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    "I have not yet begun to fight."
  
 
    ― John Paul Jones 
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    Previously – in Bug Out! Texas Book 11 
 
    The DPS Patrol Boaters were on the armed barge in the gulf, guarding the entrance to the waters around Galveston. Intelligence told them small enemy boats were rushing towards populated parts of the gulf coast with nuclear devices. EU Destroyers fired on the barge, everybody but Juan Carlos and Brendan having to abandon ship. The US Navy arrived to destroy the EU ships, and none of the small boats with nuclear weapons got through. The team made repairs to the barge, enough to get it back to dock. Contractors arrived to get the barge back into working order, and the team got hotel rooms in town. The US Navy left the gulf the next morning, racing to the mid-Atlantic and New England ports to stop an invasion of EU Navy ships. Many small enemy ships remained near the gulf, sitting in the Caribbean, biding their time.  
 
      
 
    In Dallas, the battle raged, the enemy frantic knowing they were visible via the RFID apps. They fortified their positions, while repeatedly attacking patriot bases and field hospitals using lead shielded vans to hide their movements. Kitten continued working in the field hospital, which was running short of doctors. Chance contacted her, telling her the Fort Stockton team would be in Dallas shortly. 
 
    The leadership bunkers in Austin were attacked by small vans carrying commando troops and explosives. They were not successful in taking out the leadership, but communications at Wallis and Gallagher’s bunker was knocked out. Nelson’s team feared the worst, but the rescue team saw that the cell antenna was destroyed during the explosion. They worked frantically to repair it while fighting off snipers. Wallis and Gallagher were found safe in their bunker. 
 
    The Fort Stockton Group was heading to Dallas, a massive number of citizen recruits joining them along the way. They were attacked by a huge enemy force west of Dallas on I-20, and defeated them with help from the M-1 tanks and the multitude of new recruits from the east. The group made it to their new base in Bonton. Their numbers swelled  as more citizen recruits arrived. 
 
    Contractors working on the DPS barge said it was damaged by depleted uranium rounds, which the EU Navy has. They called in contractors to clean the radioactive contamination. The cleanup contractors arrived and made everybody leave the boat. This team of contractors were enemy plants, and they packed the barge full of explosives, but Richardson got wise. When the contractors realized this, a battle ensued, and all the dirty contractors except the leader were killed. The leader escaped in the DPS patrol boat, setting off the explosives with remote control. The blast injured Lita, and she was taken to the hospital. Her situation wasn’t life-threatening, and she recovered. The doctor told Richardson that Lita was pregnant, and that he should break it to her gently. 
 
    General Hogan told Governor Nelson about a new RFID history program that was developed by one of Ivan’s people in California. They offered to share it with their Texas allies. The new program took snapshots every few minutes of where the RFID chips are for a selected area, with detailed counts, using it to populate a reporting display. It was useful to track motion, but the most important benefit was its ability to highlight when RFID chips disappeared, giving the patriots warning when the enemy was loading fighters into shielded vehicles. The program was given to the Fort Stockton Group, and used by the Leadership team as well. 
 
    The history program was useful right away, showing the small numbers of Islamists who were disappearing from their base and re-appearing at the field hospitals and forward command posts in Dallas. Don and Sydney monitored it and noticed several groups of five-hundred enemy RFID chips disappearing. Their first thought was that the enemy would attack the Bonton base, so they warned Jason, who had a conference call with the leadership team. A drone was provided to look for the shielded trucks. Don’s team used it to find where the trucks were parked, waiting to take off with their deadly payload of enemy fighters. A few thousand more RFID chips disappeared at another location in Dallas, which the drone was also able to see. When the trucks finally got on the move, it became clear that most were going to the command post and field hospital in central Dallas, not Bonton. That area had a lot of civilian fighters and some SWAT teams, but not enough forces to hold off what was coming. The Fort Stockton leadership sent a team, led by Chance, who was worried about Kitten. Don’s team told the citizen recruits about the trucks, and they went into action, engaging them before they could get to their target, stopping some but not all. A huge battle started in central Dallas, Chance and his team getting there just in time. The patriots won the battle, but Don called, letting them know that a larger set of trucks was lining up to reload, and RFID chips were disappearing again.  
 
    Chance, Francis, Dirk, and Cindy realized they’d have to get the hospital indoors in a hurry. The SWAT Team leader told them of a high-rise building nearby that would work, but it had been occupied by the enemy before the citizens chased them out. He warned about booby traps, which they’d found in other buildings occupied by the enemy. The team rushed to the high-rise and found a booby trap there. Francis figured out how to disable it, allowing the hospital to move in the nick of time. 
 
    The next group of enemy fighters in shielded trucks arrived, and a battle started. National Guard men had been busy before the battle, setting up mini-guns on the roofs, covering several of the critical streets in the area. They made a big difference when the enemy attacked, holding them at bay until the rest of the fighters from the Fort Stockton Group arrived. During the battle, Chance and the others lost contact with the Bonton base. They rushed back there to help. 
 
    At the base, Don and Sydney’s team saw that a group of enemy fighters were loading up, heading for them. Then their cellphone service stopped, cutting them off from the internet, which shut everything down except the peer-to-peer short-range app. The group prepared for battle, passing the word manually since text messaging was down. The enemy attacked, but superior numbers plus the short-range app gave the Fort Stockton team a huge advantage. While the battle was raging, Curt and Amanda looked for the cell tower and found it attached to the high-tension wire towers that ran along the back of their base. Curt checked it out, finding that the power wire had been damaged. He fixed it, and the base was back online.  
 
    The Texas Leadership Team was told divers found nuclear devices where the small enemy boats were sunk at various harbor entry points along the gulf coast, in both Texas and Louisiana. They rushed more patrol boats to the Texas harbors, and asked Richardson’s team to go on patrol the next morning, the main objective being to guard the harbor opening against small craft, since Houston was close to that waterway. Some fishing boats had been stolen from east of Texas on the gulf coast, and it was feared that they might be used to run nukes into the harbors. The patrol was uneventful at first, but then they noticed people on Bolivar Peninsula, which was a restricted area. Richardson used the PA system to talk to them. The people took cover and opened fire on the patrol boat. The patrol boat returned fire, killing them all. Richardson conferred with Wallis, who promised to send a commando team to Bolivar Peninsula. Things were quiet for a short time, and then more people on the bank arrived and opened fire on the Patrol Boat, forcing them back further in the inlet. Five Grady White fishing boats appeared, heading into the harbor at full speed. Richardson’s boat engaged them, but was at a disadvantage because the fishing boats were faster. Even with that, the patrol boat sank three of them. One of the surviving boats got past the patrol boat, the other one right behind them, trying for a clear shot to end the pursuit. They wounded Juan Carlos. Richardson took over the helm and chased the boat, which was heading for Houston, Brendan trying to take out the boat following them. Then Richardson was hit and dropped to the deck, still steering the boat as best he could on his knees, the enemy boat pulling away as Brendan continued to fire at the boat behind them. 
 
    The Fort Stockton group attacked the enemy stronghold around the Dallas Fairgrounds with two teams, one led by Kelly and Junior, the other by Jason, Kyle, Eric, and Curt. The first part of the operation went well, with the teams taking out one building after another, using the apps as their guides, facing fierce resistance but winning with superior numbers, weapons, and tactics. The two teams linked up in front of the entrance to the Fairgrounds, and attacked the last two large buildings showing enemy RFID hits. They found that there were no live enemy fighters in these buildings – only enemy bodies. They destroyed the buildings to keep them from being used by the enemy, who were rapidly approaching on foot. One of the buildings was booby-trapped, and when it blew up, there were many patriots too close to the blast, Kelly and Brenda among them. As the Fort Stockton team tried to pull themselves together, a multitude of enemy fighters were on the way in a dead run… 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    {1} 
 
    Fairground Lines 
 
   J unior ran towards the shattered building, searching for Kelly and Brenda, Rachel trying to catch up with him. 
 
    “Junior, they’re dead!” Rachel yelled. “There’s thousands of enemy fighters running towards us from the fairgrounds. Your people need you.” 
 
    Junior froze, turning around as she rushed to him. He was sobbing, tears dripping into his beard. 
 
    “My God, I can’t take this,” Junior cried. 
 
    “Stop it!” Rachel shouted. “Pull yourself together right now. You’ve got a child and a country to think about.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, the look of resolve flashing over his face. “You’re right. I’m gonna go kill me some heathens.” He turned to rush away, but she grabbed his arm, stopping him.  
 
    “Honey, you’re going to fight smart, and I’ll be with you every step of the way, so if you give it all up in sorrow, you’re taking me with you. Understand?” 
 
    He looked at her silently, then nodded yes. “I know what to do. We’ll live to fight another day. I promise.” 
 
    “That’s the man I love,” Rachel said. They ran back to their off-roader and got in. “I’ll reload the grenade launcher.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll reload the machine gun.” He grabbed a fresh belt and fed it into the M60, then handed it back to Rachel as she finished with the grenade launcher. 
 
    “Done,” she said. 
 
    Junior nodded. “Hold on.” He started the engine and drove over to where Jason, Curt, Eric, and the others were. 
 
    “Kelly?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Gone,” Rachel said softly. “Brenda too.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Jason said, trying hard not to break down. 
 
    “Later, bro,” Eric said. “They’re only three hundred yards from us now, and coming fast. We’ll grieve later.” 
 
    “Let them come out here,” Jason said, eyeing Eric and then the others. “They want to draw us into a trap, and they don’t have anything set up out here. Let’s bring up the rest of the citizens. We need to prevent them from escaping. Where are the rest of the off-roaders?” 
 
    “The batch that was with us is reloading,” Curt said, nodding to the right. “Don’t know about the folks who were with Junior’s team.” 
 
    “They’re coming,” Junior said. “Same thing, they’re reloading. Rachel and I just did that too. Are all of you ready to fight?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Curt said. “This is for Kelly and Brenda.” He let out a war cry, Amanda looking at him, the goosebumps visible on her arms. 
 
    “That’s right, let’s get our blood up!” shouted Kyle. The core group let out a roar, and then the multitude behind them gave a thunderous reply, startling Rachel, who turned and looked. 
 
    “My God, there’s thousands and thousands of people behind us,” she whispered to Junior. He nodded, his eyes sad but full of grim purpose. 
 
    Everybody got back into their vehicles or took up positions behind cover, waiting for the enemy line to show up, many of the team watching their apps, refreshing them every few seconds. 
 
    “Two hundred fifty yards,” somebody yelled. 
 
    Curt was watching his phone as Amanda checked her weapon. “Hey, we’ve got some of the enemy fighters fleeing to the northeast.” 
 
     “They know we’re gonna beat them,” Amanda said. “We got anybody back there?” 
 
    “Yeah, lots of citizens coming in from that direction,” he said. “Down East Grand and Barry Avenue. They were supposed to flood Haskell to keep the enemy from escaping when we hit them from 2nd Avenue. I’m gonna send out a broadcast text on this.” 
 
    “Two hundred yards!” somebody shouted. 
 
    “Is that shouting a good idea?” Amanda asked. “Makes it sound like we can see the enemy’s every move.” 
 
    “They already know we can see them,” Curt said as he finished sending the text. “If they didn’t, we wouldn’t see lead-lined trucks.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, you’re right.” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty yards. Get ready!”  
 
    There was a murmur rising from the patriots, and the sound of magazines being removed and replaced. 
 
    “Come to papa,” Curt muttered, starting the engine on his off-roader. Others started their engines all around him, and he could hear the pounding of footsteps coming from the fairgrounds. 
 
    “No vehicles,” Amanda said. 
 
    “What?” Curt asked. 
 
    “The enemy doesn’t have vehicles. Why not?” 
 
    “We may see some yet,” he said. “You know this enemy. They’re full of surprises. We usually win, but it’s never easy, and it never goes exactly as expected.” 
 
    “That’s already happened today.” 
 
    Curt fought back tears, memories of Kelly and Brenda racing into his head. His grip tightened on the off-roader’s wheel. 
 
    “Fifty yards and running!” 
 
    A roar went up from the ranks of the patriots, and thousands of people fired, the noise rocking the area like thunder. The enemy opened fire at their positions as they rushed forward, trying to cross 2nd Avenue, finding themselves in a hail of patriot bullets. Most of the first wave were cut down by the lines of citizens before they could find cover. Some citizens were hit, others rushing in to shore up the lines, the gunfire going at a fever pitch. 
 
    Curt and Amanda fired their weapons into the running mass of enemy fighters, grenades blowing them up ten or twelve at a time, the other off-roaders and armed vehicles joining in from behind 2nd Avenue. 
 
    “The first wave didn’t go so well for them,” Amanda said as the gunfire slowed, bodies littering both sides of 2nd Avenue. 
 
    “Went well enough for us,” Curt said, turning to look at his grenade launcher. 
 
    Amanda touched his shoulder. “You’ve got three quarters of your grenade belt left, honey.” 
 
    “Good. That second wave will be coming any second.” Gunfire started up again, this time from further back in the Fairgrounds. “Speak of the devil. They’re trying to lure us back there.” 
 
    “Yeah, and don’t fall for it,” Amanda said. “Just checked the apps. They’ve got thousands of fighters just the other side of 1st Avenue, from Pennsylvania Avenue all the way to Parry Avenue.” 
 
    “Hey, guys, hear me?” Junior asked over the conference call line. 
 
    “Finally somebody remembered these Bluetooth headsets,” Amanda said. “What’s up, Junior?” 
 
    “See the enemy on the other side of 1st Avenue?” 
 
    “Yeah, pencil neck, but we aren’t going in there, remember? We lure them out here.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Jason said. “We’ll go in there eventually, but not while they’ve got so many fighters there waiting for us.” 
 
    “Here comes that second wave, folks,” Kyle said. “That’ll take their numbers down a peg.” 
 
    “We’ve still got a lot of enemy fighters rushing towards our forces along Haskell,” Curt said. “They’re ready. What about air support?” 
 
    “There’s choppers nearby,” Jason said, “but we aren’t going to use them unless we get into trouble. They’ll cause too much collateral damage.” 
 
    “We should just napalm the whole damn fairgrounds,” Junior said. 
 
    “That was discussed,” Jason said. “Nelson’s team thinks they’re holding hostages.” 
 
    “They’ll kill them when they start losing, if they haven’t already,” Junior said. 
 
    “You might be right, but we can’t take the chance… unless our main group is threatened with defeat, and I don’t see that happening.” 
 
    “Third wave on the way,” Eric said. Gunfire ramped up again, the push coming north of them this time, most of the enemy fighters trying to cross 2nd Avenue between Grand and Parry. 
 
    “We got enough people over there?” Curt asked. 
 
    Patriot gunfire started up, along with tribal war whoops. 
 
    Junior cheered. “Stanton’s group. Sounds like they’re having a great time.” 
 
    “Boy, that scared the crap out of the enemy,” Eric said. “About half of them turned tail and ran back over 1st Avenue.” 
 
    “Hey, man, they’re not stopping there,” Junior said. “Some of them are past the Cotton Bowl now. Stanton spooked them good.” 
 
    “They’re trying to lure Stanton’s warriors in,” Jason said, sending them a quick text, telling them not to take the bait. 
 
    “Here comes another wave by us,” Eric said. “Get ready.” 
 
    Suddenly there was an explosion, hitting between 2nd Avenue and Highway 352. 
 
    “Shit, mortars,” Curt said. 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it came from the Midway area, just right of the Ferris Wheel,” Jason said. “Didn’t hit anybody. Just landed on the parking lot for the Texas Discovery Gardens.” 
 
    Another mortar round blew up. 
 
    “They aren’t very good,” Curt said. “Same place as the first one.” 
 
    “They don’t have anybody close enough to spot for them,” Junior said. “If they get somebody placed, they’ll kill some of us. We need to do something. Should we use our own mortars?” 
 
    “No,” Jason said. 
 
    “Hey, the enemy has left the area before the midway empty now,” Curt said. “See that? Most of the enemy fighters are heading for the area behind the Cotton Bowl.” 
 
    “Was wondering what happened to the next wave,” Junior said. “We need to go in there and nail that mortar team.” 
 
    “I agree,” Eric said. “Let’s take our vehicles in there. Lots of cover here and there, and we can see that the enemy aren’t occupying the covered areas.” 
 
    “Assuming they’re all Islamists with RFID,” Jason said. 
 
    “Most of them are, from what we can tell,” Curt said, “and thanks to the history program, we’d know if there were a bunch of folks shielded from view.” 
 
    “Hey, guys, Chance here. We’re watching the drone video. I can see where the mortar team is. They’re in disarray. Most of them want to flee with the rest of the cretins. Oh, and by the way, I give the fleeing fighters about three minutes before they run right into that large group of citizens on Haskell.” 
 
    “We’d better go destroy their mortars before they turn around and run back this way,” Amanda said.  
 
      “She’s right, man,” Junior said. 
 
    “Listen,” Chance said. “Go between the Band Shell and the Discovery Gardens. Make a right on the access road before the Ferris wheel, and then a left into the Midway. They’re smack-dab in the middle of that area.” 
 
    “Jason?” Junior asked. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do it. Only small off-roaders, though. I don’t want bigger vehicles getting stuck back there. That means you, Eric.” 
 
    “Dammit, Curt and Junior get all the fun,” Eric quipped. 
 
    “Here we go!” Curt said, driving the off-roader to the right, then into the wooded section of Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard, between the Fairground Band Shell and the Texas Discovery Gardens, Junior and Rachel behind them, several dozen more off-roaders racing to catch up. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {2} 
 
    Dockside Pick-Up 
 
   T he DPS Patrol boat was in trouble. Juan Carlos was down, unconscious, bleeding from his side. Richardson was hit, down on his knees, trying to steer the boat as they chased the Grady White Sport fisher that had gotten past them. Brendan was manning his gun, trying to nail the boat that was chasing them before they could shoot Richardson again. 
 
    “I’m gonna nail you assholes!” Brendan shouted, firing a barrage of grenades at the pursuing boat, which was getting closer, the man in the bow trying to get a bead on Richardson. “Dammit. Missed. They’re moving around so much.” 
 
    “Let them get closer,” Richardson yelled.  
 
    “They’ll hit you, man.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that. Do your job.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brendan said, waiting, firing the microgun at the front of the boat, making holes but not hitting anyone. “I don’t like these new guns.” 
 
    “Keep on them,” Richardson shouted, steering the boat with his left hand, the other bloodied and hanging. 
 
    “Here they come!” Brendan shouted, the Grady White only thirty yards behind them. He fired several grenades again, this time hitting with two, the boat blowing up behind them. “Score!” 
 
    Richardson didn’t answer. Brendan rushed up to the bridge. “Boss!” Richardson looked at him with dull eyes, almost ready to pass out. Brendan moved him out of the way and took over the helm, getting the grenade launcher ready. The patrol boat was already going full bore, but the Grady White was pulling away, nearly fifty yards in front of them now. 
 
    “Just like the SMAW,” Brendan said, aiming high and firing grenade after grenade at the fleeing boat, all of them falling short. He raised the trajectory and fired another volley, his blood up. He could feel the gun now, like he could with the SMAW, using that to aim, firing several more rounds. One landed in the stern, blowing a chunk out of the side, slowing the boat, a man in the back hit. The man in the passenger seat turned, firing an AK-47 at the Patrol boat which was gaining now, the bullets bouncing off the front of the pilot station. 
 
    “You guys are history!” Brendan shouted, shooting by feel again, landing four grenades on the boat, all of them blowing up, pieces of the craft flying into the air. Brendan watched the boat sink in seconds, then raced back to the dock, eyeing his friends bleeding on the deck, not slowing as he got into the inner harbor, his wake slapping against the breakwater. Lee was waiting for him, his lanky form visible from several hundred yards out. Brendan slowed the boat, slamming it into reverse as he got close, Lee reaching down to grab the side. 
 
    “I called for paramedics already,” Lee said. “I could see what happened from here. How bad are they hit?” 
 
    “Both lost a lot of blood,” Brendan said, eyes full of worry. “I can’t tell how badly they’re hurt. I think Richardson is only hit in the arm, but Juan Carlos took a hit to the torso. He’s been out for nearly five minutes.” 
 
    Lee tied the boat to the dock and jumped in as Brendan checked Juan Carlos for a pulse. 
 
    “Is he alive?” Lee asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s still got a pulse. I’ll check Richardson.” 
 
    “He’s alive, I can see him breathing.” 
 
    They heard sirens approaching, and several emergency vehicles flew through the gate, speeding down to the dock. 
 
    Lee and Brendan got out of the boat, watching as the paramedics carefully moved Juan Carlos and Brendan onto the gurneys they’d brought over. 
 
    “How bad?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “The older guy will probably make it,” one of them said. “Not so sure about the younger guy. He’s shot in a worse place.” 
 
    “Where are you taking them?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Only one place here,” Lee said. “Same one they took Lita to.” 
 
    “Mainland Medical,” the paramedic said. 
 
    “Okay, thanks.”  
 
    Brendan and Lee watched as the paramedics loaded their friends and left. 
 
    “You need to use our bus again?” Lee asked. 
 
    “No thanks, we got a rental van. I’d better call Hannah and let her know what happened. Thanks so much for your help.” 
 
    “No problem. I hope they both survive.” 
 
    Brendan shook Lee’s hand and walked to the mini-van, the tears hitting him hard as he opened the door. He got out his phone and hit Hannah’s contact. 
 
    “Brendan?” she asked. 
 
    “Juan Carlos,” he said, breaking into sobs. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Both shot. Richardson and Juan Carlos. They’re on the way to the hospital now.” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the others. Can you drive? You sound bad.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll pull myself together in a minute or two. I’ll come to the hotel first.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Hannah said. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, honey. See you soon.” He ended the call and drove away. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {3} 
 
    Ferris Wheel  
 
   C hance sat in front of two PC monitors in the intelligence room, one showing drone video of the battle at the Dallas Fairgrounds, the other showing the detailed long-range app, doing an auto-refresh every few seconds. He was wearing a Bluetooth headset. Francis was on his right, Dirk on his left, both with the same setup. 
 
    “This makes me nervous as hell,” Chance said, watching as Curt, Junior, and a few dozen more off-roaders sped up Martin Luther King Boulevard towards the Ferris Wheel. 
 
    “Those rigs make enough noise for the enemy to hear them coming, you know,” Francis said, the lines in his face showing concern. 
 
    “Yeah, they do,” Dirk said. “I can’t believe we lost Kelly and Brenda.” 
 
    “I can’t think about that right now,” Francis said, “and you shouldn’t either. We’ve got to stay tight.” 
 
    “They’re making the right turn,” Chance said, sweat dripping off his nose. He stretched the neck of his shirt up to wipe it. 
 
    “The enemy fighters from behind the Cotton Bowl are moving,” Dirk said. 
 
    “I see them,” Chance said. “They’re the main danger.” 
 
    Francis nodded. “True, but they won’t get there in time. Look. Curt and Junior are already in range.” 
 
    There were a few small explosions on the silent video feed as the two off-roaders got closer, and then one very large explosion, blowing the mortar rounds sky high, the surviving Islamists fleeing for their lives. 
 
    Chance unclicked the mute button on his screen. “Nice work, guys, but be aware that there are enemy fighters heading your direction now, from behind the stadium.” 
 
    “We see them, pencil neck,” Curt said. “Should we engage?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of them, man,” Dirk said. 
 
    “We know that,” Curt said. “The apps, remember?” 
 
    “I say let them get a quick look at you and then lead them back to the larger group,” Francis said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good advice,” Jason said. “We’ll be ready. Bring them to us.” 
 
    “Can’t guarantee that they’ll follow, but we’ll give it a shot,” Junior said. There was the sound of his grenade launcher firing, then he let out a war cry, Curt joining in. 
 
    “Don’t mess around with those guys,” Francis said. “There could be snipers along the top of the Cotton Bowl. They might get a good shot, and you’ve got no armor.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re turning around now,” Junior said. “I just wanted to get their attention. Wasn’t sure they saw us.” 
 
    “They’ve got some kind of surveillance,” Chance said. “They knew you were on the way. Look for video cameras on your way back.” 
 
    “Funny you should mention that,” Rachel said. “There’s one right there, on the left Ferris Wheel strut.” The sound of an M60 came over the speaker. “Scratch that, but we don’t know if they were using it or not.” 
 
    “There’s another one,” Curt said. “See it, sweetie, on that big tree, halfway down the street there?” 
 
    “I got it,” Amanda said, her gun firing, smashing the camera to bits. 
 
    “Get back here, dammit,” Jason said. 
 
    “They just made the left onto Martin Luther King,” Chance said. “They’ll be back in a second.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t have taken out those cameras,” Francis said. 
 
    “Why not, pencil neck?” 
 
    “The enemy stopped chasing you. They’re going back behind the Cotton Bowl.” 
 
    “That’s not good for them,” Dirk said. “Look, the citizens along Haskell see them. They’re on the way there.” 
 
    “We should go in from our side and start a nice crossfire,” Junior said. 
 
    “Wait a few seconds and see what happens,” Jason said. “Might be a good idea.” 
 
    “I’d be careful sending too many forces into the middle of that fairgrounds,” Francis said. “They might have the whole damn place booby trapped like the Fiesta Mart and the building that got Kelly and Brenda. Can’t see that with the apps.” 
 
    “That’s why I want them back here,” Jason said. 
 
    “I think we ought to pelt the whole damn area with mortar fire,” Curt said. “Nothing in this place is worth one more of our lives.” 
 
    “There might be hostages in there someplace,” Jason said. 
 
    “If there are, they’re dead already,” Curt said. “Let’s be real.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if they’re not?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “I agree with Curt,” Francis said. “We ought to light this place up. We know which buildings they’ve got people in. I don’t want to kill civilians, but the longer we let them occupy this area, the more people are gonna get killed. It’s just that simple.” 
 
    “I need to run that by Nelson’s team,” Jason said. 
 
    “Then do it, pencil neck,” Curt said. “We’re just about out of here. You’ll see us any second.” 
 
    “Yep, they’re in the last wooded stretch, past 1st Avenue,” Chance said. “Oh, shit, watch out. Some Islamists just got on the roof of the Texas Discovery Gardens building.” 
 
    “Where?” Jason asked. “There’s no hits there.” 
 
    “Then some of the enemy don’t have RFID,” Junior said. “Dammit, I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “I see them,” Amanda said. The sound of her machine gun came over the speaker, causing Chance to take his earpiece out for a second. 
 
    “Nailed the ones looking over the edge,” Amanda said. “We just passed 2nd Avenue.” 
 
    “I see you guys,” Jason said. “Good.” 
 
    “You try Nelson’s team yet?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Got a call in to them now,” Jason replied. “Waiting.” 
 
    “Wow,” Chance said. “The citizens are engaging the enemy fighters on the far side of the Cotton Bowl right now.” 
 
    “Dammit, we need to help them,” Curt said. 
 
    “Hey, why don’t we just go around?” Junior asked. 
 
    “Go around?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Yeah, if we can get to Washington Street, it’ll take us right to that side of the Cotton Bowl. Look at the map. 2nd Avenue curves around in that direction. Easy peasy.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Dirk said, looking at his screen. “There’s more citizens going that way too.” 
 
    “What’s to keep the enemy from running back towards 2nd Avenue and hitting our main group?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “We’re not sending everybody to the other side,” Junior said. “The off-roaders and some of the larger vehicles will be enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, I want to take the Bronco over there,” Eric said. 
 
    “Okay, do it,” Jason said. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Blast any video cameras you see, too,” Dirk said. 
 
    “You got it,” Amanda said. 
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    It’s Like Dunkirk 
 
   K ip Hendrix and Maria were sitting in the bunker’s console room, watching the drone feed of the battle at the Dallas Fairgrounds. Governor Nelson came in with Dr. Schultz and Chief Ramsey. 
 
    “Sorry that took so long,” Nelson said. 
 
    “We got more drones bought?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    Nelson sighed. “Yeah, but they’re gonna cost, and they’re not quite as advanced as the models we have.” 
 
    “With so many citizens out of work, Texas will run out of money by year end,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “It’s getting rough, but we have to concentrate on this damn war,” Nelson said. “How’s the battle going?” 
 
    “We lost Kelly and his woman,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Oh, dammit,” Nelson said. “How?” 
 
    “Booby-trapped building.” 
 
    “I hate these cretins,” Ramsey said. “That’s a bad loss. He was valuable.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nelson said. “What else?” 
 
    “The rest of the battle is going well, for the most part,” Hendrix said. “Thanks to the citizen recruits, it’s on its way to becoming another rout. The current fighting is on the north-east side of the Cotton Bowl. The problem will be rooting the surviving enemy forces out of the fairgrounds. The Fort Stockton leadership believes there might be more booby-trapped buildings in there.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just flatten the whole place?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Probably my fault,” Nelson said. “I got some intelligence saying that there might be hostages there.” 
 
    “From where?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Phone calls into our switchboard. We need more data.” 
 
    “Expand the view of the fairgrounds, so we can see what we’re up against,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Maria said, rolling her chair to the console. She adjusted the screen so it showed the entire complex. 
 
    “Damn, there’s so many buildings,” Nelson said. “So many places where the enemy might be hiding.” 
 
    “That’s not the problem,” Hendrix said. “They can’t hide. We can see the RFID, and since we have the history program, we know that there aren’t a bunch of enemy fighters using shielding to hide themselves there.” 
 
    “How sure are we of that?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Dallas was being monitored by the California team before we got the history program,” Hendrix said. “Remember? They got nailed by a group coming out of Colorado, so they expanded their range.” 
 
    “That’s right, sorry,” Ramsey said. “Jason’s probably right. There’s a huge danger of booby-traps. We need to send in every bomb squad in the damn state, but if we do they’ll be sitting ducks.” 
 
    “Yep, we’ve already seen some snipers on roofs,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “And if we send the Fort Stockton team into that area to get whatever enemy fighters are left, they might blow the place up,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Nelson sat silently for a few moments, then looked at Ramsey. “Do we know what they’d like to do?” 
 
    “Hit the area with mortars, or maybe even use airstrikes with napalm.” 
 
    “No napalm. They’d use mortars to hit buildings, to see if they blow?” 
 
    “Yeah, basically,” Ramsey said. “They’d take out any personnel they see via the apps first, of course, but that’s too much like trying to kill flies with a hammer.” 
 
    “Unless they use Willie Pete rounds,” Hendrix said, “but that’s not much different than using napalm.” 
 
    “Well, at least it wouldn’t be an airstrike,” Dr. Schultz said. 
 
    “You’re right about that, Doc,” Nelson said. “I’d choose the Willie Pete over the napalm, but let’s try to put that off for now, and give this more thought. From what I can see, the enemy isn’t going anywhere. They’re surrounded by superior forces on all sides.” 
 
    “It’s better than that,” Hendrix said. “We saw movement of enemy RFID hits from the northeast into the fairgrounds. There’s still quite a few Islamists spread around that end of Dallas, but nearly a third of them moved into the battle zone before our folks got there.” 
 
    “That’s significant. It adds some weight on the side of using mortars,” Nelson said. “Let’s get Jason on the horn and chat about it.” 
 
    The console beeped. “Sir, Gallagher and Wallis are joining,” Maria said. 
 
    “Good,” Nelson said. “I was gonna suggest talking to them about this.” 
 
    “I’ll put them on the small monitor,” Maria said. She flipped some switches, Gallagher and Wallis showing up on the screen. Neither looked happy. 
 
    “Oh crap, what happened now?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Hello to you too, Governor,” Wallis said, trying to smile. 
 
    “I can see your faces. What happened?” 
 
    “Want the good news or the bad news first?” 
 
    Nelson sighed. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Okay,” Wallis said. “The good news is that Richardson’s team stopped five boats from getting near Houston a little while ago.” 
 
    “Did they have nukes?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Unknown. We’ve got divers on the way,” Gallagher said, “but let’s get real. Why else would they try to fight their way back there?” 
 
    “All right, what’s the bad news?” 
 
    “Two of the three crew members are wounded, one critically,” Wallis said. “Richardson was hit in the arm and lost a lot of blood before he got to the hospital. He’ll probably survive, but it won’t be a walk in the park.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Juan Carlos was hit in the torso. He’s in surgery as we speak, but he’s in trouble. He might not make it.” 
 
    “Do we have anybody else guarding that entrance into the harbor?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “No, we don’t have anybody left,” Wallis said, “but on the good side, we don’t know of any immediate threats. We might have a little time to work this before we’re in danger again.” 
 
    “How about the person who’s left?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Brendan. He came out of this unharmed, and was responsible for stopping the last enemy boat, but he can’t run one of those patrol boats by himself.” 
 
    “He can train, though,” Gallagher said. 
 
    Wallis nodded. “True, he can train.” 
 
    “That isn’t good enough,” Nelson said. 
 
    “I agree, Governor,” Wallis said. “That’s why we called.” 
 
    “How many recruits do we have coming?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “To that area? Enough for three boats.” 
 
    “And how long would they take to train?” 
 
    Wallis thought for a moment. “In a pinch, we could deploy them after a couple of hours, but if a battle erupts, they won’t last long.” 
 
    Hendrix rolled his eyes. “Guys, we need to use what we’ve learned. Three patrol boats won’t do it. We need a few hundred boats down on the gulf, patrolling the entire area.” 
 
    “We don’t have a few hundred boats,” Wallis said. 
 
    “We didn’t have much of the Texas National Guard left when this mess started, either,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “I’m not getting you,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Neither am I, Kip,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Remember Dunkirk?” 
 
    Wallis’s expression froze on the screen, and then a broad smile washed over his face. “Dammit, this has been right in front of us all along. We recruit citizens and their boats to flood the area. Knowing Texans, we’ll have the area full of boats in 24 hours. We can provide guns to those who don’t have them. No problem.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Gallagher said. “If we flood the area with civilian boats, wouldn’t it be easier for the enemy to sneak some into the mix with a nuke?” 
 
    “We could set up perimeters that are well away from the populated areas,” Wallis said. “If any boat goes past them, we blast them first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might work,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “We have an alternative solution,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Remember that budget battle we had a few years ago, about those new transponders for the Air National Guard and our mechanized units of the Army National Guard?” 
 
    Gallagher laughed. “Yeah, Kip, I remember you fighting us on that.” 
 
    “Yep, I fought it, but luckily I lost,” Hendrix said. “We have a lot of those in storage, as I remember. We can hand them out to each of the volunteers. We had field sensor units for them too. Several thousand as I remember.” 
 
    Wallis was grinning. “Dammit, Kip, there you go again. I’ll find out where they are and get them moved down south, assuming they weren’t in an area that the enemy destroyed.” 
 
    “Should we contact Don and Sydney about the recruitment?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want the entire team on it until this Dallas mess is over, got it?” 
 
    “They have a big team now,” Ramsey said, “but I’ll tell Jason that.” 
 
    “All right,” Nelson said. “You guys go do your thing. Oh, and Wallis, keep me informed about the two DPS boaters, okay?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Wallis said. He and Gallagher got off the call. 
 
    “Okay, where were we?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “I’ll chat with Jason about the fairgrounds, but he might be a little busy,” Ramsey said, getting up to walk out of the room. He looked at his phone. “Hey, he’s been trying to get ahold of me. Had my phone on silent. He hit the contact, put the phone to his ear, and left the room. 
 
    Nelson rolled his chair closer to the console. “Bring up the detail app and focus on the gulf. I want to see where those enemy boats are now. The ones that we’ve been watching in the Caribbean.” 
 
    “Okay, sir,” Maria said. She brought up the detailed app and focused on the southern part of the gulf. Hendrix and Nelson let out a gasp. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Nelson said. “They’re staging in Cancun.” 
 
    “You want Wallis back on, sir?” Maria asked. 
 
    “No, let’s send him a text. Don’t want to slow him down. He’s probably already seen this.” 
 
    “Depends on how long they’ve been there,” Hendrix said. “I think he would’ve mentioned it.” 
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    Permission 
 
   T he hospital waiting room was busy, with few open seats. Lita sat next to Madison, both looking numb. Brendan and Hannah walked in. 
 
    “Any word yet?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Lita shook her head no. 
 
    “I don’t think I can live without him,” Madison said, the tears coming from her red eyes again, Lita pulling her closer. 
 
    “I know, honey. Pray.” 
 
    The door opened, Lita and Madison holding their breath. A man appeared, looking at the people in the waiting room, stopping when he saw them. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Madison asked, getting up. 
 
    “They’re both still in surgery. Lita, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Lita said. 
 
    “In my office,” he said, motioning for her to follow him. “We need to hurry.” 
 
    Lita’s heart was pounding as she stood, feeling faint, grabbing the wall to keep from falling. The man rushed over and steadied her, then helped her down the stark white hallway. 
 
    “Is he brain dead?” Lita asked as she sat down on a chair in the office. The man sat behind his desk. 
 
    “No. You’re married, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Oh God, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “We can’t repair his hand. We have two choices, and we can’t wait until he’s conscious to ask him.” 
 
    Lita looked at him, silently trembling. 
 
    “The first choice is to leave it as it is. His third and fourth fingers will still function, but they’re not much good without his thumb.” 
 
    “What’s the second choice?” 
 
    “There is a new prosthesis system available. You’ve probably heard of it. Got a lot of good publicity last year. He’s a great candidate for that. He won’t be able to play violin, but he’ll do well with most things a person does with their hand.” 
 
    “Then let’s do it,” Lita said. 
 
    “In order to use the prosthesis system, we’ll have to amputate his hand and the lower part of his forearm.” 
 
    “Oh, God, you need my permission to do that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What are the downsides? Does this put his life at risk?” 
 
    “No, but the recuperation and physical therapy will be long and rigorous.” 
 
    Lita sat for a long moment, trying to come up with a good reason why this wasn’t the right choice. She couldn’t come up with anything. “I give my permission to do the amputation.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He punched a button on his desk phone, and the speaker came on. He waited as it rang a few times.  
 
    “Yes sir,” said a voice. There was murmuring in the background. 
 
    “We have permission.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the voice said. The call ended. 
 
    “They’ll do the amputation now. After it heals, the prosthesis system will be installed.” 
 
    Lita nodded, starting to get up but feeling faint again, falling back into the chair. 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” the man said, rushing around his desk to her. “I’ll get you a sedative.” 
 
    “No, I’ll need to talk to him about this when he wakes up,” Lita said. “I want a clear head.” 
 
    “Of course,” the man said. “I’ll take you back to your friends.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lita said as he helped her up. They made their way back to the waiting room. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll be okay,” the man said to her as she sat down. When she was settled, he left the waiting room. 
 
    “Is it bad?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “They needed my permission to amputate the lower part of his right arm,” Lita said, breaking into sobs. 
 
    “Why?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Because she’s his next-of-kin,” Hannah whispered. 
 
    “No, why’d they need to amputate?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Hannah said. 
 
    “His hand is useless as it is now,” Lita said, trying to pull himself together. “There’s this new prosthesis system. It’ll give him most of his function back, but they had to get permission to do the amputation.” 
 
    “At least you know he’s going to live,” Madison said, eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    “Juan Carlos is a tough dude,” Brendan said. “Don’t count him out yet.” 
 
    Madison nodded silently. They sat in the waiting room for a while. A surgeon finally came in, looking around the area. “Who’s with Juan Carlos?” 
 
    Madison raised her hand. “He isn’t dead, is he?” 
 
    The surgeon walked over, taking her hand. “No, he’s not dead. That man is a fighter, and he’s strong. I can’t say he’s out of the woods yet, but his chances are very good. Well over 60%, I’d say.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Lita said. Brendan broke down and cried, Hannah putting her arms around him. 
 
    “Thank you,” Madison said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “When can I see him?” 
 
    “A couple hours. He won’t be awake, but you can be at his bedside.” 
 
    Madison got up and hugged the surgeon, crying now. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said as she sat back down. “Have you eaten? There’s a good cafeteria in the basement.” 
 
    “We’ll go down there in a little while,” Hannah said. 
 
    He smiled and left the waiting room. 
 
    “This could’ve been so much worse,” Hannah said. 
 
    “I know,” Madison said. 
 
    Lita nodded. “Me too. They’re going to need a lot of support from us.” 
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    Attack from the Perimeter   
 
   T he battle northeast of the Cotton Bowl was over, the enemy fighters overrun by the massive number of citizen fighters and the armed vehicles of the Fort Stockton team. 
 
    Curt and Amanda were reloading the weapons in their off-roader, which was sitting next to Junior and Rachel’s. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Junior said, staring into the fairgrounds. “There’s still nearly ten thousand hits in there, and a lot more to the east.” 
 
    “I know,” Curt said. “We’re gonna have to deal with them, too, but it’s gonna be tough. The apps are showing them in just about every building here.” 
 
    “Wonder if Jason got permission to use mortars against them?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Haven’t heard,” Junior said, his eyes full of sorrow. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Kelly,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Curt said. “I can’t believe he’s gone. Brenda too. I loved them both.” 
 
    “I wish I could shake him awake, and then chew his ass out good,” Junior said. “He knew better than to get close to that damn building.” 
 
    “Our blood was up,” Curt said. 
 
    Junior sighed. “Oh, I know. Can’t believe I won’t be able to bust up the Salt Lick with him again.” 
 
    “I thought you were banned for life,” Curt said, shooting him a wicked grin. “I damn near was.” 
 
    “Aw, hell, we’re heroes now,” Junior said. “They’d have to let us back in.” 
 
    “What’s the Salt Lick again?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “Best barbeque in the Hill Country,” Amanda said. “Daddy used to take us there, all the way from Fredericksburg.” 
 
    “What about Texas Mary’s?” Junior asked. It was too much for him, and he broke down again, Rachel trying to comfort him. 
 
    “Maybe we should talk about something else for a while,” Amanda said softly. 
 
    “Sorry,” Junior said, drying his eyes with his shirt. Their phones all dinged with a broadcast text. 
 
    “Something’s up,” Curt said, pulling out his phone. “Jason. He wants the core team back at Second Avenue for a pow wow.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Junior said. “Look, there goes Eric in that crazy Bronco of his, and Kyle in his truck.” 
 
