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  Previously – in Bug Out! Texas Book 8


  Book 8 opened with the Fort Stockton Group just over the New Mexico border, holding a teleconference with General Hogan and the Texas Leadership team, after seeing the buildup of enemy forces in and around Austin with the RFID apps they’d just received. The decision was made to move the leadership team out of the State Capitol in civilian cars. They made it safely to Kip Hendrix’s bunker, which was out of harm’s way.


  The DPS patrol boaters and their new friends from San Marcos were on their way to South Padre Island. Jefferson had a copy of the RFID apps, and watched enemy movements. Wallis suggested that Richardson attempt to recruit Hector, Gerald, and Roberto to man a patrol boat. Richardson talked to them, and they agreed to join. Madison, Hannah, and Lita suggested that they also join, since they all knew how to operate the weapons. They got the okay and drove to Brownsville. The new base was there, housed in the old US Customs building next to the Rio Grande.


  The Texas Leadership team pulled off a covert evacuation of the State Capitol, sending a National Guard team to replace the state workers, disguised as civilians. Word came to them that General Hogan had been captured by the enemy. There was discussion about ending the New Mexico mission, but the team decided to stay focused on it. After the meeting, Nelson collapsed from stress.


  The Fort Stockton group made a stop in Ruidoso, New Mexico. While they were setting up camp, members of the Mescalero Indian Tribe showed up. They discussed a non-aggression pact that Saladin had made with the tribe, which was sizeable at four thousand warriors. Stanton Hunt, the tribe’s security lead, found out that General Hogan was involved with the operations in New Mexico. He was very close friends with General Hogan, and was visibly shaken when Jason told him General Hogan had been captured. Stanton vowed to discuss the situation with the tribal council, and confirmed what the Fort Stockton group saw on the apps–there was a large enemy supply depot at Holloman Air Force base, manned by many enemy fighters. The group decided to scout the Air Force Base during the first evening in Ruidoso.


  Thirty thousand enemy fighters gathered around the Texas State Capitol in Austin, thinking that Governor Nelson and the leadership team was still there. Civilians in the area began to notice and spread the word, starting a social media blitz. Messages were sent out in the Comanche tongue, translated by a program developed by a citizen. The recruitment effort went viral. Several thousand National Guard troops were inside the Capitol building. The attack started, the National Guard putting up a valiant defense, but they couldn’t hold back the enemy for long. Just as the last few National Guard troops were killed in the rotunda, the area was flooded with seventy thousand armed citizens, rushing across the lawn to the Capitol, killing all the enemy fighters.


  Brownsville came under attack, enemy artillery striking from Matamoros, across the Rio Grande. The DPS team survived, watching from hotel room windows as Raptors and B-1 Bombers attacked the enemy. They were ordered to report to the new base at six am the next morning.


  A Fort Stockton scouting team watched the enemy supply depot at Holloman Air Force Base from ridges above, witnessing a troop caravan stop and get ammo from a row of Quonset huts. They were seen and fired upon, so they moved to a position with more cover. The decision was made to attack the supply buildings and leave before the enemy could engage them. Mortars were used for the attack along with the M19 grenade launchers on their vehicles. The supply buildings were destroyed, the enemy coming at them with everything they had, the scouting team returning fire with machine guns and grenades. They barely escaped.


  Stanton Hunt came to the Ruidoso RV Park to meet privately with Jason, telling him that the enemy was very upset about the attack on their supply depot. A meeting was set up with twelve of their leaders. Stanton told Jason that his group needed to leave right away, so they wouldn’t be seen by the enemy as they traveled to the Mescalero Reservation. Jason took the advice, and the Fort Stockton group left town in a rush. While they were on the road, Carrie was watching the apps, and saw several hundred enemy fighters heading for the Mescalero Reservation. Jason called Stanton to warn him, and the tribe ambushed the enemy troops. This convinced the tribe to join forces with the Fort Stockton Group. They planned to get together on the demolition job–destruction of the I-25 bridges over the Rio Grande near Truth or Consequences, New Mexico.


