Jeb walks into the master-
bathroom, starting the shower in the dark, and 
raises the seat on the toilet as a properly trained 
spouse.  Once finished watering the bowl, he 
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flushes, then quietly lowers the seat to the wife-ap-
proved location.  He does remember most of the 
times.  He hears about it immediately when he for-
gets.  Steam is billowing from the shower.  He strips 
his shorts off and gingerly enters the glass enclo-
sure.  He lets the hot water massage his lower back 
while he shaves his face by feel alone.  Jeb shampoos 
his mop of dark brown hair, and then scrubs his ag-
ing 5’9”, 195 lb. frame with a bar of oatmeal soap.  
Whiskers is pawing the shower glass, chasing errant 
beads of water with cat concentration.   

With a few diminished aches, Jeb grudgingly turns 
the water off, dries with a clean fluffy towel, and 
dresses quickly into a pair of mid-briefs, Agave Wa-
terman jeans, and a light blue long-sleeve fishing 
shirt.  All were stacked neatly on the bathroom 
counter by his wife, Natalia, the night before.  He 
threads a sturdy leather belt through the loops of his 
jeans with a final cinch.  He picks up a small bottle 
of eye drops and drops two drops in each of his hazel 
blue-gold eyes.  He knows his eyes are bloodshot 
from the feel, making the color of his irises a deep 
green.   

He slides his Sig Emperor Scorpion Fastback, just 
so, inside his jeans in a Sticky Holster.  He then 
slides the extra magazine in his front right pocket.  
Why a .45, and IWB you ask?  Jeb is a traditionalist.  
The .45 is a very effective caliber for self-defense.  
IWB is more difficult to draw, but provides better 
retention and is easiest to conceal.  No need to scare 
the faint-of-heart, or warn anyone you are carrying.  
The commander sized 1911 has a stainless steel 
frame and slide.  It has a narrow frame, with eight 
rounds in the magazine, and one round in the pipe.  
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It offers a full-sized grip, with rounded back strap, 
low profile and easier to conceal.  4.2” barrel, trit-
ium night sites and a clean 5 lb. trigger pull.  Best of 
all it has an ambidextrous safety because Jeb is a 
southpaw.  Jeb keeps his 1911 cocked and locked.   

Gun-nut?  No.  Jeb is a middle-aged, law-abiding, 
citizen, with a nationally recognized conceal carry 
permit.  Thank you NRA (National Rifleman’s Asso-
ciation) for seeing that one through.  He recognizes 
the capabilities and limitations of a well-meaning 
government.  He has received thousands of hours of 
firearms training and maintains muscle memory 
honed by firing thousands of rounds a year on each 
of his firearms.   In an official capacity, Jeb has been 
involved with a few real-life shoot/don’t-shoot dra-
mas.  For such a well-regulated society, we still have 
too many predators, he reflects.  No law has pre-
vented evil actions.  Sheltered society would rather 
punish those law-abiding citizens willing to defend 
themselves over hardened criminals that know the 
idiosyncrasies of the local judicial system.  All the 
same, gun ownership is a serious responsibility and 
a constitutionally ensured right, for now.  Jeb has 
served many years sworn to uphold the Constitu-
tion.   

He pads barefoot out of the bedroom, silently clos-
ing the door, after Whiskers follows.  Jeb heads 
downstairs toward the back of their colonial two-
story home.  He turns on the light in the heart-of-
the-home:  The kitchen.  Natalia, his Slovenian born 
wife, wanted a new kitchen since she moved in.  Na-
talia is an exceptional Chef by anyone’s standard.  
Jeb wanted to make this Natalia’s home.  Jeb land-
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scaped the entire property himself, to Natalia’s re-
fined eye.  He built a raised garden, dug four flower-
beds and constructed a small greenhouse.  All en-
closed behind a brace of strategically placed bushes 
and trees to provide a bit of privacy.  Jeb also in-
stalled the new kitchen for Natalia.   

They planned the layout and purchased all the com-
ponents she meticulously selected for an update.  
Jeb took two week’s leave, stripped out the old cab-
inets, plumbing, flooring and appliances. They do-
nated the recyclables to a Romanian friend that flips 
houses. With a little help, and a Bosch laser level, 
they installed white shaker cabinets with soft clos-
ing hinges, a gray streaked, white granite counter-
top, with split stainless farmer’s sink, pre-rinse fau-
cet, stainless dishwasher and microwave.  Jeb pa-
tiently installed a mini-glass tile back-splash.  Then 
a stainless vent hood with mini-stainless brushed 
tiles behind a stainless gas range.  The hood was a 
pain because Jeb had to rewire the power outlet, 
sheetrock and run a new vent pipe through the hid-
den joists blindly out the exterior back wall.  Why 
didn’t the builder do that?  The original recirculat-
ing vent would permit smoke to build up.  The 
smoke would set the hallway fire alarm off with an 
ear shattering shrill.  Luckily, their neighbors never 
called the fire department.  “No need for alarm, I 
was just cooking.”   

Their house was built 14 years ago.  Jeb and his fam-
ily were the first occupants.  It is located in a modern 
HOA (Home Owner’s Association) regulated neigh-
borhood near a historic civil-war battlefield.  Easy to 
maintain, smallish well landscaped yards, with con-
crete drives and sidewalks.  All, part of a middleclass 



- 13 - 
 

working community 60 miles south of DC.   At one 
time, Fredericksburg was part of the Confederacy.  
Now it is a diverse mix of many ethnicities and cul-
tures.  There are plenty of retired Marines from 
Quantico, Army from Ft. Belvoir and Navy from the 
Pentagon.  Jeb is a retired Air Force Reservist, so a 
military minority.  They have neighbors from all 
parts of the country and a few families directly from 
Central America, Asia, Africa and Europe.  179-
homes total, surrounded by dense trees, cornfields, 
and the ghosts of the most devastating war in Amer-
ican history.  They currently enjoy a peaceful com-
munity.  The faint rumble of a CSX train resonates 
in the background, unnoticed.  The birds aren’t even 
chirping yet.   

He fills the tank in the espresso maker and waits for 
it to heat up.  He packs finely ground coffee in the 
metal filter and twists it in place.  Jeb checks the 
time, 0315.  He starts filling up a green thermos with 
the espresso, drizzling honey into the container af-
ter each cup.  He brews cup after cup.  Once he com-
pletes filling the Stanley, he brews two more cups 
then turns the machine off.  He wipes everything 
down, arranging one cup on the island for Natalia.  
With his AK-47 espresso in hand, he heads to his 
small study to check the weather along the northern 
seaboard from his laptop.  He can see that Whiskers 
has been surfing the internet again.  Wunderground 
shows a nice consistent temperature all the way to 
Maine.  There are no storm fronts on the horizon.  
He then checks coastal wind direction and speed on 
the NOAA website and WindTy.  He reviews Google 
Maps to make sure they have no surprises on their 
trip north to Connecticut, then Rhode Island. They 
will pick up his stepdaughter, Katja Andrews, Kat 
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for short, from her boarding school, stay at the 
home of Kat’s Aunt for a few days, and then sail their 
new sailboat home from Newport, RI.   

Jeb discovered a single-owner, 2011 Elan 450 sail-
boat for sale in New England.  A well designed com-
bination race-sled/cruising yacht.  A sailboat is the 
perfect, mobile, waterfront property, in Jeb’s es-
teem.  The Elan 450 has a Category ‘A’ rating from 
German Lloyd’s for Open Ocean sailing.  Rob Hum-
phreys designed the yacht and the builder is Elan, of 
Slovenia.  Many good things in Jeb’s life come from 
Slovenia.  It has a single keel with Jeffa twin rudders 
and dual steering stations.  The yacht is 44’7” from 
bow to stern (pointy end to flat end) with a 14’ 4” 
beam.  Water draft (waterline to bottom of keel) is 
6’ 9” and air draft is 68’ (waterline to top of the 
mast).  LWL (Length at Water Line) is 41’.  It in-
cludes a CF (Carbon Fiber) retractable bowsprit that 
extends the boats length by three feet and acts as a 
connection point for the Gennaker.  Retractable be-
cause you get charged by the foot at the marina.  Dis-
placement is 24,900 lbs. with 7,595 lbs. of that 
weight located in the keel.  It carries 1018 S.F. 
(Square Foot) of sail between the Main and Jib with 
an additional 2206 S.F. Gennaker for downwind 
sailing.  It has a 75 HP Volvo diesel auxiliary pow-
ered “iron jenny.”  Most sailors use their auxiliary 
engines sparingly.   

The yacht has all the comforts of a small home.  Hot 
and cold running water, propane fueled stove and 
oven, microwave, two heads with macerator toilets 
and showers.  Refrigerator, cabin heating, air condi-
tioning and a small diesel generator to power them 
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all.  Four twin cabins with berthing for eight crew-
member private berths.  Deck gear includes an elec-
tric halyard winch for hoisting the mainsail, electric 
windlass for the anchor and a retractable bow 
thruster for steering in and out of tight places.  A 
modern suite of integrated sailing instrumentation, 
to include: wind, speed and water depth indicators; 
a GPS (Global Positioning Systems) Chartplotter 
connected to an autopilot and digital HD 4G Radar.   
For off-shore work, Natalia found an 8-person life 
raft, EPIRB (Emergency Position-Indicating Radio 
Beacon), an inflatable RIB dinghy with Torquedo 
electric motor, an AIS capable VHF transceiver, a 
SATCOM (SATellite COMmunications) phone, a 
water maker, and a custom made flexible solar panel 
array for the cabin top.   

Jeb had the boat survey done by a reputable sur-
veyor last month and she was thoroughly impressed 
with the Slovenian workmanship.  Jeb closes the 
deal via FEDEX and waits until Spring Break to start 
their sailing adventure.  They christened their boat 
Chloe. They will train in Newport then sail south to 
the Chesapeake and homeport out of the DYC 
(Dahlgren Yacht Club) on the Potomac River.  Jeb is 
eyeing a Caribbean Cruise before the hurricane sea-
son starts in the Mid-Atlantic region and maybe a 
roundtrip Trans-Atlantic crossing in the future to 
visit Natalia’s family.   

A modern sailing yacht is a complex creature.  Most 
mono-hull sailboats start with a hull reinforced with 
stringers, ribs, bulkheads and/or molded grid 
bonded to the hull.  Add a hull liner to increase ri-
gidity and that will compartment the cabin and stor-
age areas.  Then add a deck including cockpit.  These 
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major components are manufactured with FRP (Fi-
ber Reinforced Plastic).   

FRP starts with long synthetic fibers such as fiber-
glass, Kevlar, CF or a composite blend of different 
fibers.  These fibers are woven into varied patterned 
rolls of cloth.  The cloth is layered in load bearing 
patterns inside a female mold and bonded with 
resin.  The most common resins are Vinylester, Pol-
yester and Epoxy.  Gelcoat is applied on the exterior 
layers of cloth to prevent water intrusion into the in-
terior layers and provide a shiny, slick finish.  Some-
times, to add greater sheer resistance, a layer of cor-
ing material such as sheets of end cut balsa, or high-
density foam is sandwiched between fiber layers to 
reduce weight and provide additional strength.  The 
deck, hull liner and hull are chemically and/or me-
chanically bonded together with aerospace adhesive 
and stainless steel bolts.  Bolt on a keel to keep the 
boat pointed forward while underway, and to coun-
terbalance the force of the sails while keeping the 
center of gravity low.  A rudder (or two) is required 
for steering.   

Topside you have spars (mast, boom and sprit or 
spinnaker pole) to hold the sails.  Standing rigging, 
called stays, to hold the spars.  Running rigging to 
hoist and trim the sails.  Sheets are running rigging, 
not sails.  Sheets are ropes used to control the posi-
tion and shape of the sails.  Halyards are ropes used 
to hoist the sails.  Sheets and halyards are used with 
winches and pulley systems, to help give the sailor a 
mechanical advantage to manage the large sail ar-
eas.  A majority of sailboats are sloop rigged with a 
mainsail and foresail.  The foresail is commonly 
known as a Jib.  Some sloops will carry a third sail 
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called a spinnaker (the big balloon sail) for sailing 
downwind.  A Gennaker is an asymmetrical spinna-
ker, a cross between a spinnaker and genoa jib.   

Serious technologies have been incorporated into 
sailboat design over the last several centuries to im-
prove seaworthiness, performance, reliability and 
durability of the sailing yacht.  From wood to com-
posite plastic.  Hemp rope to Dyneema.  Flat canvas 
sails to CAD designed 3DL laminate sails.  Rudi-
mentary instruments like lead-line, sextant, com-
pass and clock advance to a network integrated suite 
of NMEA (National Marine Electronics Association) 
certified sensors.  A good weather eye, sea-sense, 
and working knowledge cannot be replaced.  The 
Elan factory produces some of the most beautiful, 
and practical sailing yachts in the world, using inno-
vative production techniques and stringent quality 
control standards.   
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Chloe 

Sailing factoid:  Did you know a trimaran sailboat 
named Banque Populaire V sailed non-stop around 
the globe in a total time of 45 days, 13 hours, 42 
minutes and 53 seconds setting the world record?  
The fastest powerboat time was 60 days, 23 hours 
and 49 minutes.  
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A boat should have a woman’s name.  Plenty of spec-

ulation can be made by this statement, but venture to 
say the ocean is more fickle than the boat.  Some tra-

ditions should be honored.  Some would say a boat 

owner has two good days: the first being when the 

boat is purchased, the second when it is sold.  Jeb dis-

agrees.  Boat maintenance is expensive if you cannot 

afford the personal “elbow grease” and “know how” 

to keep them in Bristol condition.  Just like certain 

women, boats need a lot of care.  If a sailboat sits on 

a mooring all season, because the owner is too busy 

to sail it, then the boat is an expensive weight around 

the owners neck.  The standard for maintenance is 

10% of the original cost of the boat every year.  Mod-

ern yachts can be like modern cars: you need a degree 

in engineering to perform maintenance on some very 

complex systems.  If the owner gets educated, in-

volved with maintenance and uses the boat for ex-

tended periods, then the sailboat is a haven.  Educa-

tion also provides a much safer sailing experience.  In 

balance, there is nothing more satisfying than enjoy-

ing the feel of burbling water under an otherwise 

quiet hull propelled by one of nature’s elements.   

Jeb hears Slovenian mutterings upstairs as the light 
to the hallway blinks on and the bathroom door 
slams.  Natalia is not a morning person.  Glad her 
espresso is waiting on the kitchen island with 
Whiskers guarding it between his paws.  He looks at 
Jeb and Jeb at him.  They both give a simultaneous 
greeting wink as Jeb passes to the living room.  
Whiskers is training Natalia, while Natalia is train-
ing Jeb.  Whiskers knows the kitchen counters are 
off limits but frankly does not care.   
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He turns on the television and immediately lowers 
the volume.  News is focused on more ISIS terrorist 
attacks in Europe, North America and Africa.  Inter-
national troop movements surrounding Iran and an 
escalating viral outbreak in North Korea.  Another 
segment shows a North Korean dignitary making a 
plea for international emergency assistance.  From 
American nuclear death threats to this!  How times 
change so quickly.  More scenes appear of bodies 
piled up, draped with tarps in strangely deserted 
streets, bullet marks barely visible on the walls be-
hind.  The images must be from some sort of drone 
reconnaissance.   

A light tap on the front door sets Whiskers leaping 
off the kitchen island, running to inspect the third 
member of their adventure.  Its 0345, right on time.  
A beautiful young woman is standing on the front 
porch.  There is a collection of bags around her feet.  
Her smile melts his heart every time he sees it.  5’4” 
tall, with long brown hair, big copper-brown eyes, 
pert nose and an elfish smirk set in a heart shaped 
face.  His daughter, Rylie.   

Jeb was smitten at first sight by all three of his chil-
dren.  Most beautiful kids, ever.  Two girls and a boy 
born to him from his first wife.  Grace, Rylie, and 
Jaxon.  He is grateful to have such a legacy.  Now, 
three adult, civically minded, responsible, hard-
working, intelligent people of which he takes small 
credit.  Jeb can provide a diatribe about the bond 
between twins being much stronger than man and 
wife, but will leave that for another day.  His ex has 
an identical twin sister with a strong opinion on just 
about everything, including Jeb.  Do not get be-
tween twins, ever.   
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He helps Rylie gather up her bags and tows them 
into the foyer.  “Planning on a long trip?” he asks 
with a grin.  “First trip like this,” she returns, settling 
in the hallway with her kit and smelling out the cof-
fee.  Whiskers sniffs her thoroughly while walking 
around her gear looking for cat goodies.  Satisfied, 
the feline returns to the kitchen island to guard Na-
talia’s brew.  “Let me make you a cappuccino,” he 
whispers, following her into the kitchen.  He refills 
the water tank, brews a double espresso, and waits 
for the steamer to warm up.  Filling a stainless steel 
cup with half-n-half, Jeb starts steaming the milk to 
a froth, then pours the finished contents into the cup 
with a drizzle of honey.  “Did you see the news on 
North Korea?” she asks, swirling the spoon in the 
cup he hands her.  “I caught some of it.”  He re-
sponds.  “Definitely unusual,” she quips.  Rylie stud-
ied Biology, at Virginia Tech.  She is currently work-
ing with a start-up company doing research for dif-
ferent government agencies.  Rylie got married four 
years ago to an Aerospace Engineer, Steve Kershaw.  
Steve is in Europe finishing-up the flight-control in-
stallation work on an aircraft refurb.   

Natalia floats into the kitchen giving Rylie a big hug, 
snatching her espresso out from between Whisker’s 
paws with a look of disdain toward the cat-clown.  
He blinks and gives a fanged yawn, wondering about 
all this early morning activity.  They all start organ-
izing for their trip ahead, filling water bowls, setting 
out an additional bowl of dried cat food, checking 
litterboxes, cleaning cups, locking doors and shut-
tling baggage to their rented Yukon.  They will drive 
a rental vehicle up the coast and leave it at their em-
barkation point.   Jeb’s son, Jaxon, will be over to 
house sit while they are away.  Jaxon is engineering 
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a big fiber optic cable run in Arlington and cannot 
get a break.  He is also waiting for Grace, Ethan and 
Ava to arrive home on their vacation.  Everyone 
makes a head-call and is ready at 0430.   

Jeb grabs his “Go Bag” from the study and reviews 
the contents.  Medical trauma pack, check.  Two 
loaded eight round .45 magazines, check.  Multi-
tool, check.  Space blanket, check.  Waterproof note-
book with pencil, check.  Flashlight, check.  Zenith 
MKE Z-5P pistol, can and two spare 30-rd. maga-
zines, check.  FLIR monocular, check.  550-Para-
Chord, check.  ZipTies, check.  He does his best to 
pack the biggest punch for the least weight.  His 
small backpack weighs in at 12 lbs., and fits neatly 
under the car seat.  The family assembles on the 
front porch and locks the front door.  As they are 
walking down the sidewalk, they hear a Thunk! 
Thunk! Thunk!  Both Whiskers and Mittens are sit-
ting on the study window seal, guilt tripping them, 
as their big people depart.   
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Chapter 2 – East Coast Travails   

Tuesday Morning, 0430 is the perfect departure time 

for East Coast travel.  DC traffic is building rapidly.  

They make it onto the Massaponax entrance to I-95 

in 15 minutes after winding through narrow canopy 

covered roads designed in the 1700’s.  Natalia con-

nects her phone to the entertainment center and after 

a few keystrokes; they hear Andrea Bocelli singing a 

duet with Celine Dion.  Jeb’s tensing shoulders relax.  

Good music is good music: no highbrow intentions 

here.  Jeb made the mistake of buying Natalia Abba’s 

Greatest Hits a few years back.  That CD eventually 

got lost.  Same for the Mama Mia Movie Blue-Ray 

that would wake him up at midnight, full-blast, rat-

tling the home like an earthquake.  Natalia is 10 years 

younger than Jeb, so if she is really 32, he must be 

42…or maybe just a tad bit older.   

The traffic is filling all three lanes as they pass the 
Fredericksburg exit.  Drivers are already on their 
not-so-smartphones, barely keeping in their lanes 
and blocking traffic flow.  When did driving become 
a secondary activity while behind the wheel?  At 
least they are travelling at 60 mph, on the 65 mph 
highway.  Anything is better than gridlock, which 
occurs frequently for no apparent reason.  Jeb 
thinks back to when his love for sailing began, trying 
to relax behind a Toyota Camry in the far left lane. 
Driving between 55-64 mph with a mile of space be-
fore him.  Two 18-Wheel Semis are filling the adja-
cent lanes.   

He was born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma in the 
60’s.  He always remembers his father with a sleek 
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fiberglass boat on a trailer with a honking big out-
board engine attached.  His family would travel to 
Grand Lake, Tenkiller and Keystone Lake. They 
went for water-skiing, camping and fishing.  He re-
members getting his first set of bright orange water-
skis on his sixth birthday.  Nothing is more memo-
rable than skiing in the morning on the smooth glass 
water at Tenkiller Lake.  It was the clearest lake in 
the area with up to ten-foot water visibility.  A real 
thought provoking experience gazing into the 
depths of the lake wondering what mysteries lay be-
low the surface.  The older he got, the more time his 
family spent exploring the numerous coves and 
branches of Oklahoma’s extensive waterways.  One 
thing his Dad did complain about all the time was 
the cost of gasoline.  Those big outboards consumed 
fuel while flying across the water at high speeds.  
They had one of his last boats, with inboard engine, 
up to 69 mph on Keystone.  That was the fall of 1976, 
months before his older brother, Ken, joined the 
military.   

His father is an amazing man.  In the 1970’s his Dad 
designed and patented the first pneumatic engine 
lift for an outboard.  He was tired of hefting the huge 
outboard engine, once trailered, to a safe road travel 
position.  Dad used off-the-shelf components: a 
small 12-volt DC compressor and pneumatic shocks 
connected with stainless tubing. Dad custom de-
signed and fabricated boat and engine fixtures to 
mount the pneumatic shocks that provided the lift.  
He was a local favorite for this useful boat modifica-
tion.  With a little experimentation, he could also 
use the system to adjust engine trim to reduce prop 
cavitation while on different hull-planes.   
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In 1974, Jeb started doing odd jobs around their 
neighborhood.  Mowing lawns, moving piles of com-
post, and gravel, then painting the neighbors barn.  
He saved enough to buy a Snark sailboat advertised 
in the Sears Summer Catalog.  The Snark had a Lan-
teen Rigged sail with a dagger-board and transom 
mounted rudder.  No fuel required.  He also learned 
about deceptive advertising.  Jeb was crushed when 
they picked up his boat.  They opened the shipping 
box of the boat and discovered a huge Styrofoam ice 
chest.  The hull lines where ok but the hull was 3” 
thick Styrofoam.  His Dad saw how disappointed he 
was and let Jeb know they could easily improve it.  
His Dad bought a fiberglass kit for the boat.  They 
applied two layers of cloth and then epoxy to the 
hull.  Once the fiberglass cured, his Dad painted the 
hull a robin’s egg blue and fashioned a small deck 
for the bow.   

They lived in the country on the outskirts of Tulsa.  
Jeb’s Dad was very busy working 70-80 hours a 
week for the local power company.  Jeb and his 
brother couldn’t wait to go sailing.  They decided to 
hand-carry the sailboat to a small lake a mile from 
their home.  They had a spectacular time learning 
how to sail on their own.  Mistakes were made and 
survived.  Jeb and Ken gladly toted the boat back to 
their house that evening.  The following weekend 
their Dad took them to Keystone Lake and Ken and 
they were hooked.  Tom Sawyer had nothing on 
them.   

“Dad, good thoughts?” Rylie asks.  “Definitely!” he 
responds.  “You had this serene expression, and 
then a huge smile lit up your face,” she observes.  
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“Just thinking about one of my best memories as a 
kid.  When I started sailing.” Jeb responds.   

They somehow make it past the Camry being driven 
by the smartphone and are moving past the Marine 
Corps Museum.  DC traffic is a capricious monster.  
One accident along the beltway adds 30 minutes to 
20,000 drivers’ commutes.  An inch of snow adds a 
two hour delay for 150,000.  Jeb has been commut-
ing in NOVA (Northern Virginia) for over 16 years.  
Sometimes by the VRE (Virginia Rail Express) 
Train, or commuter bus, by POV (Privately Owned 
Vehicle), or in a vanpool.  When he drove to the Pen-
tagon, he would pick up several Slugs from a local 
commuter lot so he could travel the HOV (High Oc-
cupancy Vehicle) lanes free. “Slugs” is not an acro-
nym.  You probably will not find a definition for it.  
Not a derogatory term.  A commuter to DC that is 
willing to catch a ride with a complete stranger to 
save gas money.  Slugging is an organized, re-
spected, safe form of hitchhiking.   

Notice the numerous acronyms?  The government 
and military specifically live by acronyms.  Beware, 
one acronym may have 4-5 definitions depending on 
which branch of service, agency or organization you 
work in.  Jeb has worked for a few.   

At the age of 16, Jeb was bitten by wanderlust.  The 
ocean specifically, sailing in general, and a desire to 
understand different cultures around the world.  
Blame it on his geography teacher, Spanish class, or 
the Avionics class he was permitted to attend at 14.  
He passed that course and as a reward was allowed 
to fly a Cessna-172 with a flight instructor before he 
legally got behind the wheel of an automobile.  A ca-
reer as a pilot was out because Jeb had to wear thick 
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glasses at the time (he got Lasik Surgery performed 
in his later years).   

His dating was as severely limited as his eyesight.  
So were his career choices on the cusp of graduating 
from High School.  He signed up to take the ASVAB 
(Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery).  
With mediocre performance in academics due to a 
lack of focus, college was tentative.  When his 
ASVAB scores came in, he found a completely new 
avenue to pursue.  Jeb scored in the top 2%.  No one 
was expecting that!  He asked his father if they could 
visit the Navy recruiting station in Jenks to see what 
was available.  Long story short, with a bit of positive 
guidance from his father, he signed up to become a 
Machinist Mate in the Naval Nuclear Power pro-
gram upon graduation from High School.  18 
months of training, guaranteed promotion and 
plenty of sailing adventures ahead!  Upon gradua-
tion from High School, at the age of 17, Jeb was off 
to see the world.   

The Springfield, VA “Spaghetti Bowl” is coming up 
but Jeb is good because he has remained in the far 
left lane of the HOV.  He hears The Prayer playing 
again on the car stereo for the second time, meaning 
the entire CD and asks Natalia if they could listen to 
news instead.  She hesitates then requests, “Just this 
song one more time, please?” with a light but poetic 
Slavic accent.  Who can resist?  Natalia has been qui-
etly enjoying her favorite tenor, in a semi-slumber, 
while Rylie is snuggled in a cocoon of blankets in the 
second row seat busily tapping away on her iPhone.  
Once the final strains of the soul-reaching duet end, 
Natalia reluctantly switches to Jeb’s favorite radio 
channel, WMAL 105.9 fm.   
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Jeb’s wife is amazing.  Natalia is an intelligent, 
beautiful, 5’6” marvel.  She has amber eyes, golden 
hair and a womanly figure.  She was born near 
Ljubljana, Slovenia back when Tito was still a be-
nevolent dictator overseeing the state of Yugoslavia.  
Yugoslavia was never part of the USSR.  Yugoslavia 
may have been a socialist empire, but not a puppet 
to Russia.  Any Merican meeting Natalia for the first 
time thinks she is Russian.  Easiest way to upset a 
Slovenian is to call them Russian.  Second easiest 
way to upset a Slovenian is by calling them Slo-
vakian.  Jeb has a whole list of ‘Don’t-Do’s when 
talking to Slovene people.  Like saying, “Ljubim te” 
to his mother-in-law.  That was an embarrassing 
time with his in-laws.  Internet translators need 
some work.  His mother-in-law was flattered.   

Americans need to brush up on world geography 
and history.  While travelling overseas, pay atten-
tion and apply some humility.  Arrogance, even as a 
subconscious defense mechanism against the un-
known, is never appreciated.  Slovenian is one of the 
most difficult languages in the world to speak.  Try 
learning common expressions if you travel there, 
but make sure you practice your pronunciation and 
know what you are saying.  Natalia speaks four lan-
guages fluently.  She attended one of the largest uni-
versities in Virginia.  After two years, and a success-
ful pregnancy, she graduated Cum Laude with a 
Bachelor’s degree in Economics.   

Sometimes, Jeb wonders if Natalia and he speak the 
same English but that has more to do with their per-
sonalities than communication skills.  She is strong-
willed, competitive and stubborn as a mule.  He has 
never been more in love or aggravated by another 
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person in his entire life.  While these thoughts are 
flitting through his mind, she looks at him and says, 
“Give me a kiss.” Then, “Slow down, you’re going to 
get us all killed.”  Jeb complies with a quick kiss.  
Slowing down on I-95 is a bad idea, and no, he’s not 
a bad driver.  DC traffic savvy, but not idiotic.  Na-
talia will argue that point ad-nauseam.   

Those more “enlightened” citizens might consider 
WMAL “right-winged” hate radio.  Jeb considers it 
“right-leaning” but more balanced than most other 
radio stations in reach, including NPR (National 
Public Radio).  He listens to some very sensitive ar-
ticles delivered by NPR.  They do give a different 
competing perspective, which Jeb takes time to un-
derstand.  They make it through Alexandria and 
across the Wilson Bridge in smooth flowing traffic.  
Jeb switches the temporarily attached EZ-Pass Flex 
transponder to normal mode.  A must have device 
for anyone travelling these highly tolled thorough-
fares.   

The talk show host is reporting an epidemic in 
North Korea with troubling symptoms.  He indi-
cates that not many facts are getting out, but from 
what little that has been discovered: the virus is tak-
ing a toll.  Hundreds of thousands of deaths with an 
estimated three million people infected.  More news 
about rioting in the streets, and widespread deploy-
ment of military.  Very strange, indeed.  The evi-
dence of riots doesn’t get advertised in North Korea.  
South Korea is reinforcing their borders trying to 
contain the spread.  China is determining what 
measures to take in providing aide.  Bordering Chi-
nese regions are not reporting any symptoms but 
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they wouldn’t share that information with us, will-
ingly.   

Jeb has read several articles on the Asian fur trade 
and exotic foods.  His research included Humane 
Society videos of the horrendous practice of raising 
and killing Raccoon Dogs.  Animals having their fur 
removed while they are still alive, after being 
clubbed repeatedly or electrocuted into submission.  
They are wonderful creatures, similar to the North 
American raccoon in appearance, but more dog 
sized.  There is no relationship between species be-
sides thick fur, a dark mask and a pointy snoot.  Ep-
idemiology reports are available on various diseases 
these creatures carry, including anthrax, several 
strains of rabies and tick-born encephalitis.  Several 
unique human viruses pop up when the rare meat of 
raccoon dog is consumed by the indigenous people.  
Jeb never saw Andrew Zimmern woofing down rac-
coon dog on Bizarre Foods, but he missed a few ep-
isodes.   

“Have you heard anything from Grace and Ethan?” 
Jeb asks Rylie.  “They should be arriving home 
soon,” she says with a smile.  “How is Ava?” He asks.  
Ava is the cutest granddaughter a grandpa could 
wish.  “She’s doing well, more teeth coming in, eat-
ing solid foods, and she has started to get curls in 
her hair.” Rylie returns the grin.  The entire family 
shares the happiness this little person brings into 
their lives.  Jeb feels a tinge of regret, because he’s 
the only grandparent that hasn’t visited his first 
grandchild in Washington State, one of his favorite 
places in the world.  Jeb has been developing a 
cyber-defense capability at work over the last two 
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years and can’t venture far from home.  With his 
project completed, Jeb now takes a break.   

Not always a computer nerd, he finished his six-year 
hitch with the Navy after travelling to fourteen won-
derful countries around the Pacific Rim, learning 
new skills in some of the best and most interesting 
schools imaginable meeting a lot of fascinating peo-
ple in the process.  He spent 4 ½ years at sea, on two 
different ships, with three WestPac tours under his 
belt.  On his off time, he had sailed sailboats in Cal-
ifornia, Washington State, Illinois, Florida, Hawaii, 
New Zealand, Australia and Malaysia.  Not bad for a 
23 year old.  He decided to leave the Navy and head 
back home to finish a degree in ME (Mechanical En-
gineering).   

His best friend from the Navy, Ron Rodgers, con-
vinced him to join the Air Force Reserves while at-
tending OSU (Oklahoma State University).  
Through a few twists and turns Jeb got married and 
started a career as a GS-5, 0080-Security Specialist.  
He started civil service as a Ground Combat Skills 
Instructor for GCRC (Ground Combat Readiness 
Center) in Austin, Texas.  GCRC was a Reserve 
BDOC (Base Defense Operation Center) deployable 
wartime unit.  Many of the staff were designated 
ARTs (Air Reserve Technicians) meaning they were 
Active Air Reservists that wore their military uni-
forms daily but also maintained a civil service sta-
tus.  Most instructors worked 80-90 hour weeks, in-
cluding weekends, to train Reserve Air Force Secu-
rity Police in ABGD (Air Base Ground Defense).  
GCRC was also involved in training Federal, State, 
and Local law enforcement personnel in counter-
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narcotics/officer survival throughout the South-
west, USA.  They picked up taskings to provide 
MTTs (Mobile Training Teams) to Central and 
South America to train and learn from their foreign 
counterparts.  GCRC also worked closely with the 
British Air Regiments and sent a team to England 
every year to compete in the Strickland Cup.   

During one lull in ops-tempo, Jeb got bored and de-
signed the first integrated body armor/LBE (Load 
Bearing Equipment) for military use.  Jeb was tired 
of the jumble of overlapping gear he had to carry 
while in the field.  LBV (Load Bearing Vest) over an 
antiquated flak jacket, holster, extender, M-16 
ammo/grenade pouches, canteens, personal first-
aid kit, gas mask, compass and communications 
equipment.  The flak jacket limited movement, was 
a cooker oven and provided little protection from 
fast moving projectiles…like bullets.  The rest of his 
required load would end up twisting into unusual 
spots (like his M-9 crunching his testicles) when he 
had to low crawl or maneuver over obstacles.   

Why not one vest with attachment points for inter-
changeable load-outs?  You could include internal 
pockets for Kevlar panels and armor plates if the 
threat required it.  His unit had some end-of-year 
fall out money that he solicited to get a prototype 
built, working with a small manufacturer.  After a 
thorough test in field conditions, his CO (Com-
manding Officer) decided to buy the new vests for 
all of GCRC.  The design spread quickly throughout 
the Armed Forces.  The design saved lives and Jeb 
felt good about using his down-time to help others.   
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Jeb continued up the government civilian ranks 
learning physical, personnel, industrial and infor-
mation security to include the genesis of cyber-se-
curity.  His young family moved five more times 
over the next 10 years and they finally settled in the 
great state of Virginia.  Jeb finished out a career with 
the Air Force Reserves after 22 years and worked in 
a civil service capacity for the DoD (Department of 
Defense) until early retirement at age 57.  Contrary 
to urban myth, Civil Servants don’t receive a golden 
parachute of retirement benefits.  If you don’t con-
tribute heavily in the TSP (Thrift Savings Plan) and 
invest those funds wisely, you join the ranks of im-
poverished.  Jeb needed a change.  Too many meet-
ings, with a new layer of bureaucracy every year and 
less interaction with the troops in the field, his ulti-
mate reward.  Jeb got a financial break after retire-
ment, when he was introduced to a new tech devel-
opment company that needed help with a deploya-
ble, wireless, big bandwidth, classified network for 
field use.  Jeb stepped in to provide a series of secu-
rity solutions to protect the valuable classified data 
the system collected and processed.  After two in-
tense years of product development, Jeb walked 
away banking a considerable retirement sum.  Jeb 
remained on retainer, for follow up work, but de-
ferred most of the work to younger full-time System 
Security Engineers, providing a little direction and 
guidance to keep them moving in the right direction.   

Jeb turns the radio off, as they leave behind Balti-
more, passing through Havre-de-Grace, proceeding 
through Delaware to the Jersey Turnpike, heading 
toward the GW (George Washington) Bridge.  
Google is still saying the GW is the best route to 
Connecticut.  The New Jersey Turnpike is a civilized 
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stretch of road, not heavy with traffic this morning, 
with more considerate travelers than those in Vir-
ginia and Maryland.  New Jersey has a considerable 
State Police presence.  Things will change the closer 
they get to New York.  They all perk up as they start 
seeing the skyline of New York City.  Airplanes are 
flying in and out of Newark at a remarkable pace.  
Large passenger jets appear nearly overhead.  They 
capture glimpses of a spectacular Manhattan sky-
line before they head to “The Bridge.”   

Getting across the GW is nerve racking on good 
days.  Google Maps has never steered Jeb wrong on 
what turn to take.  You just have to pay attention, 
plan ahead and be patient.  Jeb normally winds his 
way along the Hudson River Parkway, after getting 
over The Bridge and then side steps to Saw Mill 
River Parkway heading north.  Always picturesque, 
even with a herd of hyped-up drivers terrorizing the 
roads.  Today is OK.  Everyone is heading into the 
city: not escaping it.  Glad they get to sail back home 
instead of drive.  Fridays are always the worst any-
where in this region.   

Kat is attending an outstanding boarding school in 
Connecticut.  The campus is set in a valley between 
two competing tree layered mountains.  There is a 
broad stream running through the valley on one side 
of the quaint New England study of a village, com-
prised of disguised classrooms and dormitories.  Jeb 
is a touch jealous every time they visit.  The campus 
is beautiful.  Kat’s father and aunt are determined to 
provide the best education for this fortunate girl.  
The campus is quiet but you can sense the underly-
ing energy with vibrant young minds being ex-
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panded.  The faculty is topnotch, warm and person-
able.  An ideal, isolated location for teaching kids.  
They arrive at the school by 1300 after taking a 
break for lunch.  Jeb hears a few “Oohs” and “Aws” 
from Rylie.   

His kids were home-schooled from an early age once 
Jeb took an assignment to Hickam AFB (Air Force 
Base), Hawaii.  Jeb didn’t want his kids to become 
“Haole punching bags” for the locals.  Hawaii was 
rated 49th worst school system in the USA at the 
time.  Public schools were turning into propaganda 
centers for the humanist agenda, denying the exist-
ence of God.  Homeschooling is not for the faint of 
heart and requires a serious commitment.  Jeb’s 
first wife was willing to research solid Christian cur-
riculum and get involved with several exceptional 
homeschool organizations.  Her continued efforts 
paved the way to an outstanding but unconventional 
education.   

The crew stops by the Main Office to sign Katja out 
for her Spring break.  They meet Kat at her dorm 
hauling out a few bags of her own.  Slender, a mirror 
of her mother, with her father’s green eyes, and 
straight nose.  Standing 5’ 2”, 98 lbs., with sandy 
blonde hair, and warm smile greeting them all.   

Washington Post, CT.   

Rylie jumps out as they park, stretches, then runs 
over to Kat and gives her a big hug and kiss on the 
cheek, shortly followed by Natalia.  Jeb wanders 
over and receives a big Kat-hug himself.  The girl 
chatter starts while Jeb gathers Kat’s bags and 
stores them in the back of the Yukon.  They all head 
into the dorm, to utilize the facilities, while Kat says 
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her goodbyes to her fellow dorm-mates.  The crew 
has a lovely afternoon drive through Connecticut 
and along coastal Route 1 of Rhode Island to Narra-
gansett.  Kat is a complete chatterbox, talking non-
stop to everyone on the trip.  Jeb is flagging.  They 
slowly find their way through the dusk to a beautiful 
compound of large stone-bordered properties near 
Narragansett.  All the homes in this area are spec-
tacular coastal New England.  Modern interpreta-
tions of Cape homes, with shake shingled wood sid-
ing, slate roofs, elegant, manicured lawns and gar-
dens.  Always a weather vane about the premise and 
some with cobblestone drives.   

North Korea   

Close to seven thousand miles away, a catastrophe 
is rapidly spreading.  A mutated microbe is flourish-
ing through a new kind of non-dog-loving host.  
Who in this modern world eats dog?  A pandemic 
has engulfed North Korea and is rapidly spreading 
across China.  Each connecting flight, train, bus, 
ship and automobile expands the infection like wild-
fire.  A viral conflagration will soon engulf the world.   
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Chapter 3 - Underway   

Joint Base Lewis-McChord, WA   

SSgt. Ethan O’Connor’s flight is preparing to land at 
Joint Base Lewis-McChord at 1430.  27 hours from 
Seoul, South Korea to Washington State.  Military 
Airlift is never a quick or restful means of transpor-
tation.  The C-130 is a solid aircraft, but not built for 
passenger comfort.  Two layovers to refuel, then al-
low transfer of cargo and passengers.  With web 
seats, mediocre climate control and a bone-numb-
ing rumble the ride is inhumane.  Ethan is part of 
the Big Green Machine, the United States Army.  
Ethan is 5’11”, 175 lbs., brown hair and brown eyes.  
A 92R-Parachute Rigger returning from a month 
long exercise with the South Koreans.  Instead of 
hanging out with his teammates and partying for a 
few days in Seoul, he volunteered to escort two 463-
L pallets, with gear and chutes back home.  His real 
motivation is to hold his beautiful wife, Grace, and 
young daughter, Ava.  He has about enough time to 
off-load his unit equipment, see it back to his shop, 
and get a shower at home before his small family 
drives out to Sea-Tac airport.  Grace will drive them.  
They are Virginia bound for a month, to visit their 
friends and family.  Ethan has some troubling 
thoughts weighing him down when the tires hit the 
tarmac.  Grace has their luggage packed, tickets 
ready and now is waiting anxiously with Ava for 
Ethan’s return.   

Grace has her hand’s full.  Grace is a vibrant young 
woman, 5’5”, Brown hair with dark brown eyes, ath-
letic, with a focus that is unnerving.  She has a gor-
geous oval face with a delicate nose and a bright 
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smile.  She has an attention for detail bordering on 
OCD (Obsessive Compulsive Disorder).  She is the 
first in her family to graduate from college, studying 
International Affairs, wanting to work as an Intelli-
gence Analyst for the IC (Intelligence Community).  
The birth of her daughter, Ava, has taxed her energy.  
Ava is a miniature Grace.  Ava is a quick study.  Her 
intense brown eyes are information magnets.  She is 
fussy because her new teeth are coming in and she 
demands constant attention.  Grace calls Ava her 
“rabid chipmunk.”  Ava is starting on solid foods to 
the delight of her parents.   

Grace is amazing.  Today she cleaned the house top 
to bottom, washed and folded laundry, paid bills, 
completed her Yoga routine, packed everyone’s lug-
gage for a month, while providing constant care for 
Ava.  She is so ready for Ethan to get home.   She has 
also packed Ethan’s newly built AR-15 in a hard-
sided case with an empty magazine.  Grace knows 
about AR-15s.  AR stands for Armalite.  She points 
the rifle in a safe direction, pulls the t-handle back 
and checks to make sure the chamber is clear.  She 
releases the charging handle then pushes the rear 
takedown pin out, swivels open the upper receiver, 
and removes the BCG (Bolt Carrier Group).  She re-
connects the upper to lower receiver, before storing 
the rifle and BCG in the case.  Grace has completed 
all the forms for commercial transport of the fire-
arm.  Jeb and Ethan collaborated over Christmas on 
building the compact semi-auto rifle.  Jeb taught 
Grace at an early age a deep respect for firearms:  
How to handle them safely and shoot satisfactorily.  
“Why didn’t Dad help me build my own AR-15?” she 
wonders out loud.   
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Grace found a special gift for her father.  She visited 
a second-hand store in Seattle that sold nautical kit 
and bought a used sextant with instruction manual 
in a nice wooden box.  Doesn’t hurt to have backup.  
Grace wants to spend time sailing with her family.  
Her Dad had a 30’, 1994 Hunter in Deltaville before 
her parent’s divorce.  She loved the quaint small 
town of Deltaville, enjoyed camping on the boat, and 
getting out in the Chesapeake. She enjoyed the 
wind, water and wildlife that you couldn’t see from 
land.  There is a special feel when hoisting and set-
ting the large sails, turning off the diesel engine and 
running quietly.   

Several years later, her father and she helped crew a 
45’ Farr out of Annapolis on a lengthy race.  Grace 
remembers the skipper weaving through the other 
large sailboats, passing crazy close, to line up for a 
hole-shot at the starting gate when the signal was 
given.  Dad missed sailing so much he found a 1986 
16’ Hobie Cat Catamaran that was going to get 
scrapped.  He spent all winter cleaning it up, and re-
placing all the worn and missing parts as necessary.  
Early in the spring, Dad took Ethan and her out on 
Lake Anna for their first sail.  With three crew, the 
catamaran was still very responsive to every gust of 
wind.  They flipped the boat on a large gust and eve-
ryone went flying into the drink.  They had help 
righting the cat and made it back to their launch-site 
in perfect order, though a bit soggy and cold.  They 
had several years learning to sail the finicky, 330 lb., 
over-powered, catamaran.   Dad donated the Hobie 
to his Yacht Club.  Natalia was glad, because they 
could park their cars back in the garage again.   
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Her Dad encouraged Ethan and Grace to take a se-
ries of ASA (American Sailing Association) Certifi-
cation Courses working up to ASA-108, Offshore 
Passagemaking.  Dad covered their tuition and 
training materials.  They had some great times sail-
ing around the Puget Sound, growing in their 
knowledge of sailing together.  Not often do you see 
a soldier out on the water, enjoying sailing.  They 
made quite a few friends in their classes and ex-
celled at their studies along with practical exams.  
Ethan had several Army friends that joined in to be-
come avid sailors.  Dad was hooked on ASA when 
he, Natalia, Rylie, Steve and Jaxon started their cer-
tifications several years back.  Dad was a competent, 
seasoned sailor, but wanted the training to keep his 
skills honed.  You are never too old to learn new 
tricks.   

The front door opens and Ethan enters with a large 
smile plastered on his face.  Grace’s heart leaps 
when she sees him.  She literally jumps on Ethan, 
wrapping her arms around his neck, giving him a big 
wet kiss, while nearly knocking him over as he steps 
through the door.  Military life is challenging.  The 
military member suffers extreme conditions, long 
hours of work with little rest while deployed or on 
TDY (Temporary DutY) away from home.  The mil-
itary spouse gets to raise children, take care of their 
home, manage their meager finances and retain 
some form of social life in the process.  A huge shriek 
reverberates through the living room as Ava sees her 
father walking into the room.  Ava is bouncing up 
and down with excitement, seeing her Daddy.  
Ethan walks over and picks up Ava, giving her a big 
kiss and gentle hug.  After the family spends a few 
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moments being reacquainted, Ethan heads for the 
shower to get ready for their trip.   

Grace is setting on the couch with Ava, remember-
ing a story her mother related to her about her child-
hood.  Grace was about 18 months old at the time.  
She was at daycare waiting for her Mom to pick her 
up.  Her Dad was TDY with the Air Force for several 
months.  They were living in Colorado Springs.  A 
man in BDUs (Battle Dress Uniform) came in to pick 
up his child.  Grace saw the man, ran over and 
hugged the man’s leg thinking it was her father.  She 
clung tightly to his leg, begging to be picked up.  The 
man was at first startled, then realization of the sit-
uation quickly followed.  Grace’s Mom comes in and 
sees the event unfold.  The Airman scoops Grace up, 
walks her over to Mom and hands her off with 
acknowledgement in his eyes.  Mom sheds a few 
tears, also.  A few months are a lot to sacrifice in a 
child’s growth.  Millions of service members do that 
yearly to protect our country and way of life.   Some-
times, sacrificing much more than missed family 
moments.   

Ethan, freshly shaved, with wet crew-cut hair, slid-
ing on a long-sleeve Polo shirt, is walking down the 
stairs from their bathroom, nearly dressed.  That 
didn’t take long.  Grace is always amazed with 
Ethan.   Ava starts bouncing up and down in Grace’s 
lap. The young family does a last minute walk-
around, powering off unused electrical devices, 
checking Ava’s diaper bag and locking up.  They 
have three hours to get to the airport, get luggage 
checked and make it through security.  Thankfully, 
this is an evening flight from Seattle directly 
through to Dulles.   
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Ethan, Grace and Ava get a row to themselves on the 
nearly empty Boeing 757 after a mad dash through 
check-in, security and finally to the boarding gate.  
Ava is chomping on her binkie as the aircraft wheels 
separate from the runway.  No painful eardrum 
equalization, the way those jaws are moving.  Ava 
slows down and gently fades into slumber, secure in 
her car seat, safely strapped into the airplane seat.  
Grace looks at Ethan with a direct stare.  “So out 
with it.  What has been eating at you ever since you 
got home?”  She questions emphatically.  A women 
connected to her husband the way she was, could 
read her husband like a book.  Every nuance, ges-
ture, or semi-blank expression signals volumes.   

Ethan thinks for a moment then says, “Could be 
nothing, maybe just RUMINT (Rumor Intelli-
gence),”  he pauses, then continues, “as we were 
wrapping up from our FTX (Field Training eXer-
cise), the ROK (Republic of Korea) Soldiers reas-
sembled, reloaded with live ammo, and deployed 
north toward the DMZ (DeMilitarized Zone) in a 
hurry.  Some of our SOF (Special Operations Force) 
troops deployed with them.  Radio chatter from for-
ward collection posts indicated that a big furball 
started north of the border.  First reports were about 
unarmed civilians attacking NK troops.  A slaughter 
ensued.” he says with a shake of his head.  Ethan 
continues, “The weirdest reports followed about 
everyone turning on each other.  One side attacking 
with hands and… teeth, while the military was fran-
tically defending with mortars, hand-grenades and 
crew-served weapons.  Some pretty wild stuff.”  
Ethan finishes with, “Probably some hoax, or Psy-
Ops (Psychological Operations).  They wouldn’t 
have let me return home if something serious was 
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going on.”  Grace sits quietly, stunned.  She quickly 
says a silent prayer of thanks that her husband is sit-
ting with her.  Ethan looks exhausted.  “Go to sleep 
sweetheart, it’s probably just a hoax.” Grace man-
ages to say, as Ethan dozes off.   

Fredericksburg, VA.   

Jaxon arrives late to his father’s home.  He unlocks 
the front door to the welcoming committee com-
prised of Whiskers and Mittens.  He makes sure they 
can’t run out the front door while he drags his gar-
ment bag in.  Whiskers is sizing Jaxon up.  Jaxon is 
6’2”, 200 lbs., brown hair, brown eyes and is amia-
ble but allergic to cats.  Whiskers is confused.  “This 
smells like my human dad, but is way too big,” he 
ponders.  Jaxon drops his bag off in the upstairs 
guest bedroom and returns downstairs.  Whiskers 
escorts Jaxon into the kitchen and then starts steer-
ing the tall young man towards the pantry were the 
treats are kept.  Whiskers flops on the floor and does 
a complete rollover as a trick for his treat.  Jaxon has 
heard about this fuzzy small guy’s antics and laughs 
aloud.  “So you want some treats?” Jaxon asks 
Whiskers.  The feline blinks both eyes, once.  Jaxon 
opens the pantry and removes the box of treats.  He 
shakes the canister, and notes Mittens hurdling into 
the kitchen, talking all the way.  Jaxon walks over to 
the floor mat with food bowls on it and drops a few 
treats in each corner, watching the cats lunge at 
their reward.  Jaxon puts the container up and 
checks out the fridge.   

A covered plate is setting in the refrigerator, with a 
note attached.   
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Jaxon,  

Thank you for taking care of our home while we are away.  