    They fired up their engines and took off. 
 
    The entire Fort Stockton leadership team assembled, moving back from Second Avenue, to a barbeque joint on Highway 352 that had a good place to seat everybody. The owner welcomed them and brought food as they sat on long tables. 
 
    “Thanks for this, sir,” Jason said. 
 
    “Call me Chip,” said the rotund man with a shaved head and salt-and-pepper mustache. “I know who you guys are. It’s an honor to have you here.” 
 
    Jason nodded, then stood at the end of his table. “Thanks for coming, everybody.” He turned his laptop around. The screen was split. One half showed Don and Sydney with others on their team in the background, the other showing Chance, Dirk, and Francis. “We’ll have to speak up with questions for the microphone on this laptop to pick them up.” 
 
    Chip rushed out with a blue-tooth speaker in his hand, turning it on. “Here, pair with this and your laptop sound will carry a lot better.” 
 
    “Cool, that’s a Big Jambox,” Clancy said. “I used to have one. That still works? It’s at least ten years old.” 
 
    “Yep, it still works,” Chip said, helping Jason pair it. 
 
    “Say something, somebody,” Jason said, in front of the Laptop’s camera. 
 
    “Something somebody,” Chance quipped, his comment coming out loud and clear. People in the crowd chuckled. 
 
    “Hello, everybody,” Don said. 
 
    The murmurs in the room died down, everybody giving Jason their full attention. 
 
    “We know the fairgrounds is full of Islamists,” he said. “We’ve got them trapped, but that pins us down, and there are still a lot of enemy fighters to the east of here. They could start hitting the forward command base and the field hospitals again if we’re tied up here. They could even hit our base in Bonton.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Sydney said. 
 
    “Are we going in?” Stanton asked. 
 
    “We aren’t going to just flood in there,” Jason said. “It’s likely that the enemy has booby-traps all over the place. They’d love to have us come in. They’d get a good kill zone going. We aren’t gonna fall for that.” 
 
    “Well, then it’s air strikes or mortars,” White Eagle said. 
 
    “The governor doesn’t want airstrikes, and he’s still worried about the rumors of hostages in there, but after looking at the bigger picture, he’s willing to okay mortars.” 
 
    “With Willie Pete?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Maybe, depends how it goes,” Jason said. “Our force will need to guard the perimeter to make sure we don’t have a large break-out.” 
 
    “They might send some of the folks outside to attack us,” Kate said. 
 
    “They might, but we’ve got enough people here to repel them,” Kyle said. “I’m more worried about that group to the east going to Bonton.” 
 
    “Our team is mobile now, remember?” Don said. “We can split if we need to. We’ll be watching, and we have the history program, so it’ll be really hard for the enemy to sneak over here.” 
 
    “There were some snipers on the Texas Discovery Gardens building without RFID,” Junior said. “We’d better remember that.” 
 
    “Might be drivers,” Stanton said. “We messed with their supply of lead and trucks, remember?” 
 
    “What about the tanks?” Rachel asked. “They’re still sitting at Bonton, right?” 
 
    “They are,” Don said, “but we’ve still got a lot of people here. Non-combatant women and kids.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot more mortar rounds than we do ammo for those tank cannons,” Stanton said, “but they would be a good way to go into the fairgrounds if we have to.” 
 
    “Let’s try the mortars first,” Jason said. “Gallagher delivered a hundred new ones plus a lot of rounds. They’re already here. We need more trained crews, though. We don’t want the shots going wide and hitting our people.” 
 
    “How many crews do we have with experience?” Curt asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Don said. “We should send a broadcast text out to the recruits. There might be a lot of people with military experience who can help us man the mortars.” 
 
    “How many buildings do we have to hit?” Curt asked. 
 
    “I tried to count them on the GPS map,” Junior said. “Looks like about thirty, but some of them are pretty small.” 
 
    “And some of them are pretty large,” Chance said. “We’ve been looking at it in detail.” 
 
    “How many of the RFID hits inside the fairgrounds are dead?” Junior asked. “Remember those booby-trapped buildings full of bodies.” 
 
    “Not many,” Chance said. “Lots still moving around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Dirk said. “We’ve got fast PCs at our new headquarters, and they’re set to refresh every thirty seconds. Lots of movement. Most of these hits represent live fighters.” 
 
    “I’m actually glad,” Sydney said. “That means it’s less likely they’ve got everything wired to blow.” 
 
    Junior laughed. “You think they care about getting their own killed? They think they’re going off to pick up their virgins.” 
 
    “Not all of them believe that nonsense,” Jason said. “So, we’re going to send out a call for experienced mortar crews among the recruits, and I believe we can man five mortars just from our core group.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Then I say we break here and get started at mortar placement with the first five while we recruit—but I want all of them in areas with very good cover. I don’t want to lose any of our people to sniper fire.” 
 
    “How are we gonna spot?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Our team can handle that,” Francis said. “We’ve got a good view. Make sure the teams have their Bluetooth headsets on, so I can talk to them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chance said. “That’ll work good for spotting.” 
 
    “Just so you know, part of our recruitment team is on special assignment to Wallis,” Don said. 
 
    Jason paused, looking at the laptop screen. “Really? Can you talk about it?” 
 
    “Don’t see why not. The enemy tried to bring nukes into the gulf ports again earlier. Their main focus was the Houston area. Our DPS patrol boat guys stopped them, but two of the three people we had left got wounded. Now we don’t have anybody guarding the inlet. We’re helping Wallis to do a Dunkirk-style recruitment.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Curt said. “Lots of armed rednecks with offshore boats down there. I used to be one of them.” 
 
    “You can still support us, though, right?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” Don said. 
 
    “Okay. Anything else?” 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” Jason stood. Chip came over. “We can provide more food to your group if you’d like. I know other restaurant owners too. I already talked to them, and they’re willing to help.” 
 
    “That would be great, and I bet we could get you reimbursed through Nelson’s team.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. Where’s it safe to go?” 
 
    “A couple blocks from the perimeter of the fairgrounds, where you can’t see the fairground buildings. Ought to keep you safe from snipers.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll start deliveries.” Chip walked away. 
 
    “God, I love Texas,” Jason said.  
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    Hostages 
 
   C hance pushed his chair away from the PC. “This worries me. I can’t see a way to finish off in that area without some of our folks being exposed.” 
 
    “War is war,” Francis said. 
 
    “Hey,” Kitten said, walking over to them. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Pretty well, but it’s scary,” Chance said. He got up and grabbed another chair, pulling it next to his. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “I can only stay a minute. We know there’s a bunch of wounded coming in.” She sat. 
 
    “Is the new hospital area working out?” Chance asked. 
 
    “It’s perfect. We feel so much safer there.” 
 
    “There’s no place in Dallas that’s completely safe, so keep that in mind,” Francis said. 
 
    “I was talking in relative terms,” Kitten said. “We were out in a parking lot before.” 
 
    Dirk chuckled. “Yeah, that must have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “We saw our security guard get shot to death,” Kitten said. 
 
    “Chance, if you need a short break, you can walk your woman back over there by way of the mess hall,” Francis said. “It’ll be quiet for at least ten minutes.” 
 
    “That okay?” Chance asked, looking at Kitten. 
 
    She nodded yes, and they left, heading for the hallway to the elevator. They were in each other’s arms the second the elevator doors closed, kissing and caressing each other feverishly. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” Chance said. 
 
    “Me too. I hope we get a longer break soon. I want you again.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Chance said, pulling her close again, their lips meeting for a passionate kiss. The elevator doors opened and they broke it, walking out into the ground floor of the building hand in hand. “Where’s the food?” 
 
    “Far side of the lobby. It’s only a food truck, but I’ve heard it’s pretty good.” 
 
    They waited in line for a few minutes at the truck, each getting a burger and a drink. There were tables just inside the lobby, so they grabbed one and sat with their food. 
 
    “It’s almost peaceful out there now,” Chance said, looking at the streets in front of their headquarters in the video monitors above the reception desk. “Glad they got those bullet-proof panels in front of the windows, though.” 
 
    “It’s better than it was.” Kitten ate her burger quickly. 
 
    “You’re in a hurry?” Chance asked, watching her. 
 
    “I’m gonna get a call from Dr. Patel any second. When the wounded arrive, seconds count.” 
 
    “Look, here comes a caravan of ambulances,” Chance said, pointing at the monitors.  
 
    Just at that moment Kitten’s phone dinged. She took a huge bite of her burger, almost finishing it, then looked at her phone screen, nodding yes to Chance. 
 
    “Duty calls?” he asked. 
 
    Kitten struggled to swallow the big bite, then washed it down with some Coke. “Yeah, she wants me up there. I’ll go by myself, since you’ve still got some burger left.” 
 
    “I’ll leave it,” he said, getting up. 
 
    “No! Eat your food, and take rests when you can. This situation is a real drain on us. We need to keep our strength up. I’ll see you soon enough, and you’ll get all of my attention.” She winked at him, then hurried away, Chance watching her until she disappeared into the elevator hallway. 
 
    “Look who’s in love,” Cindy said, sitting down next to him. 
 
    “Hi, Cindy.” 
 
    “How’s Dirk holding up in there?” 
 
    “Good. You can come up, you know.” 
 
    “I’m busy too,” she said. “I’m on the triage team. That’s why I’m by the door.” 
 
    “It’s been pretty crazy, huh?” he asked, finishing his burger. 
 
    “It comes in waves, so we get a little break in-between. This batch is a large one. Kitten will be working her butt off.” 
 
    “Well, I’d better get back,” Chance said, standing, picking up the burger wrappers. “Wow, that’s a lot of wounded.” 
 
    The door flew open, a stream of gurneys rolling in, paramedics shouting out comments, Cindy and a dozen other volunteers rushing to meet them. Chance went back to the stairs and climbed them to the intelligence room, re-joining Francis and Dirk. 
 
    “Anything happen while I was gone?” 
 
    “They’re getting ready with the mortars,” Dirk said. “See Cindy down there?” 
 
    “Yep, she asked about you before she got busy with the next batch of wounded. I told her she could come up and say hello to you, but she said she’s been too busy.” 
 
    “There’s a big battle going on, so I’m not shocked,” Dirk said. 
 
    “Hey, Francis, what are you staring at?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Yeah, man, you’ve been staring at the same building for a few minutes now,” Dirk said. 
 
    “Something fishy going on.” 
 
    “Fishy how?” Chance asked. 
 
    “The RFID hits. They’re oscillating, not moving randomly like live people.” 
 
    Chance moved closer to Francis, looking over his shoulder at the screen. 
 
    “What building is that?” 
 
    Francis zoomed out the picture, the Cotton Bowl stadium coming into view next to it. “It’s the big fair exhibits building, which butts up to the Cotton Bowl entrance.” 
 
    “That’s one of the biggest buildings there,” Dirk said. “Have you seen anything random, or are all of the hits oscillating?” 
 
    “I think they’re mostly oscillating. It’s hard to tell exactly, though. Some parts of this building are more than one story.” 
 
    Chance went back to his seat, moving the mouse to bring the monitor out of sleep. “Let’s get on the horn to the mortar team. Maybe this is the best building to hit first.” 
 
    Dirk nodded in agreement. “Yeah, it’s quite a ways from our main group, so if it blows, they shouldn’t get hurt. Some of these other buildings are close enough that they’ll need to move back.” 
 
    “They should move back anyway,” Chance said. “If we light up that building you’re looking at, they might blow the close ones remotely.” 
 
    Francis looked over his shoulder at Chance. “Let’s get Jason on the meeting right now. I’m gonna start watching the buildings closest to them.” 
 
    Chance nodded, putting his Bluetooth headset back on. He got onto the meeting. “Jason, you there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Jason said. “The others are too. What’s up?” 
 
    “There’s a big building next to the Cotton Bowl that has suspicious-looking RFID hits.” 
 
    “Suspicious how?” 
 
    “They aren’t moving at random. They’re oscillating back and forth. Slow travel, same thing over and over.” 
 
    “Booby trap,” Jason said. “Let me bring up my map of the area.”  
 
    Chance waited for a moment. Francis got his attention. 
 
    “Get on the Bluetooth,” Chance said. 
 
    “What?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Francis sees something else. I want him in the conversation. You too, Dirk.” 
 
    Francis and Dirk put their headsets back on. 
 
    “We’re here,” Francis said. “You need to move people away from 2nd Avenue.” 
 
    “We’re already behind Highway 352 now,” Jason said. 
 
    “What’s going on, pencil neck?” 
 
    “Oh, good, Curt, you’re on,” Francis said. “The building next to the bandshell has the same thing as the other building.” 
 
    “What are we talking about here?” Curt asked. “Been off the air for a few minutes.” 
 
    “The big building by the main entrance to the Cotton Bowl,” Francis said. “It’s got movement of RFID chips inside that look fake.” 
 
    “Booby trapped,” Curt said. “Ten to one, but that’s a ways from 2nd Avenue. You’re seeing the same thing closer, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Like I was starting to tell you,” Francis said. “The building next to the bandshell.” 
 
    “Which side?” Curt asked. “There’s one on each.” 
 
    “West! West side.” 
 
    “That’s the science building,” Jason said. “Everybody move back from there. Pass the word.” 
 
    “I’ll look at the other buildings,” Francis said. “Blow the one near the Cotton Bowl first. It’s got the most RFID hits.” 
 
    “My mortar team is set up,” Curt said. “Got the building on GPS now. Making calculations. We’ll nail it.” 
 
    “It’s gonna take more than one hit,” Francis said. “Maybe a lot more than one.” 
 
    “Hey, if what you’re seeing are real people, we’ll see them flooding out in the drone video,” Dirk said. “I’ll keep my eyes peeled.” 
 
    “We’ll know right away, pencil neck,” Curt said. “If any of those RFID hits keep on the same movement after we hit the building once, it’ll be obvious.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jason said. 
 
    “Fire in the hole,” Curt said, and the first round popped out of the tube, heading for the building, hitting the back end by the entrance to the stadium. 
 
    “Nice shot!” Chance said. 
 
    “Thanks. We’re ready for round two.” 
 
    “Everybody’s back from the perimeter,” Jason said. “Anything?” 
 
    “The RFID hits in the back end of the building quit moving,” Francis said. “The hits in the front of the building are still moving as if nothing happened.” 
 
    “There’s our answer,” Curt said. “Fire in the hole.” They all heard the sound of Curt’s mortar, followed by another mortar shot. 
 
    “Stanton’s team just joined in, concentrating on the same building,” Jason said. “It’s huge.” 
 
    Chance watched the video feed, the silent explosions rocking the building. “They’ve hit almost every part of the building at least once. Wonder when it’s gonna blow?” 
 
    “I’ll bet the trigger mechanism is on one of the doors,” Francis said. 
 
    “I’ll put one right on the front porch,” Curt said. “It’ll blow the doors inward. Probably get it to go off that way.” 
 
    “Can you be that accurate?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Damn straight, pencil neck. Just give me a few seconds. Stanton’s liable to hit the explosives before I can trigger it.” 
 
    “Want us to move on to that building next to 2nd Avenue?” Stanton asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll take us just a few seconds to change,” White Eagle said. 
 
    “I’m gonna say yes,” Jason said. 
 
    “We’re set,” Curt said. 
 
    “Hold it!” Dirk yelled. “There’s people running from that big building. They don’t look like enemy fighters to me. They look like young women.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Jason said. “Watch them. We’ll get a team over there right now. Curt, wait on this one. Concentrate on the buildings along the perimeter.” 
 
    “Uh, guys, we’ve got movement outside of the perimeter,” Chance said. “On the far side of the fairgrounds. They’re headed towards Haskell.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Curt said. “Want me to lead a team to help the hostages?” 
 
    “They need to get far enough away from that building first,” Jason said. “We’re not losing any more people to booby trapped buildings.” 
 
    “Get a bullhorn over there,” Chance said. 
 
    “I heard that,” Clancy said. “I’ve got the bullhorn in my truck, so I’m going over. Watch for me.” 
 
    “Don’t get close to any buildings,” Jason said. 
 
    “No worries, I have a strong self-preservation gene.” 
 
    “They all out yet?” Curt asked. 
 
    “They’re still some streaming out,” Chance said. “They seem to know they should get out of there. They’re running northeast on Grand Avenue, and that leads out of the fairgrounds.”  
 
    “They need to come in this direction,” Francis said. “Those enemy fighters moving in from outside the perimeter are making a b-line for their position.” 
 
    “I see them,” Chance said. “Look, there’s Clancy’s truck.” 
 
    “I’m here,” Clancy said. “I see them.” He put the bull horn to his lips. “I’m with the Fort Stockton Team. Please make a left turn on Washington Street and head for Parry Avenue. Enemy fighters are coming in from the Northeast.” 
 
    The women heard, and ran towards him, a group of twenty surrounding his truck, the rest of the women running towards Washington Street. 
 
    “Look, a few of them are talking to Clancy,” Dirk said. “Clancy, what’s up? They all out of the building?” 
 
    “I’m trying to find that out now,” Clancy said, the sound of women talking excitedly in the background. “Ladies, are there any more civilians in that building?” 
 
    “I’m Bree,” one of them said, a pretty blond in her twenties with matted hair and a dirty face. “All of our people are out of there. There was only about fifty of us left. There’s a lot of bodies in there.” 
 
    “But no Islamists?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “Not that we know of. Those creeps were setting a trap. Your mortar broke down part of the wall inside. We were chained to it, but were able to get lose after the wall fell down. What were you shooting?” 
 
    “Mortars,” Clancy said. “Most of our people are on the other side of the fairgrounds. Some of you can jump into the back of my truck—the rest follow, okay? I’ll lead you back to safety.” 
 
    “Clancy, give the headset to that girl so we can hear her better,” Chance said. “We need to ask some questions.” 
 
    “Will do,” Clancy said. There was some scratching and knocking noises, then Clancy’s voice, sounding further away. “C’mon, Bree, get next to me in the cab, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. Chance could hear somebody playing with the headset.  
 
    “Are you there?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Hello?” asked a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Hi, Bree. I’m Chance from the intelligence team. We’ve been watching the battle via a drone and the apps. You’re saying there weren’t any live Islamists in the building?” 
 
    “Nope, only some bodies and a bunch of bloody capsules taped onto pieces of cardboard. They were all over the place. Some of them were hanging from wires. I don’t know what they were doing.” 
 
    Curt chuckled. “Just like we thought.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Bree asked. 
 
    “Curt,” Chance said. “So you haven’t seen any Islamists in that building today?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “They were there a lot, but that was a week ago. They were using us for sex.” 
 
    “Oh, geez, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “They’re the ones who will be sorry,” Bree said, her voice wavering. “I hope you kill them all.” 
 
    “Could you see what they were doing? Did you see anything in the building that looked like explosives?” 
 
    “Hey, Chance, forget it, man, are all the civilians out of that building?” Curt asked. “And which door did they go out?” 
 
    “We went out a side door that was blown open from the explosions,” Bree said. 
 
    “Did you have access to the front doors?” Curt asked. 
 
    “No, they kept us in a room with no windows. Just mattresses and chains and darkness, except when they came in to drag some of us out.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Curt said. “Jason, I’m going to start landing mortar rounds on the front doors. You know that place is rigged.” 
 
    “Do it,” Jason said. “Clancy, can you get all of them back here?” 
 
    “He said yes,” Bree said. 
 
    “That’s good,” Chance said, “because the Islamists are coming fast now. They’ll be across Haskell in a moment. Better make sure everybody’s dug in.” 
 
    “Fire in the hole,” Curt said. The mortar popped, Chance and the others watching the explosion, which blew up the round flower bed in the driveway, directly in front of the entrance. 
 
    “Move slightly to the northeast,” Chance said. “That wasn’t close enough.” 
 
    “Got it,” Curt said. There was a couple second delay, and the mortar fired again. This time there was a huge explosion, so powerful that it took down the western side of the Cotton Bowl stadium and the south wing of the Hall of State building. 
 
    “Good Lord,” Dirk said, looking at the giant plume of smoke, the broken trees, and shattered brick work. 
 
    “How many mortar teams are ready to go now?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Five with the core group, and another five with citizens who’ve had experience in the service,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Okay, pick a large building, and concentrate on the main entrances first.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to be dropping a few through the roofs first,” Francis said. “Might be more hostages.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m good with that,” Jason said. 
 
    “You got enough forces by Haskell?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we think so,” Jason said, “but if you see something that suggests different, tell us and I’ll move more people over there.” 
 
    “I’m gonna target that close building,” Curt said. “We’re ready to fire. Any reason I should hold off?” 
 
    “Fire,” Jason said. 
 
    There was the pop of Curt’s mortar, the Science Building on 2nd Avenue hit dead center, some of the windows on the second floor blowing out. 
 
    “No change in the RFID movement,” Francis said. “I’ll bet they’re on the first floor. Can you drop another one in the same exact place?” 
 
    “Just what I was thinking,” Curt said, letting another round go, which flew right into the hole in the roof. There was a massive explosion, the entire building going up. 
 
    “Dammit, take cover!” shouted Jason. 
 
    “Look at that!” Chance said, watching pieces of the building flying through the air. 
 
    “Anybody hurt?” Curt yelled. 
 
    “I think we all made it,” Jason said. “Maybe we should be a little further back.” 
 
    Mortars went off again, several at a time, five buildings hit around the fairgrounds. 
 
    “Wow!” Chance said. 
 
    “I think those Islamists outside the perimeter are blind as a bat to this,” Francis said. 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Dirk said. “They’re going to enter the fairgrounds. I’ll bet they think we went in there on foot.” 
 
    “They just ran smack dab into our people,” Francis said. 
 
    Gunfire erupted big on the far side of the fairground complex. 
 
    “Here it starts,” Jason said. 
 
    There were a couple of beeps. 
 
    “Hey, bro, should we take some of the larger armed vehicles over there?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ready,” Kyle said. 
 
    “The enemy is gonna be dead before you can get over there,” Chance said. “I just watched about half of them get shot in the first volley from our guys.” 
 
    “Yeah, hang tight,” Jason said. “There might still be some bad guys in the fairgrounds, you know.” 
 
    “If there are, we’ll see them fast,” Curt said as another set of mortar rounds went off. 
 
    The mortar teams ramped up, virtually every building in the fairgrounds getting hit, every so often a larger explosion going off as an entire building blew up. 
 
    “Look, there are some enemy fighters still in there,” Chance said, pointing to his screen. 
 
    “I see them on my phone app,” Jason said. “They’re way to the west, in Centennial Hall.” 
 
    “That’s why the enemy along Haskell has been going in that direction,” Stanton said. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Looks to me like they’re fleeing for their lives,” Francis said. “They probably thought they’d link up with those folks we’ve got pinned down on Haskell.” 
 
    “There’s very few enemy fighters pinned down along Haskell,” White Eagle said. “They’re mostly dead.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dirk said. “Shifted my focus from there already.” 
 
    “White flag!” Chance said. “It’s those folks from Centennial Hall.” 
 
    “Are they getting out of the building?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re all out on Washington Street now, from the look of it. They’re trying to get our people on that side to come over.” 
 
    “Nobody goes to them, understand?” Jason said. 
 
    “I’m gonna hit that building with a mortar,” White Eagle said. “That might tell us why they want us there.” 
 
    “Do it,” Jason said. “I’m spreading the word not to engage with them. No talking. At least not yet.” 
 
    There was the pop of a mortar, and a round landed dead center on the Centennial Building. 
 
    “Same as usual,” Francis said. “Keep hitting it.” 
 
    “The enemy fighters have broken into a run,” Dirk said. 
 
    “Leave them be,” Jason said. “Let’s see what happens.” 
 
    “Fire in the hole,” Curt said, another mortar round flying through the air, hitting the building as Chance and his team watched the screen. 
 
    “Try one by the front door,” Chance said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking, pencil neck.”  
 
    White Eagle fired another round a few seconds later, hitting the entrance, the building going up as big as the first one, burning debris falling onto the fleeing Islamists, killing many of them in their tracks. 
 
    “Yep, those bastards wanted to lure us in all right,” Jason said. “Kill any survivors.” 
 
    The battle raged for another twenty minutes, until every building in the complex was destroyed. 
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    Concussion 
 
   M adison walked to Juan Carlos’s hospital room and gasped when she saw him, with tubes running all over the place, electronics monitoring, beeping every few seconds. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, rushing closer. Juan Carlos’s eyes opened slightly, his cheeks going up with a smile. He said something but she couldn’t hear it. 
 
    “Don’t try to talk,” she whispered, getting close and kissing his forehead. Her hand went to his, and he gripped it tightly, tears running down his cheeks. He mouthed a word. She didn’t understand. He tried again. 
 
    “Richardson?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded slightly. 
 
    “He’s gonna make it,” Madison said. “He’s in better shape than you, in some ways.” 
 
    His eyes questioned. 
 
    “He lost his hand,” Madison said. 
 
    Juan Carlos’s lower lip quivered, tears forming around his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’ve got a new system to replace his hand.” She left him for a moment to drag a chair to his bedside, then sat down, her hand picking his up again, caressing him. 
 
    The nurse walked in. “Oh, good, you’re here,” she said softly. “He’s going to be sleeping on and off. He’s not all the way out of it yet.” 
 
    “I know,” Madison said. “Can I stay here and watch him?” 
 
    “You can stay as long as you like,” she said. “Just don’t try to keep him awake, okay?” 
 
    “I understand,” Madison said. She looked back at his face and saw that he’d slipped into sleep, so she leaned back in the chair, sobbing as quietly as she could, her mind reeling, thoughts of him dying forcing themselves to the surface. She pushed them back with all her might, but she was still scared to death. 
 
    An hour later the doctor came in to check on him, waking Madison out of her dose. “How’s he doing?” she asked. 
 
    “I think he’ll be fine. If he wasn’t gonna make it, he’d have already gone, more than likely.” 
 
    “Is he gonna be okay when he comes out of this?” Madison whispered. 
 
    The doctor shook his head yes. “We were able to stop the internal bleeding, thank God. The bullet didn’t do any real damage to his organs. He’s very lucky.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. Her phone dinged with a text. She pulled it out. It was Hannah. 
 
    “They’re taking him. He won’t listen. Oh, God.” 
 
    Madison typed a reply.“I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “I need to go help Hannah. Can I come back afterwards?” 
 
    “Of course,” the Doctor said. “Just talk to the attendant in the waiting room and she’ll buzz you in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Madison said, rushing out into the hallway, then through the door into the waiting room. Hannah was holding onto Brendan’s arm as he stood next to her, both of them in tears. 
 
    “If they do it, we might all die,” Brendan said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Madison asked. 
 
    “Director Wallis. He’s calling him back to duty already.” 
 
    “It’s an emergency,” Brendan said. “I don’t like it either, but I have to go help.” 
 
    “Take her with you,” Madison said. 
 
    They looked at her silently for a moment. 
 
    Madison smiled. “Hell, you’re probably still on the books as a member of the DHS, you know. Same with Lita and me, remember?” 
 
    “Shit, she’s right,” Hannah said. “That settles it. I’m going.” 
 
    “Okay, honey,” Brendan said, taking her into his arms. 
 
    “What do they want you to do?” Madison asked. 
 
    “They’re recruiting a bunch of civilians with boats and guns to guard the inlet where we were attacked. They want me to do some quick training, and try to organize things.” 
 
    “That’s good, isn’t it?” Madison asked. 
 
    “I just didn’t want him out of my sight,” Hannah said. “Thanks for reminding us about things.” 
 
    “We need to go,” Brendan said. Hannah nodded yes. 
 
    “Be careful,” Madison said as they turned to leave. 
 
    “You too,” Hannah said. “Watch out for your man.” 
 
    “You better believe that.” Madison watched them slip out the door, then asked the attendant to let her back inside. She was buzzed in, and ran into Lita in the hallway. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lita asked. 
 
    “Wallis called Brendan back to help some citizens guard the harbor. He took Hannah with him.” 
 
    “Well, we are still DHS,” Lita said. 
 
    “Yeah, I reminded them. How’s Richardson?” 
 
    “Still asleep. I have to tell him that I gave permission for the amputation. I’m scared to death that he won’t understand. 
 
    “He’ll understand, believe me. Might take a few seconds.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Lita said. “You going back to Juan Carlos?” 
 
    “Yes,” Madison said. “See you soon.” 
 
    She made her way down the hallway, rounding the corner just as a frantic team was rolling Juan Carlos’s bed away. “Oh, God, what happened?” 
 
    “He’s bleeding again,” the nurse said. “They’ve got to take him back to the OR.” 
 
    “Oh no, he’s gonna die after all.” 
 
    “No he’s not,” the nurse said. “Have faith. This happens sometimes. We’ve got good surgeons here. They’ll fix it.” 
 
    Madison felt faint, then crumpled to the floor. She woke up in a hospital bed, disoriented, her head pounding. The nurse saw her wake up and rushed right over. 
 
    “You took a bad tumble, young lady.” 
 
    “I remember feeling dizzy,” she said. 
 
    “You’ve got a mild concussion. Just take it easy.” 
 
    “Juan Carlos?” 
 
    “He’s gonna be fine. They’re closing him up again right now. They found the problem.” 
 
    “For real?” Madison asked. 
 
    “Yes. Now, let’s get you sitting up. You shouldn’t be sleeping for a while.” 
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    Bree 
 
   J ason watched as the hostages arrived, the first group in Clancy’s truck, several other trucks following with the rest. 
 
    “Looks like some of the recruits helped,” he said to Clancy through the driver’s side window. 
 
    “This is Bree,” Clancy said. “And Tawny is next to her. Don’t know the names of the women in the back. Ladies, this is Jason. He’s kinda our leader.” 
 
    “Yeah, only kinda,” Jason said. “We aren’t hierarchical. So glad you guys got out before we blew that building.” 
 
    “Me too,” Clancy said. 
 
    Bree leaned up against Clancy, kissing him on the cheek. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Ah, hell, I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “You were out of here like a shot as soon as you saw them, Clancy.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Bree said, “Could see that in his eyes. He’s a protector.” 
 
    “Glomming onto him already, I see,” Tawny said, her dark eyes flashing under her matted black hair, a knowing smile on her face. “I’m done with men for a while, I think.” 
 
    “Can’t say that I blame you,” Jason said. “Can we help you back to your families?” 
 
    “What if we want to join?” Bree asked. 
 
    “It’s dangerous,” Clancy said. 
 
    Bree chuckled, a broad smile on her face, her matted stringy hair barely moving. “After what we’ve been through, I’m ready for anything.” 
 
    “Well not all of us are,” Tawny said. “Some of us are pretty shook up. Some of us didn’t even live through it.” 
 
    “I know that,” Bree said. “We can sit around and dwell on that, or we can take the battle to these dirty bastards. You know which one I’m doing.” 
 
    Tawny nodded yes, then got out of the truck. “I hope it works for you. I want to go back home.” 
 
    “It’s not safe to walk the streets around here by yourself,” Jason said as she walked away.  
 
    “She’ll just ignore you,” Bree said. “She’s never trusted anyone. Even before this damn war.” 
 
    “You’ve known her for a while?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “I grew up with her and several of the others,” Bree said. 
 
    “How old are you?” Jason asked. “Sorry, you don’t have to tell me.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-four,” she said. “How old are you, Clancy?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight.” 
 
    Jason laughed. “Well there you go.” 
 
    “How much longer is this operation gonna go on?” Bree asked. 
 
    “Well, the fairgrounds are no longer usable for an enemy base,” Clancy said. “We blew the whole damn place up.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “Not sure what we’re doing next. There are still a lot of enemy fighters in the area, but they’re spread out into buildings to the east. I expect them to sit tight, but this enemy can be very unpredictable, and they’re under a lot of pressure now. We hurt them badly today.” 
 
    “Is there a chance they’ll attack here?” Bree asked. 
 
    “I’d be surprised. We outnumber them substantially. That doesn’t mean they won’t try it.” 
 
    A couple of women called out to Bree, from a group that was forming as citizen fighters dropped them off in trucks and vans. 
 
    “I’d better go talk to them,” Bree said. “Can they join if they want too?” 
 
    “It’s not like we have a formal sign-up form,” Clancy said. “Most of the citizens here found our pleas for help on the internet and came running.” 
 
    “Texans,” Bree said. “We stick together. Didn’t believe my daddy when he used to say that, but he was right. Wish he would’ve lived to see it.” 
 
    “Did he die in the war?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “Not this one. Syria. Years ago. I was only fourteen.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “Where are you gonna be, Clancy?” Bree asked as she was walking to her friends. 
 
    “Around here, until we decide to move on.” His eyes followed her. Jason cleared his throat, snapping him out of it. 
 
    “She’ll be cute when she gets cleaned up,” Jason said. 
 
    “She’s cute now,” Clancy said, drawing a smirk from Jason. 
 
    “Hey, pencil neck, we gonna help the women get someplace?” Curt asked, walking up with Amanda. 
 
    “I offered,” Jason said. “Some of them might want to join. I know one of them does, but that might be because of Casanova here.” 
 
    “Hey,” Clancy said. “I didn’t encourage that.” 
 
    “We don’t need to nurse maid a bunch of women,” Curt said. 
 
    Amanda laughed. “Are you serious? I’m valuable. All of our women are.” 
 
    “I almost lost you,” Curt said. 
 
    “Yeah, but a miss is as good as a mile,” Amanda said. “If they need somebody to tell them what’s what, I’m available.” 
 
    “That’s fine, but I wouldn’t recruit them,” Jason said. “Just answer questions, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, but I won’t hold back from talking about the importance of this. Remember that some of them probably have men in their lives who’ll be very happy with what we did.” 
 
    Curt shook his head. “Or not. We could’ve blown them up. They were lucky.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s true,” Amanda said. 
 
    “What are we doing now?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Watching,” Jason said. “Waiting.” 
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    Citizen Navy   
 
   B rendan and Hannah drove through the gate into the dock area. Lee heard them, his lanky black form coming out the door to wave. Brendan parked, and they walked towards Lee’s office. 
 
    “How are Richardson and Juan Carlos?” 
 
    “It was touch and go, but I think they’re both gonna survive,” Hannah said. 
 
    Brendan’s brow furrowed. “Richardson lost his right hand.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Lee said. “Juan Carlos was worse off.” 
 
    “He’s been through surgery,” Hannah said. “Internal bleeding but no significant organ damage.” 
 
    “Thank God for that. What are you two doing down here?” 
 
    “Director Wallis sent us. There’s a recruitment drive running to bring in a lot of armed citizens on small boats. Like Dunkirk.” 
 
    “Dunkirk, huh,” Lee said, eyeing them. “How are we gonna make sure that no bad guys show up with a nuke and get lost in the crowd?” 
 
    “Couple of ways,” Brendan said. “First, we’re putting up boundries. No boats are to get past Morgan’s Point, Hog Island, and Evergreen Point. If any do, we’re gonna sink them first and ask questions later.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable. What else?” 
 
    “Transponders. They’ll be arriving here in the next hour or so. No boat goes out without a transponder, registered to its specific code. The equipment that comes with it will include a sensor that will read transponders within a fifty-yard distance.” 
 
    “I take it you two will be in your patrol boat once this operation starts?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, and Wallis is sending down several hundred M60s and a few people to train on them.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Lee said. “That could get dangerous.” 
 
    “War is dangerous,” Hannah said. “If we allow a nuke to float close to Houston, we’ll lose a million people. It’s worth the risk of somebody getting killed out here with a stray bullet.” 
 
    “I got you,” Lee said. “Need a third crew member on your boat?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Brendan said. “I hope to find somebody amongst the recruits.” 
 
    “How about me?” 
 
    “You can leave your post?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “In this case, I will,” Lee said. “I know your weapons systems. Did some looking at your boat and some research, just in case I needed to hot wire that sucker and go after somebody while you were gone.” 
 
    Brendan smiled. “I think it’s a great idea.” 
 
    “Me too,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Who’s that coming?” Brendan asked. “In that bobtail truck there?” 
 
    Lee rushed into his office, coming out with an M4. 
 
    “Hey, wait, that’s that guy who was helping us before,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Greeley!” Brendan said, waving to him. Lee smiled and put the weapon back. The truck pulled up next to the office, Greeley getting out with one of the men he had with him before. 
 
    “Had to get a new truck, I guess,” Brendan said. 
 
    Greeley laughed. “Yeah, wasn’t much left of the old one. This is just a rental, though. The back is full of M60s, M4s, a bunch of ammo, and some little bazookas called a SMAW.” 
 
    “Oh, bitchen, you brought SMAWs?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Director Wallis thought they’d be useful,” he said. “I’ve got another crew out at Morgan’s Point putting in video surveillance equipment and temporary platforms with some of those mini-guns mounted on them. Same for Hog Island and Evergreen Point. It’ll be hard to sneak by there. 
 
    “Little mini-guns like the patrol boat has?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “No, not micro-guns, the real deal. Full sized like we use on attack choppers.” 
 
    “How about the transponders?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Got them too. Any of the citizens arrive yet?” 
 
    “Wallis didn’t say when they’d be here, he just said get down here as quick as I could,” Brendan said. 
 
    “He told me they’d start arriving within the hour,” Greeley said. “We’d better get this stuff unloaded.” 
 
    “I can give you a hand,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Naw, I’ve got two guys in the back, and another group coming from the National Guard to help with distribution and training. You guys don’t need an M60, do you?” 
 
    “No, but a SMAW might be a good thing,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Okay, you can take one. If I were you I’d get your patrol boat ready. It’s gonna be a busy day.” 
 
    “We’d better check her over too,” Hannah said. 
 
    “True, we did get shot up some, although the boat seemed to be working fine.” 
 
    “There was a lot of blood on the deck, but I washed it off,” Lee said. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Brendan said. 
 
    They were startled by tooting of a horn down by the dock. 
 
    “Look, fishing boats,” Greeley said. “Probably the first of the recruits.” 
 
    “Good, I’ve got a protocol to follow,” Brendan said. “Starts with checking out their ID.” 
 
    Greeley rushed to the back of the truck, grabbing a cardboard box. “Here’s the transponders. We’ll bring down the weaponry. Hopefully the trainers will be here soon.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Brendan picked up the box of transponders and walked to the dock. Hannah and Lee joined him. Several more boats were cruising in. 
 
    “Howdy,” said a large man in overalls, standing next to an old fishing boat. Several other men were on the deck, most of them holding rifles. “You the DPS?” 
 
    “What’s left of them,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Yeah, heard you had a rough time out here yesterday, but thank you for stopping them. Most of my family lives in Houston. I’m Todd. Brought some fishing buddies along. All of us can shoot up a blue streak.” He pulled a pouch of Red Man chewing tobacco out of his pocket, putting a healthy amount into his mouth and chewing. 
 
    “You ever used an M60?” Brendan asked. 
 
    The man’s face lit up, his tongue pushing the tobacco to the side of his mouth. “The Pig! Hell yeah, used those in the service. We get one of those?” 
 
    “Yep,” Brendan said. “But be careful. One of the risks of this operation is too much lead flying around, hitting good guys.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” Todd said. 
 
    Brendan processed them in and gave them a transponder kit, complete with a pocket-sized receiver to tell them who was approaching. Boats continued to arrive. Greeley drove down to the dock with the guns and ammo, followed by three cars full of National Guard troops, who started training the citizen navy sailors. 
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    Tight Groups 
 
   D on and Sydney were relaxing, the battle at the Dallas Fairgrounds either over or paused for the moment. 
 
    “I wish we could go back to the trailer,” Don said. 
 
    “Why, honey?” Sydney shot him a smirk. 
 
    “You know why. I want to see those toes curl.” 
 
    Sydney looked around, brow furrowed. “Not so loud. Your daughter might be close by.” 
 
    “She went back to the other toy-hauler with Chloe and the others,” Don said. “Maybe I ought to just lock the doors and take you here.” 
 
    Sydney came over and kissed him passionately, both of them moaning. Then she broke it and went back to her PC. “There, that’ll have to hold you until tonight.” 
 
    “You’re mean,” Don said, grinning at her. “How’d I ever get hooked up with an ex-bootlegger anyway?” 
 
    “Who said I was an ex-bootlegger? Something will have to put food on the table when this mess is over.” 
 
    Don chuckled. “Oh, brother.” 
 
    “I think we should change the subject. Something bothers me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There were nearly ten thousand hits in the fairgrounds, and we know that at least 70-80% of them were RFID chips no longer inside human beings. Does that mean that there are that many enemy fighters wandering around with no RFID?” 
 
    Don sat quietly for a moment, his mind flashing images of an attacking horde of Islamists with no warning. “Shit. Why didn’t anyone else think of that? Hell, why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “Because you’re not me, of course,” Sydney quipped. 
 
    “Funny. I think we should chat with the team about that.” 
 
    “Call them,” Sydney said.  
 
    Don pulled out his phone and hit Jason’s contact, then put it on speaker. It rang a few times and Jason picked up. 
 
    “Hey, Don.” 
 
    “How’s it going, Jason? You guys about done?” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “Are we ever done? The fighting here has stopped. We’re watching the apps and waiting, trying to keep our eyes open.” 
 
    Sydney got closer to the phone. “How many of the RFID hits we saw in the fairgrounds were inside living people?” 
 
    “Not many, after the initial fighting,” Jason said. “You and Chance’s team would know that better than us, though. What are you really asking?” 
 
    “We’re asking if there are ten thousand mad Islamists with bloody arms running around somewhere,” Don said. 
 
    “Oh. I’d be real surprised.” 
 
    “Why, exactly?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “The Islamists retrieve their dead from the battle grounds whenever they can,” Jason said. “We’ve known that all along. Most of those RFID chips are probably from dead fighters.” 
 
    “That’s a guess, but probably a good one,” Don said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “We’ve talked to doctors about the placement of the chips. They’re very difficult to remove under field conditions.” 
 
    “They’ve taken over buildings all over Dallas,” Sydney said. “Wonder if they’ve taken over any hospitals?” 
 
    Don nodded. “Hell, we know they’ve attacked hospitals. Did they just kill people and leave, or did they kill people and take off with resources to do that kind of operation?” 
 
    “Dammit, now you guys are scaring me,” Jason said. “This wouldn’t show up on the history report.” 
 