  The DPS patrol boat team went to the Brownsville base early in the morning and received their new boats. They went on a shake-down and training mission right away, cruising the Rio Grande. It didn’t take long for action to erupt, as enemy fighters on both sides of the river tried to take out the boats. The DPS won the first skirmish, losing one boat. The remaining boats headed for home and got attacked again, by a larger enemy force than the first, who had gathered to attack the base. The boat that Roberto, Hector, and Kris were on was destroyed, killing all of them. Gerald got shot in the head while piloting Richardson’s boat. The rest of the group were ordered to flee to the south by Jefferson, who was trying to hold off the enemy using a mini-gun mounted on the roof of the US Customs building.


  A social media operation by Don and Sydney rallied volunteers in Las Cruces, New Mexico, who blew bridges there, shutting down that part of the roadway. On the way to the I-25 target, the Fort Stockton team realized that bridges on Highway 187 could be used as a secondary route, so they blew those bridges with cannon shots, then continued south to the main target. The enemy forces who had moved further south turned around after the Las Cruces bridges were blown. Both groups raced to get to the I-25 target area.


  Richardson couldn’t raise Jefferson after they stopped at a location south of Brownsville, so he called Director Wallis, who told him that Jefferson and the others at the base were killed. Wallis told Richardson to take the two remaining boats all the way to the South Padre Island base. Richardson’s team got there safely and met Harley, the base commander. Richardson got buzzed by the short-range app right away. He took Harley to a rooftop deck and told him the four contractors working the base setup were enemy plants, showing him the apps and explaining what had been happening. They used the communications system compromised by the contractors to send misinformation about a troop surge. The ruse worked, leading to the death of many enemy fighters near the Brownsville base where Jefferson was killed. Later they tried another ruse. The enemy plants were ordered to attack Richardson’s team as a result, killing the three men Harley had with him. Richardson realized what was happening. He and his men killed all four contractors. They put them into carts and pulled them around the docks to simulate life with the moving RFID chips. Harley broke into the lead contractor’s cellphone and used text messages to send more faulty information to enemy leadership. The enemy fell for Harley’s messages and pulled most of their men away from the target area on I-25.


  Governor Nelson’s team noticed a huge caravan of vehicles moving west from Ruidoso on Highway 70, towards the target area. They couldn’t tell who they were, and sent the drones closer to get pictures, which showed a multitude of civilian vehicles on the road, obviously the Mescalero tribe. They were half an hour behind the enemy fighters who were racing north to shore up the targeted bridges on I-25.


  The Fort Stockton Group arrived at the bridges, finding the enemy well dug in. The enemy attacked, the patriots returning fire with their M19 grenade launchers as the tanks maneuvered into position to hit the bridge struts. The bridges were strong, the first strut taking too many shots to come down, and Jason was afraid that the tanks would run out of ammo before they finished. Enemy fighters continued rushing towards the area, firing on the patriots, wounding Moe and taking out one of the mortar teams. The tanks concentrated fire, all three hitting the same strut at once, bringing down the northbound bridge. One of the tanks was hit as the enemy tried to flank them on either side. Jason and the others were running low on ammo, so Curt and Eric raced back to Amanda’s bobtail to get more. When they got there, they found Amanda missing and the truck blown up. The remaining tanks blew the southbound bridge, but the team was about to get overrun by the enemy. The Mescalero tribe showed up just in the nick of time, killing all the enemy fighters. With the battle won, most of the core team took off to help find Amanda. Jason saw that Moe had died of his wounds, Clancy kneeling next to him in tears.


  Chapter 1 - Allies


  Jason looked at the Indian Warriors standing on the ruined bridges over the Rio Grande, south of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. The battle was won, but Jason was worried sick. Amanda was taken by the Islamists during the battle, and his best people were now in pursuit.