Keep an eye on Whiskers, and keep him off my counters! 

Love,  

Natalia   

 

He peaks under the foil wrapper and sees Vienna 
Schnitzel, French (Slovenian) potato salad and red 
cabbage.  He is so hungry he finds a fork and knife, 
pours a glass of water and sits down at the kitchen 
table to enjoy the small cold feast.  Whiskers finishes 
his treats, runs over and jumps up onto an adjacent 
chair and puts his front paws on the glass table-top. 
He alternately stares at the food, then at Jaxon.  His 
little cat brain gears are turning.  Jaxon smiles, and 
digs in.  Jaxon has been working long hours on a dif-
ficult fiber-optic cable run in Arlington, VA.  The 
technical aspects of the run are easy, but the bureau-
cracy of the city of Arlington is horrifying.   

Jaxon remembers he needs to pick his sister, 
brother-in-law and niece up at the Dulles airport.  
Jaxon decides to use Natalia’s Mercedes E-350.  The 
Mercedes is wonderful to drive, has a “two-body” 
trunk, but attracts unwarranted redneck attention 
like “bugs onna pickup greel.”  Dad paid less for the 
used Mercedes than most bubbas do for their new 
bass boats.  His car is small while Dad’s two-door 
Jeep Wrangler has a standard transmission.  A great 
run-about with real off-road capability but not a 
comfortable people mover.  Also, Jaxon is frankly 
embarrassed by the Zombicon stickers his Dad, the 
continual joker, put on the hood of the Jeep.  Fellow 
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motorists glance at the Zombicon, thinking Rubi-
con, look more closely, realize their mistake and 
start chuckling.  Rubicon owners are not so amused.  
They pay a premium for their stickers and deserve 
some respect.  The Jeep-Wave is also perplexing.  
Every Wrangler owner, Zombicon or not, waves at 
each other when passing on the road.   

Jaxon makes it to Dulles airport on time, parking in 
short-term, heading toward the baggage claim area.  
He spots his sister at one of the luggage conveyor 
belts with Ethan, and Ava.  Ethan is pulling luggage 
off the conveyor belt, while Grace is monitoring Ava 
in her car seat.  They spot each other simultaneously 
and smile broadly.  Jaxon walks over, picking Grace 
off the ground in a big bear hug.  Grace starts turn-
ing red, then Jaxon gently places her back on her 
feet.  “Aren’t you the moose?” Grace says with affec-
tion.  Ava is watching this display with a big smile.  
Ethan grabs their last bag off the conveyor, settling 
it on a luggage cart, turns to give Jaxon a handshake 
and bro-hug.  “Thank you for picking us up.” Ethan 
states.  Jaxon squats down to look at Ava, receiving 
a big smile in return.  “Aren’t you the most beautiful 
girl, ever?”  Jaxon asks his niece.  Jaxon leads them 
out of the airport to the parked car, carrying Ava in 
her seat.  They load the luggage in the trunk, buckle 
Ava’s car seat in and settle down for the ride home.   

Narragansett, RI   

The sailing crew sleeps in the next morning.  They 
rise, shower, eat a quick breakfast, drink lots of cof-
fee, clean up their dishes, brush their teeth and as-
semble for departure by 0800.  “Today is going to 
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be exciting!”  Natalia says to Kat while they are set-
tling in the Yukon for the trip to Newport to check 
out their new yacht.   

Natalia arranged to have all their equipment 
shipped, and stored at the Newport Yachting Center 
Marina temporarily chosen to tend their sailboat.  
Jeb can’t stop smiling the whole trip.  They travel up 
Highway 1a to Route 138 and start climbing the 
Jamestown Bridge getting a good look at part of the 
Narragansett Bay, with light winds and waves, spot-
ting a stubby lighthouse to the left.  “Kat, look at the 
lighthouse to the North.  Do you think bridge trolls 
live in it?”  Jeb asks her, keeping a straight face.  Na-
talia looks at him with irritation.  “I think I see a 
troll’s foot sticking out of that window!”  Kat re-
sponds quickly with a laugh.  For a 12 year old, Kat 
has a great imagination. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s 
the Plum Island Lighthouse.” Rylie says.   

They cross Jamestown Island, noticing all the spring 
blossoms, and verdant green of the reawakened 
trees flashing by.  They make their way onto the 
Newport Bridge getting another view of the Narra-
gansett.  They glimpse Rose Island to their south, 
with the vestiges of a lighthouse plainly visible.  A 
large ferry is lumbering its way down the bay.  They 
take the “Scenic Newport” 238 South Exit and then 
a right at the stop sign.  They pass through a huge 
graveyard on both sides of the road.  They hit a ‘Y’ in 
the road and veer to the right onto America’s Cup 
Avenue.  Wending their way through the downtown 
wharf area they finally spot the Commercial Wharf 
street sign, and hang a right threading their way 
along the narrow road to the NYC (Newport Yacht-
ing Center).  Several Super-Yachts are peering over 
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the top of the NYC building, like floating giants.  
They all get out, stretch and take in their surround-
ings.  A light breeze is fluttering nearby flags, carry-
ing an ocean fragrance with it.   Jeb walks into the 
office, with the crew following him tentatively.   

Newport, RI   

The NYC assistant manager, a lanky young man 
named Jim, greats them with a shake of hands all 
the way around, including Kat.  With brief introduc-
tions complete, Jim leads the family to his office.  
“We have Chloe docked on Pier N-4 West, waiting 
for you.” Jim starts.  “We received a few large pack-
ages for you and can deliver them on the Pier when 
you are ready.  Here are your keys.  We installed and 
tested your water maker. We mounted your solar 
panels and connected them to your battery charging 
system.  They fit perfectly on the cabin top, leaving 
plenty of space to access your mast and other rig-
ging.  We also installed your new VHF/AIS radio 
and left the original radio as a backup.  We removed 
the yachts old name from the hull an added your 
chosen name.  We pulled Chloe, cleaned her hull, 
and added a new layer of anti-fouling ablative paint 
in blue color per your request.  We painted your rud-
ders and t-keel in neon orange.  We replaced every 
zinc anode, then checked and serviced all through-
hulls.  Fuel and water tanks are topped off.  Each 
boat system is functioning properly.  Coast Guard 
registration was submitted, yacht inspection com-
pleted and here is your certificate.  We added an en-
graved plaque to your yacht with the registration 
number.  Ready for a walk through?”  Jim asks.  
They all nod and stand up.  Kat shouts “Born 
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Ready!” taking everyone by surprise and instigating 
an instantaneous group chuckle.   

They walk around the outside of the office, up the 
wharf to Pier N-4 West.  Chloe is at the end of the 
pier, rocking gently on the water, securely tied to the 
pier and patiently waiting her new owners’ inspec-
tion.  Cats have personalities and so do sailboats.  
Chloe’s light grey hull has a mirror reflection of the 
water gently lapping against it with bow and stern 
dock lines secured to cleats, with two additional 
springer lines diagonally crossing from pier to deck. 
Four oblong fenders are equidistant along the star-
board (right) side of the hull, separating the boat 
from the pier.  A yellow shore power cable droops 
from shore to sailboat.  The bow is pointed seaward 
for easy departure.  Jim shows them onboard, and 
walks them around the softly weathered smooth 
teak deck pointing out key features.  Her deck is 
spotless, with Jib roller-furled and the Mainsail 
neatly folded and stowed in a Navy Blue StackPack 
cover with white lettered Chloe labelled across it.  
Jeb noticed Chloe labeled in large blue letters across 
the transom while walking up the pier.  Lines are 
neatly stowed, ready for use.  No display of coiled 
lines lying flat on the deck.  Coiling looks pretty, but 
is poor treatment and impractical.   

Jeb unlocks the main hatch dropping it in a recess 
and pushing the sliding hatch cover forward to ac-
cess the cabin.  Rylie is spinning the winches, check-
ing free movement of the rudders and removing the 
instrument covers.  Kat is leaning over the safety rail 
looking at fish swimming by.  Natalia is carefully 
watching Kat and checking stowage compartments.  
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Natalia asks Rylie to watch Kat.  Jim, Jeb and Nata-
lia proceed down into the main cabin, which is spot-
less.  Jim points out the safety features, fire suppres-
sion, through-hull cut-off valves and then provides 
a general tour of all the spaces.   

“Dad.  Could you please turn on instrumentation 
power?”  Rylie calls down the Main Hatch.  Jeb com-
plies by reaching under the chart table and turning 
the 12-Volt switch to the “On” position, and toggling 
on the instrumentation switch in the 12-V display 
panel at the navigation station.  “Thank you!” she 
says.  Jeb also hears Rylie tell Kat, “Ok kiddo, please 
come over here and help me out.”  Jeb notes the 
starter battery and auxiliary batteries are fully 
charged.  He also checks to make sure the bilges are 
dry and there are no signs of leakage around the 
mast boot seal through the cabin top.  Chloe has a 
keel-mounted mast.  Natalia is checking out the 
pantry stowage spaces, oven, range and refrigerator.  
She also does a thorough inspection of the heads, 
berthing compartments and all interior stowage 
spaces.  Natalia will be the Quartermaster and XO 
(eXecutive Officer) aboard Chloe.  You don’t want to 
cross the XO.  The captain is responsible for the ship 
and crew, but the XO is the iron hand of the Captain.  
Jeb couldn’t be more fortunate to have Natalia as his 
XO.   

Jeb walks Jim back to the office, thanks Jim for the 
great coordination and care NYC provided them.  
They settle the service charges, including dock fees 
through the end of the week.  Jeb walks back to the 
Yukon, removes several duffle bags and heads back 
to Chloe.  Now if you think Jeb has another woman 
in his life, you are…well, close to the truth.  Nothing 
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will ever replace Natalia, and Jeb’s family.  A pure 
bond that will never be diminished.  Chloe repre-
sents a life-long dream.  The ability for Jeb and his 
family to safely venture out on the largest surface of 
the world since the world’s oceans cover approxi-
mately 71% of the earth.  Jeb yells to the sailboat as 
he approaches “Request permission to come 
aboard!” Kat responds “Permission granted and 
welcome back Cap’n.”  Everyone is on-deck so Jeb 
asks, “Anyone want to take Chloe out for a test sail?”  
Everyone unanimously votes “YEAH!”  Jeb opens 
the duffels and starts handing out auto-inflate off-
shore life jackets with each person’s name on a 
patch attached with Velcro to the left chest area.  
“We are burnin daylight.” Jeb playfully scorns.   

The crew pulls together, detaches the shore power 
cable, powers on the engine power, double checks 
that all through-hull seacocks are closed, opens the 
seacock for engine cooling, starts the diesel engine 
and checks for good engine cooling water discharge.  
Rylie relays, “Instrumentation is up”.  Natalia asks, 
“Ready to cast off?”  Jeb is at the starboard-side 
helm station monitoring engine rpms and tempera-
ture.  “Go ahead and remove the springers.” Jeb says 
to Natalia.  Natalia is on the dock now.  She throws 
the lines over to Rylie onto the boat to secure them.  
“Prepare stern line.” Jeb calls.  Natalia unties the 
stern line from the pier, keeps the line around the 
pier chock and hands the loose end to Jeb.  “Cast off 
bow-line.” Jeb says while pulling on the stern line.  
Natalia throws the bow line to Rylie, then walks 
down the pier and steps from the dock onto Chloe’s 
stern.  Rylie takes forward lookout in the bow pulpit.  
Jeb tests the forward and reverse on the engine, 
pops the stern line loop off the dock chock, then 
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slowly pulls away from the pier.  Natalia walks along 
pulling in and securing the bumpers.  Kat has been 
watching all the activity, remembering every detail, 
while safely seated on the port-side cockpit bench.   

Chloe slowly moves into the Narragansett heading 
southwest, passing a series of moored sailboats 
while maintaining proper right-of-way to other na-
val traffic.  The crew motors out into the bay and 
prepares to hoists sails once they get pointed wind-
ward.  Rylie comes aft, loops the main halyard 
around the motorized cabin top winch four times, 
then hoists the mainsail while Jeb keeps Chloe 
pointed into the wind.  Chloe gives a slight heave 
when the mainsail is set at full height, and Jeb steers 
the boat gradually to port, catching the wind.  Rylie 
finds the jib unfurling line, while Natalia mans the 
port winch taking in the jib sheet as the jib is un-
furled.  Sails set, Jeb shuts off the diesel engine.  Na-
talia goes below to secure the coolant intake and re-
turns to deck.  They have a steady 12 knot northerly 
wind now.  Chloe moves out briskly heading north-
west with Goat Island to her starboard stern.  The 
crew performs several tacks, getting familiar with 
Chloe, as they make their way north, paralleling 
Jamestown Island.  They carefully maneuver under 
the tallest span of the 138 Bridge, under a starboard 
tack.   

Chloe makes a long run up the bay on a close reach 
to the southern tip of Prudence Island and comes-
about, sailing wing-to-wing on a downwind run.  
Jeb could test the Gennaker, but they will wait for 
another day.  The wind has picked up and Chloe is 
up to 11 Knots on her downwind run.  Everyone is 
exhilarated.  A Knot (Kt) is a unit of speed and is 
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equivalent to 1.15 mph or 1.85 kph.  If travelling at 
one knot for one hour along a meridian, the distance 
travelled would be one geographical minute of lati-
tude or one Nautical Mile abbreviated as M.  This is 
an important concept in marine navigation.  11 Kts 
doesn’t sound fast until you consider harnessing the 
amount of wind energy to push a 25,000 lb., 45 foot 
long object through the water, under control, at that 
speed.   You can feel this energy transfer from wind 
to sailboat to motion.  An experience transcending 
time.  A connection shared by ancient mariner with 
modern sailor.  Chloe is performing magnificently.  
The crew enjoys the steady wind, light waves and 
beautiful scenery passing by.  The sun reflects off the 
dark green water with a sparkle.  A perfect first run. 
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Chapter 4 - Pandemic   

Munich-Flughafen IAP, Germany   

Steve has his hands full with the aircraft refit.  He is 
asked by his company to work with a London cus-
tomer to upgrade the avionics instrumentation on 
an older Gulfstream.  The customer wants the latest 
glass display instrumentation, upgraded radar and 
telecommunications suite.  Most refits are per-
formed at the Gulfstream factory.  The customer 
wants his private jet to remain in London and re-
quires a one-month turn-around.  Apparently, 
money is no object.  Steve is with a small crew of 
well-seasoned technicians that have performed this 
install on several occasions.  They are contracted to 
fly to London with their equipment, and perform the 
refit.  Steve is a compact 5’6”, 160 lb., blond-haired, 
blue-eyed engineering genius.  He is a likeable 
young man with no pretentions.  His team works 
well together, around the clock and finishes their 
task with a week to spare.   

His team wants to stay in London the last week to 
celebrate and enjoy some of the local sights.  Steve 
wants to meet up with his wife, Rylie, in Rhode Is-
land and help his family sail their yacht home to Vir-
ginia.  He is having a difficult time getting flights 
scheduled from Heathrow, to Newark, then to Prov-
idence.  Flights are being cancelled at an astounding 
rate.  He manages a shuttle flight from Heathrow to 
Munich-Flughafen IAP with a direct flight from Mu-
nich to Newark.  He has been waiting at the interna-
tional terminal for the last 5 hours for his flight to 
Newark.   
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His airplane home has just landed and is taxiing in 
when emergency vehicles arrive on the ramp sur-
rounding it.  Uh oh, he thinks, this can’t be a good 
thing.  He notices one particular black Mercedes 
Sprinter van arriving, wheels screeching, with blue 
lights flashing.  A motorized staircase vehicle pulls 
up to the front passenger door of the aircraft and 
parks.  What appears to be a Bundespolizei SWAT 
team rolls out of the van and forms up.   The black 
clad Polizei set off in a tight formation and swiftly 
ascend the staircase, opens the aircraft hatch and 
enters in, leaving one person to guard the door.  
Flashes occur inside the aircraft.  A dozen passen-
gers swarm the solo over-watch, knocking him 
backwards over the guardrail to fall to the concrete 
ramp below.   

Steve is having a hard time processing what he is 
seeing.   More than 50 passengers stream out of the 
aircraft scattering in all directions across the ramp.  
Emergency Response personnel try to intercede but 
are overwhelmed immediately.  It looks like the pas-
sengers are attacking them.  Gunfire breaks out.  
Passengers are being shot, but keep moving.  An 
EMT crew is tackled by several passengers and is 
brutally mauled.  A stray bullet pierces the window 
above Steve’s head, so he ducks and moves away 
from the glass.  His brain kicks in and he knows he 
has to leave the airport now.  Steve slides on his 
heavy backpack and starts running.  Other waiting 
passengers are staring out windows, mesmerized.  
Steve realizes that’s a bad idea.  He yells to the other 
passengers, “Leave now we are under attack!” as he 
sprints down the causeway towards the main termi-
nal and exit.  The other passengers begin to wake to 
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the threat.  A general panic is breaking loose across 
the airport now.   

Steve makes it to the exit and heads straight for the 
taxi stand.  Steve flags down the first available taxi 
he sees.  An older silver Mercedes pulls next to 
Steve.  “Sprechen Sie Englisch?”  Steve hurriedly 
asks the driver.  “Yes, I speak some English.”  The 
driver responds.  “Could you take me to the car 
rental agency in Munich, please?”  Steve asks.  “Why 
not car rental centre here?”  The driver responds.  
“Because the airport is being attacked and we need 
to leave.”  The driver looks around nervously and 
then says, “Hurry, please get in!”  As soon as Steve 
and his backpack land in the backseat, the driver 
takes off with a squeal of tires.   

Steve is scrambling for his smartphone.  He dials 
Rylie’s number and gets a ring.  “Hello, Steve?”  
Rylie asks, with lots of wind in the background.  
“Rylie, are you OK?”  Steve asks breathlessly.  “Sure, 
we’re out sailing now but will be returning to the 
dock soon.  How are you doing?”  Rylie asks.  “I’m 
having a crazy day.  Flights have been cancelled.  I 
rerouted to Munich and the airport is under attack!”  
Rylie is having a hard time comprehending Steve, 
“The Munich Airport is being attacked?”  “Yes, at-
tacked by passengers getting off the airplane!”  Steve 
states.  Rylie is a quick girl and doesn’t doubt Steve.  
“Is it ISIS?”  Rylie asks.  “I don’t think so.  The pas-
sengers were unarmed but acting weird.  They 
started attacking the emergency personnel waiting 
for the aircraft, then fled.  I saw a few passengers 
shot, and they kept running!”  Steve responds.  “I 
noticed all flights cancelled when I was heading out 
of the airport.”  “I’m in a taxi now heading towards 
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Munich.  I will get a rental car in Munich and then 
head towards Salzburg, Austria.  Could you do me a 
favor and ask where Natalia’s family lives?  I might 
pay them a visit until things sort themselves out.”  
Steve says, keeping his panic down, trying to think 
his next steps out.  “We’re pulling into the rental 
agency.  I will call you when I get on the road.  Love 
you!”  Steve says.  “Love you too!”  Rylie says before 
Steve clicks off.   

Newport, RI   

Jeb notes the worried look on Rylie’s face.  “What’s 
up kiddo?”  He asks.  “Something bad is happening 
in Germany,” she responds just so her Dad could 
hear.  “Let’s get docked and we can talk about it.”  
Rylie tells Jeb.  Chloe’s sails are secure, and they are 
pulling into the docks at the NYC under auxiliary 
power.  Jeb reverses the engine throttle and slows 
Chloe to a halt.  He engages the bow thruster spin-
ning Chloe slowly in place, then disengages.  He re-
verses the diesel engine and gently backs next to the 
pier.  Natalia already has the bumpers out and posi-
tioned.  With an ever so gentle bump to fenders.  Na-
talia jumps to the dock and starts securing the dock 
lines.  Jeb shuts the engine off.  Kat jumps to the 
dock with her Mom, watching and asking questions.   

Rylie and Jeb descend into the cabin.  “So what’s up 
Rylie?”  Jeb asks, while securing the seawater inlet 
for engine cooling.  Rylie is powering down the elec-
trical circuits.  “I just got a disturbing call from 
Steve.  He said the Munich Airport is under attack.  
It isn’t ISIS.  Arriving passengers from the flight he 
was going to board fled from the airplane onto the 
ramp attacking the emergency support crew.”  Rylie 
says in a single breath.  “Is Steve safe?”  Jeb asks.  
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“He is in a taxi, Heading into Munich to get a rental 
car.  He wants to know the contact information for 
Natalia’s family.  He might want to visit them and 
wait for things to settle down.”  Rylie states.  “Pass 
the info on to Natalia, while I keep Kat occupied.  
Natalia can text Steve with the contact info.”  Jeb 
tells Rylie.   

“Hey Kat!” Jeb calls out.  “Let’s head to the Yukon 
and unload all our gear.  We also need to get our 
boxes delivered from the NYC.”  Jeb says.  “Sure, 
Jeb.  After we get done can we all go to lunch?  I 
smell seafood.”  Kat says with a smile.  Kat loves sea-
food.  Crabs, lobster, mussels, clams, you name it.  
They are in one of the best locations in the world for 
fresh seafood.  Kat and Jeb stop by the NYC Office 
and ask Jim if they could have their boxes delivered 
to the pier after lunch.  They ask Jim if he would like 
to join them and he agrees.  Nothing like getting a 
local sailor to point out the best restaurants.  They 
borrow a handcart from Jim and start ferrying sup-
plies from the Yukon to Chloe.   

“So Steve witnessed an attack at Munich Airport?”  
Natalia asks Rylie.  Why didn’t he stay in Munich, 
he is a witness?” she continues.  “Steve told me 
something was very weird about the attackers.  He 
must have felt safer leaving the area as soon as pos-
sible.  I’m sure he can return to Munich when he 
feels it’s OK.”  Rylie responds.  Natalia has already 
texted Steve the contact information and directions 
to her sister Elena’s home, after listening to Rylie 
explain the situation.   

Jeb and Kat arrive at Chloe with a large load of gear 
piled up on a handcart.  “Please help get our gear 
stowed and then we can get a nice lunch.  Kat and I 
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will shuttle, if you don’t mind sorting and stowing.”  
Jeb says to Rylie and Natalia.  “Jeb promised sea-
food.  Mr. Jim will go with us, so let’s get moving.”  
Kat says impatiently.  Everyone knows how Kat 
loves seafood.  Natalia does too.  “So what are we 
waiting for?”  Natalia asks.  The crew is efficient, 
works well together.  They have the equipment 
moved and secured after three more trips.  Dry food, 
condiments, spices, dishware, cooking utensils, 
drinks, books, clothing, sleeping bags, foul weather 
gear, a giant first aid kit, tools, backup electronics, 
toiletries, cleaning supplies, linens, towels, several 
oblong black pelican cases and four empty blue plas-
tic fuel containers get loaded.  Natalia has checked 
off every single item twice, on a list she has dis-
played on her Tablet.  She has even entered a loca-
tion for each item on the spreadsheet.  “The best lo-
gistics officer a guy could marry.”  Jeb thinks, 
proudly.  Natalia and Rylie have even stripped all 
the excess packaging material and have it neatly 
piled on the pier.  They lock up Chloe, load up the 
waste and head to the Yacht Center office.   

Rylie’s phone starts ringing.  “Hello, Steve?”  She 
asks.  “I’m driving from Munich now.  I got a stand-
ard transmission VW Golf GTI at the rental agency.  
Hope I’m not grinding too many gears.  I’m listening 
to the news and all of Europe is stopping air travel.”  
Steve says.  “They have indicated that a new strain 
of virus is coming from the East and they need to 
limit the spread.”  “Do you think the airplane you 
were waiting for was infected?”  Rylie asks.  “I don’t 
know.  The people getting off the plane were not 
normal.  They looked like they were sick and really 
angry.  I saw several get shot and they kept on run-
ning.  The emergency response team didn’t have a 
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chance.  I need to keep moving away from that.  The 
GPS says I should be in Salzburg, Austria in two 
hours and then another 2-½ hours to reach 
Ljubljana, Slovenia.  I will give you a call when I 
make it into Austria.  Love you.”  Steve says.  “Love 
you, and take care.”  Rylie responds before hanging 
up.  Rylie is ghost white now.  Natalia sees her and 
gives her a big hug.  “He will be alright you know.  
My family will take care of him when he reaches 
Ljubljana.”  Natalia reassures Rylie.   

Jeb overhears enough to be concerned.  He rallies 
his crew and gets them moving.  They drop the trash 
off at the recycle bin and return the cart to the office.  
Jim is watching CNN when they enter.  “Ready for 
some food?” Jeb asks Jim.  “Sure, we can go right 
around the pier to The Mooring Restaurant.  Did 
you catch any of the latest news?”  Jim asks.  “Not 
yet.  Maybe you can fill us in over lunch?”  They all 
follow Jim out the door and down the pier towards 
the restaurant.  Jeb slows down for Rylie and puts 
his arm around her shoulder as they’re walking.  
“We will make sure Steve is safe.”  Jeb promises his 
daughter.  Rylie nods and smiles sadly.  Kat comes 
up on the opposite side of Rylie, putting her arm 
through Rylie’s saying, “Don’t be sad.  We’re family 
and we will stick together.”  They somberly walk 
along the waterfront.   

Fredericksburg, VA   

Grace wakes up at around 1400.  “Good grief, I can’t 
believe I slept that late!” she thinks to herself.  
Grace, Ethan and Ava occupied the master bedroom 
the night before.  Natalia changed linens and de-
manded the young couple occupy their bedroom 
while they were away.  No sign of Ethan or Ava.  She 
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takes a quick shower and then wanders downstairs 
to see what is going on.  Ethan and Ava are in the 
living room watching TV, and playing with the cats.  
Both cats are mesmerized by the small girl.  “Thank 
you for letting me sleep in.” She tells Ethan.  He 
smiles and replies, “You’re welcome.  Gives me a 
chance to reconnect with Ava.  I have also been 
watching OAN (One American News).  Looks like 
the virus has made it to our shores.   

We were lucky getting here.  All commercial air 
flights have been cancelled to limit further spread.  
Right now, Los Angeles, Houston, New York, At-
lanta and Miami are under some type of quarantine.  
No notice on how many infected have been de-
tained.  Many haven’t been.”  Ethan continues, “I got 
an e-mail notice from my unit to remain in place.  
Keep them posted of my location.”   

“So how are we set here?”  Ethan asks.  Grace picks 
up Ava, gives her a warm hug and sits her back in 
the playpen to talk with the cats.  “Let’s go find out.” 
she says with a smile.  Dad told me he has been buy-
ing a few toys.  He gave me the combos and said 
don’t be bashful.”  They descended into the base-
ment, then stop at a steel door at the bottom of the 
stairs.  Grace enters a digital combo and opens the 
door.   

She turns on the lights and they see rows of shelves 
lining the basement perimeter, with two large safes 
at the end.  A server rack with computer equipment 
blinking away and several workbenches in the cen-
ter of the room.  One bench devoted to ammo re-
loading gear.  At least eight large black ballistic ny-
lon bugout bags are filling one complete shelf unit.  
Another is filled with five-gallon square buckets of 
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Mountain Home Freeze Dried Foods.  An entire 
shelf unit is dedicated to Natalia’s canned foods.  
The last two shelf units are loaded with varying sized 
pelican waterproof cases.  Ethan picks up one and 
sets it on a workbench.  He pops the latches and 
looks inside.  “How did your Dad manage to get 4th 
gen Hybrid Thermal Optics?”  Ethan asks Grace.  
“Dad has a few friends.” Grace responds.  “Dad 
asked me to open the first safe on the left.  He has a 
surprise for me.”   

She dials in the combo and unlatches the bolts, 
swinging the heavy door open.  Stacks of ammo cans 
surround a short soft-side case with a pink bow on 
it.  She pulls the case out, lays it on an empty work-
bench and unzips the bag.  An OD green cerakoted 
Aero Precision M4E1 is resting in the case with the 
Hello Kitty logo laser etched in the lower receiver 
highlighted in red.  The AR-15 has a SilencerCo sup-
pressor barely extending from the 15” keymod 
handguard.  Several optics with quick release 
mounts are strapped in along the top of the case.  A 
solid set of Magpul Pro BUIS (Back Up Iron Sights) 
occupy the full-length sight rail.  “Looks like your 
Dad gave you something very special.”  Ethan grins.   
She grins back, saying, “Yup!”  They check out the 
second safe, with neatly organized rows of rifles and 
handguns.  “Time we check on Ava.”  Grace indi-
cates to Ethan.  They store her new carbine back in 
the safe, lock up and turn out the lights.  “Wow, your 
Dad is prepared!”  Ethan says with a shake of his 
head. “Our armorer would be jealous.”  He contin-
ues.  Jeb has accumulated several suppressed 
M4E1s in 5.56 and four suppressed uppers in .300 
Blackout.  Four suppressed M5E1s in .308.  Three 
Zenith Firearms MKE Z-5P sub guns.   Three 12 GA 
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combat shotguns, sniper rifles in 7 mm Rem Mag, 
.300 Win-Mag, .338 Lapua and at least a dozen 
handguns.  They return upstairs and notice Ava 
playing the blinking game with Whiskers.  Cats 
blink when they acknowledge you.  Ava blinks at 
Whiskers and Whiskers blinks back at Ava.  The lit-
tle girl giggles each time the exchange occurs.   

Newport, RI   

The crew is seated in a booth at the restaurant.  
Menus are passed out and Kat gets busy coloring on 
the kid’s paper menu.  She knows what she wants to 
order, a big lobster.  The adults are talking about 
Steve being stuck in Germany and a very bad flu bug 
that is spreading rapidly around the world.  Kat is 
not afraid because her Dad takes her for her a flu 
shot every year.  Kat misses her Dad.  Everyone calls 
him Skippy.  Dad is away working for the new Pres-
ident and is visiting an embassy in Uzbekistan right 
now.  She also misses her only aunt from her father’s 
side, Karen, who is in Florida.  She digs out her IPh-
one from her jacket pocket and sends Aunt Karen a 
text.  “Miss you.  Had lots of fun sailing on Chloe to-
day.  Get to eat a big lobster now.  Love you!”   

Kat really enjoyed sailing on Chloe today.  She 
knows that she can help sail Chloe, but has a lot of 
stuff to learn before she can help out.  She likes the 
tall sails catching the wind, how fast the boat moves 
and so quietly.  She saw seagulls racing Chloe today 
and silver fish jumping out of the water.  Everyone 
was excited and happy until they got back to shore.  
The light wind and smell of seawater is really fresh.  
The sights and sounds around the bay are unfamil-
iar, but fascinating. She likes being around Rylie.  
Kat never thought she would get a big sister.  Now 
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she has two big sisters and a really big brother.  The 
cutest niece in the world and two brother-in-laws 
that are very nice to her.  She is fascinated by Rylie.  
Rylie is beautiful and smart.  She knows a lot about 
sailing.  Rylie knew exactly what to do today and 
when to do it.  Kat wants to be like Rylie when she 
grows up.  Rylie is no pushover.  Kat can feel that 
Rylie is very warm and loving, but also very firm.  
Kat can’t get away with much with so many parents 
watching out for her.  She doesn’t mind so much, 
knowing she has plenty of people that love her.  Kat 
wants to learn as much as she can, so she can help 
out.   

The food is ordered and drinks are served.  Jeb asks 
Jim, “So all commercial air travel to the US has been 
stopped?”  Jim replies, “Yes, from what the news is 
reporting.  This bug has become a pandemic.  I 
would suggest, when you get comfortable with 
Chloe, you should set sail for home before they cur-
tail ocean traffic.  We will help you with whatever 
you need to get ready.”  Jeb thinks for a moment, 
and responds to Jim, “We could use some paper 
charts of the Northeast seaboard for back-up navi-
gation.  We need some fresh food and help getting 
our dingy inflated, then hoisted onboard.  We also 
have a few diesel jugs to fill, just to be on the safe 
side.  We can use our rental to pick up supplies, but 
need to drop it off at the return agency when we are 
done.  Do you mind if we camp on the boat tonight, 
and get underway in the morning?”  Jim nods his 
head, taking a few mental notes, then replies, “We 
can help you with all that, and yes you’re more than 
welcome to use our facilities tonight.”  The food ar-
rives and everyone begins to eat, lost in their own 
thoughts.   
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Near Salzburg, Austria   

Steve is staying focused on his task-at-hand, driving 
the VW Golf GTI along highway A8.  The VW has 
some spunk, while he is averaging 130 KPH on the 
speedometer.  He barely notices the breathtaking 
old world scenery flashing by.  The road isn’t heavily 
travelled tonight which is difficult to understand. 
Steve’s watch is six hours ahead of Rylie’s.  The four-
lane road is well maintained.  He is thankful that he 
got out of Munich and doesn’t have to walk.  He 
transitions to the A10 and watches the mountains to 
his left.  He sees signs identifying he is on the Tau-
ern Autobahn.  He catches glances in the distance, 
of the moon reflecting off huge peaks covered with 
glacial snow.  The Alps are captivating but he con-
centrates on his driving.  He decides to call Rylie.  
Earlier, he linked his phone to the car Bluetooth sys-
tem.  Steve can now make a call while keeping his 
hands on the steering wheel and eyes on the road.  
He activates the call by pushing a button on the 
steering wheel, says “Rylie” and gets connected.  
“Hello Steve?” he hears over the car speakers.  “Hi 
Rylie!  I just made it past Salzburg and am heading 
south now.”  Steve exclaims.  “How are you guys?” 
he asks.  “We are finishing lunch, and Dad decided 
to get an early start home tomorrow morning.” Rylie 
says in a rush.  “Sounds like a good idea.” Steve re-
sponds.  “If all goes well, I will be in Ljubljana in a 
few hours.  I’m taking my time and being as safe as 
possible.”  Steve continues, “I will give you a call 
when I’m at Elena’s home.  Love you!”  Rylie re-
sponds, “Love you too!”   

Newport, RI   
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The crew gets back to Chloe, divvies up their tasks 
and gets started preparing for their journey.  Rylie 
activates the shore power.  Natalia and Kat head to 
the Stop & Shop Supermarket off Bowery Street, 
while Jeb and Rylie un-box their new aluminum 
bottomed rib.  Jim delivers up-to-date paper charts, 
helps them inflate their rib pontoons and hoist the 
dinghy onto the forward deck, securing it in custom 
blocks that were built for Chloe.  They cart their 
empty fuel containers to the fueling pier and fill 
them up.  Jim asks if they think they could use an 
extra propane tank and Jeb accepts.  Jim heads to 
his shop and returns in minutes with a brand new, 
filled tank.  “This should be a perfect fit.  We ordered 
it for another customer, who never picked it up.”  
Jim says.  “How much do we owe you?”  Jeb asks.  
“Consider it an exchange for you unused time at the 
pier, since you paid through the end of the week.”  
Jim and Jeb shake hands.   

Natalia and Kat return to Chloe with a dock cart full 
of vegetables, fruit, and last minute comfort items.  
“How was the market?” Jeb asks Natalia.  “The 
shelves are emptying quickly, but everyone is cour-
teous.  We left the keys to the Yukon at the NYC of-
fice and they will return it to the rental agency to-
morrow morning.”  Natalia states.  They move the 
groceries onboard, quickly store them, make an-
other run to the recycle bin delivering more empty 
packing material, then drop the cart off.  Rylie is 
looking at her laptop. “NOAA says seas will be mod-
erate with 2 - 4 foot swells past New York and down 
toward Atlantic City.” “Does everyone agree we sail 
straight home?”  Rylie asks.  They all nod their 
heads.  Chloe’s cargo has been evenly distributed 
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and she has settled with her new load, still not near 
her upper watermark.   

“You’ve done a great job today.  How about we take 
turns getting showers at the NYC and we order 
pizza?”  Jeb asks.  “Sounds like a good idea.”  Natalia 
says.  “One other thing, we should use the buddy 
system.  We will set a watch on the boat and always 
move in pairs,” Jeb states.  He continues, “We can 
use hand-held walkie-talkies to keep in touch if we 
are separated, and ladies, I think all the adults 
should go armed.”  No one questions that decision.  
“Natalia and Kat, you get to shower first.  I picked 
up a flyer for Nikolas Pizza and we can place the or-
der while you ladies are on the dock.” Rylie goes be-
low, pulls several hand-held radios, sets the fre-
quency, returns and hands them out.  Natalia goes 
and packs fresh clothes for Kat and herself, with toi-
letries and towels.  Jeb heads below and finds a 
small pelican case.  He extracts two handguns with 
holsters and spare magazines.  He chooses a FN-P 
.40SW for Rylie and a Rex Zero One 9mm for Nata-
lia.  Jeb knows Rylie is proficient with the FN-P, and 
his Slovenian wife likes her Slovenian firearm.  Eve-
ryone likes the Zero One.   

Natalia and Kat head down the pier, while Rylie and 
Jeb keep an eye on Chloe, then order pizza.  The ma-
rina is unusually quiet for the evening.  Only the two 
superyachts occupy the adjacent piers, with mini-
mal crew on each.  The shrill cry of a gull echoes in 
the distant.  Rylie grabs her laptop, fills out a USCG 
(US Coast Guard) Float Plan and asks Jeb to review 
it.  Jeb gives a thumbs-up, and Rylie emails the form 
to her sister, Grace, and CCs copies to the DYC and 
the NYC.  Natalia checks in on the hand-held, “We 
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are finishing up here and will be back in a few 
minutes.”  Jeb acknowledges, then asks Rylie to get 
ready.  Rylie returns on deck and Jeb goes and packs 
a small duffle.  Natalia and Kat climb onto Chloe as 
Jeb returns topside.  “You guys cleaned up well.”  
Jeb says with a smile.  Natalia walks over to Jeb and 
gives him a big kiss.  “Ewe!” Kat cries out, disgusted 
with the two.  Rylie and Jeb finish their showers, 
then return to Chloe just in time for pizza delivery.   

Fredericksburg, VA   

Jaxon arrives at his Dad’s house late.  He is finished 
with his job in Arlington, thankfully.  It takes him 
over four hours to drive the fifty-mile distance, 
mostly on side roads because I-95 is a parking lot.  
At Grace’s request, he swings by Costco to stock up 
on diapers for Ava.  Costco is a madhouse.  Inven-
tory is dwindling quickly, but the diaper section is 
well stocked.  He fills up his cart with the appropri-
ate sized, biodegradable nappies and then grabs sev-
eral cases of Gerber’s baby food.  Jaxon heads for 
checkout with other customers glancing at the tee-
tering pile of baby goods.  One young boys tells his 
mother loudly, “Look Ma, he must have a dozen ba-
bies at home!”  45 minutes later, he is at the register.  
“That will be $473.68.”  The tired cashier says.  
“Man, kids are expensive,” Jaxon mutters under his 
breath while swiping his credit card.   

The front porch lights are on when he pulls into the 
drive.  Ethan greets him at the door.  “It’s your turn 
brother,” Jaxon tells Ethan, pointing at the car filled 
with diapers.  “Thank you Jaxon.”  Ethan says with 
a smile, catches the keys and begins unloading the 
car.  Grace has a steaming hot meal waiting on the 
table for Jaxon, when he enters the kitchen.  Ava is 
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sitting in a high chair near the table, slinging baby 
food at Whiskers.  Whiskers nimbly dodges the air-
borne nosh, like it’s an amusing game.  “Watch your 
step!”  Grace warns Jaxon.  “I’ll get that disaster 
zone cleaned up in a minute,” she says with a grin.  
Ava is laughing with a twinkle of mischief in her 
eyes.  Jaxon sits down, points at the baby and says, 
“Let me eat first.”  As Jaxon finishes cleaning his 
plate, while Grace has nearly finished cleaning the 
floor, a small handful of banana hits Jaxon in the 
forehead, slides down his nose, then plops on his 
plate.  Ethan and Grace watch the scene, trying to 
hold back, but break out with laughter.   

Vrhnika, Slovenia   

Steve is sitting in Elena’s kitchen drinking an es-
presso, eating a freshly baked croissant in the early 
morning.  Sitting across from Steve, is Elena’s hus-
band, Mihail, enjoying the company of the road-
weary traveler.  Mihail is 5’8”, 170 lbs., with dark 
eyes, dark hair, and a cheerful smile.  Elena is 5’6”, 
with lithe swan like form, blond hair, and amber 
eyes like her sister.  Mihail tells Steve, “You are lucky 
to enter Slovenia last night, they closed border this 
morning.”  Elena smiles at Steve and says, “You are 
welcome here with us.”  Elena has already phoned 
Natalia letting her know Steve arrived safely.  Mihail 
says, “Virus is spreading quickly and is very danger-
ous.  All our family got a flu shot this year.”  “We did, 
also.”  Steve responds.  “We have one case reported 
in Ljubljana, yesterday.  Slovene woman travelling 
back from India.  Doctors at hospital say she has 
symptoms like advanced stage of Rabies.” Elena in-
dicates.  Elena is a RN (Registered Nurse) at the lo-
cal clinic.  “No treatment, yet, for woman.  The two 
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police bringing woman in got hurt pretty badly.  
They said woman was very strong and acting like in-
sane person.”  Steve shudders, and takes time to ex-
plain to Mihail and Elena what he witnessed in Mu-
nich.  They all take a moment to reflect.   

“The Slovene soldiers and American soldiers sta-
tioned here have been mobilized.” Mihail says.  “We 
have American troops stationed here?”  Steve asks.  
“Last year, your new president makes agreement 
with Slovenia to station US Army, Air Force and 
Navy personnel at Ljubljana Airbase, Cerklje ob 
Krki Airbase, Ankara Naval Base and here in Vrh-
nika.  Our pilots learn to fly F-35A Lightning IIs, CV-
22 Ospreys, Blackhawk helicopters and new C-130J 
transport airplanes.  We have five new Mk VI 
Coastal Patrol Ships.  Everyone local makes fun of 
Slovenia owning expensive fighter aircraft.  Country 
is so small, when jet takes off from runway is already 
in another country.  US Special Forces help build 
Slovene Specialne Sile in Kočevska Reka.  We have 
2,500 US military and another 2,500 dependents 
living in Slovenia now.”  Steve asks with hesitation, 
“Is that a bad thing?”  “Good for economy.  Good for 
growth.  We also have many weddings between Slo-
venes and Americans now.”  Elena says with a broad 
grin.  “Elena gets marriage proposal every week.”  
Mihail says shaking his head, “You don’t have pretty 
girls in America?”  Steve thinks how to answer that 
one, and then slowly says, “We do.  I married one of 
the most beautiful girls in the world!”  Steve answers 
successfully.  “Mihail likes flirting with girl pilots!”  
Elena says with a snort.  Steve understands the 
happy banter between the couple.  He misses Rylie.  
Steve is really worried if he will ever see his wife 
again.   
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Newport, RI   

Natalia and Kat are sleeping soundly in the forward 
cabin of Chloe.  Jeb is standing watch, while Rylie 
keeps him company.  “I got a text from Elena saying 
Steve is OK and settling in.  His smartphone needs 
a charge.  He must be exhausted.”  Rylie sighs.  
“We’ll make sure you two love birds get back to-
gether soon.”  Jeb says with a nod.  “All air flight is 
cancelled, and this pandemic is spreading.  Have 
you looked at the news recently?  We have an esti-
mated 50,000 infected in the US alone!”  Rylie 
snaps.  “Hey, settle down kiddo.  You need to get 
some rest and relieve the watch in a few hours.  I 
remember my best dive buddy in Hawaii always 
kissing me good night at 2100.  You’re late.  Now go 
to sleep.”  Jeb says with a sad smile.  Rylie gets up, 
kisses her Dad on the cheek and heads to her cabin.   
The pier is quiet with the lapping water gently ca-
ressing the boat and shore.  Jeb remembers their 
two-year stay in Oahu, Hawaii.  Rylie was ten when 
they moved there.  Jeb signed up with Rylie for a 
PADI open-water dive course on Hickam.  He was 
very proud of his daughter.  She required several ex-
tra dives before the instructor would certify her, but 
she did it.  They got 24 dives in around the island.  
She was a steady kid underwater.  She would always 
stay close, and follow instructions.  New creatures 
that crossed their path were a wonderful discovery.  
Yes, she did put herself to sleep every night after a 
kiss.  She was also Dad’s snuggle-bug.   
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Chapter 5 - First Contact   

Newport, RI   

Jeb’s cell phone rings.  It is 0200 in the morning.  
He is sitting in the cockpit of Chloe, enjoying the sea 
breeze, lapping waves and night sounds.  “Hello?”  
He answers.  “Jeb, John Summerfield here.”  John 
is the CEO of TetraXcom, the small start-up Jeb 
helps.  “Have you been following world events with 
the pandemic?”  John asks.  “Yes.  Been tracking it.  
I have a son-in-law grounded in Slovenia.”  Jeb re-
plies.  “Where are you, right now?”  John asks.  “My 
family and I are on our sailboat at the Newport 
Yacht Center.”  Jeb says.  “I want to put you on a 
three-way call with MG (Major General) Moore at 
SOCOM (Special Operations COMmand).”  John 
states.  “Ok.” Jeb responds.  “Jeb this is Daniel 
Moore.  I hear you helped design our new BBPN 
(Broad Band Portable Network) and created the se-
curity infrastructure?”  Gen. Moore asks.  “That’s 
correct, sir,” Jeb states without hesitation.  “Please 
call me Dan,” the General insists.  “We need your 
help.  Most of our field engineers have disappeared 
in Europe. We need you to get this network opera-
tional.  Transportation is a problem.  All long-haul 
air transport is grounded and our few ships have 
higher priority tasks.”  Dan says.  “If you can spare a 
month, I might have a solution.”  Jeb responds.  
“That’s cutting it close but what did you have in 
mind?”  John asks.  “Considering the current trade-
winds and ocean currents, we could sail there if we 
leave soon.  Hurricane season begins in six weeks.  I 
was considering doing that to pick up my son-in-
law, anyway.”  The General laughs.  “Very resource-
ful idea.  What makes you think it will work?”  Dan 
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asks.  “Dan, I have a strong, well equipped yacht, a 
good crew and favorable winds.  Doesn’t sound like 
there are many options.”  Jeb responds.   

Jeb notices movement at the end of the pier.  “Give 
me a minute, gents.” Jeb says, laying the cellphone 
on the cockpit table, moving towards the pier.  He 
jumps from the boat combing to the pier, carefully 
watching two people stumbling towards him.  The 
smaller figure looks up, screeches, and runs directly 
at Jeb.  Jeb draws, aims center-mass, and fires two 
shots letting muscle memory do its work.  The 180 
gr. Hornady XTP HPs (Hollow Points) travelling at 
1050 fps do their job.  The larger figure starts run-
ning at Jeb with a shriek.  Jeb barely has time to re-
peat his drill.  Both bodies tumble to the pier.  Jeb 
swaps magazines and approaches cautiously, and 
then nudges one of the inert forms.  He does the 
same to the other body with no response.  He rolls 
one of the bodies over.  It is a male, with chunks of 
hair falling out and dark streaks under his sickly 
green skin.  Must be infected.  Two holes pierce the 
sternum, explode the heart and sever the spine.  Jeb 
inspects the smaller body, an older female, with 
similar signs and shot placement.  He takes several 
moments to let the adrenaline flush from his veins, 
and to say a silent prayer for the dead.  He backs 
away and returns to Chloe.   

Natalia and Rylie are standing in the cockpit with 
pistols drawn scanning the pier.  “Rylie, please call 
911,” he requests.  Jeb hears a voice coming from his 
cell on the table.  He picks it up and says, “Hello?”   
“What’s going on there?”  John asks.  “You ok Jeb?”  
The General chimes in.  “Yeah, just had my first en-
counter with the infected.  Two down.  My daughter 
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is calling 911,” Jeb states.  “Dad, I keep getting busy 
signals.  No one is responding,” Rylie says.  “Can you 
get to the Navy Sailing Center at Coaster’s Harbor 
Island?  I will have an escort waiting for you there 
on the center pier.”  Gen Moore indicates.  “Sure 
thing, Sir.  I think we will get underway immedi-
ately.”  “Natalia, can you prepare Chloe to get un-
derway?”  Jeb asks his wife.  He gets a head-nod 
back.  “Rylie, grab a tarp and come with me.”  He 
and Rylie head back to the bodies.  Jeb takes several 
pictures of the corpses and sends them to Dan.  They 
move the bodies to the side, and cover them with the 
blue tarp.  “General, we are moving out now.  Should 
be at the Naval Marina in 30 mikes (minutes).  If 
you could have someone notify local law enforce-
ment I would appreciate it.”  Jeb signs off and they 
move with a purpose.   

27 minutes later Chloe comes gliding into the Navy 
marina on auxiliary, and settles a foot from the 
dock.  Two people are waiting to greet them.  “Mr. 
Ferguson?” The shorter of the two asks.  “Here.”  Jeb 
states from the port helm.  “I’m Lieutenant Mark 
Davis and this is Gunnery Sergeant Sam Hailey.  
Can we come aboard?” Lt Davis asks.  “Permission 
granted.”  Jeb confirms.  They grab several duffels 
and jump aboard.  Jeb reverses course and motors 
away from the pier.  A staccato of gunfire echoes in 
the distance.  “Stow your kit below in the aft star-
board cabin and then we can talk.  Please be quiet 
while below because my step-daughter is asleep.”  
When Kat goes to sleep, she sleeps like a rock.  It is 
always difficult getting her to go to sleep, though.  
Jeb sets up a course on the Chartplotter.  Rylie and 
Natalia are preparing to hoist sails.  They motor out 
into the channel, pointing windward and rapidly 
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hoist and set the sails.  Chloe comes-about and picks 
up speed south towards the Atlantic Ocean.  Jeb is 
closely monitoring the radar, while scanning the wa-
ter with a set of NVGs (Night Vision Goggles).  He’s 
running lights-out.  As Chloe passes Ragged Point, a 
giant explosion rocks the downtown area, echoing 
sharply across the water.  “Not a minute to spare.” 
Natalia tells Jeb from the cockpit bench.   

Lt. Davis and Gunny Hailey return to the cockpit.  Lt 
Davis appears to be about 5’10”, shoulder length 
hair, dark beard, strongly built at about 170 pounds, 
dressed in blue jeans and black t-shirt. Gunny Hai-
ley is whip thin, at 5’11”, dressed in olive MCCUUs 
(Marine Corp Combat Utility Uniform).  “I see Tri-
dent written all over you, Lt Davis,” Jeb states.  
“Gunny, is that Aerin perfume I smell?”  The Gun-
nery Sergeant takes off her duty cap and shakes out 
long red tresses.  “Thought so,” Jeb says.  “Sorry Mr. 
Ferguson but I was getting prepared for a date when 
I got called back to duty,” Gunny says.  “My name is 
Jeb.  No honorifics required.  I suppose General 
Moore had something in mind with you two?” Jeb 
questions.  “You can call me Mark.  I just received a 
quick briefing that we are heading to Norfolk and I 
am to provide security, logistics and medical.   I also 
need to learn as much as I can about your BBPN.”  
Mark says.  “I’m Samantha, but you can call me 
Sam.  I’m Crypto, Intel and will provide secure 
Comms for the trip.  Ditto on the BBPN.  We will be 
part of your support crew in Europe.”   