    Don sat back in his chair for a moment. “You know, it wouldn’t show up in the way we’d expect, because there wouldn’t be a net loss of RFID hits. That doesn’t mean that the history program couldn’t help us figure this out.” 
 
    “Please explain,” Jason said. 
 
    “We find out where all the hospitals in Dallas are, and then review the RFID history.” 
 
    “Review it for what?” 
 
    “We see a bunch of hits come in normally and leave in tighter chunks – like a hundred people in a space too small to handle that many people.” 
 
     “Good thinking, honey,” Sydney said. “For a boy.” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “Do you have enough people to cover the watch so the history study can be done?” 
 
    “Yep, we’re done with the Dunkirk recruitment,” Don said. “I’ll get started on that right away.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Sydney said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you get to it. Call me immediately if you see that you’re right about this. And pray that you aren’t.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Don said. The call ended. 
 
    Sydney’s eyes darted around. “If we’re right, we could have enemy fighters nearby and not know it.” 
 
    “Yep,” Don said, typing a text message. 
 
    “Who are you trying to get ahold of?”  
 
    “My daughter and her friends. We could use their help, and I want to make sure they aren’t outside unless they have a very good reason. If we get hit, it’ll probably start with snipers.” 
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    Shadow Soldiers 
 
   G overnor Nelson and Chief Ramsey were sitting in the living room of the bunker, watching the Dallas news broadcast. Citizens were showing up at the battle scene by the thousands. Kip Hendrix walked in with Maria and Dr. Schultz. 
 
    “There’s still some of the meat loaf left in the fridge,” Maria said. 
 
    “That was good, by the way,” Nelson said. “Thanks for cooking that.” 
 
    “No problem,” Maria said. 
 
    “What’s going on there?” Hendrix asked, eyeing the screen. 
 
    “The local Dallas news stations have choppers over the Fairgrounds area, covering the story.” 
 
    “Are our people talking to the press?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “I suspect it’s citizen recruits,” Ramsey said. “Should’ve expected this. We should tell them to be careful.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Nelson said. “We didn’t recruit a lot of these new folks who are coming in, and this war is far from over. We could use as much help as we can get.” 
 
    “Good point,” Hendrix said. “There are a lot of people who don’t go on the internet much. Most of them will turn on TV news when something’s going on, and word of mouth will take over from there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nelson said. 
 
    “What are we gonna do now that the fairground is cleaned out?” Maria asked. 
 
    “There are still a lot of enemy fighters to the east,” Ramsey said. “We’ll have to clean them out.” 
 
    “And try to avoid more booby traps,” Nelson said. “I don’t want to lose any more core people.” 
 
    “Yeah, losing Kelly was tough,” Ramsey said. He chuckled. “I used to hate that son of a bitch, you know.” 
 
    “He was a trouble maker?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Yeah, him, Junior, Nate, Fritz, and a few others,” Ramsey said. “They didn’t do murder or robbery. They did some black market selling—mostly guns and pot, but mainly they just got too rowdy. Did you know they were banned for life from the Salt Lick?” 
 
    Nelson chuckled. “Heard about that.” 
 
    “If Junior would’ve gone to college, he’d probably be running a company right now,” Hendrix said, shaking his head. “That man is wicked smart.” 
 
    “Yep,” Nelson said. 
 
    The console beeped. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Maria said. “I’ll go log us on.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nelson said. Everybody got up and followed Maria into the console room, standing behind her as she logged in and switched on the large monitors. Wallis and Gallagher appeared on the screen, neither of them looking happy. 
 
    “Aw, shit, what happened?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “We’re going to see some intense action in the gulf,” Wallis said. 
 
    “I haven’t seen any RFID hits moving out of Cancun, where we saw them staging earlier,” Nelson said. 
 
    “They’re still sitting there,” Gallagher said. “They aren’t who we’re worried about.” 
 
    “We’ve got boats coming with no RFID again?” Hendrix asked. “Small fishing boats?” 
 
    “Not that we’ve seen yet,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Then what?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “The US Navy engaged and defeated the EU Navy ships which were in the Chesapeake Bay area. Norfolk was the big one, but the entire area was occupied. The Navy did a good job of cleaning them out.” 
 
    “There’s a but coming,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Yeah, a pretty big but,” Wallis said. “The EU moved three-quarters of the ships they had in five other harbors north of Chesapeake Bay.” 
 
    “This is like pulling teeth,” Nelson said. “Moved them where?” 
 
    “They put a third of them at the mouth of Chesapeake Bay.” 
 
    Hendrix groaned. “They’re holding the US Navy there, and sending the rest to the gulf.” 
 
    “You guessed it,” Wallis said. “They’re many hours away from the gulf, and the weather isn’t helping them, but that looks like their destination.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Nelson said. “So now we’re gonna have a blue-water navy coming against our rag-tag collection of private recreational boats?” 
 
    “We expect the US Navy to break through the blockade at Chesapeake Bay, but the EU Navy has a significant head-start to the gulf, and we can’t leave the northeast coast totally exposed,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Should we be evacuating our gulf port cities?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    Nelson sat silently for a moment. “Evacuate Houston? No, but I’m going to reroute those new drones to the gulf coast. They won’t dare use an EU Navy ship to deliver a nuclear weapon. Remember that we’re part of the USA again. If we get attacked with a nuke, there will be a massive nuclear response on EU soil. They know it.” 
 
    “I don’t have quite as much confidence in the EU’s sanity as you do, Governor,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Why?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “They’ve got their navy occupying US ports in the mid-Atlantic and New England. We’ve got more ships than they do. Why aren’t they afraid we’ll do the same to them? We could steam into any number of European ports and attack.” 
 
    “We’re using our Navy in both the Atlantic and Pacific to protect the homeland,” Wallis said, “and the infrastructure of the US Armed Forces has been severely damaged. There are other things to consider too.” 
 
    “We aren’t still trying to avoid getting the EU and the UN pissed off, I hope,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Wallis chuckled, shaking his head. “The EU Navy isn’t that large. Virtually every operational ship they have is out of its port at this time. Say we steam over and hang out in Antwerp or Rotterdam or Hamburg. If there’s no EU Navy ships to destroy, what do we do?” 
 
    “What’s the EU Navy doing on the Atlantic coast?” Ramsey asked. “Don’t they have a similar situation?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Wallis said. “Sad to say, there’s still a lot of support for the Globalists in the Mid-Atlantic and New England states. Remember that some of those areas are still under local martial law, and the citizens aren’t going crazy over it, for the most part.” 
 
    “That’s pretty sick,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Hendrix shook his head. “We’re drifting too much. Let’s forget politics and stay on the immediate problem. You’re thinking they’ll try small boats manned by third parties again?” 
 
    “You got it,” Nelson said. “If they don’t have Islamists manning them, the RFID apps won’t protect us. We’ll need visual or radar to tip us off.” 
 
    “Or reports of stolen boats, like last time,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Yes, that saved us last time,” Wallis said. “Radar might not catch these small boats very well. I think your idea of moving the new drones down there is right on the money.” 
 
    “We’ll make that happen, then,” Gallagher said.  
 
    Ramsey’s phone rang. “This is Jason. Shall I put him on speaker?” 
 
    “Find out what he’s got first, and if we all need to talk with him we’ll patch him into this call,” Nelson said. 
 
    Ramsey nodded, walking out of the room with the phone to his ear. He was back in seconds. “We need to patch him in.” 
 
    “Okay,” Maria said. There was a beep a moment later. “Jason, do you hear us?” 
 
    “Yes. Hi, all.” 
 
    “Hello, Jason,” Nelson said. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “A large percentage of the RFID hits in the fairgrounds were loose chips tied to pieces of cardboard, hung from the ceilings of the buildings, and moved around by oscillating fans,” Jason said. 
 
    “We heard that,” Gallagher said. “Sneaky bastards.” 
 
    “Don and Sydney posed an interesting question,” Jason continued. “Where are the fighters who had those chips in them?” 
 
    “Thought about that when I read the report,” Gallagher said, “but figured they were from dead Islamist fighters. They pick up their dead when they can. I’m sure they’ve disposed of a lot more than ten-thousand bodies in Texas.” 
 
    “How do you know the RFID chips weren’t new ones?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “We have eyewitness accounts from inside one of the buildings,” Jason said. “They were still bloody, scotch taped to the pieces of cardboard.” 
 
    “The hostages?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yes. Don had an idea. His team is doing a detailed look at the history program.” 
 
    “What good would that do?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “They’ve attacked hospitals, and actually hold two of them in their territory, so we reviewed the history in those locations.” 
 
    “They won’t disappear and reappear,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “No, but we were able to see them coming in, spaced as you’d expect for a lot of people entering a building.” 
 
    “Shit,” Nelson said. “They came out very concentrated, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Four hundred in the space of a car trunk, in one instance,” Jason said, “and there were many instances. A number of them ended up at the fairgrounds, where they were spread out to normal spacing for human beings again and put into oscillation.” 
 
    “When you say a number, that doesn’t sound like all,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “This is a little rough, but we estimate that less than a quarter of those RFID chips made it to the fairgrounds. The rest are travelling in unreasonable proximity, and they’re moving around a lot. If I had to guess, I’d say they were in the trunks of vehicles.” 
 
    “How many vehicles?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Fifty or so,” Jason said. 
 
    Wallis rubbed his eyes, thinking for a moment. “So we know where the RFID chips are, but we can’t see the fighters, and there could be as many as 40-50 thousand.” 
 
    “That’s about it,” Jason said. “I think we need more drone coverage. Heard you just got some more. Can we put them over Dallas?” 
 
    “Shit,” Wallis said. 
 
    “That’s a problem,” Nelson said. “We’ve got another crisis going, down in the gulf. We need them down there to prevent a nuke from being run into the Houston area by boat.” 
 
    Jason was silent for a moment.  
 
    “You still there?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “I was just trying to do a quick tally of how many people we have at Bonton.” 
 
    “Well?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “It’s about sixty thousand, but not all of them are fighters. If that base gets attacked, we’ll run the risk of losing our intelligence and recruitment folks.” 
 
    “We’re not taking the drone they’ve been using away from them, right?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t planning on doing that,” Nelson said. “Should we move it down to Bonton? It’s still over the fairgrounds area right now.” 
 
    “Then the forces there are in danger, right?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Yes, but we have more people there,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Remember what we were watching before we got on the call?” Nelson asked. “The TV news reports brought a lot more armed citizens over.” 
 
    “True, but are they really ready to fight?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Jason?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Sir, I don’t know enough about them to answer that question. They may be spectators who want to be where something historic just happened.” 
 
    “I’m sure some of them are,” Wallis said, “but I’ll bet there’s also a lot of them who are game for the fight.” 
 
    “I’d like to request that the drone be moved over Bonton,” Jason said. “We’ve still got video cameras all over this part of the city. We’ll rely on those, and good old-fashioned observation. We didn’t have RFID apps when this mess started. None of us expected them to provide a permanent advantage.” 
 
    “You want a job, son?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “I’ve got one, sir,” Jason said. 
 
    “Yeah, you trying to steal my people away?” Ramsey asked. They all chuckled, including Jason. 
 
    “Okay, let’s move that drone as Jason requested,” Nelson said. “I also want to look at moving some of the drones which are over Austin.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Gallagher said. “We’ve hardened the positions around all the bunkers and extended the perimeters by several hundred yards on all sides. We’re beefed up with mini-guns on those stands, too. We don’t need the drone coverage.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Jason said, “but isn’t it possible that the enemy isn’t using these shadow soldiers in Dallas? They might show up in Austin.” 
 
    “We’ve got cameras all over the place,” Wallis said. “If they show up here to attack bunkers, they’ll be sorry, and they won’t be able to get to us, even if they use a nuke. These bunkers are hardened against that.” 
 
    Nelson smiled. “That settles it. Move the Austin drones right away.” 
 
    “Will do,” Wallis said. “You know it’ll take some time to get them to Dallas.” 
 
    “Make it as quick as possible,” Nelson said. 
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    Awake 
 
   L ita sat in a chair next to Richardson’s bed, reading news on her phone, looking up at him every so often. The nurse said he’d be waking up soon. She was anxious, but dreaded it too. Will he ever forgive me? 
 
    “Knock knock,” Madison said quietly from the door. 
 
    “Hey,” Lita said, getting up to join her. “He’s still asleep. Let’s go into the hallway.” 
 
    “Oh, so he doesn’t know yet?” 
 
    “No. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just a mild concussion. They cleared me a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Juan Carlos?” 
 
    “He made it through the last surgery okay,” Madison said, her eyes fraught with worry. “They won’t say if that was the last of them, but he’s getting better. They’ll move him out of ICU this afternoon if nothing else happens.” 
 
    “Good. Hear about Brendan and Hannah?” 
 
    “Hannah sent me a text,” Madison said. “I’m worried. Sounds like a dangerous situation.” 
 
    Richardson screamed from the room. Lita’s eyes got wide, and she ran back in. He was staring at the wrapped up stump of his right arm, then looked up at Lita in horror. 
 
    “Try to stay calm, honey,” she said as she got next to the bed.  
 
    “They took my arm? Why?” 
 
    “Your right hand was damaged beyond repair,” Lita said. “They took off enough to facilitate a prosthetic system. The doctor said you’d get most of your function back with that.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I’m remembering what happened now,” he said softly. “Juan Carlos? Oh, God, Juan Carlos?” 
 
    “He’s out of surgery. They expect him to live.” 
 
    “Brendan?” 
 
    “He didn’t get wounded at all. He’s fine.” 
 
    Madison poked her head in the door, tears streaming down her face, and waved goodbye to Lita, then disappeared. 
 
    “What was left of my hand?” Richardson asked. “I knew it was bad, but not this bad.” 
 
    “You only had your third and fourth fingers left. Without a thumb they don’t do you much good.” 
 
    The nurse walked in with the doctor.  
 
    “Ah, he’s awake,” the doctor said. “Lita told you what we did?” 
 
    “Yes,” Richardson said. “How long will I be out of action?” 
 
    Lita shook her head. “That’s the last of your worries.” 
 
    “The enemy will try again.” 
 
    “Others are out there, on duty,” Lita said. “Your job right now is to recover.” 
 
    “There were only three of us left.” 
 
    Lita came closer, touching his forehead. “Relax, honey. You need to let go. There’s nothing you can do about the enemy right now. Trust your people. They’re on it. Really.” 
 
    Richardson looked up at her, forcing a smile, his eyelids getting heavy. The doctor and nurse shot each other a glance, then the nurse came in to check vitals, Lita moving further towards the head of the bed. Richardson drifted back to sleep. 
 
    “Don’t worry, that’s a pretty normal reaction,” the doctor said. 
 
    “I was out in the hallway when he woke up,” Lita said, tears running down her cheeks. “He screamed when he saw it. I’ve never heard him do that. Even in battle.” 
 
    “He’ll get over it quicker than you expect,” the nurse said. “I’ve seen it dozens of times before.” 
 
    “How long will it be before they can fit him with the new hand?” 
 
    “Only a few weeks,” the doctor said. “He’ll need physical therapy to learn how to use it, of course, but that can be done on an outpatient basis.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, dear,” the nurse said. “He didn’t lose his soul. Just his hand, and that didn’t make him who he is. You two will get through this together.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m so worried.” 
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    Enemy Operations 
 
   D on and Sydney had their eyes locked on the history program screen. Alyssa and Chloe came into their toy hauler. 
 
    “What’s up, girls?” Don asked. 
 
    “I don’t think the enemy is done removing RFID chips, dad,” Alyssa said. “They’re doing it differently, though.” 
 
    “Differently how?” 
 
    “The RFID chips aren’t moving out of the hospitals. They’re building up, but in a space too tightly packed to be people. One place has about five thousand chips in a space not more than a few feet square. The other has more than double that in a similar footprint.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mr. D,” Chloe said, “and one of them is close by.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “Just off Highway 352, on Elsie Faye Heggins Street.” 
 
    “Crap, that’s only a few miles from here,” Sydney said. 
 
    “It’s even closer to our forces at the fairgrounds,” Don said. “Where’s the other one?” 
 
    “Further to the east and a little north, right in the middle of their main territory,” Alyssa said. “That’s why we didn’t notice it. It’s another facility run by the same University, just off I-30, a little past I-635. That’s the bigger of the two.” 
 
    Don nodded. “Yeah, they probably learned enough to gain easy access after using the University facilities north of Deep Ellum.”  
 
    “How many RFID chips are concentrated there?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “Fifteen thousand, but there are more hits walking into that facility every hour.” 
 
    “Dammit, they’re not going to be trackable much longer,” Don said. 
 
    “Maybe we’d better take out those facilities, so they can’t use them anymore,” Chloe said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Don said. He whipped out his phone and sent a text to Jason. His phone rang a few seconds later. Don put it on speaker. 
 
    “We’re going to hit the place that’s down Highway 352, but I want to wait if we can get away with it. Watch it for a few hours and let us know how quickly they have enemy fighters arriving.” 
 
    “Why do you want to wait?” Don asked. 
 
    “I want to get a drone over the big location first, to see where they’re taking the unchipped fighters.” 
 
    “Oh,” Don said. “I understand. We’ll keep an eye on it.” 
 
    “One other thing,” Jason said. “Watch your backs there and pass the word. You might be a target. We’re getting a few other drones from the Austin area, now that they’ve got the bunkers secured. We’re putting our original drone over Bonton, but it’ll take an hour or two.” 
 
    “Which one are you going to use over the RFID removal operation?” 
 
    “One of the new ones. The others will go over any other medical facility that’s still operating—probably the one on Highway 352 first.” 
 
    “Won’t that put your team in danger?” Chloe asked. 
 
    “We’ve had recruits flooding in here ready to fight after the local TV channels covered it. Unless the enemy has been doing this RFID removal process a lot longer than we think, we can handle them.” 
 
    “I can tell you that they haven’t been, with a lot of confidence,” Don said. “We have all that history. Even from before we had the program, when Seth’s team was running it all the way past Dallas. Our team has gone through it all, and this is easy to see now that we understand what to look for.” 
 
    “Good,” Jason said. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Your team is a Godsend.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Don said. The call ended. 
 
    “Do you agree with him on waiting?” Sydney asked. “Seems like they could process a lot of people before he sees anything useful with the drone.” 
 
    “That is a risk, but I agree with him,” Don said. “The most important thing we can do is find them and kill them, and if we know where the unmarked folks are going, we stand a better chance of taking them out.” 
 
    “We should tell all the hospitals in Texas to look out for trouble,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “No,” Don said. “We keep our mouths shut for now. Don’t say anything about it on social media. Understand?” 
 
    “Why?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “It’ll get back to the enemy, and they’ll try to figure out a better way to hide themselves. They could, you know. They could break the batches into five or ten a piece and take them out in vans. They could even take equipment and supplies out of the facilities they’re in and spread the operations around more. They could simulate shielded trucks by burning chips and sending us on one wild goose chase after another. We don’t want to tip them off. Not yet.” 
 
    “Shit, they could simulate the shielded trucks and then send out semis with booby traps in them,” Chloe said. 
 
    “Yep, there’s another possibility,” Don said. “Let’s give Jason the time he needs. You didn’t tell any of the rest of the team what we were doing, did you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Alyssa said. “You told us not to.” 
 
    “Chloe?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “Nope, nobody else knows.” 
 
    “Good,” Don said. “Now let’s get back to work.” 
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    Training 
 
   G reeley walked over to the big group, the volunteers watching a demonstration of the M60 machine gun and the SMAW. He got Brendan’s attention, motioning him over to the side.  
 
    “What’s up, Greeley?” 
 
    “Everything is in place at Morgan’s Point, Hog Island, and Evergreen Point.” 
 
    “Good,” Brendan said. “We’ll be ready to take to the water shortly with this first batch.” 
 
    Greeley looked out at the oil terminal and surrounding docks, now stuffed tight with boats of many types, from Grady White sport fishers to pontoon party barges. “We have more boats here than we need.” 
 
    “I agree, but some of them won’t do much. We’ll need to figure out who the best are when we’re out there, and it won’t be easy.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if there are no friendly fire incidents.” 
 
    “I know, but I understand why the leadership decided to do this,” Brendan said.  
 
    “So do I,” Greeley said. “I was looking at a map of the area tacked onto Lee’s office wall. Scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “What scared you?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Well, young lady, a small boat could cruise all the way up Buffalo Bayou and light off a nuke right next to Pasadena. Or they could keep going past I-610 and light one off in East Houston. Either one of those would be at least half a million dead in an instant, and probably a million more when the radiation sets in.” 
 
    “That isn’t the only bad spot,” Brendan said. “You see the inlet between Kemah and Seabrook?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did, and it’s this side of the barriers we put up,” Greeley said. “A nuke there would take out League City, the Houston Space Center complex, and a whole lot of residential surrounding it. You’re putting a lot of boats there, I hope.” 
 
    “Yep,” Brendan said. “Hell, there’s over a hundred thousand people right here. Galveston, Texas City, Bayou Vista, La Marque. We’ll have a lot of the boats at the mouth of Galveston Bay, the same place we were guarding with Richardson and Juan Carlos.” 
 
    “If the enemy blew up a nuke there, it would stop all boat traffic into this area for years,” Hannah said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Greeley said. “It would seal Houston off, and ruin most of its industrial base.” 
 
    “If the wind blows that direction, the fallout would hit at least the southern half of Houston,” Brendan said. “Maybe we don’t have too many boats.” 
 
     “Maybe not. Speaking of boats, the new patrol boats are almost ready. We’ll probably have them down here before the week is out.” 
 
    “Boats without crews,” Brendan said. “Another reason to get a good feel for who’s good and who’s not out there. Some of the best folks might be getting upgrades.” 
 
    “I thought there were new recruits coming from DPS,” Greeley said. 
 
    “I’ll believe that when we see them,” Hannah cracked. 
 
    Brendan nodded. “Yeah, we’ve been promised more crews to train several times, but something always seems to happen to them on the way. I still think there are some spies in the DPS.” 
 
    “Looks like schools out, at least for this batch.” Greeley said. 
 
    Brendan rushed up to the front of the group, as the National Guard trainers were getting ready for the next group. “Hey, everybody, we need to count off by boat. Then I’ll let you know what part of the area to protect. Let’s start off right here in front and work our way to the back, all right?” 
 
    “Sound’s good,” said somebody in the middle of the crowd. 
 
    Brendan pointed to a man at the front on the left side. “You’re one.” 
 
    The group to his right said two, the next group three, until they were all the way to the back, the last number being 119. 
 
    “Okay, one through thirty, guard the entrance to Clear Lake by Kemah. You know where it is?” 
 
    “Yes sir!” shouted one of that group. 
 
    “Thanks,” Brendan said. “31 through 70, guard the area around Hog Island.” 
 
    People murmured in approval. 
 
    “And finally, 71 through 119, you’re going to be by the entrance into this area, between Galveston Island and the Bolivar Peninsula.” 
 
    “Let’s go, everybody!” somebody shouted. 
 
    The recruits rushed to their boats, carrying whatever equipment they hadn’t already stashed aboard. Brendan watched as they went in the directions he asked. 
 
    Lee walked over. “You’re good at this, kid.” 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll be going out after the other groups get through training. I saw you watching them. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think most of them understood it,” Lee said. “Not all. A few looked like they’d rather be elsewhere.” 
 
    “Some are here due to peer pressure,” Hannah said. 
 
    Lee nodded in agreement, and they turned to watch the crews for the next hundred boats sit in front of the instructors. 
 
    “How many boats total so far?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Three hundred and sixty-three, by my count,” Greeley said. “I’ve heard there’s more on the way. I haven’t seen any RFID hits anywhere around here, though. The closest are sitting in Cancun.” 
 
    “They’ve been there for a couple days,” Brendan said. “Remember that the last attack was made by enemy fighters with no RFID.” 
 
    “They dig them out?” Lee asked. 
 
    “Unknown,” Brendan said. “Wish we would’ve had time to investigate. I’m guessing they were from Venezuela, but who knows.” 
 
    Hannah got a text. She looked at it. “Madison.” 
 
    Brendan watched as she read. The message was long enough that she had to scroll a couple times. 
 
    “Well?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Richardson woke up. He was shocked that his hand was gone.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Brendan said. “He’s gonna be all right, though?” 
 
    “Sounds like it. Juan Carlos has had two surgeries so far, and the doctor isn’t ruling out a third, but overall he’s improving quickly.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Lee said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Brendan said. “That guy is my best friend in the world, other than Hannah.” 
 
    “I could tell,” Lee said. “Looks like class is starting. I’m going to observe again.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll join you in a minute,” Brendan said. He turned to Hannah. “You okay?” 
 
    She looked him in the eye. “No, but I’m here to do a job, and I’m gonna do it well.” 
 
    “I wasn’t saying otherwise,” Brendan said, taken aback by her forceful statement. 
 
    “Oh, honey, I know. I’m trying to psych myself up a little. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good,” Brendan said. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you more. Let’s go watch the recruits.” 
 
    They joined Lee. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {16} 
 
    First Shipment 
 
   C hance, Francis, and Dirk were all at their work stations in the intelligence center, watching their screens. There were empty coke cans and candy wrappers littering the table next to Chance. 
 
    “I can’t believe they got those drones over here so fast. It’s only been a few hours.” 
 
    “They flew them here instead of trucking them, I’ll bet,” Francis said. “Just refueled them when they got here and sent them up.” 
 
    “Damn, dude, you can eat a lot of candy,” Dirk quipped, Francis laughing. 
 
    Chance shrugged. “So sue me. I’ll eat better when we’re off duty. That drone is over the University medical center now.” 
 
    “How does it look?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Looks like a typical suburban medical facility. Wooded grounds with parking lot. Pine trees all around. Two buildings. Both one-story unless they have basements. Sits right on I-30 to the south. There’s a church school on the opposite side. A few dwellings and some open ground on the other sides. Probably a good place to use for what they’re doing.” 
 
    “How about the apps?” Francis asked. 
 
    “The high-res app shows lots of people with chips in them. Some sitting in the parking lot, probably in cars or vans, guarding the place. A handful of hits in the smaller building, and a lot of hits in the larger building. More than four hundred. And then there’s the loose chips.” 
 
    “How many of those?” 
 
    “They’re just a blob in two different locations. Counter says close to fifteen grand between them. The blob has been growing. Not fast. Maybe ten per hour. Either this operation has been going for quite a while, or they did a lot in a short period of time and are slowing down now.” 
 
    “I’ve got the facility on Highway 352 up in the high-res app,” Francis said. “They’re still turning them out like hotcakes. Smaller numbers total, though.” 
 
    “Nothing going on around the fairgrounds or Bonton,” Dirk said. “I’ve been looking at both.” 
 
    “Wish we had drones for all the locations,” Chance said. “They make a huge difference. Uh oh.” 
 
    “What?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Hits driving towards the facility, on I-30 eastbound.” 
 
    “How many?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Several hundred. Just came into my field of view. Can’t quite see them with the drone video yet.” 
 
    “Well keep watching.” 
 
    “Another four hundred just entered the area,” Chance said. “I can see the first one with the drone now. Semi-truck.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s just leaving the area,” Dirk said. “We nailed them pretty good today.” 
 
    “Nope. It’s getting off I-30, making a left, going over the interstate on Northwest Drive.” 
 
    “Geez,” Francis said. “They’ve got a big operation going.” 
 
    Chance looked over at him and grinned. “Damn straight, but we’ll nail them soon enough. They’re on the I-30 Frontage Road now, which will lead them right into the facility.” 
 
    “Wonder how the enemy is doing their command and control now?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Oh, I doubt they’ll pull out all of the chips,” Francis said. “Just enough to keep us busy while their main forces do strategic operations.” 
 
    “They’re unloading by the larger of the buildings. Even from this far away, I swear I can smell these creeps.” 
 
    Dirk and Francis laughed. 
 
    “Hey, I’m seeing something,” Francis said. “Semi-truck is backing up to the facility on Elsie Faye.” 
 
    “Here it starts,” Chance said. “It sucks not being able to count them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Francis said. “If they fill the semi, it’s gonna be up to around four-hundred.” 
 
    Dirk shrugged. “Could be fifty.” 
 
    “When this thing takes off, I should follow it, right?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Chance said. “Wish we had more than one drone on each of these facilities, so we could follow shipments and watch the facility for more people leaving.” 
 
    “Shipments.” Francis chuckled. 
 
    Chance snickered. “What else should we call them?” 
 
    “Can’t think of anything better, I guess,” Francis said, eyes peeled at the screen. “I can barely see people getting in. There’s an overhang covering that back door, unfortunately. If that wasn’t there, I’d probably be able to get a rough count.” 
 
    “It’ll be easier at the Mesquite location,” Chance said. “Nothing over the doors there. I suspect we’ll see people coming out who were at the facility before that last truck came in, though.” 
 
    “That first truck unloaded yet?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Chance said. “Still people sauntering into the facility. I got a better count. Just over four-hundred RFID chips were in that truck.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t take that long for four-hundred people to unload,” Francis said. 
 
    “I’ll bet none of them are anxious to have the procedure,” Dirk said. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, if I was them I’d volunteer,” Chance said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I could disappear into the woodwork and not be trackable by the leadership,” Chance said. “Part of the reason they put these chips so deep was to discourage desertion.” 
 
    “I thought these guys were fanatics,” Dirk said. 
 
    “I think he’s got something there,” Francis said. “They know there’s no way they can win this war. All they can do is kill as many Texans as possible before they get killed themselves. Then the war will be over, and their side gets nothing. If they survive they’ll be hunted down like dogs. Probably tossed in Gitmo.” 
 
    Chance laughed. “You know what’s gonna happen when this is over, right?” 
 
    “What?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “There will be this nation-wide debate on what to do with the enemy fighters who get trapped here. The Islamists will mostly say that they were forced to come here, and that they really love America.” 
 
    Francis cracked up. “You’re probably right. The leftists will portray them all as refugees and will want to grant all of them amnesty and a path to citizenship. The right will want to deport them back to the shitholes they came from.” 
 
    Dirk shook his head, watching Francis and Chance laugh hysterically. “I personally think we’ll have learned our lesson by then.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Chance said. “When this war is over, we’ll go right back to the same political battles that we’ve been fighting since before 9-11 happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, there are still people on the east coast who are okay with martial law, from what I’ve read on message boards.” 
 
    Dirk shrugged. “If that’s the case, maybe Nelson should’ve kept us as a Republic.” 
 
    “That wasn’t sustainable,” Chance said. “All kidding on the side, the political battle will be about the same as it was before the war. You’ll have Twenty percent of the population pushing pure leftist ideals, another twenty percent pushing pure conservative ideals. The sixty percent who don’t fall into those groups will loosely support one side or the other, but will vote against their party when their party is acting stupid. The sixty percent will hold the country together, as usual.” 
 
    “You’re wise beyond your years, Chance,” Francis said. 
 
    Dirk sighed. “Okay, maybe, but I think your twenty percent pieces are more like thirty percent.” 
 
    “And I think they might actually be closer to ten percent each,” Chance said, “but time will tell. I hope we’ve learned something from this, but look what happened in Europe during the twentieth century. We might be dealing with skirmishes for years, and we’ve got South America which appears to be completely broken now.” 
 
    “Remember all that talk about annexing Mexico early in the war?” Francis asked. 
 
    Dirk laughed. “No way.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t rule it out,” Francis said. “It would be better for the Mexican population.” 
 
    “I’m gonna agree with Dirk on this one,” Chance said. “If we tried to combine our free, capitalist republic with a third-world corrupt semi-socialist state, it’ll fail as badly as the EU did.” 
 
    “The EU is still together, and giving us a very hard time at the moment,” Francis said. 
 
    “The EU has become a totalitarian state, which is trying to expand under the banner of globalism and environmentalism. They’re not much different than the USSR was. That’s why most of the eastern European countries got the hell out of there. They remember.” 
 
    “The Brits got out too, and they’re way to the left of us,” Francis said. “They’ve supported the globalists for years.” 
 
    “There’s some truth to that, but we have a special tie with the Brits,” Chance said. “Always will. Same with Canada and Australia.” 
 
    “We fought a war to avoid being just another part of the Commonwealth,” Francis said. 
 
    “And over the years, we’ve become more and more like each other. We have a sibling relationship with the Commonwealth countries. We’ve left home in a huff, but we’re still family.” 
 
    Dirk chuckled. “Americans. We’ve got so much in common with each other, but we’re always ready to argue anyway.” 
 
    “Hold the phone,” Francis said. “That semi-truck is pulling away now.” 
 
    “Watch them,” Chance said. “The semi-truck is unloaded at my facility. It’s moving to another part of the lot.” 
 
    “Parking for now, I’ll bet,” Dirk said. 
 
    Chance nodded. “Likely.” 
 
    “Shit,” Francis said. “They’re on Elsie Faye Heggens, going southwest. I’ve got to zoom out, or I’m gonna lose them. My picture is gonna get a lot smaller.” 
 
    “If they turn right on Highway 352, we need to call Jason,” Dirk said. “They’ll make it to the fairgrounds in less than ten minutes.” 
 
    “Going that direction on Elsie Faye could take them to Bonton too,” Francis said. “Whoa, they just passed over Highway 352.” 
 
    “I’m texting Don, Sydney, and Jason,” Chance said. 
 
    “They just passed over 2nd Street,” Francis said. “They’re not going to Bonton. They would’ve turned left. I need to switch to the Bonton drone, though. They’re almost out of range.” 
 
    “I’ll switch my monitor to the drone over the medical facility and zoom out more,” Dirk said. “Less chance of losing them.” 
 
    Francis nodded in agreement. “Okay, I’m up on the Bonton drone. It’s got more range and a lot better picture.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a more advanced drone than the ones we got from Austin,” Chance said. 
 
    “They’re gonna get on Highway 175.” 
 
    “Which direction?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Tell you in a second,” Francis said. “Southbound.” 
 
    “Shit, they could still go to Bonton, then,” Dirk said. 
 
    “Nope,” Francis said. “They’re staying on the southern route, which transitions to Highway 310. They’d go east on Highway 175 if they were gonna hit Bonton. Whoa, something’s going on. The back end of the trailer just popped open, and a couple guys jumped out.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Dirk said, moving to look over Francis’s shoulder. “Look, it’s pulling over to the side just past Haven Street.” 
 
    “The driver is out of the cab. Shit, he just shot out the front driver’s side tire!” 
 
    “What?” Chance asked, rolling his chair closer to watch. “Hell, they’re shooting at each other! Look at that!” 
 
    “I think this proves your point, Chance,” Francis said. “Some of these guys want to disappear, not fight. Others are still loyal.” 
 
    “Looks like one group won,” Dirk said. “They’re running into the woods, going past that big dairy plant to the west of the highway.” 
 
    Chance smiled. “We don’t have any people in that direction. They’re deserting, ten to one.” 
 
    “You get back on your facility, Chance,” Francis said. “Dirk, you watch the other one. Something’s liable to happen, if anybody got a message out on this.” 
 
    “Yep, this might make them abandon their operation,” Chance said. “I’m texting Jason.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {17} 
 
    Defectors 
 
   J ason’s phone dinged with a text. He looked at it, eyes getting wide, then hit Chance’s contact and put it on speaker, turning to Eric, Curt, Amanda, and Stanton, who were with him, sitting at a table in Chip’s restaurant. 
 
    “Hey, Jason,” Chance said over the speaker. 
 
    “Hey. There’re a few others with me. Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think we just witnessed a group of Islamists deserting after their RFID chips were removed.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “I’ll text you the GPS coordinates of the woods they disappeared in. This was only a few minutes ago, but I suspect they’ll be moving fast.” 
 
    “Do that. Maybe we ought to send a team out there. They might want to talk to us.” 
 
    “They might shoot us when we get close to them, too,” Stanton said. 
 
    “There is that possibility, so we’ll need to be careful,” Jason said. “Where was this, exactly?” 
 
    “They were on Highway 310 southbound, between Haven Street and Budd Street. They ran past the dairy plant to the west of the road, into some woods that look pretty dense.” 
 
    Curt was looking at his phone. “That’s pretty close. If we’re gonna try to catch them, we’d better leave right now.” 
 
    “How are we going?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Take I-30 west, get on I-45 south, then Highway 175, then Highway 310. We’ll see their semi. We should take off-roaders.” 
 
    “They’ll be gone before we get there,” Jason said, looking at the map on his laptop. 
 
    “Maybe, but it’s worth a try to get to them,” Chance said. “Hell, they might join us. They’d probably like to stay in this country as heroes, and we could offer that.” 
 
    “Yeah, we probably could,” Jason said. “I’m going too. Let’s hit it.” 
 
    “Talk to you later,” Chance said. 
 
    “Somebody better tell Ramsey about this,” Kyle said. 
 
    “We’ll text him on the way,” Jason said. The men cleared out of the restaurant, waving goodbye to Chip. 
 
    “Want to ride with me, brother?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t get too crazy.” 
 
     “I won’t be able to keep up with you guys on the highway,” Curt said, “but I’ll get there, and I can probably go places that Bronco won’t fit.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Eric said. “Are you taking Amanda?” 
 
    “If I don’t she’ll skin me alive,” Curt muttered as he ran to where she was sitting, with Kim and Kate on the grass next to the restaurant. 
 
    They got on the road quickly, flying down the deserted streets and highways, arriving at the semi-truck in just under ten minutes. 
 
    “There it is,” Jason said from the back seat of the Bronco, M60 across his lap. 
 
    “There’s a few dead Islamists over there,” Kim said, pointing from the passenger seat. 
 
    Eric chuckled. “Lookie there, they’ve got bandages on their triceps.” 
 
    “Good, Stanton and Kyle are both right behind us,” Jason said, looking through the back window as they rolled off the highway, heading for the dairy plant. “Stanton can track, and Kyle’s better at it than I am.” 
 
    “I can track too,” Eric said. 
 
    “They might be setting an ambush for us, you know,” Kim said. 
 
    “Doubtful, because they don’t know we were watching.” 
 
    “We hope.” 
 
    “They would like to capture one of us,” Eric said. “You can take that to the bank.” 
 
    “There’s the start of the woods,” Kim said. “Slow down. We’re going in on foot, right?” 
 
    “Probably our best bet,” Jason said. “Curt can tool into the thicket with that off-roader.” 
 
    They parked, waiting as Stanton parked behind them, Kyle next to them. Everybody got out. 
 
    “How far back is Curt?” Jason asked. 
 
    “We lost him on I-45,” Stanton said. “Do we know which way these guys went?” 
 
    “You can track, right?” Jason asked. 
 
    Stanton laughed. “What, just because I’m an Indian you think I can track?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Jason said. “No offense.” 
 
    Stanton slapped him on the back. “Just messing with you. Yeah, I’m a good tracker. Let’s pick it up from the back of that truck. The rest of you guys, don’t wander around too much. I want to have clean tracks to follow. And watch yourselves. We might be walking into an ambush.” 
 
    Stanton went to the semi-trailer, looking at the footsteps, then following, walking past the others, to an opening between two small businesses. “They went through here.” 
 
    Curt’s off-roader pulled next to them, Amanda in the back. “Good, you’re following tracks. I can’t fit through there, so I’ll go around. Oh, and we’ve got some insurance coming. Two hundred of the recruits. Just in case this is an ambush.” 
 
    “You did tell them not to start shooting, right?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Yeah, pencil neck, what do you take me for?” 
 
    “Just checking,” Jason said. He and the others followed Stanton between the buildings, which led to the forest. Stanton put up his hand after a few yards.  
 
    “Railroad tracks,” he whispered. “Stay here, let me take a look.” He snuck out, looking both ways on the tracks, seeing nobody, then motioned for the others to come forward. They got over the tracks and into the forest beyond. 
 
    “Hear that?” Eric whispered. “The Trinity river is right over there.” 
 
    “Halt. Drop your weapons!” said a trembling voice. 
 
    Stanton, Jason, and the others froze. 
 
    “We saw what happened,” Jason said. “We aren’t here to kill you guys.” 
 
    “Drop your weapons.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll drop our weapons,” Jason said, eyeing the others. They put their weapons next to them on the ground. “There, we did it. Come out and let’s talk.” 
 
    A young Islamist walked out from behind the trees, his AK-47 aimed at them. He was wearing a white linen shirt, his right triceps bandaged, blood seeping out. 
 
    “How long ago did they remove your RFID chip?” Jason asked calmly. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Jason, Austin PD. This is Kyle, also Austin PD, and my brother Eric. They have their women with them. We aren’t going to hurt you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know my name?” 
 
    “So I know what to call you.” 
 
    The man looked at all of them, trembling slightly, trying to hold it together. “Ben.” 
 
    “Your English is excellent,” Jason said. “Did you live in the USA before this started?” 
 
    “Why are you asking questions?” He raised the gun, his finger twitching by the trigger. 
 
    Jason put his hands out. “Don’t shoot. We aren’t going to hurt you. Really.” 
 
    “Ben!” said somebody in a hoarse whisper from the trees. “Put the gun down. This might be our chance.” 
 
    Ben looked backwards quickly, then back at Jason. “Why do you want to talk?” 
 
    “Do you want this war to go on forever?” Jason asked. “I don’t. Enough people have died.” 
 
    “Ben!” the voice from the trees said again, and then there was rustling, and another man appeared, smaller than Ben, with delicate features and dark hair. He set his AK-47 down on the ground. “I’m Hassan.” 
 
    “Hello, Hassan,” Jason said.  
 
    Ben glared at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Changing sides, like we already talked about,” Hassan said. “Put down your gun, and let’s talk. We have no other chance. This is a gift.” 
 
    Ben stood still for a moment, thinking. 
 
    “I’m doing it too,” another man said from the bushes, coming out and putting down his weapon. “Ahmed. I’m so sorry this happened in your homeland.” 
 
    Jason nodded. Ben was eyeing him, then his friends. He sighed and set his gun down. 
 
    “Good,” Jason said. “You didn’t choose to fight here, did you?” 
 
    All of them shook their heads no. 
 
    “They put in the chips, then said our family would be dead if we don’t fight, or if we desert,” Ahmed said. 
 