  A battered pickup truck raced towards Jason. He recognized it right away. It was the truck that Stanton Hunt was in when they first met in Ruidoso.


  “Jason,” Stanton said, smiling as he got out of the cab. Several warriors jumped out of the bed, and White Eagle got out of the passenger side of the cab.


  “You guys saved our bacon,” Jason said, shaking hands warmly with all the men. “Thank you.”


  “No, thank you,” Stanton said. “That alliance would’ve destroyed us. It was only a matter of time.”


  “Took them trying to doublecross us to convince me,” White Eagle said. “I’m sorry.”


  “No apology necessary,” Jason said. “You were looking out for your people.”


  “You look worried, and most of your fighters are gone already,” Stanton said as he looked around.


  “One of our women was taken by the enemy,” Jason said. “She was with the ammo truck, several hundred yards behind our lines. The others are chasing them now.”


  “Oh, no,” Stanton said. “I hope they can rescue her.”


  “Me too,” White Eagle said.


  “So, what now?” Jason asked.


  “How long are you in New Mexico?” Stanton asked.


  “Long enough to make sure that the enemy routes through New Mexico are completely wiped out,” Jason said.


  “We’d like to join you,” Stanton said. “If you’ll have us.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that,” Jason said. “Joining with us will get you a benefit we haven’t talked about yet. It’s top secret. We have to keep the enemy from knowing about it.”


  “Oh, really,” White Eagle said, looking unconvinced.


  “Let him talk,” Stanton said. “He can count on us to keep the secret, correct, White Eagle?”


  White Eagle nodded yes.


  Jason took out his phone and showed it to them.


  “A map program?” White Eagle asked.


  “What are those icons?” Stanton asked.


  “Enemy RFID chips,” Jason said.


  “The enemy is chipped?” White Eagle asked, his eyes getting wide.


  “Yep, from the top person right down to the grunts,” Jason said. “That’s how we knew where they were.”


  “What do you see at the reservation?” White Eagle asked.


  Jason loaded the long-range app and moved over the reservation. “There.”


  “That’s accurate,” Stanton said, looking up at Jason. “Most of them are dead. A few are prisoners.”


  “What kind of range does this have?” White Eagle asked.


  Jason moved the map to Dallas, and showed it to them. “We’ve got a big problem brewing in Dallas.”


  “Holy shit,” White Eagle said. “Look at that, Stanton.”


  “You think that’s something?” Jason asked. “Look at this.” He moved the map to Washington DC and showed it to them.


  “Is that what I think it is?” Stanton asked.


  “Yep, that’s what we’re dealing with in the Federal Government,” Jason said.


  “Where did you get this?” White Eagle asked.


  “It’s being developed by somebody on General Hogan’s team.”


  “How come they don’t release this wide?” Stanton asked.


  “It’s incomplete,” Jason said.


  “What, you mean the info can’t be counted on?” White Eagle asked.


  “No, there’s information not included that we need to root the traitors out of our government. That’s what they’re working on now.”


  “What kind of information?” Stanton asked.


  “Name and rank, mainly,” Jason said.


  “I can see why they’d want to wait for that,” White Eagle said.


  “Yeah, me too,” Stanton said. “Are you saying that we can have access to this?”


  “I’ll see if I can get permission for you two to have it on your phones. Even if they say no, you’ll still be with us. We’ll be working by this, and protecting ourselves with it.”


  “Sounds fair enough,” White Eagle said.


  “Yes,” Stanton said.


  “Okay, I’ll contact General Hogan’s people as soon as we’ve gotten our woman back,” Jason said. “I’d like to go help with that now, if you don’t mind.”


  “Where are you guys staying?” Stanton asked.


  “Up by Truth or Consequences,” Jason said. He pulled up the location on his phone and showed it to them.


  “Okay, I know where that is,” Stanton said. “We’ll go back to the reservation for now. We need to deal with the Islamist prisoners.”