“So how much experience does either of you have 
with sailing?”  Jeb asks, thinking about immediate 
needs.  They both say at the same time, “Not much.”  
“Well, this will be a good shake-down cruise for all 
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of us.  We have a month to get to the Mediterranean 
Ocean.  Actually, the Adriatic Sea.  We have a couple 
of manuals that explain the on-board systems.  
Rylie, Natalia and I will teach you the rest by OJT 
(On the Job Training).  We can use the help and if 
the last altercation I had is any indicator of the way 
things are sliding, we can use the extra firepower.”  
Jeb nods at the duffle bag that Mark left on the star-
board bench.  Mark has a STI 1911-A1 on his right 
hip with two spare magazines on the left.  “Mark, I 
know you can swim like a fish but I need everyone 
to don an inflatable vest while on deck.  Sets a good 
example for the kids,” Jeb says, reaching under the 
locker pulling out the vests.  “These vests have water 
activated inflators, geo-locators, and strobe-lights 
built in along with a security harness when you need 
to clip into a tether.”  “Why a tether?”  Sam asks.  
“When we get into heavy seas, it will keep you from 
being swept overboard,” Jeb responds.  Sam looks 
concerned.  Mark flashes a huge grin.  “Never been 
on a mission like this,” Mark exclaims.  “Difficult 
times ahead, Mark and Sam,” Jeb predicts.   

Fredericksburg, VA   

Ethan can’t sleep.  He has listened to the distant wail 
of sirens over the last hour through the open win-
dow.  When the sirens fade, a train rolls through.  
Just as he is finally descending into slumber, he 
feels a sandpaper tongue licking his nose.  Must be 
Whiskers.  He was forewarned about keeping the 
bedroom door closed.  Grace and Ava are sleeping 
soundly.  Ethan gets up, slides into a pair of jeans 
and quietly creeps out the door with the Gray Men-
ace following him.  Ethan is feeling at odds.  He goes 
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downstairs and continues to descend into the base-
ment, opens the steel door and proceeds to the safe 
with the handgun selection.  He unlocks the safe 
door and looks over the inventory.   Jeb has a collec-
tion of Para-USA 1911s and a few Sig-Sauer’s.  He 
selects a Black Ops Recon in .45, then adds an extra 
magazine from an organized shelf.  He checks the 
gun and sees that it is loaded.  The extra magazine 
holds 14 rounds of Hornady Critical Defense Ammo.   
Twenty-nine rounds total.  A box next to the safe 
contains a variety of holsters.  Ethan finds a Kydex 
paddle holster that works, along with a magazine 
pouch.  Ethan clips the holster and mag pouch in 
place.  He locks up and leaves the basement, think-
ing about coffee.  He hears a commotion in the front 
of the house.  He walks to the front door and hears 
screams outside.  Front lights are flicking on along 
the street.  Ethan unlocks the door and step out onto 
the front porch.  He notices a commotion in the 
street directly in front of their home.  Three teenag-
ers are brutalizing an elderly woman lying on the 
sidewalk.   

Ethan doesn’t like what he’s seeing.  He draws his 
handgun, drops the safety with hammer back and 
yells at the kids  “Back-off!  That’s enough!”  He no-
tices blood covering the sidewalk and realizes how 
serious the situation is.  All three teens look up at 
Ethan and simultaneously shriek.  The elderly 
woman moves slightly.  Ethan orders “Hands be-
hind your heads!” when all three launch themselves 
at him moving with lightning speed.  He’s is forced 
to engage the leader, putting him down.  The other 
two keep running straight at him.  He can’t believe 
this.  He engages the other two as they near the 
porch, dropping both at his feet on the stairs leading 
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up to the porch.  Six rounds, three targets down for 
good.  The elderly woman moans.  Grace is coming 
down the stairs with Jaxon on her heels.  Ethan 
turns to her and asks, “Grace please call 911!  Jaxon, 
get a first aid kit and follow me!”   

He kicks both bodies on the staircase then runs to 
the third checking for movement.  He then goes to 
the elderly lady to check on her.  She has bite marks 
along her bare arms and legs.  Jaxon arrives with an 
oversized medical kit.  “Can you hear me, Ma’am?  
We’re going to get you help.”  Ethan says while 
checking for a pulse and breathing.  The woman 
whispers, “I was just out for a walk when they at-
tacked.  I thought it was safe…couldn’t sleep to-
night.”  Ethan checks to see where the blood is com-
ing from.  He spots two bites that are bleeding pro-
fusely.  Jaxon hands him a blood clotting sponge 
with gauze and applies it to her first wound then re-
peats the process with the second.  Ethan checks for 
other injuries not discovering any broken bones.  
Just a series of slowly seeping bite marks.   

An unmarked cruiser comes barreling around the 
corner and slows to a halt in front of the scene.  The 
officer cautiously gets out on the opposite side of the 
car with drawn handgun surveying the situation.  
Jaxon kneels down to assist with first aid as the of-
ficer walks towards them.  A neighbor slowly ap-
proaches saying, “Officer, I saw the whole thing.  
This young man just saved that woman’s life!”  The 
Sheriff’s Deputy completes a 360° scan then re-hol-
sters his handgun.  “We need to get this lady to a 
hospital.  She has lost a lot of blood.”  Ethan states.  
He proceeds to explain what happened, while band-
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aging her wounds.  “Been seeing a lot of this to-
night,” the Deputy says.  No ambulances at the mo-
ment but if you can help me load her up in the 
backseat of my car, I will get her to Spotsylvania 
Emergency.”  He shakes his head.  “We will send out 
a vehicle to pick up the bodies when one is availa-
ble,” he sighs.  They gently pick up the bandaged 
woman and place her in the back seat of the police 
car.  “Might want to cover those bodies up.  Every-
one needs to go inside and lock up!  It isn’t safe out-
side tonight!”  The officer announces before return-
ing to the driver’s seat, starts the car and drives 
away with lights flashing.   

Ethan and Jaxon stair at each other, glancing 
around and then look at the three bodies piled up.  
“I’ll go get a few tarps, get armed up, and return in 
five minutes.”  Jaxon tells Ethan.  Ethan responds, 
“Keep Grace and Ava inside.  They do not need to 
see this right now.  I’m ok.  I will pull the bodies to 
the side of the house and cover them up there.  Ask 
Grace to call Jeb and tell him what is going on.  See 
you in a few.”  Jaxon goes inside.  Ethan flips the 
first body over and sees darkly streaked veins under 
greenish skin.  He inspects the other two corpses all 
showing the same symptoms.  He tows the bodies to 
the side of the garage, and lays them out in a neat 
row.  He returns to the front of the house, hooks up 
a hose and starts rinsing blood off the sidewalks.  
Once done, he turns off the water and coils the hose.  
Coiling garden hoses is a good practice.  It keeps you 
from tripping over them in the dark.  Jaxon returns 
with a large tarp and they cover the dead.   
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Atlantic Ocean - 41°15'50.68"N 71°23'14.51"W   

Jeb has been fortunate to traverse quiet waters, so 
far.  Who else would be sailing on a night like to-
night?  Rylie climbs up the stairs from the cabin, 
talking on the SatPhone.  Mark has taken the NVGs 
and is scanning the sea from the bow of the yacht.  
“Dad, I have Grace on the phone.  She said Ethan 
had to shoot three infected in front of the house.  He 
saved a neighbor’s life but things are a mess.”  Rylie 
relays.  Jeb contemplates for a moment and calls 
Sam over to the helm.  “Sam, can you contact SO-
COM and arrange for my family and gear to be 
picked up at our home and then have them trans-
ported to Norfolk?” Jeb requests.  “Affirmative.   
Will see what we can arrange,” Sam says with a nod.  
“Rylie, can I please speak with Grace?”  Rylie hands 
Jeb the SatPhone.   

 “Hey kiddo, rough night?”  Jeb asks.  “Tell me about 
it!” Grace responds over the phone.  Thought for a 
moment Ethan was going to be hauled away in 
handcuffs!  We have three bodies laid out on the side 
lawn!” Grace states.  “Same thing happened to me 
tonight,” Jeb notifies her.  “Do me a favor and find 
the bugout list I prepared in my closet safe.  It has 
items and locations of all the kit we need to get 
through this hurdle.  Please find it and get every-
thing ready.  I have the military coming to pick you 
all up.  Please don’t forget Whiskers and Mittens.  
Their cages are in the basement.  You will also need 
‘Hello Kitty’.  I hope you like your gift.  You better 
get started.  May I speak with Ethan?”  Jeb asks.  A 
minute passes.  “Hello?”  Ethan answers.  “Ethan, 
Jeb.  You guys are going to have to bugout.  Grace 
will know what to bring.  You will probably have 
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two-three hours at the most.  Stay inside until your 
ride gets there.  Grace will also have instructions on 
how to lock down the house.  Hang in there young 
man.  You did well.  Keep them safe until we link up 
in Norfolk.”  Jeb says.  “Roger that Jeb,” Ethan re-
sponds before hanging up.   

“Jeb?”  Sam asks.  “Yes?”  He responds.  “We can 
have Army from Fort A.P. Hill pick your family up 
at your residence.  The general has a CH-46 di-
verted.  The CH-46 will pick them up on the LZ 
(Landing Zone) at A.P.  ETA is three hours.”  “Thank 
you Sam.” Jeb replies, while monitoring his naviga-
tion display, correcting Chloe’s heading by a few de-
grees.   

Fredericksburg, VA   

Natalia has contacted Grace with the updated infor-
mation.  Everyone has the bugout gear neatly or-
dered in the living room.  Their home has been se-
cured with concealed aluminum roll down shutters 
for all the windows and doors.  Ava is ready in her 
car seat sucking on sippy-cup, with stacks of diapers 
surrounding her, when the front doorbell rings.  
Ethan approaches the door, with hand on pistol.  He 
and Jaxon have soft armor LBE on with suppressed 
M5E1s attached on battle slings, slung over their 
backs.  “SSgt O’Connor?”  A voice calls from the ex-
terior.  “Here!”  Ethan responds, while unbolting the 
door.  An Army MSgt (Master Sergeant) is standing 
in full battle-rattle at the front door with M-4 across 
his chest.  An up-armored HMMWV (High Mobility 
Multi Wheeled Vehicle - Hummer) is sitting in the 
driveway. “I’m Tom Houston.  Heard you need a 
taxi?”  He asks with a smile.  Ethan responds, 
“Thank you MSgt Houston.  We have quite a lot of 
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kit to bring.  Do you have room?”  “I heard,” MSgt 
Houston responds, as a 5-Ton pulls into the street 
along with three additional HMMVs.  Two are dis-
playing manned M-60s on roof turrets.  Several sol-
diers get out, and begin loading up the gear from the 
house.  “You guys going on an extended vacation 
SSgt?”  Houston asks.  Watching all the pelican 
cases and diapers being carried out to the 5-Ton 
truck.  “Yeah, something like that MSgt.”  Ethan re-
sponds, guessing what Jeb has planned for the fam-
ily.   

Atlantic Ocean - 40°51'38.73"N 71°28'4.08"W   

“Jeb!  You might want to take this.”  Sam calls out 
from the cabin NavStation.  Jeb sets the autopilot, 
asks Natalia to take over the helm and goes below.  
Sam hands Jeb a small wireless headset with micro-
phone, linked to an encrypted military transceiver 
sitting on the chart table.  “General Moore for you, 
Sir,” Sam says with a look of bewilderment.  “Jeb 
here.  Over.”  Jeb speaks into the mike.  “Major Jeb-
ediah Ferguson.  You have hereby been reactivated 
from Reserve Retired Status to Active Duty, com-
missioned in the USAF, field promoted to Major and 
attached to SOCOM for the duration of this Charlie 
Foxtrot.  I know you retired as a Master Sergeant 
and it may seem like a demotion to you but it helps 
us cut through mountains of red tape.”  General 
Moore says.  “I’m all about cutting through red 
tape.”  Jeb responds.   

“I’m impressed with your son-in-law, SFC (Sergeant 
First Class) O’Connor.  He handles himself well and 
can think on his feet.  He now has orders cut to SO-
COM.  He was having some problems getting your 
felines aboard the CH-46 at A.P. Hill.  He told the 
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loadmaster they were part of an experimental IED 
detection unit.  The loadmaster helped him load 
your cats personally, after that contrivance.  We had 
to commission your yacht into the USN, while en-
listing you cats in the Army, for cover.  Your wife, 
son, and daughters are now technical advisors on a 
contract we currently use for irregular activities.  We 
couldn’t get full pay for Kat and Ava, but they will 
accompany you.  You will remain Captain of your 
vessel, as long as you like.  Your vessel will get a few 
quick upgrades when you reach Norfolk.  Another 
USN sailboat will accompany you to Slovenia, where 
you will set up shop.  Will a 2015, 50’, Dufour Grand 
Large keep pace?”  The General asks.  “Should be 
able to,” Jeb responds.  “Your orders also say you 
will be the Commander of this highly unconven-
tional fleet.”  “Damn, Sir.  Anything else?”  Jeb asks 
with a tinge of mirth.   

The General continues, un-phased, “We are assign-
ing you an additional Navy SEAL, two Army SOF 
members, an Air Force airman with sailboat racing 
experience, two sailors, and your newly promoted 
son-in-law.  Most unusual group we ever assembled 
and that is saying a lot.  An Air Force Major com-
manding his own fleet,” the General mutters.  He 
completes with, “Good luck.  Hope this works.  See 
you in Norfolk.  Out.”  Sam is listening in on another 
headset barely containing her surprise, and laugh-
ter.  Her mike is definitely muted.   

Jeb returns to the helm and asks the crew to join 
him.  Once assembled, Jeb briefs them on their new 
status.  Jeb asks Mark to be Second-in-Command of 
the fleet.  Mark graciously agrees to his new, if unu-
sual, status.  Natalia will still be the XO of the USS 
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Chloe.  “So we have to start calling you ‘Major’ 
now?”  Rylie asks.  “Nope.  You can call me anything, 
but late for dinner.  Dad, Grandad, or Jeb will work 
just fine.  That goes for everyone.”  Jeb says, includ-
ing Mark and Sam with a warm look.  Natalia is per-
plexed.  “We are in the US military now?”  Natalia 
gently asks.  “Let’s just consider this a paper drill.  
You would look nice in a uniform, though,” Jeb re-
sponds with a smile.  “As far as I’m concerned, we 
are an extended family and will look out for each 
other as such.”  Jeb finishes.  The waves have turned 
into small rollers and Chloe is now surfing with the 
waves at 12 Kts, wing-on-wing, meaning the Jib fly-
ing to port and Main flying to starboard.  Sea motion 
is moving into the exhilarating category.  The water 
has turned into a deeper green.  Natalia speaks, 
“Looks like it’s time for breakfast.  Daylight is nearly 
on us.  I will go below, check on Kat and prepare cof-
fee and breakfast.”  Natalia gets an approving smile 
from the assembled crew as she departs.  A yellow 
tinge is seeping over the eastern horizon.   

Norfolk, VA   

Jaxon is sitting on a crate, in a large bay, at the Nor-
folk Naval Air Station, talking to Corporal Whiskers 
and Corporal Mittens.  “You guys get enlisted, and 
I’m on a government contract.  Now what?”  He 
asks, not expecting an answer, but gets a “meow” 
from Whiskers in response.  Movement is all about.  
The feline X-Unit is still in their small cages quietly 
watching the activity.  Jaxon has his M5E1 secured 
next to him, laying on another container.  His LBE 
is reorganized, laden with pistol and rifle maga-
zines, a filled three-Liter water bladder in nylon 
pouch attached to the back with sipping tube 
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threaded through a channel along his left shoulder 
strap.  A small military transceiver with remote 
mike and headset secured to his upper chest and 
draped around his neck.  A medium-sized dog 
comes racing across the bay and heads straight for 
Jaxon.  The dog comes skidding to a halt in front of 
the cages and abruptly sits down, panting with a 
huge grin.  A hiss, like a rapidly leaking tire, comes 
out of both small cages simultaneously.  The canine 
looks at Jaxon with deep brown eyes.  Jaxon care-
fully reaches over, letting the dog sniff his hand and 
then begins gently scratching behind the dog’s ear, 
gaining a look of approval.  The dog pushes up 
against Jaxon’s leg asking for more attention.   

A petite young woman dressed in a Navy blue 
specked camouflage uniform comes running 
through the bay, in a panic, looking everywhere.  
Jaxon stands up and calls out to her, “I believe I 
have what you’re looking for!”  The bustle in the bay 
stops.  Heads turn to Jaxon then to the young 
woman.  Several people break out in laughter.  
Jaxon flushes beet red as he realizes what he just 
said, while the girl approaches him.  Jaxon is 
speechless, when the small, beautiful, brunette pixie 
stops in front of him.  She looks at him from head to 
toe.  A single “woof” interrupts their mutual assess-
ment.  “So there you are,” the girl says with a subtle 
foreign lilt as she turns to the furry intruder, clip-
ping on a leash.  The cats are looking through their 
cage bars, silently amused.  Jaxon recognizes the ac-
cent.  He slowly extends his hand and says, “Jaxon 
Ferguson, at your service.  And who might you be? ” 
The wisp of a girl extends her hand, grasping 
Jaxon’s, and says, “Ensign Tina Resnik.  My friend 
is Kasper,” Tina indicates the dog attached to her 
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leash.  Holding each other’s hand, they are suddenly 
both at a loss for words.  Jaxon quickly releases 
Tina’s small hand to break the trance, with her 
steady bright blue eyes causing Jaxon’s heart to skip 
a beat.   

 “You must be from Slovenia?”  Jaxon asks Tina.  
“How do you know this?”  Tina responds with a flus-
ter.  “My stepmother has the same accent, and she 
is from Vrhnika, Slovenia.”  Jaxon says while set-
tling back on his crate.  Tina settles on another crate 
adjacent to his.  “This is amazing.  I am from Drenov 
Grič.  I come to US on military exchange program 
with Slovenia.  Kasper is Slovene Shepard and is 
good patrol dog.  Sometimes,” Tina says with a 
smile.  Jaxon nods toward the two small animal con-
tainers saying, “This is Corporal Whiskers, and Cor-
poral Mittens.  They are an experimental detection 
unit…or at least that’s their cover story.”  He can’t 
imagine lying to this fascinating girl.  “How long will 
you be here?”  Jaxon asks Tina.  “Maybe three more 
days.  I have been assigned new mission,” she says 
reluctantly.  “Your surname is Ferguson?  Any rela-
tion to Major Jebediah Ferguson?”  She asks.  Jaxon 
ponders this question and hesitantly responds, 
“He’s my father.  I will be travelling with him soon 
to Slovenia on a project.”  Tina gets very excited, 
saying, “Me too.  This is my new mission.”   

Two soldiers and a sailor gather around Tina and 
Jaxon.  Jaxon notes all young faces, a mix of uni-
forms, but all sharing a perplexed look.  “Who’s 
Jaxon Ferguson?” An ebony colored young female 
walks up to the group.  “I am.”  Jaxon responds, rais-
ing his hand.  “Hello, I’m 2nd Lieutenant Cathy Ad-
ams, USAF.”  Cathy is dressed in khaki shorts, a 
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light blue long-sleeve t-shirt, and leather Sperry 
deck shoes.   

She starts the group introductions, quoting from 
memory. “This is Štabni Vodnik (SFC) Rok Milikar, 
Slovene SF, attached to the US Army.”  She points 
to a wiry young man with crew cut blond hair and 
gray eyes, “his American doppelganger, SFC Timo-
thy Carter,” pointing to the man next to Rok with a 
striking resemblance but with misty blue eyes.  “Last 
but not least is our very own SCPO (Senior Chief 
Petty Officer) Matthew Kingston detached from 
SEAL Team 10.”  Cathy points out a burly young 
man with dark hair, dark eyes, and a bushy goatee 
standing in the back.   

 “Sorry crew forgot to mention our young couple 
here is Jaxon Ferguson, and Ensign Tina Resnik.”  
The whole group breaks out with laughter watching 
Tina and Jaxon turn a bright shade of red.  “Yeah, 
busted,” Matt Kingston states with a wide grin.   

“Where are Corporals Wes and Mitt Ferguson?”  
The young Lt. asks while everyone else is catching 
his or her breath.  Jaxon points at the small cages 
next to him and says to the group, “that’s their cover 
identities.”  The group breaks out in renewed laugh-
ter.  Jaxon clears his throat and says, “Whiskers and 
Mittens.  The ‘Old Man’ wouldn’t let us leave home 
without them,” indicating the slang for Captain.  
Jaxon also points at the laughing pooch, “Don’t for-
get Kasper Resnik.”  The dog wags his tail excitedly 
thumping Tina’s leg.   

Cathy announces, “Its 0850 now.  A special dining 
area has been set up in the Sailing Center, and 
breakfast has been catered.  Should be ready by 
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0900.  Secure the area, grab your gear and join me 
there.  At 1000, General Moore wants a video tele-
conference in the Conference Room.  Please don’t be 
late.”  She turns and leaves.  The group returns to 
their duties, leaving Jaxon and Tina sitting on their 
crates.  Jaxon stands with Tina.  He slings his rifle 
over his back and picks up the small cat cages.  
“Ready to eat?”  Jaxon asks Tina.  “I’m so hungry I 
can eat a …cow,” Tina says.  “Horse,” Jaxon re-
sponds with a smile.  “Why horse?  We eat cow in 
Slovenia.”  Tina returns Jaxon’s smile.   

Jaxon leads Tina to a small office area at the Sailing 
Center.  He knocks on the door and hears a faint, 
“Please, come in.”  Jaxon holds the door for Tina 
and Kasper, then threads himself through the door-
way with the cat cages.  Grace is sitting in a swivel 
chair holding Ava.  Ethan is laying on a couch, 
watching the news.  “Can I drop the cats off with you 
Sis?”  Jaxon asks.  “Sure, Jax.  Who’s this beautiful 
young lady?”  Grace asks Jaxon.  Ethan sits up and 
turns the television off.  “This is Ensign Tina Resnik 
with her dog Kasper,” Jaxon introduces Tina to his 
sister, brother-in-law and niece.  “What a beautiful 
baby!”  Tina exclaims, spotting Ava.  Ava smiles at 
Tina and Kasper, bouncing up and down in excite-
ment.  Kasper sits down, watching.  Tina approaches 
Ava, and asks permission to pick the baby up.  Grace 
nods OK.  Tina reaches over and gently lifts the baby 
girl up, carefully holding her.  Both parents recog-
nize an immediate connection.  Tina speaks to Ava 
in Slovenian.  Ava burbles in response with a sweet 
smile.   

Jaxon fills the family in on food arrangements and 
the upcoming meeting.  “Why don’t we join you 
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then,” Ethan tells Jaxon and Tina.  Ethan throws on 
his body armor, and slings his rifle over his back.  
Ethan still has no uniform.  The family assembles 
and heads to the chow line.   
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Chapter 6 - WarnOrd (Warning 
Order)   

Atlantic Ocean - 40°17'59.45" 72° 5'45.98"W   

Mark is cleaning off his melamine plate for the sec-
ond time when he actually notices the swinging 
monkey staring back at him with a big smile.  All the 
dishware has a monkey theme.  “Figures,” he thinks.  
Natalia serves up a mean breakfast while underway.  
He has never had a better seafood omelet.  Make 
that two.  He is slowly sipping on hot coffee from an 
insulated stainless steel travel mug with a blue Ten-
able logo on it, while sitting at the port helm.  Rylie 
is manning the starboard helm of the big sailboat.  
Mark met Katja while getting breakfast.  She is a 
smaller version of her mother in many respects.  The 
child is helping cook and dispense food in the small 
galley under the close supervision of her mother.  
Kat chose the plates.   

Just a day ago, Mark was looking forward to finish-
ing his course at the Naval War College and getting 
back to his Team.  Now he is sailing south to Norfolk 
on the craziest mission yet.  Rylie would surf the 
boat along the top of a swell for a few minutes, de-
scend the wave and slowly rise on the next green 
roller.  She has a relaxed smile on her face while she 
trims the jib slightly.  The sun is up, and warming 
the air temperature to 55° F now.  Mark helped Jeb 
raise the spray hood over the main cabin hatch, 
which cut down on the drenching mist.  Natalia has 
given Mark a spare set of Gore-Tex bib overalls and 
jacket from Jeb’s locker.  Mark didn’t have time to 
pack any personal clothing, just grab weapons and 
equipment from the back of his vehicle and go.   
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The Ferguson family is kind, generous, and thought-
ful.  They encourage Mark to get involved with sail-
ing the quiet yacht, giving instructions and explana-
tions as needed.  Mark quickly devours the yacht 
technical manuals and is impressed with Chloe’s 
specifications.  He now understands the complexi-
ties of the vessel from the sophisticated navigation 
system to the black water waste disposal system.  It 
is amazing how easy it is to flood a yacht by mishan-
dling the head.  The head is the restroom, or more 
specifically the toilet.  Jeb is racked-out on the port 
cockpit bench on top of some seat cushions, under-
neath a camouflaged poncho liner, pillow propping 
his head.  Jeb offered Mark a chance to get some 
rack time, but Mark is too wired.  Jeb must be 
around 50.  He moves slowly but deliberately.  Some 
past injury must be giving him grief.  Mark heard 
how Jeb handled himself with the infected.  He is 
also surprised when Jeb is activated and promoted, 
not knowing much about the Skipper’s past.  Mark 
knows the pandemic is causing some serious world 
disorder.  It will take a long time to restore any sem-
blance of “normal”.  Mark had his contact with the 
infected trying to get back to base.  Three magazines 
and 12 deceased.   

Sam climbs up the hatchway into the cockpit.  She 
glances from Jeb, to Mark then settles on Rylie.  
“Can we wake up Jeb?”  The slender Gunny asks 
Rylie.  “I’m awake, Sam.  Just taking a cat nap,” Jeb 
responds through squinted eyelids.  “General Moore 
would like everyone to join him in a video telecon-
ference at 1000.  I have a laptop networked to the 
comm console ready to go.  Can we set it up on the 
cockpit table?”  Sam asks while holding the laptop 
out in front of her.  “Sounds good Sam,” Jeb says 
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while moving into a sitting position, rolling his 
shoulders several times.  “We can keep an eye on the 
helm while in conference.  My type of boardroom,” 
Jeb says with a smile.  Sam sets the laptop down, 
making the final wireless connection and brings up 
a split-screen divided between General Moore and 
the Norfolk Sailing Center conference room.  Rylie 
places Chloe on autopilot and the immediate crew 
huddles around the monitor screen.  Natalia is be-
low deck with Kat listening in on the console, while 
cleaning up from breakfast.   

Mark notices General Moore on the left screen and 
the conference center on the right.  He spots a famil-
iar face on the right screen, Matt Kingston, in the 
small crowd.  He also spots a slightly older edition 
of Rylie, holding a beautiful baby girl.  “I asked eve-
ryone to attend this morning because you have a lot 
of things to do in very short order.  I want to thank 
everyone for ‘volunteering’ for this unique mission 
in advance.  Each of you brings a very important 
skill-set to the mission.  I’m amazed my staff could 
assemble such a well-rounded group in less than 
eight hours.  Some of you will be travelling home, 
while others will support our main effort when you 
reach Europe.  Major Jebediah Ferguson will be 
your CO during this mission.  You will be working 
with him when you reach your final destination, 
which is Slovenia.  Maj Ferguson has appointed Lt 
Davis as his Second,” the General states.   

He continues, “Your mission will include sailing to 
Europe and then you will finish deploying the Broad 
Band Portable Network, that Major Ferguson helped 
design, across Central Europe.  We will use the 
BBPN to sustain the current infrastructure.  Right 
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now, all nations are cooperating in combating the 
pandemic that has inflicted every region of the 
globe.  We have initial estimates that the pandemic 
has infected 32% of the world’s population.  We pre-
dict another 20% in the next several weeks.  All gov-
ernment resources are being committed to stop the 
spread of this plague and to stabilize the flow of crit-
ical resources in our world economy.  So far, every-
one is playing well together.”  General Moore fin-
ishes.   

Never bashful, Matt Kingston asks the General, 
“When you say sailing, I take it we will be on a ship, 
Sir?”  The General smiles, and responds, “Yes and 
no, Chief Kingston.  You will be sailing in the tradi-
tional nautical sense.  Major Ferguson will be com-
manding two sailboats that will deliver you to your 
destination.”  Matt smiles broadly, knowing this 
mission is going to be right up his alley.  “Major Fer-
guson’s yacht Chloe, and Admiral Ben Casey’s Irene 
have been commissioned into the USN for your con-
veyance.”  The General says knowingly, immediately 
wiping the smile off Matt’s face.   

RADM (Rear Admiral) Casey is the commander of 
the NSWC (Naval Special Warfare Command), at 
the pinnacle of the SEAL food chain.  RADM Casey 
is renowned for his bravery, intellect, fierce loyalty 
to his SEALs, the love of his yacht Irene and only 
daughter Irena.  Matt has helped the Admiral crew 
his yacht in several offshore races along the Eastern 
Seaboard.  Matt also has a thing for the Admiral’s 
daughter who helped crew in those races.  Not just 
pretty “Meat Ballast”.  She is a first class navigator 
and tactician.  “Chief Kingston, Admiral Casey 
kindly asks that you personally look after his yacht 
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and protect his daughter on this trip.”  General 
Moore relays.  “She will be delivering Irene at 1700 
to the Sailing Center.”  Mark notices Matt turning 
pail…never thought he would see the day this brash 
young operator could be checked so thoroughly.  
“Aye, Aye, Sir!”  Matt acknowledges.   

Jeb speaks up, “General Moore, may I congratulate 
our newest Olympic Gold Medalist, Lt Cathy Adams, 
from the USA - 49er FX sailing team?”  Jeb spots her 
in the Sailing Center group.  “Good eye, Jeb,” the 
General responds with a quick smile.  Everyone at 
the sailing center turns to the young 2ndLieutenant 
with a hint of admiration.  Not just some Butter-Bar 
after all.  “She is on loan to us from Langley AFB for 
this venture.  She also has instrument ratings on 
several fixed and rotary wing, multi-engine air-
craft.”  The General says.   

Mark also notices a young woman, with a Shepard 
sitting next to Jeb’s son, Jaxon.  The similarities be-
tween father and son are obvious.  The young man 
is big.  Mark watches Jeb as Jaxon keeps glancing at 
the girl.  The petite gamine continually glances back.  
Jeb looks thoughtful but remains quiet.  Mark spots 
two additional operators in the group that appear to 
be twins.  In the back, there is a tall young man in 
civvies but wearing LBE with a suppressed AR plat-
form slung over his shoulder.  He notices that Jaxon 
and the young man are bearing similar rifles and 
handguns.  Must be the newly minted SFC Ethan 
O’Connor.  Another man that can think quickly on 
his feet.  Mark heard about Ethan’s actions with the 
infected at Jeb’s home.  Sam is a good source of Intel 
and the most attractive Gunny Sergeant he has ever 
met.  She also looks like she can hold her own in a 
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fight.  “Ok folks.  You have a lot on your plates, be-
fore deployment.  Time to get a move on.  Out.”  The 
General says and blinks off circuit.  “I will turn Nor-
folk training and preparations over to Lt Adams un-
til I arrive in three days.  Use your time wisely, Lt 
Adams.  Best wishes and try to stay out of trouble 
crew.”  Jeb says with a wink, as Sam ends the con-
nection on queue.   

Norfolk, VA   

Cathy announces to the group, “Now that everyone 
has a general idea of what’s going on we have several 
tasks to get accomplished before our main transport 
arrives.  We will all get quick medical and dental 
checks with a full work-up on immunizations at the 
hospital.  We will also be kitted out for open ocean 
sailing in a chandlery downtown.  There have been 
sightings of infected in the area.  Everyone needs to 
arm up with at least a sidearm.  Matt, Jaxon, Ethan, 
Rok and Tim: You will be our primary security de-
tail.  Everyone, please meet me out front in 15 mikes.  
Questions?”  Everyone stands up, and files out.   

Tina and Kasper follow Jax to the bay where they 
first met.  “I have a gift for you.”  Jaxon tells Tina.  
Jaxon finds a large pelican case and pops the 
catches.  Jaxon pulls an x-small soft armored LBE 
from the case and hands it to Tina.  She dons it with 
a little help.  He goes to another case, pulls out an 
Arex Rex Zero One 9mm pistol and passes it over 
with three full magazines.  She inserts a magazine, 
racks a round in the chamber, decocks the hammer, 
and puts it into her vest holster with the spare mag-
azines in separate pouches.  He also hands her a 
short suppressor for the pistol, and a radio set.  He 
helps her attach the radio to her vest.  Tina looks up 
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at Jaxon and says with a smile, “this is nicest present 
any boy has given me on first date.”  Jaxon blushes, 
but accepts the compliment.  She steps up on a crate, 
leans over and kisses the young man soundly to the 
catcalls and hoots of the rest of the crew.  Kasper 
looks away in embarrassment.  There won’t be much 
privacy around this bunch, Jaxon thinks.   

The new team completes their thorough exams at 
the hospital.  Everyone, including Ava, has a few 
new needle punctures and none is happy.  Cavities 
are filled and an emergency root canal is performed.  
They all load up on a large shuttle van and head to 
downtown Norfolk for a short shopping spree at The 
Mariner’s Chandlery.  Cathy hands out copies of a 
clothing list to each passenger as they exit the van at 
the store’s entrance.  Sitting on Mom’s hip, Ava is 
entertained by her new family.   

The list includes: Spinlock Inflatable Deck Vest w/ 
Harness and spare cartridges; Flexible Tether; 2-Pr 
Sunglasses with retainer straps; 2-Pair Sailing 
Board Shorts; Deck Shoes; Foul Weather Boots; Off-
Shore Gore-Tex Bibs and Jacket; Thermal Under-
wear; Softshell Smock and Pants; 3-Long Sleeve 
Rash Guard Shirts; Reinforced Sailing Gloves; Kev-
lar Knee-Pads and Sunscreen.  Everyone works to-
gether finding the appropriate sizes, similar colors 
and styles.  The crew seems to be going with a sailing 
tactical graphite gray theme.  Even Ava looks ready 
in her new sunglasses and baby sailing gear.  Cathy 
remembers to pick up gear for Gunny Hailey, Lt Da-
vis and Ms. Casey.  Cathy received an e-mail with 
Sam and Mark’s sizes.   For some reason, Matt 
knows Irena’s clothing sizes.  They even find life 
vests for Kasper, Mittens and Whiskers.  She’s 
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doubtful about the cat inflatable life vests.  She 
knows felines.  Everyone is checked out at the regis-
ter on an IMPAC card Cathy received from SOCOM.  
$42,767.58 total with a 20% military discount.  She 
is glad this does not come out of her checking ac-
count.   

All the gear is stowed in a chase cargo van and the 
crew begins loading into the shuttle.  Kasper alerts. 
He starts growling furiously, staring down a side-al-
ley with his hair standing erect.  Matt quickly notices 
that at least two-dozen infected are loping their way.  
He turns, pulls his rifle up, and opens-fire.  Ethan, 
Jaxon, Rok and Tim rapidly join him.  They begin 
laying down a barrage of well-placed rounds.  The 
infected quickly fall under the withering fire.  Eve-
ryone’s ears are ringing and Ava is wailing from the 
loud concussions of gunfire.  The smell of burnt pro-
pellant fills the air.  They load fresh magazines in 
their long-arms and recover enough to finish piling 
into the shuttle, take a head count and rapidly de-
part the area.  Grace is working hard to settle Ava 
down.  Ava quickly falls asleep to everyone’s relief.  
They make it back to base, with no further incidents 
and contact SOCOM with a SPOT report.   

They are not finished yet.  They proceed to a non-
descript hangar off the helicopter ramp close to the 
Sailing Center.  They file into a front office of the 
hangar with a long supply counter separating them 
from row upon row of military supplies.  They each 
are issued a large rucksack.  Three sets of cotton rip-
stop ACUs in a washed out sage camouflage pattern.  
Matching camouflage Arc’teryx Gore-Tex Jacket.  
UnderArmour underwear.  Lightweight Nike com-
bat boots in sage with non-marring soles.  A sage 
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colored rigger’s belt, lightweight ballistic helmet, 
matching LBE, with level IV Nano-tube armor in-
serts.  An assortment of pouches for the LBE.  Tita-
nium Suunto Core wristwatch.  Combat gloves, knee 
and elbow pads.  They are offered an assortment of 
high-end combat knifes both folding and fixed 
blade.  They are provided a choice of multi-tools.  
Each person is issued a miniature two-way multi-
band transceiver with wireless throat mike and ear-
piece.  Weapons will be issued at the Sailing Center.  
Everyone hauls their kit to the chase van and piles it 
in.  Not your normal day at the mall, and not your 
normal military issue.   

As the crew arrives at their temporary headquarters, 
they notice a vibrant, slender, dark haired, young 
lady tying a long sailboat off next to the pier.  The 
name reads Irene on the transom of the yacht.  Mat-
thew jumps out of the shuttle before it comes to a 
complete stop and he jogs over to the pier.  The girl 
notices Matt, jumps onto the pier and greats him 
with a warm embrace and startling kiss.  The crew 
can’t contain themselves, hooting and hollering 
loud enough to wake the dead.  The team unloads 
and is met by Matt and Irena.  Irena is a dark 
skinned, exotic, high cheek-boned model right off 
the cover of a fashion magazine. She has large, 
bright, sea green eyes.  She is at least 5’10” standing 
eye-to-eye with Matt.  They are still holding hands 
as Matt introduces her to the group.  Rok states 
loudly, “Is this not like wolf watching hen-house!”  
“Fox,” Matt corrects.  “No.  She is fox, and you are 
the wolf!”  Rok says to everyone’s delight.   

Grace is thinking to herself, “Can this crew get any 
weirder?”  She is not the only one.  Five men, four 
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women, a watchdog, two cats and a baby girl in this 
lot.  Her Dad, sister, stepmother, 12 year old step-
sister, a SEAL Lieutenant and female Marine Gunny 
in the second group.  Two large sailboats and her 
brother-in-law at the end of the trail.  The military 
services of two countries with a few civilians thrown 
into the mix.  Ava is fidgeting with a mushy diaper.  
Her little sunglasses sliding down her nose with 
slobber on the lenses.  “All we need is a camouflage 
combat binky for you little girl.”  She lovingly tells 
her daughter, staring into her bright eyes.  Grace 
signals Ethan and they walk to their temporary 
quarters to change a stinky diaper and check on the 
cats.  She glances back and sees Jaxon and Tina, the 
Slovene pixie, sitting on the dock holding hands.  
Kasper the friendly attack pooch is chasing butter-
flies in the grass behind them.  She wonders what 
her Dad will think about this instantaneous match.  
Better than thinking about the several attacks, that 
occurred in the last day, and billions of people 
around the world infected with a terminal plague 
straight from the dark ages.   

Atlantic Ocean - 39°31'29.30"N 72°46'27.22"W   

Rylie is showing both Mark and Sam how to set the 
Gennaker.  “They are both nimble of mind and quick 
of hand.”  Rylie thinks, while being continually im-
pressed by the pair.  She has Mark raise the Genna-
ker snuffer, unfurling the huge sail that automati-
cally tugs Chloe forward.  Sam takes several turns on 
the tack line with winch, trimming the large sail cor-
rectly. “Don’t forget to secure that winch handle 
when you’re done Sam.  Dad is serious about mak-
ing crew pay for lost winch handles.  I spent $350 
on winch handles the summer before last,” Rylie 
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grins in memory.  Rylie’s beautiful smile is infec-
tious.  Both Mark and Sam return it freely.  Natalia 
and Kat are setting together at the port helm main-
taining a steady course on the flattened ocean.  Dad 
is downstairs getting some needed rest, after clean-
ing his sidearm, taking several Aleve and a quick 
shower.  The wind is northerly at 7-Kts, with air 
temperature a warm 75° F.  Everyone is in shorts 
and t-shirts now enjoying the sun.  The waves have 
settled down to a nice gentle roll.  Three beeps occur 
below deck, emanating from the military transceiver 
Sam has set up.  Sam stores the wench handle, sa-
lutes and descends below.  She returns topside, after 
seven minutes of deep conversation, to rejoin the 
group.   

“Our second crew got attacked by infected while in 
Old Norfolk getting supplies.  Everyone is OK and 
safely back at Base.  Irena Casey soloed Irene into 
port and had quite the romantic reception from our 
other swabbie Matt.  Do you know anything about 
that, Lieutenant?”  Sam asks Mark with a broad 
smile. “I know nothing!” Mark responds, imitating 
Schultz from Hogan’s Heroes, with a wide white 
smile through his dark beard.  “Apparently your 
brother, Jaxon, and Tina have become inseparable.”  
Sam continues, “What kind of Navy is your Dad run-
ning here?”  Sam asks jokingly.  “More a family than 
military unit just as long as everyone pulls their 
weight.  You will find he has a big heart, an iron will, 
and will do everything he can to protect us while 
completing this mission.  He loves the military, and 
respects you guys more than could be imagined.”  
Rylie says softly, with everyone listening closely.  
“He also talked to Adm Casey about his daughter on 
the SatPhone this afternoon.  The Admiral has 
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booked the Base Chapel for a wedding when we ar-
rive.”  Rylie says.  “I heard that Matt proposed to 
Irena only fifteen minutes ago and she accepted!” 
Sam pitches in.  “That’s good to hear.  Dad was given 
direct orders to escort the young SEAL to the 
Chapel, under force if necessary, for a good old shot-
gun wedding!”  They all laugh.   

Natalia asks Sam, “What of this young Slovene girl 
Jaxon has met?”  Sam responds, “Ensign Tina Res-
nik from Drenov Grič, Slovenia.  She is on an ex-
change program with the US Navy.  She is 23, 5’1” 
tall, 105 Lbs. and a University graduate.  Apparently 
her dog ‘Kasper’ has a remarkable pedigree.” Sam 
finishes. “I know her parents.   Good family.  She is 
a beautiful girl, just like her mother.  Very feisty.  
Her father, Andrej Resnik, is Chief of General Staff 
of Slovene Military.”  Natalia says while everyone’s 
jaw collectively drops.  “Dog comes from long line of 
distinguished service canines.  Andrej has kept line 
strong.  Kasper’s lineage fought with Resistance 
Fighter’s against Nazi’s in WW II saving many 
lives.”  Natalia says with a knowing look, and bit of 
Slovene pride.  “What do you know of how they 
met?”  Natalia probes Sam.   

“Well, confidentially, Kasper approached Jaxon and 
your cats.  Jaxon noticed Tina looking for her dog 
and said something innocent, but humorous.  Tina 
was immediately attracted to Jaxon.”  Sam says.  
Mark is looking ashamed.  “I feel like I’m part of 
some ‘Hen Party’.”  He says standing up.  “I’m going 
below to get a shower and some sleep if no one has 
any objections.”  He goes below, in a wave of soft 
laughter.  Rylie speaks up, “I got an e-mail from 
Grace.  She says Jax is smitten.  How the Mighty Oak 
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falls.  Never thought it would happen to our baby 
brother.  He’s been so busy with work, he doesn’t 
even look at girls.  Tina is now sporting Ferguson 
body armor and Jax gave her one of his own pistols.”  
“Love is in the Air…” Kat sings out, cracking the Hen 
Party up in stitches.   

Mark spots Jeb at the chart table surfing his laptop.  
“Good tactical retreat on your part.”  Jeb indicates 
to Mark.  “Thought you were asleep.”  Mark re-
sponds.  “At my age, the best I can do is a 3-4 hour 
cat nap.  I will be turning 60 this year. This was sup-
posed to be a family leisure cruise but we are head-
ing into a combat zone, instead.  We have a good 
window open to make a timely trans-Atlantic cross-
ing.  Chloe is performing remarkably but for ex-
tended Blue Water sailing she will need a few up-
grades.  I have been offered a new Hall CF mast and 
boom-furler from the USN.   This includes all stand-
ing rigging with SCR Carbon rigging.  We will un-
dergo a two-day refit at the JEB (Joint Expedition-
ary Base) on Little Creek on our arrival.  They also 
have a new set of Doyle Stratis Ice sails waiting.  The 
Navy wants to upgrade our navigation system, to in-
clude a few military grade components including 
Radar, GPS, SatCom and advance FLIR (Forward 
Looking IR).  They will have to pull Chloe to get the 
work done.  Irene has already received upgrades.  
Irena delivered the sailboat directly from the An-
napolis Yard by herself.   

Mark pours a cup of fresh coffee for Jeb and himself.  
Taking a seat next to the chart table.  “Just how dan-
gerous is the crossing?”  Mark asks.  “It depends,” 
Jeb starts out, “weather is a big factor.  We can’t con-
trol it.  We can navigate around bad storms, but that 
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cuts into our time.  There is always a balance.  Part 
of our crew is seasoned but no one has made this 
journey.  We won’t have any back-up.  It all depends 
on the decisions we make.  Our gear is top-notch but 
that does not guarantee there won’t be equipment 
failures.  We have two potential landfalls before we 
get to the Mediterranean:  The Bermuda Islands; 
and the Azores.  We also have kids onboard.  My 
stepdaughter and granddaughter.  Besides that, it 
should be a breeze.”  Jeb says with a laugh.   
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Chapter 7 - Convergence   

Norfolk, VA   

The crew takes time to clean their firearms in the 
boat house.  A few are added from a military crate 
brought over from the armory.  Everyone secures a 
suppressor for their firearms of choice.  No more 
ringing ears, or crying babies.  Suppressors are great 
for sound reduction and flash suppression but only 
reduce bullet crack to a bearable 132 dB level.  Still 
producing noise, especially with any high velocity 
ammo.  Grace digs out Hello Kitty and gives it a 
thorough cleaning.  It’s hard to juggle a baby and ri-
fle at the same time, but Ethan helps with their 
daughter.  Jaxon has given Tina a suppressed Aero 
Precision M4E1 from his stash.  The 5.56x45 suites 
the waif well.  A SBR (Short Barreled Rifle) with 
10.5” Barrel, 7” SilencerCo Omega Suppressor 
tucked inside a 15” KeyMod handguard.  The Fergu-
son family arsenal is all legally obtained and semi-
automatic.  Rounds are wasted in full-auto mode 
and detract from precision fire.  Crew served weap-
ons provide more suitable full-auto suppressing 
fire.  Tim and Rok receive two Barrett M-240LW’s 
that they proceed to disassemble and clean.  Kasper 
is laying spread-out on the concrete floor, watching 
the activity.   

Tina watches Jaxon finish reassembling his rifle, af-
ter a thorough cleaning.  She is drawn to this young 
man because of his easy smile and demeanor.  
Kasper likes him and her canine companion is a 
good judge of character.  He is tall, dark and hand-
some with just a few extra pounds of body weight.  
She notices his underlying intellect and quick wit 
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that is not overbearing.  Many Americans she meets 
are obnoxious, with no cause.  They see a pretty for-
eigner and assume a role of superiority.  Jaxon is the 
real deal and she immediately recognized it the first 
time he blushed.  He’s gentle, thoughtful and under-
standing.  When the Thunkers attacked, he was 
quick on his feet and decisive.  Jaxon’s older sister, 
Grace, has already had “The Talk” with Tina.  Grace 
is respectful and kind towards Tina, but also wants 
to make sure Tina has a good heart, with good in-
tentions.  Tina must have passed the sibling’s inter-
view because she received a big hug and a “Welcome 
to our weird family.  Hope you don’t regret it.”  Tina 
smiles at the implication.   

Tim looks at Rok and asks, “What are you thinking 
about, brother?”  As the two sit surrounded by ma-
chinegun parts.  Rok and Tim aren’t related but 
there is strong bond between the two, after complet-
ing Army Ranger Training, culled for the Q-Course 
and receiving their Green Berets together.  They 
have both seen combat in Afghanistan and Syria 
while recently assigned to ODA 7224, Bravo Com-
pany, 2nd Battalion, of the 7th SFG.  “This is interest-
ing group.  Interesting assignment and interesting 
way to get home.”  Rok says.  “Haven’t you expanded 
your English enough to use more than one adjec-
tive?”  Tim teases.  Both are university graduates.  
Tim with a degree in Computer Science from Cal-
Poly, and Rok with a degree in Bioengineering from 
the University of Ljubljana.  They are mistaken for 
twins on a consistent basis, normally completing 
each other’s sentences in an uncanny way.  “Let’s get 
these beasts reassembled, and go find some chow.  I 
heard we will have new quarters tonight and a 
chance at the O-Club.”  Rok says with a grin.  The 
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Twins leave more than one kind of trail in their 
wake:  an expanding path of longing female hearts.  
“Are you jealous about Jaxon catching Tina’s eye?”  
Tim asks Rok.  “No.  Tina is my cousin.  Maybe OK 
for you to date cousin here in USA, but frowned 
upon in Slovenia.”  Rok returns with a smile.   

The crew finishes their tasks-at-hand, cleaning up 
their area and restoring their equipment to the des-
ignated storage containers.  Everyone retains per-
sonal firearms.  They load up on their shuttle and 
are transported to the Q: Base Quarters, designated 
for visiting guests.  They have time to unpack their 
new clothes, get showers and feed hungry felines, 
canine and infant.  Cathy arrives at Grace and 
Ethan’s suite with a small pizza.  “Hello Cathy.  
What brings you this way?”  Grace asks Cathy, invit-
ing her into their quarters.  “I hear the crew wants 
to go out and I thought, with your permission, I 
might watch Ava and let you two have a night off.”  
Cathy responds.  Ava looks interested in this attrac-
tive young lady from her play-pen.  “What do you 
think, Ava?”  Grace asks the bright-eyed baby.  Ava 
bounces up and down excitedly, giving immediate 
acceptance.  “Please come in and make yourself at 
home.  What time do you want everyone to return to 
quarters?”  Grace asks Cathy.  “Curfew has been set 
on Base for 2400.  We have plenty of training lined 
up for tomorrow so that will give everyone enough 
time to blow-off steam and then get some well-
needed rest.  Sound good to you?”  “Sounds great!” 
Ethan and Grace respond together as Ethan 
emerges from the bathroom.   

The crew has found a nice balcony table overlooking 
the Bay at the Vista Point Center.  The Vista Point 
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has been converted to a club and late evening res-
taurant, entertaining service members stranded on 
base.  Not your normal dining environment.  The 
team stands out, wearing their unmarked ACUs.  
Most of the other patrons wear uniforms of varying 
services, but display rank, nametags and unit desig-
nators.  The thing that clearly distinguishes the crew 
is a neatly stacked pile of suppressed weapons at the 
end of their table, closely guarded by an alert Shep-
ard.  They have a chance to eat a wonderful meal to-
gether and settle in for a few after-dinner digestifs.  
Both Rok and Tim are on the dance floor cutting a 
rug with a few ladies attending the Joint Forces Staff 
College.  Matt with Irena, Ethan with Grace and Jax 
with Tina.  They all have their rotation at dancing.  
Rok and Tim get a few invitations to escort the ladies 
home but graciously decline and return to their 
group.  They settle their bill, gather their kit and re-
turn back to their quarter’s right before curfew.  Un-
knowingly, it will be a long time before they let their 
hair down like this, again.   

The team gets busy over the next few days.  They 
have classes in sailing, navigation, meteorology, 
weapons training, hand-to-hand combat and first 
aid.  They slowly work their way through the sail-
boats at the Sailing Center to finally crewing Irene 
in open-ocean conditions, under the tutelage of 
Cathy and Irena.  Ethan, Grace, Jaxon and Matt are 
seasoned sailors but it is good to have everyone 
working together.  They are called out several times 
to help sweep for Thunkers.  Each contact is more 
harrowing than the last.  Larger groups of Thunkers 
are appearing more frequently.  Kasper and Tina are 
proving their worth.  Kasper detected no less than 
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three small groups of Thunkers that made it inside 
the base perimeter.   