    “I went to school here,” Ben said. “Didn’t want to fight. I have many American friends, near Boston.” 
 
    “I attended college in San Diego,” Hassan said. “Same thing. RFID chips were a good control device.” 
 
    “I went to school in Minnesota,” Ahmed said. “We all know Americans.” 
 
    “How many of your forces would stop fighting if they could?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Not enough,” Ben said. “There’s many here who are from poor families. They don’t speak English and believe the stories about your people.” 
 
    “The people you fought with outside the truck,” Jason said. “They wanted to stay in the war?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hassan said. “We were hoping they’d just let us leave. They wouldn’t.” 
 
    “How many in your group?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “There were eighty,” Hassan said, “but the fight killed twenty, some on both sides. The rest of the people with us believed that the Caliphate would be on our trail, so they crossed the river. They plan to blend in with the population.” 
 
    “How did you see what happened?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We figured out what was going on at that hospital using our RFID apps. We had a drone in the air above you, and watched the whole thing on live video.” 
 
    “See, I told you,” Hassan said. 
 
    “Where did you get the RFID apps?” Ahmed asked. “They are restricted to leadership only. We don’t have them.” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “Long story there. In a nutshell, Daan Mertins stole the technology from an American. When the American found out, he broke their encryption and created the apps.” 
 
    “Mertins Corp said they invented it,” Ben said. 
 
    “That’s called a lie,” Jason said. “You obviously knew we could track you. The tactics tell us that.” 
 
    “What tactics?” Hassan asked. 
 
    “Lead-shielded trucks, for one thing,” Eric said. 
 
    Ahmed chuckled. “I knew it. They told us the lead was bullet proofing.” 
 
    Jason’s phone dinged. It startled the Islamists. “That’s a text message coming in. I’m going to reach into my pocket and pull my phone out. There’s no gun in here, see?” He pressed on his pants over the pocket. 
 
    “We trust you,” Ahmed said. The others nodded in agreement.  
 
    Jason pulled his phone out and read the message. “Curt. He stayed out by the road. We’ve got company. He just got buzzed. We’ll get it any second.” 
 
    “Buzzed?” Hassan asked. 
 
    “Short range app. Warns us when RFID chips get within half a mile.” Jason’s phone buzzed in his hand, same with those of the others. “Here they come.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Hassan said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Stanton said. “We’ve got people out there. More than they can handle.” 
 
    “You had people hidden from us?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We had back-up coming, just in case this was a trap,” Jason said. “We know it isn’t now.” 
 
    “Do you want to help us fight, or stay back here while we take care of them?” Eric asked. “You’re choice.” 
 
    “If I were you I’d wait here,” Jason said. “Not everybody knows about you yet, and we don’t have time to tell them now.” 
 
    “We’ll wait here,” Ben said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a big explosion. 
 
    “What was that?” Hassan asked. 
 
    “Probably the M19 grenade launcher on Curt’s off-roader,” Jason said. “Let’s go, guys!” 
 
    Jason and the others picked up their weapons and ran back to the highway, getting there as Curt and the citizen recruits finished off the Islamists. 
 
    “Just in time, pencil neck,” Curt said. 
 
    Stanton chuckled. “That was quick.” 
 
    “Hell, I killed more than half of them with one shot from the grenade launcher,” Curt said. “They didn’t expect us to be here. Did you make contact?” 
 
    “With three of them. The rest crossed the Trinity River.” 
 
    “Were they really deserters?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Jason said. “They all went to college here. We’d better get back there before they decide to leave.” 
 
    Jason and the others rushed back into the forest. 
 
    “Shit, they’re gone,” Eric said, looking around. 
 
    “No we’re not,” Hassan said, coming out from behind the trees. “We didn’t know if it was you are not. You defeated them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jason said. “We’d like to take you back to our base, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    The three men eyed each other. 
 
    “Go ahead and talk amongst yourselves,” Jason said. “We’ll go over there, across the railroad tracks. If you decide to take off and follow the others, then good luck to you. We won’t hunt you down.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ben said. “Whatever we decide, you have our respect.” 
 
    Jason nodded, and they left. 
 
    “Hope that’s not the last we see of them,” Kyle said. 
 
    “If we take them, I want it to be willing, and I want guarantees that they won’t be harmed if the leadership team wants them.” 
 
    “Nelson’s a good man,” Kyle said. “We can trust him.” 
 
    They waited across the tracks for a few minutes. Curt and Amanda joined them. 
 
    “You guys going to be long?” Curt asked. “We might not want to hang around here. One of the Islamists might have gotten word back to their base, and we know some of them don’t have RFID.” 
 
    “We have to give them a few more minutes,” Jason said. 
 
    “Okay, pencil neck, but not more than that.” 
 
    The three men appeared. Ben stepped forward. “We’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Good,” Jason said. “Let’s get going before we have more company.” 
 
    “Are we going back to the fairgrounds, or to the base?” Curt asked. 
 
    “I think the base,” Jason said. “The others can go back to the fairgrounds, but we might be leaving there soon.” 
 
    “Okay.” Curt looked at the three men, who were eyeing him. “Hi, my name is Curt, and this is Amanda. Good to meet you.” 
 
    The three introduced themselves, and then everybody got into their vehicles and left. 
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    Inlet Positions 
 
   B rendan drove the DPS patrol boat, Hannah on the port gun, Lee on the starboard gun. 
 
    “Where are we gonna be?” Lee asked. 
 
    “Well, for starters, I want to cruise through each of the areas and make a mental note of who’s there,” Brendan said. “I’ll need you to do that as well. That way if we have infiltrators, we’ll realize it before the transponder sensor tells us. I don’t completely trust those.” 
 
    Hannah watched as they cruised towards the fortified inlet, gasping at the number of boats around Hog Island on either side. “This reminds me of Lake Havasu during spring break.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Brendan said. “Sundance! Wish we were there tossing back some brews right now.” 
 
    Lee shook his head. “Kids. Didn’t that place burn down?” 
 
    Brendan snickered. “More than once, apparently, but years before my time. They’ve tamed it down a little since the seventies and early eighties.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “My mom and dad used to go there before I was born.” 
 
    “I hope our country gets back to normal enough for spring break to be a thing again,” Lee said. 
 
    People on the boats waved as the patrol boat cruised by them, Lee eyeing the artillery and mini-gun emplacements on the banks of the mainland and Hog Island. “We’re not gonna make it easy for them, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Hannah’s phone dinged. She read the text. “Juan Carlos is awake. He’s gonna be okay, according to Madison.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Lee said. 
 
    “Can’t wait to see him,” Brendan said. “How long is he gonna be laid up?” 
 
    Hannah typed on her phone, getting a reply a moment later. “They’re not saying yet.” 
 
    “Anything on Richardson?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Hannah typed the question. 
 
    “I hope he’s able to do something he’s interested in,” Lee said. “One of my friends lost a hand. Changed his life forever.” 
 
    There was a ding on Hannah’s phone again. She looked at it, smiling. “He’ll still be in it. They’re bringing a laptop in to him this morning. He’s going to monitor drone video, and probably be directing you.” 
 
    Brendan smiled. “Good, not sure I’m up to this.” 
 
    “You’re more than up to this,” Lee said. “Trust me.” 
 
    Brendan’s phone dinged. “Wonder who that is?” He pulled out his phone and looked at it. “Speak of the devil, it’s Richardson.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Wallis has a large team coming to the Bolivar Peninsula to put more artillery there.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Lee said. “Those aren’t any good against small, fast boats. We got the EU Navy coming back?” 
 
    Brendan typed the question and got a reply right away. “He says maybe.” 
 
    “If they’re putting artillery out there again, I suspect it’s more than maybe,” Lee said. 
 
    Brendan chuckled, then turned the boat around. “Let’s go check out Kemah.” 
 
    They cruised between Morgan’s point and Atkinson Island. 
 
    “Wonder why they’re not putting artillery here?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “I’ll make a guess,” Lee said. “They don’t think the EU would dare to cruise into the bay with nuclear weapons.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t need to,” Brendan said. “If the EU Navy wanted to nuke Houston, they’d use a missile. I’d be shocked if they didn’t have any tactical nukes on their larger ships.” 
 
    “Yep,” Lee said. “They won’t use a nuke against us. If they do, we’ll strike back. Mutually assured destruction, baby. No government is gonna start a mess like that.” 
 
    “None that are still existing, that is,” Brendan said. “North Korea and Iran are dust now.” 
 
    “Good riddance.” Lee looked at all the boats around Kemah. “Looks good, but we should have some of those mini-guns here too.” 
 
    “I agree,” Brendan said. “I’ll pass that along to Greeley. Maybe he can suggest it.” 
 
    “I’m surprised we were able to get over three-hundred boats trained and launched so quickly,” Hannah said. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d call what they got training,” Brendan said. “Not really.” 
 
    Lee chuckled. “Some of them looked scared out of their wits.” 
 
    Brendan nodded, turning the boat towards the main entrance, passing Texas City. “Your town looks pretty dead now.” 
 
    Lee nodded in agreement. “I know a lot of people who’ve left for now. Can’t say that I blame them. Same with Galveston, from what I’m hearing, but a lot of them were gone a while ago. The first battle scared them away.” 
 
    “That seems like so long ago,” Hannah said. “I was starting to like our battle barge.” 
 
    “I thought that thing was a ridiculous monstrosity the first time I saw it,” Lee said, “but it was effective.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Brendan said. “Wish we had it now. Sucks that it got blown up.” 
 
    Hannah watched the group of boats by Bolivar Peninsula as they approached. “It doesn’t look like there are enough boats here.” 
 
    “We’ll be here if anything starts,” Brendan said. “We’ll hang out here now.” 
 
    “You’re not expecting an attack yet, are you?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen the apps. The main enemy force is still sitting at Cancun. We haven’t had reports of stolen fishing boats, either. I think this might be the calm before the storm.” 
 
    “Look at those huge trucks,” Lee said, pointing to a line of them on Bolivar Peninsula. “There’s some self-propelled artillery pieces too. Somebody’s expecting action.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see them here,” Hannah said. They watched as the first of the self-propelled artillery pieces backed into place, a crew from one of the huge trucks rushing over to help with the setup. 
 
    “Those look like bigger guns than we had before,” Brendan said. 
 
    Lee covered his eyes to shade them. “Should’ve brought a ball cap. There’s a second one backing into place.” 
 
    “Hope they last longer in battle than the first batch,” Brendan said, “although they did sink a couple of EU ships last time, before they were destroyed.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a huge explosion, the second artillery piece and one of the trucks lifting up, flying apart in a rain of fire and debris. 
 
    “My God, what was that?” Hannah shouted. “Are we under attack?” 
 
    Brendan pulled out his phone, hitting Richardson’s contact. “Hope he’s still awake.” 
 
    “Brendan,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Hey, boss, one of the artillery pieces on the Bolivar Peninsula just rolled on top of a mine. Blew it and one of the trucks sky high.” 
 
    “Dammit. I’ll get with Wallis. Thanks. Watch yourselves. You don’t see any ships close by who could’ve done it?” 
 
    “No, this came from underneath, and there was no sound of an artillery shell coming in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Richardson said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Send a broadcast text to the recruits, honey,” Hannah said. “They’re probably freaking out, thinking there’s an attack on.” 
 
    Brendan handed his phone to her. “Here, you do that. I’m gonna steer over to the other boats here and be ready just in case.” 
 
    Hannah took the phone and sent the text, then handed it back and got behind her gun. 
 
    “Well, I don’t see anybody heading for the launching ramp to high-tail it,” Lee said. 
 
    “These are Texans,” Brendan said. 
 
    They settled in to keep watch. 
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    Executions 
 
   K itten was making her rounds, anxious for the day to be over. Maybe I’ll have some time with Chance later. 
 
    “Kitten, there’s more wounded coming in,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    “Is there a battle going on right now?” 
 
    “A skirmish, apparently. Closer than we’d like to see. It happened by the Dallas Aquarium.” 
 
    “That’s not very far away. Why didn’t we get buzzed with the apps, I wonder?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I used the long-range app and didn’t see anybody there.” 
 
    “This is bad,” Kitten said. “Chance said there were two hospitals occupied by the enemy. He says they’re removing chips.” 
 
    There was a snapping sound, and an impact on the wall behind them. 
 
    “Dammit, that was a bullet,” Dr. Patel cried. “Get down, stay away from the windows!” 
 
    Kitten got down, crawling over to the windowsill, closing the blinds. Another bullet came through the same window, ripping through the plastic of the blind, hitting the wall again. 
 
    “Kitten, get away from there!” Dr. Patel shouted. 
 
    “I’m behind cover,” she said. “It’s somebody shooting from down below. Look at the trajectory. The hole in the window is lower than the hole in the back wall.” 
 
    Kitten’s phone dinged. She ignored it, crawling along the wall below the windowsill to the next window, closing the blind there, then crawling to the next. When they were all closed she rushed further back into the room, to check the text. The phone rang before she could look. She answered it. 
 
    “Kitten, are you safe?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Yes, just closed all the blinds in the room we’re in. It’s somebody on the ground shooting through the windows.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re on the ground?” 
 
    “The bullet holes in the window are lower than the bullet holes in the back wall.” 
 
    “Oh, good thinking.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” 
 
    “We’re in an interior room. They’ll have a hard time shooting us, but I hope they don’t kill the power. If they do, our computers will go down. That would be bad, because there’s a lot going on.” 
 
    “More of that RFID chip removal?” 
 
    “Yes, Kitten, and other stuff too. I can’t talk now. Stay away from the windows, and be careful.” 
 
    “You too,” she said, ending the call. 
 
    “Is Chance okay?” Dr. Patel asked. 
 
    “Yes, but my dad is working downstairs.” 
 
    They could hear gunfire outside now. Small caliber automatic and semi-auto fire, and then there was the fast heavy sound of M60s. 
 
    “Our guys are on it now,” Kitten said. “I know what M60s sound like, and the enemy doesn’t have those.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chance, Francis, and Dirk were in front of their PC screens, the muffled sound of gunfire coming through the walls. 
 
    “What do we do?” Dirk asked. “Should we grab our guns and go downstairs?” 
 
    Chance shook his head. “No, bring up the video cameras in the area. See if the enemy’s visible. Francis, let’s you and I continue watching those medical facilities. This might be one of their shipments from before we had the drones in place.” 
 
    “That’d be my guess,” Francis said. “Wish some of our guys were still here.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of recruits,” Dirk said. “They’ve got the enemy pinned down from two sides.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Luben Plaza Park, just across the street. In the trees. I think most of them are dead already.” Dirk’s phone rang, and he answered it. 
 
    “Cindy, are you safe?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re in the back of the building, remember? They just finished putting those bullet-proof barriers in the lobby a couple of hours ago. We’re lucky. They couldn’t get any bullets through there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if they rush the door?” 
 
    Cindy chuckled. “We have twelve men with M60s down there, plus others with M4s and captured AKs. Two of the M60 squad slipped out the side door and killed most of the enemy fighters, from what I’m hearing. Oh, and we were told they all had wounds on their right triceps.” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured that out,” Dirk said. “I’m watching the video camera feeds in the area. Don’t see anyone else. Sucks that they don’t have chips.” 
 
    “It is what it is, I guess,” Cindy said. “You guys are safe, right?” 
 
    “We’re inside interior walls, so don’t worry. If there’s a successful assault on the door, get your butt up here.” 
 
    “Will do, honey. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Sounds like she’s okay,” Francis said. 
 
    Dirk nodded. “They got that bullet-proof paneling installed in the lobby just a couple hours ago. That was a lucky break.” 
 
    “Yep,” Chance said. “Somethings going on at the big medical facility.” 
 
    “What?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “They’re backing that semi rig up to a door on the other side of the facility.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Francis said. “Sounds like game on.” 
 
    “Anything going on at your facility?” 
 
    “Nope, not at the moment,” he said. “The flow of RFID chips into the area seems to have stopped.” 
 
    “They know what happened with that last shipment,” Chance said. “Ten to one.” 
 
    “Uh oh, there’s another semi-truck heading onto the parking lot of the big facility,” Chance said. 
 
    “With RFID?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Just the driver. I’ll bet they did hear about that shipment, and they’re going to fly the coup.” 
 
    “Oh, geez, two trucks showing up at my facility,” Francis said. “Parking by the same door they used for the last shipment.” 
 
    The men watched their buildings, Dirk switching back to the Bonton drone now that the local attack was put down. 
 
    “Something’s fishy here,” Francis said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re loading the trucks.” 
 
    “We expected that,” Chance said. 
 
    “They’re loading them with fighters that still have RFID chips.” 
 
    “You sure they’re not just carrying removed chips out of there?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Nah, the spacing is right. I suppose they could’ve given one to each of the men… scratch that, then each would have two chips, unless they’ve had theirs removed. Wish I could see them. Might be able to make out wounds on their arms.” 
 
    “Something’s going on, all right,” Chance said. “They’re doing the same thing where I am. They’re loading the semi-trucks with men who still have RFID chips.” 
 
    “The two at my facility are driving away,” Francis said. 
 
    “Any chips left at that facility?” Chance asked. 
 
    Francis refreshed the detailed app on his second screen. “About twenty is all.” 
 
    “The trucks at my facility are leaving too, and there’s another empty showing up. There’s still a couple hundred RFID chips there that I believe are inside people.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Francis said. “They just walked over a hundred men out into the parking lot. They’ve got blindfolds on, and their arms are bloody. They’re lining them up.” 
 
    “Lining them up?” Dirk asked, “and they don’t have RFID?” 
 
    Francis refreshed his detail app again. “Nope, not these guys. Oh God. Three of the guys with RFID just opened fire on the line of men. They’re executing them!” 
 
    “They know what happened,” Chance said. “As soon as they clear out the men with RFID from my location, they’re gonna do the same thing.” 
 
    “Why are they doing that?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Self-protection,” Francis said, backing away from the screen, wiping his eyes. “They’re afraid of what happened to the first shipment. We had three men defect to our side. They’re gonna know things we don’t.” 
 
    “There goes the last semi from the big facility,” Chance said, eyes glued to the screen. He refreshed the app. “Down to about twenty RFID chips plus those blobs.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Francis cried, watching a massive explosion on his video feed. “The enemy just blew the building I was watching on the way out.” 
 
    “Here comes the line-up at the big facility,” Chance said. “Oh, God, I can’t watch this.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” Dirk said. 
 
    Chance looked down for a moment, then back at the screen. “No, I have to, just in case.” 
 
    Francis rolled over next to Chance, watching over his shoulder. “That’s a lot of men with no RFID.” 
 
    “I count about six hundred, but they’re still walking out of the building.” 
 
    “They’re going to shoot over six hundred of their own men?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “They’re lined up,” Chance said. “This is so sick.” 
 
    “Hey, look!” Francis said. 
 
    “Wow, about a third of the executioners just turned on the other executioners, and shot them dead!” 
 
    “The line of men are fleeing into the woods!” Dirk said, watching Chance’s screen now. 
 
    “The remaining guys with RFID are joining them,” Francis said. “I’d say the enemy’s latest strategy was a giant fail.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Chance said, turning to Francis with a grin on his face. “We need to let the leadership know what happened.” 
 
    “More importantly, we need to track the RFID chips in the trucks that took off,” Francis said. “Dirk, you take the ones that left Chance’s facility, and I’ll track the ones who left from mine. Chance, you can get on the horn with the leadership.” 
 
    Chance nodded, getting his phone out. 
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    New Command 
 
   G overnor Nelson and Chief Ramsey were watching drone video over the Galveston Bay area, Hendrix up and pacing the room, Maria eyeing him with her brow furrowed. 
 
    “They’ve been planning on another attack,” Hendrix said. “Otherwise why mine Bolivar Peninsula?” 
 
    “We can see where their navy is,” Wallis said from the console screen. “They won’t be in the area for hours, and that’s assuming we can’t stop them with aircraft or our own ships.” 
 
    “So we just watch and wait at this point,” Nelson said, getting up to join Hendrix in pacing. 
 
    “You two are making me nervous,” Gallagher said. “Relax. We aren’t in a situation where we’re about to be defeated. It’s more the other way around.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to pick up Jason’s call,” Ramsey said. “We’ve had him waiting for close to two hours.” 
 
    “This is the most important thing at the moment,” Nelson said, “but we’ll get to him in a few minutes. Wallis, do you think Richardson is up to running the show from his hospital bed. I’m worried about it.” 
 
    “I think we ought to let the kid run it, with Richardson being the eye in the sky,” Wallis said. “Brendan is officer material. Greeley told me how he whipped everybody into shape, and how he chose to deploy the forces. He’s good.” 
 
    “If he makes a mistake, it might cost a million lives,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “He’s not all by himself,” Wallis said. “Like I said, we ought to have Richardson be his eye in the sky, and his advisor. I just don’t think we should run this operation remotely, that’s all. Anything could happen. We could lose Richardson to some problem related to his condition, or we could lose communication. Somebody on the battlefield needs to be in control, and Brendan is the best we’ve got.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gallagher said. “We’ve got time here, too. All the small boats on the gulf coast are under surveillance. Nobody’s stolen any. We can see the boats in Cancun, and the others near Venezuela. We’re also assuming the EU ships will make it to the gulf unharmed. I don’t think that’s a good assumption.” 
 
    “Our navy ships are tied up on the Atlantic and Pacific coasts,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “You’re forgetting something,” Wallis said. “We’ve got quite a few submarines with not much to do. If I was with that EU convoy I’d be scared shitless.” 
 
    “Can subs operate in the gulf?” Maria asked. “Is it deep enough?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wallis said. “Hell, the Russians used to send their subs in there from time to time, when the first and the second cold wars heated up.” 
 
    “If we weren’t friends with the Russians now, I’d be more worried,” Gallagher said, “because our subs would be focused on them. The damn Russians might even help us out on this. We’re on the same side, remember?” 
 
    “Kinda sorta,” Nelson said. “Okay, I think we’ve beat the gulf problem to death. All we can do is wait at this point. Ramsey, contact Jason and have him call into our meeting.” 
 
    “Good, will do,” Ramsey said, putting the phone to his ear. He had a hushed conversation, then nodded to Maria, who waited for Jason to call. It took only a few seconds. 
 
    “Hi, everyone,” Jason said. 
 
    “Hello, Jason,” Nelson said. “Sorry it took us so long. We have a mess going on in the gulf.” 
 
    “I figured,” Jason said. “Just as well. I’ve learned a lot more since I tried to call. Sent a text about some of it to Chief Ramsey.” 
 
    “Crap, you did?” Ramsey asked, pulling out his phone. “Shoot, had it on silent when this came in, I guess. Holy shit. Do you really have three defectors?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Defectors?” Wallis asked. “What the hell?” 
 
    Jason told them the story. 
 
    “Wow,” Hendrix said. “This could be huge.” 
 
    “Yep, for more than one reason,” Wallis said. “It tells us something about the individual enemy fighters, and we’ve got some defectors who might cooperate.” 
 
    “They’ll cooperate, but I want some guarantees for them,” Jason said. 
 
    “Like what?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Safe passage, protection, fair treatment,” Jason said. “That sort of thing. Maybe citizenship eventually.” 
 
    “I can probably make that happen,” Nelson said. “Where are they now?” 
 
    “At the base in Bonton,” Jason said, “but I’m not sure this is a good place for them. It’s not that well-protected.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nelson said, “let’s work on that. What else?” 
 
    “This is where it gets really interesting,” Jason said. “We think word about the defectors got back to the enemy leadership, and it altered their plans.” 
 
    “Oh?” Wallis asked. “How so?” 
 
    “They moved all of their men with RFID chips away from the two medical facilities they were using. Then, at the small location, they took those men who’d already had their chips removed, lined them up, and executed them.” 
 
    “What?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “I swear,” Jason said. “Chance, Francis, and Dirk watched the whole thing on drone video.” 
 
    “Did something different happen at the larger location?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they were getting ready to shoot about six-hundred men, when some of the executioners killed the other executioners, and let the six-hundred go. They fled into the forest.” 
 
    Wallis chuckled. “This is like we thought all along. Those chips were placed deep to keep their fighters from deserting. I’ll bet most of these poor souls were forced into the fight.” 
 
    “I’d be careful there,” Jason said. “Our defectors said there are plenty of true believers. We showed them the video of the execution and attempted executions One of them made a comment that made a lot of sense to me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “They were picking fighters who knew English for the RFID removal. The enemy leadership thought they’d make great spies, I suspect.” 
 
    Nelson sat silently for a moment, thinking. “The English speakers probably have some experience in Western countries. They’d be more likely to defect.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason said. “The three defectors all went to college in the USA. They have friends here. The last thing they wanted to do was attack America.” 
 
    “Then why did they?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “After they were chipped, they were told that if they didn’t do their duty, or if they deserted, their families would be killed.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “So basically, what you’re saying is that most of the forces are peasants who believe whatever the Islamist leadership tells them about Americans,” Hendrix said. “The defectors are the exception, not the rule.” 
 
    “You got it,” Jason said. “We won’t see a large percentage of Islamist fighters defecting, and the leadership has realized the danger with their plan. They’re shutting it down. Oh, and by the way, when they left the two medical facilities, they blew them up.” 
 
    “Hiding the evidence,” Ramsey said. “This is interesting.” 
 
    “Well, we have a complicated problem, gentlemen,” Nelson said. “We’ve got an unknown number of un-chipped Islamists out there, some of which might be ready to disappear into the woodwork.” 
 
    “We’ve got a pretty good idea of the numbers, since we’ve got the RFID history,” Jason said. “We’re thinking roughly twenty-five thousand.” 
 
    “That’s assuming that some of those loose chips in the fairgrounds didn’t come out of dead Islamists,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Jason said. “The number I quoted should be the maximum, but it’s likely a smaller number.” 
 
    “Is anybody watching the trucks that left with the chipped fighters?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Chance, Dirk, and Francis are on that. The trucks from the first facility went back to enemy territory in east Dallas. We’re not sure where the larger group from the big facility is going yet. They started out in Mesquite, and they’re not going back into Dallas. They’re going south on I-635.” 
 
    Maria brought up the detailed app on the third monitor. 
 
    “Good, Maria, see if you can find them.” 
 
    “They aren’t a large enough group to give any of our current bases much trouble,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Jason said, “but we always like to watch movement.” 
 
    “There they are,” Maria said. “Still on southbound I-635.” 
 
    Hendrix walked closer to the map. “They could go northwest on Highway 175 and be at Bonton in pretty short order.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re watching for that,” Jason said, “but we’ve still got the M-1 tanks here. We’ll blast them before they can unload.” 
 
    “Well, keep an eye on them,” Nelson said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Not from me,” Jason said. 
 
    “Do you think the defectors would be willing to move to Austin, to a bunker for safe keeping?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “If it didn’t feel like they were prisoners of war, probably,” Jason said. “I can ask them about it.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything yet,” Nelson said. “Are they getting antsy?” 
 
    “Not really,” Jason said. “I think they’re relieved, frankly. They’ve got a second chance and they know it. They’ve opened up to us a lot over the last couple of hours.” 
 
    “Good, do what you can to keep their confidence up,” Nelson said. “We’ll come up with a proposal to move them and get back to you later today.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Jason said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, and good job. Your team never ceases to amaze me.” 
 
    Jason left the call. 
 
    “Wow,” Ramsey said. “This is a very significant development.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Nelson said, “but we must proceed with caution. I don’t want these defectors put into a location where they could do damage, if they’re being less than honest with Jason.” 
 
    “Glad you brought that up,” Gallagher said. “I would’ve if you didn’t.” 
 
    “I think we can agree on that, gentlemen,” Wallis said. 
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    Back to Base  
 
   J unior and Rachel were sitting in their off-roader, watching the area around the fairgrounds. 
 
    “How long are they gonna keep us here?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “Probably not much longer,” Junior said. “Haven’t seen any Islamists coming this direction on the apps. They’re retreating, actually.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll have us chase them.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Junior said. “I think the main reason we’re still here is to keep the new recruits with us until we can figure out how to hold onto them.” 
 
    “Are Curt and Jason coming back here?” 
 
    “Not right away, but I saw Stanton Hunt a little while ago, talking to White Eagle.” 
 
    Rachel sighed. “I miss our Brave. Love that little motor home. Hope they’ll send us back there soon.” 
 
    “I know, honey. Look, here comes Stanton and White Eagle. Maybe we’ll get the word.” 
 
    “Hi, Junior. Rachel.” 
 
    “Hi yourself,” Junior said with a grin. “We leaving now?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jason wants us to head back, and he said we can bring the new recruits too. Gallagher’s people showed up at Bonton with a ton of supplies and more M4s and M60s. Want to help us spread the word?” 
 
    “Sure,” Junior said. “Wonder where Clancy is? He’s got that bullhorn.” 
 
    “He was introducing Bree and a few of the other women who stuck around, last I saw,” White Eagle said. 
 
    “Oh, some of them are gonna stay?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “Only a few. Most had families to return to. Some of our people took them to their homes.” 
 
    “They were all from Dallas?” Junior asked. “I’m surprised.” 
 
    White Eagle nodded. “Yeah, they were all from here, taken hostage as the enemy was gathering territory.” 
 
    “There’s Clancy and the women right there,” Stanton said, motioning him over. 
 
    “Hey, Clancy, you got that bullhorn around still?” Junior asked. “We need to spread the word that we’re going back to Bonton, and everybody is invited.” 
 
    “I was only using that when we had a problem with the phones,” Clancy said. “Everybody is in a text group I set up. I’ll send out a broadcast. I think a lot of the folks want to move someplace where they can rest a spell.” 
 
    “Want me to help?” Bree asked. One of the other women rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll show you,” Clancy said. 
 
    “Okay, send it off, and we’ll get going in a few minutes,” Stanton said. 
 
    Clancy sent the text, Bree looking over his shoulder, and they immediately heard engines starting.  
 
    Rachel laughed. “I guess I’m not the only one who wants to go home.” 
 
    Chip came out of his restaurant with two waitresses and a cook. “You mind if we tag along? These are my kids.” 
 
    “Love to have you,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Won’t that kill your business?” one of the women asked. 
 
    Chip laughed. “Nobody’s coming to this location for a while. I’ve got a catering rig, a refrigerated truck, and a whole lot of food. I’ll bring it along.” 
 
    Junior chuckled. “Good idea. Need some help?” 
 
    “Sure,” Chip said. 
 
    Junior and Rachel walked to the restaurant with Chip and his family, Clancy and the women following, and they helped load food and supplies. They were ready to go in less than an hour, their vehicles pulling out, taking Highway 352 down to 2nd Avenue. 
 
    “What are we gonna do with Kelly and Brenda’s trailer?” Rachel asked. 
 
    Junior shot her a glance. “Good question. Kelly doesn’t have any family that I know of.” 
 
    “How about Brenda?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Junior said. “I think the family she had left was mainly from Chris’s side. It’ll be interesting to see what happens to Texas Mary’s.” 
 
    “They might have lost their lease already,” Rachel said. 
 
    “Brenda and Chris owned that building together. They might owe some back taxes on the property. We should look into it. If we can’t find any relatives or a decent will, maybe we can take it over.” 
 
    “Chris might have family still.” 
 
    “True, and we’ve got to make a good effort to find them,” he said. “If they don’t want it, maybe we can buy it from them. I’d love to keep our group alive somehow.” 
 
    “There’s the gate already,” Rachel said, pointing. Junior rolled through it, driving to their motor home. “That’s never looked so good.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Junior said as he parked. They both got out, turning to look at the flow of vehicles coming through the gate. 
 
    “They’re not all gonna fit on this side,” Rachel said. “Some of them will have to go to the other end of the base, I suspect.” 
 
    “It’s good they came here first,” Junior said. “See those big trucks over there? I’m pretty sure those are the supplies and weapons from Gallagher. They can pick stuff up and then disburse around the base.” 
 
    Curt and Amanda saw them and trotted over. 
 
    “Glad you’re back, pencil neck.” 
 
    “Typical Curt greeting,” Junior said, shaking his hand. “Wouldn’t have it any other way. You know what’s going on?” 
 
    “Not yet. You know we’ve got three defectors, right?” 
 
    “I heard,” Junior said. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Off with Jason someplace,” Amanda said. “Wow, does Clancy have a harem or what?” She nodded towards him, walking with Bree next to him and several women following, looking around at the facility. 
 
    Junior chuckled. “Bree has her sights on him big-time. The others don’t have anyplace else to go, and decided to join the battle.” 
 
    “They all need showers,” Amanda said. “Maybe I’ll help them find the showers and some decent clothes.” 
 
    “I’ll join you,” Rachel said. The two women walked off in Clancy’s direction. 
 
    “Seems like we left the job in east Dallas unfinished,” Junior said quietly. 
 
    Curt nodded. “Glad that RFID removal strategy backfired on the enemy, but there could be as many as twenty-five thousand enemy fighters without chips, according to Jason.” 
 
    “It’s a smaller number,” Junior said. “I’m pretty sure of that.” 
 
    “That’s what a lot of people are saying, but I’d rather keep the worst case situation in the forefront of my mind. This enemy has surprised us more times than I’d like to admit.” 
 
    Junior patted him on the back. “You got that right, brother. We’ve been lucky quite a few times, starting from the first night.” 
 
    Both men stood reflecting on that, watching as more and more people flooded into their base. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {22} 
 
    Surveillance System 
 
   J ason was with Hassan, Ahmed, and Ben in the abandoned truck terminal building at the entrance to the Bonton Base, brewing some coffee. He walked back over to them. Kyle and Eric came in. 
 
    “Did the rest of the team get here?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Kyle said. “They’re getting supplies now. Then they’ll move to less crowded parts of the facility. Gallagher really set us up well with the guns and ammo.” 
 
    “Is this the biggest base in your operation?” Ben asked. 
 
    Eric chuckled. 
 
    “What’s funny?” Ben asked. 
 
    “This is the only base in our operation. We tend to move around a lot, though. I’ll be glad when we clear out of this part of Texas. This isn’t the best site we’ve been in.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” Hassan asked. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, there’s no hookups for our RVs,” Kyle said. 
 
    “Hookups?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Water, power, and sewage connections,” Jason said. “This is just an abandoned truck parking lot with the remains of a junk yard on one side. The rest of the facility is wooded recreation area along the Trinity river. We chose it because it’s close to the section of Dallas held by the enemy, fairly easy to defend, and it’s big enough for a force this size. It isn’t optimum. We’ve been in better places before.” 
 
    “Like where?” Hassan asked. 
 
    “Fort Stockton was my favorite,” Eric said. 
 
    Ben’s head snapped around to look at Eric. “Fort Stockton? We’ve heard of that place. There was a very powerful group of citizens from there. I heard the leadership debating how to neutralize them more than once.”  
 
    Jason smiled back at Ben, whose eyes got wide. 
 
    “They’re that group,” Hassan said. “Now this is making more sense.” 
 
    “Yes, we are that group,” Jason said. 
 
    “You said you were Austin PD,” Ben said. 
 
    “There were only two of us who were actually from Fort Stockton,” Kyle said. “Moe and Clancy.” 
 
    “Who’s Moe?” Hassan asked. “We met Clancy.” 
 
    “Moe was the owner of the Fort Stockton RV Park,” Kyle said. “Clancy is his only relative. Nephew.” 
 
    “Moe was killed in battle,” Eric said. “In New Mexico.” 
 
    “All this time the leadership was trying to figure out how such a strong group came from that little town,” Ahmed said. 
 
    “If you heard officers saying that, they weren’t very high up,” Jason said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Ahmed asked. 
 
    “We’ve been pursued ever since the initial terror attack in Dripping Springs,” Jason said. “Us, and the group that Junior and Kelly led, and the bikers, and the people from East Texas that came in with Eric. Those are all part of the Fort Stockton group, and your top leadership was aware of them all along. They made numerous attempts to kill us at various locations, both before and after we arrived and consolidated in Fort Stockton.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ben said. “We were listening to scuttlebutt from leaders who had no idea what was really going on.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Hassan said. “Some of our leadership was pretty stupid.” 
 
    “Did you ever meet with Saladin?” Eric asked. 
 
    Ben’s face turned white as a sheet. “You know of him?” 
 
    “His forces kidnapped us and forced us into the caliphate army,” Ahmed said. “I hope I never meet him. We’ve heard he cuts people’s heads off because they don’t show the proper respect, and what’s proper is whatever he says at a given time.” 
 
    Eric and Jason eyed each other, but Kyle was the first to speak. 
 
    “You don’t know that Saladin is dead?” 
 
    Ben looked at Kyle with a shocked expression. “No, we got words of encouragement from him just this morning. We get written comments from him at least once a week.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “We were wondering how your leadership would portray his death. Sounds like they avoided that by keeping him alive.” 
 
    “How can you be sure that he’s dead?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t seen the body, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Jason said, “but we know where his body is, and we know who killed him, and how it happened.” 
 
    “Can you tell us?” Hassan asked, searching their eyes for signs of offense. “If you want to.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I know,” Jason said. “There was a huge battle in Utah, at a National Park called Capitol Reef. General Hogan was involved, and his citizen army was victorious. Saladin was badly wounded by a fuel-air bomb that went off inside a cave the leadership was using.” 
 
    “We’ve been told that Capitol Reef is still a stronghold for our side,” Hassan said. 
 
    “So Saladin died at Capitol Reef?” Ben asked. 
 
    “No, he was taken back to General Hogan’s headquarters, and they tried to treat his burns, but he was too far gone. He died after a few days.” 
 
    “Is there proof of this?” Ben asked. “We saw some pictures on the internet, but were told they were propaganda.” 
 
    “I can’t show you proof, but there is proof available,” Jason said. “Saladin’s body is wrapped up and stored in a freezer, at General Hogan’s headquarters.” 
 
    “You should get the proof out,” Ahmed said. “It will cause big problems in the ranks. There might be more desertions. More fragging of officers.” 
 
    “Who’s running things now?” Ben asked. 
 
    “The same person who’s always been running things,” Jason said. “Daan Mertins.” 
 
    “He can’t be the only one,” Ahmed said. 
 
    Jason smiled. “You’re actually right about that. He’s the central leader of the war in the USA, but he’s got the EU and the UN behind him.” 
 
    “We were almost sent to California instead of Texas to help the UN install martial law,” Ben said. 
 
    “Why would the EU leadership attack their American cousins?” Hassan asked.  
 
    “We don’t know the whole story behind that,” Eric said. “Just rumors, and none from a good enough source for my tastes.” 
 
    “What have you heard?” Hassan asked. 
 
    Eric locked eyes with Jason, who nodded for him to go ahead. 
 
    “Okay, here’s what I’ve heard. Take it with a grain of salt, but I’m sure some of it is true. We may never know the whole story.” 
 
    Kyle chuckled. “Yeah, you got that right, although I hope the American people have learned enough from this to pressure our government for a little more openness.” 
 
    “One can hope,” Eric said. “This is really a war between Globalists and Nationalists.” 
 
    “Please explain,” Hassan said. 
 
    “The United States has a population that believes in nationalism and its Constitution, with the Bill of Rights protections for the individual. This has been a roadblock for the globalist organizations, especially the environmentalist organizations under their umbrella.” 
 
    Hassan chuckled. “I wrote a term paper on this. Radical environmentalists believe we must fight climate change or be doomed as a species. True believers want nationalist governments and individual rights and freedoms removed if they get in the way of policy changes to reduce the climate problem.” 
 
    “If there really is a problem,” Eric said. 
 
    “Yes, that is the dirty little secret,” Hassan said. “The data is ambiguous at best, and there’s been some falsification of data in order to push the agenda. Those attempts at falsification have been exposed. The globalist establishment and their media propagandists fight against this by calling those who point out the problems deniers, which is a charge fraught with emotion.” 
 
    Eric, Jason, and Kyle glanced at each other. 
 
    “You guys get this,” Jason said. “Big time. I wish most Americans did.” 
 
    “I think most Americans do,” Eric said. “Anyway, getting back to the main story, the globalists in the US leadership made a deal with the globalists in the EU and the UN.” 
 
    “President Simpson?” Hassan asked. 
 
    “Yes, and others,” Eric said. “A partnership was forged between Saladin’s organization, the Federal Government of the US, and the UN.” 
 
    “Saladin told his people that this was all about religion,” Ben said. 
 
    “It was all about power and money,” Eric said, “just like it always is. Saladin tried to double-cross the others. He’d been banished to Capitol Reef. If not for that, he’d still be alive, more than likely.” 
 
    “How’d he try to double-cross the others?” asked Ahmed. 
 
    “I think he had a plan in place to double-cross them from the very beginning,” Eric said. “The RFID chips were part of an arrangement made with President Simpson—he looked at Saladin’s forces as hired guns, basically, to help create a situation where the UN could be brought in to enforce martial law. Daan Mertins and Saladin convinced the Federal Government that they’d always retain control over their forces with the RFID technology. There was some truth there, because the RFID chips were very important for command and control. They allowed Saladin to control the war on many fronts at once, virtually by himself. His plan: as the war progressed and Saladin consolidated the victories he expected to have, he would turn on the globalists and set up a caliphate here. The UN would be the next enemy, after the citizen resistance was dealt with.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “We were told over and over that the UN Peacekeepers would be brought into Texas, and that’s when Saladin’s forces could settle, either here, or back home. We’ve not seen the UN here in large enough numbers to make a difference. What happened with that?” 
 
    “Ivan the Butcher happened,” Eric said. “He neutralized the UN in California, for the most part. Others like him kicked the UN out of the southern east coast, and the Pacific Northwest.” 
 
    Ahmed was quiet, thinking this through, trying to figure out the reasons behind all of it. “We never had a chance, did we?” 
 
    “Nope,” Eric said. “The people who planned this didn’t understand Americans. They believed what the media and the Federal Government pushed about American society.” 
 
    “I’d come to that conclusion back in college,” Hassan said. “This is the first country in the world that started out with a free society. It’s ingrained in the population and can’t be washed away easily. Add in the 2nd Amendment and you have a population which is very difficult to control.” 
 