  “Sounds good,” Jason said. “I’ll be on the apps all the time. If I see enemy fighters coming in your direction, I’ll let you know right away.”


  “That would be great,” Stanton said. “Thank you.”


  “Thank you for saving us,” Jason said.


  “You’re welcome,” Stanton said. “Glad we’re working together.”


  “Me too,” White Eagle said. “Sorry I was a stick in the mud at first.”


  “I understand completely,” Jason said, extending his hand, which White Eagle shook. “It’s an honor to work with you.”


  Jason watched as they walked back to their truck, and then rushed over to his Jeep, where Francis was waiting.


  “Ready?” Francis asked.


  “Yeah, let’s go,” Jason said.


  Chapter 2 – Twisting the Knife


  Curt roared through the desert on his Barracuda, one hand holding his phone, the other struggling with the wheel. The hurt he felt inside was like nothing he’d ever experienced. My Amanda. The icons were still on the screen, and he was approaching them quickly. He heard vehicles behind him, and suddenly Eric and Kim were alongside, bouncing along in the Bronco, Eric giving him a thumb up. Kim had her eyes on the screen of her phone. Junior and Rachel came up on his other flank, and Kelly with Brenda behind them. Kyle roared up behind him in his truck.


  They were approaching a long ridge to their left, the trail they were on thinning, and then the icons stopped moving. The desert floor got rockier, squat plants here and there, the dirt a vivid red. A white van was dead ahead, parked a few hundred yards away, doors hanging open.


  Eric hit the accelerator, flying forward in the Bronco, catching air as gunfire erupted from up the hill, peppering the ground but missing the flying vehicle. Eric made it to the van and got behind it, leaping out of the Bronco with his M-16, Kim racing behind him with the M60.


  Curt turned left, racing to the hillside as bullets flew around him, getting close to the rocks and shutting down. He pulled his binoculars out of the compartment next to the driver’s seat and scurried to a position where he could look, his M-16 in hand. He was joined by Kelly and Brenda. Junior and Rachel roared over to the van, then went past it, the Islamists trying to hit them with rifle fire but missing.


  Amanda was being held in front of an Islamist, a big knife to her neck. Several men were arguing in Arabic, and then the man with the knife yelled loud.


  “Americans, I gut her like pig unless you let us leave.”


  “Don’t listen to him,” Amanda yelled. “He’s scared shitless.”


  One of the other Islamists rushed forward and punched Amanda in the jaw, almost causing her neck to get cut.


  “Don’t fight them,” Curt yelled.


  “We kill her and then kill you,” another Islamist screamed. Then his forehead exploded, shot by Eric from behind the van. Several others returned fire, and Kim opened up with the M60, taking them down as the Islamist holding the knife looked on in horror.


  “Hold your fire, dammit,” Curt shouted, rushing forward along the rocks, trying to get closer.


  “Stop right now or I slit her throat,” the Islamist shouted, knife trembling in his hand.


  “Kill her now,” yelled another Islamist, hiding behind some rocks about five yards to the right.


  “You’d better not,” Junior shouted from the extreme left. The yelling man looked over in a panic, his head getting in the open. Rachel pulled the trigger on her rifle, hitting him on the top of the head.


  “NO!!!” screamed the Islamist with the knife. He dropped it in a panic, and let go of Amanda. She lunged for the knife and whirled around, plunging it into the man’s stomach. He screamed, trying to hit her in the head as she twisted the big knife in his gut. Curt was in a full run now, shooting two Islamists who tried to get a bead on him with his pistol, killing one and wounding the other, who staggered into the open and was shot by Kim from beside the van. The others put their hands up and stood silently, listening to the blood curdling screams of their leader as Amanda continued mixing his insides like so much tossed salad. Curt got there and pulled the knife out of her trembling hands, then shot the dying man in the head. The remaining Islamists tried to flee, but they were hit by gunfire from Junior, Kelly, and Kyle.