Helicopters are flying non-stop on combat missions 
to help thwart the growing swarms of infected.  The 
Thunkers aren’t difficult to combat if detected in 
time.  Any fatal injury to a human is equally fatal to 
a Thunker.  They just don’t realize it as quickly.  
They also have unregulated strength.  Jaxon found 
out during a late-night patrol with Ethan, Matt, Tim, 
Rok, Tina and Kasper.  Their patrol was swarmed by 
40-50 Thunkers.  They quickly put down the first 
30, when they came in close-quarters combat with 
the remainder.  One particularly small Thunker 
streaked in, jumped on Jaxon knocking him to the 
ground.  Kasper saves the day, grabbing the 
Thunker by the throat, giving Jaxon enough time to 
reach his handgun and eliminate the threat.  He re-
ceived several large contusions in the fray.   

Atlantic Ocean - 37°29'87.00"N 75°26'42.67"W   

“You have done a wonderful job to help sail Chloe 
today, but is now time to go to sleep.  We will be ar-
riving in port tomorrow morning and you will want 
to be well rested.  We also get to attend a wedding 
tomorrow.”  Natalia tells Kat, shewing her from the 
sailboat cockpit, down the companionway to her 
bunk.  Mark and Jeb are left in the cockpit to navi-
gate throughout the night.  “So what’s the state of 
affairs?”  Jeb asks.  Mark and Sam have been scrap-
ing the Web for updates and have been in continual 
contact with SOCOM the entire evening.  “Looking 
grim Jeb.  The United States and Canada are least 
impacted with an estimated infection rate of 42% 
now.  Food, petroleum, and basic goods production 
is slipping rapidly.  We are still maintaining basic 
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services throughout most of the country, such as 
electricity, water, sewage, communications, medi-
cal, fire and law enforcement.  Television and radio 
have started providing a Public Service again.  The 
stock market teeters.  The deployed military, when 
feasible, is returning home via transport ship.  It 
doesn’t help that we are at an all-time low in force 
size.  That’s one of the reasons you and millions 
more have been reactivated.”  Mark states.   

“What are we sailing into?”  Jeb asks Mark.  “Europe 
is up to 46% infected.  It gets worse the further East 
you go.  No one is refuting the origination of Thunk-
ers.  Site-Zero is North Korea.  Revenge of the Rac-
coon Dog.  The world nations are pulling together 
more than any other time in history because of this 
great devastation.  A horrible way to find world 
peace.  We are now united in damage control.  We 
have a new global war on Thunkers with every coun-
try participating.  Very limited, highly coordinated, 
flights are being permitted to redistribute vaccina-
tions to those not infected.  Global labs are in high 
gear producing the inoculation.  The WHO (World 
Health Organization) has announced that no cure is 
possible to reverse the massive brain damage to vic-
tims caused by Z6N6.  More people are beginning to 
fall by Thunker attacks than the infection itself.  The 
Thunkers are not dying from the infection but ap-
pear to be thriving.  We should have open sea-lanes 
to the Mediterranean, but with no emergency 
backup.  We will be on our own when we depart our 
shores.”  Mark finishes this disconcerting news.   

“How is your family, Mark?”  Jeb asks.  “I don’t have 
much family to speak of, Jeb.  Both my parents are 
dead and I’m an only child like Kat.  Never had time 
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to start my own family.  Between education, training 
and deployments there just wasn’t time.”  Mark ad-
mits.  “So what’s your field of study?”  Jeb asks, 
while adjusting the mainsail.  “I have a degree in 
Medicine.  I was at the Naval War College attending 
the MAWS (Maritime Advanced Warfighting 
School) when this mess started.  I spent 6 years on 
rotation with the Teams and got elected to further 
my education.  I am old for being a Lieutenant be-
cause I worked my way up the enlisted ranks.”  Mark 
answers.  “Mustang is what we used to call them.  I 
guess that’s what I am now.  I’m kinda old to be a 
Major.”  Jeb points out with a smile.   

“What do you know about Sam?  I notice you two are 
getting along.”  Jeb asks.  “She’s a wonderful, intel-
ligent and attractive woman.  Samantha is from 
Tennessee, with a large family at home.  They have 
a 1600-acre farm that they homesteaded in the early 
1800’s.  She’s the only girl in a family with 5 kids.  
She got itchy feet at 17 and decided to join the mili-
tary to see the world.  Sam has contacted her mother 
and her family is doing OK.  They were prepared.  
She is 29 and never married for the same reasons as 
me.  Sam has two degrees: EE (Electrical Engineer-
ing); and CS (Computer Science) that she received 
while in the Marines.  Sam has an “Expert 3” level in 
Krav Maga.  She has seen four tours of combat in the 
Middle East and Northern Africa.” Mark winds 
down, with a twinkle in his eye.   

Jeb is impressed by his entire crew.  He has read 
jackets on each member of his Team that were e-
mailed to him through secure channels.  Cathy Ad-
ams, besides being an Olympic gold-medalist in 
sailing, is a Physician’s Assistant and commercial 
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pilot.  Tina Resnik is a licensed Veterinarian.  Mat-
thew Kingston is a Marine Engineer and Chef.   
Irena Casey is a Chemical Engineer.  All speak a sec-
ond language if not two:  Slovenian; Croatian; Bos-
nian; German; Spanish; Urdu; Pashto; Russian; 
Hindi and Cantonese.  The group has a combined 
combat experience of 50 years.  He has nine Blue-
water sailors.  Three having skippered their own 
crews in the past.  Jeb made some difficult choices 
in building a crew for each yacht, considering skills, 
education, sailing experience and social dynamics.  
His decision is:   

Chloe Crew – Jeb, Natalia, Rylie, Katja, Sam, Mark, 
Ethan, Grace, Ava, Whiskers and Mittens.   

Irene Crew – Cathy, Irena, Matt, Rok, Tim, Jaxon, 
Tina and Kasper.   

Jeb has a hard time making the split.  He has con-
sulted with Mark, Cathy, Irene and Ethan in his de-
cision.  He has also spoken extensively with Rylie, 
Sam, Mark, Grace, Matt, Rok, Tina and Jaxon.  Jeb 
is mixed about leaving Tina and Jaxon together.  He 
is happy about the budding relationship, but doesn’t 
want it to interfere with the mission.  Tina and 
Jaxon have already proved him wrong.  The rest of 
the crew report that they work seamlessly together, 
pulling their own weight, with few distractions.  
Their burgeoning relationship is a force-multiplier.  
He also learns about his son’s near miss and Kasper 
coming to the rescue.  A few bruises are worth the 
knowledge Jaxon has gained in combat over the last 
few days.  He loves his son and respects him, but will 
not favor him above any of the other crew.  Jaxon is 
a grown man.   
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Little Creek JEB (Joint Expeditionary Base), VA   

The Norfolk Crew gets up at 0500 to meet the Chloe 
Crew at the JEB big boat ramp on Little Creek.  A 
travel lift is waiting to pull Chloe from the water.  A 
crane is standing by to pull Chloe’s mast.  A local 
marine engineering team coordinated by Matt is 
standing by to re-rig Chloe and install a new suite of 
electronics.  A technician from Hall Spars and an-
other from Raymarine will be working alongside the 
Navy to re-fit Chloe.  Jeb got some good news early 
this morning.  Since Chloe is currently a USN vessel, 
the tab will be on the Navy.  That is a huge relief.  
The only thing Jeb can think is,  “Go Navy!”  Jeb mo-
tors Chloe into Little Creek Channel at 0600.  He 
takes the first starboard branch after the channel.  
To their port, Jeb can see pier after pier filled with 
beach landing craft.  They motor to the end of the 
naval vessels and swing to port slowly coming to a 
stop alongside the last pier.  Cheers great them in 
the early dawn.  “Hello Dad!”  Grace yells, while 
holding Ava, both waving.  The shore crew tempo-
rarily ties Chloe off and shuttles their bags to a van.  
Big hugs are given and received.  Jeb waits until 
Chloe is gently raised from the water on the travel-
ing boatlift.  They slowly bring Chloe ashore and 
brace her on the open hard-pack, leaving enough 
room for the lift to exit and the crane to reach the 
mast.  The engineering team takes over, and the 
complete sailing team loads up and departs.   

All the men load up in one shuttle, and the women 
load up in the second.  “Breakfast or billeting?”  
Matt asks Jeb.  Matt decides to drive.  “Let’s get 
breakfast and then check-in at billeting.  We can 
catch-up on talk, then go prep for your wedding.”  
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Jeb says with a smile.  “Where is your beautiful 
bride-to-be?”  Jeb asks Matt.  “The girls went to pick 
up their dresses and prepare the Chapel.  We have 
our tuxedos waiting at billeting.  We made sure your 
tuxedo was all there.  Grace told us what happened 
at her wedding, when you couldn’t find your pants.”  
Matt responds mischievously.  “Admiral Casey 
asked me if I would act as his proxy and give away 
the bride.”  Jeb informs the group.  Matt looks re-
lieved, that the Admiral is still on the Left coast.  
They proceed to the Vista Point and help themselves 
to a hardy breakfast.   

The girls do a wonderful job decorating the “Chapel 
in the Woods”.  The flower delivery is on time and 
amazing for such a short turn-around, in the middle 
of a Thunker invasion.  They all take time to shower 
and primp.  The bride has a simple but beautiful 
white gown that appears to be silk.  The bridesmaids 
(the remaining female crew) have mist sea green 
matching dresses on, including Kat, the flower girl, 
and Ava.  Kasper, the only male in the group, has a 
deep green ribbon around his neck.  They finish 
their preparations and wait in the pews.  It is high-
noon.  Vehicles screech to a halt in front of the 
church.  Jeb comes in, greeting the ladies, in his 
complete tuxedo.  He escorts Irena to the waiting 
room, while the rest of the guys come streaming in, 
once they are ready.  The music begins.  Jeb looks at 
Irena and asks, “Sure you want to marry that squir-
rel?”  Irena smiles and says, “I’ve been waiting for 
this day from the first time Matt and I met.”  No fur-
ther conviction needed, Jeb walks Irena down the 
aisle to a gauntlet of waiting witnesses.  Groomsmen 
on one side, bridesmaids on the other.  Kat is trail-
ing the bride scattering flower pedals in her wake.   
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The group reassembles at the Vista Point after the 
brief ceremony conducted by the Base Chaplain.  
They have a reception room prepared and waiting.  
“Never thought I would see the day.”  Mark tells Jeb, 
while both are watching Kat play with Kasper, chas-
ing each other around the dance floor.  Matt and 
Mark have known each other for several years.  Rok 
and Tim have invited several single girls to join in.  
They are slow dancing on the floor moving in orbit 
around the bride and groom.  Jeb keeps glancing at 
Tina and Jax.  “They make a nice couple and look 
after each other, I hear.”  Mark relays to Jeb.  “I hear 
the same.”  Jeb replies.  Jeb and Natalia take a turn 
around the dance floor.  They finish their song and 
then swap dance partners with Jax and Tina.  “Hello 
Tina.  I’ve heard some great things about you and 
Kasper.”  Jeb tells the beautiful young lady.  “I have 
heard many things about you Jeb.”  Tina responds.  
“I hope not all bad things.”  Jeb says with a chuckle.  
Tina continues, “Not at all.  Your children have said 
many good things about you and I can tell that they 
sincerely love you.”  “Hope they still do, once this 
current adventure is over.  We are all safer at sea.”  
Jeb says with a sad smile.  “Your father and mother 
extend their love.  I had the opportunity to speak 
with Andrej, yesterday.”  Jeb says.  He continues, 
“Natalia’s family has known your family for years.”  
“Natalia is beautiful woman.  I have looked up to her 
since I was small girl.”  Tina says with a smile.  “I 
know.  I am a lucky man.”  Jeb responds with a 
thoughtful smile.  The dance ends and they all re-
turn to their seats for toasts and dinner.   

The bride launches her bouquet over her shoulder 
and the single girls scramble.  Kasper launches him-
self in the air, catching the bouquet, delivering it to 
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his friend, Tina.  They all laugh as the newlyweds 
depart.  Matt and Irena spend their wedding night 
on Irene.  The only quiet place available on the Air 
Station.  The rest of the crew return to the Q, change 
out of their finery, and gather in Jeb and Natalia’s 
suite.  The group talks about their current readiness, 
training progress, logistics and departure window.  
Jeb briefs crew postings with no surprises.  They re-
view their supply lists and make selections based on 
weight limitations of each sailboat.   

There is always a trade-off in weight vs. perfor-
mance in any type of vessel.  Chloe’s suggested max-
imum load is 4800 lbs. for both passengers and sup-
plies.  Irene’s maximum load limit is 5800 lbs.  
Chloe will have seven adults, two children and two 
cats.  Irene will carry seven adults and a dog.  Each 
adult crewmember will be allotted 150 lbs. of per-
sonal gear, including clothing, toiletries, weapons 
and ammo.  The average weight of an adult is 150 
lbs.  Add food, beverages, medical supplies, din-
ghies, outboard motors and crew served weapons 
for a 30-day trip in open waters with an unknown 
threat.  Weight grows quickly.  Sailboats are also 
limited in storage space and require finite load plan-
ning to balance the craft.  Natalia comes to the res-
cue.  She has diagrams of each yacht, with estimates 
of storage volume, weight distribution and required 
gear dimensions.  Jeb is glad Chloe is getting the 
new CF spars and standing rigging to help reduce 
weight.  Everyone makes compromises and trade-
offs to formulate a suitable load plan.   

Natalia doesn’t like giving up fresh foods to freeze-
dry.  Mark wants a crew-served weapon aboard 
Chloe, but gets Jeb’s .338 Lapua sniper rifle.  Only 
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half the crew will get night vision equipment.  The 
other half will get thermal imaging.  Each person 
will have 1,000 rounds for their primary firearm, 
and 500 for their secondary.  Half will carry the sup-
pressed M5E1s in .308, and the other half are sup-
pressed M4E1s in 5.56x45.  The Twins have to re-
duce their load-out to the two M240LWs, two Sting-
ers and a Carl Gustov M4 MAAWS (Multi-role Anti-
armor Anti-tank Weapon System) with two dozen 
rounds of mixed munitions.   They also add two 
M32A1 40-mm grenade launchers with 40 rounds.  
Jeb is glad no one smokes.  They designate munition 
storage areas on each yacht.  Natalia logs all the data 
onto her laptop.  The crew devises a workable solu-
tion.  Everyone has a drink, and toasts to the success 
of their venture.  The crew disburses to their quar-
ters and everyone gets a good night’s rest.   

The original Chloe crew is carted off to medical, den-
tal and military issue early the following morning.  
Everyone else shows up at Irene, hoping to surprise 
the newlyweds, but they are disappointed when they 
spot Irena and Matt enjoying a cup of coffee in 
Irene’s cockpit, ready for a new day of training on 
the large craft.  Matt calls the re-fit supervisor and 
checks on Chloe’s progress.  To his amazement, the 
yacht is finished and is back in the water.  Matt calls 
Jeb and reports the good news.  They decide to sail 
to the JEB launch ramp, pick up Chloe and then 
combine sea-trials with sail training in the after-
noon.   

Everyone on the original Chloe crew including Cpl. 
Whiskers and Cpl. Mittens gets a fresh round of in-
oculations.  The cats get their teeth cleaned at the 
veterinary clinic, while Jeb gets two root canals and 
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a dental implant.  Jeb has a sweet tooth and now 
pays the piper.  Natalia gets one of her teeth re-
capped and Kat gets her braces adjusted.  Mark, 
Sam and Rylie are good-to-go.  Once they get 
through military issue, they store their kit in the Q 
and all but Jeb have a quick bite to eat.  Jeb takes a 
nap to let the anesthetics wear off.  Natalia returns 
to pick her husband up.  Kat sticks with Kasper, her 
new best friend.  Tina and Jax watch the two play 
together near Irene.  Tina is beautiful today, dressed 
in sailing shorts, deck shoes, her Rex pistol on under 
her wind-breaker.  Jaxon thinks, while sitting next 
to her in the Irene cockpit.  Tina looks at Jax and 
asks, “What are you thinking about, Jax?”  He re-
sponds, “Just how lucky I am to be here next to you.”   
He says with a smile.  She stands up, turns and gives 
Jax a big kiss.  “Ewe!  That’s disgusting!”  They hear 
from Kat, standing on the dock pointing at them 
with Kasper sitting next to her.   

A groggy Jeb and alert Natalia arrive several 
minutes later and board Irene.  The crew efficiently 
gets underway with Irena at the helm.  Matt, Mark, 
Ethan, Rylie, Tim and Rok go ahead in a van to meet 
them at Chloe.  Grace hands sleeping Ava to a sleepy 
Grandpa and helps sail Irene.  “Don’t drop her in the 
water.”  She warns her father.  Ava is wearing a small 
inflatable life vest like the rest of the crew.  Jeb del-
icately cradles the fresh smelling baby.  He enjoys 
the warmth from the sunshine and wind in his hair.  
Jeb stretches out on the port bench and gradually 
slides back into slumber, nestling Ava to his chest.  
“Our great commander.”  Natalia remarks to Irena 
with a smile.  Cathy, Grace and Sam take up seats on 
the starboard side of the cockpit once Irene is under 
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sail.  Jaxon, Tina, Kasper and Kat are on the fore-
deck enjoying the view.  Jaxon puts an arm around 
Tina, the same time Kat puts her arm around 
Kasper.   

They have a steady nine Kt wind pushing them to 
Little Creek.  After the crew drops sail, Irene ex-
pertly navigates through the channel up the right 
branch to the last pier.  She brings Irena to a halt.  
Starts the yacht rotating with the bow-thruster and 
then backs gently towards the opposite side of the 
pier from Chloe.  Jeb perks up when they tie off.   

They step on the pier and admire the new rig on 
Chloe.  Both mast and furling boom are gray painted 
CF with two sets of CF Spreaders.  All the stays are 
synthetic.  The rigger has already test sailed Chloe 
and tuned the SCR Carbon standing rigging.  Never 
thought he would see an upgrade like this.  Jeb no-
tices a larger radar dome on the lower port spreader 
with a large FLIR unit mounted on the adjacent 
spreader.  There is a completely new hydraulic back-
stay adjusting system.  Matt walks Jeb through the 
boat pointing out the various components.  Each 
nav. station has a 14” weatherproof touch screen 
multifunction display.  “FLIR, Radar, Satellite im-
agery, GPS and Charts can be displayed simultane-
ously.  You can display wind speed/direction, boat 
speed/direction, and sonar.  You can tap out a 
course on the Chartplotter and auto-navigate the 
route.”  Matt explains.  “We have an encrypted wire-
less feed to everyone’s laptop and Tablet.  We also 
have a redundant MilSpec encrypted communica-
tions suite with every band represented.  He points 
at several antennas mounted on the top of the mast.  
Everyone can tap into the communications suite 
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with the small military units you were issued al-
ready.  Even with the new capability, you save about 
500 lbs.”  Matt finishes with a smile.  Thank you 
Matt for an exceptional job.  The refit wouldn’t have 
happened if you weren’t wrangling it.”  Jeb says with 
much gratitude.  They shake hands.  “Wait until you 
see your new sails!”  Matt smiles.   

A sailor is always concerned about several threats.  
Grounding, flooding and fire.  Sonar is important to 
determine water depth.  If a skipper grounds his 
boat, he has himself to blame.  Grounding a yacht 
can cause little damage to total loss of vessel and 
crew.  Impact to the keel or rudder might not ini-
tially be severe but stress fractures in the hull can 
compound over time and end in catastrophic disas-
ter.  Lose your keel and lose your vessel.  That is why 
every skipper is keen on water depth and tide.  A 
yacht may be anchored in deep enough water at high 
tide, but when the tide goes out you might be sitting 
on your keel.  Every detail is important.   

The crews split up and get underway.  Irene leads 
and Chloe follows.  They motor out through Little 
Creek and into the Atlantic Ocean.  They catch a 
northwest wind and hoist sails.  Jeb immediately 
notices the new Doyle Stratis Ice sails when they are 
hoisted.  They have a dark smoky look and automat-
ically power up Chloe when they catch the wind.  
The crews start racing and all have an exhilarating 
afternoon.   
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Chapter 8 - Transit   

Norfolk NAS, VA.   

Chloe and Irene dock at the Norfolk Naval Sailing 
Center.  They all pitch in to swab the decks, top off 
potable water and fuel tanks.  They load their gear 
that has been stored in the boathouse onto the sail-
boats.  Everyone is assigned a living space.  Married 
crew is provided their own cabins.  Single crew share 
cabins.  There isn’t much personal storage space on 
any type of seagoing vessel unless you have a luxury 
yacht.  This will not be a luxury cruise.  Everyone 
neatly stows away equipment and personal items.  
Natalia hands out printed copies of each sailboats 
load-plan.  With the weight savings to Chloe, Natalia 
goes shopping for fresh food at the Commissary 
with Matt and Irena.  The rest load up in a shuttle 
and check out of the Q collecting all their gear and 
cats.   

Mittens and Whiskers have been enjoying their naps 
and solitude.  Now they have new people to explore 
and a brand new home.  Can’t be nearly as bad as 
the helicopter ride getting to this place.  Cats and 
helicopters don’t mix well.  Whiskers is sitting in the 
cockpit watching everyone hustles about when a 
huge hairy beast jumps onboard.  He is startled, 
does a back flip and lands in the water.  Kasper looks 
concerned.  He jumps in, swims to the cat, nudging 
Whiskers to the bathing platform.  Kasper flips his 
nose under the cat, pitching the soggy feline on deck 
then clambers up the boarding ladder himself.  The 
dog licks the cat on the head, communicating that 
everything will be ok.   Everyone on deck is stunned.  
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Kat can’t stop talking about the incident, as she de-
scribes what she witnesses over and over again.  Kat 
doesn’t have an off switch.  Both soggy crew mem-
bers get a quick shower on the aft deck, and get 
towel dried.  Mittens has been below the whole time.  
She has nestled in Kat’s top bunk ignoring the noise.   

Rylie has experimented with the cat life-vests.  
When she puts them on the cats, they fall over and 
don’t move.  Cathy is watching with amusement, 
knowing those vests wouldn’t work out.  Tina, the 
veterinarian, explains, “Cats can’t handle much 
pressure on their backs and don’t take to anything 
that constricts their movements.  They have a re-
markable physiology and motor skills.  Their innate 
balance is dependent upon touch and free move-
ment.  These kitty vests rob them of all that.”  Tina 
is the youngest student to graduate with a degree in 
Veterinary Medicine at her University.  Kat is im-
pressed by Tina’s cat knowledge.  Maybe Kat could 
be a veterinarian when she grows up.   

Natalia, Matt and Irene arrive back at the dock.  
They divvy up their food stores and load them on 
each sailboat.  Natalia has also bought plenty of 
canned and dry food for their furry friends.  Each 
boat gets a large litter box.  One for Kasper and the 
other for the felines.  Natalia remembers to stock up 
on litter.  She also buys a bed for each critter and 
toys to share.  They unload board and card games 
for each crew.  Last, but not least are the DVDs.  
They must have bought 100 of them.  Mostly chick-
flicks including 2 copies of Mama Mia.  Matt sneaks 
in some good Sci-Fi, Horror, Mystery and War flicks 
including Range 15.  Good touch.  Jeb thinks.   
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Natalia and Matt head back to the van and bring out 
picnic supplies to the picnic area near their dock.. 
They start setting up for a barbecue.  Everyone 
pitches in to get the picnic set up.  Two large benches 
are pulled together so everyone can sit at the same 
table.  Once the food is prepared, everyone digs in.  
They have a chance to chat, pass compliments and a 
few light-hearted jabs.   

“I’m glad we get to share this meal together.”  Jeb 
announces.  “We are going to depart early tomorrow 
morning.  The first leg of our journey will take us to 
Grassy Bay, Bermuda that is 640 Nautical miles to 
the southeast of Norfolk.    It should take us less than 
4 days to get there.  This will be our last shakedown 
for both yachts and a good training event to prepare 
for crossing the Atlantic.  If we have any equipment 
issues, we get them repaired in Bermuda.  Our sec-
ond leg is 1958 Nautical miles and will be to Sao Mi-
guel, Azores.  Depending on weather, another 11 
days.  From there, our third leg will takes us through 
the Straights of Gibraltar, for 950 Nautical miles 
and another 6 days.  Then we enter the Mediterra-
nean.  Our fourth leg will carry us along the Medi-
terranean Sea to Sicily for another 750 Nautical 
miles, and 4.5 days.  Our fifth and last leg will be 
sailing around the foot of Italy into the Adriatic Sea 
for another 750 Nautical miles and 4.5 days to Por-
torož, Slovenia.  Total distance travelled will be 
5,048 Nautical miles within a 30 day window.  
These times are estimates based on averaging seven 
Kts and no layovers.  With these yachts’ we should 
improve on that time if the current weather remains 
consistent.  Then our real work begins by standing 
up the new network.  Questions?”  Jeb finishes.   
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Matt is the first to speak “Sounds like a walk in the 
park, Jeb.  Both Irena and I are familiar with the 
Bermuda leg.  We have raced there a few times from 
Newport.  Great honeymoon for Irena and I.”  “What 
about fresh food?”  Natalia asks.  “We can supple-
ment by fishing during the trip.  We can also re-pro-
vision in Bermuda, the Azores and Italy if required.”  
Jeb answers.   

“Any concerns Captain?”  Cathy asks.  “Things are 
getting weird out there.  Resources are available, but 
people are getting skittish.  The Thunker Pandemic 
is cutting deep and people might not be at their best.  
We also have a Category 1 hurricane building in the 
Azores.  The sooner we set foot in Slovenia, the bet-
ter I will feel about this.  I expect everyone to work 
together and we set a four-person, 24 hour/day 
watch while underway.  We also need to be armed at 
all times when in-port, with weapons ready to go 
while at sea. ” Jeb says to the group.  A small hand 
is held up.  “Yes, Katja?”  “What about my school-
work?” she asks with a slight hesitation.  “Kiddo, you 
are on the best field trip, with the best teachers 
available.”  Jeb responds with a gentle smile.  He fol-
lows up with a big hug.   
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Briefing ended, they all work together to clean up 
their picnic area, restoring it to better than original 
condition.  They return to their designated yachts, 
setting watch, hitting their racks for an early depar-
ture.  Jeb and Sam are 1st watch on Chloe, while Matt 
and Rok watch over Irene.  At 0112 the Air Station 
sirens start sounding.  Mark, Ethan, Natalia and 
Rylie appear topside on Chloe a few minutes later, 
fully geared up.  Jaxon, Tim, Tina, Irene and Cathy 
appear on Irene’s deck at the same time.  Sam an-
nounces to the group, “Base indicates we have a 
large Thunker intrusion on station that is heading 
this way from the East.  It’s taking the Station per-
sonnel longer than expected to get a reaction force 
positioned.  We need to be prepared.”  She tells eve-
ryone over their local channel on the two-way ra-
dios.  “Natalia, Irena:  get ready to make-way.  Eve-
ryone else, on me.”  Jeb says as he heads to the junc-
tion of the pier and shore.  The group forms up and 
fans out, maintaining a five-meter interval.  They all 
detect loud screeches approaching them.  “We hold 
the fort long enough for our boats to get ready then 
we fall back and get underway.”  Jeb says over their 
radio circuit.   

Their wait is short.  “Open fire.”  Jeb orders.  They 
all engage the mass of Thunkers at 200 meters.  
There must be 300 of them.  The fire-team drops the 
first three ranks of Thunkers by 150 meters.  “Jeb, 
we are ready to go.”  Both Natalia and Irena report 
at the same time.  “Every other person, fall back, 
then cover.”  Jeb says while maintaining a steady 
rate of fire.  The 1st group falls back to the dock.  5 
seconds pass.  “2nd group, fall back.”  Jeb directs.  
Both boats are idling at the end of the dock with all 
lines cast off, 2 feet from the dock.  “Irene crew, load 
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up.”  Pounding feet fall back and board Irene.  The 
Thunkers are at 50 meters.  Chloe crew, fall back.”  
They retrograde to Chloe with seconds to spare.  As 
the two sailboats gradually move away from the 
dock, Thunkers pound down the pier under wither-
ing fire from both crews.  Thunkers make it to the 
end of the dock and start leaping at the boats.  They 
splash in the water, thrash the surface, then they 
sink.  “Cease Fire.  Cease Fire.”  Jeb directs.  Then 
“Head count.”  Mark responds, “Chloe crew all ac-
counted for.”  Matt responds, “Irene crew all ac-
counted for.”  Irene leads out from the marina and 
Chloe follows.   

Sam reports to the crew, “Norfolk has given us de-
parture instructions.  We will head out with naviga-
tion lights on.  Traffic is light.  They also thank us for 
the help and wish us Godspeed.”  It’s 0130 in the 
morning.  Everyone secures their weapons.  Natalia 
is managing the helm.  Jeb brings up the alternate 
helm display and switches to FLIR and radar views.  
They ease out of the harbor, past the Hampton Tun-
nel Island under auxiliary power and then set sails.  
Chloe holds a steady 20-meter distance from Irene.  
Both yachts bear away from the northerly wind into 
a port broad reach.  Winds are light at 15 Kts.  They 
hit wave chop but make eight Kts.  The crew is clean-
ing their weapons below deck.  Sam reports, “NAS 
and Norfolk Naval Base detected and eliminated 
1,250 Thunkers that gained access.  Mop up contin-
ues.  The credit us with 285.”  Jeb shakes his head 
thinking, “what a way to start our journey.”   

Aboard Chloe   

They sail under the Chesapeake Bay Bridge.  They 
pass the Cape Henry Buoy (#147) in less than three 
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hours.  The ocean has a cleansing effect on the crew, 
washing away the recent past.  Everyone is ex-
hausted.  Mark joins Sam and Jeb on deck.  “Care to 
take the wheel?”  Jeb asks Mark.  Mark assumes the 
helm.  Jeb demonstrates to Mark how to switch 
screens and build layers on the display.  He points 
out their current course mapped on the Chartplotter 
and read sailboat telemetry.  He explains the FLIR 
capabilities and how to lock onto multiple objects, 
like incoming freighters, while underway.  The FLIR 
gyro-stabilization is amazing.  Mark is a sponge.  He 
confidently takes the helm and keeps Chloe on 
course.  “Ever wonder the deeper meaning of all 
this?”  Jeb asks Mark.  Mark gets it in an instant.  
“Why we let a psychotic dictator go unchecked, 
starving half of his nation and we tolerate human 
suffering on a mass scale?”  The young naval officer 
gets it in one.  “And now more than half of humanity 
will pay the price.”  Jeb finishes.   

Aboard Irene   

Jaxon, Tina and Kasper come on deck at 0400 to re-
lieve the watch.  The wind and waves are picking up 
now.  They all clip in their tethers, including 
Kasper’s.  The intelligent pooch is wearing his auto-
inflate life preserver.  Matt and Irena back brief the 
young couple on position, course and possible 
course corrections.  Chloe and Irene are making 
good time.  10 Kts now surfing the blue swells in 20 
Kt winds.  “Not quite time to reef but keep an eye 
open.  Also watch sail chafe on the spreaders.”  Irena 
says.  Irena climbs down the companionway with 
Matt following.  “Take the wheel, Tina.  I will watch 
from the other helm.  Looks like Matt has a course 
entered into the Chartplotter.  We are on autopilot.  
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You might want to disengage the autopilot, so you 
can get a better feel for Irene.  Just don’t make any 
quick course changes.”  Jaxon briefs Tina.  He 
knows Tina is not only beautiful, but also extremely 
smart.  After 30 minutes, they have big grins plas-
tered on their faces from the rollercoaster ride.  
Kasper has crawled up on the port bench, looking 
through the dodger, watching the night glide by.  As 
awe inspiring the great ocean is, it’s also soothing 
and a restorative.   

Vrhnika, Slovenia   

Steve has been busy.  Working around the clock.  Af-
ter his first day in Vrhnika, he is contacted by the US 
military to start staging for the BBPN deployment.  
Mihail helps Steve find a suitable warehouse.  The 
Army has rounded up all the shipped equipment 
and moves it to the new facility.  Steve has been in 
constant contact with Jeb and Rylie.  “So why is this 
network so important?”  Mihail asks Steve.  “From 
what Jeb says, regional infrastructure is failing.  We 
can help supplement telecommunications through-
out central Europe until we get enough people to re-
store services.”  Steve responds.  “We can link cur-
rent stable services with a high speed portable net-
work to sustain some of our more important com-
munications needs to help this area.  It is also essen-
tial to maintain a security corridor.”  Steve finishes.  
Steve has already set-up the hub for all the services.  
He is performing diagnostics on all the deployable 
units.  There will be 24 deployed stations tying to-
gether basic services for the entire region.  Each sta-
tion will be unmanned.  Three large cases will be de-
ployed to each pre-designated site.  Even with the 
help of local and military technicians, it will be a 
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month before they can get all the equipment ready 
for installation.   

Steve has had other challenges.  On his second day 
in Slovenia, he is nearly eaten by Thunkers.  After 
narrowly escaping the incident, the military drops 
off a special package at the warehouse.  Mihail and 
Steve inspect the two dozen suppressed M-4’s, cases 
of ammunition, body armor and handguns in this 
Army Easter Egg.  Mihail makes a few contacts so-
liciting family and friends.  They create a small 
trusted militia to protect the area from another 
Thunker intrusion.  Steve and a few other members 
with prior firearms experience get to train the group 
on firearms safety.  Natalia’s younger brother, Igor, 
has prior combat experience and helps on individual 
and team tactics. Igor calls a few friends of his at 
Polenar Tactical and they develop a complete com-
bat curriculum for the volunteer security force.  
They are creating a model that will soon rapidly 
spread through the country, helping subsidize the 
over-worked military.  At the end of the first week, 
the area is adequately protected from any immedi-
ate threat, but cleanup is ongoing.  Local radio 
broadcasts have been encouraging everyone to get 
their flu vaccine.  Television is intermittent and 
broadcasts have been reduced to two hours every 
night.   

Atlantic Ocean - 35°46'55.0"N 73°20'40.1"W   

The sun is peeking over the horizon and both the 
Chloe and Irene crews are inspired.  The fresh smell 
of saltwater spray fills everyone’s nostrils as they sit 
in the cockpits of their respective vessels.  Everyone 
is sipping on a hot cup of coffee, or cocoa, enjoying 
the early morning event.  They have made it past the 
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continental shelf and are experiencing true deep-
water sailing now.  The deep blue-indigo waters are 
spectacular.  They are still wave surfing on the backs 
of 7-foot swells but the intervals between waves 
have increased, providing a smoother journey.  Both 
sailboats are performing admirably.  Wind has 
shifted from northerly to northwest requiring both 
craft to set sails wing-on-wing with the mainsails set 
on port, and jibs set on starboard.  Steady 25 Kt 
winds carry them forward at 12 Kts.   Everyone is 
finding their sea-legs and maintaining good safety 
discipline.  All loose items are properly stowed, 
while everyone is tethered in.  For a crew this large, 
no one is crippled by motion sickness.  The children 
are enjoying the sea motion under the careful obser-
vation of their parents.  Just a big roller coaster ride.   

Natalia is holding Jeb’s hand enjoying his early 
morning company, watching the sunrise together.  
The ocean is invigorating.  She remembers a pack-
age left wrapped, waiting for Jeb.  She clambers 
down the gangway, finds the carefully secured gift 
and returns to the cockpit handing the package to 
Jeb.  “I found a small present for you in Norfolk.”  
Natalia says with a smile.  He thanks her, and begins 
unwrapping the brown paper wrapping from the ob-
long present.  A new fishing pole merges with a large 
open faced real.  “I take it this is a Sashimi maker?”  
He asks.  “Yes.  See what you can catch for us,” she 
says.  Jeb opens the port under-seat locker and pulls 
out a tackle box and a few more fishing rods, hand-
ing one to Mark, one to Sam and another to Rylie.  
“Kat, would you like to catch some fish for lunch?”  
Ethan asks.  The young girl smiles, and gets into the 
spirit.  They all take a section of the fantail and cast 
their weighted lures out hoping to be the first to 
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catch a fish.  With Jeb’s coaching, Kat lands her first 
bigeye tuna within the hour.  “That has got to be at 
least 25 lbs.!”  The crew congratulates the young girl.  
“Mom!  Mom!  See what I just caught!”  Kat calls to 
Natalia.  Natalia comes up from the cabin, and is 
amazed at what her daughter has accomplished.  At 
the same time, Rylie gets a strike and starts her own 
battle.  The crew hits a streak of tuna, and haul in 
eight fish within the next hour.  Enough for Natalia 
to fillet into a nice sushi lunch. She can also bag tuna 
steaks for several dinners.  Irene’s crew has the 
same idea and gets to supplement their protein in 
like manner.  Matt does a wonderful job with sash-
imi and they marvel at the day’s harvest.   

Radio chatter is going on between both crews, as the 
yachts stay within sight of each other.  Irene’s crew 
manages to catch 14 fish, which is fitting because 
there are more adults to feed.  The sun rises in the 
sky and everyone strips down to shorts and long 
sleeve rash-guards.  Sturdy deck shoes provide pro-
tection from stubbed toes against fittings.  The fleet 
gets into a casual race mode and the crews trim out 
for a comfortable but competitive long-distance run.  
Chloe is in the lead then Irene overtakes her.  They 
swap positions continually.  Everyone gets a chance 
to eat meticulously prepared sashimi from the fresh 
catch.  The match continues into the late afternoon.  
Matt and Natalia have exchanged food preparation 
techniques over the airwaves.  Each sailboat per-
forms well, along with the crews.  Both crews get to 
enjoy seared tuna for the evening meal, served with 
fresh greens and lightly steamed vegetables.  Every-
one pitches in to clean up after the meal.  Rounds of 
espresso are served as the sun slowly ebbs into the 
horizon.  The moon rises from the east and stars 
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begin to appear, one by one.  Ethan takes time to 
point out each constellation to Kat, as they gradually 
appear.   

Atlantic Ocean 32°27'41.27"N 65°20'11.15"W   

Early morning on the third day, Sam picks up some 
distressing radio chatter from Grassy Bay, Ber-
muda.  Port Authority isn’t answering but individual 
boat owners are squawking.  Apparently, there is a 
Thunker outbreak on several islands in the Ber-
muda chain.  Jeb was hoping the island was undis-
turbed but has those hopes extinguished.  He would 
like to replenish their diesel fuel then make a push 
to the Azores.  He consults with Cathy, Irena, Mark 
and Matt to develop a plan.  They decide to anchor 
out and deploy two RIBs to the fueling pier with 
portable diesel containers and a security element.  
Jeb asks Rylie and Ethan to prepare their RIB for 
launch.  Each yacht will send a RIB with three peo-
ple and five empty diesel jugs to the island.  Every-
one else will maintain security on the yachts.  The 
yachts anchor out, 600 meters from the Pier 41 Ma-
rina, past the breakwater.  The shore party has an 
uneventful trip into the marina the first go.   

As they complete topping off the jugs on their sec-
ond trip, they notice a young kid, tearing down the 
pier directly at the crew, with a herd of Thunkers in 
hot pursuit.  They set the last filled jug back in the 
dinghy and take up a defensive position.  “This 
way!”  Mark yells at the child pointing toward the 
dinghy.  At 100 meters, the crew lays down covering 
fire for the lad.  He’s quick.  The kid sprints forward 
tripping over a loose board on the dock and goes fly-
ing into water.  Everyone fires a last volley and loads 
into the dinghies.  Ethan reaches over the pontoon 
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of his dinghy and fishes the juvenile out of the water, 
while Mark reverses the small boat.  The first 
Thunker hurls himself off the pier directly at Matt in 
the second dinghy.  Matt swings his fist, hitting the 
Thunker in the temple, dropping him in the water.  
The water is so clear, they watch the Thunker trash-
ing all the way to the bottom.  They really can’t swim 
well, or breathe water.  Several more throw them-
selves off the pier but are clearly out of range now.   

“So what do we call you buddy?”  Ethan addresses 
the soggy kid.  “My name is Abigail, and I’m not a 
boy.”  The rag-a-muff says with a British accent.  She 
looks disheveled, soggy and grease smeared.  “So 
where are your parents, Abigail?”  Ethan continues 
as the dinghies motor into the bay.  “My parents 
were chasing me!” she exclaims between tears that 
are streaming down her beautiful face.  Through the 
crud, Ethan notices the girl.  Gaunt, at about 5’3”, 
grease streaked blond hair, high cheekbones and 
wide-set blue eyes with a cute straight nose and an-
gular jaw.  Ethan puts his arm around the girl and 
holds her until her crying subsides.  They exit the 
breakwater and head towards Chloe.  “Do you have 
any family on the island?”  Ethan gently asks Abi-
gail.  “I have an older sister living in Venice, Italy but 
that’s all.”  Ethan nods.  They board Chloe from the 
swim platform, Rylie lending a hand with the drip-
ping girl.  Natalia brings a big towel and wraps Abi-
gail in it.  They can tell she is distressed.  They lead 
her below to get her cleaned up.   

Jeb contacts Irene.  “Are you loaded and ready to 
cast-off?”  He asks Matt.  “We are Jeb, but there’s a 
slight hitch, over.”  Matt responds on the radio.  
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“There are two European families holed up on Hin-
son Island, and they are asking for a ride home.  Ber-
muda got hit exceptionally hard and from what we 
gather there are only about 15,000 survivors, with a 
Thunker population of 12,000.  The two families 
asking for assist are from Croatia.  They have little 
sailing experience among them.  We have been in-
formed by the remnants of the Bermudan govern-
ment that everyone that can leave by boat has al-
ready done so.  They also indicate that if we want to 
commandeer transportation, they will authorize it.   
Out.”  Jeb, Mark and Natalia pow-wow.  “We need 
to move closer to Hinson Island and raft up Irene 
and Chloe.  Let’s find a suitable yacht we can com-
mandeer and outfit.  We will divide our crew to sup-
port the third yacht.  Ethan and I will scout the yacht 
basin in our dinghy and see what we can see.”  Jeb 
and Ethan load up into the dinghy, and depart while 
Natalia, Grace and Rylie get Chloe underway.   

Hamilton Harbor, Bermuda   

“This place would be a beautiful location to visit if it 
weren’t for the Thunkers.”  Ethan tells Jeb as they 
motor across the crystal blue bay in the dinghy, with 
gunfire and explosions echoing across the water.  “I 
think I’ve spotted the perfect transport, Jeb points 
to the starboard some 200 meters away.  “If I’m not 
mistaken, that’s a fabled ‘Shipman 63’.  Only read 
about it in sailing magazines.  Looks nearly new and 
fully rigged.  Let’s approach from the port side, 
slowly.  I will board, you tie up and follow.”  Jeb di-
rects Ethan.  They bump against the swimming plat-
form on the port side and Jeb steps over, barely 
making any noise with the quiet Torquedo electric 
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motor propelling them.  Ethan follows tying the din-
ghy off.  Both Jeb and Ethan pull their handguns 
and slowly approach the closed cabin hatch.  They 
hear noises below.  Ethan stands back covering Jeb 
while he carefully opens the main hatch.  A ripe 
smell hits both of them, when the hatch to the com-
panionway is fully opened.  Looking at Ethan, Jeb 
points with v-fingers to his eyes and then at the 
hatch indicating a requirement for over-watch.  He 
waves Ethan back while taking several paces back 
himself and then gives a thumbs-up.  Counts down 
silently with hand in the air, three-fingers, two-fin-
gers, one-finger then whistles loudly toward the 
companionway.  A shriek instantly returns from the 
cabin with two Thunkers scrabbling up the compan-
ionway onto the deck.  The Thunkers shamble 
across the deck directly at Jeb.  Jeb grabs the first by 
the front of its shirt, falls back and does a hip roll 
flipping the Thunker overboard.  Ethan shoots the 
second Thunker in the head, letting the Thunker’s 
momentum carry it over the side.  Jeb shakes it off, 
and holds still.  They both recollect, form up and ap-
proach the cabin silently.  The magnificent yacht is 
quiet, except for the waves lapping around the hull.  
The boat shifts restlessly on its mooring.  They de-
scend slowly, with a stench filling their nostrils.  Af-
ter performing a deliberate and thorough search, 
they start flipping open ports and hatches to air out 
the boat.   

Hinson’s Island Ferry Terminal, Bermuda   

Matt, Rok and Tim slowly approach the ferry termi-
nal with rifles covering shoreward.  Two men and a 
woman are waiting at the sea wall.  Rok calls out to 
them greetings in Croatian.  They instantly respond 
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with excited chatter.  They throw their bow-line up 
to the waiting group and secure their boat.  The guys 
climb onto shore.  Matt asks the group, “Does any-
one speak English?”  The younger man says, “We all 
do, but we are not fluent.  My name is Josip Franjic, 
my wife is Vesna and my cousin is Luca Perko.”  Jo-
sip is 5’9”, mid-forties, normal build, with brown 
hair and brown eyes.  Luca is 6’, mid-fifties, with 
shaggy salt and pepper hair and murky green eyes.  
Vesna is a willowy 5’8”, with sandy blond hair and 
blue eyes, in her upper thirties.   “I’m Matt Kingston.  
This is Tim Carter and our interpreter is Rok 
Milikar.  How many people are in your group?”  
Matt asks Josip.  “We have nine people in our group.  
Six adults and three teenagers.  No one is infected.  
Everyone had flu vaccines before trip.”  Matt is 
happy to hear this particular news.  “What brings 
you all to Bermuda?”  Rok asks.  “We rent villa here 
on island for month.  Croatia has many beautiful is-
lands but is nice to have change sometimes.”  Vesna 
responds with a sad smile.  Luca asks, “Would you 
like to meet families?”  “Sure.  Please lead on.”  Matt 
responds.   

Luca heads up a grass path with everyone in tow.  
They walk for 400 meters along a small tree-lined 
road to a beautiful white villa overlooking the bay.  
They enter the front door, after knocking.  The fam-
ilies are located in the main recreation room, over-
looking the bay.  Luca makes introductions, “We are 
two families:  Franjic; and Perko.  These are my chil-
dren: Rosa, Sofija, and Niko.”  Rosa is a slender 
5’10’’, with long brunette hair, large blue eyes, and 
wide beautiful smile.  Sofija is 5’11”, with blond hair 
and blue eyes.  Niko is a thin 6’, short sandy brown 
hair, with brown eyes.  All are in their mid-twenties.  
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“My children are:  Drevan, Petar and Mare.”  Josip 
says with a proud smile.  The two boys and girl are 
three peas in a pod.  Tall, skinny, brunettes, with 
wide-set brown eyes, straight noses and big healthy 
smiles.  “Nice to meet you all.  My name is Matt 
Kingston, this is Tim Carter and Rok Milikar.”  Matt 
says, noticing the instant electricity between Tim 
and Rosa, then Rok and Sofija.  “If you would like a 
lift home, I suggest we get packed up and going,” 
Matt finishes.   

South Cove of Hinson Island, Bermuda   

Natalia does a wonderful job anchoring Chloe just 
south of the island.  Sam and Rylie pitch in getting 
the yacht settled.  Cathy and Irena tie Irene off with 
Chloe rafting-up (side-to-side) with bumpers in be-
tween.  They set multiple anchors of their own.  A 
large, black-hulled sailboat comes silently gliding in 
from the southeast, easing along Chloe’s empty 
portside.  “Ahoy mate!”  Jeb yells to Natalia in greet-
ing.  They raft up Serena to Chloe making a three-
yacht floating island.  After spraying a complete can 
of Lysol in the cabin, Serena smells much better.  
Serena has a CF hull, mast and roller-furling boom.  
She is 63’ long and a beauty.  Jeb contemplates 
switching over to the million-dollar yacht, but 
knows in his heart that Chloe is his girl.  Everyone 
pitches in to clean out Serena and check all her sys-
tems.  Jeb contemplates splitting up the crew.  Matt 
informs him that the Croatian family has little sail-
ing experience.  Jeb talks it over with the crew and 
decides to move Cathy, Rylie, Tim and Rok to 
Serena.  Chloe will keep Abigail and Irene will take 
on the Franjic family.  He is informed that Drevan 



- 136 - 
 

Franjic wants to stay with Niko Perko.  The two 
cousins are inseparable.   

Crew Assignments:   

Chloe – Jeb, Natalia, Mark, Sam, Ethan, Grace, Ava, 
Kat, Abigail, Whiskers and Mittens.   

Irene – Matt, Irena, Jaxon, Tina, Josip, Vesna, 
Petar, Mare and Kasper.   

Serena – Cathy, Rylie, Tim, Rok, Luca, Rosa, Sofija, 
Niko and Drevan.   

The crews balance out nicely.  One person on each 
yacht speaks Croatian.  There is enough sailing and 
combat experience spread out.  Tim and Rok take 
the MAAWs and a Stinger Missile.  Mark and Matt 
get the grenade launchers.  There are a few rifles and 
ammo to spare for the Serena crew.  Serena is de-
signed for short-handed sailing and will be easy to 
train the pollywogs on.  A solid balance.  Once 
Serena checks out and is thoroughly cleaned, Jeb 
takes the dinghy over to the island and starts shut-
tling their new passengers to the yacht raft.  The 
Croatians bring plenty of fresh food and longer last-
ing food items.  Everyone has adequate clothing for 
the passage ahead.  Serena is already well provi-
sioned with non-perishable foods, wine and hard 
liquor.   

Natalia decides a quick group meal is in order to get 
to know everyone.  The remaining tuna is grilled up, 
salad and veggies are served, with beer and wine for 
the adults.  Because of the continuous gunfire on the 
bigger islands, they decide for an evening departure, 
to escape the noise and any possible contact.  Abigail 
is coming out of her shock and is openly talking with 
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the Franjic kids.  Jeb notices she is quite the beauti-
ful young girl, with her dirt and grease scrubbed 
away.  Everyone pitches in to clean up, and prepare 
for departure.  Irene takes the lead in weighing an-
chor.  Chloe follows and Serena takes drag.  The 
yachts navigate out to sea through the channels cut 
in the bay.  The three yachts set sail once in open 
waters and proceed away from the setting sun, with 
everyone appreciating the beautiful skyline.  “Red 
skies at night are a sailor’s delight.”  Jeb thinks 
aloud.   

“How’s it going Jeb?”  Sam says, while ascending the 
companionway with a thermos full of coffee.  “Going 
well, Sam.”  Jeb replies.  He is sitting at the star-
board helm, following the navigation lights of Irene.  
He also has an AIS lock on Irene and Serena that is 
painted on the Chartplotter.  “We have been getting 
a lot of radio chatter from SOCOM.  Thunker activity 
is picking up.  They have their hands full defending 
key infrastructure and major population centers 
back home.  They are keeping ahead of the contain-
ment but it’s a big job.  Regional militias are forming 
under the direction of the government to help de-
fend the country.  Everyone that has worn a uniform 
is back in one now.”  Sam pours Jeb a cup of coffee 
and hands it to him.  “We have managed to keep 
utilities running for most of the country.  Besides 
cleaning up Thunkers, we are clearing off key roads 
for transport of produce.”  Jeb says “What a mess.  
Glad we still have a country and everyone is pulling 
together, but I’m sad we lost so many citizens.  Can’t 
force anyone to take a flu shot.  Those that ignored 
it, paid the ultimate price.  How is our new crew-
member?”  Jeb asks.  “She is really opening up to 
Natalia and Kat.  She had a tough go.  Abby has been 
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hiding from Thunkers the last three days.  She got 
her flu shot at school, but the rest of her family 
didn’t.  They turned four days ago.”  Sam responds.   