    “I’d go so far as to say it’s impossible, not just difficult,” Kyle said. “There were nearly four-hundred million guns in private hands when this war started, spread all over the country in hands of well over three-hundred million citizens. There’s no armed forces in the world that can deal with that, short of just nuking everybody.” 
 
    “There’re still people in your population who agree with the globalists,” Ben said. “That’s obvious. Your Federal Government is made up of Americans.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s very true,” Jason said. “Americans tend to join together and forget their differences when attacked, though. Look at World War II, or the aftermath of 9-11.” 
 
    “Yep, and after this war is over, our population, even here in Texas, will go right back to arguing about left wing vs. right wing politics,” Eric said. “You can take that to the bank.” 
 
    “Do you have a good feel for how long the war is gonna last, and how it’s gonna play out?” Ben asked. 
 
    Jason shook his head. “No, not really. I know we’ve rooted the bad guys out of the Federal Government. That’s why Texas re-joined the union recently. Everybody expected California to be lost, but it’s actually rallied for liberty, just as Texas and the rest of the Southwest have. The Pacific Northwest has also rejected the globalists and their martial law.” 
 
    “Our side told us we were winning,” Ben said, “but few of us believed it, even the peasants.” 
 
     “What did the peasants think?” Eric asked. 
 
    “They thought they’d be martyred.” 
 
    “Well, this isn’t over yet, and there’s more death to come,” Jason said. “The battle is still raging in all of the places I mentioned, they just didn’t fall as easily as the enemy expected. There are still big problems in the Mid-Atlantic and New England states, with martial law more the rule than the exception. Same with certain upper-Midwest states.” 
 
    “The EU is our biggest problem, in my opinion,” Eric said. “I don’t know how desperate they’re getting now, but the rumors on the message boards are scary. If a nuclear attack that is undeniably from the EU happens on US soil, it will escalate into a mess that might threaten humanity.” 
 
    “Yeah, something’s going on down in the gulf again,” Jason said. “That’s why it took so long to get through to Nelson’s team earlier.” 
 
    “You have access to Governor Nelson?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Through my boss, Chief Ramsey of Austin PD,” Jason said. “I’m not an insider, though. I provide information to them when needed, and I told them about you guys.” 
 
    “What plans are being made for us?” Ben asked, eyeing Jason. 
 
    “That team will want to talk to you eventually,” Jason said, “but you aren’t prisoners. I requested some things for you, like safe passage, fair treatment, protection, and perhaps citizenship, if you want it eventually.” 
 
    “We probably don’t know enough to be that valuable,” Hassan said, “but thank you.” 
 
    “Are they planning to move us elsewhere?” Ben asked. 
 
    “They’re working on a proposal,” Jason said. “You look worried. We aren’t going to send you to a gulag or something.” 
 
    Ben cracked a smile, which had been rare up to now. “No, you misunderstand. I’d like to be far away from this base. The leadership knows where it is. They’ve been trying to figure out a way to destroy it.” 
 
    “They don’t have enough people without RFID to overrun us,” Eric said. “We’re pretty sure about that.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ben said. “If they figure out that we’re here, they’ll send in commandos to kill us. It’ll be a suicide mission. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why we’re in this building instead of one of our RVs,” Jason said. “We don’t want to invite any trouble from snipers. We don’t have any indication that they know you’re here, though.” 
 
    “Trust me, they know,” Ahmed said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Ben asked. 
 
    “We know what they did at the medical facilities,” Ahmed said. “That means they got an eyewitness account of us turning against them, or worse.” 
 
    “Worse?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Maybe they’ve gotten some video somehow. Satellite, or some of the video cameras that the city of Dallas has all over.” 
 
    “Wait, Ahmed,” Jason said. “Are you saying that your leadership might have access to the Dallas video camera system?” 
 
    “Not the tactical video cameras that your side has been installing around the battle zones recently,” Ahmed said, “but I’m pretty sure we have access to the system that was here before that. There are video cameras along a lot of the roads, and in other strategic places around the city. There was probably one close to where we defected.” 
 
    Eric eyed Jason and Kyle. “Shit, you know what that means, right? This is something we can shut off.” 
 
    Jason smiled. “I’ll go call Ramsey in a few minutes. This is huge. Hell, you guys are valuable just for that tidbit of info alone, and it explains why we’ve run into resistance where we didn’t expect any.” 
 
    “They were watching us go through buildings near the fairgrounds,” Eric said. “I saw some of the municipal cameras in that area. That’s how they were able to kill Kelly and Brenda. They watched through those video cameras until there were enough people close to their booby-trap, and then they triggered it.” 
 
    “We’ve got municipal video cameras in a lot of sensitive areas,” Jason said. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to call Ramsey. Can you two hang out here with our friends, just in case?” 
 
    “No problem, brother,” Eric said.  
 
    “You’re going to guard us?” Ben asked. 
 
    “No, they’re going to protect you,” Jason said. He got up and walked out of the room, heading towards Don and Sydney’s toy hauler. The front of the base was still flooded with people, picking up supplies and weapons, lining up at Chip’s catering trailer, and generally having a nice time. Carrie was outside of their rig, parked next to Don and Sydney’s toy hauler. 
 
    “Hi, honey,” Carrie said. “You done for a while? Chelsea would love to have some daddy time. Me too.” 
 
    “I’ve got to make a quick call to Ramsey,” he said, stopping to hug her for a moment. “Make sure you’re someplace blocked by the trees, okay? We might see a sniper or two enter the area.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of the defectors,” he said, looking back at her as he walked towards the toy hauler. 
 
    “Okay, honey.” 
 
    Jason knocked on the door. Sydney opened it after a moment. 
 
    “Jason. What brings you here?” 
 
    “We need to chat with Ramsey and the leadership team. Are you guys busy?” 
 
    “We’re just watching things,” Don said, turning around from his PC as Jason climbed in. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I just learned something from the defectors,” Jason said. “I need to pass it along right away.” 
 
    “We can link up with their console through my PC.” 
 
    “Use mine if you want to, honey,” Sydney said. “I know you’re busy with something.” 
 
    “Okay, sounds good,” Don said, moving to her PC and loading the conference program. “Might take them a minute or two.” 
 
    The PC beeped, and a picture of Maria came up. “Hello. Do you have something urgent? Things have been a little crazy here. We’re still on a call with Gallagher and Wallis.” 
 
    “Yeah, this is important,” Jason said. “I’ll call Ramsey first if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “Please hold for a moment,” Maria said. The screen went blank. 
 
    “Wonder what’s going on?” Sydney asked. 
 
    The console screen opened again, Ramsey and Nelson’s faces in one panel, Gallagher and Wallis’s in the other. 
 
    “Hi, Jason, what’s on your mind?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “We were just talking with the defectors, and they passed along something we didn’t know.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Nelson said. 
 
    “The enemy has access to the Dallas municipal video surveillance system.” 
 
    “Say again?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “We all heard him,” Nelson said. “That would explain some things.” 
 
    “Yes, it would,” Jason said. “We need to either shut those down or change passwords in a hurry.” 
 
    “I know who to call,” Wallis said. “DPS is tied into that system. Thanks for passing that along.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Jason said. 
 
    “I’d like to hear all about your conversation with the defectors,” Nelson said, “but we’re too busy at the moment. We’ll schedule some time later today or tomorrow. They still being cooperative?” 
 
    “Yes, very much so, sir,” Jason said. 
 
    “Good. We’ll talk soon. Thanks for this info.” 
 
    The screen went blank again, so Don killed the program and moved back to his PC. 
 
    “Something crazy must be happening in the gulf,” Don said. 
 
    “Hell, it could be almost anything,” Jason said. “Thanks for patching me in. I could’ve done this with a text, since they’re so busy. Was hoping to chat with them a little longer.” 
 
    “About what?” Don asked. 
 
    “That video system. I want to know if the enemy followed us all the way back here via the video system after we picked up the defectors. I want to know if they saw us with them out by the road before we took off, too. If they did, there’s probably a hit squad making its way to us.” 
 
    Jason left Don and Sydney’s toy hauler, rushing over to Carrie, who was still outside the coach. “Hey, honey, let’s go inside, okay?” 
 
    Carrie noticed Jason’s worried expression and headed with him to the door. Chelsea was coloring at the dinette, squealing with delight when she saw Jason. 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    “Hey, honey,” Jason said, picking her up and kissing her. “Are you being a good girl?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said as he put her down. “Will you be here for a while?” 
 
    “A little while.” Jason looked over at Carrie and nodded towards the bedroom. They both went there, leaving Chelsea to her coloring. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Carrie whispered. 
 
    “The enemy has access to the Dallas video camera system.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, really?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Yes, and they probably know the defectors are here. I’d be shocked if there isn’t a commando team on its way here now.” 
 
    “You want us to stay indoors, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jason said, “and quietly pass that along to the others in the core group. I need to figure out a way to protect those defectors until we can get them someplace else.” 
 
    “Is this how they’ve been following us around?” 
 
    Jason thought for a moment. “At this point, the only video system I know they have access to is in Dallas, so I can’t say it’s been a problem all along. Wallis will probably figure it out, since DPS is involved in the running of that system.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “You aren’t going to be long, I hope.” 
 
    “I’ll try to get back here soon,” Jason said, getting up. “I’ll be in that front set of buildings for the truck terminal, and I’ll have my phone on.” 
 
    Carrie kissed him, and he rushed out the door, heading back over to the buildings. Gunfire erupted from that direction. 
 
    “Oh no,” Jason said, pulling his sidearm and running to the building. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {23} 
 
    Suicide Attacks 
 
   E ric and Kyle were chatting with the defectors, waiting for Jason to get back. The conversation was light, both sides gaining more confidence with each other. 
 
    “What are you going to do when this war is over?” Ben asked. 
 
    Eric chuckled. “I’d actually like to go back to Florida, believe it or not.” 
 
    “You’re from Florida?” Ahmed asked. 
 
    “No, I’m originally from Texas, but I worked in Florida. I had a good life down there. Miss the ocean.” 
 
    “You have the gulf coast here,” Ben said. “It’s beautiful, from what I saw.” 
 
    “It is, but I like the Atlantic better,” Eric said. “I’ve got a woman now. She was living in Florida, but I’m not sure she wants to go back there. She might want to stay here instead.” 
 
    Kyle snickered. “Yeah, we know who the boss is.” 
 
    “You will stay in Texas, Kyle?” Ahmed asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve still got a job here, on Austin PD, although I’d love to take about five years off.” 
 
    All of the men chuckled, and then both Kyle and Eric got buzzed by their phones. 
 
    “Crap, short-range app,” Eric whispered, looking towards the door. “Now I wish there were some windows in here.” 
 
    “They’re coming for us,” Ben said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I only see eight hits,” Kyle said. “They came in a lead-lined van, ten to one.” 
 
    “There are a lot of armed people out there who also just got buzzed,” Eric said. 
 
    Gunfire sounded from in front of the building. 
 
    “Here they come,” Hassan said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Eric said, “they’ve got to get through us and a whole lot of other people to get to you.” 
 
    More gunfire erupted, mostly from AK-47s, and then the loud rapid fire of M60s started up. 
 
    “I don’t like that sound,” Ben whispered. “Maybe I like it right now, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s our guys. M60s sound different.” 
 
    The battle intensified, Kyle and Eric watching their phones as the RFID hits moved frantically from one place to another. 
 
    “They’re crazy,” Kyle said. “They don’t know where these guys are, and they just picked a fight with nearly a hundred thousand armed Texans.” 
 
    “They’ll have bomb vests on,” Ben said. “If they get close enough, they’ll take us out.” 
 
    “They’re running back towards the gate,” Eric said, watching his phone. There was an explosion outside, rocking the building, debris raining down on the roof. 
 
    “Half of the RFID hits just disappeared. They weren’t all wired, were they?” 
 
    Jason burst into the room, closing the door behind himself. “You guys okay?” 
 
    “Not a scratch,” Kyle said. “What happened?” 
 
    “Must be one of their last shielded vans,” Jason said. “Everybody got buzzed. They never had a chance.” 
 
    “Don’t let anybody get near the van unless they know explosives,” Hassan said. “It might have a much larger bomb. How close is it to this building?” 
 
    “Fifty meters or so,” Jason said, getting ready to send a broadcast text. “I’ll warn everybo…” 
 
    There was a massive explosion, this one destroying part of the wall and roof, knocking everybody to the floor, parts of vehicles and bodies raining down around them. 
 
    “Everybody okay?” Kyle shouted. 
 
    “I’m hit in the foot,” Jason said. “I think Ben bought it. Something hit him in the head.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s dead,” Hassan said, trying to hold back tears. “Ahmed is okay, I think.” 
 
    “Something went into my thigh,” Ahmed said. “Hurts, but it’s not bleeding much.” 
 
    “I’m hit,” Eric said, trying to stand, then falling to the floor. 
 
    “Dammit,” Jason shouted, reaching into the pocket for his phone, finding it empty, remembering that his phone was in his hand when the explosion knocked him down. “Who’s got their phone? Send a broadcast text for medical help. I know we’ve got a few doctors here now.” He crawled over to Eric, who was waking again. 
 
    “Hey, brother,” Jason said. 
 
    “I think I’m all right,” Eric said. “Something hit my side, though.” 
 
    “Let me look,” Jason said, moving toward the spot on his shirt that was bloody, Kyle rushing over with his phone flashlight on. Jason peeled the bloody shirt back, exposing a four-inch gash. Some of his organs were visible. Jason shot a glance to Kyle, who got on the phone and texted Kim and Kate, asking them to bring in a doctor. 
 
    “That might not be the only commando team,” Hassan said. “That might have been only to soften you up.” 
 
    “I know, that thought crossed my mind,” Kyle said.  
 
    “I sent the broadcast text,” Kyle said. “Now I’m texting the tanks, telling them to blow up any vehicle coming up the road.” 
 
    “Good,” Jason said. 
 
    The door burst open, Kim and Kate running in with Curt and Amanda. Stanton ran through the door too, then Clancy and Bree. 
 
    “Eric!” Kim cried, rushing to his side, eyeing the wound, which was oozing blood. She ripped off her shirt, folded it up, and pressed it to the wound. The doctor rushed in. 
 
    “Who’s wounded?” he asked. “I’m Dr. Jacobsen.” 
 
    “He’s the worst,” Hassan said, pointing to Eric. 
 
    Dr. Jacobsen checked him out, pulling out a small flashlight. “I need to get him someplace where I can see better.” 
 
    “There’s a stretcher in the front part of the building,” Curt said. “Saw it earlier. There’s a room in the back with windows, too. It didn’t look damaged.” 
 
    The doctor nodded. “Good, let’s get him in there.” 
 
    Curt and Kyle raced out to get the stretcher. 
 
    “Watch out for more enemy commandos,” Jason shouted. “This isn’t over yet.” 
 
    “We got it,” Curt said. 
 
    Jason sent a text to Ramsey saying they were under attack, and then there was a massive blast. 
 
    “Tanks!” Curt said, rushing back through the door with Kyle and the stretcher. 
 
    The men moved Eric into the other room, as a second doctor arrived, a middle-aged Asian woman, followed by her husband, who carried a bag.  
 
    “Who else is wounded? I’m Doctor Lee.” 
 
    “Ahmed is the next worst,” Jason said, pointing to him. 
 
    “You’re wounded on your foot,” the man with her said. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not bad. Ahmed has a wound on his thigh.” 
 
    Dr. Lee checked him out, pulling a gauze strip from the bag that her husband had, and making a tourniquet. “I’ll have to get him into the light, but this will stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ahmed said. “Check Jason’s foot.” 
 
    The doctor moved Jason, carefully removing his shoe, which had blood all over the top. She grabbed hold of a shard of metal and pulled it out of his foot. “You’ll be okay. Charles, dress his wound, while I take the other one to the room in back.” 
 
    “You got it, honey,” Charles said. 
 
    The tank cannon fired again, startling everyone, a war whoop rising from outside. 
 
    Curt and Kyle rushed back inside. “The doc thinks Eric is gonna be okay.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Jason said. 
 
    “You heard the tank again, right?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “Sounds like they sent three teams,” Jason said. “One thing that makes this place defendable is its access road. There’s only one easy way in.” 
 
    “Don’t relax yet, pencil neck. They might have a team coming through the back. Remember when they cut our communications here?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jason said. “Let’s get people watching the perimeter. How many people outside got killed by that blast?” 
 
    “None,” Curt said. “The catering truck was behind this building. Luckily everybody was hungry.” 
 
    “We were very lucky,” Charles said. 
 
    “I’m gonna go lead a team to watch the back forty, where the cell antennas are,” Curt said. “We don’t want them messing with that again.” 
 
    “Look for video cameras that we didn’t put up, and blast them,” Jason said. 
 
    Curt left, joining Amanda by the door. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Ben,” Jason said, sitting up as Charles finished with his foot. 
 
    “Me too,” Kyle said. “He was a good guy.” 
 
    “I hope your brother recovers,” Hassan said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {24} 
 
    Theodore Roosevelt 
 
   R amsey had taken a break from the discussion to brew up coffee for the others in the console room. He was carrying a tray of five full coffee cups when a text message hit his phone. 
 
    “Dammit,” he muttered as he set the tray down on the back table, fishing his phone out. 
 
    “What happened?” Hendrix asked as he picked up one of the coffee cups. 
 
    “The Bonton base just got hit by three commando teams,” Ramsey announced. 
 
    “We knew that was coming,” Nelson said. “How bad?” 
 
    “What happened?” Gallagher asked from the console screen. 
 
    “The Fort Stockton group’s base got hit,” Maria said. 
 
    “How bad?” Nelson repeated. 
 
    “One of the three defectors died of a shrapnel wound to the head,” Ramsey said, reading off his screen. “Another of the defectors was wounded in the thigh, doesn’t sound serious. Eric has a wound on his side, the doctors are working on him now. Jason has a small wound on his foot.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Wallis said. “How’d the enemy pull that off?” 
 
    “Just a sec, more details coming in,” Ramsey said, looking at his phone. 
 
    “This is bad,” Dr. Schultz said. 
 
    “It is, but we can’t lose focus on the problem in the gulf,” Nelson said. 
 
    “The first commando team came in a shielded van. Twelve guys. As soon as they left the vehicle everybody at the base got buzzed. The enemy fighters were killed in short order, some of them blowing themselves up with bomb vests.” 
 
    “That’s what caused the casualties?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “No, the van was rigged to blow,” Ramsey said. “Huge explosion. The other two commando teams didn’t get close. The tanks blew them away before they could get near the front gate.” 
 
    “They’re under high alert now, I hope,” Hendrix said.  
 
    Ramsey nodded his head yes. “As soon as we’ve finished with this gulf mess, we need to figure out a safe place for the remaining defectors.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Nelson said, the stress showing. “We have the satellite view set up yet, Wallis?” 
 
    “Somebody’s making that very difficult, sir.” 
 
    “Dammit, what else can we use?” 
 
    “Governor, maybe you should take a short break,” Dr. Schultz said.  
 
    “I’ll try to calm down,” Nelson said, “but don’t bug me right now, okay? If I keel over you can go into action.” 
 
    Dr. Schultz shrugged and backed off, keeping his eyes focused on the governor as he sat back down. 
 
    “The eyewitness accounts might be our best bet to watch the ships,” Wallis said. “We wouldn’t even know about this if it weren’t for them.” 
 
    “Do we know who it was?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Officials from the outlawed Brazilian Nationalist Party,” Wallis said. “They said they’d continue watching.” 
 
    “So we’ve got about a third of the Brazilian Navy steaming north at top speed,” Nelson said. “How many ships is that?” 
 
    “Should be roughly twenty,” Wallis said. “Half of those are support vessels who won’t get into the fight, though.” 
 
    “Still dangerous,” Nelson said. “They can run interference for the smaller boats. They gonna make it there before the EU ships?” 
 
    “I’d say yes,” Wallis said. His expression changed, and he pulled his phone out. “I’d better take this. Excuse me a moment.” 
 
    “We might not be able to handle this with the civilian navy we’ve put together,” Gallagher said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “How about Bolivar Peninsula? They get the mines cleared yet?” 
 
    “Yes, we think so, and they’ve already got twenty artillery pieces in place,” Gallagher said. “We’ve got some headed for Galveston island as well. Another thirty.” 
 
    “Where are they all coming from?” Hendrix asked. “I thought we lost most of what we had in that last big attack.” 
 
    “They’re being sent in by other states,” Gallagher said. “One of the huge advantages of being back in the union.” 
 
    Wallis came back. 
 
    “I don’t like that look,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “It’s not just the Brazilian Navy,” Wallis said. “The Argentine Navy sent some ships north too.” 
 
    “Geez,” Hendrix said. “I didn’t know they were closely allied with the EU and the UN.” 
 
    “I’m sure they got some lucrative enticement,” Nelson said. “Bastards. Do we know how many ships, Wallis?” 
 
    “Our sources are saying about fifteen.” 
 
    “So we’ve got thirty-five blue water navy ships heading for the gulf, then. The creeps in Cancun still moving?” 
 
    “Yes, but they’re being very careful,” Wallis said. “They’re hugging the eastern coast of Mexico. They’re almost to Progeso.” 
 
    “Where is that again?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “By Merida, on the Yucatan Peninsula,” Wallis said. “There’s no reason to think they’ll continue to hug the coast. They might go as the crow flies at any time.” 
 
    “They might mess with Brownsville, South Padre Island, or Corpus Christi, too,” Gallagher said. “Look at the map. We’d better fortify those areas.” 
 
    “Get on that,” Nelson said, “right away.” 
 
    Wallis’s phone dinged again. He looked at it and smiled. “We just got the codes for the satellite. We’ll bring it up and display it now.” 
 
    “Text us the codes as well,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Will do. These aren’t real time—they’re every five minutes, but they’re very high res.” 
 
    “Get the display up there as fast as you can, Wallis,” Nelson said. “I think I need to sit.”  
 
    “Governor, are you okay?” Dr. Schultz said. 
 
    “I’m tired,” Nelson said. “Do me a favor and grab me one of those cups of coffee.” 
 
    “That’s gonna make you shaky.” 
 
    “True, but it’ll also keep me sharp,” Nelson said. “I’m okay, doc, really.” 
 
    Dr. Schultz stared at him for a moment, and then gave him the cup of coffee. Nelson took a sip and relaxed in his chair, watching the console monitor. The satellite feed filled the screen, showing a picture of the eastern coast of South America. 
 
    “I’ll zoom in,” Wallis said, the picture expanding and moving slowly to the north. “There they are, off the coast of Guyana.” 
 
    “How’d they get so far so fast?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “They’ve probably been moving for a few days,” Wallis said. “My source said the eyewitness account was from early yesterday.” 
 
    “In any event, they’ll be in the Caribbean soon,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Okay, put somebody on this to watch. Make it their only focus. Got it? I want to build a good estimate of how much time we have.” 
 
    “Will do, Governor,” Wallis said. “Want me to check on the EU Navy?” 
 
    “This bird will show that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Wallis said, moving the image on the screen, then zooming in. “There they are.” 
 
    “They’ve gotten as far as Savannah?” Dr. Schultz said. “My God.” 
 
    “They’re making good progress, but remember they’ve got to go all the way around Florida,” Gallagher said. 
 
    Wallis grinned. “Hey, look at this.” He moved north. “Uncle Sam’s finally got some boats in play, and they’re gaining. They might catch the EU ships before they can get into the gulf.” 
 
    “Between Charleston and Myrtle Beach, huh?” Hendrix asked. “Why don’t they launch aircraft and stop the EU boats?” 
 
    “The carriers in the Atlantic Theater are still up on the northern part of the coast, and that makes sense,” Wallis said. “We’ve got a problem down here, but Texas is not going to be defeated. The USA isn’t in control of the territory where they have the carrier groups. Not yet, anyway. It’s a much worse situation, with a much larger population at risk.” 
 
    “Larger than Houston?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah, honey,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Well, this is better,” Nelson said. “We’ve got a good picture of the action now, and I think we understand the situation better than before. 
 
    Wallis laughed. 
 
    “What?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “I was just playing with the satellite view on my laptop. There’s something you need to see.” The screen changed to the Pacific Ocean, off Acapulco. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yes sir, that’s a US Navy carrier group,” Wallis said, a big grin on his face. 
 
    “Which one?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Wallis said, zooming in on his laptop. “CVN-71. That’s the Theodore Roosevelt.” 
 
    “What good is that gonna do?” Maria asked. “Those are too big to get through the Panama Canal, right?” 
 
    “That sucker can just sit right where it is and fly sorties against whatever navy makes it into the gulf first,” Wallis said. “They might lose a plane or two against the EU ships, but against the Brazilian and Argentine ships? It’ll be a turkey shoot.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s make sure that Brendan and Richardson get this information,” Nelson said, “and try to scare up more artillery to put at South Padre Island and Corpus Christi.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” 
 
    “What about Jason’s defectors?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “I need to think about that some more,” Nelson said, “and I’ve got to talk to some folks. I’ll try to have a recommendation to discuss by late afternoon. Anything on the Dallas video system?” 
 
    “Still working that, sir, but we’ve shut it down for the moment. The enemy can’t use it anymore.” 
 
    “Isn’t that all we need to do?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “We took a look at that system before we shut it down,” Wallis said. “It would be extremely useful to us, if we can either protect it from infiltration by the enemy or use it to give the enemy bad info. I’ve got a team working that now.” 
 
    “Good, let me know what you come up with.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {25} 
 
    Bushmaster 
 
   B rendan finished his phone call with Director Wallis as the boat rocked, hanging in place by the opening into Galveston Bay. 
 
    “That was bad news, wasn’t it?” Hannah asked. “I can see it written all over your face.” 
 
    “It was a mixture of good news and bad news.” 
 
    “Well, are you gonna tell us?” she asked. Lee chuckled. 
 
    “The Brazilian and Argentine navies are heading north, probably coming straight here,” Brendan said. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound positive,” Lee said. “Where’s the EU Navy?” 
 
    “Still on the way, but it’ll take some time. Oh, and those small boats in Cancun have started moving. They’re following the eastern coast of Mexico towards the north.” 
 
    “Shit, surprised we didn’t notice yet,” Hannah said. “What’s the good news?” 
 
    “There’s a carrier group from San Diego sitting off the coast of Acapulco.” 
 
    Lee smiled. “They can sit there and pound any ships that show up.” 
 
    “That’s what Wallis said. The US Navy in the Atlantic is following the EU ships now, too, and they’re gaining. They might catch them before they round the tip of Florida.” 
 
    Hannah laughed, shaking her head. “So there’s gonna be action here no matter what, but we’ll probably win again, and we might survive.” 
 
    Brendan cracked up. “In other words, situation normal.” 
 
    Lee shook his head. “After some of the stories you folks have told me, I’m not sure if I should be glad I’m here, or diving overboard to swim home.” 
 
    “You might live longer if you take the dive,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Was that all that Wallis had to say?” Lee asked. 
 
    “That was the major stuff. We’re getting artillery on Galveston Island, and since the boats from Cancun are moving up the eastern coast of Mexico, they’re gonna arm South Padre Island and Corpus Christi too.” 
 
    Brendan’s phone rang. “It’s Greeley. Maybe the patrol boats are here.” He answered it. “Hey, Greeley, what’s up?” 
 
    “Got a surprise for you. Think you can come to the dock for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Is it the patrol boats?” 
 
    “No, there was a delay, which gave me time to work a pet project.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “What’s he got for us?” Lee asked. 
 
    “He’s not saying.” 
 
    “Should I send a text that we’re going in for a little while?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah, please do,” Brendan said. He fired up the engine on the patrol boat and headed back to dock. 
 
    They made good time getting back. Brendan gasped as he saw what was sitting at the big dock. 
 
    “Hey, did they really make us another battle barge?” Hannah asked as they approached the dock, the massive barge sitting there, Greeley and some others standing on the stern deck. 
 
    “Kinda looks that way, don’t it?” Lee said. “Something’s different about this one.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s got another row of pontoons, along the outside, under the wrap-around deck. Wonder why?” Brendan drove next to the dock, a couple of Greeley’s men there to man the ropes, which Hannah and Lee tossed to them. 
 
    “I thought this was a ways from being done,” Brendan said as he walked up to Greeley, who turned from the man he was talking to and grinned. 
 
    “I didn’t think we’d get the last couple parts we needed in time. They came in last night, so I’ve had a crew working on it round the clock.” 
 
    “What’s with the extra pontoons?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “It needs to handle a little more weight, especially in the front,” Greeley said. “Its got bigger motors, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not kidding,” Lee said, walking the dock alongside the boat. He got to the bow and froze. “What the hell is this thing?” 
 
    Brendan turned, trotting over, Hannah on his heels. 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell is that?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “That’s a Mk-38 25mm Bushmaster Cannon,” Greeley said. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I like it,” Brendan said. “Have you test fired it?” 
 
    “Yeah, and my damn ears are still ringing.” He held out a large bag of heavy plastic. “You’re gonna want these.” 
 
    Brendan took it, looking inside, seeing some beefy-looking ear protectors. 
 
    “How much power does this sucker have?” 
 
    “It’ll blow up small boats like the ones in Cancun with one shot, more than likely,” Greeley said. “It’ll do damage to smaller navy ships too, but they can fight back with the same kind of weapons or worse, so I wouldn’t engage them with this thing.” 
 
    “When will it be ready to go?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Now, young lady,” Greeley said. “I’d like to volunteer for the crew. You’ll need an expert for that gun, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” Brendan said. “What about our patrol boat?” 
 
    “Some of my crew offered to man it,” Greeley said. “They’re trained in the systems. Hell, they’re the folks who test everything.” 
 
    “Think they know tactics well enough?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “I think they’ll do fine with this situation,” Greeley said. “What do you think, kid? You’re call.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re gonna be in this, why not,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Maybe you should check with Richardson,” Hannah asked. 
 
    Greeley chuckled. “I’ve already talked to him. He said it was Brendan’s call. You’re in command, kid.” 
 
    Brendan smiled. 
 
    “You’re loving this, aren’t you,” Hannah asked, looking at him. 
 
    “Oh, I guess, kinda,” he said, trying to suppress his glee. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said. “Let’s check out our new baby.” 
 
    They went aboard. 
 
    “This is just like the other ones inside,” Hannah said as they did the walk-thru. 
 
    “It was going to be the same as the others, until I found out about the gun,” Greeley said. “We should take her out and test fire the new gun a few times. I tested it from the deck, but I didn’t get a chance to fire it from inside the bridge, and that’s where you’ll want to fire it from.” 
 
    “Why?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “We couldn’t spare the weight to put shields on the gun, like Coast Guard cutters have when they’ve installed these monsters.” 
 
    “Important safety tip,” Hannah said. “I don’t want you guys out there firing this thing in battle.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s see what this tub can do,” Brendan shouted, glancing at Greeley, who faked being offended. 
 
    They got underway after a few minutes, and cruised up to the mouth of the bay, the citizen boaters cheering when they saw it. 
 
    “We have fans,” Lee said, watching out the front windows of the bridge as Brendan piloted it into position. 
 
    “How’s this? Want me to move out further?” 
 
    “Move a little further from those small boats,” Greeley said. “The noise from this thing will bother them.” 
 
    Brendan nodded, giving the engines a little more gas, moving out further towards the opening in the breakwater. “This thing feels real heavy compared to the others.” 
 
    “Yep, it won’t maneuver as quickly,” Greeley said, “but that was never this tub… er boat’s strong suit anyway.” 
 
    Brendan cracked up. “I’m gonna paint The Tub on this sucker.” 
 
    “Hey, show some respect.” Greeley and Brendan busted up, Lee watching and shaking his head. 
 
    “You guys are a riot.” 
 
    “Come here, and I’ll show you guys how the targeting system works,” Greeley said. They joined him in front of a small flat-screen monitor with crosshairs in the middle, pointing up into the sky. 
 
    “Looks just like the other targeting systems,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Yep, you move it around with the same kind of joystick we use for the guns on the roof.” Greeley flipped a couple of switches to turn the system on, and then manipulated the gun, moving it in all directions with the joystick. “See, it moves really fast.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Lee said. “Read about these. They were designed to take out those small fast boats like Iran was using to mess with US Navy ships a few years ago.” 
 
    “Well, the aiming and targeting systems work. Put on your ear protectors.” 
 
    “Even in here?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    They all put them on, and then Greeley got back on the joystick, flipping up the cover over the firing button. “Here goes nothing.” He pushed the button… and there were sparks coming from below the dashboard, the gun not firing. Small flames broke out. 
 
    “Dammit!” Lee said, grabbing the fire extinguisher off the wall mount and spraying it under the dash until the fire went out. 
 
    “Oops,” Greeley said. “Got some wires in the harness crossed, I suspect.” 
 
    “Do we need to go back to dock?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “No, I brought what I need to fix this aboard, but it’ll take me a little time. Damn wire harnesses are a pain in the neck to fix.” 
 
    “I’m gonna open up the doors to blow this smoke out of here,” Lee said. He went to the starboard door, Hannah to the port door, the breeze flowing through immediately. 
 
    “Damn, windy out there,” Greeley said. 
 
    “I could feel it while I was driving this thing,” Brendan said. “You don’t seem too surprised about the failure.” 
 
    “It happens, kid. Don’t worry, though, you’ve still got the grenade launchers and full-sized mini-guns on the roof, and they work remotely. We got the kinks out of those systems before we delivered the boat to Canyon Lake. You’ve got more firepower and better protection than the patrol boat does. We’ll be fine, and I’ll get this fixed.” 
 
    “I trust you,” Brendan said. “Can I help?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can get my toolbox from the back room.” 
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    Mobile 
 
   L ance Cunningham waited quietly in the dark restaurant, wondering where the others were. He was a man in his mid-fifties with a military look and a shaved head. 
 
    The others approached. Two men in their thirties, and one in his sixties, all wearing vintage navy uniforms. 
 
    “What took you guys so long?” Lance asked. 
 
    “Harvey here started talking about the old days to a museum visitor again,” one of the younger men said, nodding in the direction of the old man. 
 
    “Harvey,” Lance said, shaking his head. “You haven’t told anybody what we’re planning, right?” 
 
    “C’mon, Lance, I wouldn’t do that. The only people who know are the people who are helping.” 
 
    “I wish that number was smaller,” said Kenny, the talkative younger man. He was a handsome fellow, his uniform showing some spit and polish. “They come through with the charges, Troy?” 
 
    The young black man next to him nodded, his eyes darting around. “They’re being loaded onto the boat tonight. If somebody talks, we’re all going to jail.” 
 
    “Do you want off the team?” Lance asked. 
 
    “No sir, but we can’t get lackadaisical about this. There’s too much at stake for us.” 
 
    Harvey nodded in agreement, slicking back his wiry gray hair. “I agree, but I’m less worried about getting caught than I am about getting stopped.” 
 
    “So we’re ready, then?” Lance asked. 
 
    “The charges were the last piece we need to load onto the boat,” Kenny said. “The shells have been there for almost a week. Surprised nobody noticed them.” 
 
    “How about the chains?” Lance asked. 
 
    “Cut through already, held in place with spit and bailing wire. Hopefully we won’t be in a holding pattern for too long. A little high wind and they’ll fall.” 
 
    “How about the diving team?” Harvey asked. “They have anything else to do?” 
 
    “Negatory,” Lance said. “We’ll push right through the barrier without even slowing down.”  
 
    Harvey smiled. “Wish the engines still worked.” 
 
    “The tugs will do fine,” Lance said. 
 
    “So when do we think it’s gonna happen?” Troy asked. 
 
    “My sources say the Brazilian and Argentine ships will be here late tomorrow,” Lance said. “The smaller boats are taking the western route, coming up along the Texas gulf coast. They’ve probably got the payload.” 
 
    “They still thinking Houston is the target?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Houston is really well guarded now,” Lance said. “I don’t think there’s that much chance it’s their main target anymore, but who knows? Maybe the enemy thinks they can soften up the resistance well enough with the third-level navy ships.” 
 
    “Do they really have a bunch of citizens in small boats down there?” Troy asked. 
 
    Lance nodded. “That’s the main part of our force, from what I’ve been told, but don’t count them out. They’ve been given M60s and SMAWs. Those are pretty tough against small craft.” 
 
    Kenny chuckled. “Our contact told me about the new barge they just launched. He fitted it with a frigging bushmaster cannon.” 
 
    Lance’s eyebrows raised. “No shit. What size?” 
 
    “It’s a 25mm Mk 38,” Kenny said. 
 
    “Sounds like a recipe for disaster to me,” Lance said. “Not that what we’re doing isn’t crazy enough.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you what,” Harvey said. “I’ll take our 16 inches over their 25 mm any day of the week.” 
 
     “You know we’ll probably lose the old lady, right?” Lance asked. 
 
    “If we do, we’ll have a monument further towards the gulf,” Harvey said. “The good people of Mobile will still come out. Hell, she probably won’t even sink all the way, depending on where she goes down. It’ll be like the Arizona.” 
 
    Troy looked at another table full of men, towards the front of the restaurant. “Quiet, those guys over there are showing a little too much interest.” 
 
    “I think we’re done here,” Lance said. “I’m expecting this to happen tomorrow night, but we’ll play it by ear.” 
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    Base Mayhem 
 
   J ason limped along, his wounded foot bothering him, Carrie rushing into his arms as he neared their motor home. 
 
    “How bad?” she asked. 
 
    “One of the defectors is dead,” he said, on the verge of tears. “A nice kid. Eric was wounded but he’s gonna be fine.” 
 
    “Why are you limping?” 
 
    “I caught a metal shard in my foot. The doc removed it. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Dammit. Can you come in and spend some time with Chelsea? That tank cannon fire scared her to death.” 
 
    “Sure, honey.” He followed Carrie into the rig, Chelsea quietly rushing to him. 
 
    “Can you stay here, daddy?” 
 
    “Yes, honey, I’ll be here for a while. Don’t be scared, we beat the bad guys.” 
 
    “I saw a lot of people heading for the perimeter,” Carrie said softly. 
 
    Jason nodded. “They can’t bring big teams through that way shielded, but we know they have some people without RFID. Curt and Amanda are leading the effort. We need to make sure they don’t knock out our communications again.” 
 
    “You don’t sound that worried about it.” 
 
    Jason sighed, sitting down on the couch, Chelsea cuddling up against him. “The enemy murdered a bunch of the folks they’d removed the chips from. I can’t see them using un-chipped fighters in significant numbers now.” 
 
    “So the developments today were good?” 
 
    “In the long run, they’re very good,” Jason said. “I think they’ll shorten the war.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Carrie said. “This has gone on too long.” 
 
    “It has, and we’ve lost too many good people. It’s barely hit me that we lost Brenda and Kelly.” 
 
    “Where are the two defectors?” 
 
    “They’re in the back of that building,” Jason said. “It’s still the most sniper-resistant place we have. One of them is wounded, but not badly.” 
 
    “I wonder how many more there are?” 
 
    “Tough to say,” Jason said. “I’d like to know where the rest of Hassan and Ahmed’s group went.” 
 
    “I heard a larger group escaped from the other facility.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s what Chance’s team said. 
 
    “What happens now on the Dallas campaign?” Carrie asked. “Are we staying here long?” 
 
    “I haven’t looked at the apps lately. I don’t see the enemy leaving Dallas. Where would they go? Anywhere I can think of would be worse for them, not better. It’s not like they can escape to their own country.” 
 
    “Mexico?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “We’d kill them on the road.” 
 
    Somebody knocked on the door. Carrie opened it, Kim climbing in. 
 
    “How’s Eric?” she asked. Kim broke down crying. 
 
    “Oh no, he’s not worse, is he?” Jason asked, his voice wavering. 
 
    “No, no, he’s doing better,” Kim said. “I’m just so scared. I can’t lose him.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Sleeping in the trailer. Rachel and Junior are next to it keeping watch.” 
 
    “Junior,” Jason said. “I’m surprised he’s functioning as well as he has been after losing Kelly.” 
 
    “They’ve been trying to find next-of-kin for either Kelly or Brenda,” Kim said. 
 
    “They having any luck?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “They’ve found that Kelly wasn’t lying about not having anyone,” Kim said. “Brenda has an aunt, but she’s in a nursing home. They’re wondering about the bar.” 
 
    “Texas Mary’s,” Jason said. “Brenda owned that with Chris.” 
 
    “Didn’t Chris have a sister?” Carrie asked. “That was how they got snagged by Simon Orr.” 
 
    “Simon Orr. Now there’s somebody I’d rather forget,” Jason said. “I think you’re right, Chris did go looking for his sister and ran into Simon Orr, but I never got to talk to him about it before he got killed, so I have no idea if she’s alive or not.” 
 
    “It’s not important right now,” Carrie said. 
 
    “No, it’s not really,” Kim said. “I’d better get back.” 
 
    Carrie nodded, walking her to the door, giving her a hug on the way out. 
 
    “She’s a wreck,” Jason said. 
 
    “I don’t blame her one bit.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Curt, Amanda, Kyle, and Kate were under cover, in view of the cell antenna, waiting, scanning the trees surrounding them. 
 
    “Look,” Kate said, raising her gun as she saw the brush moving around. 
 
    “No, those are citizen recruits,” Curt whispered. “I recognize them. They’re patrolling all over the place, watching for enemy fighters.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing anybody close by on the apps,” Amanda whispered, watching her phone. “Unless they have shielded off-road vehicles, they aren’t sneaking in here.” 
 
    “Where are the nearest hits you see?” Kate asked. 
 
    “They aren’t that far from the fairgrounds,” Amanda said. “Almost all of them are east of Dolphin and north of Highway 352. There’s a few stragglers here and there, and quite a few bodies lying around.” 
 
    “Hell, a lot of the loose chips in the fairgrounds are still showing up,” Curt said. “Wish we could identify the dead hits somehow.” 
 
    “I wish we knew how many Islamists without RFID are still fighting us,” Kyle said. “They could sneak in here.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here, pencil neck.” 
 
    “I wish we had a more clear-cut path to ending this damn war,” Kate said. 
 
    “We do have a clear-cut path, but nobody likes it, and it’s gonna be bloody as hell,” Kyle said. 
 