  “Remind me never to piss you off,” Curt said, his cheeks wet with tears as he pulled Amanda into his arms. They kissed.


  “I knew you’d come,” she said, coming down from the violence, breaking into sobs. The others rushed forward, checking the bodies of the Islamists.


  “You’re never leaving me alone in a battle again,” Amanda said. “We’ll dump the barracuda and get a two seater like Junior’s.”


  “Okay,” Curt said, still holding her tight, stroking her hair. “I can’t lose you. You’re everything to me,” he murmured.


  “Okay, stop the mush, you two,” Junior said. “Let’s go join the others. Rachel just called Jason and let him know Amanda is okay.”


  “Is the battle still going on?” Amanda asked.


  “We were out of ammo,” Curt said. “That’s how we found out you were taken.”


  “We were losing until the injuns showed up,” Rachel said.


  “They showed up, huh?” Amanda asked, wiping tears from her eyes. She broke into a smile. “Good. Should be a lot of dead Islamists, then.”


  “It was a rout,” Kyle said.


  “I don’t see any moving enemy fighters nearby,” Kate said. “The closest ones I see are south of El Paso now. The next closest are way up I-25, just north of Santa Fe, at that big base we keep hearing about.”


  “That’s a job for another day,” Amanda said. “Can we go home now?”


  “Yes,” Curt said. “You need a ride.”


  “We’ve got room,” Brenda said.


  “Okay, thanks,” Amanda said.


  They got in their vehicles and headed back to their base near Truth or Consequences.


  Chapter 3 – Uneasy Success


  “Can we go into the bedroom now?” Maria asked quietly.


  Hendrix looked her up and down. “You look fit to be tied.”


  “I’m still running on that last time,” Maria said. “The one where we reminisced about our dates. When we have a break in the action like this, my mind wanders to it.”


  Hendrix smiled at her. “Yeah, that’s been in the back of my mind ever since. Even with all the craziness.”


  She got up and walked towards him. “C’mon. Let’s go take advantage while we can.”


  Hendrix smiled and got up, following her swaying curves to the bedroom hallway. They were steps away when Austin Police Chief Ramsey came out of the kitchen.


  “Maria, we need the console again. Meeting coming up.”


  She shot a smirk back at Hendrix, then looked at Ramsey. “Sure, I’ll get it started. Who?”


  “The usual suspects,” Ramsey said, “plus a special guest.”


  “Well that sounds intriguing,” Hendrix said, following Maria into the console room.


  Maria had the call running, and was just setting up the video when Nelson walked in with Dr. Schultz.


  “They on yet?” he asked.


  “In a second, sir,” Maria said.


  Ramsey came in looking down at his phone, a big grin on his face. “Hey, I just got another text from Jason. They got Amanda back.”


  “Thank God,” Nelson said. “This has been a good day.”


  “Seriously,” Hendrix said. “Taking out those bridges, and defeating the enemy, plus cementing a friendship with that huge Indian tribe. And now getting back a kidnapped woman.”


  “Not just any woman,” Ramsey said. “That’s Curt’s woman. She’s important.”


  “They’re on,” Maria said, rolling her chair away from the console. Director Wallis was on the screen, looking down at his phone. He looked up and noticed the video was set up.


  “Hey, boss,” Director Wallis said, beaming. “We’re gonna patch somebody else in. Gallagher will be here in a sec.”


  “I’m right here,” Gallagher said, sitting down next to him. “You guys know that we got Amanda back, right?”


  “Just heard,” Ramsey said.


  The screen split into two sections, the new one showing General Hogan. His black skin was mottled with bruises and one eye puffy, but he was smiling.


  “General Hogan!” Nelson said, grinning ear to ear. “You got rescued.”


  “Yes, I did,” he said.


  “You look a little battered, sir,” Gallagher said.


  “The people who were holding me look worse,” Hogan said. “Trust me on that.”


  “How’d they spring you?” Ramsey asked.