Aboard Serena   

Cathy and Rylie hit it off like sisters.  They are both 
sitting helm on the large sailboat that gently glides 
across the waves.  “This yacht is incredible.”  Cathy 
tells Rylie.  The 63’ Shipman is a new custom pro-
duction yacht in full Carbon Fiber including the 
mast, boom and standing rigging.  A J&J design, 
manufactured to the highest standards in Slovenia.  
As Jeb says, “Many good things come from Slove-
nia.”  The small fleet is clear of Bermuda, with 
course set to the Portuguese Azores.  They are sail-
ing with a constant 25 Kt northwest wind, in 4-foot 
waves, at 12 Kts.  Serena can perform much better 
in these conditions, but she is hampered by the 
yacht formation.  Light clouds have been ghosting 
over all night.   

Aboard Irene   

“How are you guys doing?”  Ben Casey asks his 
daughter over the SatPhone.  “We are doing ok.  
Picked up 10 survivors today in Bermuda and a new 
yacht.  Had to split the crew up, but we are manag-
ing well.”  Irena replies.  “Been busy here, barely 
holding our own.  How are Matt and Mark doing?”  
Ben asks.  “They are doing well.  Mark is becoming 
a first class sailor under the tutelage of Jeb and Na-
talia.  My husband is simply remarkable.  Mark is 
falling for the Gunny.  She is a beautiful woman and 
extremely intelligent.  She would be a good match 
for him.”  Irene responds.  “What’s your progress?”  
Ben asks.  “We are currently at 32.719843N, 
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63.359274W.  We have had very favorable winds 
and currents.  You would be proud of Irene.  We 
have a first class crew shaping up here.  At this rate 
we will reach the Azores ahead of schedule.”  Irena 
remarks.  “Be careful in the Straights of Gibraltar.  
We are hearing about some pirates raiding the ship-
ping lane.  They seem to be coming out of Morocco.  
Can’t tell you much more than that.  Let Jeb know 
about it.  Be alert and ready.  Can’t provide you di-
rect support but we can keep the Intel streaming.  
Love you kiddo, I gotta go.”  Ben says.  “Love you 
too, Dad.”  Irena says, signing off.   

Tina gets the next shot at the SatPhone.  She calls 
her mother.  “Zdravo Mami.  Tukaj Tina.  How are 
you and father doing?  Tina asks.  “We are well.  You 
father is busy as usual.  What news do you have for 
us?”  Urska asks her daughter.  “I want to get mar-
ried when we get home.”  Tina states.  “So who is this 
man who proposes to my daughter without talking 
with Ati?”  Urska asks.  “He has not asked me.  I will 
propose to him.  He doesn’t know about Ati.  His 
name is Jaxon Ferguson and is engineer of fiber op-
tics.  He is intelligent, kind, handsome man from 
good family.  You know Natalia from Vrhnika?”  
Tina asks.  “Ja.  She is wonderful girl.  We were good 
friends growing up.”  Urska replies.  “Natalia is mar-
ried to father of Jaxon, Jeb Ferguson.  He is Captain 
of our group.”  Tina says.  “If Natalia married father, 
must be good family.”  Urska says with more enthu-
siasm.  “Young man must ask Ati for permission to 
marry you.”  Urska says emphatically.  “We must 
keep some tradition alive in these bad times.”  Tina’s 
mother finishes.  “I will have Jaxon call Ati for per-
mission, once he knows.”  Tina tells her mother.  
Urska smiles, and thinks how Andrej will respond.  
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She will head bull off before china is destroyed.  Call 
him now before his baby does.  They say their good 
byes.   

Jaxon is on deck manning the helm with Kasper.  
Tina climbs the companionway and steps into the 
cockpit, approaching the young man.  She gives 
Jaxon a lingering kiss, then lowers-the-boom.  “I 
have a question to ask you.”  Tina tells Jaxon.   Jaxon 
is a bit dazed by the affection, but nods his head.  
“Will you marry me?”  Tina continues.  Jaxon’s eyes 
widen briefly, but he quickly regains his composure.  
“Isn’t that my line?”  Jaxon responds with a smile.  
Tina is not phased.  Jaxon takes a knee in front of 
Tina, takes both her hands in his, looks into her eyes 
and says, “Tina Resnik, will you marry me?”  Jaxon 
asks her.  “Why of course I will marry you!”  Tina 
says with a grin and gives Jaxon another big kiss.  
Kasper is smiling broadly and gives a congratulatory 
“Woof!”  The proposal doesn’t go unnoticed.  Matt 
and Irena have been watching from the companion-
way.  They give out a large “Yeaah!”  They spread the 
word below deck.  The proposal spreads across the 
Fleet in minutes.  “You must talk to my father now.”  
Tina informs Jaxon.  “What do you mean?”  Jaxon 
responds perplexed.  “You have to ask her father for 
permission to marry her!”  Matt says while moving 
into the cockpit, handing Jaxon the SatPhone, with 
a big Cat-Ate-Canary smile.   

Vrhnika, Slovenia   

“General Resnik, there is a call for you.”  A young 
aide tells the Bear behind the desk.  “Who is it?”  
General Resnik demands.  “A young man in middle 
of Atlantic Ocean, by name of Jaxon Ferguson.”  The 
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aide replies.  The Bear takes a moment before pick-
ing up the phone.  His wife Urska has called him al-
ready, with a dire warning to be nice.  Andrej has 
formed a good relationship with Jeb Ferguson.  Jeb 
has been keeping Andrej updated on the teams jour-
ney across the ocean.  He has respect for the man’s 
judgement, concerns, honesty and integrity.  The 
General picks up the phone and says “Hello?”  He 
hears a dog barking in the background.  “Is Kasper?” 
The General asks. “Hello Mr. Resnik.  Yes, that is 
Kasper.  I’m Jaxon Ferguson, and I appreciate you 
taking my call.”  Jaxon steadily says.  He really 
doesn’t know who Andrej Resnik is.  Just Tina’s Ati.  
“How is weather?”  Andrej asks with a smile, stalling 
the young man for a moment.  “We currently have 
northerly winds at 25 Kts, light clouds, with 2 meter 
swells.”  Jaxon says.  He quickly follows up with, “I 
know we haven’t personally met and I look forward 
to meeting you and your family soon.  I do know that 
I love your daughter and ask you for permission to 
marry Tina.”  Jaxon states.   

The General grips the arms of his chair, leaving deep 
indentations in the leather.  He relaxes, takes sev-
eral deep, silent breaths, then responds, “You sure 
you want to marry Tina?”  The General asks.  At least 
the young man asks for his “permission”.  “Yes sir, I 
want to marry Tina with your blessings.”  Jackson 
responds.  No one until now has approached Andrej 
about his daughter.  She is a beautiful girl and the 
light of his life.  Maybe no one has enough courage, 
or maybe she is very strong willed.  “Sounds like you 
have no choice.  My Tina has already made up her 
mind.”  The General muses.  “Yes Sir, I had no 
choice the first day I met your daughter.”  Jaxon re-
sponds with a smile.  “Ah, a romantic and very well 
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spoken young man!” the General thinks.  “Are you 
aware how…what is American expression…feisty we 
raise our woman in Slovenia?”  Andrej asks.  “Well 
aware sir.  My father married a feisty Slovenian 
woman.  He is continually perplexed and amazed.”  
Jaxon says with a laugh.  “Well if is a family tradi-
tion, who am I to say ‘no’.  You have my permission 
and our blessing to marry my only daughter.”  An-
drej says with a deep sigh.  “Thank you, Sir!  Tina 
would like to talk with you a moment.  I look for-
ward to meeting you.  Good bye.”  Jaxon finishes, 
handing the SatPhone to Tina.  Everyone is on deck 
now, watching the show.   

Aboard Chloe   

Jeb and Natalia finish listening to Jaxon and An-
drej’s conversation.  Somehow, Jeb’s communica-
tion officer, Sam, picks up the transmission and re-
broadcasts the conversation over Chloe’s speaker 
system.  Jeb is very proud of his son.  Jaxon handled 
the conversation well, was determined and was very 
respectful to Andrej.   

If anyone knows the nature of Slovenian women, it 
would be Jaxon after watching Natalia over the 
years.  “Good for Jaxon!”  Natalia says with a huge 
smile.  The Chloe crew cheers loud enough to be 
heard on Irene.  The whole crew is on deck, smiling 
brightly.  “That’s my bro!”  Grace says proudly.  
“Mine too!”  Kat announces loudly.  The crew settles 
in, passes out wineglasses, with red wine and gives 
a toast to the new couple.  It’s 0342 in the morning.  
“Time for you to go sleep.”  Natalia says to Kat, chas-
ing her into the cabin, toward her stateroom.  Jeb is 
happy for both Tina and Jaxon.  They make a good 
couple.  He has wondered if Jaxon would ever make 
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the leap.  Just takes time to find the right woman 
and a zombie apocalypse to do so.   
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Chapter 9 – There be Pirates   

Atlantic Ocean – 33°75'73.05"N 59°54'06.51"W   

Aboard Chloe   

Gray fog is billowing all about.  Abigail is standing 
on hard concrete but she can’t see the surface.  She 
feels the presence of others about her as just vague 
flashes of shadowy movement.  The fog slowly dissi-
pates.  She is cold and shivering.  The faces of her 
father then mother appear in the distance.  Their 
bodies slowly materialize as they move toward her.  
Abby begins walking toward them.  Her mother 
spots her.  Both her parents are acting unusual.  Her 
mother stares at Abby, then lets out a wailing shriek.  
Abby turns and runs into the fog.  She hits a curb 
and falls to the ground.  Sudden pain explodes from 
her knees and hands.  She knows she is being 
stalked, so she crawls along the ground as quietly as 
possible.  Something grabs her ankle.  Her heart 
leaps and she is suddenly awake.   

Abby is laying in a warm sleeping bag in the lower 
bunk of her shared cabin.  Katja is sleeping on the 
top bunk.  She hears moving water nearby and 
smells the ocean.  There is a subtle swaying motion 
around her.  She doesn’t want to return to her night-
mare, so she unzips her sleeping bag, crawls out and 
places her bare feet on the cool wooden deck.  She 
finds the deck shoes Natalia gave her and the pullo-
ver thermal smock.  She dresses quietly, stands and 
opens her cabin door to be greeted by soft light from 
the main cabin.  She sees a tall woman with fiery red 
hair sitting at a desk, the ‘Navigation Station’ Kat 
called it, by the companionway.  Abby waves at Sam 
with a shy smile on her face.  “Come on in and make 
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yourself comfortable.  I’m Sam.  Want some hot co-
coa?”  Sam asks Abby.  “Sure.  That sounds wonder-
ful.”  The teenager responds.  Abby finds a seat next 
to the galley and settles in.  Sam hands the girl a 
thermos cup full of cinnamon spiced cocoa.  “Be 
careful, it’s really hot.”  Sam warns Abby.  The girl 
slowly samples the wonderful steamy concoction.   

 “We finally contacted your sister, Nicole.”  Sam an-
nounces to Abby.  “Is she ok?”  Abby asks.  “She is 
ok, had a rough time herself but she is safe for now.”  
Sam reassures the girl.  “Is someone going to rescue 
her?”  Abby asks.  “We arranged for a boat to pick 
her and some others up in Venice and take them to 
Koper, Slovenia.  They should be making the pas-
sage back, now.  You can speak with her when her 
group makes landfall.”  Sam says.   

Aboard Irene   

The last three days have passed quickly, after their 
evening departure from Bermuda.  Everyone is set-
tling into their shipboard routine.  Matt is sitting the 
port helm, making slight jib and mainsail correc-
tions, talking his audience through the process.  Jo-
sip, Vesna, Petar and Mare are learning at a suffi-
cient rate.  The wind is steadily coming from their 
port at 15 Kts.  They are on a port beam reach, en-
joying gentle seas.  Everyone is sitting on the port 
rail.  “Just make sure you keep a good sail shape like 
you see now.”  Matt instructs the group.   

Matt has already taken his crew through tacking ex-
ercises, coming about and several ‘man overboard’ 
drills.  They have set each sail multiple times and 
learned how to reef the sails.  The crew has practiced 
emergency fire, collision, flooding and security 
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drills.  “If the wind picks up, we can bleed off wind 
by letting the sails out, turning closer into the wind, 
or by reefing the sails to a smaller size.  For down-
wind runs we can adjust the backstay to set the 
mainsail shape.”  Matt says.  “Why not just sail 
faster?”  Mare asks.  “Because a severe deck angle 
makes for a miserable journey and sometimes we’re 
not going much faster.  If we take an unexpected 
gust, we might suffer a knockdown, which would be 
devastating out here in the middle of the ocean with 
no rescue.  We are always subject to the wind, cur-
rent and waves.”  Matt responds.   

Aboard Serena   

“Wind, waves and current can be our friends, but 
they also pose a serious risk.”  Cathy briefs her train-
ees.  “When we learned how to race dinghies, we 
could make mistakes and mostly recover from them.  
I say mostly, because even while a dinghy is easy to 
rite it can still take damage.  If that happened, we 
could get a tow to shore and make repairs.  We don’t 
have that option here.  We also can’t sail to our lim-
its out here.  Our yacht can be capsized by the wrong 
20’ wave.  Our Carbon Fiber mast is very strong, but 
if we are broached and get knocked-down, we could 
be de-masted.  If we blow out a sail, or lose our 
standing rigging, we can expect a similar disaster.  
That’s why we check all the rigging, both standing 
and running, continually for chafe.  We watch our 
sails for any sign of wear.  We also check our bilge 
levels every half-hour for telltale leakage.  If one of 
our main thru-hull fittings give way, we only have a 
few minutes to make repairs before our below deck 
systems are destroyed, along with our food and wa-
ter.  You know how much time it takes to recover a 
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man-overboard.  In heavy seas, that may be impos-
sible without jeopardizing the entire crew. That’s 
why it’s important to always have your tether at-
tached to a designated attachment point.  One rogue 
wave can sweep the deck in seconds.  You will get 
banged up, but you will still be attached to the boat.”  
Cathy instructs.   

Aboard Chloe   

“Triage is important at sea.  A small problem becomes 

a big problem very quickly.  A cut can become in-

fected and turn into septicemia.  A tendon strain can 

evolve into a sprain or tear.  A chest pain can indicate 

a pending heart attack.  We want to catch the small 

things before they turn into big things.  We need to be 

concerned about personal hygiene.  Not only to re-

duce smell, but infection risk, disease and to keep it 

from spreading.  That’s why we keep our home so 

clean.  We keep our food stored and don’t keep lefto-

vers for long.  We exercise to keep our muscles strong 

and our bodies working efficiently.  We will practice 

some first aid this afternoon.”  Mark tells the crew.   

“This is our home, and our family.  We want to do 

everything we can to protect it.”  Jeb follows up.  “You 

see us checking out each system on the yacht each 

watch.  We perform maintenance to prevent prob-

lems from starting.  If you notice something unusual, 

or something you don’t understand, let someone else 

know immediately.”  Jeb finishes.  The entire crew is 

on deck enjoying the smooth seas, steady breeze and 

sunshine.  It is mid-afternoon.  The winds have 

calmed enough to hoist the Gennaker.  A large splash 

occurs on the port bow, then another.  Jeb glances 
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around making a quick head count.  Everyone pre-

sent.  “Hey guys, we have company.”  Mark says with 
a smile.   

A large pod of bottlenose dolphins has joined the 
small fleet.  Word gets out across the radio net be-
tween the three yachts.  “Looks like at least 40 dol-
phin in this pod.”  Cathy relays from Serena.  All the 
kids line the rail looking upon the sea clowns with 
amazement.  A few adults join them.  The mood lifts 
and everyone enjoys the aquatic circus surrounding 
them.  Dolphins are jumping, surfing the bow and 
stern wakes, diving under the boat and everyone en-
joys their presence.  A few babies are spotted and 
Kat gets excited.  She and Abby chatter about their 
antics pointing out each one they see.  Kasper makes 
eye contact with a large male dolphin.  The dolphin 
keeps pace and a connection is made.  After an hour 
of uninterrupted interchange, the dolphins disap-
pear as suddenly as they appeared.  A joined 
memory is formed amongst crew, drawing the group 
closer together.   

The wind steadily increases in the afternoon and 
shifts from northerly to southerly.  Gennakers and 
spinnakers are dropped, with jibs taking their 
places.  A front is forming and the seas become an-
gry.  Winds are gusting to 30 Kts and waves are 
building to 9 feet.  Sails are reefed, and decks are 
wetted.  A majority of the sailors are below decks, 
staying out of the weather.  Sam is monitoring the 
new front and consults with Jeb.  “Looks like this 
line will last for about 48 hours.”  Jeb consults with 
Irene and Cathy over the radio.  Cathy points out, “I 
believe we can stay ahead of the worst of this storm, 
if our gear holds up.  Winds will increase to 35 Kts 
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and wave height to 12 feet.”  Irene adds, “Our boats 
are holding up, we just need to buckle down for the 
ride.”   

Mittens is laying on her side on Kat’s bunk, watch-
ing the world sway back and forth.  Every now and 
again, a thump will vibrate the hull.  She lays her 
head flat and closes her eyes.  Cats are equipped 
with a great ability for riding out storms.  They can 
sleep for long periods of time.  They get a lot of prac-
tice and become really good at slumber-mode.  
Whiskers is curled up next to her keeping her warm.  
Kat and Abby are on the lower bunk reading books 
and hanging on.  They chat for a while, then con-
tinue reading.  Neither girl is adversely affected by 
the waves.  They follow Jeb’s advice and treat it like 
a fun carnival ride.  Jeb told them about some of his 
trips in the Pacific Ocean, in 50-foot seas.  The deck 
on his ship would drop so quickly he felt like he was 
suspended in the air.  “The flight won’t kill you…it’s 
just the landing that hurts.”  Jeb would say with 
fondness.   

Atlantic Ocean – 36°59'36.55"N 43°15'12.45"W   

After fifty hours of heavy weather, the crew finds re-
lief.  The ocean flattens considerably and winds shift 
easterly.  Minor maintenance has been ongoing, but 
all vessels weather through with few complaints.  
Water-makers’ are back online filling depleted wa-
ter tanks.  Decks are rinsed and laundry is done.  
Everyone is greatly anticipating the sun finally 
emerging from the clouds.  “You sunk my subma-
rine!”  Matt tells Sam.  Chloe has had an epic Battle-
ship competition ongoing.  Sam just wins the final 
round.  They both smile and shake hands.  The SEAL 
is eliminated by the Marine.  Very competitive crew.   
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Atlantic Ocean - 37°49'39.16"N 30°20'0.18"W   

The last eight days since leaving Bermuda have 
passed very quickly.  They average 230 NM/days.  
The fleet is within one day of landfall in the Azores.  
Course is set for Ponta Delgada, on the island of Sao 
Miguel.  Radio traffic has been active with port offi-
cials.  The pandemic has not affected the Azores as 
intensely as other locations.  The fleet readies itself 
for a port call.  It will be a quick stop to replenish 
fuel and fresh food.  The harbormaster has arranged 
for goods to be delivered to the sailboats at a quar-
antine pier.  The Portuguese are not taking any 
chances.   

The small fleet slips into Sao Miguel early the next 
morning, with quarantine flags displayed.  The 
crews dock at an isolated pier, with food and fuel 
truck waiting.    There are only three people in at-
tendance.  The crews divvy up the food and wait for 
refueling.  Propane tanks are charged as well from a 
small charging cart.  Everyone gets to stretch their 
legs on the pier.  No one can walk straight.  After 
getting used to a swaying boat, the stable pier is a 
challenge.  The island is fresh, foreign and beautiful.  
Old architecture is visible with verdant rolling hills 
in the background.  You can taste the difference in 
the air.  The crews are happy to make landfall but 
are happier returning to their homes.  They slip back 
out of port within an hour and set sail for the 
Straights of Gibraltar.   

Aboard Serena   

Tim and Rosa are rinsing off their fresh vegetables 
and fruit.  Rosa is a terrific cook and does well by the 
crew.  Her sister, Sofija is also a wonderful cook.  
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Freshly baked bread fills the main cabin with a deli-
cious aroma.  They pick up some nice produce from 
the island.  As a bonus, they receive an array of local 
clams, cheeses, butter, various baked goods and 
wine.  “Beats MREs (Meals Ready to Eat).”  Tim 
thinks.  The journey has been a good one.  New 
friends, new things to learn and new skills to de-
velop.  Tim likes challenges.  He also likes to travel.  
Rosa is a fellow adventurer.   

The fleet is coalescing.  They are family now.  This 
pervasive attitude permeates from the Ferguson’s 
on Chloe and reaches out to every member on every 
vessel.  Jeb’s leadership has helped spread this fleet 
dynamic.  A worthy form of Esprit-de-Corp, know-
ing your family surrounds you and they are worth 
fighting for.  Everyone has a purpose, and each is 
working hard to refine their individual and team ca-
pabilities.  A very motivated crew indeed.  The team 
has progressed into a seaworthy sailing crew.  The 
fleet is working seamlessly together after this 8-1/2 
day leg.   

Each adult crewmember has a watch station while 
underway.  Watches are 4 hours in length.   So on 
any given day, each fully qualified member will 
stand four watches.  16-hour workdays.  The stations 
are Helm; Navigation; Communications and Engi-
neering.  Four people are always awake to respond 
to most challenges.  The helmsman and navigator sit 
topside during their shift.  They manage sailing the 
vessel.  Communications is located at the NavSta-
tion in the main cabin.  Comms is responsible for all 
radio traffic, updating weather reports and coordi-
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nating off-duty activities.  Engineering is responsi-
ble for monitoring and maintaining all electrical and 
mechanical systems.   

The typical schedule looks like this:   

Stations 
on 
Chloe 

0000-
0400 

0400-
0800 

0800-
1200 

1200-
1600 

1600-
2000 

2000-
2400 

Helm Mark Jeb Grace Sam  Nat Ethan 

Nav. Sam Nat Ethan Mark Jeb Grace 

Comm. Grace Sam Nat Ethan Mark Jeb 

Engi-
neer 

Ethan Mark Jeb Grace Sam Nat 

   

Everyone gets some fresh air, and each person gets 
some protection from the elements.  Each person 
rotates through each watch station in a day.   

It sounds complicated, but simplifies life and re-
duces boredom once implemented.  If you have ever 
been in the military, you understand the need for 
keeping occupied and maintaining vigilance.  On a 
sailboat, within tightly confined spaces, everyone 
needs to keep their brain engaged.  There is still time 
to study, cook, eat, clean and enjoy Mama Mia for 
the umpteenth time.  People are also challenged to 
learn and share what they know.  The newest crew-
members get to rotate with the Old-Salts as shadows 
to learn and help   

36°13'17.75"N 7°21'7.18"W   

Aboard Chloe   

4 days have passed since fleet departure from Sao 
Miguel.  The group is rapidly approaching the 
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Straights of Gibraltar.  Radio traffic is increasing on 
pirate activity in the narrow passage separating Eu-
rope from Africa.  “The Gut,” as ancient mariners 
termed it, is the only passage from the Atlantic 
Ocean into the Mediterranean Sea, which is seven M 
across at its skinniest point.  SOCOM has shown 
great interest.  They want to use the fleet as bait.  Jeb 
is hesitant to volunteer, but sees no other solution.  
They are not without resources.  Satellite imagery 
has been coming in over secure comms to identify 
ambush sites and vessel movement.  The UK has a 
few combat air assets deploying to Gibraltar.  Mark, 
Matt, Tim and Rok want to play with a few special 
toys.  Ethan and Jaxon will help assist.   

36°3'3.37"N 6°18'6.95"W   

- 0145.  The yachts are motoring single-file, 50 me-
ters apart with lights out.  Chloe has the lead, Irene 
is in the middle and Serena follows.  Fireworks are 
about to fly.  “Got the three boats painted with our 
FLIR.”  Mark relays to Jeb.  The three suspect ves-
sels are approaching from the south at 15 Kts.  “We 
should make contact within 10 mike.”  Sam relays to 
the other yachts.  Everyone is at their Battle-Sta-
tions and armored-up with personal protective gear.  
Sailboats aren’t built for combat.  FRP isn’t the best 
for protecting vulnerable personnel and equipment.  
Jeb hopes it doesn’t come to that.   

They can determine the largest pirate boat is a 45’ 
motor-cruiser with a mounted 12.7 mm x 108 mm 
NSV heavy machine gun.  Range on the gun is sup-
posed to be nearly 2 kilometers.  FLIR indicates 
eight heavily armed crewmembers per boat.  “5 mike 
before they are in range.”  Mark relays.  Mark takes 
up a position on the forward deck with Jeb’s .338 
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Lapua MRAD.  Ethan is amidships with his bor-
rowed M32A1 grenade launcher.  Sam is with Jeb, 
armed with an M5E1.  On Irene, Matt is set with a 
M32A1 and Jaxon is manning an M-240LW.  Rok 
and Tim have the MAAWs ready on Serena.  “Air as-
sets are inbound.”  Natalia relays from Comms on 
Chloe.  “Pirates are hailing.”  Cathy states over the 
local comm link.  “They are demanding we stop and 
await boarding.”  She says.  The pirates fire a warn-
ing burst across Chloe’s bow.   

Jeb says  “Airburst.”  Rok and Tim launch an illumi-
nation round from the MAAWs.  A streak arches 
from the recoilless rifle tube and an aerial burst 
lights up the sky over the pirates, blinding them.  
“Engage.”  Jeb says.  Everyone engages his or her 
designated target.  Several recoilless HEDP rounds 
quickly follow.  Mark takes the pirate’s machine-
gunner out with a single round.  Medium Velocity 
40 mm grenades saturate each attacking boat.  “Air 
assets are on station.”  Natalie relays.  A streak of 
light descends from the night sky to the lead pirate 
vessel.  Like being struck by a lightning bolt from 
Olympus, the lead vessel evaporates into a bright 
ball of plasma.  The second and third vessels soon 
follow.  “Cease fire.  Cease fire.”  Jeb orders.  Then, 
“Status Check.”  “Serena secure.”  Cathy states.  
“Irene secure.”  Irena states.  “Chloe secure.”  Nata-
lia states.  “Natalia, please relay to our air support a 
job well done.  We will buy them a round of beers on 
Gibraltar.”  Jeb says.  After a thorough scan with 
FLIR, the fleet can’t locate any survivors.  “Let’s 
head to the barn.”  Jeb relays.  The crews clean-up 
shell casings and rinse the desk off.  Weapons are 
cleaned and everyone dumps adrenalin.   
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Gibraltar Harbor   

The second round of drinks is dispensed to air and 
sea crews at the Lord Nelson Pub in Gibraltar.  The 
British tap beer goes down smoothly.  Congratula-
tions circle the small pub with pilots and sailors 
comparing notes on their recent endeavor.  “And not 
a single scratch to any of your yachts?”  An incredu-
lous pilot asks Jeb.  “No damage, whatsoever.  Tim-
ing was critical and we have some good troops 
onboard.  Thank you for showing up to the party on 
time.  Our time was running out.”  Jeb says with a 
look of concern.  “Know what you mean, mate.”  The 
pilot says with a smile.   

The captain of the aircrew knows the restaurant 
owner well enough to request an early morning meal 
for the sailing crew.  The crew is treated to some tra-
ditional pub grub in the wee hours of the morning.  
Everyone enjoys the meal they don’t have to cook 
themselves.  The celebration winds down, the crew 
rallies, pays their tab and returns to their floating 
homes.  The Brits have posted guards on their pier 
and taken the liberty to top off their fuel and water 
tanks.  Boxes of food are stacked in their cockpits, 
awaiting stowage.  Everyone takes the time to store 
the fresh goods, a watch is posted aboard each craft, 
while the rest of the crew gets some rack time.  The 
crews get a chance to sleep in until noon.  They have 
a chance to eat a picnic lunch provided by a graceful 
military community and they get underway at 1430.   
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Chapter 10 – Med Cruise.   

Mediterranean Sea - 36°3'31.81"N 5°1'58.71"W   

Aboard Chloe   

Mark, Sam and Natalia are closely watching Whisk-
ers sitting on the starboard gunwale staring at the 
ocean passing by.  Whiskers is in a light kitty har-
ness, on his own safety leash, enjoying the wind and 
ocean breeze.  Every time a crewmember ap-
proaches the feline, they are greeted with a hiss.  
He’s enjoying himself and doesn’t want to return to 
the confines of the cabin.  He lets everyone know 
about his preference.  Once Whisker’s whiskers are 
salt spray soaked, he climbs down from the edge of 
the boat and curls up in a ball on the starboard 
bench seat in the cockpit. He meticulously cleans 
himself and goes to sleep.  Another crewmember 
getting his sea-legs.  All four of them.   

Mittens is the cabin clown.  She is enjoying her mul-
titude of snuggle partners, when she requires a nap, 
which is often.  Mittens discovers small bits of string 
that she drags around the cabin, tossing into the air 
and pouncing on them.  She will find a fetch- part-
ner.  Someone to throw the bit of flotsam so she can 
recover it with alacrity.  She demonstrates her hunt-
ing prowess with any of her subjects.  The crew en-
joys her antics.  Between chasing feathers, string 
and tactical laser beams, Mittens is getting a 
streamlined figure again.  The whole crew is losing 
weight; not that sailing is strenuous, just that every-
one is busy.  Meals are small and are supplemented 
by healthy fresh fish.   
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The Mediterranean is calmer than the Atlantic, with 
contrary winds over the set course.  Due to the var-
ying geological features surrounding the Mediterra-
nean, wind patterns vary continuously along their 
journey.  Chloe has picked up a solid easterly wind 
out of the Straights with 14 Kt winds.  Gennakers 
propel them along until they enter the second day 
when the wind falls to 8 Kts and shift to a northerly.  
At the end of the second day, the fleet falls into irons 
for several hours after sunset then they pick up a 
northwestern breeze that propels them along at 7 
Kts.  Wind and weather reports are being tracked 
closely.  Course is adjusted to take advantage of 
dominant winds.  Air temperatures are wonderful.  
60’s at night with 70’s in the daytime. The only con-
stant wind provided is change.   

Mediterranean Sea - 37°35'5.86"N 3°38'38.66"E   

Aboard Serena   

Serena is sailing magnificently.  Cathy is sitting 
helm enjoying the warmth still emanating from the 
sun soaked teak deck as the sun eases below the 
horizon behind them.  She never would have be-
lieved that she would be sitting here, now, from just 
a month ago.  Between the Air Force, education, 
flight school and work-ups to the Olympics, she has 
been a focused young lady.  Her past was a whirl of 
activity.  Cathy reflects that she has accomplished 
more in her 27 years than most would in a lifetime.  
Not so much proud of her accomplishments, but 
contemplative.  Her parents would have been proud.  
Last word she had on their whereabouts, they had 
been missionaries in Nairobi, Kenya.  Once the pan-
demic hit, she lost contact with them.  Her parents 
had been working at a growing mission.  They had 
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escaped several Al-Shabaab terrorist attacks but 
kept their flock intact.  They had always been her in-
spiration.  Now she has an extended family.   

“So I did some research on this region.”  Rylie tells 
Cathy.  “Know what Mediterranean means?”  She 
asks with a smile.  Cathy shakes her head in the neg-
ative.  “It means ‘in the middle of the earth’.  Con-
sidering our history, that makes a lot of sense.  The 
Mediterranean Sea is pretty much in the center of 
the cradle of humans.  It covers 2.5 million square 
km with an average depth of 1,500 m.  Countries 
surrounding it are Albania, Algeria, Bosnia-Herze-
govina, Croatia, Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece, Is-
rael, Italy, Lebanon, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Mon-
aco, Montenegro, Northern Cyprus, Palestine, Slo-
venia, Spain, Syria, Turkey and Tunisia.”  Cathy says 
“Wow!  Don’t know if I’m more impressed with your 
geography lesson or the fact you memorized it all.”  
Cathy says with a smile.  “Hey!  Got to keep my mind 
occupied somehow.”  Rylie replies with a smile.   

Rosa and Sofija join Cathy and Rylie on deck.  The 
men are below cooking up a late dinner.  “There are 
no fewer than six main wind systems that affect the 
Mediterranean Sea.  Starting clockwise coming 
from 12:00 o’clock you have the Bora system mov-
ing south across the Adriatic.   Bora-Etesian from 
1:00 to 2:00 o’clock.  Sirocco from 5:00 to 7:00 
moving north from Africa.  Westerly from 9:00 
moving east.  The Levante system moves towards 
the 9:00 along the southern Spanish coast and Gi-
braltar.  Then the Mistral system moving from the 
11:00 o’clock position out of France.”  Rylie states 
from memory.   
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“Just hope we have constant winds getting us to Slo-
venia.”  Cathy says.  “We can’t wait to get home.”  
Sofija says with a sad smile.  “This has been magnif-
icent cruise.  Our families appreciate rescue.  Learn-
ing to sail with you.  Sofija is sad to hear what is hap-
pening with world.”  Rosa says.  “We all are unhappy 
about the pandemic.”  Cathy tells the group.  “We 
have the daunting tasks of maintaining some level 
of civilization.  We are receiving reports on supply-
chain collapse and immediate erosion of infrastruc-
ture.  Thankfully, those that are left are pitching in 
to maintain basic services like food distribution, 
power, water and sewage.  In the last 30 days, we 
have lost nearly half of our world population to the 
pandemic.  More are being lost to the Thunkers.  
Once we reduce the threat of the pandemic, we can 
cobble together enough to reduce our downward 
spiral.”  Cathy winds down.  They all take a moment 
to reflect.  Mental anguish being gently massaged 
away by the wind and sea.  “How can we help?”  So-
fija asks herself.  “You and your family can help re-
establish a footing in this new world.”  Rylie says.   

“So what will network do for European peoples?”  
Rosa asks.  “It will provide a command and control 
communications backbone for central Europe.  My 
husband, Steve, is recruiting local hackers to help 
develop links with common automated services to 
this network to keep the services running.  Services 
like power, water and natural gas.  Thankfully, most 
hackers were smart enough to get a flu shot.  From 
there, we will be able to stabilize, monitor and repair 
services from a centralized location.”  Rylie says.  “Is 
Tim a hacker?”  Rosa asks with some interest.  
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“Among other things.  Tim has a degree in Com-
puter Science from CalPoly.”  Cathy responds with a 
smile.  The girls talk subtly shifts to the boys.   

“Are Tim and Rok related?”  Sofija asks.  “Only by 
combat and close proximity if that’s what you are 
wanting to know.  Not by birth, otherwise.”  Rylie 
replies.  “Tim is very handsome man.”  Rosa states.  
“So is Rok.”  Sofija says, almost defensively.  
“They’re both handsome guys.”  Cathy says with a 
big grin.  “Both Tim and Rok would make a good 
catch, but that won’t be easy.  They have mastered 
the techniques of ‘Escape and Evasion’.  Something 
the military has taught them, but they have per-
fected.”  Rylie smiles, contemplating the fate of her 
two new brothers.  These girls are beautiful, intelli-
gent dalmatinkas.  Rosa has a degree in Accounting, 
while Sofija has a degree in Physics.  Both are long-
legged, with stunning looks.  “We will see how easy 
they can be caught.”  Rosa says with a wink.  “So 
your brother will get married to Slovene pixie?”  So-
fija asks Rylie.  “Sounds like it.  From what my hus-
band says they are going to make a big party of it, 
when we land in Slovenia.”  Rylie is happy for Jaxon, 
and just a bit curious on how big a party.   

Rok sticks his head through the companionway and 
says, “Meal is ready.”  Meals are usually served buf-
fet style, with hot dishes remaining on the stove.  
Rok comes up the companionway and delivers to 
Cathy a steaming hot bowl of seafood Bouillabaisse, 
freshly baked baguette, a stainless steel spork and a 
drink on a tray.  Cathy is sitting helm.  Rok offers to 
take over while Cathy enjoys her meal.  She hands 
the helm over to Rok, sits on the bench and enjoys 
her meal, dipping the bread into the thick seafood 
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stew.  This version of Bouillabaisse consists of a 
thick tomato stock, with clams, fish and scallops.  
She can only identify a few of the spices but it all 
comes together in a warm savory dish.   

“So what’s going on in your life?” Cathy asks Rok.  
She knows there are few privacies on a boat but asks 
to get a measure of how Rok is doing.  “Busy month.  
I like sailing.  Wished we could visit longer in Ber-
muda and Azores.  I look forward to getting home 
but our trip has been good experience for me.  If not 
for service and current state of world, I would like to 
continue sailing.  How about you?  Rok replies.” 
Cathy takes another spoon of Bouillabaisse and re-
flects for a moment,  “I could spend the rest of my 
life out here and be happy.  Unfortunately, we have 
to pitch in to preserve some form of civilization.  
You’ve heard what we will be doing when we get to 
Slovenia?  What conditions are like?”  Rok frowns 
and says, “Very similar to what we see so far.  Over 
50% population is infected now.  We are lucky to be 
at sea.  Good those Thunkers are bad swimmers.  
Unfortunate that world does not place emphasis on 
basic health services.  More unfortunate that popu-
lation ignores simple preventatives.”  Cathy re-
sponds with a, “You said it, brother.”   

“I notice a common thread in our group.  Everyone 
is maintaining a positive attitude.  It is contagious.  
With current conditions, you expect more depres-
sion.  No one here gives up or loses hope.  Maybe is 
good we don’t face the brunt of change all at once.  
Everyone is willing to pitch in and help, not be com-
placent.  A group of strangers just a month ago come 
together to achieve something good for the sake of 
themselves and others.  I feel fortunate being here.”  
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Rok tells Cathy.  “Yeah, I can see that.  So tell me 
about this young honey you’re hitting it off with.”  
Cathy says with a smile.  “Who, me?”  Rok says try-
ing to deflect.  “Sofija is a beauty.”  Cathy states.  
“She is intelligent girl.  Looks don’t mean every-
thing.”  Rok responds immediately.  “From what I 
can tell, they don’t hurt either.”  Cathy smiles.   

The ocean is azure, nearly smooth, with steady wind 
brushing the surface.  The sun is falling through 
light clouds turning the skies a fiery yellow-red.  The 
Serena crew cleans up from their evening meal and 
settles in for their night journey.  Navigation lights 
blink on across the fleet.  The fleet is sailing 50 nau-
tical miles north of the Algerian coast now, with a 
southwesterly propelling them along at 10 knots un-
der set Gennakers.  The dark slowly engulfs them.   

Aboard Irene   

Matt and Josip are sitting topside watch at helm 

while Irene and Vesna sit navigation.  The married 

couples enjoy the peace of crew settling in for the 

evening.  Vesna points out something peculiar, “The 

Serena is leaving glowing trail.”  Matt glances behind 

him and notices the same phenomenon around Irena.  

“The boat hulls are agitating bioluminescent plank-

ton in the water.”  Irene tells the small group.  “This 

is beautiful!”  Josip declares.  “I will tell rest of crew.”  

Vesna says while heading toward the companionway.  

The sailboats come awake as everyone makes their 

way topside to enjoy this nighttime lightshow.  The 

sailboat hulls are glowing, leaving a long tracer trail 

in their wakes.  Everyone settles in on deck to enjoy 

this magnificent display.   
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Jaxon, Tina, and Kasper sit together on the bow.  A 
large splash occurs, then another.  Suddenly the 
fleet is surrounded by a pod of dolphins swimming 
with them.  A marine ballet unfolds to everyone’s 
amazement.  Dolphins jump in the air, splash and 
plunge into the depths of the ocean leaving glowing 
paths to highlight their graceful movements.  Dol-
phins working together weave intricate, lighted, un-
derwater patterns to delight themselves and their 
travelling companions.  Kasper smiles at the mag-
nificent exhibition surrounding him.  Tina and 
Jaxon point out each new display with growing won-
derment.  The ocean is aglow with intertwined light 
patterns bonding the course of the three sailboats 
together.  When the weave is complete, the dolphins 
disappear as quickly as they arrived.  Delicate light 
patterns fold together, leaving three glowing trails 
behind the boats.  Everyone sits silently for an hour 
enjoying the quiet companionship while lingering 
on the breathtaking display of nature.   

36°42'38.06"N 13°57'10.86"E   

Aboard Chloe   

Chloe is gliding gracefully along under a starboard 
beam reach, 25 Nautical Miles off the coast of Sicily, 
with an 18 Knot southerly wind.  Chloe is making a 
respectable 9 knots.  Jeb and Abby are sitting helm 
while Natalia is navigating.  The sun is eking up over 
a cloudy horizon with tinges of red and orange 
streaking the skies.  Irena is 50 meters in front and 
Serena is 50 meters aft.  A nice formation making 
steady progress.  “Skipper, I think you might want 
to take this.”  Sam climbs up the companionway to 
hand Jeb the headset to the encrypted SatCom.  “Jeb 
here.”  He says on the mike.  “Jeb, Dan here.  We’re 



- 164 - 
 

going to need your help.  We just got a distress call 
from one of our teams in Tripoli.  They are request-
ing a covert exfil.  Two operators and a high value 
intel source need a ride.”  Dan finishes.  “I will put 
something together, and get back with you Sir.”  Jeb 
finishes, signing off.   

Jeb, Matt and Mark start planning over a secure ra-
dio link.  They decide to take Serena, because she 
has the longest legs.  Minimal crew with just enough 
firepower to defend themselves against light attack.  
Serena has a CF RIB in her aft bay that can manage 
25 knots with five personnel.  Their plan is simple:  
sail within 25 knots of Tripoli; send in a two person 
landing party for recovery at night and exfil the flee-
ing group.  Chloe and Irene will raft up in the Golfo 
de Squillace, Italy and wait for their arrival.  Matt, 
and Mark will make the exfil while Ethan and Jeb 
wait on Serena.  Quick and quiet with a minimal 
footprint.  They contact SOCOM with the plan and 
start making preparations.  The sailboats heave-to 
and temporarily raft-up.   

Crews and equipment are redistributed and Serena 
makes a quick departure with 200 Nautical miles to 
their rendezvous.   Serena tacks through the south-
erly wind until they find a heavy westerly to propel 
them through the day into the evening.  The Ship-
man 63 moves with a purpose.  The crew is running 
lights-out with AIS transponder off.  The CF stand-
ing rigging and hull provide a small radar signature 
to other surface craft.  With 24 knot winds they 
reach their destination by 0200.  Ethan and Jeb 
have been manning the helm, nav and comms while 
Matt and Mark make preparations.  Weapons, 
comm equipment, portable GPS and night vision 
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equipment are cleaned and checked.  The RIB is 
thoroughly inspected.  An extra gas can is added.  
They come-to, drop sails and start their auxiliary 
diesel to maintain position.  Mark and Matt get un-
derway on the RIB while Ethan and Jeb tend 
Serena.   

The rendezvous is set just north of the Panoramio 
Amphitheater along a deserted stretch of beach.   
Matt communicates with the escaping team as Mark 
navigates toward the pickup.  At four-miles they 
slow to a silent crawl cautiously moving toward their 
objective.  At 2 miles, Matt and Mark spot a series of 
IR flashes with their NVGs and angle toward the 
source.  At one-mile they hear muffled gunshots 
echoing across the water.  They rush the remaining 
distance to intercept a large group of Thunkers 
chasing the three-person team.  The team is backing 
into the surf while heavily engaged.  Not the stealth-
iest departure but you play what you’re dealt.  Matt 
and Mark add to the barrage of lead while the soggy 
team scrambles onto the RIB.  A final volley of 
rounds are discharged as Mark spins the RIB 
around and accelerates out of the shallow water 
back towards Serena.  Weapons are secured, and 
everyone settles down.   

Matt sizes the small group up.  Two men and a 
woman.  “I’m Aaron Rothberg, this is Mina Bedas, 
and Artimus Delacroix.”  Aaron makes introduc-
tions over the wind and waves.  Each person raises 
their hand when mentioned.  Aaron is a thin 5’10” 
with a deep tan, blue eyes, and a curly black mop of 
hair.  Mina is 5’3”, slender, dark, green eyed, with 
long brown hair tied in a ponytail.  Artimus is at 
least 6’2”, 210 lbs., grey eyes and graying red short 
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cropped hair.  All are soaking wet, after running 
through the surf to reach the RIB.  “I’m Matt and 
this is Mark.  We should be back on Serena in an-
other hour, so settle in for a bumpy ride.   

The RIB idles up to Serena after a jarring 55-minute 
trip.  Everyone is soaking wet but feeling a bit more 
secure.  Jeb and Ethan temporarily secure the din-
ghy and help the soggy bunch onboard, then secure 
the RIB in the transom bay.  They direct the group 
below for showers and dry clothes.  Not wasting any 
time, Ethan and Jeb hoist sails and get underway.  
The sooner they are clear of the Libyan coast the bet-
ter.  The rescued group is carrying critical intelli-
gence on ISIS activities in Europe and the United 
States.  Sails are set for racing the 63’ long CF yacht.  
The crew is blessed with a 29 Kt easterly wind.  They 
pick up speed and quickly make 14 Kts true.   

The team reassembles topside once clean and dry.  
Mark has made a large brew of coffee and everyone 
has a steaming mug in his or her hand.  “I am Jeb 
and this is Ethan.”, Jeb starts off.  Everyone makes 
introductions around the assembly.  Aaron says, “I 
am Lt. Aaron Rothberg of the IDF (Israeli Defense 
Force).  Mina Bedas is an Intel Analyst with the 
Kurdish Peshmerga, and Artimus Delacroix is with 
the British SAS (Special Air Service).  We have been 
on the run for the last month with some Intel that 
just might help us defeat ISIS in Europe and the 
United States.  The sooner we can get this data se-
curely transmitted, the better.”  Jeb pauses then 
says, “When we rendezvous with the rest of our 
group we can transmit the data back to SOCOM.  It 
will take us a day to reach them in the Golfo de 
Squillace in Italy.  Settle in, then get some rest and 
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food.  It’s going to be a fast sail so make sure you 
wear your life-vests and when topside always keep 
your tether connected.”  The whole crew gets the 
message as a large wave rolls over the bow of the 
yacht and drenches the deck.  The sailboat leans 
heavily to port under the strong wind, propelling 
them away from the African coast.   

Ethan contemplates the situation while maintaining 
sail trim.  The ISIS actors must be taking a big hit 
from the Z6N6 virus.  If they can maintain half their 
numbers in the USA and Europe: previously esti-
mated at nearly 100,000 on each continent; that 
still leaves a significant threat.  50,000 radical Is-
lamic terrorist running loose in Europe and another 
50,000 on US soil.  Liberal social experimentation -
policy run amok.  If the last administration had not 
abandoned Iraq when they did and then backed the 
wrong group of freedom fighters there would be no 
ISIS and no mass migration from the Middle-East.  
Heaping coals on the fire with an insane open-door 
immigration policy in the EU and USA, ISIS has uti-
lized a gift to infiltrate both regions.  Now we get to 
deal with the aftermath.  “Who are the terrorists?”  
Ethan ponders, “Our own politicians, or ISIS?”   

38°54'5.22"N 17° 6'26.60"E – Capo Rizzuto, Italy   

Upon arrival in the foot of Italy, Jaxon, Rok, Tim, 
Tina and Kasper form a shore party to go barter for 
food.  They anchor 500 meters from shore and raft 
Irene and Chloe together. The small fleet stocks up 
on a variety of pastas, fresh vegetables, spices, 
cheese, wine and hams.  The Italians are very 
friendly so the crew decides to assist in cleaning out 
the Thunkers plaguing the area.  The crew works 
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well together in small-team tactics, developing ef-
fective movement and clearing procedures.  With 
his superior snoot, Kasper takes point, tracking the 
Thunkers.  Each team member covers a specific 
threat sector to provide 360° protection for the 
group.  They do their best to engage at distance.  No 
one likes clearing out buildings due to the ferocious 
strength and intense rage exhibited by the Thunk-
ers.  They all receive bruises from their close con-
tacts.  They manage to clean out over 279 Thunkers 
from the region in two days.  The small team is back 
onboard relaxing in the gentle sun, awaiting the ar-
rival of Serena.   

Natalia is enjoying the light breeze off the Italian 
coast, while holding her granddaughter Ava in her 
lap.  Everyone has taken time to clean both vessels, 
and catch up on personal choirs like washing dirty 
laundry, cleaning weapons, inventorying supplies 
and checking equipment.  The younger kids are pull-
ing in a steady stream of fish: enough to feed the 
growing group.  The water is crystal-clear and they 
can see the bottom some 40 feet below.  Cathy and 
Sam don masks and fins to scrub algae off the bot-
toms of both yachts.  They also check all the external 
fittings on the hulls to make sure they are clear and 
function well.  Both Whiskers and Mittens are bask-
ing in the sun curled up next to their new friend 
Kasper on the foredeck.  In two days, they have seen 
little boat traffic along the coast.   

At 1845, Natalia spots a set of sails to their south.  
Grace Scopes the approaching boat with stabilized 
binoculars while Rylie tracks it with FLIR and Ra-
dar.  Sam makes radio contact with Matt on the 
Serena.  Everyone gives a collective sigh of relief.  
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Within 30 minutes, Serena is rafted up with Irene 
and Chloe.  Mark is first aboard, hugging Irena with 
newlywed intensity.  There are plenty of hugs to go 
around.  Aaron, Mina, and Artimus are welcomed 
aboard and introduced to the waiting group.  Jeb 
asks Sam to work with Mina to set up an encrypted 
channel with SOCOM and upload the Intel that the 
new team shed blood to collect.  Mina has over 2-TB 
of data, so the SatCom upload takes time to com-
plete.  Mark leads Artimus and Aaron below-deck on 
Chloe, to provide thorough care for their wounds.  
Cathy pitches in to help clean old wounds, stitch 
new wounds and administers an ample dose of an-
tibiotics.  Artimus picked up a bullet wound through 
his shoulder.  Mark determines it’s through-and-
through with no fragments remaining.  Artimus 
doesn’t flinch as Mark thoroughly cleans and repairs 
what he can under a local anesthesia.   

The fleet is reassembled, crews redistributed and 
the fleet is underway early the following morning.   

Crew Assignments:   

Chloe – Jeb, Natalia, Mark, Sam, Ethan, Grace, Ava, 
Kat, Abigail, Whiskers and Mittens.   

Irene – Matt, Irena, Jaxon, Tina, Josip, Vesna, 
Petar, Mare, Niko, Drevan, and Kasper.   

Serena – Cathy, Rylie, Tim, Rok, Luca, Rosa, Sofija, 
Aaron, Mina, and Artimus.   

Mark instructs Cathy on how to tend Artimus’s bul-
let wound.  Jeb decides to keep the ex-filled group 
together on the largest yacht.  The newest members 
take to sailing quickly.  Anything is better than eat-
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ing desert dust, running from radicals and then get-
ting shot.  Artimus related to Jeb that the Thunkers 
are worse than the radicals are, barely.  The Thunk-
ers at least have an excuse.  Mina is the live Intel as-
set provided by Kurdistan to collect on ISIS.  She 
worked that covert assignment for 18 months, col-
lecting some amazing information.  Artimus and Aa-
ron were sent in to collect her when the outbreak oc-
curred.  They have had a harrowing journey across 
three countries and a thousand miles of hostile ter-
ritory.   