    “Go after every RFID hit we see?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Yep, that’s pretty much it,” Kyle said. 
 
    “That’s where my head’s at too,” Curt said. “The fairground assault all over again, but it’ll be worse.” 
 
    “Why worse?” Kate asked. 
 
    “They’re in a larger number of buildings, from what the apps are telling me. That’s hundreds of small dwellings we’ll have to clear, one after the other.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kyle said. “That’s what I thought we’d be doing in the last operation. The fairgrounds incident kinda put us off, which was a bad thing in my opinion.” 
 
    “Somebody gets it,” Curt said. “Would have to be an Austin PD flatfoot.” 
 
    Kyle chuckled. “Says the San Antonio PD flatfoot.” 
 
    A gunshot sounded, the tree behind Kyle’s head spewing bark. 
 
    “Get down!” Curt yelled. 
 
    “See them?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I see them,” Kyle whispered. “Back in the trees, not far from where the citizens were. They all got bloody bandages. That answers one question.” 
 
    Curt pulled his handgun. 
 
    “Why are you gonna use that?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “Remember those recruits who Kate almost wasted?” 
 
    “Hey,” Kate whispered. 
 
    Curt chuckled. “Kidding. They’re on the other side, waiting for the bad guys to get out from behind that clump of trees. I’ll shoot into there a few times, maybe force them into the open. They won’t last long if I can pull that off.” He fired his pistol rapidly at the trees, bark flying in all directions, until he ran out of ammo. Then they heard an M60 and several M4s fire, the exposed enemy screaming, most of them falling, one running towards their cover. Amanda shot him before he got close. 
 
    Curt smiled. “Nice shooting, honey.” 
 
    “Nice strategy,” Amanda replied. 
 
    “Why’d you use the handgun, though?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Faster to reload, and I’m thinking there’s more around. Speaking of that.” He pulled the magazine out of his Glock and reloaded it with 9mm ammo, keeping one eye on the area, a yawn escaping. 
 
    “You bored, man?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “I enjoy fights with more movement,” Curt said. “That’s why I love the off-roader so much.” 
 
    “You enjoy this?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Is that wrong?” 
 
    Kyle chuckled. “Whatever keeps you in the game.” 
 
    “Those citizens see more bad guys,” Amanda said. “They’re all following somebody, coming in from the left. 
 
    “Enemy fighters again,” Kyle said. “Just saw one of them look around that big tree at about 2 o’clock.” 
 
    “What are we, in a B-17, pencil neck?” 
 
    “I saw you look in the right place,” Kyle chided. 
 
    “Maybe you should use the M60,” Amanda whispered. 
 
    “Nah, I’m gonna use the handgun again. Why scare them more than we need to? I want them to keep coming.” 
 
    “Kidding aside, I hope they don’t give up and run away,” Kyle said. “This is a safer place to fight them than a residential street.” 
 
    “Hey, you freeze! Drop weapons!” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Amanda said. 
 
    Three Islamists with bloody arms approached, their AK-47s aimed. 
 
    Curt shot Kyle a wicked grin and nodded slightly to his right, then tossed his pistol and M4 in that direction. Kyle got it and did the same with his guns, the women following suit. One of the Islamists rushed over there to get them, and were cut down immediately by fire from an M60, Kyle pulling his pistol out from behind his back and killing the other two Islamists dead on the spot. Then he put the gun to his lips and blew the smoke away. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Amanda said. “I’ll retrieve our guns.” 
 
    “No, stay put,” Curt said, crawling out on his hands and knees, dropping to the ground as an AK-47 fired at him. “These guys don’t know how to shoot.” He picked up his pistol first, whirling around and firing, hitting two more Islamists who were rushing in his direction. Then he yanked the other guns back, shoving them towards the others, scrambling back into their cover as more gunfire came at them. 
 
    “I think you picked the right place to be,” Kyle said, aiming his M4, pulling the trigger, dropping an Islamist who was drawing a bead on the cell antenna. 
 
    “These idiots may be a little crude, but they remember strategic points and try to hit them over and over,” Curt said. “You’ll notice they all seem to know exactly where the cell antenna is. That got passed along after the last time they attacked it, which was a while ago.” 
 
    Kyle nodded. “You’re right, I don’t hear gunfire from any other parts of the perimeter. It’s all right here.” 
 
    “Maybe we should call some of the other citizens over here,” Kate said. 
 
    “No, we don’t want to do that,” Curt said. “They might take out that cell antenna in the confusion that more recruits would bring. We’ve got a good kill zone going now. Let’s milk it for all it’s worth. We need to watch the back side though, so somebody turn in that direction. If they were a little smarter, we’d be dead right now.” 
 
    Amanda turned in that direction, scanning for more action. 
 
    Late afternoon turned to dusk as they watched. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {28} 
 
    Quitting Time 
 
   C hance watched his two monitors, scanning a group of locations sequentially over and over again. “This is starting to get boring.” 
 
    “It’s almost dark,” Francis said. “We’ve got a relief team coming, right?” 
 
    “The guys we trained this morning,” Chance said. 
 
    “Think they’re ready?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “I think maybe we should hang out with them for at least half an hour,” Chance said. “If you guys can stand being up that long.” 
 
    “Wonder how much chance there is that we’ll get more action at night?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Who knows?” Chance’s phone dinged. Kitten. He hit her contact, calling instead of returning the text. “Is this okay, Kitten? I need to keep my eyes on the screens.” 
 
    “It’s better. How much longer are you working?” 
 
    “About an hour,” Chance said. “Half an hour until the relief team comes, and we’re going to sit with them for half an hour to make sure they feel comfortable.” 
 
    “Okay, I can live with that,” she said. 
 
    “I can almost live with that. I’ll see you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Bye,” Kitten said, ending the call. 
 
    “Ah, young love,” Dirk said, his eyes showing a faraway look. Francis chuckled, and Dirk glanced at him, laughing. 
 
    “Be nice, guys,” Chance said. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Dirk said. “I guess you were nice to me when Cindy and I got together.” 
 
    “How’s that going?” Francis asked. 
 
    “We live well together,” Dirk said. “She’s passed a couple hints about the big M. I’m considering it.” 
 
    “Maybe we can make it a double,” Francis quipped, nodding at Chance, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t blow this for me,” Chance said. “I really like this girl.” 
 
    “I know, we’ll be cool,” Dirk said. “Hopefully things will stay quiet tonight and you’ll get to spend some time with her.” 
 
    “Worries me what happened at Bonton this afternoon,” Chance said. 
 
    Francis nodded. “I know, me too. I hate having Sherry there while I’m here.” 
 
    “You can bring your wife here, you know,” Chance said. 
 
    “I’m going to give that another try,” Francis said. “I tried to talk her into it when I left, but it was still a little crazy, and she’s having a lot of trouble with stress.” 
 
    “You talked to her after the attack today, right?” Dirk asked. 
 
     “Of course,” Francis said. “She trusts the people there, at least.” 
 
    “She may be safer there,” Chance said. “There’s an enormous number of recruits there. Even the worst-case number of Islamists without RFID chips wouldn’t have any chance of defeating them.” 
 
    “In a straight-up battle, you’re correct,” Francis said, “but half a dozen snipers in the right place could kill a lot of our loved ones.” 
 
    Dirk shook his head. “The base and the area surrounding it are as flat as a pancake, man. Snipers aren’t the problem. I worry about somebody setting up a mortar, but with the video surveillance they’ve added around the perimeter, no mortar team would last long.” 
 
    “We should be keeping a tally of all un-chipped enemy fighters we know about, either way,” Chance said. “Luckily we can see any new attempts to remove chips with the history apps.” 
 
    “After the defections, I’d be surprised if they went down that road again,” Francis said. “At the very least, they’d be a whole lot more careful in choosing candidates for RFID removal.” 
 
    “I hope they walk away from the idea,” Chance said. “If they only pick the radical peasants they’ve brought over here for RFID removal, there’s a lot less chance that we’ll see defections.” 
 
    Francis nodded. “Yep, and hopefully the enemy doesn’t figure that one out. Wonder if they shot everybody they took chips out of at the small facility, or only certain ones who they thought were smart enough to defect?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Chance said. 
 
    The door opened, and five young men came in. 
 
    “Ah, the trainees,” Chance said. “They’re here early.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you’re glad of that,” Dirk said.  
 
    The handoff to the new people went well, taking less time than Chance had expected. Francis decided to hang out with the trainees for a while longer. Dirk went to the first floor to pick up Cindy, Chance going to the second floor to find Kitten in the field hospital. She was in the snack room, chatting with Dr. Patel. 
 
    “Look who’s here,” Dr. Patel said. Kitten turned around, getting to her feet, rushing to Chance and throwing her arms around him. 
 
    “You’re early!” 
 
    “The trainees came early, and they’ve got the process down well. Francis stayed with them for a while, though, mainly because he doesn’t want to be lonely.” 
 
    “His wife isn’t here?” 
 
    “Nope,” Chance said, “but he’s working on her.” 
 
    “We still have our place upstairs. Shall we?” 
 
    Chance laughed. “They left our little bedroom there, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, such as it is. Let’s go. Good night, Dr. Patel.” 
 
    “See you bright and early, Kitten.” 
 
    The couple walked to the elevator. 
 
    “She likes you,” Chance said, watching her push the elevator button. 
 
    “Yes, but sometimes she has more faith in me than she should. I’m still pretty green.” 
 
    “I suspect you’ve had a crash course over the last few weeks.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and they got in, Chance pulling her into his arms as the doors closed, planting a passionate kiss on her. 
 
    They didn’t break it until the doors opened to their floor. 
 
    “Wow,” Kitten said. “That was nice.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting all day to do that.” 
 
    Kitten smiled at him. “Oh, really?” They walked down the deserted hallway to their room. 
 
    “There’s less people up here now,” 
 
    “Some of the other buildings are opened up,” Kitten said. “They brought in bomb squads from all over. They’ve been clearing buildings one after the other. We could find a better place than this, but I’m reluctant to move out of the building.” 
 
    “Me too. This is still a dangerous area. I think we ought to bring in more armed citizens, especially as the enemy becomes more desperate.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me all about what happened with the RFID chip removals,” Kitten said as she opened the door to their room, “but later. I’m more interested in other things at the moment.” 
 
    They undressed frantically, taking each other with passion, then laying side by side, looking at the lights from the street reflecting off the ceiling. 
 
    “That was… unbelievable,” Chance said, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Kitten grabbed his hand and they intertwined fingers. “It was. I wish we had about a week off to do nothing but hang out in bed.” 
 
    “Someday,” Chance said, turning on his side so he could look at her. “How’s it going in the hospital?” 
 
    “We have plenty of doctors here now, and nurses too. I’m surprised Dr. Patel still wants me around.” 
 
    “She trusts you.” 
 
    Kitten smiled. “She’s going to help me get into medical school.” 
 
    “Really? That’s great.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have what it takes, but it’s nice of her to believe in me. She’s so encouraging.” 
 
    “Well don’t give up on the idea,” Chance said. “That could be a great thing for you.” 
 
    “It’s a huge commitment.” 
 
    “Don’t let that scare you,” Chance said. 
 
    “It’s not so much that it scares me,” Kitten said. “I’m not sure I have the discipline to stick with it, and there’s other things in life that are important to me.” 
 
    “You’re young enough to get through it and enjoy the fruits of your studies on the other side,” Chance said. His phone rang. 
 
    Kitten’s brow furrowed. “Uh oh.” 
 
    “Shit,” Chance said, getting up to grab his phone off the work station in the corner. “Francis. He wouldn’t call me if it wasn’t important.” 
 
    “Answer it,” Kitten said, sitting up. 
 
    “Hey, Francis, what’s up?” 
 
    “Sorry to bother you. The enemy force is on the move.” 
 
    “How many of them?” 
 
    “All of them,” Francis said. “Looks like a Hail Mary to me.” 
 
    “Where are they going?” Chance asked, shooting a worried look at Kitten. 
 
    “Can’t tell for sure yet, but it looks like Bonton. Many in vehicles, and many more on foot.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” Chance ended the call. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kitten asked, standing now. 
 
    “The enemy is on the move. All of them. Looks like they might be going to Bonton.” 
 
    “Do we have enough people there?” Kitten asked, picking up her underwear. 
 
    “I hope so,” Chance said. They got dressed and went downstairs. 
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    Dirty Diversion 
 
   J ason was sleeping when his phone rang. He picked it up, looking at the time. Only nine o’clock. Shit. 
 
    “Francis, what’s up?” he asked, trying to shake off the sleep. 
 
    “The entire enemy force in Dallas and Mesquite are on the move,” Francis said. 
 
    “Where are they going?” 
 
    “Looks like they’re headed in your direction,” Francis said. “Some in vehicles, but most on foot.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, honey?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Enemy on the way,” Jason said. “How close are they, Francis?” 
 
    “The vehicles could start arriving in half an hour. Hard to say with the troops on foot. Could be as long as five hours, if they’re coming from Mesquite.” 
 
    “The vehicles probably have mortar crews,” Jason said. “Shit. I’ll get everybody moving.” 
 
    “You do that. I’d mention it to Ramsey too. There are a lot of enemy fighters coming. More than a hundred thousand. How many folks do you have at the base?” 
 
    “Similar number,” Jason said. “Keep an eye on them.” 
 
    Carrie sat up in bed as Jason ended the call and got dressed. “How bad?” 
 
    “Well, they’ve got similar numbers to our base, assuming they all are coming here,” Jason said. “We’ve got those new off-roaders and new recruits from the last battle, so we won’t get overrun, but this may be a worse battle than we’ve been in lately.” 
 
    “Should we leave?” 
 
    “No, that’d be worse than staying and taking them on, I’m afraid,” Jason said. “We might want to attack before they get here, though. I’m going to Don and Sydney’s toy hauler. Send out a broadcast text, okay?”  
 
    Carrie nodded as he slipped out the door. Most people were still awake since it was so early, the main exception being the people who were involved in the fairgrounds battle. Junior and Rachel were already making their way to Don and Sydney’s rig, Curt and Amanda right behind them, Stanton Hunt and White Eagle too. 
 
    The door opened, Sydney motioning everybody to come in. “Here we go again.” 
 
    “I’ve got the long-range high res app running,” Don said. “The drones have night vision, so we’re watching the video too. They stick out like a sore thumb.” 
 
    “You think they’re really coming here?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I saw a bunch of vehicles cruising down Highway 352, and thought they were gonna get on 2nd Street and be at our gate in twenty minutes, but they stayed on 352, heading east. There’s vehicles from Mesquite coming down to 352. Looks to me like they want to link up.” 
 
    “How about the folks on foot?” 
 
    “The largest group in Dallas is converging on the area by White Rock Creek, near Military Parkway.” 
 
    “How about the ones in Mesquite?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Military Parkway, westbound.” 
 
    “Shit, we’re the target. There’s no other place they’d be going,” Jason said. 
 
    “Should we go attack the vehicles before they get here?” Junior asked. “Ten to one they’ll arrive first and lob mortar shells on top of us.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Stanton said. 
 
    “I think we need to watch a little more, and I need to contact Ramsey.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Don said. 
 
    “I’ll do it here, and put it on speaker,” Jason said. “Hopefully they’re still up.” He hit Ramsey’s contact. 
 
    It rang several times, then Ramsey picked up. 
 
    “Jason, something wrong?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss,” Jason said. “Sorry if I woke you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I was still up.” 
 
    “We’re on speaker. Junior, Don, Sydney, Curt, Amanda, Stanton, and White Eagle are with me.” 
 
    “Uh oh. Tell me what’s going on. I’ll probably have to get the others on the line.” 
 
    “Looks like the entire Dallas enemy force is on the move, and they’re probably heading right for Bonton.” 
 
    “Whoa,” he said. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “Uncertain,” Jason said. “We think it might be wise to send our mobile units at their vehicles before they get here.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ramsey said. “I’ll get the others. Call the console number in a couple minutes, okay?” 
 
    “You got it,” Jason said, glancing at the others. 
 
    “We can’t spend a lot of time talking,” Curt said. “Not if we’re gonna go meet these cretins before they get here.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get moving right away,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Where are they now, Don?” Curt asked. 
 
    “They’re all east of us,” Don said. “Still on Highway 352.” 
 
    “And the infantry?” White Eagle asked. 
 
    “Still heading for Highway 352, but they’re coming from all over the place. Maybe they’re getting ready to flee instead of attack.” 
 
    “I’m calling the console.” Jason hit the contact. 
 
    “Hi, Jason,” Maria said. “Everybody except Wallis and Gallagher are on, and they’re on the way.” 
 
    “Good, thanks,” Jason said. 
 
    “Hello, everybody,” Governor Nelson said. 
 
    “Wallis and Gallagher are on now,” Maria said. 
 
    “We’re thinking our mobile assets should be sent after the enemy vehicles right away,” Curt said. “What do you think?” 
 
    “We pulled up our apps as soon as we heard,” Gallagher said. “I’m not sure they’re heading towards you guys. I think they might be making a run south.” 
 
    Don raised his hand to get everyone’s attention. “Guys, we need to get a drone over Elsie Faye Heggins Street and Highway 352.” 
 
    “I thought you said they were east of us,” Curt said. 
 
    “I said the vehicles were east of us. The fighters on foot are bunching together and taking off at a high rate of speed.” 
 
    “They’re being loaded into vehicles,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “I see it. They aren’t coming for you guys,” Gallagher said. “They’ve hit you enough times to know they can’t run a bunch of trucks to your base without getting blasted by the tanks.” 
 
    Don nodded. “Some of the original vehicles are stopping, picking up more RFID hits, and taking off again.” 
 
    “This is an evacuation,” Wallis said. 
 
    “They aren’t concentrated on Highway 352 anymore,” Sydney said. “Look at them. They’re heading south on the nearest roads to them.” 
 
    “Smart,” Gallagher said. “If they concentrated on just one route, we’d take them out in a hurry.” 
 
    There were muffled explosions coming from the north, going off in rapid succession. 
 
    “My God, what’s that?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Check the video cameras,” Jason said. 
 
    Don nodded, accessing them with his browser. He searched for several minutes, trying to find video feeds near the blasts, finally seeing the devastation in one place, then another. “Holy shit. Big explosions in their territory. Looks like they blew them as they were leaving the area.” 
 
    “We’re looking too,” Wallis said. “Explosions in east Dallas and Mesquite.” 
 
    “They’re trying to keep us busy while they take off,” Gallagher said. “They’re going to the gulf coast or to Mexico. I’d bet money on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Nelson said. 
 
    Wallis’s cellphone rang. “I’ve got to take this. Be right back.” He walked out of range of the camera for a moment, but was back in a couple seconds. “We’ve got a big problem.” 
 
    “What?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Just heard from some of our DPS patrols. At least some of those explosions were dirty bombs.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Nelson said. “We need to mount an evacuation right away.” 
 
    Wallis got another phone call. “Dammit, when it rains it pours.” He answered it, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “I don’t like that look,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “The Brazilian and Argentine ships are moving at top speed now. They’ll enter the gulf in a couple hours. They’re past the Cayman Islands, heading for Cancun.” 
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    Wire Harness 
 
   R ichardson was in sitting position on his hospital bed. Lita was by his side. Both had their laptops out, Richardson struggling with only his left hand. 
 
    “This is gonna suck,” he said. “Back to hunt and peck. I was a touch typist.” 
 
    “You’ll have to switch over to vocal, but that’s a lot better than it used to be,” Lita said, eyes glued to the screen. “Those small ships from Cancun are making decent time.” 
 
    “The ships from South America are making good time, too. I see them on the satellite feed that Wallis gave us. They’ll be in the gulf before the EU Navy will.” 
 
    “Where’s the EU Navy now?” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Richardson said, moving his left hand on the touchpad. “They’re a little past Jacksonville, Florida. They’re in some heavy seas compared to the Brazilians and the Argentines, though.” 
 
    The TV flashed with a special bulletin. Lita glanced up, her eyes getting wide. “Oh my God. Look at the TV.” 
 
    Richardson tore his eyes away from the laptop screen, his mouth dropping open in disbelief. “Dirty bombs in Dallas?” 
 
    “Those sick bastards,” Lita said. 
 
    Madison rushed in. “Did you see the news?” 
 
    “We just did,” Lita said. “Is Juan Carlos awake?” 
 
    “No, he fell asleep again, but he’s had a good day today.” 
 
    “Shit, this is even worse,” Richardson said, watching the TV. “The enemy did this on the way out, and all of them are heading south.” 
 
    “South as in here?” Madison asked. 
 
    “Impossible to tell yet,” Richardson said, going back to the long-range app on his laptop. “Geez, they’re spread all over the place, heading south on a bunch of different roads. They might be coming here, or they might be going to Mexico.” 
 
    “It’s not a coincidence that we have the enemy naval forces heading this way,” Lita said. “Do we need to get outta Dodge?” 
 
    “I’m still an active part of the Galveston Bay operations.” 
 
    “Maybe you better call Brendan,” Madison said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Richardson reached for his phone with his only hand. 
 
    “No, honey, I’ll get him on my phone, and put it on speaker,” Lita said. She hit his contact. 
 
    Brendan answered after a few rings. 
 
    “Hey, Lita, is Richardson okay?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s right here. Are you watching the apps, or listening to the news?” 
 
    “No, all three of us our hanging out in the bridge, guarding the opening to the bay. I’ve been watching the apps, though. The Cancun boats are making good time.” 
 
    “The enemy forces in Dallas are moving south,” Lita said, “and on the way out of town they lit off a bunch of dirty bombs.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Is there a chance the enemy is headed towards the gulf coast?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Lee chuckled. “All these enemy ships converging on the gulf as a massive army of Islamists flee south from Dallas? Too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “Hey, Brendan, it’s Richardson. The Brazilian and Argentine ships are making good headway. They’ll make the gulf in a couple hours.” 
 
    “But not right on top of us,” Brendan said. “The gulf is pretty big. How about the EU Navy?” 
 
    “Just passing Jacksonville. They’ll be later.” 
 
    “And the US Navy?” 
 
    “Still gaining, but both fleets are having a rough time with high seas.” 
 
    “That carrier group is still on the Pacific side, right?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah, no change there,” Richardson said. “It’ll be interesting to see what they’ll do when the Brazilians and Argentines get closer.” 
 
    “It will,” Lee said. “There were still Venezuelan navy ships on the western coast of South America, weren’t there?” 
 
    “Haven’t heard much about them since they fired cruise missiles at California,” Richardson said. “We might have already taken care of them.” 
 
    “How long till the enemy forces from Dallas get here?” Madison asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’d like to know,” Lita said. 
 
    “Check it with the map program,” Richardson said. “I want to focus on the satellite feed and the long-range detailed app.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lita said, typing on her laptop. “This is gonna be hard to say. If they all went down the major road from Dallas to Galveston, we’re talking five hours or so.” 
 
    “But that’s I-45,” Richardson said. “They won’t use that road. It’d be too easy to stop them. There’s dozens of small roads they can use. They’ll take longer.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how much longer?” Madison asked. 
 
    “Not double,” Lee said. “Probably another two to three hours.” 
 
    “So they could be arriving down here in eight hours,” Hannah said. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “The Fort Stockton team will follow them,” Lee said. “I’ve been reading about those guys, and they were fighting them in Dallas. That’s probably why the enemy is giving up.” 
 
    “They might use that team to help evacuate citizens from the dirty bomb attacks,” Lita said. 
 
    Richardson shook his head. “That’s what the enemy is hoping, but they’d better not count on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, Nelson is smarter than that,” Brendan said. 
 
    Greeley entered the bridge with a long piece of wire harness and his tool box. “I think I found the problem, but it’s going to take me a while to fix it.” 
 
    “That Greeley?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “Yeah it’s me, chief,” Greeley said. “I found the crossed wires on the harness, but I can’t fix it and install it. I’ve got to install it and solder everything back together under the dash. My neck and arms are gonna be sore from this one.” 
 
    “How long before that Bushmaster is working?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “Hours,” Greeley said. “How much time do we have before the enemy engages us?” 
 
    Brendan laughed. “Hours.” 
 
    “Shit,” Greeley said. “I’d better get my ass to work.” 
 
    “You guys keep doing what you’re doing,” Richardson said. “Brendan, you’re in charge of the operation down there, but don’t hesitate to call me if you need to.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Brendan said. The call ended. 
 
    Richardson took a deep breath as Lita put her phone back on the bedside table. “This is gonna be a real mess. Where are the M60s and M4s we had with us?” 
 
    “They’re in the hotel,” Madison said. 
 
    “We need to go get them.” 
 
    Lita looked at Richardson. “You can’t fire one of those M60s with one hand, you know.” 
 
    “I can with the tripod,” he said. “So can any of us.” 
 
    “We don’t have a car,” Madison said. 
 
    “So we call a rental place and have one delivered,” Lita said. “C’mon.” Lita got up and closed her laptop, plugging in the power cord and leaving it on the bedside table. 
 
    “You two be careful,” Richardson said. “Comprende?” 
 
    “We got it, honey.” Lita followed Madison out of the room. 
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    Battleship Memorial Park 
 
   T he cellphone’s alarm blasted. Lance picked it off his bedside table and looked. It was 2:00am. He got up and dressed, then headed to his car. 
 
    I-10 was deserted. He drove through the tunnel, taking the first off-ramp past it, which dumped him onto Old Spanish Trail. It was a short distance to Battleship Memorial Park. Lights shined on the F-4 Phantom which sat on top of the sign. Lance made the right turn and entered the facility. It was dark, making the flashlight inside the guard shack stick out like a sore thumb. Harvey. Lance stopped next to it, the massive dark outline of the USS Alabama to his right. There were a few flashlights visible moving around on the main deck of the ship. The barrier arm rose, Lance rolling past it and stopping. 
 
    Harvey got into the passenger seat of Lance’s sedan. “It’s ‘bout time you got here. Kenny and Troy are already aboard, and the tugs are here, getting the chains connected.”  
 
    “How about the rest?” 
 
    “Still trickling in, but we’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    “I don’t like the flashlights all over the place,” Lance said. 
 
    “They aren’t visible very far out, and nobody’s watching this place anyway.” 
 
    Lance pulled away from the guard shack, following the road to the right, past the Korean War memorial and on to the parking lot for the ship and museum. 
 
    “Sounds like we’re gonna get company earlier than we thought,” Harvey said as Lance parked. 
 
    “The Brazilians and the Argentines are gonna be here pretty soon, but I was more interested in the EU ships.” 
 
    Harvey nodded. “The small boats are still hugging the Mexican coast, but they’re getting pretty close to South Padre Island.” 
 
    “You look excited,” Lance said as they walked to the ship. 
 
    “I wish I could see the looks on those Eurotrash faces when these sixteen-inch guns open up on them from nowhere.” 
 
    Lance shot him a dead-pan stare. “We’re mainly here to make sure this harbor isn’t overrun. Chances are they’ll pass us by to get to New Orleans or Houston.” 
 
    “If their little boats are planning on moving those small nukes near a city, this location is the easiest target for them,” Harvey said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but Mobile has less than two-hundred thousand people. Houston has over two million. Huge difference if they want a large body count.” 
 
    Harvey nodded. “True—even New Orleans is small compared to Houston. You’re assuming they only have one team of delivery boats, though. That’s not what we saw last time.” 
 
    Lance sighed. “Yes, and that’s why we’re here. The police chief and the mayor won’t be lenient.” 
 
    “Who cares? The people will understand. They’ll have a hard time punishing us too much.” 
 
    “They should’ve listened to us,” Lance said. “It would’ve been better to put artillery at Fort Gaines and Fort Morgan.” 
 
    “We don’t have any artillery as good as the guns of the old lady there,” Harvey said. 
 
    “Yes, but the USA has modern laser-guided artillery. They could’ve brought some of it down here, like they’re doing along the Texas coast as we speak.” 
 
    “Governor Nelson is better than the idiot running this state,” Harvey said. 
 
    “True that. There’s Kenny and Troy.” 
 
    They crossed the bridge to the ship. A crew was there, disconnecting the bridge from the boat. 
 
    “They’ll barbeque our asses in molasses for messing up these bridges, I’m sure,” Harvey quipped. 
 
    “Let ‘em,” Kenny said. 
 
    Troy nodded in agreement. “What time are we pulling out of here? The tugs are ready, and we’ve got the chains connected.” 
 
    “They’re gonna push us after we’ve cleared the containment wall, right?” Lance said. 
 
    “I’ve suggested that,” Troy said, “but they want to play it by ear. Why don’t you want us to stay chained?” 
 
    “Simple. The tugs can maneuver us as if we had our engines. The turrets only move so much. We’ll have to turn this ship to make a good strike, more than likely, and if we attract enough attention to be attacked, we’ll want to be facing them dead on, not risking a broadside.” 
 
    Troy chuckled. “We won’t last long regardless of which way we’re pointing. The EU ships are state-of-the-art.” 
 
     “If that’s what you think, why are you in on this?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “Oh, don’t get your panties in a bunch, chief,” Troy said. “It’s the best thing we can do at this point, and we’ve got to do something.” 
 
    “How many of the gunners are here?” Lance asked. 
 
    “All but two, and we might lose one of those,” Kenny said, “but we’ll muddle along without him.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “With the guy who might not make it?” 
 
    “Yeah, Kenny, what did you think?” 
 
    “You old guys get upset too easily,” Troy said. 
 
    Kenny snickered. “Okay, the guy’s granddaughter started asking questions about him taking off late at night.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “Oh well.” 
 
    “We got the generators all set up and fueled, ready to go,” Troy said. “They’re actually overkill for what we need, believe it or not.” 
 
    “I like overkill,” Harvey said. 
 
    “What’s that car?” Lance asked. “The last of our guys?” 
 
    Troy looked at it. “Yeah, that’s Frankie. He’s alone in the car, so Lester’s daughter must have locked him down.” 
 
    “You’ve got good eyes,” Harvey said. 
 
    Troy snickered. “That’s because I’m not old as dirt.” 
 
    “I want to be pulling away from here by about four,” Lance said. “Think we can make it?” 
 
    “We were trying for three,” Kenny said. “You know the enemy boats are making better time than expected, right?” 
 
    “Which ones?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “The South Americans. The EU boats are still battling the soup out in the Atlantic. Nasty weather.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get busy,” Lance said. “If we can get out of here by three, I’ll be buying the beers after this is over.” 
 
    Troy laughed. “Hell, we’ll probably all be dead after this mess.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Kenny said. “That’s not in my plan.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {32} 
 
    Dallas Exodus 
 
   D on and Sydney were still watching the laptops when Jason, Kyle, and Curt came in. 
 
    “Any change?” Jason asked. 
 
    “They’re branching out to more roads, still going south. Most of them are already past of our position. Nobody cares enough about us to even lob a few grenades our way, obviously.” 
 
    “Good, because if they did, it’d probably be a damn dirty bomb,” Curt said. 
 
    “Jason, I think we ought to send our force after them,” Don said. “Take everybody except for a few thousand to guard this installation so we can keep monitoring the situation. We could probably kill a lot of these creeps on the road. They’re going to run out of choices on some of these routes as they get further south, which is going to force more of them onto bigger roads together.” 
 
    “You’ve got a good handle on those spots?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Don said. “You agree, honey?” 
 
    “Well, almost. There isn’t a good reason to hang out in Dallas anymore. As soon as we’ve got the strike forces away, it might make sense to have us going as well. If we can get somebody to drive this toy-hauler, we can continue to work on the road.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “I’ll text Ramsey to make sure, but I’m thinking the same thing. In fact, I want to drag our folks from downtown along as well. Chance and his team. Maybe even some of the hospital staff. This battle is moving, and we’ve got to keep at them until they’re either dead or out of Texas for good.” 
 
    “I prefer dead, pencil neck.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Kyle said. 
 
    Jason sent the text, getting a reply in less than a minute. He smiled as he read it. 
 
    “What?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “They were getting ready to suggest the same thing. We’re leaving. Right now. Let’s pass the word. I’ll start with a broadcast text, but we’ll need to provide encouragement, and we’ll need to field questions.” 
 
    “How are we going?” Curt asked. 
 
    “They’ve got a head start, and I’d like to catch them. Let’s send the strike team out right away. Get on I-45 southbound, while the intelligence team works the details on how to head some of the enemy fighter groups off.” 
 
    “What do you mean by strike team, exactly?” Kyle asked. 
 
    Curt grinned. “He means anybody dragging an off-roader or driving an armed vehicle, plus the tanks, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Jason said. 
 
    “Then let’s get on it,” Curt said. 
 
    He and Kyle left the toy-hauler. Jason stayed behind for a moment. “Can you get a call going with Chance?” 
 
    “Video conference?” Sydney asked. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Do it, then. I know they’re still manning their systems.” 
 
    Sydney set it up as Don continued to track the fleeing enemy. Chance’s face appeared on Sydney’s monitor.  
 
    “Good evening,” he said. Francis, Dirk, Cindy, and Kitten huddled around the screen. 
 
    “We’re leaving Dallas right away, and I want you guys with us. Pack up and let’s move it.” 
 
    “Everybody?” Kitten asked. 
 
    “Yes, the battle of Dallas is over,” Jason said. “I say we bring the hospital staff and supplies, everything not needed for the existing patients.” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Kitten said. “We’re already hearing about dirty bomb victims.” 
 
    “Crap, she’s right,” Francis said. 
 
    “Okay, how about just a medic team, at least?” Don asked. “We’re going to be in heavy action. It’d be nice to have some of the medical team around. We’ve got to pursue these guys.” 
 
    “I’ll get Ramsey to bring it up with the leadership team right now,” Jason said. “It’ll be their decision. I know they’re already working the dirty bomb situation.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Kitten said. “We’ll start spreading the word with the others.” 
 
    The conference ended. “We’d better get the slides in,” Sydney said. “Who can drive this thing?” 
 
    “Let me ask around,” Jason said, on his way out of the coach. “Be ready to leave in ten minutes.” 
 
    Don and Sydney glanced at each other, and then nodded yes to Jason. 
 
    Carrie was already bringing in the slides on their motor home when Jason got back there. 
 
    “You got the broadcast text, huh?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said. “I’m glad we’re all going.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jason said. “Had enough of Dallas. I need to find a driver for Don and Sydney’s toy hauler. I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    “Okay, go ahead. I’ll get everything stowed.” 
 
    Jason left, heading for Clancy’s spot. He was packing the back of his pickup truck, Bree helping him. 
 
    “That thing is set up to tow, right?” Jason asked him. 
 
    Clancy turned towards him, Bree getting closer to listen. 
 
    “Yeah, we can tow this sucker,” Clancy said. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Don and Sydney need somebody to drive that toy hauler so they can keep working on the road.” 
 
    “What about their trailer?” Clancy asked. “I figured we’d be towing that for them.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, I forgot about that.” 
 
    “Hey, we can do it,” one of the women said, standing next to Bree. She had long, straight brown hair. “I’m Courtney. Used to tow my parent’s trailer for them. I can definitely do it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’ll go with her,” said another of the women. “Tonya.” 
 
    “You okay with that, Clancy?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, but give me a few minutes to get the trailer hitched up, okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jason said. 
 
    “You going with me or with them?” Clancy asked Bree. 
 
    “Is it okay if I go with you?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Clancy said. “Might be a tad more dangerous.” 
 
    Bree smiled. “I’ll feel safer with you.” 
 
    One of her friends snickered. Jason smiled, shaking his head and walking back to his rig. People all over the base were driving away, in cars, RVs, and on motorcycles. 
 
    “We ready to go?” Jason asked as he joined Carrie in their coach. Chelsea was seat-belted onto the couch. 
 
    “Yep, we’re ready. I’ll navigate. Which way are we going?” 
 
    “Straight down I-45 until Don and Sydney designate a place to attack the enemy. We’ll take Highway 310 to get there.” 
 
    “Might be a traffic jam.” 
 
    “There already is.” Jason chuckled as they drove to the gate and made a left on 2nd Street. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kitten was sitting next to Chance after the conference call, thinking. 
 
    “You okay?” Chance asked, looking at her furrowed brow. 
 
    “I need to go talk to Dr. Patel.” 
 
    “Why?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Because I’m going with you, that’s why,” she said, standing up. “You’re okay with that, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes, of course I am,” Chance said, “but don’t burn your bridges with her. She might really help you after this is over.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t,” she said, walking out of the room. She went to the elevators and headed down to the second floor, finding Dr. Patel near the door. 
 
    “Kitten, good, there you are. I need you to help us pack up. We’re moving most of the team south.” 
 
    Kitten’s face lit up. “We’re going? That’s great. I was just coming down to tell you I was moving south with Chance and his team.” 
 
    Dr. Patel smiled. “I was expecting that. Let’s get busy, there’s not much time.” 
 
    “What about the dirty bomb victims?” 
 
    “Governor Nelson has ordered a special emergency response for that situation. They’re setting up a few miles away from the hot zones in Dallas. They’ve got supplies and equipment that we don’t have here, plus one of the leading experts in treating radiation sickness. We weren’t going to participate in that. Our place is with the citizen militias.” 
 
    Kitten sent a quick text to Chance, then pitched in. Rows of ambulances showed up on the street below them. 
 
    “Where are the patients going?” 
 
    “They’ve re-opened some of the hospitals along Harry Hines Boulevard.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Kitten said. She loaded carts with supplies and equipment. Doug and Alex showed up to help. 
 
    “Hi, Kitten,” Alex said. 
 
    “Dad! Are you going with us?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “Doug and I came up here to help load you guys.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Kitten said. She led them to some work that needed to be done. 
 
    The hospital and intelligence operations were on the road within an hour, rushing to link up with the rest of the Fort Stockton group. 
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    Gun Run 
 
   M adison drove the rented minivan onto the hotel parking lot, Lita watching the long-range app on her phone. 
 
    “Should we check out of here while we’re at it?” Madison asked. 
 
    “The DPS is paying, and we don’t know what’s going to happen. I say we keep the rooms.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Madison said as she parked. They both hurried to the lobby, Lita stopping at the front desk. 
 
    “Can I help you, Miss?” 
 
    “It’s Mrs.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” the man said. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “We’re going to be bringing some DPS firearms out of our rooms. I just wanted to mention it so you won’t be alarmed.” 
 
    “Do you have DPS credentials?” 
 
    “No, lost mine when we were in an operation,” Lita said. 
 
    “I still have mine,” Madison said, flashing her temp DPS id in front of the man. 
 
    “Good enough for me,” he said. “Be as discreet as possible, please. Firearms scare our guests, and now we’ve got reports that the enemy is fleeing this way.” 
 
    “You’ve heard about that?” Lita asked. 
 
    “Everybody has those apps now, remember?” Madison said. 
 
    The desk clerk smiled, holding up his phone with the long-range app running. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lita said. They rushed to the elevator and rode it up. 
 
    “What do you have?” Madison asked. 
 
    “An M60, a SMAW, and an M4,” she said. “And ammo. It’ll take more than one trip.” 
 
    “There’s one of those luggage carts by the elevator, sitting next to the ice machine. I’ll go get it.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Lita said. She slid the card key into her room door and went in, propping the door open with a heavy vase. 
 
    Madison rolled the cart into the room. “Here we go. This will hold everything.” 
 
    “What do you have?” Lita asked. 
 
    “An M60, two M4s, and a bunch of ammo. We’ll pick it up on the way out. My room is between here and the elevator.” 
 
    “You look worried,” Lita said, watching her as she set the guns down on the cart. 
 
    “Juan Carlos isn’t well enough to move. What if the hospital gets overrun?” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, but I doubt the enemy is gonna come down here just to attack a hospital. They’ll be lucky to make it into town, frankly. Everybody has the apps. That’s gonna cause the enemy a whole lot of grief, trust me.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Madison said. “Why don’t we cover this stuff with a bedspread? I’m sure the desk clerk isn’t gonna mind.” 
 
    “We’ll do that,” Lita said as she put the last box of ammo on the cart. “You’ve got your handgun on you, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Madison said. “Loaded and ready. Thinking somebody might try to take this hardware away from us?” 
 
    “You never know, since everybody has the apps now. They know the enemy is coming. These weapons are like gold.” 
 
    “Shit,” Madison said. “We’ll need to pay attention. Is that all of your stuff?” 
 
    “Yep, let’s hit your room.” 
 
    They pushed the cart out into the hallway and down three doors, Madison pulling her card key out and unlocking the door. They had the cart loaded up in less than five minutes, then took another couple of minutes to hang a bedspread off the upper railing, tucking it around the guns to hide them completely. 
 
    “We ready?” Madison asked. Lita nodded yes, and they left the room, rode the elevator down, and nodded to the desk clerk as they rolled by. 
 
    “You ladies take care,” he said. “Keep the bedspread if you need something to cover with on the other end.” 
 
    “Thanks so much,” Lita said. “We’ll bring it back, and we’re keeping our rooms.” 
 
    They pushed the cart outside, rolling it across the blacktop to their van, which Madison unlocked with her key fob. They were almost done loading when two men approached. 
 
    “That’s some nice stuff,” one of them said. 
 
    Madison shot a quick glance to Lita as she set the last of the long guns into the back of the vehicle. 
 
    “Be a shame for that to go to waste,” the other man said, looking grubby in dirty jeans and a battered t-shirt. “I think you’d better give those to us.” 
 
    Lita’s gun was out in a flash, pointed right at the man’s head. The other one stepped forward, and Madison’s gun came out, pointed at him. Both men stopped, putting their hands up. 
 
    “Maybe they can handle them, Johnny,” one of the men said. “Let’s leave them to it.” 
 
    The two men trotted away. 
 
    “We’d better get the hell out of here,” Lita said. “Leave the cart. I’m sure the desk clerk will understand.” 
 
    Madison nodded, gun still in her hand as she shut the back of the van and headed for the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Did you see which way they went?” Lita asked. 
 
    “No. Keep your gun out. M60s are worth killing for in this world.” 
 
    “You got that right,” Lita said, putting her gun on her lap as Madison backed out. They got on the Emmett F Lowry Expressway and started to relax, when Madison saw a pickup truck following them, gaining at a high rate of speed. 
 
    “Here come those creeps.” 
 