  “Long story,” Hogan said. “I’ll tell you sometime. How are things going for you guys?”


  “We’ve made some strides,” Nelson said. “I-25 is a mess. We’ve blown the bridges in three places.”


  “Which three places?” Hogan asked.


  “Near El Paso, near Las Cruces, and the big bridges over the Rio Grande south of Truth or Consequences.”


  “Wow, impressive,” General Hogan said. “The apps helped them, I suspect.”


  “They did,” Ramsey said. “I just heard from Jason. He has a request. He wants to give the apps to their new allies.”


  “What new allies?” Hogan asked, looking worried. “We still need to keep that pretty tight to the vest.”


  “The Mescalero Indian tribe,” Ramsey said. “They saved our people in the last battle.”


  “Is Stanton Hunt involved?” Hogan asked, eyes lighting up.


  “Yes,” Ramsey said. “He’s the main liaison person there.”


  “Okay, but leadership only. Got me? Stanton Hunt, and two lieutenants. They’re going to continue fighting with us, I take it?”


  “Yes,” Ramsey said. “What’s the next objective you want, now that we’ve ruined I-25?”


  “Shut off I-40 as close to the Arizona border as possible,” Hogan said. “If we have a large enough force, that enemy stronghold near Santa Fe could be hit, but I don’t want to lose your team. It’ll take a large force.”


  “We already figured I-40 would be a good target,” Gallagher said. “There’s some smaller roads that need to be hit too. Highway 60, for instance.”


  “Yes,” Hogan said.


  “How’s your tech expert doing with the apps?” Hendrix asked.


  “He came up with an extremely high-resolution version of the long-range app,” Hogan said. “That’s the reason they could get me out of stir. The new app can pinpoint people into individual rooms inside buildings.”


  “Wow,” Wallis said. “That could’ve helped our DPS Patrol Boaters a few days ago. Is there going to be a new release?”


  “This one takes too much computing power to run on an android or IOS device,” Hogan said. “You need a high-end laptop or a decent desktop to run it.”


  “Oh,” Wallis said. “By the way, Richardson still has the apps. Can he keep them for now?”


  “I don’t see why not,” Hogan said. “We’re getting close to our objective. We already have a prototype that shows the other information. It’s got bugs, though, so we’re still working on it.”


  “Well, glad they’re making progress,” Hendrix said.


  “One other thing,” Hogan said. “If you need your team back in Texas after the I-40 job is done, let me know and pull them back. Okay?”


  “Fair enough,” Nelson said. “We know we’ve got a big problem in Dallas. Huge buildup of enemy forces there.”


  “Can you handle it without the Fort Stockton team?” Hogan asked.


  “Not as well as we’d like,” Gallagher said. “We’ve got the lion’s share of the Texas National Guard either there or on the way, but we’ve had to pull from other areas which are vulnerable.”


  “What about the folks who joined with the Fort Stockton group in the earlier battles?” Hogan asked.


  “They’re still in play, but we need them on our western border, now that we’ve ruined the enemy’s main route into Colorado and Utah.”


  “Oh,” Hogan said. “Sorry. Pull your people back as soon as you can, then. Don’t get yourselves into a pickle.”


  “We’ll leave them there at least until I-40 is blocked,” Nelson said. “We understand that helping you helps us too.”


  Hogan chuckled. “Okay, I get it. Thanks for that. I’d better get going. I’ve got a conversation to have with the resistance in California.”


  “How’s that going?” Nelson asked. “Still working with Ivan the Butcher?”


  Hogan chuckled. “Yeah, he’s our best hope there. The people in California are having a rough time.”


  “Maybe they should’ve been more careful about who they voted for,” Ramsey said. Hendrix shot him a glare.


  “I don’t completely disagree,” Hogan said, “but let’s be real. Even the furthest-left voters in California didn’t sign up for what they have now.”


  “Thank you,” Hendrix said.