The Adriatic Sea is a beautiful sail.  Jeb takes the 
fleet across the sea from Italy to Albania and pro-
ceeds northeast along the Montenegro and Croatian 
coasts.  They are blessed with strong Bora winds 
coming from the northeast.  The crews notice nu-
merous pillars of smoke along the coast.  Jeb takes 
them close enough to determine that the residents 
are burning corpses fallen to the pandemic.  What a 
grim and eerie spectacle.  Each kilometer another 
funeral pyre is burning away.  They make a brief 
stop in Split, Croatia to deliver the Franjic and Perko 
families safely ashore.  Rosa and Sofija remain 
onboard.  Their father, Luca, knows not to argue.  
His girls will be protected and both have a mission.  
No military Special Forces are as committed to com-
pleting an objective as his two daughters.  He gives 
both of them a hug and kiss, and wishes them well.   

Luca shakes Jeb’s hand, knowing this father will 
watch out for his daughters.  Both families are in-
vited to Tina and Jaxon’s wedding.  Maybe, there 
will be several more.  A half-empty world needs to 
be populated with good people.  He has had a long 
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conversation with both Tim and Rok.  They are in-
telligent, dedicated, good young men.  Luca grants 
his permission to both young men to marry his 
daughters when the time is right.  They accept grate-
fully giving him the honor.  A secret agreement qui-
etly concealed from the fleet with the exception of 
Jeb.  Loose Lips Sinks Ships!   
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Chapter 11 – Pristajanje (Land-
ing)   

Portorož, Slovenia   

Aboard Chloe   

Natalia is energized.  She has spent the last twelve 
hours scrubbing, cleaning, polishing and organiz-
ing.  Leadership by example.  She demands the same 
energy from every member of the flotilla.  She thor-
oughly washes the crew’s clothes and demands that 
everyone shower, shave and don fresh garb before 
their arrival in Portorož.  Orders go out across the 
small fleet.  No one rests and no one dodges the XO’s 
orders.  It is interesting, to say the least, seeing Na-
talia stair down and coerce a combat hardened Navy 
SEAL into submission.  Mark is in the shower lick-
ing his proverbial wounds.  Sam just smiles and 
takes notes.  The fiercest battle is between Natalia 
and Kat.  Kat believes she is a grown up and can 
make her own decisions about grooming.  My, how 
the mighty minded succumb to a sharp tongue and 
sharper whit.  Jeb has learned over his marriage to 
roll with the waves.  Abbey respects Natalia and 
pitches in with nary a complaint.  She has quickly 
adopted Jeb and Natalia as her proxy parents, Mark 
and Sam as her older siblings and Kat as a terrific 
younger sister.  Kat can be the most stubborn kid 
though.   

It has been a long while since Natalia has visited 
home.  Jeb has been in Europe several times but has 
never visited Slovenia.  Kat visited Slovenia several 
times but has grown over the last seven years.  Na-
talia is nervous but happy to see her family again 
even under such trying conditions.  They will make 
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the best of what the future has in store for them all.  
She is very determined along with the rest of their 
crew.   

Aboard Irene   

Tina is putting her short-handed crew through sim-
ilar instruction.  The “possessed pixie”.  She wants 
her shipmates to make a good first impression.  
Jaxon is the prime focus of her attention.  He gets a 
haircut and is required to take two showers before 
Tina is satisfied.  Kasper takes shelter from her glar-
ing eyes until she commands the reticent combat 
pooch through similar ministrations.   All the sail-
boats are ship-shape and gleaming in the soft sun-
light when they make contact with the harbormaster 
on his RIB, motoring out to greet them.  Tina waves 
to an older man with the harbormaster and respect-
fully shouts out Slovenian greetings.  One glance 
from the girl to Jaxon stops him in his tracks.  He 
stands at attention as the RIB brushes against 
Irene’s stern sunning platform, lowered for the oc-
casion.  Tina says to Irena, “My father asks permis-
sion to come aboard.”  Irena responds, “Permission 
granted General Resnik!”  The older man gracefully 
jumps aboard and waves the harbormaster on to his 
assigned task of leading the vessels to their births.  
He stoops down and picks his daughter up in a bear 
hug, kissing her on both cheeks.  After a brief mo-
ment, he lowers Tina to the deck, pets Kasper fondly 
on the head and approaches Jaxon.  Jaxon is still 
stuck on “General Resnik” as the older titan reaches 
out and grips Jaxon’s extended hand with a firm 
grip.  “Welcome to our country, and to our family.”  
The General says in solid but lilted English.  He pulls 
the young man close and gives him a big hug to the 
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surprise of the crew.  After the embrace, Tina intro-
duces her father to Matt and Irena.   

“Congratulations Matt and Irena on your recent 
marriage.  Your father is very proud and happy for 
you both.  Ben and I have communicated with each 
other through this crisis.”  The General states, glanc-
ing at Matt.  The brash young SEAL holds his 
tongue, stiffens his back to attention, and smiles.  
Irena graciously responds, “Thank you General Res-
nik for the courtesy.”  The crew makes the General 
comfortable as they trim sails and follow the harbor-
master into port.  At 500-meters, they drop sails and 
continue motoring toward their destination.   

Jeb has his own concerns.  The Portorož basin has a 
depth of 3.5 meters.  Barely enough room under the 
keels of all three boats.  Serena has a lifting keel to 
compensate for shallow anchorages but the other 
two sailboats have fixed keels.  Traffic is light so ma-
neuvering into the yacht club is simplified.  Euro-
pean docking is typically stern first with bow point-
ing outward away from the pier at a 90-degree angle 
to conserve on used pier space.  A ramp or paraselle 
is extended from the stern of the yacht to the pier as 
a walkway to shore.  Pier space has been provided 
for the fleet, on the first ‘L’ Pier directly through the 
causeway in front of the clubhouse.  Upon entering 
the yacht basin, all three sailboats stop.  Chloe takes 
the lead, turns 180 degrees on her axis using her 
bow-thruster and gently backs to the far left side of 
the bottom of the ‘L’.  Serena follows, then Irene.  All 
hands secure the boats and deploy their paraselles 
to gain entrance to the pier.  Crystal green waters 
gentle lap along the length of each hull.  A small 
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group of family and friends are waiting on the pier 
to greet them.   

Steve spots Rylie and smiles broadly.  Rylie rushes 
over the paraselle into Steve’s open arms.  The 
young couple embraces and kisses each other pas-
sionately.  With little over a month separation, they 
had no idea they would see each other again, due to 
world events and the devastating pandemic that 
grips them all.  Natalia and Kat are next on the pier 
hugging Slovenian family members.  Mother, 
brother, sister, brother-in-law, and cousin.  The 
tears of joy begin to flow.  Natalia’s mother, Meta, is 
a slender 5’7” with brown hair and hazel eyes.  Na-
talia’s brother, Igor, is 5’9”, blondish-brown hair, 
blue eyes, at 180 lbs.  Elena and Mihail are next in 
the reception.  Natalia’s cousin, Alenka, is a lively, 
beautiful, petite, blonde, holding the flank of the 
line with another girl that is a duplicate of Abigail 
but older. It is Nicole Dunston, Abigail’s older sister 
from the UK.  Jeb reluctantly joins Natalia, having 
never met Natalia’s family, except Alenka.  Alenka 
visited Natalia in Virginia on her way to another 
kite-boarding adventure in South America several 
years back.  Her family greets Jeb with open arms.  
Introductions go well.  Abigail and Nicole collide in 
a giant embrace.   

Once introductions are made, Jeb politely excuses 
himself to ensure all of the sailboats are properly 
tied off and secured in their new berths.  All the craft 
are connected to shore power, and ship systems are 
switched over.  The crews perform expertly and have 
the sailboats secured in no time.  Artimus, Mina and 
Aaron are packed out and whisked away by a wait-
ing group of joint-intel personnel for debriefing.  
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Jeb glances over to Irene and notices General Res-
nik with Jaxon and Tina, securing lines.  He takes a 
moment to study the dynamic before walking over 
to greet the General.  Jeb calls out, “These kids al-
ready put you to work General Resnik?”  Andrej 
glances up at Jeb, extends his hand and smiles 
broadly as the two men see each other in person for 
the first time.  Andrej responds, “It is honor to fi-
nally meet you Jeb.  Please call me Andrej.  We will 
be family soon enough.”  Both men glance at their 
children with broad smiles.   

Kasper quietly “chuffs” and stealthily darts down 
the dock to three young men and a girl sitting on a 
bench in front of the clubhouse “Smoking and Jok-
ing”.  He crouches when close and creeps up on the 
group with a devilish grin.  Kasper goes unnoticed 
by the happy group.  He leaps, grabs one young man 
by the shoe and pulls him off the bench tugging the 
victim prone in the grass.  With a startling swiftness, 
he jumps on the victim’s chest and lets out a fero-
cious growl.  A moment passes and the crowd takes 
notice with a hush.  He smiles again and begins lick-
ing the young man from forehead to chin, wagging 
his tail like a puppy.  Tina and Jaxon arrive on the 
scene breathless.  Alenka arrives next.  The young 
man gently pushes the dog off his chest, wiping the 
dog slobber off his face with his sleeve while sitting 
up with a broad smile.  “Ah, my young student, you 
are looking well!”  The young man says to Kasper, 
laughing.  Alenka and Tina reach down and help 
him off the ground.  Tina hugs this young man 
fiercely and kisses him on both cheeks, Jaxon notes.  
The other two men and woman stand and Alenka 
makes introductions.  “Jaxon, this is Samo, Žiga, 
Manca, and Rok.”  Jaxon shakes hands with each 
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man and beautiful young woman, offering his greet-
ings.  Alenka continues, “Samo Stergel is combat 
dog trainer and the Polajnar brothers with Manca 
Vrhovnik provide firearms training at Polenar Tac-
tical in Ljubljana.  They are family friends and have 
helped Steve over the last month to establish a re-
gional volunteer defense force.  They are now on the 
same contract you are with SOCOM.”  Tina chimes 
in, “Samo is best combat dog trainer in Slovenia.”  
Alenka finishes, “They will be your regional guides 
and interpreters to support deployment of new net-
work.”   

Everyone gathers and moves towards the clubhouse 
and reception area.  General Resnik and Major Fer-
guson are standing at the front of the clubhouse re-
ception area waiting patiently for the assembly to 
settle in.  General Resnik begins, “I am thankful that 
Major Ferguson and his crew have made it safely to 
our shores to establish a communications network 
that will sustain all of Central Europe.  They have 
ventured far from their homes in most unusual 
manner to be here with us.  We are stricken by 
Thunker Pandemic that is decimating the world 
population.  Current calculations indicate that more 
than 2.5 billion people have been infected in little 
more than a month.  The combined Slovenian-US 
military forces are working here around the clock to 
defend our region from spread of Thunkers.  Our 
country is not yet secure.  We have more than 
700,000 infected in Slovenia alone.  The United 
States has more than 150 million infected.”  The 
group is very somber at this point.  The General con-
tinues, “Be not saddened.  I know everyone here has 
lost loved ones.  The world has great losses but is 
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first time in my lifetime that everyone is pulling to-
gether to combat something together.  The UN esti-
mates 5-years for relative safety to be re-established 
worldwide if everyone works together and shares re-
sources.  Remaining world leaders have made reso-
lute promise to do so.  Time to eliminate threat and 
begin rebuilding.”  Andrej takes a moment to sip 
some water from a glass and then continues, “We do 
have some very good news!  My daughter Tina, and 
Jeb’s son, Jaxon Ferguson will be married this 
week!”  He smiles widely, raising his glass in toast 
and pronounces, “To our new couple and extended 
family!”  The group breaks out in a cheer.  Tina, 
Jaxon and Kasper return big smiles.   

The reception extends into the evening with drinks 
and food for all participants.  Crewmembers make 
new friends, take friends and family to tour their 
small fleet and begin preliminary planning for their 
forward deployment and upcoming wedding.  Team 
Polenar fits right in with the crew veterans.  Žiga and 
Mark immediately hit it off.  Manca and Sam fall 
deep into conversation about their journey to Slove-
nia and the lightening romance between Jax and 
Tina.  Tim, Sgt. Rok and Rok-P share a few war sto-
ries and talk weapons and tactics.  Samo, Tina, 
Jaxon, Kasper and Samo’s canine sidekick Ida settle 
in on Serena’s aft deck drinking beer and catching 
up.  Tina and Samo attended college together.   

The crew slowly assembles kit to move to a block of 
rooms reserved for them at the Marina Portorož 
Residence.  Actually an entire building within a 
short walk of the sailboats.  Corporals’ Whiskers and 
Mittens are not thrilled to enter their cages for the 
trip to their new residence.  Several surprises await 
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the Ferguson’s when they reach their rooms.  Žiga 
and Samo insist on escorting Jeb and his family to 
their rooms.  The first surprise awaits as Jeb spots 
seven white Rubicon Wrangler Unlimited 4-door 
Jeeps with matching white hardtop and fenders 
with Zombicon stickers proudly displayed on the 
hoods of the vehicles lined up in a neat row in the 
parking lot.  Žiga begins with a broad grin, “So you 
like your new rides?  Steve said this was what you 
drove at home and since we now have generous 
budget for transportation we decided to start a 
theme.  The Zombicon Patrol.”  A homecoming tear 
swells up in Jeb’s eye.  Žiga continues with, “We 
made some modifications to every jeep including a 
Stage 1 Turbocharger kit, snorkel, 3-½ inch lift kit, 
run-flats, roof rack with a full bar of LED lights 
stretching across the front, Off Camber Fabrication 
front and rear bumpers.  The front bumper has a 
Warn 15,000 lb. winch and bull bar.  The rear 
bumper has rack for extra fuel cans.  Jeb mutters, 
“Where did you get all of this stuff?”  Žiga smiles and 
says, “We have our sources.”   

Samo says, “Let me show you to your rooms.”  They 
enter the building and start climbing the stairs to 
the top landing.  Samo digs out keys, unlocks a door 
and hands the keys to Natalia.  A whine is emanating 
from the kitchenette.  Katja races in with Abby and 
Nicole in tow.  They find a cage in the kitchenette 
with a Shepard puppy in it.  “It’s a baby wolf!”  Katja 
exclaims.  Samo chuckles and explains, “Is Ida’s big 
boy from latest litter.  Kasper is Ida’s papa.  Your 
Steve and Rylie, Ethan and Grace, along with Matt 
and Irene also receive puppies!  They are house 
trained and received first phase of combat training 
already.”   



- 180 - 
 

Jeb walks over to the dog cage, opens up the door 
and picks up the wiggling young canine.  Jeb gets 
licked in the face immediately.  Jeb, mesmerized, 
asks, “Please tell me what breed of dog is this?” 
while staring into the intelligent steady eyes of the 
pooch.  The puppy has bright brown eyes, a black 
mask and mid-length rust colored hair with four 
black paws and a black nose.  Samo smiles and re-
sponds, “We call them Slovene Shepards.  Our Shep-
ard is mix of German Shepard, Belgian Malinois and 
Karst Shepard.  These puppies are about 4 months 
old.  We breed for intelligence, durability, tempera-
ment, sociability and compactness.  Our puppies are 
smarter than most peoples’ kids!”  Jeb laughs and 
turns the puppy over to the girls.  Nicole supervises 
Abby and Katja.   

Jeb calls out, “Everyone needs to get unpacked and 
settled in first!  Please don’t forget about Whiskers 
and Mittens!”  The adults hear giggling in the back-
ground as the girls chase the puppy through the 
suite of rooms.  The puppy winds up back at Jeb’s 
feet.  He comes sliding in to a sitting position in 
front of Jeb and Natalia.  When he plops down his 
tail begins thumping rapidly.  Strangely, the puppy 
picks up on Jeb’s words about the cats.  He gets up, 
wanders over to the cat cages and opens one door 
then the next to release both the felines.  Whiskers 
then Mittens emerge warily from their cages.  Both 
cats are now used to Kasper so the puppy isn’t a 
large shock.  The puppy sits, then lays down on the 
floor awaiting inspection from the inquisitive Cor-
porals.  The cats circle the puppy for review and 
eventual acceptance.   
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Luggage and weapons are transported to billeting 
and everyone pitches in to get everyone settled in for 
the next few days.  The crew will stay in Portorož to 
become acclimated.  Then they will move to Drenov 
Grič for the wedding and to establish more perma-
nent quarters.  Their sailboats will be moved to 
long-term berths after minor maintenance is per-
formed by the marina.  Everyone collects on Jeb and 
Natalia’s rooftop patio.  Matt and Mark drag a large 
plastic case out and start unsnapping hasps.  Jeb 
gathers Team Polenar together and says, “We have 
a small gift for each of you.”  Mark pulls out the first 
rifle and hands it to Žiga.  These rifles are Aero Pre-
cision M4E1 derivatives in .300 Blackout.  They 
have 7 ½” barrels with SilencerCo Omega Suppres-
sors under a 9” M-lok handguard. They have the 
SOPMOD 6-position stocks, MBUIS flip up sights 
and an assortment of optics for both daytime and 
nighttime work.  This will be our team’s primary 
weapon for the next phase of our operation.  The 
.300 Blackout will use subsonic rounds that are as 
quiet as we can get.  They are effective on Thunkers 
out to about 200 meters.  They may not be as nice 
as a combat puppy but they are the best gifts we can 
provide at the moment.”  Jeb finishes.   Žiga gra-
ciously accepts the rifles for his team and then lifts 
his beer, “To a successful adventure!”  Everyone re-
sponds, “To a successful adventure!”  Eventually the 
party breaks up and everyone makes their way to 
their quarters.  They settle in for sleep during the 
early hours of the morning.  A slight sea breeze fil-
ters in through open windows and a puppy crawls 
into bed with Matt and Irena.   

To soon, the sun creeps over the horizon with the 
new day.  Matt takes his puppy outside for an early 
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morning walk.  He sees a group of people standing 
in a grassy area next to the bay watching a pack of 
dogs rambling across the lawn chasing a bright red 
ball in play.  Kasper is leading the mob with Ida 
closely following.  Matt releases his puppy to join 
the frolicking mass of fur.  He walks up to Samo and 
greats his new team.  Ethan, Steve, Jaxon and Jeb 
are supervising the canine crowd as Irena pours 
Matt a cup of coffee from a thermos and hands it to 
him.  Everyone enjoys the gentle soft wind.  “Has 
anyone named their puppy yet?”  Jeb asks the 
group.  “Our little guy is Drago.”  Matt says with a 
smile.  Ethan confesses, “Our girl is Jana.”  Steve 
chimes in, “Our puppy’s name is Ivan.”  Those are 
all very good names.”  Jeb says.  “We decided to keep 
it simple and name our new family member Volk.  
First name out of Kat’s mouth.”  Jeb announces, “Its 
downtime this weekend.  Be ready to travel at 0600 
Monday morning to Drenov Grič.  Please pass the 
word.  I would like to take the boats out this after-
noon.  We can entertain our new Slovenian family 
for a day.  Everyone good for meeting at 1200?”  
Everyone smiles and agrees 1200 will work.   

Jeb checks his holstered Sig .45, and extra maga-
zines attached to his belt.  He and Volk wander over 
to the Yacht Club to inspect Chloe, Serena and Irene. 
The boats look to be secure in their berths and in 
good condition. There is at least 1 meter of water be-
low the keels of the boats and it is low tide.  They 
smell cooking ham and eggs and wander towards 
the Marina Portorož Restaurant where they spot 
Andrej sipping a cappuccino at a table under a can-
opy outside the restaurant.  They walk over and Jeb 
greets the General, “Good morning Andrej.  Enjoy-
ing the peace of the morning?”  Andrej smiles and 



- 183 - 
 

says, “Please join me in breakfast.  It is beautiful 
morning.  Is also first morning I have to relax, tem-
porarily, since pandemic hit.  Slovenia is small 
country with little more than 2 million citizens.  
Now less than 1.3 million.”   Andrej signals for the 
waiter and ask for another cappuccino for Jeb and a 
bowl of water for Volk.  Jeb sits down at the table, 
opposite the general.   

Andrej continues, “No one is prepared for such trav-
esty.  Slovenia is peaceful country.  Even with help 
from U.S., we are having difficult time coping with 
this disaster.  Before pandemic, most of our citizens 
could not fathom concept of self-protection.  Coun-
try takes pride in small military and police budget.  
We depended more on good international relations 
and focused energies on economic growth.  Now al-
most half turn into Thunkers and are roaming 
around trying to kill the other half.”  Andrej invol-
untarily sighs.  Jeb immediately understands the 
root of the generals concern.  Most soldiers only de-
sire peace for their country.  No real soldier desires 
war.  It’s the soldier and his close friends that pay 
with their lives.  The real concern is being prepared 
for most eventualities and being able to protect 
one’s family and fellow citizens when the politicians 
fail.   

The waiter comes over and delivers the cappuccino 
to Jeb and places a water bowl next to Jeb’s chair for 
Volk.  Jeb says in broken Slovenian, “Hvala.”  The 
word comes out sounding like “Hufalla”, meaning 
Jeb hopes, “thank you.”   

Jeb addresses Andrej, “Self-protection and self-re-
sponsibility is a concept easily ignored by most citi-
zens.  They pay taxes to the government and rely on 
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‘officials’ to protect them.  In our country, they also 
grew to depend on the government to provide for 
them without having to pitch in.  We called it wealth 
redistribution – a good way for corrupt politicians 
to get votes.  Most ‘citizens’ look at the military and 
police with disdain.  Men and women who give up 
their freedom and don a uniform to serve the other 
citizens.  A mutual respect should ensue, but it isn’t 
broad reaching.  Our military and police are, in a 
way, required to be the ‘conscience’ of the governed.  
You understand this principle when you are caught 
speeding by a police officer and become upset when 
given a ticket.  Historically, you can see this dynamic 
play out in the Old Testament of the Bible.  The 
tribes of Israel were initially led by elders of each 
family.  When they became prosperous, they foisted 
this responsibility to ‘Judges’.  When they were 
completely comfortable with their wealth, they de-
manded a ‘King’ just like the nations that sur-
rounded them. They conveniently forgot why they 
became prosperous to begin with, through their 
obedience to God.”  Jeb takes a sip of his cappuc-
cino.  “Sorry about the sermon.”  He gently says with 
a smile.   

Andrej returns the smile and says, “You must have 
been preacher at one time.”  Jeb responds, “With 
four kids, I have had to deliver a few sermons.”  Both 
men chuckle.  Jeb asks the general, “So where is 
your daughter, Tina?”  Andrej responds, “Her 
mother, Urska, has taken her home to prepare her 
for wedding.  I am ordered by Urska to stay here for 
weekend then will travel with you back home.”  Jeb 
asks the general, “Would you be interested in going 
sailing with us this afternoon?”  Andrej smiles and 
says, “That would be very nice.”  The waiter returns 
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with menus and the two men order a hearty break-
fast to enjoy on this beautiful morning in Portorož, 
Slovenia.   

Everyone is waiting on the pier at 1145.  Dogs, pup-
pies, cats and baby are sleeping in their rooms at the 
Marina Portorož Residence under the careful watch 
of Tim, Sgt. Rok, Rosa and Sofija.   

Jeb holds a quick meeting with the sailboat skippers 
and makes crew selections.   

Chloe – Jeb, Andrej, Natalia, Alenka, Meta, Igor, 
Elena, Mihail and Jaxon.   

Irene –Irena, Matt, Ethan, Grace, Katja, Abigail, Ni-
cole and Rok-P.   

Serena – Cathy, Sam, Mark, Steve, Rylie, Manca, 
Samo and Žiga.   

They make their vessels ready and cast off at 1200. 
A steady northerly wind helps them sail through 
crystal blue waters along the Slovenian Coast to-
wards Koper.  The crews take advantage of the 
steady winds but provide a calm sail with level decks 
for the new guests aboard.  Everyone takes part in 
crewing the sailboats.  The Old-Salts teach the Land 
Crabs about sailing.  Jaxon and Andrej hit it off and 
spend the afternoon discussing sailboats, sailing, 
and tactics while setting and trimming sails on 
Chloe.   

The ground crew is enjoying puppy play, and tend-
ing to Ava.  Kasper and Ida are overseeing their flock 
of people and puppies.  Rosa and Sofija no longer 
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need to work to be noticed by Tim and Rok.  Every-
one has a relaxing day.  Ava is mesmerized by all the 
attention and fur.   
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Chapter 12 – Šranga (The Toll)   

Portorož, Slovenia   

Monday morning, 0600 the engines on the Jeeps 
turn over and start at the same time.  They are lined 
up with trailers attached, loaded out, and ready to 
depart.  Sailboats were pulled and braced on the 
hard-pack on Sunday.  The crews identified and 
scheduled maintenance for each boat.  The first Jeep 
with Žiga driving slowly rolls out.  Jeb is riding shot-
gun with Žiga.  Samo is driving the tail vehicle with 
Mark riding shotgun.  The Jeeps have comfortable 
seating for four.  Žiga chose the Jeep Unlimited 4-
door version of the Rubicon for tactical reasons.  It’s 
easier for a team to tactically deploy using their own 
door vs. climbing over tilt up seats in the two-door 
version.  The convoy wends its way slowly through 
the long marina parking lot with a view of the boats 
as they pass.  Everyone mentally waves goodbye to 
their mobile homes, being thankful for a successful 
Atlantic crossing and the knowledge they gained 
from the experience.  The yachts will be well tended 
by a quality boatyard and ready for their return.   

It takes the convoy 3-hours to reach Drenov Grič.  
The trip would normally take little over an hour but 
just north of Osp, on the A1, between two tunnels, 
the convoy spots a large group of Thunkers. The 
convoy stops 600 meters short of the milling group 
of deranged infected.  Manca deploys a drone and 
surveys the group.  Team Polenar adds a critical el-
ement to the deployment:  Portable surveillance 
drones with some high-tech tricks, like counting 
Thunkers automatically, while detecting speed and 
direction of group movement.  Manca radios to Jeb, 
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“Commander, the group consists of 267 Thunkers 
that cover the northbound lanes and group is static.  
Over.”  Jeb responds, “Is there any way for you to 
recon the next tunnel to see if it’s clear?  Over.”  
Manca responds immediately, “Already completed.  
Northbound tunnel is clear.  No surprises on other 
side.  Drone can fly without direct connection with 
controller.  Out.”   

Jeb, Žiga and Mark take a few minutes to formulate 
a plan.  Mark radios the assignments, “We need to 
clear the northbound lanes.  Manca stay on drone 
recon.  Tim and Sgt. Rok deploy the Carl Gustov M4 
MAAWs.  Ethan and Jaxon, deploy the M32A1 40-
mm grenade launchers.  Sam and Matt deploy one 
of the M240LWs for mop up.  Rok-P and Samo de-
ploy the other M240LW.  You have 5 minutes folks.  
Let’s move!  Out.”  The group sets up a line in front 
of the convoy and is ready in four minutes.  Matt is 
on top of the lead Jeep with Jeb’s .338 Lapua 
MRAD.  Jeb and Žiga break out the M5E1s and are 
on line with the rest of the crew.   

Jeb radios the group, “Engage with MAAWs and 40 
mike-mike.  Fire at will.  Over.”  Jeb hears a series 
of affirmative clicks.  A rocket streaks out of the Carl 
Gustav tube and arcs into the center of the milling 
Thunkers with an actinic explosion bowling over the 
center of the group with shrapnel and fire.  Six rapid 
“Pops” come from each grenade launcher.  Visible to 
the eye, a dozen 40 mm grenades arch over to the 
Thunkers chewing away at the remaining group.  
Two more MAAWs rounds are fired along with an-
other dozen grenades.  Jeb announces, “Cease fire 
on heavies.  Mop up with rifle fire.  Over.”  Jeb hears 
another series of affirmative clicks.  The M240s and 
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MRAD begin engaging the remaining Thunkers 
with short bursts of fire.  Jeb and Žiga engage the 
stray Thunkers.  Jeb disengages fire and radios 
Manca, “Is the road passable?  Over.”  Manca re-
sponds, “Yes commander.  Road is passable.  Will 
complete two more passes then return drone.  Out.”  
After two more minutes of fire Jeb orders, “Cease 
fire!  Cease fire!”  Manca finishes her last pass and 
brings her drone home while relaying, “Road is 
clear.  Out.”   

Everyone polices his or her weapons and gear.  They 
load up and get back underway.  The highway is a 
bit crunchy before they enter the second tunnel.  
The remainder of the journey is counter-climatic.  
The Slovenian countryside is beautiful.  The towns 
are exotic to the US travelers and reassuring to the 
Slovenians as they reach their destination.  The 
team has been assigned a large villa, surrounded by 
farmland, two kilometers from the town center of 
Drenov Grič.  The farm is comprised of three large 
homes, a large shop and barn.  All the buildings are 
sitting on the hilltop and the only means to reach the 
area is by a single-lane, paved road, lined with trees.   

The vehicles pull into the courtyard side-by-side 
and all the engines shut off leaving an eerie silence.  
A small “woof” sounds from the second jeep then 
several more follow throughout the convoy.  Doors 
open and puppies come flying out to stretch their 
legs and relieve themselves.  Their people follow 
suit.  A Blackhawk helicopter lands in an adjacent 
field soon after they arrive.  Several young Slovenian 
Army troops start unloading supplies from the helo.  
A loose circle of people form in the courtyard.  Gen-
eral Resnik walks over to Jeb and thanks him for the 
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ride back to Drenov Grič.  He announces to the 
group, “We have resupplies for you and some addi-
tional security gear.  Helicopter will return here 
once it drops me off at headquarters.  Wedding will 
be in three days in Ljubljana.  You are all honored 
guests.  This farm was my parents.  Please make 
yourselves comfortable.”  Andrej walks over to the 
helicopter, climbs into the co-pilots seat and waves 
good-bye.  The bird lifts up and is soon a dot in the 
sky.   

Jeb addresses the group, “We have come a long way 
and now we get to start our main objective in de-
ployment of a new communications network.  Gen-
eral Resnik has been very generous in providing us 
a very nice base of operations.  This is his family es-
tate so we treat his home with the respect he de-
serves.  The Slovenian Army has provided us with a 
new Ground Radar Security Sensor Suite.  We will 
need to deploy it immediately to insure we have 
3600 detection for Thunkers.  Tim, Sgt. Rok and 
Rok-P please take charge of its deployment.  Natalia 
will provide billeting assignment once she com-
pletes a walk-through.  Cathy, are you rated on the 
Blackhawk?”  Cathy responds, “I have about 400 
hours on it as pilot.”  Jeb thinks for a minute and 
replies, “You will take charge of air transport.  We 
are limited on fuel so we will only use the helicopter 
for emergencies.  Jeb continues, “Irene will manage 
S-1 Personnel.  Sam will manage S-2 and 6, Intel and 
Comms.  Mark will be our S-3 Operations Officer.  
Natalia will be our S-4 Logistical Officer.  Rosa and 
Sofija can you help Natalia and be our VCOs (Vehi-
cle Control Officers)?”  Both girls nod their heads.  
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“Žiga can you manage S-5, Civil Military Opera-
tions?”  Žiga nods his head in acknowledgement.  
“Let’s all get unloaded and settled in.”   

The group starts unloading vehicles and trailers 
while Tim, Sgt. Rok and Rok-P collect the Ground 
Sensor Suite.  They engage Manca to perform a 
drone recon for determining a good sensor deploy-
ment.  Natalia makes a thorough inspection of the 
facilities with Irene, Grace, Ava and Rylie in-tow.  
Katja, Abigail and Nicole tend to the canines and fe-
lines.  Ethan, Jaxon, Samo and Steve inspect and or-
ganize all the transported equipment.   Sam spots a 
smaller building that would be perfect for a comms 
and monitoring post.  She has the lads pull commu-
nications and monitoring equipment and a spare 
generator.  They move the selected equipment to the 
new building and help set-up the equipment.  Cathy 
locates the perfect LZ for the helicopter and guides 
the returning bird in to land.  Mark has already 
made a complete foot recon of the area with his 
combat pup Drago.  The crew works together seam-
lessly to establish Camp Resnik.  The afternoon 
wains in a flurry of activity.   

At 1800, Elena and Mihail come driving up to the 
camp in a Silver Mercedes G-550 SUV.  Jeb and Na-
talia walk out to greet them.  They are overwhelmed 
by the wonderful smell of hot food emanating from 
the cargo area of the vehicle.  Mihail says with a big 
smile, “Nothing like a home-cooked meal to help 
you get settled in.”  Hugs are exchanged and Jeb ra-
dios for some help.  Several folding tables and plenty 
of folding chairs are set-up on a wide patio covered 
with arching shade trees.  Large containers of 
steaming Slovenian food are ported to the picnic 
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area.  Two insulated drink containers are also pro-
duced.  When everyone reaches a breaking point in 
their work, they all assemble on the patio.  Mihail 
addresses the group with a wide smile, “We make 
meal for dual purpose: To welcome you to our coun-
try and as a break from your chores.  We have a nice 
lamb stew, sausage, fresh baked bread, prosciutto, 
local cheeses, olives and Sweetened-Iced- Tea.  For 
Jeb and the kids, Elena prepared a nice Strudel with 
fresh cream.  Please enjoy!”  Everyone gives the cou-
ple a standing ovation and then they line-up for the 
buffet style service.   

Once everyone finishes their meals, they all help 
clean up and then get back to work.  Manca locates 
the idea positions for the ground sensors.  She starts 
working with Sam and the deployment team to in-
stall the system.  Sam gets communications estab-
lished and then helps finalize the installation of the 
co-located ground sensor monitoring station.  Into 
dusk, they run multiple tests to ensure complete 
coverage in depth.  Manca is a programming whiz 
and produces scripts that will automatically launch 
one or more of the drones when a sensor has identi-
fied an intrusion.  The drone will geo-locate and 
track the intruder by air while a response team is de-
ployed.  Sam has managed to incorporate the drone 
feed into the encrypted communications network so 
anyone on the network will receive an alert and can 
view the drone images live.   

Once all systems are operational, the entire crew re-
groups on the patio.  Natalia provides billeting as-
signments after a brief consultation with Mark.  
Mark starts with, “Good work this afternoon.  We 
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can now get to work on our primary objective to de-
ploy the BBPN.  Steve and his team have done an 
incredible job in establishing a local network and 
preparing the BBPN equipment for deployment.  At 
all times, we will need to provide security here at 
Camp Resnik.  The Slovenian Army will provide se-
curity here during the wedding.  After the wedding, 
we will begin deploying the BBPN.  We have devel-
oped team designations and made preliminary as-
signments:   

Alpha – Jeb, Žiga, Jaxon, Tina, Kasper and Volk.   

Bravo – Mark, Samo, Sam, Mihail and Ida.   

Charlie – Matt, Rok-P, Tim, Sgt. Rok and Drago.   

Delta – Ethan, Manca, Steve, Rylie, Ivan and Jana.   

Zulu – Cathy, Natalia, Irena, Grace, Rosa and Sofija.   

Team composition may change due to mission re-
quirements.  Charlie will be the designated “Heavy 
Hitter” team.  Our all girl team Zulu will be our air 
rescue crew utilizing the Blackhawk.  This may be-
come a critical task.  We have arranged for some 
quick crew training with the local SAR (Search And 
Rescue) team in Vrhnika who will also provide 
backup when available.  We will have three teams 
deployed at any given time, with the remaining team 
in standby.  We have two days left before the wed-
ding so make good use of your time on developing 
team tactics.  We can start nighttime patrols tonight.  
Starting at 2200, Alpha will take the first patrol out 
for 2 hours to become adjusted to the climate and 
terrain.  Bravo will follow at midnight, etc.  Once you 
come off patrol, your team will act as an intrusion 
response force for an additional two hours.  Let’s 
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keep Jaxon busy so he doesn’t get nervous.”  Mark 
finishes, bringing a smile to the entire group.   

Jeb takes over, “Ok Alpha Team, get geared up and 
we will meet back up here at 2145.  Cathy, do you 
mind joining us since we are down one team mem-
ber?”  Cathy nods her head affirmative.  Team Alpha 
moves out of the compound at 2200.  Everyone is 
equipped with soft armor, AN-PVS 14 night vision 
goggles, Vortex UH-1 Holographic Sites, 240 rounds 
of .300 Blackout ammo, secure comms, a water 
bladder, GPS, and personal first aid.  They move 
quietly into an adjoining field and spread out in a 
Wedge formation.  They spend time checking sen-
sors along the perimeter then descend into the tree 
line closing up the interval so they can remain in eye 
contact.  The patrol is conducting strict noise disci-
pline.  They halt 2 km away from Camp Resnik due 
to a disturbance moving in their direction.  Jeb calls 
Camp for a drone to scan ahead of them.   Manca 
launches a drone and vectors in on their coordi-
nates.  Several minutes later, the drone whirs over 
the treetops above them.  Manca radios the team, 
“We have group of 24 heat signatures moving in 
your direction.  400-Meters at your one O’clock.  
Kasper lets out a single subtle growl once he picks 
up the scent.  Volk is holding his nose in the air and 
finally gets what his granddad is pointing out to 
him.  Both dogs remain quiet.   

Jeb waves everyone to rally up.  They link up and 
move at 900 angle away from the threat.  Once they 
are in open field they move briskly towards their 
camp.  Manca radios the group, “The target group 
has shifted vector towards you.  Over.”  Jeb replies, 
“Rodger.  Have Bravo meet us at 1-kilometer out on 
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our current course. Copy?”  Manca responds, “Copy 
all last.  Bravo will move out in five mike.  Over.”  Jeb 
replies, “Rodger.  Keep us posted. Over.”  Manca co-
ordinates team movements and within 10 minutes, 
Alpha and Bravo teams meet up on a rise overlook-
ing the valley from which Alpha just ascended.  
Mark and Jeb deploy their teams along the rise and 
have two minutes to spare.  They engage the follow-
ing Thunkers with whispered prejudice from their 
suppressed firearms.  Once the immediate Thunker 
threat has been contained, they scout out the 
Thunker remains and geocache the position of the 
corpses for morning removal.  Alpha team continues 
their patrol while Bravo returns to camp.   

Jaxon rolls out of bed at 0300 the day of his wed-
ding.  He takes a shower, enjoying the hot water 
massaging his shoulders.  He gets dressed in his 
ACUs and wanders downstairs to an empty kitchen.  
He spots the espresso machine and works through 
the process of brewing a cup for himself.  He hears 
another person padding down the stairs.  “Nerv-
ous?”  Matt asks as he wanders into the kitchen, 
spotting Jaxon.  Jaxon shrugs and replies, “It’s a 
complicated machine but I can brew you a cup.” 
Matt smiles and says, “Sure.”  Jaxon rinses out the 
metal filter, fills it with finely ground dark roast cof-
fee, tamps down the grinds and twist the handle 
with inner filter back on the machine.  He hits the 
steam button and another espresso is created.  Both 
men settle in at the counter and enjoy their espres-
sos.  Matt says, “We should depart for Ljubljana at 
about 1000.  Did you try on your new suit yet?”  
“Yup,” Jaxon responds, “fits like a glove.”  Matt 
knowingly smiles.  He has been briefed on the cus-
tom of Šranga while Jaxon is completely oblivious.   
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The entire crew is decked out in their dress clothes 
and loaded up in a convoy of Zombicon Jeeps at 
0945.  They wend their way through the small vil-
lage of Drenov Grič towards the city center of Vrh-
nika to pick up Tina and her family.  There will first 
be their government marriage at the local principal-
ity, then a formal wedding at a church in Ljubljana.  
The convoy comes to a complete stop as they near 
Tina’s house.  Jaxon knows they are running late 
and steps out of his vehicle to see what is going on.  
He is already beginning to sweat in the Slovenian 
summer sunshine.  A large wooden post stretches 
across the narrow road blocking their progress.  Lo-
cal villagers are arguing with Natalia, Žiga and Samo 
at the small blockade.  Jaxon start reaching for his 
concealed Para .45 when Matt gently blocks his 
hand.  Matt says, “Let’s see what the fracas is about 
first.”   

Everyone exits their vehicles and approaches the 
blockade.  The rest of the crew has been briefed 
while Jax is still in the dark.  Jaxon asks Žiga, “So 
what’s going on?”  Žiga responds, “Villagers are not 
keen on losing most beautiful girl in village.  They 
demand to determine if you are worthy of Tina and 
require a dowry for her!  Your stepmother is now ne-
gotiating dowry.  They start at €10k and Natalia 
counters with €5k.  They are somewhere around 
€8k now.”  Jax states, “You’ve got to be kidding me!  
I have to pay for my bride?”  Žiga says with a straight 
face, “You love this girl?”  Jaxon responds, “With all 
my heart!”  Žiga informs him, “Then honor this cus-
tom.  Natalia has settled on €7,500.  Not bad deal.  
Jeb hands a large envelope over to the village leader.   
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Žiga tugs at Jaxon’s arm and says, “Now to test you 
of your worthiness.”  He leads Jaxon to the large log 
blocking the road.  Matt follows with a smile.  Sev-
eral members of the village bring out a large two-
handled saw and several axes.  Žiga explains, “They 
require you to saw log in half then chop two halves 
into firewood.  Matt has volunteered to help.”  Jaxon 
tackles the task with heart.  After 20 minutes, a pile 
of kindling at their feet, covered in sweat, both men 
smile at the group.  Žiga informs Jaxon, “We now 
proceed on foot to Tina’s home.”  They begin up the 
road and there is a pile of hay blocking their path.  
Jaxon is handed a pitchfork and instructed to move 
the hay back onto a horse-drawn wagon without 
spooking the horse.  Jaxon just nods in understand-
ing, takes the pitchfork and quietly returns the hay 
to the wagon.  Jaxon finishes this task under 15 
minutes.  They move further up the hill, and a large 
campfire is burning in the road.  They give Jaxon a 
fire jacket to cover his suit, matching pants with sus-
penders, galoshes and a big helmet to wear.  They 
hand Jaxon a fire hose with which he extinguishes 
the fire.  Then a shovel with which he removes the 
debris.   

Jaxon stands by the side of the road, leaning on the 
shovel, admiring his handiwork and trying to catch 
his breath.  Ethan approaches and asks Jaxon, “Do-
ing ok brother?”  Jaxon responds, “Yeah.  My suit is 
taking a beating and I know it’s expensive.”  He says 
with a smile.  Ethan says, “Time to go.  I think that’s 
Tina waiting for you on the doorstep.”  Jaxon re-
moves his firefighting gear and hands it to a tending 
villager.  Jaxon smiles and begins walking up to 
Tina’s home.  The “girl” is covered in a dark cape.  
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Jaxon cannot see her face.  Jaxon asks the caped fig-
ure, “Ready to go Tina?”  Something is not right 
about the heavier form.  The muffled voice re-
sponds, “Yes.”  Jaxon removes the hood from the 
girl and discovers an older heavyset woman under 
the cape.  Jaxon claims in a loud voice, “Sorry Mad-
ame but you are not my bride!”  The whole crowd 
breaks out in laughter as Tina is shuttled out of her 
home into Jaxon’s waiting arms.  Tina is the most 
beautiful girl in the world and Jaxon will never for-
get her perfect features, the sound of her voice, or 
the touch of her hand.   

As the Trials of Jaxon are underway, Žiga provides 
the American part of the crew a more in-depth ex-
planation of Šranga, “Šranga is fun way to celebrate 
marriage.  Is combination of Slovenian customs.  
Šranga means ‘Toll’ simply put.  Not every marriage 
includes Šranga anymore but we hope to make this 
wedding very special for you.  Tina is from unique 
place in Slovenia and she has many friends and fam-
ily who love her.  Each trial represents something 
specific.  Can Jaxon provide for bride and keep her 
warm in winter?  Can he help others in need?  Can 
he think well in emergency, and recognize his bride?  
Toll money collected will be used to buy Tina and 
Jaxon gifts to help them get started in marriage.”  
The group laughs, and enjoys the villagers’ ingenu-
ity.   

The group makes it to the civil court ceremony with 
just a few minutes to spare.  A large progression of 
vehicles follows them all the way to the court then 
the church.  They do not honk their horns as tradi-
tion dictates, not wanting to draw every Thunker in 
the area to this happy celebration.  The group makes 
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it through both ceremonies and returns to Vrhnika 
to a very large reception hall filled with waiting 
guests.  Nearly 250 people attend to take part in the 
festivities, food and drink.  Lots of drink.  Many 
members of the reception are wearing formal mili-
tary uniforms from both the Slovenian and Ameri-
can militaries.  Armed guards are stationed around 
the perimeter to keep Thunkers at bay.  The wed-
ding party progresses into the early morning.  Eve-
ryone has a tremendous time.  When Tina launches 
her bouquet a lean red-headed marine, by the name 
of Sam, reaches up and plucks the flowers out of the 
air.  Mark doesn’t miss the event and greets Sam 
with a big smile and even bigger kiss.  Everyone 
laughs and is happy for the next couple in line.  Mark 
at least won’t have to undergo Šranga like Jax did.  
Sam would be worth the effort though.   

Tina and Jaxon get to honeymoon back in Portorož 
for several days.  They enjoy the warm breezy 
coastal weather, quaint restaurants, long strolls and 
swims in the Adriatic Sea.   To Jaxon the town is 
beautiful.  Jaxon has never had the opportunity to 
spend time in Europe and takes in every detail from 
the Mediterranean architecture, to the smell of the 
salty breeze mixed with baked bread.  Tina enjoys 
being with Jax.  She delights in his expanding vista 
and positive impressions of her home.  Tina notices 
few people out enjoying the weather.  Fewer cars 
travel the roads and business is slow in this quaint 
seaside resort.  The young couple enjoys sharing the 
new world with one another but their honeymoon 
comes to an end way to soon.  Tina does miss 
Kasper.  Jaxon knows the crew has much work 
ahead of them.  They return to Camp Resnik and 
their crew.   
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Chapter 13 – Povezava (Network-
ing)   

Drenov Grič, Slovenia –Camp Resnik   

-0500 Monday morning.  Cpl. Whiskers is helping 
rearrange maps on the farmhouse kitchen table.  He 
chases a pencil across the table scattering carefully 
placed maps.  He knocks the pencil to the floor with 
a satisfied look.  Volk is sitting within view of the 
small Terror, trying to understand what makes this 
creature tick.  Almost everything these furry felines 
do serves no purpose but they do it anyway.  Maybe 
Volk will understand more when he is full grown like 
his Grandpa Kasper.  Kasper is always calm and ob-
serving everything.  Cpl. Mittens jumps on the coun-
ter and walks over to a half-filled glass of water.  She 
bats the glass of the counter onto the floor.  Volk 
starts barking at the naughty cat.  Jeb walks into the 
mess that his feline kids have created.  Volk quiets, 
immediately.  He gently lifts Mittens off the counter 
and places her on the floor.  He glances at Whiskers 
and the cat jumps down from the map-strewn table, 
comes over and rubs against Jeb’s leg.  Jeb rubs the 
cat behind the ear then walks over and squats down 
in front of Volk, pets him on the head and says, 
“Good boy.”   

Jeb cleans up the mess made by the two felines and 
then decides to make one of his own.  A very 
thoughtful Tim has procured a large package of 
American cut bacon.  He locates a pan in the kitchen 
and starts frying up the fresh, thinly cut portions of 
pig.   He kicks the overhead vent fan into high gear, 
but the smell begins to permeate the large farm-
house.  Felines are observing the process from an 
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adjacent island.  Volk occupies a sitting position 
close to the action, enjoying the intoxicating new 
smell.  Several more puppies and the adult canines 
slowly infiltrate into the kitchen area with nostrils 
working overtime.  Jeb has a rather large and eerily 
quiet audience watching his every move.  He finds a 
bag of potatoes that he cleans and chops up into tiny 
cubes.  Several diced onions and a green pepper are 
sautéed in a portion of the bacon grease.  Ethan is 
the first human to arrive in the kitchen.  “Know how 
to make biscuits?”  Jeb asks Ethan.  “Sure.”  Ethan 
says and starts rummaging through the pantry.  
Ethan gathers his ingredients and locates a nice 
clean section of countertop to begin.  Grace arrives 
moments later and begins helping her husband.  
Everyone takes a moment to procure some coffee 
and then continue in their concentrated endeavor.  
Jeb dumps the mound of potatoes in his large frying 
pan with the sautéed onions, adds more bacon 
grease and starts frying the home fries.  Ethan pre-
heats the oven and the young couple start cutting 
out biscuits from a large sheet of freshly concocted 
dough.  Ethan locates cooking sheets, butters the 
pans, then start neatly arranging circular cuts of 
dough on the sheets.   

Žiga and Manca arrive, locate cups of coffee and dive 
into the activity.  The canine and feline eyes are 
moving back and forth, like watching a tennis 
match, taking in all the activity on the source of 
these wonderful smells.  Manca locates oranges, 
lemons, limes and press juicer.  Žiga brews more 
coffee to fill up several large thermoses.  Sgt. Rok 
and Sofija arrive with a large basket of eggs and a 
few feathers freshly gathered from the chicken coop.  
Matt ghosts in and comments, “Looks like someone 
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had some fun in the chicken coop,” as he picks a 
feather out of Sgt. Rok’s t-shirt collar.  Sofija 
blushes.  Tables are cleared, dishware is set and the 
whole new family happily gathers in the kitchen to 
help contribute to this hearty breakfast.  Each of the 
furry kids gets their own place setting on the floor.  
Nicole gently places Ava in her highchair and then 
Samo and Rok P. arrive from a nighttime venture 
into Ljubljana.  They look a bit disheveled but no 
worse the wear.  Everyone finds a seat, Jeb delivers 
a large tureen of bacon gravy, food is passed around, 
and a silence descends on the group as they dig in.  
The first few minutes pass bye with only the clinks 
of dinnerware highlighting the distribution of food.  
The breakfast is devoured; several of the combat 
puppies relocate to filch treats from their human 
people, while the felines clean up after Ava.  Once 
the food disappears, coffee and juice is savored.  Af-
ter morsels are licked clean from the tile floor, eve-
ryone pitches in for a rapid but thorough clean up.   

The group reassembles in the sparkling kitchen at 
0800 for final deployment planning.  Mark starts off 
with, “Glad to see everyone is here and in one piece,” 
as he glances at Samo and Rok P.  “Teams Alpha, 
Bravo and Charlie will deploy at 1200.  Team Alpha 
will catch an airlift via CV-22 to Rysy, Slovakia in the 
Tatras Mountain Range.  Team Bravo will caravan 
to Grossglockner, Austria.  Team Charlie will cara-
van to Mount Korab in Macedonia.  Each team will 
get local help in installation.  We will spend an extra 
day training the locals in maintenance and emer-
gency service of the hubs.  Each local group has al-
ready selected and prepared an installation site.   
Team Zulu will be on standby to provide SAR sup-
port.  Everyone has portable SatCom for reporting.  
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We are setting up regional comms, not hunting 
Thunkers.  Avoid contact at all cost.  Remember the 
mission and stay focused.  Report when you hit each 
checkpoint.  Thanks to Steve, we have linked Camp 
Resnik directly to the core of the BBPN.  He has set 
up the transmission core at Domžale.  Over to you 
Steve.”   