    “I figured,” Lita said, turning around. The truck came up in the left lane, the two men scowling at them, trying to force their van over to the side. Madison pulled her piece, driving with one hand, and fired into the cab, hitting the passenger in the lap. The truck slammed on it’s brakes, and Madison sped up. 
 
    “Wow,” Lita said. “Nice job. We’d better find a place to park at the hospital that isn’t visible from the street.” 
 
    “Yep. There’s a small parking lot between the buildings. Longer walk, but it’ll be our best bet. Saw it yesterday.” 
 
    “Wish we had the cart,” Lita said. 
 
    “I’ll bet we can talk the hospital staff into loaning us a gurney. We’ve got the bed spread to cover everything.” 
 
    “Shit, those guys are back,” Lita said. “They’re coming around my side now. I’m gonna shoot their tire.” 
 
    The truck roared over to the passenger side, the driver rolling down his window. “I’m gonna kill you, bitch. My friend is bleeding out.” 
 
    Lita pointed her hand gun at the man. “Back off now.” 
 
    “Screw you,” the man said, swerving into the van, Madison struggling to keep from hitting the center divider. 
 
    “No, screw you,” Lita said, pointing the gun at the man’s face and pulling the trigger, hitting him in the forehead, the truck turning too quickly as his body fell on the steering wheel, rolling over several times and landing on its side. 
 
    “So much for shooting their tire,” Madison said. 
 
    “I hate to shoot fellow Americans, but they didn’t give us any choice. Shooting their tire wouldn’t have done the trick. They would’ve found us eventually. This town isn’t that big.” 
 
    Madison smiled. “There’s our off-ramp.” She got on it, taking the access road down to the hospital driveway and turning right. She cruised into the parking lot between the two wings of the building. 
 
    “All these spaces say Doctors Only.” 
 
    “So they can tow us away,” Madison said as she parked in one of the spaces. “I don’t care.” 
 
    Lita smiled. “You’re right. I’m gonna go in there. It’s the emergency room entrance. Maybe I can sweet talk somebody into a gurney or a cart.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here and watch things.” 
 
    Lita went into the sliding door, coming back out in less than two minutes with a laundry cart, deep with cloth sides. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Madison said. They loaded the guns quickly, and took them up to their floor. 
 
    Richardson looked relieved when they got back. “Good, you made it. I started worrying about somebody trying to take those guns away from you.” 
 
    “It was no problem,” Lita said, shooting Madison a glance. “The hardware is in that laundry cart. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Get back on your laptop. I can’t type or text worth a damn with one hand, and we’ve got to be sending info to Brendan.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go check on Juan Carlos,” Madison said. 
 
    Lita nodded at her, then turned back to Richardson. “Did something bad happen?” 
 
    “The Cancun boats just passed by South Padre Island. They didn’t even slow down.” 
 
    “What about the artillery down there?” Lita asked. 
 
    “They aren’t done setting up yet, and they really aren’t that good for those small boats anyway.” 
 
    Lita picked up her laptop and got back on the long-range detailed app and the satellite feed. 
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    Hearne 
 
   J ax rushed into Brushy’s hotel room. “You hear?” 
 
    “I heard our friends from the Fort Stockton group are heading south, chasing the enemy,” he said. “You want to go join them?” 
 
    “Can’t leave my sister alone, but we’ve got a group of enemy fighters heading this way. Want to join a nice ambush?” 
 
    Brushy snickered. “Hell yes. Where?” 
 
    “They’re on their way to Hearne, just passed Calvert on Highway six.” 
 
    “You know that area?” Brushy asked. “Long way from Sonora.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know exactly where to go, and who to join. It’ll be a turkey shoot.” 
 
    “I’ll grab my long guns,” Brushy said, getting up and going to the closet, pulling out a shotgun and a BAR. 
 
    “You kept that thing, huh?” Jax asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Jason told me to take it when we left, just in case. They’ve replaced them with M60s.” 
 
    “Yeah, wish I had one of those. All I’ve got is my Mini-14 and my M1 Garand.” 
 
    “They’ll do. You driving?” 
 
    “Sure, my pickup is out there. Let’s go by the pool hall. I’m sure we can pick up some recruits there. Been playing with some of those guys, and they’re patriots.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Brushy said. He hobbled after Jax, trying to keep up, sticking his guns behind the seat of the ancient pickup truck. “Wish we had more ammo.” 
 
    “We’ll have enough,” Jax said, getting behind the wheel. They drove into Hearne, parking in front of a pool hall and saloon called Salty Dog’s. Both men burst through the doors. 
 
    “You guys want to take out some Islamists?” Brushy asked. “There’s a whole bunch of them barreling down highway six as we speak.” 
 
    “Hey, Jax, who is this old fart?” asked a large man with long gray hair and a salt and pepper beard. Several of the men with him snickered. 
 
    “Hey, Nixon,” Jax said. “His name is Brushy. He was with me in the Fort Stockton group. This is no BS. Look at the apps.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Nixon said. “I’ll let you join us. We’ve been watching them. Already have about two hundred men on the way here. We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Then we’ve come to the right place, I reckon,” Brushy said, his wild laugh starting up. Nixon came over and shook his hand. 
 
    “Good to meet you. No offense, okay? I knew you weren’t just an old fart when you walked in with my buddy Jax here. We go back a long ways.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” Brushy said. 
 
    “They’re here, man,” said somebody by the windows.  
 
    Several buses and a couple bob-tail trucks rolled up on the street in front of the establishment. Nixon rushed out to greet them. All the men in the pool hall rushed out, getting their guns out of their cars and climbing into one of the larger vehicles, and then they were off. Jax and Brushy followed them in their truck. 
 
    “This is gonna be fun,” Brushy said. 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t get yourself shot up, okay? Let the running around get done by those younger guys.” 
 
    “Not making any promises, kid,” Brushy said, starting his crazy laugh again, sounding like a cross between a common red neck and a donkey. Jax chuckled. 
 
    The vehicles drove onto a dirt road in the trees alongside highway six, parking out of sight of the road, the men rushing to the roadside, most of them getting prone behind cover with a view of the road, more than two hundred strong, with weapons ranging from double-barrel shotguns to AK-47s, M4s, and BARs. 
 
    “Wow, we’ve got a nice collection of hardware.” Jax said as they found a spot to shoot from. 
 
    Everybody waited, most watching their phones, the apps showing an enemy convoy approaching, all the men getting buzzed by their short-range apps as the enemy got inside half a mile. 
 
    “We should see them any second now,” Brushy said. 
 
    “Let them get close before you fire,” Nixon shouted.  
 
    The first of the enemy trucks came into view. 
 
    “There they are,” Jax whispered. The sound of cocking firearms and the checking of magazines floated through the group. Then the first truck was upon them, and most of the men opened fire, the truck going out of control as the driver and passengers in the cab were hit with several shots each, the truck settling into a ditch, the trucks behind it slamming on the breaks as their windshields exploded with gunfire. The tailgate of the first truck was stuck, the men in the back trying frantically to get out when one of the citizens tossed a Molotov cocktail under it, exploding it into flames. 
 
    “Whoa!” Brushy said, getting up to rush ahead, where he could shoot at trucks following the first two, some of them trying to turn around, but getting hit by a hail of gunfire. The trucks further back were stopped now, and Islamist fighters were flooding out of the backs, trying to find cover as the citizens fired at them, most of them not making it more than a few feet before they were hit. The battle was over in less than five minutes. 
 
    “They got word out,” Jax said, watching the app on his phone. “The group following this one turned around. They’re heading east on country road 979.” 
 
    Nixon cracked up. “There’s groups like ours all over the place. I know of another citizen posse they’ll run smack dab into, and this is going on all over central Texas.” 
 
    “Posse,” Brushy said. “I like that. We’re the Hearne Posse. Let’s go find us some more targets.” 
 
    “I’m starting to like this old fart,” Nixon said. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Jax said. “There’re more enemy fighters coming south from Cameron on 77. Let’s go ruin their day.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Brushy said. 
 
    “All right, guys, let’s get on 190,” Nixon shouted. “There’s more coming down from Cameron.” 
 
    The team rushed to their vehicles and took off. 
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    Road Battles 
 
   N elson was sitting in the console room, eyes glued to the big screen running the long-range detailed app, the other screens being used for the drone video feeds. Hendrix was by his side with Maria, Dr. Schultz sitting in a chair with his phone, looking at message boards. Ramsey rushed into the room. 
 
    “Hey, Ramsey, where’s the Fort Stockton group now?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Making good time on I-45, searching for targets to head off,” Ramsey said, “but they’re not going to see much action. Texans are watching the apps and coming out of the woodwork to engage the enemy. There’s been sixteen separate incidents so far, and all but one has resulted in the complete annihilation of the enemy. The last one just happened south of Cameron.” 
 
    “I expected this,” Hendrix said. “Everybody’s got those apps, and the enemy can’t hide from them. We’ve taken their options away. We’re heading into the cleanup phase.” 
 
    “I don’t think I completely agree,” Nelson said. “We’ve got a very bad problem in the gulf. We’ll be lucky if we don’t have a disaster in Houston.”  
 
    Dr. Schultz looked up from his phone. “The death toll of those dirty bombs in Dallas and Mesquite has been horrendous, too. More than forty-thousand dead and many more sick and dying. This is the worst disaster in the history of Texas, from a casualty standpoint.” 
 
    Nelson sat silently for a moment. “Yes, this has been a disaster, and yes, we’re going to win it. How do we do it and lose as few people as possible? That’s the question we need to focus on.” 
 
    “Gallagher and Wallis coming on, sir,” Maria said. “I’ll patch them into the small monitor, so we can continue to use the big ones for tactical monitoring.” 
 
    “Thanks, Maria,” Nelson said, rolling his chair closer to the small monitor. Then his phone rang. “Uh oh, I’d better take this.” He left the room with the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Where’s the Governor?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “He just got a call, said he had to take it,” Dr. Schultz said. “He’ll be back in a couple minutes.” 
 
    Wallis and Gallagher eyed each other. 
 
    “Uh oh, what did you guys do?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    Nelson was back, with a smirk on his face. “All right, what’d your guy do in Alabama, Wallis?” 
 
    “Uh oh, the jig’s up,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    Nelson chuckled, sitting back down on his chair. “Seems that Wallis’s man Greeley helped some folks in Mobile, Alabama. When were you guys gonna tell me about this? Governor Smith is pretty pissed.” 
 
    “He’s a moron,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Be that as it may, he’s still a governor,” Nelson said. 
 
    “I’m still not getting this,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Greeley supplied some equipment and munitions to a group of men who work the USS Alabama museum. That boat has mysteriously left its containment area, and is being pulled by tugboats to the mouth of Mobile Bay as we speak.” 
 
    Hendrix laughed. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “Hey, Smith wouldn’t put artillery at the mouth of Mobile Bay,” Wallis said. “Greeley came to me with a request. We didn’t really help them directly – I just told Greeley I’d keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “What good is a museum piece like the USS Alabama gonna do anybody?” Hendrix asked.  
 
    “It’s got sixteen-inch guns,” Wallis said. “The kind that sink ships.” 
 
    “They still work?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “They do now,” Wallis said. Gallagher was chuckling next to him. Nelson shook his head, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have a problem, but I’ll have to smooth it over with Governor Smith somehow.” 
 
    “Wish Greeley would’ve had more time,” Wallis said. “Probably could’ve gotten the engines working again. He said it was possible.” 
 
    “Greeley,” Nelson said. “He’s turned out to be fairly valuable.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to see that Bushmaster cannon in action,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Yeah, if he can get it working,” Wallis said. “I told him I don’t want our people firing it from the deck.” 
 
    “If it means we stop a nuke from being run into Galveston Bay, I’m okay with them firing from the deck,” Nelson said. “Sorry, but we don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “I know that, but I’m not telling Greeley that yet,” Wallis said. 
 
    Gallagher laughed again, as he watched video of the USS Alabama on his iPad. 
 
    “You enjoying this, Gallagher?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yeah, kinda,” Gallagher said. “If that old tub sinks a couple of EU ships before it gets blown away, it’ll be a great thing.” 
 
    “All right, let’s get serious. We know that the citizens are having a big impact on the fleeing Islamists, and we’re looking for good locations to bring the Fort Stockton team into play. How many enemy fighters to we expect to make it all the way south?” 
 
    “At the rate their going, probably about half,” Gallagher said. “They’re getting smarter now. The last assault on the road was fought to a draw, basically. Citizens are chasing them now, but weren’t able to stop them cold and kill them all.” 
 
    “What are they doing differently?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “They’re being careful in areas that are good for an ambush,” Gallagher said. “It’s not rocket science. In this last skirmish, they stopped their vehicles ahead of a likely spot and rushed commando teams to the Texan’s position on foot, pinning them down while others drove their trucks past the problem.” 
 
    “I think they’re going to try to regroup, and that’s where the Fort Stockton team will be important,” Nelson said. “We’re just not sure where that will happen yet. Maybe outside of San Antonio, or maybe further south. There are so many enemy fighters coming, still on dozens of roads, many of which are gonna be hard to assault. It’s a bigger problem than you think. We can’t get overconfident because of a few early victories that were far too easy.” 
 
    “You’re right, governor,” Gallagher said. “We need to help direct this, working with Don and Sydney’s team and Chance’s team.” 
 
    “Are they all up and running?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Yep, both groups are in RVs with generators to keep the power running.” 
 
    “Good,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Maybe the enemy will just leave Texas when they get all the way south,” Maria said. “Into Mexico or into the gulf somehow.” 
 
    “We won’t let them escape if we can help it,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Why? If they leave, they’re gone, right?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “I want them dead or captured, so they can’t attack us later,” Nelson said. “We’ll have enough of a problem getting back to normal without a new Afghanistan right on our southern border.” 
 
    Hendrix nodded in agreement. “This has to be fought to a conclusion. We don’t want a situation like we left in Korea.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nelson said. “I don’t want our kids having to go through this mess all over again in fifteen or twenty years.” 
 
    Wallis’s phone rang. “Dammit, here we go again,” he said. “Excuse me a moment.” His image left the screen. 
 
    “How’s it going in Dallas?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    Nelson leaned back in his chair. “We’ve got the medical facilities working at full tilt, and we’ve evacuated all the hot zones. At least dirty bombs don’t create fallout. The radioactive material is local to the explosions, and it can be cleaned up.” 
 
    Wallis came back, a grim expression on his face. 
 
    “What happened?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “The carrier group got attacked. The Theodore Roosevelt was hit. She’s taking on water.” 
 
    “Is she gonna sink?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Unlikely, unless she’s hit again,” Wallis said. “This is gonna take the US Navy’s focus away from the gulf. The enemy is still in this game.” 
 
    Nelson got up to pace. “Yeah, they’re still in the game, but so are we.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {36} 
 
    Radar 
 
   L ance watched from the bridge as the USS Alabama was pushed towards the mouth of Mobile Bay, passing by Gailard Island. Citizens lined the shores, watching the majestic old battleship go by as dawn was breaking. 
 
    “How’d they all find out?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Word of mouth,” Lance said. 
 
    “Yeah, this thing is too big to be unseen,” Harvey said.  
 
    Troy came in from the deck. “There’s a police bay cruiser trying to get our attention.” 
 
    “Governor Smith again,” Lance said. “He called Governor Nelson and read him the riot act, which is a joke since Nelson didn’t even know about this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Greeley works for the Texas DPS,” Troy said. “Want me to tell them to piss off, or do you want to handle it?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Lance said. He followed Troy out the door. 
 
    “You got a bullhorn?” Lance asked. 
 
    Troy nodded towards the platform next to the steps, and Lance grabbed it and put it to his lips. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m the commander of the Mobile Bay Patrol. You are in violation of Alabama Law. Turn this ship around immediately or be fired upon.” 
 
    Troy busted up. 
 
    “You aren’t going to fire on us,” Lance replied. “There are enemy ships heading into these waters, and Governor Smith wouldn’t agree to put artillery at Fort Morgan and Fort Gaines. Somebody had to do something.” 
 
    “I repeat, turn this ship around immediately or be fired upon!” 
 
    Troy laughed again, then shouted. “The best you got is gonna bounce off this boat.” 
 
    “We’ll fire on the tugboats,” the police cruiser commander said over his bull horn. 
 
    “Enough of this,” Lance said, sticking his head into the bridge. “Turn the anti-aircraft battery towards this police boat please.” 
 
    “You sure, man?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Yep.” Lance came back out on the deck as the anti-aircraft gun turret switched on, the guns turning, aiming at the small patrol boat. 
 
    “That is a direct violation of the…” 
 
    “Shut the hell up,” Lance said, cutting him off. “We’re gonna go guard the entrance to Mobile Bay. If Governor Smith wants to run against these actions in the next election, he can be my guest, but you might want to send him some pictures of the citizens watching this.” 
 
    One of the other people on the police boat came up from the cabin and whispered in the commander’s ear. They had a quick discussion. The commander turned back to Lance and Troy, his demeanor different. “My orders have changed. The Governor now supports your operation, even though it is rather unorthodox. He’d like to know if there’s anything we can do to help.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “He’s been listening to this.” 
 
    “No comment,” the commander said, “and I’m sorry. I was following orders, but they weren’t my opinion. Again, is there anything we can do to assist?” 
 
    “Yeah, have somebody manning the radar systems at Fort Morgan,” Lance said. “Some forward warning would be nice. We could use at least two more tugs. The two that we have are struggling a little bit.” 
 
    “We’ll get on that right away,” the commander said. “We’ll make calls, and hang around near you in case you need anything else.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Lance said. He handed the bullhorn to Troy and went back inside the bridge. 
 
    “Heard the whole thing,” Harvey said. “Guess the governor got a look at our citizen supporters.” 
 
    “So it would appear,” Lance said. “If this doesn’t go right and we survive, he’ll quietly have all of us indicted, but I’m not gonna worry about that now.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Harvey said. “Glad you asked for a couple more tug boats. The water is getting a little rough out there.” 
 
    “We aren’t going out there,” Kenny said. 
 
    “No, we aren’t, but look at the white caps coming in the entrance up ahead. That’s going to make us a little less stable than I’d like.” 
 
    “Yeah, Harvey, duly noted,” Lance said, settling against the front wall of the bridge, looking out over the long bow of the huge ship. “Any of you been watching the apps?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kenny said. “That small group of boats from Cancun are approaching Corpus Christi. Doesn’t look to me like they’re slowing down there either. I think they’re headed for Houston.” 
 
    Harvey’s cellphone rang. He answered it. 
 
    “Harvey?” 
 
    “Hey, Greeley, what’s you up to?” 
 
    “Resting my neck for a few minutes. Damn wire harness for that Bushmaster is giving me fits. I thought of something. I’m going to text you a URL. Use it on one of the laptops. It’s the address for the satellite feed. You guys need to be watching those EU ships. They’re making better time now. They’re almost to Miami.” 
 
    “This is gonna happen quicker than I thought,” Harvey said. “I’ll watch for it. Thanks.” 
 
    “What was that all about?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Greeley just gave me the URL for their satellite feed. He’s suggesting we use that to monitor the EU Navy. They’ve sped up.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised, because the weather reports sounded better in the Atlantic,” Kenny said.  
 
    Lance nodded. “Let me know when you get that up. We might just get a shot at those ships.” 
 
    “They’ll sink us in a hurry,” Kenny said. “If they already know about us, they’ll probably sink us before we can even see them.” 
 
    “That’s why I asked for the radar system at Fort Morgan to be fired up,” Lance said. “Hope they do that in a hurry.” 
 
    “How do we get the feed here?” Kenny asked. 
 
    Harvey snickered. “This old lady does have some upgrades. We can pick up the radar feed if we’re given the codes.” 
 
    “Go tell Troy, and we’ll see if the police commander will give them to us.” 
 
    “Okay,” Harvey said, going out to the deck. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” Kenny asked, pointing to a huge group of private boats heading their way. 
 
    Lance went to the port window, eyes getting wide as he saw the boats, picking up the binoculars on the shelf against the window. He looked through them, focusing, and then let out a chuckle. “Well I’ll be damned. That’s armed citizens.” 
 
    “Armed with what?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Looks like sporting weapons to me. We need to make sure they don’t get in our way when we need to maneuver.” 
 
    Harvey came back in. “You see all the small boats?” 
 
    “Yeah, just looking at them on the port side. There’s some on starboard, too?” 
 
    “Yep. I got the code for the radar.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Lance said, walking to him, taking a scrap of paper out of his hands. “Hope this thing still works.” 
 
    “Too bad we don’t still have the ship’s radar,” Harvey said. “They moved it to another boat years ago.” 
 
    “This is the next best thing,” Lance said.  
 
    “Yep, it should work fine with that shore radar too.” 
 
    “Will you turn it on already?” Kenny said. “If it’s jacked up, I’ll need to attempt a fix.” 
 
    Lance nodded. “Here goes nothing.” He flipped the power switch, then watched the round screen. “Shit. Nothing.” 
 
    Kenny sighed. “Okay, I’ll get on it. Hopefully it’ll be something simple like a fuse.” He got on his knees in front of the cabinet under the radar screen with a screwdriver. “These damn screwheads have been painted over about twenty times since it was opened last. I need to go get my toolbox.” He got up and left the bridge through the port side door. 
 
    Troy stuck his head in the bridge. “They’re giving us three new tugs, and they’ll be here pretty fast.” 
 
    “Good,” Lance said. 
 
    Kenny came back into the bridge with his toolbox, setting it down next to the radar unit.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” Harvey asked. “An ice pick and a hammer?” 
 
    “You know a better way to take coats of paint out of a Philipps screw head?” Kenny asked, sitting Indian-style in front of the panel. He started working on the screws. “Sorry about the hammering.” 
 
    “No problem,” Lance said. “Just get it fixed.” 
 
    “Hey, guys, look at this,” Troy said, pointing to the highway on the starboard side. “Military convoy. They’re pulling artillery pieces towards Dauphin Island. Looks like the Alabama National Guard.” 
 
    Kenny paused his hammering for a moment. “What the hell?” 
 
    Lance shook his head. “Guess Governor Smith decided to shun the globalists and re-join the country.” 
 
    “Hell, they might not be following orders, based on our example,” Harvey said. 
 
    “You probably nailed it, old man,” Kenny said. He got one of the screws out, cursing as he set it down in the top of his tool box. 
 
    “Got one out, huh?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “Yeah, only fifteen more to go.” 
 
    “Want me to help?”  
 
    “Yeah, right, you’ll hit my damn fingers with the hammer,” Kenny said. 
 
    Harvey chuckled. “Okay, I got you.” 
 
    “Start looking at the laptop, Harvey,” Lance said. “I’ve got that satellite feed running on the browser.” 
 
    “On it,” Harvey said, moving close to it, staring at the screen. “They’re about to round the Florida peninsula.” 
 
    “Are they all the way down to Key West already?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “They’re getting close. Why ain’t anybody taking pot shots from shore? Florida’s on our side now, ain’t they?” 
 
    “Good question, Harvey,” Lance said. He picked up the binoculars and looked out the port windows. “We got another military convoy, heading towards Fort Morgan. More artillery. If I have to shake Smith’s hand after this is over, I’m gonna puke.” 
 
    Kenny snickered, and Harvey let loose with his crazy laughing and snorting. 
 
    “We’re gonna be in position in less than an hour,” Troy said through the door. “You see the other military convoy?” 
 
    “East side, yeah,” Lance said. 
 
    “I think I got this nailed,” Kenny said. “Just got to hit it in one corner and get the paint started. I’ve cleaned up four more now.” 
 
    “Well step on it,” Lance said. 
 
    “Yes sir, Captain sir,” Kenny said, mocking a salute. 
 
    “Stow it, swabby,” Harvey quipped. 
 
    “Maybe we ought to do a gun exercise,” Lance said. 
 
    “The crews are in the turrets, and the PA system is live,” Kenny said. “I know the systems work, but might as well let the gunners get a little more used to them.” 
 
    Lance nodded, flipping on the PA system and giving the order. After a couple minutes, the gun turrets started moving around, the guns raising and lowering, then turning side to side. A massive cheer came from the people watching on the bank. 
 
    “Hey, we got fans!” Troy shouted from the deck. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll come to our memorial,” Lance muttered to himself. 
 
    “What was that, Captain?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “Never mind, and cut the Captain crap, okay?” 
 
    Kenny finished with the screws and stuck a blade screwdriver between one edge of the panel cover and the radar system housing, prying, the sheet metal finally letting go, hitting the metal floor of the bridge. “Got it!” 
 
    “Good, now fix it,” Lance said. 
 
    Kenny pointed his flashlight inside, then laughed. “Son of a bitch. They just cut the damn power wires, probably when they removed the radar equipment. That power switch is off, right?” 
 
    Harvey checked it. “Yep.” 
 
    Kenny grabbed wire nuts and his strippers, preparing the wires, then connecting them. “Okay, switch it on.” 
 
    “Want to back up in case it explodes?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Kenny, put the cover panel back before you turn that sucker on,” Lance said. “Maybe they had a good reason to cut those wires.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.” Kenny lifted the panel into place, using his battery-powered screw driver to run all the screws in. “Okay, now flip the switch.” 
 
    Harvey flipped it, and the radar screen flashed, warming up. 
 
    “Bingo!” Harvey said. 
 
    “About time,” Lance said. Kenny keyed in the code for the shore radar feed, watching as the connection was made. 
 
     “The radar is working. The EU ships just rounded Key West. They’re heading closer to the west coast of Florida.” 
 
    “Picking up anything on the Brazilians and the Argentines?” Lance asked. 
 
    “They’re right in the middle of the gulf still,” Kenny said. “Not moving very fast.” 
 
    “Can you pick up the Cancun boats?” Harvey asked. 
 
    “Too small,” Kenny said, “but we can see them with the apps, remember?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Harvey said, pulling his phone out. “Shit, they’re past Corpus Christi.” 
 
    “How far past?” Lance asked. 
 
    “Not very. They haven’t gotten past Rockport yet. Long stretch between Corpus and Galveston.” 
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    South or West? 
 
   D on and Sydney were at their laptops, Clancy and Bree in the front of the toy hauler, driving on I-45. 
 
    “We’re getting pretty close to Huntsville,” Bree shouted back. 
 
    “We need to chat with Jason,” Don said. “I’m seeing more and more of the enemy fighters making a right turn. It’s subtle because they’re on a bunch of little roads, but I’m pretty sure they’re not going straight south. I think they’re heading southwest.” 
 
    “Mexico,” Sydney said, Don answering with a nod. “Are we gonna let them go there?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Don said. “We’d be crazy to do that. We need to wipe them out, or they’ll be back in a few years.” 
 
    “We’re getting a little low on fuel,” Clancy said. “Huntsville?” 
 
    “Let me send out a text, see who else needs it,” Sydney said, picking up her phone. She sent the broadcast text. Jason called her a few seconds later. Sydney put her phone on speaker. 
 
    “Hey, guys, you’re reading my mind,” Jason said. “We’re gonna stop in Huntsville. I don’t think the cretins are going straight south anymore, though.” 
 
    “Don and I were just talking about that,” Sydney said. “They’re veering to the west now, but they’re taking their sweet time about it.” 
 
    “Yep. Carrie’s checking the gas stations and truck stops. There’s a bunch of them around Huntsville. We need to spread our people out around them, but I want the core team to go to the truck stop where I-45 meets Highway 175. That includes you guys, okay? There’s plenty of parking in the back.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Don said. “What ever happened to the defectors?” 
 
    “I let them pull Kelly and Brenda’s rig behind one of the extra trucks. They’re right behind me. I want to talk to them when we gas up. I’ve thought of a few more questions.” 
 
    “You trust them not to take off?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I told them they couldn’t have cell phones if they were gonna drive by themselves.” 
 
    “How’d they take that?”  
 
    “With shrugs, basically. Ahmed said they don’t have anybody to call anyway.” 
 
    Don chuckled. “Okay. See you in a bit.” 
 
    “Bye.” Sydney ended the call. 
 
    “Hey, Clancy, stop at the truck stop at I-45 and Highway 175, okay? The core team is meeting there. The rest of the folks are gonna have to spread all over the place, because there’s so many of us, but there’s a lot of stations in this corridor.” 
 
    “You got it,” Clancy said, shooting a grin to Bree. She smiled back at him. 
 
    They were at the truck stop in less than ten minutes, the core team fueling and then moving around to the back of the lot. 
 
    “Shall we?” Don asked, standing up after Clancy parked. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go,” Sydney said. 
 
    “Mind if we tag along?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “You’re part of the core team, man,” Don said. “You can bring Bree too if you’d like.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    They left their rig, joining the growing number of people in the center of the lot, more and more vehicles pulling in around them. 
 
    Stanton and White Eagle joined Jason in front of his rig, others joining quickly. 
 
    “Where are the tanks?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Twelve miles back, with about half our warriors escorting them,” White Eagle said. 
 
    “They’re probably gonna need to gas up the flatbeds too.” 
 
    “They already did, near Madisonville,” Stanton said. “Big fuel tanks in those things. They’ll make it all the way to the gulf coast.” 
 
    Ahmed and Hassan walked over. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Jason said. “How you holding up?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Hassan said, Ahmed nodding in agreement. “Know where they’re going yet?” 
 
    “They’ve been turning towards the southwest,” Don said. 
 
    “Yeah, did you hear about any plans to head back into Mexico?” asked Jason. 
 
    Hassan and Ahmed looked at each other, both shaking their heads no. “There was never any plan to go into Mexico that I heard,” Ahmed said. “I’d be surprised if they try that. It’s a long way through hostile territory.” 
 
    “A lot of them have been attacked along the way from Dallas,” Curt said.  
 
    Kyle nodded in agreement. “Everybody can see them.” 
 
    “I expected them to go down through Houston and try to link up with the foreign ships,” Eric said as he hobbled over on crutches. 
 
    “Ah, you’re up and around, huh?” Jason asked. 
 
    “More than he should be,” Kim said. “He should be taking it easy.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Eric said, Paco prancing along next to him. “I’ve been sitting the whole time, remember?” 
 
    “True, you did let me drive the class C, which doesn’t happen very often. I don’t want you in that Bronco until you’ve seen the doctor again.” 
 
    “We’ve got the hospital staff on the way,” Jason said. “Chance, Francis, Dirk, and Cindy are with them.” 
 
    “They’re back by the tanks,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Houston was a big target, you know,” Hassan said. “If the Islamic forces are avoiding Houston, that might not be good.” 
 
    “What do you mean, exactly?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “Ramsey told me they’re worried about a nuke attack on the Houston area via Galveston Bay,” Jason said. “That’s the biggest operation going right now… even bigger than this one.” 
 
    Ahmed and Hassan looked at each other.  
 
    “You heard something about this?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Yes, but the idea got shelved after the failed attempts,” Ahmed said. 
 
    “This is worrisome,” Hassan said. “How close have any of the fleeing Caliphate gotten to Houston?” 
 
    Don was looking at his phone. “Uh, folks, some of them are turning southward again. None of them got this far south yet either, from what I can tell, but I’ll take a look at the history program when we get rolling again just to make sure.” 
 
    Curt was looking at his phone. “Shit, I think you guys are right, they’re heading south, but they went around Houston to the west.” 
 
    “What roads are they going south on?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Highways 36, 60, 77, and 111. Some are still going west though. Some are on 290 and 159.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re heading back to Austin, do you?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “The groups that made it as far as 77 are going south now,” Don said, watching his phone. “I doubt they’d do that if they were gonna attack Austin. Same with San Antonio.” 
 
    “They won’t go back to San Antonio,” Ahmed said, his face grim. “We lost too many people there. Lots of military people in that town.” 
 
    “Okay, everybody, let’s head west and then cut south.” 
 
    “What roads?” Stanton asked. 
 
    “Highway 30 is right here, honey,” Carrie said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea,” White Eagle said, eyes focused on his phone. 
 
    “Where do we head south, pencil neck?” 
 
    “Where’s the largest group of southbound enemy fighters?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “That’s a little hard to say, assuming they’re all going to end up going south,” Don said. “Right now the largest concentration is on Highway 36, but that might change. Lots of hits on 290 west of there.” 
 
    Ahmed raised his hand. 
 
    “What, Ahmed?” Jason asked. 
 
    “These foreign navy ships. What kind are in their battle groups?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jason said, “but I’ll find out. You’re talking about the south American ships?” 
 
    “The EU ships too, and any UN ships that might be lurking around,” Ahmed said. 
 
    “Shit, they’re gonna get picked up,” Curt said. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Ahmed said. “It’s worth checking out, though.” 
 
    “I’ll send the question up through Ramsey, after we’re back on the road,” Jason said. “Anybody have anything else?” 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “Okay, let’s move ‘em out!” Kyle shouted. 
 
    The convoy got back on the road, heading west on Highway 30. 
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    Freeport 
 
   B rendan was watching the apps, Hannah next to him doing the same. Lee was watching the citizen navy through the front windows. The bridge was quiet except for the occasional cuss word from Greeley, who was still under the dash trying to solder up the rest of the wire harness for the Bushmaster cannon. 
 
    “People are starting to get tired and bored out there,” Lee said. 
 
    “They shouldn’t,” Hannah said. “The enemy is well past Corpus Christi. They might be here in as little as an hour.” 
 
    Brendan nodded. “I know, that’s what I’ve been focusing on. Wonder why none of the shore batteries have fired on them?” 
 
    “Too far out and too small,” Lee said. “That’s my guess, anyway.” 
 
    Brendan’s phone rang. “It’s Richardson. I’ll put it on speaker.” 
 
    “Brendan?” 
 
    “Hi, boss. How’s it going?” 
 
    “It’s going. Somebody wants to say hello.” 
 
    “Hey, dude.” 
 
    “Juan Carlos! You’re up and around?” 
 
    “They stuck me in this wheelchair and rolled me into Richardson’s room.” 
 
    “Well, glad you’re out of bed,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Hi, Juan Carlos,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Yeah, hi, man,” Lee said. 
 
    “Get that Bushmaster working yet?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “Greeley’s still working on it.” 
 
    “You’re gonna have company within the hour, more than likely,” Lita said. “That group of enemy boats from Cancun is making good headway.” 
 
    “We’ve been watching them,” Brendan said. “Haven’t looked at the satellite feed recently. Where are those Brazilian and Argentine ships?” 
 
    “Still in the middle of the gulf,” Richardson said. “They’ve slowed almost to a stop. They could go to any port in the gulf from where they are, and they don’t want us to know yet.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re just gonna shell us when the Cancun boats get here,” Hannah said. 
 
    Lee’s brow furrowed. “Bite your tongue.”  
 
    “We don’t understand what those ships are here for,” Richardson said. “Wallis sent me a message about twenty minutes ago. He was asked for info about those ships, so they’re looking at high-res satellite images in more detail.” 
 
    “Who asked them to do that?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “The leadership of the Fort Stockton group,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Are they planning on getting on the water?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Long story, but in a nutshell, one of the defectors suggested they should ask about it.” 
 
    “They still have the defectors? I thought they were all rushing south from Dallas.” 
 
    “They are,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Are you gonna tell us what you heard?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry. There are a number of troop transport ships with them.” 
 
    Hannah shot Brendan a worried look. “We’re getting invaded again?” 
 
    Juan Carlos chuckled. “Get to the point, dude. This is driving me crazy.” 
 
    “They’re too high in the water to be filled with troops,” Richardson said. “We think they’re gonna make a pickup.” 
 
    “The enemy is going to evacuate?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Looks like they’re gonna try.” 
 
    “I’m not believing that,” Lee said. “Wouldn’t it be easy to sink those boats once they’re full of Islamists?” 
 
    “Some people higher in the ranks are thinking they want to move these fighters up to the mid-Atlantic states, and that’s the reason that the EU navy is on the way here again. And by the way, they’re on the western coast of Florida right now.” 
 
    “Shit, you didn’t think to bring that up right away?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “There’s a lot of targets well to the east of your position,” Richardson said. “Doesn’t mean we won’t watch them, of course. They might get involved, or they might just be here to escort an evac.” 
 
    “What about that carrier group?” Brendan asked. “I heard some bad chatter about them.” 
 
    “They took a couple of hits,” Richardson said. 
 
    “What took hits?” Greeley asked from under the dash. 
 
    “The Theodore Roosevelt,” Lita said. 
 
    “Shit, the carrier itself?” Brendan asked. “I don’t like the way this is shaping up one bit.” 
 
    “The pressure of command is getting to you, dude,” Juan Carlos quipped. 
 
    Brendan sighed. “Okay, okay, sorry. I’m a little nervous. How about all those enemy fighters who were fleeing south from Dallas?” 
 
    “They’re not going to Houston,” Madison said. “I’ve been watching them. They’re avoiding Houston, going around it to the west, but still heading south, basically.” 
 
    “What do you mean basically?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Some of them are still traveling west, but most have started south or southwest.” 
 
    “In other words, they aren’t going to Mexico,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Probably too early to tell,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Hey,” Hannah said. “Isn’t anybody watching the apps? Look what the Cancun boats are doing.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Lee said, moving his phone closer to his face to see the screen. 
 
    “They’re stopping in Freeport,” Hannah said. “What’s in Freeport?” 
 
    “Huge chemical plant,” Juan Carlos said. “My uncle worked there.” 
 
    “How many uncles do you have, man?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “We multiply like rabbits,” Juan Carlos quipped. “Madison’s gonna find that out soon enough.” 
 
    “Oh stop,” Madison said. Juan Carlos and Brendan laughed.  
 
    “Now I know you’re gonna be okay,” Lita said. 
 
    “This isn’t something to joke about,” Richardson said. “I need to call Wallis right now.” 
 
    “They’re probably watching it as we speak.” Lita said. 
 
    “I hope so,” Madison said. 
 
    Brendan nodded. “We need to know what they know. That’s pretty close to our position.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we can patch him into this call, Lita.” 
 
    Okay, honey,” Lita said. 
 
     “Want to go back to your room, sweetie?” Madison asked. 
 
    “No way in hell,” Juan Carlos said. “I want to hear about this.” 
 
    “Got him,” Lita said. 
 
    “Richardson,” Wallis said. “I was just getting ready to call you. There’s been a couple developments since we talked about the troop transport ships.” 
 
    “Freeport’s one of them, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wallis said. “Good, you saw it too. The Cancun boats ducked in there.” 
 
    “Don’t we have any assets there?” Lita asked. 
 
    “No, and nobody can contact that area. Communications have been cut. Texas Chemical is going nuts. We heard from them a little while ago, and looked at the satellite view.” 
 
    “Well?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “The chemical plant is on an island in the bay, with only a few bridges to the mainland and a terminal for big ships.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Richardson said. 
 
    “All of the bridges but one are destroyed, and the remaining one is heavily guarded by the enemy. We think this is going to be a staging area for their evacuation. The bad news is we don’t have anything close enough to stop it, other than the Fort Stockton group, and they aren’t a marine operation.” 
 
    “It’s an island, but it’s not that hard to get onto from the mainland,” Juan Carlos said. “It’s separated by big canals, mostly.” 
 
    “Juan Carlos, you’re doing better. Great to hear your voice,” Wallis said. “You’ve been to Freeport?” 
 
    “Yes sir. My uncle worked there. We hung around a few times when I was younger, even got a tour of the plant.” 
 
    “If the Cancun boats don’t head for Galveston Bay, maybe we ought to take our citizen navy there,” Brendan said. 
 
    “We can’t leave Houston unprotected,” Wallis said. “No way, no how. There’s too many people at risk.” 
 
    “And don’t forget our friends with the blue-water ships,” Richardson said. “Houston isn’t out of the woods yet. None of the port cities are.” 
 
    “Is the Fort Stockton team actually going to that location?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Ramsey and Nelson are talking to them about it now. We’re not sure what to do yet.” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t have an attack coming here, the citizen navy could ferry a lot of fighters onto that island,” Juan Carlos said.  
 
    “That’ll be a bloodbath,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Let’s see how this develops,” Wallis said. “I’d better go. Nelson’s calling for me.” 
 
    “All right, Director,” Richardson said. “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “This is gonna get crazy either way,” Brendan said. “Hey Greeley, you done yet?” 
 
    “I’m close,” his muffled voice said.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking that guarding Galveston Bay may fall to this barge, the patrol boat, and a handful of the citizen boats. The rest ought to go to Freeport and meet the Fort Stockton group.” 
 
    “You heard what Wallis said about that,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Brendan said. “We’ll see.” 
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    The USS Alabama 
 
   T he USS Alabama was almost in position. 
 
    “Lots of turbulence here, Captain,” Kenny said. 
 
    “I told you to stop with that Captain cra… oh, never mind.” 
 
    Kenny cracked up. “Sorry, just teasing you man, but let’s face it. You’re the closest to a Captain that we have on this boat.” 
 
    “He’s right you know, Captain,” Harvey quipped. 
 
    Lance shrugged. “I’ve got an idea, now that we have artillery here. I want us to tuck behind Fort Morgan, but I want the tugs ready to push us out into the open. We’ll let the shore batteries engage first. Draw in the enemy ships, then let them have it.” Lance took out his phone and sent a text to the tugboat crews, and they began moving into place for the maneuver. 
 
    “Whoa,” Harvey said, watching the satellite video on the laptop. 
 
    “You even listening to me?” Lance asked. 
 
    “Yeah, heard every word, Captain,” Harvey said. “There’s some shore batteries firing on the EU ships right now.” 
 
    “Yes!” Kenny said. 
 
    Lance shot Kenny a glance, then looked at Harvey. “From where?” 
 
    “Florida. Fort Meyers. Uh oh, this might not be good for us.” 
 
    “Why?” Lance asked. 
 
    “The EU ships aren’t gonna engage. They’re heading away from the Florida coast, trying to get out of range.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Kenny said. 
 
    “They’re heading right for us,” Harvey said. 
 
    “Let me see that,” Lance said, moving next to Harvey. “Yep, they’re on the way here.” 
 
    “Boom!” Harvey said. “They just lost one of their support ships. Direct hit, right next to the bridge. Wow! It blew up big.” 
 