  “Talk to you gentlemen later,” Hogan said. “Godspeed.”


  “Same to you, sir,” Nelson said. “Glad to have you back.”


  Hogan’s feed ended.


  “Wow,” Gallagher said.


  “I’d like to move the Fort Stockton group towards the I-40 job right away,” Nelson said, “hopefully with the help of the Mescalero tribe. Then I want them back here.”


  “I agree,” Ramsey said. “I’ll let Jason know that he can give the apps to Stanton Hunt and two of his top folks. Be back in a few minutes.” He walked out of the room, phone to his ear.


  “I’ll get on the horn with Richardson as well,” Wallis said. “I’ll let him know he gets to keep the apps for now. He was worried sick about losing them.”


  “Sounds good,” Nelson said. “Have Richardson take another look at Texas for us. Especially Dallas.”


  “Will do, boss,” Wallis said.


  “Thanks,” Nelson said. “We’ll talk later. You can end this, Maria.”


  She nodded and shut down the session.


  “Hogan seem okay to you?” Hendrix asked.


  “He’s scared,” Ramsey said. “Could see it in his eyes.”


  “He’s just been in captivity,” Nelson said, “and it was obviously not pleasant. You saw the marks on his face.”


  “Hopefully that’s all it is,” Hendrix said.


  “What are you getting at?” Nelson asked.


  “I’m wondering if the situation he’s facing is worse than he’s letting on. I’m wondering if what we’ve pulled off in New Mexico was too little, too late.”


  “Oh,” Nelson said. “Well, Kip, you might be right. Could be that he’s afraid of what he’s finding now that they have a prototype with names. Maybe the infiltration is worse than he expected.”


  “Time will tell,” Hendrix said. “We done? I’m worn out.” Maria shot him a glance.


  “Yeah, I could use a little relaxation myself,” Nelson said.


  “Good,” Hendrix said. He got up and waited for Maria to come by his side. They walked out of the room together.


  “Think you can be quiet?” Hendrix whispered.


  She looked at him with knowing eyes, and shook her head yes. They went into the bedroom.


  Chapter 4 – Davy Jones


  Richardson was sitting in the bar, watching his men work on the boat dock, sipping a beer. He checked his phone every few minutes, to see if the enemy was approaching, and to see if he still had the apps. His phone rang while in his hand, making him jump. He answered it.


  “Richardson?”


  “Director Wallis,” he said, sitting up straighter, as if Wallis had entered the room. “Hello.”


  “Good news,” Wallis said. “General Hogan was rescued.”


  “That’s great,” Richardson said, fear rising in him. Fear of giving up the apps.


  “You still there?” Wallis asked.


  “Yes, sorry. Is he going to pull the apps back?”


  Wallis chuckled. “I figured that would be the first thing you thought of.”


  “They’re keeping us safe,” Richardson said. “They’d be hard to give up at this point.”


  “Well relax, because Hogan is letting you keep it,” Wallis said.


  “That’s good news,” Richardson said. “Do we need to keep up the ruse that the enemy fighters are still alive?”


  “We killed all of their compadres,” Wallis said. “Maybe they ought to be victims of a sinking boat.”


  “Ah, take them out a ways and dump them, eh?”


  “Yeah,” Wallis said. “Hopefully they’ll figure that they were victims of the US Navy.”


  “We’ve got a couple extra yachts here,” Richardson said. “Maybe we ought to put them on one and scuttle it, just in case they decide to investigate.”


  “I think that’s a good idea,” Wallis said. “Just be there with a fast boat in case they show up. And keep an eye on the apps at all times.”


  “Can more than one of us have the apps now? If something happens to my phone, we’re toast.”


  “I didn’t ask, but I will next time we talk to Hogan. Might become a moot point, because they already have a prototype of the new version with name capability. I’ll let you know.”


  “Understood. Anything you could do would be helpful.”


  “Roger that,” Wallis said. “We’re trying to get the new boats and recruits to you, but we got slowed down.”