Steve takes time to hook up a HD projector to his 
laptop and projects an image of Central Europe onto 
a large blank white wall.  He begins his brief presen-
tation to the group, “We currently have 27 BBPN de-
ployable packages.  At any given time, we hope to 
keep 24 Stations running to provide services to 14 
countries in Central Europe.  Each team has a color-
coded set of installation sites.   
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As you can see, we have a lot of terrain to cover in a 
short amount of time.  Alpha Team will take the 
north.  Bravo will work the upper middle and Char-
lie the lower middle.  Delta will take the south.”  
Steve switches projections.   
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Alpha 

1. Leba, Poland 
2. Poznan, Poland 
3. Warsaw, Poland 
4. Snezka, Czech Republic 
5. Prague, Czech Republic 
6. Rysy, Slovakia 

 
Bravo 

1. Grosslockner, Austria 
2. Vienna, Austria 
3. Kékes, Hungary 
4. Hora Hoverla, Ukraine 
5. Tamási, Hungary 

 
Charlie 

1. Mt. Korab, Macedonia  
2. Vaganski Vrh, Croatia 
3. Belgrade, Serbia 
4. Moldveanu, Romania 
5. Bihor, Romania 
6. Bucharest, Romania 

 
Delta 

1. Sarajevo, Bosnia 
2. Gjeravica, Kosovo 
3. Tirana, Albania 
4. Musala, Bulgaria 
5. Mount Olympus, Greece 
6. Athens, Greece 
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“Each team will start with a single installation on 
their first deployment followed by two additional 
deployments each.  We will be hustling these next 
two weeks.  Time is critical.  The BBPN will provide 
a link between more established Comm Networks in 
Western and Eastern Europe.  We are definitely into 
this together now.  The BBPN was initially designed 
to be a secure long-term deployed network in devel-
oping countries.  The whole world could be catego-
rized as that now-a-days.  Each station is a multi-
band transceiver with satellite uplink and downlink.  
These transceivers are self-contained using both so-
lar and wind generation with cutting-edge energy 
storage and power management.  The three rugged-
ized containers holding the major components are 
designed to withstand environmental extremes and 
require minimal handling equipment and set-up.  
We will have to anchor each container, deploy a 25-
meter tall CF antenna, satellite dish and solar panel 
array.  The antenna doubles as a wind-generator.  
One of the remarkable things our Slovenian team 
has accomplished is to integrate drone technology 
into each station to provide Thunker surveillance.  
Žiga and Manca would you please provide the crew 
a better picture?”   

The young couple stands up and begins their por-
tion of the presentation.  Žiga starts with, “We built 
these drones from scratch to fly in extreme condi-
tions with best effectiveness for Thunker data col-
lection.  They can travel in high winds and as fast as 
95 kph for three hours before recharge.   We get re-
sults by combining design of CV-22 rotary nacelles 
with a quadcopter using advanced composites to 
provide a compact 10-kg platform.”  Manca contin-
ues, “We also incorporate multiple wavelength 64x 
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optical-digital gyro-stabilized hybrid camera.  
Drone can be flown from console or programmed to 
fly route with AI elements to track assigned items of 
interest with 3-D mapping and obstacle avoidance 
to include atmospheric monitoring for unhealthy 
flying conditions.  Most units will launch from high 
altitudes so monitoring real-time weather is critical.  
We call new drone Orel.  Is Slovenian name for Ea-
gle?  Now for Samo and Rok-P briefing.”   

Žiga and Manca take their seats and Samo and Rok-
P take the floor.  Samo begins, “We did late night 
coordination with Austrian, Polish, Romanian and 
Slovakian delegation.”  Matt smiles knowingly and 
winks at Mark.  Samo notices the stillness of the 
crew and says, “Yes we had a few drinks, but does 
not diminish quality of coordination.”  Mark holds 
up his hand for a question.  Samo says, “Yes Matt?”  
Matt innocently asks, “Does the quality of coordina-
tion include the lipstick on Rok-P’s left ear lobe?”  A 
few of the audience note the lipstick, smile and 
shake their heads in wonderment.  Rok-P quickly 
rubs the lipstick off his ear.  Everyone has been 
working 18-hour days and these guys have the en-
ergy to “go coordinate.”  To be young again, Jeb 
thinks to himself but keeps a neutral face.  Samo 
continues, “Poland reps request a second Hub to be 
located in Warszawa.  You know it as Warsaw. They 
have programmers and engineers that can help tre-
mendously with entire network.”   

Rok-P actually speaks, “Delegates also provide dis-
turbing news on Thunker behavior.  They are chang-
ing group dynamic.  Have you seen current individ-
ual physiognomy of Thunker?  They have lost all ad-
ipose tissue and have become very lean with high 
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composition of fast twitching muscle.  As you would 
say, ‘Lean, Mean, Fighting Machines’.  They do not 
succumb to other disease but seem to grow stronger 
with each passing day.  Contrary to Apex Predator 
grouping, they are not solitary hunters.  They begin 
to hunt in larger and larger packs.  We witnessed a 
small group in Osp.  No one can explain why these 
groups are growing but they are causing wave after 
wave of destruction.  They damage crops, kill all the 
game that can not escape them, domestic livestock 
and worst of all they decimate remaining human 
population in their wake.  Military is focused on 
combating largest groups detected and they have 
their hands full.  Slovenians are fortunate because 
we know all our choke points within our countries 
boundaries and defend those effectively.  Our par-
ents did the same in 10 Day War.  We are not 
fighting tanks an aircraft though.  More like fighting 
grains of sand.”   

Rok-P and Samo take their seats and Jeb continues 
with, “Like grains of sand, they follow the path of 
least resistance.  We notice more Thunkers in lower 
lying areas.  Gravity is having an effect.  This is good 
for us in one aspect:  We are setting up our BBPN 
nodes at higher elevations for better transmission in 
certain wavelengths.  Our network will be more se-
cure but getting to those stations will be extremely 
difficult.  We have nearly live satellite imagery but 
do not have dedicated satellite imagery assets.  Our 
militaries are making use of longer dwell drones for 
more precise mapping of Thunker movement and 
have set up a public warning network to prepare the 
remaining population for any Thunker threat.”  
Matt asks, “So you are saying we now have Google 
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Mapping with Thunker traffic reporting?”  Jeb re-
sponds, “Matt, very good analogy.  I would say more 
like Waze, with a Google backbone.  Thunk-Net per-
mits individual reporting with geolocation.  Natu-
rally-defensible areas are also being mapped with 
good cause.  New features are added daily.  In any 
given time in history, our computer hackers are hav-
ing a very positive role in our survivability.” Jeb says 
somewhat admiringly.  Jeb finishes with, “We will 
treat every mission like we are on a Combat Patrol.  
Everyone has been utilizing the Army Ranger 
Handbook for mission planning.  Tim and Sgt. Rok 
have done an outstanding job getting everyone up to 
a proximity of Ranger Speed.  Let’s make the best of 
it.”  The briefing disassembles into teams.   

Alpha Team   

The teams have been working hard developing use-
able Intel, making contacts with local personnel at 
deployment sites and coordination of every single 
phase of movement.  Polenar Tactical is invaluable.  
They have contacts throughout Europe that quickly 
get behind the effort to build a network.  Each team 
member has multiple overlapping roles to support 
their team.  Cathy has done an amazing job with 
Zulu stitching together a viable SAR capability.  Na-
talia gives Jeb a big hug before he loads up into a 
jeep and departs.  The last thing he sees as he de-
parts Camp Resnik is Cpl Whiskers sitting in the 
kitchen window, intensely watching birds.  The two-
jeep-convoy winds down the narrow farm lane to-
wards A1, heading East to Cerklje ob Krki Airbase.  
The trip will take approximately 1 hour 15 minutes 
barring traffic and Thunkers.  Cerklje ob Krki Air-
base lies so close to the Croatian border, that the 
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Croatians objected to the revitalization of the air-
field because of the noise.  Now, everyone is thank-
ful to be near the thriving Airbase.  Thunk-Net 
shows a blue line on A1/E61/E70.  The team will 
then take a CV-22 close to their installation site.  The 
rest is on them.   

A common malady the Slovenians share with the 
United States:  Trying to make up their collective 
minds on naming roads.  Maybe the intent is to con-
fuse invading enemy.  Jeb doesn’t believe the 
Thunkers read road signs.  The scenery is haunt-
ingly familiar, but uniquely foreign.  Every time Jeb 
sees a road sign, he is reminded that he is on another 
continent.  Žiga is occupying Shotgun and talking 
loudly on his smartphone in Slovenian.  Volk is sit-
ting on the backseat staring out the window watch-
ing the scenery.  Jeb stays right on the highway and 
follows the signs for A2/E57/Gradec/Graz/A/Mari-
bor/Zagreb/HR/Novo mesto/Ljubljana-zahod.  
What a mouth full.  Jeb does know Zagreb is in Cro-
atia so they might be heading in the right direction.  
He stays left and merges smoothly onto A2.  There 
are few cars on the road.  Shadows are crawling 
across the road cast from the lofty clouds temporar-
ily blocking the sun as they sail southbound.  The 
country is breathtaking and the air seems so much 
cleaner than anytime Jeb can remember.  Jeb 
glances in his side-view mirror every minute or so.   
He checks on Jaxon driving with Tina and Kasper in 
the second Jeep.  Žiga terminates his connection, 
muttering in Slovenian for another minute.  Jeb 
asks, “Is everything OK?”  Žiga catches his breath 
and replies, “Manca is treating me like child.  This is 
not my first rodeo!”  Jeb laughs and says, “Must be 
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your first time around women.”  Žiga and Jeb glance 
at each other and break out in laughter.   

Camp Resnik   

Ethan begins to worry.  He pops into the kitchen for 
a late cup of coffee and he hears a loud conversation 
between his Teammate, Manca and Mother-in-Law, 
Natalia.  Big Slovenian words are flying and hands 
are waving but he understands nothing.  These peo-
ple could have been effective code-talkers like the 
Apaches in WWII.  Ethan is about to make a swift 
retrograde but both women turn and stare at him 
like he is a Thunker.  Ethan asks, “Are you ladies 
OK?”  Manca starts with, “My boyfriend is idiot!”  
Natalia asks Ethan, “What is ‘Booger Hook’?  Katja 
and Abby are running around with their index fin-
gers pointed at each other screaming, “Be gentle on 
that ‘Booger Hook’!  Let the bang-switch surprise 
yuh!”  Ethan responds, “A ‘Booger Hook’ is a trigger 
finger.  Bang switch is a firearm trigger.  Helps re-
cruits remember trigger control.  Matt has been 
teaching the kids how to protect themselves.  The 
kids are very adept and will make excellent marks-
men.”  Manca has a broad smile on her face, “Matt 
makes excellent firearms instructor for kids.  He is 
gentle, does not lose patience and is funny guy.  
Irena is lucky girl.”  Ethan hates to ask but does an-
yway, “Is Žiga ok?”  Manca smiles and says, “What a 
difficult man.  He is worse than training K-9.”  Na-
talia says, “Jeb is just as bad.  Hope they don’t get 
each other killed.”  “Me either.”  Manca responds.   

Bravo Team   

Mark is driving the lead Jeep with Samo navigating.  
Ida is occupying the back seat.  Sam is driving the 
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second Jeep with Mihail riding shotgun.  They 
promptly depart Camp Resnik at 1200 to 
Grossglockner, Austria.  Mark is thankful for the 
beefed up suspension and longer wheelbase of the 
Zombicon Unlimited.  It makes for more stable driv-
ing while pulling the box trailer.  The converted fully 
enclosed motorcycle box trailer can hold the con-
tainers for one BBPN node, extra fuel, camping sup-
plies, the CF antenna, spare parts and installation 
tools.  Each trailer is 4 Meters long. They are con-
structed with an aluminum alloy chassis, sides and 
top.  The trailers, fully loaded, have a tongue weight 
of 550 kg.  Not much strain on the turbocharged en-
gines.  The single-axle trailers also have a lift kit, 
with larger run-flat tires for better ground clear-
ance.  The crew did extensive testing on the Jeep-
Trailer combo to determine maneuverability over 
improved and unimproved roads.  They also did 
some cross-country driving to check ground clear-
ance and approach angles so they could determine 
extreme limitations.  Mark made suggestions for a 
few additions like full-length ground jacks and a 
ladder to get to the roof rack and skid plates on the 
trailer.  In a pinch, each team can haul three BBPN 
nodes in two trailers with no room to spare.  This 
will be an important factor in future deployments.  
Their first deployment is a trial run.  The will have 
to pick up their pace and make longer trips in the 
few remaining weeks they have.   

Charlie Team   

The designated Heavy-Hitter team is last to roll out 
of Camp Resnik, just a few minutes behind Bravo.  A 
SEAL, two Green Berets, Slovenian AK Operator 
and Combat Puppy “In Training” –Drago.  They are 
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Oscar Mike (On the Move), heading to Mount Korab 
in Macedonia.  They all recognize they will be spend-
ing a majority of their time further south of Slovenia 
and Jeb wanted the most experienced combat team 
to scout the trail.  Mount Korab is 1180 km from 
base taking the northern route on E-70.  They will 
traverse Croatia and Serbia into Macedonia.  Piece-
of-cake.  Natalia was working on routes that would 
permit multiple deployments next time out the gate.  
This trip will be a quick FAM (familiarization) of 
driving conditions and terrain.  Get out and meet 
the locals to establish a loose knit people-network.   
Matt is driving the lead Zombicon with Rok P. 
taking shotgun, Drago is in the back seat with his 
head between the front bucket seats watching the 
road ahead.  The twins are in the trailing vehicle.  
Tim is driving with Sgt. Rok navigating.   

Tim and Sgt. Rok are enjoying the Slovenian 
scenery.  Last time both men had been deployed was 
to the Sandbox  in Syria.  The Slovenian countryside 
is a wonderful change, even in the middle of the 
summer its a sub-alpine lush green.  Traffic is very 
light and they navigate past Zagreb, Croatia by 
1400.  Their goal for the day is to make it into Niš, 
Serbia by nightfall.  Their drive along E-70/A-1 
should take another 6 hours.  They both are quiet 
during the drive.  Each contemplating the changes 
that have occurred in their lives in such a short time.  
Neither expected a pandemic to grip the world.  
Even with access to the intel they have available as 
Green Berets, no one predicted this quick erosion of 
society.  Sgt. Rok breaks the silence with a simple 
comedic statement, “Never thought I would be 
getting hitched at such an early age.”  Tim chokes on 
a chuckle and agrees with his brother,  “Me either.  
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Never saw that coming!”  Both smile and think 
about the beautiful girls they have waiting at Camp 
Resnik.  Sgt. Rok continues, “Sofija has proposed we 
get married in Split, Croatia once we get the network 
established.  Dual wedding at their parents home.”  
Tim grins, “Rosa agrees.  We don’t have much say in 
the matter.  Do we?”  Rok nods affirmatively, “Game 
over.”  Tim nods but continues with a smile, “You 
can maintain a positive attitude Rok.  Our biggest 
mission is to protect our family and repopulate this 
world.  I don’t think that is such an honerous task.”   

Camp Resnik   

Cathy relays to Ethan, “Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie 
have all reached their checkpoints for the evening.  
Alpha is camped out in the Horský Hotel at the base 
of Rysy.  The Slovenian CV-22 dropped them an 
their equipment off earlier this afternoon.  They will 
be working with the Slovakian Army for final 
deployment.  Bravo had a pretty hairy trip, goat 
climbing their jeeps up a narrow trail to a base camp 
at Stüdlhütte with the help of the Austrian 
Jagdcommandos from the Austrian 2nd Special Op-
erations Task Group.  The plan is to airlift them in 
via Blackhawk to their installation site along the 
Grosslockner ridgeline in the early morning.  
Charlie has bunked-down at the Eter Hotel in Niš, 
Serbia.  They will link up with the Macedonian 
Wolves at the border in the morning.  Everyone is 
on schedule and we should have our first major 
installations complete this time tomorrow.”  Ethan 
asks, “Any major Thunker movements in their AOs 
(Areas of Operation)?”  Cathy responds, “No major 
movements.  The teams have engaged in contact 
with several smaller groups today that were 
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impeding their progress but no major waves yet.”  
Ethan says, “Let’s hope it stays that way until we get 
this network up and running.”   

Irena, Rylie and Grace are holding down the 
Communications Center for the evening while 
Natalia, Rosa and Sofija are getting the kids 
prepared for bed.  Grace looks at Rylie and says, 
“You look ill Rylie, what gives?”  Rylie smiles wanly 
and tells her sister and Irena, “I think I’m pregnant.”  
Both of the other women scream, jump up and 
down, then hug Rylie.  Grace asks, “Does Steve know 
yet?”  Rylie responds, “Not yet.  I was going to tell 
him when he gets back, after I find out for certain.”  
Irena says, “Natalia’s sister, Elena is a registered 
nurse.  Maybe we can ask her for a pregnancy test 
kit and a check-up tomorrow.  May I talk to 
Natalia?”  Rylie nods her head positively.  Irena 
departs and returns shortly with Natalia in tow.  The 
young women explain what’s going on and Natalia 
gives Rylie a big hug.  Natalia smiles and says, “We 
will take care of you baby girl.”  Natalia picks up a 
telephone and contacts her sister.  A rapid exchange 
occurs in Slovenian, then she hangs up the phone.  
She says, Natalia will be here first thing in the 
morning.  Time to get you off to bed, young lady.”  
Rylie stops, looks at the group of women, then asks, 
“Will everyone promise not to say anything until I 
tell my father?”  They all understand and pledge 
mums.   
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Chapter 14 – Združiti (Con-
nected)   

Alpha Team – Rysy, Slovakia   

Jax and Tina are gazing to the North from the Rysy 
Summit into Poland.  The air is crisp and clean.  
Blue skies reach down to meet them and they can 
see for what seems to be over a 100 km in any 
direction.  The High Tatras mountains straddle the 
border between Slovakia and Poland.  Rysy is 2,503 
m (8,212 ft) tall and provides a fair vista into both 
Poland and Slovakia.   The Polish military is 
engaged in a large offensive against a sizeable group 
of Thunkers in the Nizina Polska “Polish Plain” 
central lowlands.  All their air assets are heavily 
engaged.  The Slovakian Air Force is kind enough to 
provide a UH-60 Blackhawk to airlift them and their 
equipment to the summit.  Jeb and Žiga are walking 
the Slovakians through troubleshooting and 
maintenance procedures on the installed BBPN 
Node.  Several more network connections are fin-
ished including satellite uplink.  Both Kasper and 
Volk are quietly sitting on the sunniest spot near 
Jeb.  Jeb is moving slowly but carefully around the 
summit.  Jax is worried about his Dad.   

Bravo Team – Grosslockner, Austria   

The team is making final checks on their installation 
while taking in the beautiful alpine view that is 
physically breath-taking.  Their installation site is 
near Grosslockner Peak.  They are over 3,700 m 
(12,000 ft) in elevation and are having a hard time 
catching their breath.  The skies are crystal clear, 
with a lite breeze from the North.  The five Austrian 
Jagdcommandos help make the installation a 
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success by preparing a relatively flat sight and by 
providing helo support for equipment and crew.  
Samo and Ida are a bit daunted with the high-
altitude flight of the Austrian Blackhawk.  
Helicopters have a more limited flight capacity at 
higher elevations.  Less oxygen molecules at 12,000 
ft than at sea-level, reducing lift for a helicopter and 
making breathing for anyone more difficult.  The 
higher you go, the less dense the air but clearer view.  
Basic physics.  Less molecules to deal with.  Mark 
and Sam are in the best condition for the elevation 
so they take lead in training.  Mihail and Samo take 
a break and enjoy the majestic scenery.  They 
complete their training and final checks then catch 
their airlift back to their waiting vehicles at 
Stüdlhütte by noon.  They all feel a pressing need to 
curtail their stay in Austria so they depart soon after 
lunch.  Their concerns are warranted.  Mihail relays 
to Mark on the Jeep transceiver, “Reports are 
filtering back to Camp Resnik that we have heavy 
engagements with Thunkers in five countries now.  
We need to pick up our pace.”   

Charlie Team – Mount Korab, Macedonia   

Matt and his team share a long day.  They depart 
Serbia at 0300, link up with the “Wolves” by 0500, 
make their ascent by 0800 and complete their 
installation and training by noon.  They are in good 
spirits as they start their long trek back to Slovenia.  
The Wolves are a solid SF Team.  They have a perfect 
location prepped near the Mt Korab summit and a 
Russian made Kazan Mi-17 helicopter is waiting at a 
nearby LZ to transport their equipment and crew.  
Helicopters, in general, do not inspire 
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overwhelming confidence.  The Kazan is a 
downright scary ride.   

Charlie team is used to long gruelling days.  The 
“Special” in Special Forces indicates that each 
selectee can make sound decisions, provide 
exemplary leadership and maintain a laser like 
focus on their mission under extreme conditions. 
Teamwork is a must.  Rok P. is experiencing this 
first-hand.  His team-mates are always calm.  They 
maintain a positive attitude and relish adversity.  
Not the type to choose the most difficult path 
because its there, but always making choices that 
make sense and will lead to overall success.  They 
make few mistakes but when they do they quickly 
accept responsibility, learn from it and correct 
course, always maintaining forward momentum.  
Rok P. is learning from the very best.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

At 1800, Alpha Team arrives first in camp.  They are 
greeted with a flurry of activity.  Camp personnel 
help quickly unload the returning vehicles and load 
up Delta Team’s gear.  Rosa and Sofija keep the 
motorpool running efficiently.  Fuel is replenished, 
vehicles are thoroughly checked and Ethan gets 
underway at 1900.  Delta Team will make three 
installations on their first run so they are loaded 
heavy.  Delta will drive the northern E70 route 
straight through the 1,650 km to Athens, Greece for 
their first installation.  They will then drive to 
Mount Olympus for their second installation, then 
their third installation in Musala, Bulgaria.  They 
have little time to waste.  The Thunkers are 
becoming a much more serious threat.  At the last 
moment, Alenka replaces Rylie on the team.  Good 
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news spreads through the camp that Rylie is 
pregnant.  Ethan has been instructed to keep an eye 
on Steve.  Alenka is really cool and will make a good 
team member.  She is an excellent driver and for 
some strange reason knows how to drive a jeep well.  
Many Europeans can still drive with a standard 
transmission.  Most Americans can’t.  Alenka has 
the wheel on the first vehicle while Manca drives the 
second.  Ethan is concentrating on incoming 
comms.   

Mark’s Team Bravo arrives at the camp an hour 
later.  Their Jeeps are replenished while they take a 
short break.  Mark and Jeb meet up in the kitchen 
over a cup of fresh coffee to discuss the operation.  
The rest of Teams Alpha and Bravo slowly filter in 
for fresh sandwiches prepared by Natalia and 
Nicole.  Jeb announces to the group, “SOCOM is 
asking us to pick up our pace.  We need to get the 
network completed this week.  Intel has analyzed a 
majority of the information we received from our 
rescued operators in Libya.  Radical terrorist 
elements in the middle-east are going to flood 
Greece with infiltrators and link up with the vestiges 
of ISIS here in Europe.  Our network will help in 
monitoring the terrorist migration and coordinate 
an operation to repel the insurgents.  The terrorist 
objectives are to create chaos in Western Europe 
and to bring down any remaining democratic 
government.  Any ideas on how to safely speed up 
our deployment?”   

The combined group is energized.  Mark responds 
first, “Can we get CV-22 support for the Poland and 
Romania Deployments?”  Jeb responds, “Cathy is 
already coordinating a dedicated Slovenian CV-22 
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with General Resnik’s Air Staff.  We will also set up 
an LZ here to support it.”  “How about additional 
personnel?”  Žiga asks.  “SOCOM has coordinated a 
deal with the Slovenian military to beef up Camp 
Resnik security with convalescing soldiers.  Natalia 
and Cathy are keeping the camp running smoothly 
so they will remain here.  Rylie will be assisting 
them.  Our team compositions are just about right 
so long as everyone stays healthy.  Matt should be 
returning by 0200, tomorrow morning.”  The crew 
puts their heads together to develop their final 
schedule.  They decide that they have enough time 
for one more trip.  The CV-22 will forward stage 
equipment near critical deployment sites then 
shuttle teams to the sites still furthest away.   The 
network will be deployed inward, back towards their 
home base.  As their plans receive a final review, 
Matt’s Charlie team rolls into camp.   

Delta Team – Niš, Serbia   

Moving into the witching hour, Ethan is behind the 
wheel while Alenka takes a rest.  Steve is driving the 
trailing vehicle with Manca quietly dozing.  The 
combat puppies, Ivan and Jana, are behaving 
exceptionally well.  They have made one stop to 
refuel and allow the canines to stretch their legs.  
The Jeeps are averaging 500 km on a tank of gas.  
Even with the turbos improving gas mileage, the 
trailers are impacting their range.  Thankfully, there 
are gas stations still open along their route.  Ethan 
gets on the radio and calls Steve.  “You doing OK?”  
Ethan asks.  “Steve replies, “Yeah. Can’t believe I’m 
going to be a father.”  To most people, birth is a 
miracle to be cherished.  Ethan knows this first-
hand with Ava.  “Well brother, keep your head in the 
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game so we can make it back to our kids.”  Ethan 
reminds Steve.  The 4-lane divided highway cutting 
through the mostly agricultural area is tarmac and 
in need of a few repairs.  Ethan maintains both 
hands on the steering wheel while driving at a 
moderate pace.  He glances cornfields and 
farmhouses to their flanks.  Thunk-Net is showing a 
steady blue line to their destination.  Both Steve and 
Ethan are still keeping a wary eye out.   

Alpha Team - Camp Resnik   

The tiltrotor CV-22 lands at precisely 0500 on a 
broad flat section of the farm.  Detritus is kicked up 
then drifts away in the waking dawn as the 
propellers slowly wind down.  A half-dozen walking-
wounded exit through the lowered rear ramp and 
are directed to Irena.  Several of the young 
Slovenian soldiers brighten up when they first 
glimpse their beautiful new team lead.  Irena greets 
the group with a warm smile and  guides them 
towards the kitchen for a hearty breakfast.  The 
aircraft loadmaster directs the ground crew on 
where to load the cargo in the aircraft bay.  Both air 
and ground crews are dilligent and have the hybrid 
craft securely loaded within the hour.  Alpha Team 
loads up on the aircraft and they are lifted straight 
up into the sky, then the engine nacelles are rotated 
for forward flight.  The huge slow moving twin 
propellers are providing lift and propulsion.  Alpha 
departs for Leba, Poland.  This particular aircraft 
will be extremely busy for the next few days.  Jax is 
excited with this novel mode of travel but would 
rather be on the deck of a sailboat with a little less 
noise.  At least he has Tina sitting next to him on the 
web bench, with Kasper curled up at their feet.   
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The pilot anounces to the crew, “We have a busy 
schedule today.  Our trip will be approximately four 
hours, at an airspeed of 240 Kts.  The WS (Wojska 
Specjalne) Polish Special Forces will have a team 
with ground transportation and a refueling vehicle 
for the aircraft waiting near your first deployment 
site in Leba.  The flight crew will drop you off, return 
to Vrhnika and shuttle Team Bravo.  Over the next 
two days, we will stage the rest of your equipment 
along your return route.  All you need to do is finish 
your network and find your way home.”  The reality 
of the big push sinks in with Team Alpha.  They will 
establish five more BBPNs in Poland and the Czech 
Republic over the next three days then hitch a ride 
home.  They are grateful for the airlift.  Ground 
travel is a more personal way to tour the region but 
less efficient and right now more dangerous.  They 
do pass over some extremely spectacular terrain and 
get a great view of central Europe from their 3,000 
meter height.  Jeb quickly falls asleep with Volk 
curled up, head resting in Jeb’s lap.  Žiga strikes up 
a conversation with the crew chief.   

Delta Team – Macedonian Border Crossing   

The team rolls right through the border crossing.  
Their passage is pre-coordinated by Manca and they 
only get a few curious looks and plenty of smiles.  
The border guards are more interested in Manca 
and Alenka than the racked suppressed weapons in 
the jeeps.  The Slovenian women are beautiful.  The 
guards are also amused by the Zombicon markings. 
The team pulls over at the next open gas station.  
The combat puppies jump out and find the first 
available patch of grass.  They quickly return to the 
team to see what’s going on.  Manca emerges from 
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the gas station with small cups in a paper cup holder 
that she begins to pass out.  She says, “Double 
espressos for everyone.  Sorry, but they have no 
pastries this time of morning.”  The team gladly 
accepts the caffeine boost.  They do a quick vehicle 
walk-around inspection and then load up to 
continue their journey.  Ethan tries not to reflect on 
the safety of his wife, Grace and daughter Ava.  What 
a world to raise kids in.   

Bravo Team – Mount Hoverla Summit, Ukraine   

Nothing like a summit campout with a small 4-
person team of Ukrainian Special Operations 
Forces.  Mark and his team have completed their 
BBPN set-up, training and are now waiting for their 
CV-22 pickup at the break of dawn.  They were 
inserted very close to the summit mid-afternoon.  
The two teams are getting along well.  They are 
sharing a pot of cowboy coffee over a small fire at 
2,000 m in elevation.  Hoverla is 2,061 meters tall 
and the highest point in Ukraine.  There is a light 
breeze blowing south across the not-so-foreign 
terrain.  They share campfire stories of Thunker 
incursions and trade techniques for reducing harm 
in CQB (Close Quarters Battle).  Thunkers aren’t 
geniuses and fall prey to the simplest man-traps.  
Samo regails a humorous Thunker First Encounter 
story to the Ukranians and everyone laughs each 
time he mentions the lead Thunker’s similarity to an 
old girlfriend.   

Charlie Team – Bucharest, Hungary   

Matt and his Heavy-Hitters drive the 1,137 km to 
Bucharest.  A small detail of Vulturii greets them at 
the Romanian border and escorts Charlie Team the 
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rest of the way.  They complete their first install on 
top of the Sky Tower located in the Floreasca City 
Center by early morning and head to the Carpathian 
Mountains for their second install.  Moldveanu is 
the highest elevation in Romania at 2,544 m and 
located in the center of the Southern Carpathian 
Mountains.  It’s a short four hour drive but they are 
delayed by a group of Thunkers in Topoloveni.  The 
combined team engages at distance clearing a path 
across highway E-81 to continue their journey.  They 
make it to high alpine meadow by 1000.  The Team 
is in luck and get air-transport to the summit via an 
Aérospatiale SA 330 Puma from the Romanian 
903rd Transport Helicopter Squadron.   

They complete their second install by 1400 and are 
back on the road following the Romanian flagged M-
ATV (MRAP All-Terrain Vehicle) careening down 
the winding mountain road.  Next stop is Bihor.  The 
trip is a grueling nine-hour trip along twisting 
mountain roads.  The terrain reminds Tim of all 
those Vlad the Impaler movies that have cropped 
up.  An eerie desolation creeps in as they proceed 
deeper into the Carpathians.  He just hopes Vlad re-
spects their work.  Tim feels the age of his surround-
ings seeping into his bones.  The warrior inside him 
relates to Vlad and the desire to defend his people 
no matter what the personal cost.  The whole crew 
is on that same wavelength.  Sgt. Rok asks, “Where 
is your mind wandering, brother?”  Tim smiles and 
responds, “Just thinking about the history of this re-
gion and Vlad the Protector.”  Sgt. Rok responds, 
“We could use some Vlad right now.”  The Romani-
ans look at the two SF soldiers and think how goofy 
the Vlad movies are that they have seen   
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Camp Resnik   

Cathy and Natalia keep a close eye on the young Slo-
venian troops.  The young men want to stay involved 
and in the fight.  Cathy and Elena monitor their in-
juries while Natalia keeps them engaged without 
over-taxing them.  Most of their injuries stem from 
close encounters with Thunkers.  Anže broke his leg 
while fast roping out of a Blackhawk.  Grega, Sasa, 
and Janez engaged in CQB while sweeping buildings 
in one of the northern villages.  Thunkers flank Jaka 
and Matej in a major offensive.  All sustained frac-
tured bones and extensive deep-muscle contusions.  
Hand-to-hand combat with a Thunker is not a wise 
choice.  They all pitch in to protect the camp.  The 
older kids also help in guard duties while all the 
teams are on the road.   

Delta Team – Mount Olympus, Greece   

The Athens install goes well.  They are completing 
their work on Mount Olympus.  Manca finishes her 
demo of the Orel drone while Steve and Alenka 
wrap-up the maintenance training with the Hellenic 
soldiers responsible for tending this BBPN.  Ethan 
is walking around the perimeter of the installation 
site with Jana closely on his heels.  Ethan enjoys the 
warmth of the sun in this most ancient of places.  
The team gets little time to enjoy their surroundings 
as they re-assemble to push on to their next instal-
lation site in Musala, Bulgaria.  Steve receives good 
news.  The Slovenian CV-22 has prepositioned the 
rest of their equipment at their assigned installation 
sites.  The network is finally linked and fully func-
tional across their required footprint in Central Eu-
rope.  Now they just need to fill in the gaps.   
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They make their final goodbyes as Delta loads up 
and departs for Bulgaria.  They are helicopter air-
lifted back to their vehicles parked on the coast and 
are soon driving north along E-75 towards their next 
destination.  Musala is far off their beaten path and 
their journey requires another helicopter ride to 
reach the 2,925 m summit.  The mountain is the 
highest on the Balkan Peninsula and seventh most 
prominent in Europe.  Steve is not fond of helicopter 
rides, especially in vintage Italian eggbeaters.  
Thankfully, they have a Bulgarian military Eurocop-
ter providing them taxi service once they reach the 
town of Dupnika, Bulgaria.  Dupnika is a four-hour 
drive north.   

Alpha Team – Warsaw, Poland   

Žiga hits his bed with a thud.  He wakes at midnight 
to remove his body-armor and boots while listening 
to the quiet that permeates the temporary Polish 
military quarters he and his team occupy.  Alpha 
Team completed three installations today.  They 
started in the seaside city of Leba, transited to Poz-
nan and then on to Warsaw.  Only one group of 
Thunkers stood in their way.  The Poles are an en-
thusiastic bunch.  With kit removed, he quickly falls 
back asleep until 0400.  He wakes and gets a whiff 
of himself, then decides to take a hot shower before 
the day kicks off.  Not the way he would picture him-
self in a zombie apocalypse, but thankful for the hot 
water that massages his shoulders as he rinses.  He 
gets dressed in clean-ish clothes and finds the rest 
of his crew in the mess hall a short walk away.  Two 
more stops in Czech Republic today and then back 
to Camp Resnik if they can find transportation to 
take them home.  They eat, drink lots of coffee, 
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gather their equipment and depart for Snezka at 
0500.  They do not get to enjoy the beautiful city of 
Warsaw.  The team does capture brief glimpses of 
some spectacular Old-European architecture as 
they make their way west.   

Bravo Team – Kékes, Hungary   

Mark admires the glowing orange highlights of 
Sam’s hair from the soft light cast by the rising sun 
as they assemble their equipment on Mount Kékes.  
Their install will be easier than most.  Kékestető TV 
Tower is located on the summit of Kékes at 1,014 m.  
They will integrate their gear into the preexisting ar-
chitecture.  Mark is glad Sam is in charge of this in-
stall.  Sam draws up a plan, assigns tasks, and su-
pervises the project to completion in under 3 hours.  
Mark climbs down from the Antenna tower after 
connecting the last cables for their system.  Sam 
gives a thumbs-up when her computer diagnostics 
program shows all green.  A Hungarian telecommu-
nications team has been working with them hand-
in-hand on the install.  Maintenance is much easier 
when you see the installation.  They wrap up their 
activities and hitch a ride to Tamási, Hungary.   

Charlie Team – Belgrade, Serbia   

The view from the top of the Avala Tower is spectac-
ular.  Matt is enjoying a cold Kabinet Mozaik as he 
chats with Irena at Camp Resnik over the new tele-
com connection they just established.  They have a 
video feed and the Serbian SF Hawk members are 
hovering over Matt’s shoulder to catch glimpses of 
Matt’s beautiful bride.  Tim and Sgt. Rok talk to 
their intendeds with an appreciative audience.  So-
fija and Rosa enter an animated discussion with the 
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twins and are excited to see them tomorrow.  Rok P. 
is petting Drago and watching the show with a large 
smile and a cold beer.  The team will camp out in the 
tower for the evening and depart to their last install 
at Vaganski Vrh, Croatia in the morning.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Today has been a long day.  Natalia sees the last 
Team roll into the camp at 2200.  Coordination has 
been ongoing for three days to get the Teams sup-
plies, directions and transportation as needed.  The 
CV-22 departs in a cloud of dust leaving a weary Al-
pha Team dragging equipment back to the barn.  
Natalia does something that surprises Jeb.  She 
walks up to him and gives him a huge hug and kiss 
in front of the gathering.   
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Chapter 15 – Mišolovka (Mouse-
trap)   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

At 0530, Cathy shuts down the UH-60 systems me-
thodically, one-by-one, closely following her check-
list.  She has been flying critical supply runs for the 
last few days.  Thankfully, she has not been involved 
in any SAR missions, yet.  Anže and Nicole shadow 
her every move, as they comprise her current air-
crew.  Even with the cast on his leg, Anže gets 
around well enough to sit in the gunner’s seat of the 
Blackhawk while Nicole rides co-pilot.  Both young 
people are sponges, absorbing everything they can 
about flying the helicopter.  Cathy wonders if Anže 
is getting back on the horse from his fall from a hel-
icopter but decides not.  She appreciates their fasci-
nation with flight and can already predict that both 
will make excellent pilots.   

The real action begins in the kitchen of the large 
farmhouse.  Sofija readies a large urn of coffee for 
the day’s activities.  The last group of planners just 
retired for several hours of sleep.  Cpl Whiskers is 
sitting on the kitchen counter sleepily gazing at So-
fija, as she moves about the kitchen disturbing his 
rest.  She hears the click-click-click of a dog ap-
proaching.  Kasper head butts her in the leg, seeking 
attention.  Sofija takes a moment to pet the quiet ca-
nine before resuming her duties.  Sgt. Rok is the 
next to arrive in the kitchen, seeking out Sofija.  
They embrace, kiss and start working together to 
prepare breakfast.  Tim and Rosa soon join them.  
The crew slowly filters in over the next two hours.  
The watch swaps out, so the graveyard shift gets a 
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fresh breakfast.  After the dishes are cleaned and 
stored, the crew continues planning for their next 
mission.   

“We now know where the ISIS cells are located in 
Europe and in the USA.  We currently have surveil-
lance on 90% of their remaining assets,” Mark says 
to the group.  “ISIS will support a single push of new 
fighters into Europe before any of the terrorists 
begin their final all-out assault on either continent.  
They will attack critical infrastructure and popula-
tion centers.  Fundamentalist elements in Iran are 
upping the ante by supplying the radicals with man-
portable nukes and chemical weapons.  Shiite work-
ing with Sunni to overthrow the west.  We have the 
opportunity to stop the WMDs before they reach our 
shores and to encapsulate and eliminate the terror-
ist cells already here.  Over to you Sam.”  Sam begins 
with, “The BBPN is a big success.  All stations are 
100% operational with data flow now reaching 47% 
rated capacity.  The new network has propped up 
several critical communications infrastructures and 
we are seeing positive real-time results.  Our net-
work will be an important factor in coordinating a 
multi-national force in combatting the insurgents.”   

The entire crew takes a few moments to digest the 
information.  Jeb takes the floor, and addresses the 
group, “Chins up folks.  No rest for the weary.  We 
have accomplished an admirable task and now have 
a new WarnOrd from SOCOM.  We will participate 
in Operation Mišolovka by leading two separate 
missions.  One mission will be providing ‘Cheese’ at 
the mouth of the Mediterranean to bait a small fleet 
of Iranian Freighters transporting the MWDs and 
the second as ‘Trap’ in the Soča Valley.  Mark and I 
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will be leading up the crew deploying to the Medi-
terranean while Tim and Sgt. Rok will head up the 
crew in the Soča Valley.  Currently anchored in Lat-
akia, Syria are four Iranian frigates.  They transited 
the Suez Canal last week and are being obvious 
about their movements.  Not so obvious are the 
three Iranian cargo ships that have made an end-
run around Africa and will be entering the Straights 
of Gibraltar in a week.  We have Intel that strongly 
suggest this feign contains all the MWDs.  Two Ira-
nian diesel submarines are escorting this group.  Is-
rael will track the four frigates and take appropriate 
action.  We will sail Serena on an intersecting course 
before the freighters navigate into the Med.  Matt, 
Mark, Jaxon and Žiga will fly to Gibraltar tomorrow 
to get familiarization training on a new boat called 
‘The Ghost’ made by Juliet Marine Systems.  They 
will be Serena’s up close stealth escort.  In addition, 
a Virginia Class Fast attack submarine (SSN) is 
transiting the Atlantic Ocean to join the party.  
Ethan, Sam, Manca, Alenka, Volk and I will be crew-
ing Serena.  You’re on deck Tim.”   

Jeb sits down and Tim takes center stage.  “We have 
some great news!”  Tim begins, “a group of scientists 
in Lithuania have discovered that Thunkers can be 
repelled with a certain sonic frequency outside our 
hearing range.  We can not only repel them, but also 
herd them.  Manca and Samo have incorporated a 
sound generator onto the Orel drone platform and 
can cover an area half a kilometer in width.  We have 
started herding the remaining Thunkers in our area 
toward Nova Gorica.  The Italian ISIS cells think 
Slovenia is a good infiltration point into Northern 
Europe.  The Slovenian military and border police 
have deliberately left that impression.  We have 
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solid Intel that Nova Gorica will be their caravan 
collection and crossing point.  We have slowly evac-
uated most of the remaining occupants from the 
area while a group of military personnel covertly fil-
tered into the area replacing the current residents.  
They carry small sound generators to protect them-
selves from Thunker interaction.”  Matt inserts, 
“wished we had those a few months ago.”  The whole 
group nods in agreement.  The group continues 
planning into the late evening.   

Ethan finds Grace sitting on the back patio keeping 
an eye on Ava while she gets her last puppy romp in 
for the evening.  Jana is very careful with Ava.  Ava 
loves cats, but these not-cats are just as fun.  Jana 
plays tag with the bashful toddler applying a gentle 
touch from her wet nose.  Both juveniles enjoy each 
other’s company and clamber back and forth across 
the backyard.  “So you’re setting sail tomorrow?”  
Grace charges Ethan.  “We will depart Camp Resnik 
at 0300,” Ethan gently responds.  “I didn’t tell you 
earlier and this isn’t the perfect time but Ava is go-
ing to have a sibling in eight months.”  Grace detects 
a flurry of emotions that can be barely traced across 
Ethan’s brow just for an instance.  He smiles broadly 
and softly grasps his wife’s shoulders and kisses her.  
They quietly sit side-by-side while watching their 
daughter’s batteries slowly drain.   

Royal Gibraltar Regiment Devils Tower Camp   

“Yeah Boyee!” echoes across the hangar as the crew 
gets their first look at The Ghost.  No one is expect-
ing that expression from Žiga.  Everyone glances at 
the young Slovenian, shaking their heads with a 
smile on their lips.  They are all thinking the same 
thing. “That’s straight out my worst nightmare,” 
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Matt whispers with a smile.  They all are impressed 
with the vessels starship form.  A wraith-like fuse-
lage with Darth-Vader windscreen all suspended on 
massive torpedo shaped pontoons by jet-wing foils.  
An elderly gentleman approaches the group and 
asks, “Isn’t she beautiful?”  The crew reorients on 
the white-haired man dressed in blue coveralls and 
nod in agreement.  “Smoothest watercraft I’ve ever 
sailed.  All of her propulsion is located in those tor-
pedo shaped pontoons.  The pontoons are 62’ in 
length and remain completely submerged.  Each 
pontoon contains a 3,000 HP gas turbine.  Fuel 
bladders are also located in the pontoons, and ex-
haust gases exit through a water-cooled duct located 
in the foils to dissipate any heat signature.  The craft 
has a RCS (Radar Cross Section) of a pelican.  My 
name is Charlie and I helped design her.”   

Jaxon is the first to loosen his tongue.  He steps for-
ward and offers his hand, “I’m Jaxon.  This is Matt, 
Mark and Žiga.  It is an honor to meet you Charlie.”  
Each crewmember shakes Charlie’s hand in turn.  
“Simply amazing,” Matt utters.  “Glad we can get 
some use out of her,” Charlie continues.  “She can 
hit 70 knots in fair seas and is highly maneuverable 
in a fight.  Zero to 45 knots in about 6 seconds.  All 
fly-by-wire with glass-panel displays.  She is sparse 
on armament and her current weapons system 
hasn’t been completely tested.”  Charlie taps the 
screen of a tablet he is holding and a weapon hous-
ing pops up from the center of the craft.  Four stubby 
barrels flip out of the R2D2 shaped structure.  With 
a twist of fingers on the pad, the nacelle swivels a 
full 3600 with quad-barrels tracking up and down.  
“So that’s what Lockheed did with the XM-307?”  
Mark asks.  “Yes, the top two barrels are from the 
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307, each firing 250 rounds of 25-mm grenades per 
minute to a range of 2 km.  The bottom two barrels 
are XM-312 firing a special .50 BMG penetrator 
round at the same rate.  Five hundred rounds for 
each barrel before you are dry.  For sea warfare, this 
is the knife fighter in a barroom brawl for the up-
close and personal touch,” Charlie finishes with a 
smile.   

Aboard Serena, Ionian Sea - 39.746793, 18.848123   

Entering a broad reach, Serena rounds the high-heel 
off the Italian coast gaining speed in the process.  Al-
enka is at the starboard helm while Ethan slowly ad-
justs the main until the sailboat tilts at a managea-
ble angle.  The rest of the crew is hanging off the the 
starboard gunwale enjoying the 14 Kt northerly.  
Firmly planted on the starboard bench, Volk smiles 
broadly with his tongue hanging out of his mouth.  
Sam explains to Manca their maneuver, while Jeb 
just enjoys being on the water again.  The crew work 
together efficiently and Serena performs exception-
ally well in the four foot waves.   

Aboard SSN-795, USS Hyman G. Rickover 

Atlantic Ocean - 37.285560, 42.117765   

The Admiral is haunting the boat again.  Cmdr Larry 
“Flash” Monahan drinks another cup of coffee as his 
crew calmly sorts through a shrinking set of anom-
alies appearing in the brand-new navigation control 
system of the sub.  His understaffed compliment is 
currently at 83 personnel.  The Rickover made it 
through sea-trials just one week ago and no one in 
the chain-of-command took time to read the ex-
haustive report the crew assembled through the sea 
trials besides the boat builders and they were not 
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amused.  The urgency of the mission overcomes a 
100% effective vessel.  The Admiral’s ghost is not 
happy.  Flash gives thanks for the members of his 
crew.  What he does have in quality makes up for 
quantity.  The Weapons Officer did get a chance to 
load twelve Mk 48 torpedoes and four Harpoons.  
The Engineering Officer made damn sure the S9G 
reactor was functioning within optimal parameters, 
and all life-support systems are operational.  Their 
mission is simple in concept:  make it to the 
Straights of Gibraltar in four days, direct connect 
comms with a yacht, sink two Iranian Kilo Class 
submarines and three freighters before they make 
landfall on the European coast.  They are currently 
steaming at 24 Kts and a depth of 355 feet.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Tim and Sgt. Rok have their teams walk through the 
exercise one last time.  Fire Team Alpha sets the 
base of the “L” shaped ambush.  Fire Teams Bravo 
and Charlie maneuver to form the strong side of the 
ambush.  Minutes later, a wave of Thunkers is 
driven behind the OpFor with a single drone moving 
the convoy of vehicles into the kill zone.  Another 
group of Thunkers now swarms onto the narrow 
road in front of the convoy blocking forward motion.  
Two Slovenian F-35s make strafing runs over the 
convoy dumping 150 rounds each of 25 mm into the 
nine vehicles and hundreds of Thunkers.  The Fire 
Teams finish off the terrorists with precision di-
rected fire.  VR (Virtual Reality) helps bring a plan 
together when combined assets are involved.  “That 
should make a lasting statement,” Sgt. Rok says as 
he removes his VR goggles, and clears his weapon of 
blanks.   The three teams are following suit.  They 
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spend the next half-hour talking through their ac-
tions then they police their expended brass in the 
barn where they are training.   

Nova Gorica, Slovenia   

Samo and Ida are tending to the chickens at his 
cousin’s small farm.  They are operating a covert 
LP/OP (Listening Post/Out Post) monitoring any 
movement in their sector of operations.  He and 
Rok-P have already radioed in three separate groups 
of terrorists collecting at a shuttered warehouse on 
the outskirts of the small town.  He’s feeling uncom-
fortable walking around in oversized dirty blue 
jeans, faded oil-stained t-shirt and a battered John 
Deere baseball cap holding down his unwashed hair.  
His three-day growth of beard is driving him nuts 
while smoking unfiltered, home-rolled cigarettes.  
This is not his “style” but he understands the im-
portance of maintaining a low profile.  Rok-P is 
wearing the nastiest pair of overalls that sport an 
eco-system all their own.  “Have you checked sound 
generator batteries recently?”  Samo asks Rok-P.  
“They are at 87% charge.  2% less than last time you 
ask,” Rok-P answers with a smile from his rusty 
chair under the last bit of shade in the yard.  They 
are both sweating profusely under the harsh sum-
mer sun.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Natalia, Grace, and Tina are still chuckling about the 
“disguises” they created for Samo and Rok-P.  Most 
Slovenian farmers are clean cut with clean clothes 
and shower daily.  “You girls are cruel,” Elena looks 
at her sister with a small smirk on her beautiful face.  
Slovenians do have their “rednecks” but they are a 
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slim minority.  The women of Camp Resnik perform 
one of the most critical functions of the entire oper-
ation.  They maintain the TOC (Tactical Operations 
Center) 24/7 controlling critical data flow between 
multiple concerned interests.  They also oversee the 
daily functions of the camp, coordinate SERE activ-
ities, supply runs and Thunker corralling efforts.  
The camp also has a small school for the thirty-two 
children that now live there.  Orphans have been 
trickling in over the last few weeks from multiple 
points across the region.  They have built a small 
tent city for the European refugees after receiving 
permission and direction from Urska Resnik who is 
now living at the camp.  The days fly bye swiftly.   

Aboard Serena, Mediterranean Sea Exiting the 
Straights of Gibraltar   

Jeb is at the port helm maintaining a steady course 
with navigation lights on.  Cargo traffic is slowly 
picking back up and he does not want Serena in-
volved in a collision with one of the undermanned 
metal behemoths.  He is currently tracking five 
ships with the FLIR.  None is their target.  Sam 
climbs up the companionway with a hot thermos of 
caffeine for Jeb.  “Just got word from the Rickover 
that they are approaching the AO,” Sam relays while 
filling Jeb’s cup with steaming fresh espresso.  “Our 
mission is to identify the Iranian freighters, tempo-
rarily distract them until the Rickover arrives and 
get out of the kill-zone,” he recites to Sam.  “Piece of 
cake boss.”  She replies with a smile.  “Are there any 
dinghies in the area?  The radar keeps painting 
something weird that is quickly approaching us 
from stern.  Almost like an oversized pelican.  I can’t 
get FLIR to lock onto it and the radio is quiet.  Got 
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any ideas?”  Jeb asks just as a spaceship soars by 
their starboard side.  Sam looks at Jeb and asks, 
“Did we just enter the ‘Twilight Zone’?”  They see the 
craft bank across their bow in the faint glow of par-
tial moonlight then it disappears in a burst of speed.   