    Lance smiled. “That’s a tanker. They can’t be happy about that.” 
 
    Kenny turned from the radar screen. “Hey, Captain, they are heading this way, and they’re picking up speed.” 
 
    Lance went out onto the deck and picked up the bullhorn. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Troy asked. 
 
    “The EU ships just got fired upon from Fort Meyers. They’re making a b-line for our area.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Lance nodded, putting the bullhorn to his lips, pointed at the police cruiser. “Hey, guys, the EU ships are on the way here. Their course got altered by shore batteries in Fort Meyers.” 
 
    The police commander came out. “Roger that. Just heard from the radar operator. Need help?” 
 
    “Pass the word to the folks setting up the shore batteries that they’ve got less than an hour to set up, and I’d warn the citizens that this might not be a safe place to be.” 
 
    “Okay, on it,” the commander said. “The shore batteries were about seventy-percent complete last time I talked to them.” 
 
    “Good,” Lance said. “We’re gonna tuck behind Fort Morgan, but be ready to push out into the open. Can you tell the shore batteries to engage as soon as they see the EU ships?” 
 
    “I was gonna suggest that,” the commander said. 
 
    “Great minds think alike,” Lance said. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    Lance put the bullhorn down and headed back to the bridge. “Troy, you can come into the bridge now. No reason for you to be out here.” 
 
    “Okay, Captain,” Troy said. 
 
    “What, you too?” 
 
    Troy chuckled. “I can hear most of what you guys are saying in there.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lance said, getting back to the front windows of the bridge. 
 
    “I’ve got a question. Why are we gonna stay behind Fort Morgan?” 
 
    Lance turned and looked at him. “I’ve got a hunch that the Europeans have heard about the USS Alabama monument here in Mobile, but they probably don’t know where it usually sits. If we’ve got it behind Fort Morgan, it’ll probably look like the ship is part of that historic site from their viewpoint.” 
 
    “Genius,” Kenny said. 
 
    “What if some of them have actually been to Mobile?” Troy asked. 
 
    Harvey laughed. “I love Mobile, but it’s not exactly Paris. Do you know what’s sitting in the harbor at Le Havre, France?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Troy said. 
 
    “There you go,” Harvey said. 
 
    “Those EU ships are hauling ass,” Kenny said. 
 
    “Yeah, another one of their support ships got hit,” Harvey said. “Didn’t sink, but it’s smoking like crazy.” 
 
    “Looks like the last of the artillery is in place at Fort Morgan,” Troy said, binoculars in hand. 
 
    “How about Fort Gaines?” Lance asked. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Troy said, moving to the starboard side. “All but two are in place, and they’re showing some hustle on what’s left.” 
 
    Lance smiled. “Good. We’re in a perfect position. Now we wait.” 
 
    Harvey looked up from the laptop. “The shore batteries know to engage first, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I asked the police commander to pass that word.” 
 
    The men settled into watching, the minutes ticking by, Kenny on the radar, Harvey on the satellite feed, Lance and Troy keeping watch visually. The wind slowed, the whitecaps disappearing in the gulf, giving way to small ripples and patches of glass. 
 
    “Wow, what a bluebird weather day,” Troy said. 
 
    “Probably not good for us,” Harvey muttered, eyes still glued to the laptop. 
 
    “The shore batteries on the Fort Morgan side are aiming,” Lance said, putting his binoculars to his eyes again. “I see the EU ships now. Just rising on the horizon. They’re a few miles out.” 
 
    “We’ll see them before the shore batteries do,” Kenny said. “They’re still going full steam. Wonder where they’d be going if we weren’t here?” 
 
    “Good question,” Lance said, still looking through the binoculars. 
 
    The calm was destroyed by a salvo of fire from the artillery. 
 
    “Here it starts,” Kenny said. 
 
    “No hits,” Troy said. “The EU ships are getting into fighting position. They aren’t gonna run away this time.” 
 
    “They want to be up along the northern gulf coast, then,” Lance said, his comment punctuated by another salvo from the Fort Morgan artillery, followed a few seconds later by fire from the Fort Gaines artillery. 
 
    “Whoa, hit one,” Troy said. “It was one of the destroyers, too, not a support ship.” 
 
    “Damage?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “Not much,” Lance said, still looking through the binoculars. “That ship is raising its guns. Same with the frigate next to it. Get ready!” 
 
    Before the EU ships could fire, another salvo went off from both of the shore positions, hitting both the frigate and the destroyer, the frigate rocked with secondary explosions. 
 
    “That frigate is going down!” Troy yelled. 
 
    “They’re bringing up three more destroyers and another frigate, also a cruiser,” Lance said. “Don’t celebrate yet.” 
 
    The guns of the first destroyer fired, blowing up two of the artillery pieces at Fort Morgan, debris hitting the bow of the Alabama. 
 
    “Whoa, were they trying to hit us?” Kenny asked, not seeing what happened through the windows. 
 
    “No, we just got a collateral debris hit,” Lance said. “Lost two artillery pieces and about twenty men, though.”  
 
    Both sets of shore batteries fired again, a couple shots hitting the wounded frigate, which was now listing towards the bow and engulfed in flames, men diving off the side. The first destroyer was hit again, damaging one of its guns, but now the other ships were in place. 
 
    “This is gonna get rough,” Troy said as the ships fired, concentrating on Fort Gaines this time, taking out about half of their artillery. 
 
    “Dammit!” Lance said.  
 
    The Fort Morgan guns fired, hitting the first destroyer again, this time setting of secondary explosions, one of them destroying the bridge. 
 
    “Scratch two,” Lance said. 
 
    “It’s not sinking,” Troy said. 
 
    “The bridge got destroyed. It’s dead in the water. I hope the shore batteries ignore them and concentrate on those other ships. Crap, they’re firing now!” 
 
    The four undamaged ships fired, finishing off the artillery at Fort Gaines, a couple of rounds hitting the Fort Morgan side, not causing any damage. 
 
    “Better let the tugs know to get ready,” Harvey said. 
 
    The remaining guns at Fort Morgan fired, hitting the EU cruiser but not doing enough damage to stop it from firing again with the other three ships, shells pounding the artillery positions, knocking out all but two of the guns. 
 
    “Dammit, they’re done for,” Troy said. 
 
    “These boats are heading for the harbor opening, you know,” Kenny said, watching the radar. “They think they’re going to enter.” 
 
    “They won’t think that for long,” Lance said. 
 
    The last two artillery pieces fired, hitting the cruiser again, this time damaging one of the gun turrets, a secondary explosion going off behind it, fire spreading over the middle of the ship. 
 
    “Yes!” Troy shouted. “Down to two destroyers and a frigate.” 
 
    “And most of our artillery is gone,” Lance said. “It’s up to us, men. Be ready.” He sent a text, telling the tugs to wait for his command. They all replied. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Troy asked. 
 
    “I want them almost to the opening of the harbor, bunched up as much as possible,” Lance said. “They still think this is a floating museum.” 
 
    “All of those boats are raising their guns!” Troy said. 
 
    “They aiming at us?” Kenny asked, looking away from his radar screen for a moment. 
 
    “No, shit, they’re aiming for the port,” Lance said. 
 
    “That’s too far, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Harvey said. “Depending on which guns they have, they’ve got a fifteen to twenty mile range.” 
 
       The guns fired as the ships continued towards the port opening, explosions rocking the port, setting off fuel tanks. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Harvey said. 
 
    “They’re not serious yet,” Lance said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “They’re not firing any missiles off,” Lance said. 
 
    “They’re saving those for the US Navy, I suspect,” Harvey said.  
 
    “Are they on the way?” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re still down around Key West, Captain.” 
 
    Lance shook his head, eyes still peeled out the windows as the enemy ships approached. 
 
    “They’re not taking in their support ships, just the two destroyers and the frigate,” Troy said. 
 
    “I expected that,” Lance said. 
 
    “Hey, Captain,” Harvey shouted. 
 
    “Will you stop with that?” 
 
    “Shut up and listen,” Harvey said. “The Brazilian and Argentine ships are moving.” 
 
    “Here?” Kenny asked. 
 
    “No, not here,” Harvey said. “They’re heading a little southwest of Galveston Island.” 
 
    “Houston,” Troy said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Harvey said. “I think they’re heading for Freeport.” 
 
    The EU ships fired their guns again, hitting the harbor further to the east, starting more fires, the black smoke going miles into the air now. 
 
    “They’re only about two hundred yards from the entrance,” Troy said. “If we’re gonna move, we’d better do it now.” 
 
    Lance nodded, sending two texts, one to the tugs to start pushing, the other to the gunners to get ready to fire on his mark. 
 
    The boat shuddered as it started to move, picking up speed quickly as the four tugs applied their horsepower. 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” Harvey said. 
 
    “You know those boats are gonna have a hard time stopping before they hit us, right?” Troy asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on,” Lance said. “Their ships aren’t built like this beast. They don’t want to hit us. I want them throwing those boats into reverse, and having to worry about hitting the boats behind them.” 
 
    “They’re trying to put on the brakes!” Troy said. “Look, I can see men on the catwalk outside the bridge pointing and yelling.” 
 
    Lance typed FIRE AT WILL on his phone. The guns went off, moving the boat sideways in the water, the blast almost ear-shattering even inside the bridge, shells hitting the destroyer in the front, blowing the bridge apart, fire spraying everywhere. 
 
    “Boom!” shouted Harvey. 
 
    “Somebody shut the bridge doors, dammit!” Lance shouted, Troy rushing to them and pulling them shut. 
 
    The Alabama’s guns fired again, the old boat shuddering as shells ripped into the frigate behind the first destroyer, the other destroyers struggling to get into a good position to fire. 
 
    “We’re about to get fired upon,” Lance said. “Get ready!” 
 
    One of the destroyers fired, hitting the Alabama near the bow, blowing a hole in the side, but not hitting anything combustible. 
 
    Harvey laughed. “We’ve got a big advantage I didn’t think about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Troy asked. 
 
    “We’re not carrying any fuel. They’ll have to hit our ammo to blow us up.” 
 
    The guns of the Alabama fired, hitting one of the destroyers as the other one fired again, hitting midship, blowing a big hole in the side and damaging the portside guns, sirens of the boat going off. 
 
    “We’re taking on water,” Kenny said. 
 
    Harvey laughed. “Don’t worry, this old tub won’t be easy to sink. It was made for this kind of action.” 
 
    “I’m getting the tugs to face us forward, so we can use the front and port guns,” Lance said, typing a text to the tugboats. They started moving right away, the massive ship taking another salvo from the untouched destroyer, which was in the open enough to maneuver now. 
 
    “That’s the one who’ll finish us off,” Troy said. Just as he said it, the front guns were in position and fired, shells slamming into the damaged destroyer, which lost control and rammed into the sinking cruiser, completely blocking the entrance to the bay. The final destroyer fired its guns again, hitting the superstructure below the bridge, smoke coming up through the vents. 
 
    “Dammit, open those doors again,” Lance shouted while they all coughed. The bridge was rapidly filling with smoke, so they got out onto the deck as it cleared out. 
 
    “We don’t want to be out here when our guns go off again,” Harvey shouted. 
 
    “You’re right,” Lance said. They rushed back into the bridge just as the guns in the front and the port side fired, hitting the destroyer but not sinking it, the destroyer turning around, getting ready for another salvo. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” Troy shouted, pointing at a mist trail in the air. 
 
    “Incoming missile!” Lance yelled as the last destroyer blew up, its bridge flying apart in all directions, some chunks hitting the Alabama. 
 
    “It’s the US Navy!” Kenny shouted. 
 
    “About time,” Troy said. “We need to get out of this smoke, guys. Our firing is over.” 
 
    The men left the bridge on the port side, walking towards the rear of the ship to get out of the smoke, the gunners out now too. Citizens on the shorelines cheered them till they couldn’t yell anymore. 
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    Prevailing Winds 
 
   H endrix and Maria sat mesmerized, watching the action in Mobile on the satellite feed. 
 
    “I can’t watch this,” Maria said, as the EU destroyer was poised to finish off the grand old battleship. Then the destroyer exploded. “What happened?” 
 
    Hendrix watched, his mouth wide open. “That was probably a missile. I’ll bet the US navy finally got there. It’s game over. They have nothing but a few support ships left.”  
 
    Nelson and Ramsey strode into the room with Dr. Schultz. Before he could sit, Nelson’s phone rang. He looked at it and chuckled. 
 
    “Who is it?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Governor Smith of Alabama. Think I’ll take this one.” 
 
    Nelson walked out of the room, Ramsey and Hendrix snickering. 
 
    “He’s probably thanking us,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Nelson was back after a few moments. “That was fun.” 
 
    “He thanked you, didn’t he?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “That was closer to a grovel than a thank you.” 
 
    “Wallis coming in, sir,” Maria said as the console beeped. “Small screen?” 
 
    “Yeah, but let’s move the big display back to Freeport. The battle for Mobile is over.” 
 
    “Okay,” Maria said, patching in Wallis and Gallagher. 
 
    “You saw what happened in Mobile?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “I was busy, but Hendrix saw it,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Amazing,” Hendrix said. “Never would’ve believed it.” 
 
    “Sounds like the US Navy got there just in time,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “That battle was won either way,” Hendrix said. “The US Navy just prevented the USS Alabama from being completely destroyed. The harbor was blocked. The last destroyer would’ve had to retreat.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Wallis said. “They lost a lot of people and property at the harbor. Probably won’t have the final count of casualties for a couple days.” 
 
    “They lost most of the Alabama National Guard forces who were running the shore batteries, too,” Gallagher said, his face grim. “I didn’t think this battle was going to amount to much. This will be famous. Like the Alamo, or the Battle of Midway.” 
 
    “Yep, I agree, even though from a strategic standpoint it won’t make that much difference,” Wallis said. “Now, on to the battles yet to come. You know that the Brazilians and the Argentines are moving their ships to Freeport, right.” 
 
    “Yeah, we saw it,” Nelson said. “I just got off the phone with the CEO of Texas Chemical. They’ve been able to get their video surveillance back on. It’s like we thought. Lots of Islamists with wounded arms there. That’s how they snuck in.” 
 
    “You don’t think Dallas was a diversion for this, do you?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    Gallagher laughed. “They didn’t expect to lose in Dallas.” 
 
    “I’ve got to agree with my friend here,” Wallis said.  
 
    “Is Richardson still asking about moving the citizen navy to Freeport?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Wallis said, “and that’s a no-go, more than likely.” 
 
    “That’s a no-go period,” Nelson said. “We aren’t going to risk losing millions of people just so we can stop an evacuation. If those transport ships get loaded up with Islamists, they’ll be destroyed at sea. Remember that we can see them with the apps.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect them to head into the open ocean,” Wallis said. “They’ll dump their payload someplace south of Brownsville on the gulf coast and call it a day.”  
 
    “How many of the Islamists are in Freeport now?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Unchipped, we don’t know. Less than ten thousand. We’re seeing a lot of the enemy fighters from Dallas arriving, but I’d say less than a quarter of those still alive have made it there so far.” 
 
    “So what do we do with the Fort Stockton team?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “My gut is telling me to put them into standby position, in case something breaks. That’s why we were just chatting with the CEO of Texas Chemical.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “There’s some real dangerous stuff at that plant,” Nelson said. “Dangerous enough to kill everybody in the town, if it’s blown up and gets into the wind. We can’t have our folks firing off grenades and large caliber weapons there willy-nilly.” 
 
    “So it’s hands off until the enemy leaves?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Nelson said. “We just need to be aware of the danger spots. The CEO is having some drawings created that we can distribute to our folks.” 
 
    “The enemy might light that stuff off on the way out,” Hendrix said. “That’s another reason to keep them from leaving.” 
 
    Nelson sighed. “Yes, we did discuss that. There’s less than twenty-thousand citizens in that area. There’s over two million in Houston. Guess which one I’m going to protect first.” 
 
    “It’ll be interesting to see what happens after the Brazilian and Argentine ships are in Freeport Harbor,” Wallis said. 
 
    “The harbor there is big enough for blue water navy ships?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “It services tankers for the chemical business,” Nelson said. “So yeah, they could fit all their ships there.” 
 
    “And they know we won’t blow them up there, because of what could happen with the chemical plant,” Gallagher said. “Dammit.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re thinking,” Nelson said, “but it’s possible they don’t know how dangerous that plant is.” 
 
    Wallis shook his head. “I wouldn’t count on that, Governor.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Hendrix said. “I’ll bet Daan Mertins has done business with that company, and I’ll bet he knows exactly what’s there. Any chance we can quietly start evacuations?” 
 
    “I’ve already given that order, but the enemy has the town bottled up. They aren’t doing a wholesale slaughter there, but they are restricting movement.” 
 
    “Wonder why they’re being so lenient?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “They don’t want to expend the ammo,” Gallagher said, “especially if they’re gonna blow the place and kill all those people anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Maria said with a horrified expression. 
 
    “We can’t send the whole Fort Stockton team and all their recruits right into the middle of that,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “You just stated the problem we need to discuss with that group,” Nelson said. 
 
    “What are the wind patterns around there?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “It almost always blows due north,” Nelson said. “That’s true of the entire gulf coast of Texas, by the way.” 
 
    “Except when it’s not,” Wallis quipped. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, there are exceptions, but not very often,” Gallagher said. “I lived around Galveston for years. It was blowing from the gulf all the time. That wind could be a pain in the neck.” 
 
    “Great, so that means we should evacuate people north of Freeport?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Depends on how far away they are,” Nelson said. “According to the CEO, most of the dangerous stuff will dissipate quickly. It’s deadly within ten miles, but beyond that it becomes less and less dangerous. By thirty miles there’s only traces.” 
 
    “Let’s look at the map,” Hendrix said. 
 
    Maria nodded and put the long-range detailed app on the big screen, centered on Freeport. 
 
    “There’s more RFID hits there already,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Yep, they’re getting there in a hurry,” Nelson said. “Zoom out a little bit.” 
 
    Maria did that. 
 
    “How many miles is Angleton?” Hendrix asked. “It’s due north.” 
 
    “Just under twenty miles,” Maria said. 
 
    “Okay, so it’s not lethal there, then. What’s between there and Freeport?” 
 
    “Thankfully not much in the way of towns,” Ramsey said, “although I’m sure there’s lots of people living here and there in the danger zone. I’ll have my office start working up a list of people we can contact.” 
 
    “Yes, do that, and make sure your team knows we need this in a hurry,” Nelson said. “Where’s the Fort Stockton team right now?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes ago they were on Highway 36,” Ramsey said. “Just passing 290.” 
 
    “Tell them to get on I-10 eastbound,” Nelson said, “and tell Jason to call into this conference, too.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded, sending a quick text to Jason, then getting back with his team about the evacuations. 
 
    Jason called in after a moment. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Hi, Jason,” Nelson said. “We need you guys to head east on I-10.” 
 
    “Why? The enemy is converging on Freeport.” 
 
    “There’s a large chemical plant at Freeport, Jason,” Ramsey said. “If the enemy blows it up, everybody in the surrounding area and ten miles to the north are gonna die.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Jason said. “Carrie, send a broadcast text to take I-10, okay.” 
 
    “Will do,” Carrie’s muffled voice said. 
 
    “Where are we going from there?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I’ve got a suggestion,” Wallis said. “Head for Texas City. Set up camp there. If it makes sense, we’ll send you against the enemy in Freeport, but they might escape before we can do that.” 
 
    Nelson made eye contact with Wallis. “Remember what I said about the protection of Houston. I don’t want Jason’s team getting together an armada with your DPS guys. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Wallis said. “Remember that situations change, though.” 
 
    “Situations?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Wallis said. “If the small boats from Cancun make runs at Houston again and are defeated by our DPS people and the citizen navy, that would free us up to use our marine forces to attack Freeport.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty unlikely scenario,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “I could actually see that happening,” Nelson said. “Any movement of forces from Galveston Bay to Freeport has to be approved by me, though. Understood?” 
 
    “We understand, Governor.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {41} 
 
    Hot Pockets 
 
   I t was nearing dusk at Galveston Bay. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Hannah asked. “We staying out here or going in for a while? I’m getting hungry.” 
 
    “Check the fridge and the pantry,” Greeley said, head still in the dash. “We stocked them. There’s food.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” Hannah said. “I’ll go get us something.” 
 
    “Finger food if we have it,” Brendan said. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it,” Greeley said, getting out from under the dash, twisting his neck around, the cracking sound louder than anybody expected. 
 
    “Ouch!” Lee said. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. Let’s try this sucker out.” He went to the sight and flipped the power switch. The display came to life. 
 
    “So far so good,” Lee said. 
 
    Greeley moved the joystick, the turret of the Bushmaster moving with it. “Yes!” 
 
    “Wow,” Brendan said. “That thing is way cool.” 
 
    “How about hot pockets?” Hannah asked from down the hall. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Brendan said. 
 
    “It’ll do,” Lee said. 
 
    “I’ll cook a bunch and bring them in.” 
 
    “Brendan, send out a broadcast text that we’re gonna fire the gun as a test, okay?” Greeley asked. 
 
    Brendan nodded, picking up his phone. He took a few seconds to type, then sent the message. “Go for it.” 
 
    Greeley pointed the gun skyward towards the open gulf and pulled the trigger. A yellow and red fault message flashed on the screen. 
 
    “Dammit,” Greeley said. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Brendan said. “You don’t have to start all over again, do you?” 
 
    “No, this is something else. I think I can fix it quickly.” He turned off the gun and went back under the dash with a screwdriver and a pair of pliers. 
 
    Greeley’s phone dinged with a text. 
 
    “That’s yours, man,” Lee said. “Want me to hand you the phone?” 
 
    “Naw, just read it off to me,” Greeley said. 
 
    Lee picked up the phone. “I don’t know your pin.” 
 
    “It’s 1776,” he said. 
 
    Lee chuckled. “Of course it is.” 
 
    “What does it say?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Lee smiled. “The USS Alabama defeated the enemy at Mobile.” 
 
    Greeley laughed. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “You didn’t expect it to work?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “I figured the EU navy would’ve seen that old tub on radar and blown it away before they could fire a shot. Can’t wait to get an account of that battle.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Brendan said. 
 
    The group sat quietly for about ten minutes, only Greeley’s cussing breaking the silence. Hannah walked in with a tray full of steaming hot pockets. 
 
    “That smells amazing,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” Greeley said. 
 
    Lee picked one up. “Take a break to eat, Greeley.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got time,” Brendan said. 
 
    Greeley climbed out. “I’m gonna redesign the dash on this sucker.” He picked up a hot pocket and took a bite. “I’m almost finished, though.” 
 
    Hannah picked one up and took a bite, Brendan heading for the tray when his phone rang. 
 
    “Put it on speaker and get a hot pocket,” Hannah said. 
 
    Brendan nodded, following her advice. 
 
    “Richardson, what’s up?” he asked, standing next to the tray. 
 
    “You guys haven’t been watching the app?” 
 
    “Shit, not for about fifteen minutes,” Hannah said. “I was cooking.” 
 
    “Those Cancun boats are on the move. They’ll arrive at your position shortly. Better spread the word.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Greeley said, shoving about half of a hot pocket into his mouth and getting back under the dash. 
 
    “That Bushmaster working yet, dude?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Almost,” Brendan said as he fired up the engine. “I’m going to get us a little closer to the mouth of the bay.” 
 
    “Did you text the citizen navy?” Lita asked. 
 
    “Yep, they know,” Lee said. “I see them checking their weapons all around us.” 
 
    “How’d they get here so fast?” Hannah asked, looking at her phone. 
 
    “Freeport is really close,” Brendan said. They all got buzzed by the short-range app. “They’re within half a mile now.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Hannah said. “Greeley, you got that thing fixed?” 
 
    “Working on it. You’ve still got a lot of firepower. We need the mini-guns and grenade launchers manned. You guys know what to do.” 
 
    “Upstairs?” Lee asked. 
 
    “No, control them from the bridge,” Richardson said.  
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Brendan said. “There aren’t ships around that can hit us with depleted uranium this time.” 
 
    “We hope,” Hannah said. 
 
    “I’m getting off, to see what else I can do,” Richardson said. “Stay tight.” The call ended. 
 
    Lee pointed. “Look, the first of them are rounding the point.” 
 
    “They’ve improved their boats,” Brendan said, tracking the first one in his gun sight. He opened fire with the grenade launcher, firing rapidly, blowing up the first boat, the next one driving into a hail of gunfire from the citizen navy. The enemy boat fired back with mounted machine guns and grenade launchers, sinking three of the citizen boats and starting a fourth on fire. 
 
    “Dammit, this isn’t gonna go well,” Lee shouted, firing at the boat, hitting it broadside with the mini-gun, the boat coming apart. 
 
    “Well, we know they don’t have armor,” Brendan said. “Five more coming in!” 
 
    They opened fire, hitting two, the others rushing into the midst of the citizen navy boats, the sound of M60s firing, both of the enemy boats hit before they knew what happened. 
 
    “They were expecting all of them to have hunting weapons, I guess,” Lee said. “Shit, here comes more. Looks like ten. No, twelve.” 
 
    “Fire,” Brendan said, opening up with the grenade launcher first, switching to the mini-gun after a second, hitting several, but most of them getting through.  
 
    “There’s twenty more boats poised to come through that opening,” Hannah shouted as Brendan and Lee continued to fire. 
 
    “Here they come,” Lee shouted. 
 
    “Good,” Greeley said, getting out from under the dash and getting on the Bushmaster sight. “Come to papa.” 
 
    He opened fire with the big gun, firing it semi-auto, taking out the boats with a shot each, some of them turning to flee when they saw it. A cheer erupted from the citizen boaters, and they drove forward, guns blazing. 
 
    “How many more?” Brendan shouted, driving the barge closer to the opening. 
 
    “Twenty-five, not counting the six that made it back out there after we opened up with the Bushmaster,” Hannah said. 
 
    “They know who’s dangerous now, so they’re gonna hit us hard in the next pass,” Brendan shouted. 
 
    “You got that right, kid,” Lee said. 
 
    Hannah looked up from her phone. “Here they come!” 
 
    All thirty-one boats flew into view, rounding the point full bore, firing at the barge, hits bouncing off but making an awful racket. 
 
    “Now we’re gonna have some real fun,” Greeley shouted, switching the Bushmaster to full automatic and pulling the trigger, strafing the incoming boats, the fire so intense that enemy boatmen were diving off to escape. 
 
    “Wow!” Lee said. 
 
    “Keep on them with that mini-gun!” Brendan said, firing like mad, the enemy boats disappearing into a jumble of splinters and body parts in seconds. There was silence after less than a minute, just the occasional rifle shot as citizen boaters shot Islamists in the water. 
 
    “Well, Greeley, I’d say that weapon isn’t too bad,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Lee said. “That thing is amazing.” 
 
    “She’s a beauty, ain’t she?” Greeley said. “Any of those hot pockets left?” 
 
    Hannah cracked up, handing him the tray. 
 
    Richardson called, Brendan putting it on speaker. 
 
    “You got them all? No stragglers cruising around without RFID hits?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got them all.” 
 
    “Good,” Richardson said. “That’s what we’re seeing from the satellite feed. Nelson just gave an order.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Take that barge and two thirds of the citizen navy towards Freeport. Don’t go in the harbor yet. Hang out on the east side and await further instructions.” 
 
    “We’re gonna stop them, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We’ll make the enemy think we’re gonna try,” Richardson said. 
 
    “What about protecting Houston?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Go outside and look in the air.” 
 
    Brendan went out the door and looked up. The air was thick with jet fighters. “The Theodore Roosevelt is back in the game, huh?” Brendan asked after he came back inside. 
 
    “Yeah,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Why don’t they just attack Freeport themselves?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “They can’t, because of the chemical plant at that site,” Richardson said. “We want you guys to make it difficult for the enemy to leave.” 
 
    “How are we gonna stop those troop transport ships?” Lee asked. “They’re huge.” 
 
    “You’ve got that Bushmaster and mini guns,” Richardson said. “You might not be able to sink them, but you sure as hell can damage them and delay them.” 
 
    “Delay them for what?” 
 
    “The leadership of the Fort Stockton team has a plan. They’re working with Nelson, Wallis, Gallagher, and tech folks from the Texas Chemical Company as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued in Bug Out! Texas Part 13 – Most Hallowed Ground, available now! 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Cast Of Characters  
 
    Texas Hill Country Group 
 
    Jason – Austin PD. Young man with family. Brave, trustworthy, great in a fight, loyal. Six foot four and handsome with thick sable hair. Considered to be a high-potential employee by Austin PD. Responsible. Mid 30s. 
 
    Carrie – Jason’s wife. Strong, brave, witty, smart. Short dark hair and delicate, pretty face. Girl next-door type. Has calming effect on Jason and others. Good in a fight, brave to a fault. Pregnant. Mid 30s. 
 
    Chelsea – toddler, daughter of Jason and Carrie. Cute, rambunctious. 
 
    Kyle – Austin PD. Partner of Jason. Large man, built like a linebacker, with sandy blonde hair and a sly grin. Cheerful, funny, great in a fight, puts on front of being player, but really a romantic. Worships girlfriend Kate. Mid 30s. 
 
    Kate – strong, beautiful, emotional, witty. Former news reporter for a local Texas TV station. Fell hard for Kyle, carrying his baby. Temper. Early 30s. 
 
    Kelly – leader of Rednecks. Huge man with long brown hair and a beard. Tough, gruff, smart, great judge of character. Strategic thinker. Man’s man. In love with Brenda. Mid 50s 
 
    Brenda – half-owner of Texas Mary’s Bar and Grill in Dripping Springs. Voluptuous with bleach blonde hair and a slightly wild look. Deeply in love with Kelly. Extremely intelligent. Runs business side of Texas Mary’s. Strong but worries about Kelly constantly. Good in a fight. Mid 50s. 
 
    Junior – Kelly’s best friend. A tall rail of a man with a thick beard, usually wearing a battered cowboy hat. Funny, crazy, smarter than most people realize, good in a fight, strong, loyal to the death. In love with Rachel. Early 50s. 
 
    Rachel – picked up on the road. Black hair and brown eyes, short and thin, with a face of delicate beauty. Former drug abuser with difficult past. Lost only child to SIDS, which broke up her first marriage and led to the drug abuse. Leans on Junior, needs strong man in her life. Late 30s. 
 
    Curt – former police officer in Austin, and most recently San Antonio. Large man with a military haircut, clean shaven. Punched superior officer in San Antonio. Genius. Renaissance man. Understands many technical disciplines, creative, skilled. Has temper but with heart of gold. Likes to tease his friends. Would die for them. Skilled fighter who can turn the tide of a battle on his own. Sense of humor can be very crude but funny. Mid 40s. 
 
    Simon Orr – dangerous leader of militia movement, trying to take over Kelly’s group. Large man wearing cowboy garb. Shadowy, cruel. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series. Wants to become warlord. Playing against every side except his own. Mid 40s. 
 
    Sydney – one of the Merchant girls living outside of Fredericksburg, next to Jason’s family homestead. Grew up with Jason and his brother Eric. Former teenage girlfriend of Eric. Beautiful, smart, funny, avid hunter and tracker, runs family moonshine business with her sister Amanda. Raven hair and stunning bright blue eyes. Mid 30s. 
 
    Amanda – Sydney’s older sister. Raunchy, wild, aggressive, knows what she wants and goes for it hard. Beautiful, deep blue eyes like Sydney, hair bleached blond, contrasts with jet-black eyebrows. Tattoos. Smart, good negotiator, runs family moonshine business with Sydney, more technically savvy. Early 40s. 
 
    Gray – leader of the bikers, originally from southwest Texas. A large man with black hair and a black beard. Brave and resourceful, suspicious of strangers, but loyal once he’s gained respect. Late 40s. 
 
    Cindy – Gray’s wife. Nervous, small dainty blonde with tattoos and piercings. Pretty face ravaged by a hard life. Early 40s. 
 
    Moe – owner of the Fort Stockton RV Park. Overweight and balding with a gray and brown beard, shrewd and strong, strategic thinker, protective, kind. Mid 60s. 
 
    Clancy – Moe’s nephew. Scraggly thin man with a wicked grin and long stringy brown hair. Works at the Fort Stockton RV Park. Smart as a whip with good intuition. Outdoorsman. Protective of the group, good with technology, good at organizing and getting things done. Mid-30s. 
 
    Brushy – owner of an RV Park overrun early in the story. He’s been missing for a while. Small man with a huge beard and long hair, about sixty years old. Good in a fight, fearless, crazy, funny. 
 
    Pat – Brushy’s sister, owner of the Amarillo Oasis RV Park. She’s a couple years younger than Brushy, with a similar look. Short, robust, friendly, smart. Brave, angry at the invaders. 
 
    Jax – huge man with a blonde beard and a shaved head. Joined the group with a huge group of citizens. Gung ho, brave to a fault, cunning and loyal. 
 
    Bree – young woman who was held captive in the Dallas Fairgrounds. Joined the group after she escaped with the other women there. She’s very interested in Clancy. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    East Texas/Florida Group 
 
    Eric – Jason’s brother. Over six feet tall with a trim but massive build. Was living in Florida before the war started. Private Investigator working elder fraud cases in retirement areas of central Florida. Brave, very athletic. Fast, good with guns and other weapons. Smart, charismatic. Loved by everybody. Loyal to a fault. Mid 30s. 
 
    Kim – Eric’s girlfriend. Red-haired, freckled beauty with a slim build. Tough as nails but gentle, head over heels in love with Eric. Mid 30s. 
 
    Dirk – leader of Deadwood, Texas group. Medium sized man with a muscular build. Gruff, shrewd, brave, sentimental. Loves family and friends. Large man, muscular build. Late 50s, but a young late 50s. 
 
    Chance – best friend of Dirk. Short and chubby but quick, good in a fight. Wise cracks a lot. Good mixture of smarts and bravery, but cautious. Mid 40s. 
 
    Don – single dad widower with teenage daughter. Large man, average build with a conservative haircut. Kind and gentle, smart, protective. Lonely, misses wife. Brave but not really a fighter. Took in daughter’s best friend when her family passed. Late 30s. 
 
    Francis – Don’s older brother. Local political figure in Deadwood. Older man, spry for his age. Smart, good strategic thinker, understands the meaning of events better than rest of group, sage. Mid-60s. 
 
    Sherry – Francis’s wife. Younger than him by ten years. Still pretty, trying hard to live during wartime but having trouble. Depression. Mid 50s. 
 
    Alyssa – Don’s daughter. Pretty, a little self-centered. Misses mother. Terrified of enemy after attacks on Deadwood. 17 years old. 
 
    Chloe – Alyssa’s best friend. Orphan taken in by Don after both parents killed. Mousey, kind, smart, helps Alyssa to cope. 17 years old. 
 
    Alex – Owner of the MidPoint 66 Café, who met the group during the I-40 battle. Older man, bald and heavy set, robust, funny. 
 
    Doug – Alex and Kitten’s boss, owner of a restaurant. Joined the Fort Stockton Group to participate in the Battle of Dallas, took Alex and Kitten with him. Good solid man. 
 
    Kitten – Daughter of Alex. Middle aged, chubby with light brown hair and a pretty face. Waitress at her father’s Café. 
 
    Dr. Patel – field hospital doctor and friend of Kitten’s. Smart and brave to a fault. 
 
    Stanton Hunt – War Chief of the Mescalero Tribe. Brave man, thoughtful, severed in the Army for years, friends with General Hogan. 
 
    White Eagle – adviser and spokesperson for the Mescalero Tribe. Doesn’t trust the white man. In favor of keeping an alliance with the Islamists. Dangerous man. 
 
    Hassan – Enemy defector, a former student from the USA who was forced into the war by Saladin’s forces. 
 
    Ahmed – Enemy defector, surrendered with Hassan and Ben, against the Caliphate. 
 
    Ben – Enemy defector. Leader of the defectors, went to college in Boston. 
 
    Chip – Owner of a BBQ joint near the Dallas Fairgrounds. Joined the group with his kids.   
 
      
 
    DPS Patrol Boaters Group 
 
    Juan Carlos – young, handsome Hispanic, full of vigor and enthusiasm. Skilled boat pilot, brave and cunning. Family in Texas since before the Alamo. Loves the state, patriot. Mid 20s. 
 
    Brendan – partner of Juan Carlos. Also young and handsome, ginger redhead. Loves to joke and tease, but can be serious. Good with weapons, natural fighter. Mid 20s. 
 
    Lieutenant Richardson – Leader of Juan Carlos and Brendan. Handsome man of average size and build with light brown hair. Tough, strong, thoughtful, loyal, brave. Headed for higher rank. Mid 30s. 
 
    Lita – girlfriend of Lieutenant Richardson. Beautiful Hispanic woman with model’s figure and expressive eyes. Witty, smart, brave. Emotional, worships her man. Protective, mothering. Mid 30s. 
 
    Madison – girlfriend of Juan Carlos. Emotional but brave, beautiful with thick blonde hair and curvy figure, college girl forced to quit due to war. Head over heels for Juan Carlos. Mid 20s. 
 
    Hannah – best friend of Madison and girlfriend of Brendan. Dark haired beauty. Slim dancer’s figure, athletic. Self-conscious, afraid to be hurt, passionate, very deeply in love with Brendan. Can rally in a fight if needed, surprisingly brave when pushed. Terrified of losing Brendan in the war. Mid 20s. 
 
    DPS Commissioner Wallace – overall head of DPS Organization. Strong, cunning, thinks several steps ahead of most others. Black man, large and imposing. Loves his men. Feeling is mutual. Early 60s. 
 
    Chuck – Gun shop owner in downtown San Antonio, Texas. Big man, brave, expert gunsmith. In love with Carol. 
 
    Roberto – owner of a property near Purgatory Creek. Large Mexican man, middle aged, with a good heart, brave but cautious. 
 
    Kris – small white woman with gray hair, middle aged, married to Roberto. Brave and strong, used to hardship from childhood. Generous and loving. 
 
    Gerald – Roberto’s friend. Redneck always ready for a fight. Long gray hair, thin, always wearing a railroad cap. Brave to a fault. 
 
    Jay – Roberto’s friend, and friends with Gerald. Lanky black-haired man in his early fifties. Sensitive but will fight hard when pushed. 
 
    Hector – Another friend of Roberto’s. Overweight Mexican man in his mid-forties. A little crazy. Demolition expert. Always ready to bring dynamite to any party. 
 
    Harley – DPS Lieutenant, stationed at the new South Padre Island base. Good man with goofy sense of humor and an easygoing manner. 
 
    Greeley – genius contractor to the DPS. Designed the battle barge and improved the patrol boats. Funny guy with a devil-may-care attitude. 
 
      
 
      
 
     Leadership 
 
    Kip Hendrix – President Pro Tempore of the Texas Senate, and the leading liberal in that body. Large man, bald, with a wrinkled face but a dashing look. Has corrupt past, problems with sexual harassment, but down deep has a good heart. Trying to be better. Very complex person. Old friends with Governor, loves him even though they were estranged for many years. Multi-level thinker, good intuition, protective of those he loves, nasty enemy to have. Deeply in love with Maria, although he viewed her as just another conquest at first. Early 50s. 
 
    Maria – secretary to Kip Hendrix. Hispanic beauty with curvy figure and a haunting face, well liked and respected by all around her. Knows how to get things done in Texas government. Fell hard for Kip Hendrix, now loyal to him above all else. Late 30s. 
 
    Governor Nelson – Charismatic conservative leader of Texas. Handsome in a rugged way. Patriotic, honest, strong, but opinionated. Old college buddy with Kip Hendrix. Strong bonds between them, even though they are political opposites. Thinks several steps ahead of others, takes risks when he knows he’s right. Loved by the people of Texas, for the most part. Has solid-gold BS detector. Early 50s. 
 
    Brian – Governor Nelson’s secretary and right-hand man. Black man. Cunning and loyal to the Governor. Protects him at all times. Much more important person than most people know. Mid 30s. 
 
    Commissioner Holly – ultra left-wing member of the Police Commission. Friends with Kip Hendrix. Tall and skinny with a goatee. Smart but far from open-minded. Constantly knocking heads with the Austin Police Department. Holding his nose to support Governor Nelson while the war is on. Mid 50s. 
 
    Jerry Sutton – aid to Kip Hendrix. Political operator. Clean shaven and pudgy.  Tries to do a good job. Cares more about power than political philosophy. Early 30s. 
 
    Chief Ramsey – Austin Police Chief. Overweight but still burly, with the look of a redneck. Old friends with Governor Nelson. Didn’t get along with Kip Hendrix in the past, but friends now, fighting a common enemy. Brave and loyal, strong leader, cares more about his cops than himself. Early 50s. 
 
    Major General Gallagher – head of Texas Army National Guard. Old-time soldier, tough and strong, unafraid. Loved by his men. Mid 60s. 
 
    Major General Landry – head of Texas Air National Guard. Cocky but cautious about using his resources, almost to a fault. Late 40s. 
 
    General Walker – US Army General, stationed in Texas until the war broke out. Near genius intelligence, charismatic, uncanny ability to turn a defeat into a victory. Feared by the enemy. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series. Mid 50s. 
 
    General Hogan – US Army General, friend of General Walker. Black man, loved by his men, tough, no-nonsense. Strategic thinker, takes risks, understands people. Fine leader. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series. Mid 50s. 
 
    Saladin – evil leader of the Islamist forces in the western states. He is not in Texas, but the Texas leadership is aware of him and his plans. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series. 
 
    President Simpson – current President of the United States. 
 
    Major Josh Carlson – Second in command over the Texas Air National Guard. Right Hand Man of Major General Landry. 
 
    Celia – beautiful but troubled sister of Maria. Mental issues; depression and addiction.  
 
    Private Ken Brown – General Hogan’s son. On special assignment to help the Fort Stockton team. 
 
    Private Jose Sanchez – on General Hogan’s staff. Childhood friend of Private Brown. On special assignment to help the Fort Stockton team. 
 
    Captain Smith – near genius Texas Army National Guard officer with rank of Captain. Pilots effort to mass-produce Curt’s gimbal system for vehicles. Designs adjustable mounts for mini-guns. 
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