Aboard Ghost-1, Straights of Gibraltar   

“Serena, this is Ghost-1.  How do you read?”  Mark 
radios via secure link to the sailboat they just 
passed.  “So it isn’t the ‘Twilight Zone’ we just en-
countered.”  Sam responds with a grin.  “We will be 
hunting for the next few hours trying to identify our 
targets.  Will vector you in upon contact.  Gotta go 
sweetheart.  Out.”  Matt has the helm of the ethereal 
craft.  Mark sits Comm and Navigation.  Žiga is sit-
ting aft at the fire control station while Jaxon moni-
tors the engineering displays.  Matt increases throt-
tles until they reach 67 knots.  They have a lot of 
ocean to cover in a short amount of time.   

Nova Gorica, Slovenia   

Daylight is about to appear.  Samo doesn’t get over 
the feeling that small animals are living with him in 
his clothing.  He is laying very still on the rooftop of 
the farm watching the terrorist assemble in the 
parking lot.  He radios the information back to TOC 
to let them know to get ready.  He silently scrambles 
off the backside of the roof, down a rickety wooden 
ladder and inside the small home.  “You awake, 
Rok?”  He whispers.  “Yes,” comes a subtle response.  
“We need to get geared up.  The terrorists are almost 
ready to move out.”  They observe the group of men 
gathering in the parking lot, smoking cigarettes 
awaiting transportation.  First one vehicle, then a 
second and then several more arrive to collect the 
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infiltrators.  Samo nods to Rok-P as he checks his 
sound generator.  Rok does the same and then they 
silently open the doors to a large barn.  Both men 
tightly grip their Zenith made suppressed MKE-5RS 
9-mm submachineguns. Inside awaits the matter of 
nightmares.  The first Thunker streaks out of the 
barn heading for the terrorist.  A small trickle begins 
to appear from the depths of the cavernous building, 
then a flood.  Samo and Rok-P follow the herd of in-
fected, spurning them on towards their goal.   

Aboard Serena, Atlantic - 35.707079, -6.544506   

Ghost-1 has been tracking the group of freighters for 
the last hour while Serena loops around the group 
with lights off.  The yacht slowly closes distance with 
the three rusty vessels and maintains pace with 
them as the sun rises up.  A tarp is haphazardly flap-
ping on the bow of the beautiful sailboat as Sam, 
Manca and Alenka sail the boat in skimpy bikinis, 
covered with see-through linen blouses.  The sail-
boat has a growing crowd of admirers filtering on 
deck of the freighters to view this incredible sight.  
An older cleric can be seen starting to harangue the 
all-male crew for their display of lust for the foreign 
women.  The man points to another and orders him 
to fetch an RPG to destroy the infidels.  The berated 
finds the RPG and turns toward the sailboat as the 
elder steps to the rail to direct fire.  The yacht is 400 
meters to port from the lead freighter and starts 
pulling away.   

Several events occur simultaneously.  Two Har-
poons seek out and discover the Kilo Class subma-
rines trailing the Iranian fleet by two M (nautical 
miles).  Ghost-1 rears its beautifully bizarre head, 
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picks up speed and dumps 25 mm grenades in sur-
face bursts above the decks of all three freighters 
along with a stream of .50 BMG rounds above the 
deck-lines.  Two loud pops occur from under the 
tarp adding the cleric and his grenadier to the pink 
mist club.  The girls dive for cover and don body ar-
mor.  Ethan rolls out from under the tarp with his 
.338 Lapua and continues firing at targets of oppor-
tunity.  Jeb, Manca and Sam join Ethan with their 
M5E1s.  Alenka steers the sailboat away from the ac-
tion putting distance between Serena and the 
freighters.  Not quickly enough.  Jeb catches a round 
then a second, knocking him to the deck leaving a 
growing pool of blood on the teak walkway.  He 
slowly slides toward the gunwale before being ar-
rested by his tether.  Volk clambers up the compan-
ionway, scrambles to Jeb and covers him from any-
more incoming rounds.   

Aboard SSN-795 on Attack Run,  Atlantic Ocean   

Flash already has six Mk 48 torpedoes in the water 
with the two tube launched Harpoons already mak-
ing dents in the Iranian submarines.  His Weapons 
Officer reports a stream of impacts on the freighters, 
“Targets #1 and #2 are breaking up, with hulls 
flooded.  Targets #3 through #5 have their keels 
broken and are sinking fast.”  Rickover slowly ap-
proaches the drowning ships running both passive 
and active sensor sweeps.  “Periscope depth,” Flash 
requests.  The two photonic masts break the surface 
to provide a visual of the carnage.  The ships are rap-
idly sinking with no survivors on the surface.  Flash 
relays to the crews through the 1MC, “Exceptional 
job folks.  We will maintain battle stations for the 
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next hour and look for survivors.  We will then ren-
dezvous with those crazy surface lads in Gibraltar.”   

Nova Gorica, Slovenia   

The convoy rapidly approaches the ambush site 
with Thunkers in hot pursuit.  The lead vehicle 
comes to a screeching halt right in the middle of a 
waiting herd of Thunkers, causing a colossal mash-
up.  The Thunkers get to work on the passengers for 
several minutes and small arms fire can be heard 
from inside the vehicles.  The first Slovenian F-35 
makes a run on the convoy giving out a large 
“buuurp” of fire into the melee occurring on the 
road.  Five vehicles ignite in flames.  The second F-
35 follows suit lighting off the remaining vehicles.  
Both aircraft make another pass emptying their re-
maining ammo and depart with a roar and wave of 
wings.  “Now for mop up,” Tim announces to his 
fire-teams.  They all maintain distance as they lay 
concentrated fire onto any movement detected in 
the kill zone.   

Ghost-1, Atlantic Ocean: 35.9717708, -6.1983789   

Mark receives word about Jeb and spins the Ghost 
around immediately setting a rendezvous 4 M away 
from the action.  Sam pulls up to the rear door of the 
semi-submerged Ghost in the RIB with Jeb in the 
bow.  He is conscious and trying to smile.  “Never 
forget that Golden BB,” Jeb articulates to Sam and 
Mark through gritted teeth.  Mark drags Jeb into the 
Ghost while saying to Sam, “I will take care of this 
old goat.  Be safe sailing back to Gibraltar.  I love you 
Sam.”  “I love you too!”  Sam replies.  Matt takes the 
helm and rockets the Ghost forward towards Gibral-
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tar.  He reaches 73 Kts on a steady course.  Mark lo-
cates an entry wound in Jeb’s shoulder.  He locates 
another wound in Jeb’s right quadriceps.  Manca al-
ready applied clotting agent to Jeb’s wounds along 
with pressure bandages to diminish blood loss.  
Mark starts a saline drip.  He checks him for signs 
of internal bleeding and shock.  “Old Goat?”  Jeb 
asks Mark.  “Yeah, Old Goat.  You’re the closest 
thing I have to a father now and I would like to keep 
you around.”  Jeb responds, “Kindest words I’ve 
heard all day.  You need to marry that girl before she 
realizes her mistake.”  They both chuckle, and settle 
in for the ride to the waiting hospital.  Jeb is feeling 
the deep searing burn from the bullet wounds.  He 
is just thankful everyone else is safe as he sucks it 
up.  Waves of pain wash over him as he tries keeping 
his eyes propped open.  He has too many people de-
pending on him to toss in the towel now.   



- 243 - 
 

Chapter 16 - Okrevanje (Recov-
ery)   

 

Aboard Ghost-1, Calpe Rowing Club Dock, Gibral-
tar   

The Ghost crew delivers Jeb to a waiting ambulance 
at the Calpe Rowing Club Dock.  Mark and Jax es-
cort Jeb to St. Bernard’s Hospital.  The primary Op-
erating Theater at the hospital is standing bye.  
Mark follows the gurney into the prep room while 
Jaxon peels off to the waiting area.  Jax is getting 
some strange looks from the hospital staff.  He is 
geared up and holding onto Mark’s firearms as well.  
He takes a seat and makes an encrypted radio call to 
the TOC providing a SITREP.  The staff and clientele 
give him a wide birth.  He settles in for a long wait.   
Žiga and Matt arrive within the hour.  Jaxon is wor-
ried.  “Is not like you did anything to cause this,” 
Žiga reassures Jax.  Matt gets off his Comm-set and 
announces a special C-130 will be arriving in the 
next three hours from Slovenia.  All three men shud-
der, knowing who will be on that flight.  Natalia can 
be a Grizzly Bear when upset.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Reports are coming in across two continents about 
the roll-up of the radical Islamic elements bent on 
destroying Western civilization.  The actions they 
took locally were a small part of what transpired 
across Europe and the U.S.  Stopping the MWDs 
was a critical action.  No quarter was sought by the 
terrorists and no quarter was given in return.  Irena 
pushes away from her console, removes her headset 
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and slowly stands, then stretches.  The entire team 
loves Jeb and they keep their hopes up.  Her fellow 
RTOs (Radio Telephone Operators) are extending 
shifts to cover for Natalia, Grace and Rylie as they 
make for a rapid departure from the camp.  Every-
one would like to be at the hospital for Jeb but they 
all still have critical tasks to perform.  They all take 
a moment for a collective prayer delivered by Gen-
eral Resnik.   

Gibraltar   

At the same time the C-130 arrives, Serena docks, 
along with the newly minted SSN-795.  A small en-
voy gathers at the foot of the military pier, as an-
other group assembles at the airport.  Flash ap-
proaches the unconventional sailors waiting at the 
heavily guarded entrance of the pier and quietly in-
troduces himself.  The group is in shock and even 
the puppy looks sad.  Ethan pulls up with a loaner 
van and they all piles in.  All parties converge on the 
hospital at the same time.  Matt leads the arrivals to 
a large private meeting room.  Before Natalia can 
start winding up, Matt reaches out and gives her a 
big bear hug.  Jaxon follows up and then Žiga.  Tem-
porarily consoled, Natalia loses her steam sur-
rounded by so many loving family members.  Mark 
makes his way into the room and addresses the 
group, “I observed the surgery and believe that Jeb 
is going to be OK.  The bullets that hit him were full-
metal jacket and had just about ran out of energy 
when they connected.  The surgeon had to remove 
the bullets, several bone fragments and repair dam-
aged muscle and vascular tissue.  No organs or spine 
damage occurred.  He will be moved to ICU once he 
is stabilized.”   
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Mark provides gentle guidance to the small crowd, 
“Ethan can you please work with the Brits to find 
temporary quarters for everyone?  Jax and I will sit 
first watch here with Natalia, Alenka and Sam.  It 
looks like Ava is getting a bit fussy; can Manca and 
Žiga take Grace to the Serena for some rest?  The 
rocking motion should put Ava to sleep quickly.  The 
yacht has already been cleaned up by the crew from 
the Rickover.  They will be moving Jeb to the ICU 
shortly and they have a nice waiting room there.  
Captain Monahan has arranged a small get together 
at the Lord Nelson Pub this evening before his crew 
returns to the States tomorrow morning.  From all 
of us, Captain Monahan, we all thank you for finish-
ing the combat engagement so decisively today.  
Your timing was well played.”   

St. Bernard’s Hospital ICU, Gibraltar   

“Matthew…,” Jeb whispers to Natalia.  “I think he 
wants Matt,” Natalia signals to Mark.  Jeb shakes his 
head no.  “Matthew twenty-six, fifty-two,” Jeb mut-
ters before he falls asleep again.  Mark picks up on 
it and nods to himself.  “What does he mean by 
this?” Natalia asks Mark.  “Jeb and I have had some 
good conversations during those night shifts sitting 
topside on Chloe during our Atlantic crossing.  He 
quoted a Bible verse that he mentioned time-and-
time again.  Helps keep me focused.  To paraphrase, 
if a man sees violence as the only solution, he will 
eventually succumb to his choices.  It does not mean 
a person should be a rabbit and fall victim to violent 
people.  Just do not embrace violence as a lifestyle.  
Violent actions should be our last solution when all 
else has failed.”  A brief smile appears on Jeb’s pale 
face in his slumber.   
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Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Kat is curled up under a blanket.  She occupies a 
loveseat in the main farmhouse.  Cpl Whiskers and 
Mittens are standing watch, curled up in her lap.  
She slept on the couch overnight.  Tina, Abigail and 
Kasper have been frantically looking for her since 
Abigail reported her missing after breakfast.  Tina 
promised to look after the girl when Natalia was 
quickly packing for the trip to the hospital.  Kat has 
been overwhelmed the last few weeks.  Everyone at 
the farm has been busy.  Kat has been a great young 
ambassador to each new orphan that reaches the 
safe haven of Camp Resnik.  She makes sure each 
new child has a bed and a Ranger-buddy.  She helps 
the adults identify problems with the kids that have 
had it the worst.  Cathy has rescued over thirty kids 
during her helicopter runs.  Kat hears clicking paws 
approaching her across the wooden floor.  A wet 
nose roots out her bare foot and elicits a giggle.  
Kasper smiles at Kat.  The cats barely stir.  “So, there 
you are little sister,” Tina announces as she arrives 
at the furry nest.  Tina admires Kat for her normally 
sunny disposition and willingness to help.  Tina sits 
down, removes her combat boots and body armor, 
safes her firearms, and then snuggles in with Kat for 
a few moments.  “Your Mom sends her love and 
wants you to know Jeb will be ok.  She is sorry she 
had to rush off without saying goodbye.  They will 
be back in a few days once Jeb is ready to travel.  In 
the meantime, we need your help with a new mem-
ber of the camp who is frightened and needs some 
comfort.  What do you think?”  Tina asks Kat.   

Samo, Rok-P and Ida are standing outside a stall in 
the barn idly watching a young filly when Tina and 



- 247 - 
 

Kat arrive.  The five-month-old horse is nearly black 
in color and is perfect except for a white bandage on 
her small chest.  “We find this little girl tangled in a 
bob-wire fence with Thunkers closing in.  We elimi-
nate Thunkers and get kicked a few times freeing 
this rather agitated Lipicanec.  Mama horse was not 
so lucky.  Can you help us keep her calm so she can 
heal properly?”  Samo asks Kat.  Kat is wide-eyed at 
the sight of the camps newest addition.  Tina talks 
Kat through the proper care and handling of the 
young equine as Samo and Rok-P are nudged by Ida 
towards the clinic.  Both men silently limp away 
from the barn to receive their own medical treat-
ment from the cuts and contusions they were 
awarded in freeing the frightened horse.   

Lord Nelson Pub, Gibraltar   

Members of the Rickover, Ghost-1 and Serena min-
gle over beer in a semi-subdued environment at the 
pub.  A large table is occupied with more than 
twenty sailors and soldiers at any given time.  
“Please call me Larry or Flash if you prefer,” the 
Submarine Captain instructs the surface teams of 
Ghost-1 and Serena.  “I notice a lot of women are 
posted to your submarine,” Manca observes.  “45% 
of our crew is comprised of females,” Flash re-
sponds.  It is difficult finding candidates of either 
sex to qualify for submarine duty.  Our crew has to 
meet an ongoing rigorous evaluation after passing 
Tech School, Nuclear Power School and Sub School.  
That includes a psychological profile to ensure our 
members adjust well to confinement underwater for 
extended periods of time.” The Captain concludes.  
“I think I will stick to being on surface,” Alenka com-
ments with a smile.  Everyone from the fleet gets a 
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chance to partake in a few beers and pub grub before 
they turn in by 2200.  The SSN-795 crew will return 
stateside the following day under a less stringent 
pace and Serena will depart the day after tomorrow.  
A few will fly back with Jeb when he is finally trans-
ferred from St. Bernard’s to Univerzitetni Klinični 

Center, Ljubljana.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Kat and Abigail scoop baby horse poop.  It does not 
smell that bad and it is worth it to spend time with 
Snowball.  The stall gets a daily cleaning.  Samo ex-
plains to the girls about these magnificent horses.  
All Lipicanec horses are born dark then turn lite, as 
they get older.  Some turn grey and some white.  She 
names the young filly for what she is hoping for in 
the next few years.  A beautiful white horse.  Several 
young girls have gathered around the stall watching 
Kat and Abigail with awe and a tinge of jealousy.  Kat 
knows most of these girls are orphans.  Her heart 
goes out to them.  Once she finishes shoveling the 
manure, she invites the girls too quietly approach 
the young horse, cautioning everyone not to over-
whelm her.  Some of the girls do not speak English 
so Kat pantomimes brushing the equine and slowly 
describes everything in English.  She hands out 
brushes and the girls gently groom Snowball.   

A flurry of activity continues at Camp Resnik.  Major 
combat support has tapered down.  Natalia and 
Urska had the foresight to plant a huge garden to 
provide tasty homegrown vegetables for the 47 cur-
rent residents.  Not a new idea, because many Slo-
venes maintain smaller gardens for providing fresh 
food and a portion of the country is dedicated to-
wards growing various crops for the local market.  
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The Resnik family planted numerous fruit trees on 
the farm in past years.  All able-bodied folk at the 
camp take turns watering, weeding, pruning and 
harvesting the produce.  They also have to provide 
critter control to prevent the ever-increasing wild-
life from consuming their labors.  A guard is still 
posted 24/7 to take care of any stray Thunkers.  
Farming is not a burden but therapeutic outlet to 
counter the devastation induced by the Thunker 
plague.  It also reduces the stress from combat fa-
tigue and loss, by allowing the participants to grow 
something vital for their small community.   

Aboard Serena, Medditeranean Sea- 37.674744, 
0.956050   

The crew is sailing on a port reach in the 18 Kt nor-
therly Mistral wind blowing off the coast of France.  
Matt, Žiga, Alenka, Sam, Manca, Ethan, Grace and 
Ava are returning to Slovenia taking the quieter 
route.  The Shipman yacht performs exceptionally 
well as they cover 260 M each day without straining 
the crew.  The warm teak deck under Žiga’s feet is 
comforting as he mans the port helm following 
Matt’s guidance.  “So when are you going to marry 
Manca,” Matt innocently asks the intelligent young 
Slovene.  “It’s complicated,” Žiga responds a bit too 
quickly.  “I don’t want to offend you, Žiga.  Manca is 
a beautiful young woman whom is obviously in love 
with you.  That is simple.  I understand that mar-
riage is complicated by the way society has under-
mined the essence of an essential institution.  
Maybe that is due to overcrowding, a need to justify 
societal delusions, or prop up an artificial ideology. 
Don’t let the crowd ruin something so meaningful in 
life.  We need strong people like you to commit to 
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building a positive society now,” Matt smiles at the 
young man.  “Now to another tricky topic:  how to 
navigate without GPS.  Maybe that is a similar topic.  
It all starts out with having a current paper chart, 
knowing what scale you are working on, and main-
taining a precise log of course direction and speed.  
If we can’t see land and track known land features, 
we can use a sextant and plot with known constella-
tions instead.  Amazing that those ancient mariners 
made it so far without GPS.”   

St. Bernard’s Hospital ICU, Gibraltar   

For the last three days, Jeb has been pampered, be-
rated for being so stupid to having been shot and 
apologized to after his numerous brow-beatings.  
His vitals are good enough and he decides to vacate 
his room to a more deserving patient.  Mark and 
Jaxon bear witness and are obliging accomplices in 
Jeb’s medical “Jailbreak”.  They help Jeb get 
dressed in his ACUs and wheel him to a waiting van.  
Rylie has already completed the hospital release pa-
perwork and procured the medicines required to 
continue her father on the road to recovery.  Natalia 
is whisked to the airport under the impression she 
will be meeting with General Resnik.  A sleek twin-
engine jet lands and the General can be seen walk-
ing toward the reception area with his wife, Urska.  
They lead Natalia to a private conference room to 
distract her.  The van pulls up to the small jet and 
the lads load Jeb onto the waiting aircraft.   

Once the official salutations are made, Urska looks 
at her husband, sweeps her eyes towards the door 
and waits for Andrej to take the hint.  She sets down 
next to Natalia and puts her arm around her upset 
friend.  “Ok, Natalia we are taking you home.  Best 
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that we return to Slovenia now,” Urska states.  “No 
way am I going to leave without Jeb!”  Natalia re-
sponds with a reddening face.  Urska stops the tears 
from flowing by simply saying, “Jeb is on the air-
plane and we will leave soon so you need to pull 
yourself together.  He is recovering and didn’t get 
shot on purpose just to upset you.”  Ten minutes 
later, the entire crew departs Gibraltar on a subdued 
flight to Ljubljana.   

Univerzitetni Klinični Center, Ljubljana   

Hospitals really suck.  Sgt. Rok and Tim are forcible 
escorted out of Jeb’s hospital room at midnight by a 
stern, blue-eyed, blond-haired female nurse that 
could model on the cover of any magazine she chose, 
but decided to direct her abundant charm at humil-
iating the two SF soldiers.  Yes, they snuck in 
McDonalds, a “smallish” bottle of Jack Daniels and 
about two-hours of RumInt.  They wanted to invite 
Jeb to their wedding ceremony in two weeks.  Mark 
and Sam have already tied-the-knot in a civil cere-
mony witnessed by the Camp Resnik members.  Jeb 
will be released the following day and return to his 
family.  Jeb has already started physical therapy and 
knows the challenging road ahead, but is content 
and falls asleep knowing he will be among loved 
ones and will not have to accomplish his recovery 
alone.   

Dubrovnik, Croatia   

Grace has heard Natalia describe Dubrovnik from 
her many visits there and approves that it has not 
changed from Natalia’s youth.  A magical place from 
a childhood memory.  The Old City has a timeless 
charm, surrounded by breathtaking aquiline waters. 
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She is mesmerized by the transparency of the sea 
and the textures of the underwater surface as they 
slowly motor into Old Harbor in their dinghy.  
Chloe, Serena and Irene are rafted up in deeper wa-
ters outside the harbor area.  “It looks like an an-
cient fortress,” Ethan comments as they idle into the 
common pier.  Grace responds, “It was built to pro-
tect the local people from a Venetian invasion.”   

Most of the wedding party has already assembled at 
the Lovrijenac Fort.  They tie-off, collect Ava and a 
large diaper bag, then head for a waiting taxi.  The 
short ride costs the couple 35 Kuna.  Ethan wonders 
if that is a good deal but hands the driver a 50 Kuna 
note and helps his wife and daughter out of the car.  
They have a small hike to the fort on a flower pedal 
laced path clearly marking the way.  Simple arrange-
ments of chairs await them on a majestic terrace at 
the top of a series of ancient narrow limestone stairs 
that wend to their destination.  The view is breath-
taking with wind-caressed ocean surrounding the 
elevated prominence.  They find seats as the cere-
mony begins.  Both Rosa and Sofija are escorted 
down the aisle by their father, Luca.  The girls are 
handed to their intendeds and the ceremony is de-
livered in Croatian, twice.  Tim and Rok finally get 
to kiss their brides and a great cheer goes up.  
“Hearts are breaking tonight, all around the world,” 
Ethan relays to Grace with a smile.  Everyone stands 
and applauds the new couples proceeding to the re-
ception in the courtyard below the terrace.  The cel-
ebration begins in earnest with speeches, toasts, 
dancing, Dalmatian Cuisine and copious quantities 
of wine.  The party continues into the rising sun of 
the following day.   
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Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Jeb is miserable.  He wishes he could attend the 
marriage but does not want to be a hindrance to the 
celebrants.  He gets hourly updates as he sits in the 
Comm Center of the camp with the other walking 
wounded.  Volk is the Shepard’s Shepard and ghosts 
Jeb’s every move, making sure he stays put and out 
of trouble.  At midnight, Jeb is relieved of watch by 
Anže.  Anže is an impressive young man from the 
determination that he infuses into all of his endeav-
ors.  His cast is finally off and he moves with a pur-
pose.   

Jeb’s physical therapy is slowly progressing.  Longer 
walks in the countryside every day.  Not a gym rat, 
he finds other activities to mend his muscles.  Paint-
ing the barn, hoeing the garden and picking weeds.  
He misses his family, but knows they will return 
shortly.  Maybe he just misses the shared experi-
ences with his loved ones.  The harsh heat of the Au-
gust days is fading into a more favorable September 
embrace of air and sun.  Harvest and thanksgiving 
are approaching the survivors rapidly as they focus 
on preparations for the winter months to come.   

Fleet Sail, Adriatic Sea   

The small fleet takes its time exploring the beautiful 
Croatian coastline while sailing back to Portoroz.  If 
a crewmember needs to fulfill a curiosity, the whole 
group anchors to explore.  Everyone learns to snor-
kel and the more adventurous SCUBA dive to har-
vest seafood for the crew.  They stop at a new port 
every other day to enjoy new company and dine at 
the local restaurants.  Their intermittent stops are 
along deserted island coves or sparsely inhabited 
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pebble filled beaches.  On their seventh day, they 
make their approach into Portoroz.  As they drop 
sails and begin motoring towards the marina, they 
spot a lone figure standing on the pier with a dog 
sitting next to him.   

Volk barks once to the yachts and starts wagging his 
tail.  Jeb catches lines and secures them to the 
chocks on the pier, as each yacht sets anchor and 
slowly backs into its assigned spot.  Jaxon jumps on 
the pier and helps his dad.  Everyone is relaxed, 
tanned and happy to be back in their homeport.  
Systems are secured, shore-power is connected and 
a thorough cleanup ensues.   
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Chapter 17 - Vitičnjakov (Barna-
cles)   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

With permission from Urska Resnik, the crew de-
cides to pool their resources and build an orphanage 
and greenhouse to shelter their expanding flock and 
sustain a winter growth of fresh food.  The number 
of homeless children they take under their wing is 
growing.  Urska suggests a good construction site.  
With the help of a local architect, the team creates 
designs for two 50 x 20-meter structures.  They sur-
vey the suggested location.  When the blueprints are 
complete with a bill of materials finalized, Mihail lo-
cates heavy equipment and Samo procures the con-
struction materials.  They start by grading sites.  
They dig foundation footings, piers and then dig 
trenches for electrical, water and sewage.  They lay 
conduit.  Once the rebar is tied and set, concrete 
trucks come in and pour the foundations for the 
large structures with enough concrete left over for 
stamped concrete walkways and a courtyard.   

For the greenhouse, the crew erects a sturdy ex-
truded aluminum frame with gothic-arch roof for 
the structure.  They install tempered glass panel 
walls and a thick polycarbonate roof with adjustable 
ventilation windows around the gables.  Power is 
run to lighting and fans.  Four overhead ducts are 
suspended lengthwise in the greenhouse and at-
tached to the fans.  Tractor-sized doublewide doors 
are hung on each end of the structure, with people-
sized doors installed mid-length on each side.   

The orphanage is a bit more complex.  Local carpen-
ters, electricians, plumbers and masons teach the 
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team how to complete their design and volunteer 
much of their own efforts in the construction.  They 
are thankful for the Thunker security the Camp Res-
nik personnel have provided the area and are willing 
to repay them with their quality artisanship and in-
struction.  Everyone pitches in for this all-hands 
event.  They frame out a two-story structure with 
classrooms, clinic, kitchen and common areas on 
the first floor.  The second floor will contain bath-
rooms and sleeping quarters.  Day-by-day their de-
signs take form.  Within the month, they hold an of-
ficial opening ceremony.   

A small celebration begins with the dismantling of 
the tent city that has sprung up.  Tents are thor-
oughly cleaned, aired, packed and trucked back to 
their Army storage depot.  A large lunch is provided 
at the orphanage for the camp members, construc-
tion workers and neighbors.  Plantings begin in the 
greenhouse of the standing gardens just completed.  
Final checks are made of the electrical distribution 
system and a breaker is thrown to power up the 
lights of the orphanage at dusk.  The main building 
has been collecting solar energy through an ingen-
ious use of solar roof shingles and storing the con-
verted electrical energy in an array of high-tech bat-
teries.  Kids are settled into their new home within 
a warm and embracing atmosphere of loving people.   

Portoroz, Slovenia   

Ethan, Matt, Žiga, Jaxon and Steve take turns clean-
ing the hulls of the three sailboats.  The October wa-
ter is a bit brisk as they slowly work their way down 
the outside of a hull and back up the other side in 
their wetsuits, masks, fins and snorkels.  They 
scrape each yacht of barnacles with a stainless paint 
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scraper and a scotch-brite scrubbing pad.  “Best to 
get the boats scraped while in the water, because 
these crustaceans turn to concrete when allowed to 
dry on the hard,” Matt explains to his teammates 
during a break.  He finishes by asking, “Did you see 
the boatyard grinding that one sailboat hull when 
we were walking in this morning?  Dried barnacles.”  
They carefully work through the morning to remove 
the debilitating hitchhikers from their sailboats.  At 
least one person is armed and alert at all times.  
Even with developing tech helping them ward the 
Thunkers, equipment is never perfect and strays get 
through their electronic defenses.  They also keep 
watch for signs of hypothermia while each swimmer 
takes their turn.   

They finish up and decide to get some groceries and 
camp onboard overnight instead of making the 
drive back to Vrhnika.  Matt picks up some fresh 
mussels and plenty of Union beer.  Once they de-
molish the steamed mussels, then finish a case of 
beer, they settle in the cockpit for the evening, 
watching the waning sun fade into twilight.  “Those 
barnacles reminded me of something,” Steve an-
nounces.  “We had plenty of barnacles built up on 
society’s hull.  Many expected a free ride through 
life.  Free education, housing, healthcare, internet, 
cellphones and retirement without having to work 
for it.  So many people expected benefits that work-
ing folks had to fund.”  Matt smiles and says, “The 
good old days of socialism in the United States.  The 
greatest con of all times.  Anytime you discount the 
wishes of the working to support the lazy you have a 
messed up equation that ends up in ruin if left un-
checked.  Helping folks when they are on the ropes 
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is one thing, but supporting generations of freeload-
ers is another.”  Ethan says, “When you also hear 
‘Peoples Republic’ of this-or-that you know some-
one in charge is lining their pockets at the expense 
of the people.”  The men continue their conversation 
late into the night.   

Žiga wakes the crew before dawn.  “We have 
WarnOrd from SOCOM coming in.  Unnamed dig-
nitaries have been abducted here in Slovenia from a 
town called Novo Mesto.  We need to get the fleet 
prepared to sail.  Our crew is on the way and should 
be joining us within the hour.  The men hustle to fuel 
the sailboats, top off the water tanks, check systems, 
rigging and sails.  By the time the potable water 
tanks are filled, Zombicon Jeeps begin arriving with 
crew and gear.  Alenka, Samo, Manca, Volk and Jeb 
exit the first jeep.  Mark, Sam, Irena and Anže exit 
the second.  The third jeep contains Rok P., Cathy, 
Tina and Kasper.  A final jeep pulls into pier parking 
with Tim, Sgt. Rok, Rosa, Sofija and Nicole.  They all 
gather on the pier for a quick briefing.   

 “We have received preliminaries for a possible in-
tercept of an unknown group of hostiles that have 
abducted two U.S. dignitaries visiting Slovenia.”  
Jeb begins.  “Why are you wearing an apron under 
your body armor?”  Jaxon asks his father with a 
smile.  “Natalia made him finish the dishes before 
he got his ‘kitchen pass’ to join this expedition.”  
Mark responds with a grin.  “Back on track folks.  
We need to get underway within the next 15 
minutes.  Crews are as follow:   

Chloe:  Mark, Sam, Alenka, Anže, Ethan, Samo, 
Volk, and me.   
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Irene:  Matt, Irena, Žiga, Manca, Rok P., Steve, and 
Nicole.   

Serena: Cathy, Jaxon, Tina, Tim, Sgt. Rok, Sofija, 
Rosa, and Kasper.   

Intel is coming in as we speak.  Get the Jeeps un-
loaded and equipment stowed on the yachts so we 
can depart soonest.”  Jeb finishes.  He returns to his 
Jeep, opens the trailer and starts removing gear for 
transfer.  The crews form up smoothly and have 
their gear stowed within ten minutes.  Iron Jennies 
are fired up, cooling flow checked, dock lines are re-
moved and anchors are stored as each craft pulls 
smoothly away from the pier.  They set sails once in 
the bay and make their way due south towards Italy.  
They pass Pescara by nightfall.   

Aboard Chloe, Adriatic Sea-42.580441, 14.862954   

Mark broadcasts on the secured fleet net, “We have 
Satellite telemetry coming in on a private yacht that 
has been setting with main propulsion engines 
idling in Split, since the abduction.  It is now under-
way with course set south.  We are being guided to a 
rendezvous point at the mouth of the Adriatic Sea 
before entering the Ionian Sea.  This is going to be a 
quiet interdiction at night.  More details to follow.”  
Jeb notices Mark unpacking a SCUBA rebreather in 
the saloon.  “So how do you see this shaping up?”  
Jeb asks Mark.  “We have a narrow widow to inspect 
the suspect vessel and make a decision.  Our yachts 
will be less a threat if we make a single pass at night 
and observe the vessel with FLIR.  If we get any in-
dicators that our abductees are onboard, we will ap-
proach with SCUBA making this a real precision un-
derwater adventure.  Matt, Tim, Sgt. Rok and I will 
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comprise the underwater reception committee.  Be-
fore you ask, Tim and Rok have been through ad-
vanced combat dive training so we should be ‘good 
to go’.  We also brought SubGravity DPVs (Diver 
Propulsion Vehicles) in our kit.”  The DPV is a small 
electric driven underwater hand-held scooter.   

Wind power can be fickle but the second day ad-
vances strongly with the sailing fleet making 12 
knots from the steady 18-Kt Bora winds.  They de-
cided to sail close to Italy to ride the currents that 
flow counterclockwise in the Adriatic.  The target, a 
30-m long motor-yacht is not so fortunate, barely 
making 7-Kts fighting the slight current on the Cro-
atian side of the sea.  Tension builds among the 
crew, like a cat ready to pounce on a mouse, as the 
third night approaches.  The divers and their gear 
are assembled on Serena.  The dive team has a much 
better chance to reach their target and exit the water 
together if they enter the water together at one loca-
tion.   

Aboard Chloe, Adriatic Sea- 40.610295, 18.658000   

 “We have the target painted by FLIR from both 
Irene and Chloe.” Sam relays to Jeb.  “What’s our 
distance to target?”  Jeb asks.  “We are leading by 
three Nautical Miles.”  She responds on the comm 
link.  “We just got a green light from SOCOM to 
make interdiction.  It’s up to you Jeb.”  Mark radios 
via secure link.  “Operation ‘Barnacles’ is a go.  I say 
again, Operation ‘Barnacles’ is a GO.”  Jeb relays to 
the entire crew.  Without further prompting, the 
four-man team enters the water into the oncoming 
path of the target yacht.  The next thirty minutes of-
fer little information as the sailing fleet maintains a 
steady course away from the action.  “Time to ready 
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the boarding parties.”  Jeb relays to the crews of the 
three sailboats.  RIBs are readied to depart.  Ethan, 
Samo and Volk are geared up and waiting in tow be-
hind Chloe.  Žiga, Manca, Steve and Rok P. are read-
ied to launch from Irene.  Tina, Jaxon and Kasper 
are ready to launch from Serena.   

After an additional 10 minute wait, the target vessel 
comes to a complete halt.  All the deck lights are 
turned on and Sam receives an incoming message 
from Mark, “Target is secured.  Send boarding par-
ties and the Major.  Out.”  Jeb is excited, while the 
rest of the crew is not.  The Old Man grabs his hel-
met, slings his rifle and climbs into the RIB with the 
rest of the crew.  They launch, then angle back to-
ward the waiting motor yacht.  As the three Ribs ma-
neuver towards the target, the sailing crews bring 
their yachts into the wind, drop sails and form a 
floating raft.  By threat of a long swim, Jeb is the last 
to board the motor-yacht once the raiding party 
makes a thorough sweep of the interdicted vessel.   

Combat pooches hold a dozen civilians at bay on the 
aft quarterdeck under the weary eyes and unwaver-
ing firearms of Tina, Jaxon and Samo. What the 
hell.  Jeb recognizes several highly touted “news” 
personalities in the group.  Another dozen bodies 
are laid out and photographed on the fantail.  Sev-
eral prominent Jihadists are among the dead.  Matt 
and Žiga guides Jeb toward the bridge and a shock-
ing surprise.  Manca and Mark are providing first 
aid to a woman and her son on the bridge.  The 
woman is bruised, but dignified and beautiful, 
wrapped in a blanket sitting in the captain’s seat.  
Her handsome, tall, teenage son is warily taking in 
the surroundings.  “Better morning Ma’am and 
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young sir.  We will have you off this boat in just a 
few minutes.”  Jeb nods at Mark and Manca.  
Manca, Žiga and Matt escort the rescued to a wait-
ing RIB, while Mark and Jeb stay behind to confer.  
“The media topside was working with the Jihadists’ 
to abduct the Lady and her son.  They were planning 
a live ISIS show once they reached their lair in Ben-
ghazi.”   

Jeb takes in a slow controlled breath and releases it.  
“Gather as much intel as you can in the next hour to 
include recorded individual interviews with the con-
spirators.  I want this yacht remotely scuttled after 
we depart.  For those that made their beds, they will 
sleep in them tonight.”  Jeb orders his second-in-
command.  All hands swiftly carry out their orders.  
Before the sailboats get underway, a small party 
gathers on the deck of Chloe.  Mark hands Jeb a re-
mote detonator.  “May I?”  The Lady requests, with 
a gentle Slovenian accent.  Jeb quietly hands over 
the device.  The scuttle is a single punctuation end-
ing an era run amok by prima donnas and profi-
teers.   

The small fleet silently glides into the Portoroz har-
bor three days following.  The crews secure their 
craft and convoy their Jeeps back to Camp Resnik to 
a warm welcome.  Their VIPs are treated as family 
and are greeted with open arms.   

Camp Resnik, Slovenia   

Natalia shows their guests around camp to include 
the new orphanage and greenhouse.  She is very 
proud of their accomplishments and ability to help 
provide for the kids that arrive in need of shelter.  
Katja asks her mother if she can introduce the young 
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teenage boy to the other children, Cpl Whiskers and 
Mittens, then Snowball.  Permission is granted by 
both mothers and the teenagers depart to explore 
the camp.  “So what’s your name?”  Abigail asks the 
young man as he pets both cats curled in his lap.  
“You can call him Ben, short for Benjamin,” Kat says 
quickly with a smile.  “Ok, Ben, what brings you vis-
iting?”  Ben calmly replies, “My mother and I were 
attending several funerals of her oldest friends...”  
“We all have lost loved ones,” Kat says gently de-
flecting the direction of the conversation.  “We have 
a bunch of new friends and family now.”  Kat picks 
up the slumbering cats, one at a time, off Ben’s lap 
and places them on a blanket at the end of the couch.  
Neither furry kid utters more than a sigh at their dis-
placement.  “Now let’s go see Snowball!”  Kat cheer-
fully orders the small group.  Kasper and Volk follow 
the young people as their official escorts and guards.   

Natalia and Urska bring their guest to the farm-
house kitchen.  “If you don’t mind, we will call you 
Mojca,” Urska says.  “Mojca is beautiful name, one 
of my favorite Slovenian names, and is good match 
for you.”  Mojca nods with a graceful acceptance and 
responds, “You are very kind to my son and me “   

The women begin chatting like old friends.  Natalia 
and Urska start prepping lunch and Mojca quietly 
joins in.  Oncoming and off-going shifts move 
through the kitchen to collect fresh sandwiches and 
share moments of conversation with the three ring-
leaders.   

Jeb, Mark, Matt, Rok and Tim begin their video con-
ference with MG Moore and CGS Resnik.  “We will 
arrange transport back stateside for your guests in 
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two days.  Are security arrangements in Camp ac-
ceptable?”  General Moore begins.  “Quite adequate.  
The local citizens in Vrhnika have formed close 
bonds with your personnel and will not permit any 
press near the town.”  General Resnik states.  “We 
have uplinked all the Intel we collected via secure 
comms, along with the confessions we received from 
the conspirators.”  Mark states.  “We have a team of 
analysts sifting through your data now and justice 
will be served swiftly and on ice.” MG Moore says 
with certainty.  He follows with, “Thank you for such 
a quick response and flawless interdiction.  Looks 
like the Army SF can keep up with the SEALs in their 
own environs.”  General Moore says with a proud 
chuckle.  That lively accusation consumes the rest of 
the meeting with humorous barbs and retorts from 
all the participants.   
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Chapter 18 – Zima (Winter)   

Portoroz, Slovenia   

Late November, Mark, Matt, Irena and Cathy are at 
the marina preparing the fleet for the hard.  Jeb has 
decided to pull the boats for the next several months 
to make minor repairs and avoid a colder than ex-
pected winter.  Currently the water temperature is a 
chilling 7.2° C (45° F).  One way to prevent global 
warming is to see half of humanity stop consuming 
fossil fuel.  Not.  They start by removing all the sails 
from the yachts and have them carted off to the local 
sail shop for inspection and repair.  They power 
wash each hull as it is removed by the lift and then 
replace zinc anodes and inspect the various thru-
hull fittings for sustained operability.  All three 
boats are placed side-by-side on their own metal 
boat-stands with keels resting on boards carefully 
placed underneath them.  Each marina usually has 
a hard-packed gravel yard to dry-store boats on.   

Each sailboat system is carefully reviewed and elec-
trical diagnostics are run.  More sailboats catch fire 
by faulty wiring than any other cause.  Most metals 
corrode when exposed to saltwater including 
tinned-copper marine wiring.  Special wiring is used 
in marine applications to delay but not fully prevent 
this deterioration.  Stainless steel also corrodes but 
at a slower rate than the standard Chrome-Molyb-
denum steel.  Corrosion is a sailor’s constant enemy.  
They next drain the the freshwater tanks, holding 
tanks and engine cooling heat exchangers filling the 
lines with an anti-freeze solution.  Water expands 
when it turns into ice.  That is why ice-cubes float.  
If water expands inside metal or plastic pipes, they 
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will will crack or rupture.   Not the greatest way to 
treat expensive equipment that your life may de-
pend upon.   

Soča Valley, Slovenia   

Heavy flakes of snow are falling, blanketing the air. 
The small five-person, one-combat pooch team is 
snowshoeing across the valley on a recon patrol near 
Vrsno.  They spot fresh Thunker tracks heading 
back towards their base camp on the east ridge of 
the valley.  Ethan radios back to Jeb, “Have you seen 
any activity?”  “Wait one,”   Manca relays back.  They 
hear several long volleys of suppressed rifle fire, 
then intermittent single shots, followed by an eerie 
silence.  Ethan, Žiga, Jaxon, Tina, Samo and Kasper 
pick up their pace through the one-meter layer of 
fresh snow on the closest trajectory back to their 
camp.  They open fire on several Thunkers streaking 
towards them on their flanks.  The pure white of the 
snow becomes tainted with splashes of red.  They ar-
rive at their camp within ten minutes to find a dozen 
dead Thunkers lying about the perimeter.  Volk and 
Ida are warily scanning the limited distance for any 
signs of movement.  “Manca is an exceptional shot,” 
Jeb addresses the team, “but I think our electronic 
defenses don’t work so well in this weather and the 
Thunkers are refining their attack strategy.  They 
work together like a pack of wolves now.  Time to 
pack up and return to Camp Resnick.”   

They pack up their camp within an hour, always 
maintaining a close guard and depart in their two- 
jeep convoy on the slippery, snow-clad road.  Their 
studded tires make easy work of the terrain as they 
maintain a cautious pace home.  The Slovenian win-
ter countryside would be uniquely picturesque if not 
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haunted by the specter of the soulless.  “It appears 
the Thunkers are adapting and growing more dan-
gerous.”  Žiga indicates to Jeb.  “We need to collect 
our Thunker observations and reach out to our 
neighboring countries to compare notes.”  Jeb com-
ments.  Camp Resnick has been sending out coordi-
nated patrols for the last two months to track, ob-
serve and eliminate the ever-present Thunkers.  Jeb 
is happy to be in the field again.  The weather both-
ers his old wounds but it beats washing dishes all 
day.  He is down to a combat fit 170 lbs.  Everyone 
has slimmed down and muscled up.  There is plenty 
of work to go around, and some form of activity 
keeps all-hands busy from O-dark-thirty till beyond 
drop-in-your-tracks.  Food is plentiful, healthy and 
homegrown.   

Camp Resnick, Slovenia   

Whiskers stops cleaning his paw while sitting in the 
kitchen window as he spots the jeeps pulling into the 
snow-laden courtyard.  Natalia locks onto the feline 
trespasser like a cruise missile and chases the cat 
out of the kitchen with a vengeance.  She spots the 
jeeps and heads to the front door, grabbing a jacket 
on the way.  She steps into her wellingtons, wraps a 
scarf around her neck and steps outside to greet the 
returning group.  A cold winter blast grips her.  Her 
husband is just climbing out of the passenger’s side 
of the lead vehicle.  Volk clambers through the front-
seat console and bounds toward her with a woof and 
a grin.  Natalia points at the puppy and says “Ne!” 
with a commanding voice.  Volk slows down and ap-
proaches more respectfully.  He reaches out and 
licks her hand once.  He is rewarded with a head pat 
and ear rub.  Jeb approaches her, reaches out and 
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carefully gives her a hug and kiss.  “Make sure you 
don’t track mud into the house.”  Natalia warns the 
crew.  The team empties the vehicles and totes their 
equipment to the farmhouse and then Ethan and 
Samo drive the vehicles to the refueling tank to top 
them off and return them to the motorpool.   

Steve is standing on the hillside next to the farm sur-
rounded by kids on skis.  “Ok guys, let me fire the 
engine up and we will see how this new lift works.”  
Steve fires the muffled engine up and disengages the 
clutch to allow the lift to start rotating.  Steve and 
Rylie have been teaching the kids how to ski.  To re-
duce the time climbing up the hillside to start their 
next run, Steve has rigged a hand tow system to drag 
the children up the slope when they grab ahold of a 
rope that is continually moving in a large loop pro-
pelled by a small gas engine connected to a drive 
pulley with tensioner.  “Don’t forget to let go of the 
rope before you reach the high-side pulley,” he 
warns the kids.  He demonstrates the lift by catching 
a tow up to the top of the hill and then skiing back 
down to the group.  Nicole is the next to go.  Each 
teenager shepherds a smaller kid up the slope on the 
lift and everyone enjoys the energy saving device.  
Anže, Alenka and Rok-P are standing watch over the 
group as they enjoy the fresh snow.   

Later in the evening, Manca, Alenka and Sam chair 
a meeting in the farmhouse kitchen.  “Since we can’t 
get a physical meeting together to share Thunker 
notes, we decided to start a collaboration website.  
We will host the website with dedicated servers in 
Ljubljana.  Tim, Steve, Jaxon, Ethan and Alenka 
have already set up the services and have sent out 
invitations to delegates around the world.”  Sam 
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says to kick off the meeting.  “When will we start col-
lecting data?”  Mark asks.  Alenka answers, “We 
started collecting test data last week.  So far, we have 
357 participants representing 78 out of 196 coun-
tries around the globe.  All six continents are repre-
sented and contributing heavily.  We provide our 
own file storage, IM (Instant Messaging), telecon-
ferencing and video share.  Our storage is at 10% ca-
pacity now with 100 Terabytes worth of data col-
lected.”  Elena asks, “How can we make sense of all 
the data collected?”  Matt responds, “We can’t re-
view everything in person so the system was built 
around a data base management system that among 
other things sorts information and has begun mon-
itoring trends in reporting.”  Jeb asks a simple ques-
tion, “What have we learned so far?”   

The group sits silently for a minute, reorganizing 
their thoughts.  “Thunkers are more adaptive than 
we originally anticipated,” Jaxon answers.  “We 
have noticed their change in cooperative ‘hunting 
patterns’ here over the last month since colder 
weather has set in across the Northern Continents.  
This ‘development’ theme is being repeated around 
the world from the initial information analyzed.”  
Mark interjects, “This should be no surprise folks.  
Human physiology is adaptive.  Even though the 
Thunkers are ‘soulless’ these husks can still adapt to 
their climate to survive.  We see signs that they now 
forage for non-toxic plants, vegetables and roots.  
They also started pack hunting for meat.  They just 
don’t care what kind of meat.”  A slight shudder 
crosses the group with those words uttered.   

The month of December has given birth too many 
new activities.  A knitting circle has taken root in the 
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farmhouse.  Everyone is encouraged to participate.  
Wool is gathered and disseminated to all the active 
participants.  Nicole organizes the group with Sofija, 
Irena and Rosa training the recruits.  Matt is the 
quickest knitter.  They produce sweaters, scarves, 
hats and socks for everyone in the camp.  Colors are 
limited to earth tones and a dark navy blue.    Cpl 
Mittens and Whiskers are perpetual distractions 
and are finally banned from the circle but find new 
distractions following the children around.   

Christmas is rapidly approaching.  With the abun-
dance of constant work at hand, the Crew still finds 
time to prepare for their first important holiday to-
gether.  School lets out a week early.  A wary but 
building festive spirit engulfs the camp and sur-
rounding city.  The children at Camp Resnik craft 
Christmas tree decorations.  Tim and Sgt. Rok locate 
the perfect tree.  Not a mighty tree, standing at a 
mere three meters height.  They carefully timber the 
symmetric tree, transport it to the orphanage and 
place it in the center of the dining area.  Once deco-
rated, everyone agrees that it is “awesome”.  “Awe-
some” is an overused English adjective that most 
Europeans find irritating but funny because some 
Americans use it in every other sentence as if they 
had only one adjective in their inventory.   

A hearty breakfast greets everyone on the morning 
of Christmas Day.  It’s not easy to assemble a meal 
for 57 people but with lots of teamwork everyone 
gets a hearty meal in the main farmhouse through-
out the early morning.  Dishes are cleaned and prep-
arations get underway for an early evening dinner.  
Matt and Žiga procure a large wild boar that they 
have been smoking in a pit for the last several days.  
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Gifts are delivered to the kids by Saint Nicolaus 
throughout the early morning hours.  Everyone gets 
his or her own wool sweater, hat and scarf.  Books 
are also part of the delivery.  Santa is in great shape 
to keep up with the deliveries because everyone has 
been good this year.  Even with a live but struggling 
internet and plenty of connected devices, books are 
still treasured for the knowledge they contain.  
Mihail pulls off a spectacular hit by employing a 
horse-drawn sleigh to shuttle groups of kids on their 
first snowbound adventure.  Though they are not 
surrounded by gizmos and gadgets to entertain 
them for a few brief hours, everyone is happily oc-
cupied by a very large but close family.  Children are 
guided to bed after a day of positive memories.   

Night descends with a white blanket of snow reflect-
ing ambient moonlight through the windows.  The 
adults settle into the large farmhouse kitchen and 
dining area.  Jeb has a very smooth double whiskey 
that he is nursing next to a large wood fire in the 
unique Slovenian fireplace.  Natalia is curled up 
next to him. Cpl Whiskers and Mittens are piled in 
his lap.  Volk is resting his head on Jeb’s feet.  His 
heart is lifted.  He is surrounded by his kids, broth-
ers and sisters.  The crew has been through enough 
adventure to last any normal lifetime.  He knows 
there will be much more to come in the next few 
years.  The Bora winds keep the crew land-locked 
through the winter in the Adriatic Sea.  He is glad to 
have finally experienced Natalia’s native land with 
her.  A beautiful and charming people in one of the 
most spectacular places on earth.  A blast of cold air 
reaches the group as the front door is opened and 
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quickly closed.  “Jeb?”  Sam inquires.  Jeb acknowl-
edges her with a “Yes?”  “SOCOM has just sent you 
an urgent message.  We have a new WarnOrd…”   

And on that note, the crew intrinsically understands 
there are more adventures to follow. 