  Richardson snickered. “Run a little low on contractors to help out, huh?”


  “You guessed it,” Wallis said. “When we’re staffed up again, I’ll have you check out their location to see if there’s any RFID chips among them.”


  “We can do that,” Richardson said.


  “One other thing,” Wallis said. “Could you take a quick look at Texas. Especially the Dallas area?”


  “Sure, I’ll put you on speaker so I can look at the screen.” He did that and focused the long-range app, zooming out to cover the whole state. “Big blob in Dallas, where you expected.” He zoomed in. “Dammit. Worse than before.”


  “How much worse?”


  “Double, at least,” Richardson said. “Something’s going on along the Louisiana border, too. Not as large, but I don’t remember it last time I looked.”


  “Crap,” Wallis said. “Anywhere else?”


  “Several good size clumps along the western border.”


  “Where?” Wallis asked.


  “Near I-10. Probably because we shut them down at El Paso. Whoa. Something going on down at Big Bend. Might want to shore that up.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Wallis said. “How about your area?”


  “Nobody around South Padre Island. Not for miles. Same with the gulf coast northeast of there.”


  “That’s good,” Wallis said.


  “Geez. The large force that was in Matamoros appears to be gone. Still a few along the Rio Grande to the north and south of there, but nothing like we saw a few days ago.”


  “Can you see where they are?” Wallis asked.


  “Looking,” Richardson said. “There’s several thousand in Monterrey.”


  “Uh oh,” Wallis said.


  “Yeah, uh oh,” Richardson said. “I’m seeing traces along Mexico’s Highway 40D, and a few heading north on Highway 49D. Shit, looks to me like they might be moving towards the Arizona border.”


  “No massive moves, though?”


  “No,” Richardson said. “They might know we can see them.”


  “They might,” Wallis said. “Do me a favor. Keep an eye on them. Let me know when you’re pretty sure they’re really headed for Arizona.”


  “Will do. We’ll go take care of the bodies. Talk to you later.”


  “Don’t drop your phone overboard,” Wallis said.


  Richardson laughed. “Yeah, that would be bad. Talk to you soon.”


  He ended the call and left the bar, rushing to Lita. She was standing next to the yacht they’d mounted the mini-gun on. Brendan and Juan Carlos were still aboard, puttering around. Madison and Hannah were making another round with the carts of bodies, approaching from the far side of the dock.


  “Hey, honey, what’s up?” Lita asked as he approached.


  “Just heard from Wallis,” he said. “General Hogan got rescued, and we get to keep the apps.”


  “Good,” Brendan said, jumping onto the dock from the bow of the yacht. Juan Carlos leapt off the stern and joined him.


  “What are we gonna do now, dude?” Juan Carlos asked. “We have a mission yet?”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. “Either of the other yachts running yet?”


  “That one runs,” Brendan said, pointing to the one about forty yards further down the dock. “You want us to put the other minigun on that one?”


  “Nope, we need to stage a sinking, with the bodies of the traitors on board.”


  “Really?” Brendan asked. “That’s a damn shame. Nice boat. Good living quarters, too.”


  “Maybe we should tow the other one out and sink that instead,” Lita said.


  Madison and Hannah walked over, pulling carts with the bodies.


  “How much longer do we need to drag these creeps around?” Hannah asked.


  “You can stop now,” Richardson said. “They’ve got a date with Davy Jones.”


  “We’re dumping them into the water?” Madison asked.


  “After we take them out a few miles,” Richardson said.


  “We’re gonna sink one of the boats with them on it,” Juan Carlos said.


  “So what do you think?” Brendan asked. “Can we tow the lousy yacht out there and sink it?”


  “I don’t see why not,” Richardson said. “I want to take this yacht and the patrol boats to cover us, just in case.”


  Harley trotted over. “You guys getting ready to do something?”


  Richardson nodded. “Yeah, Wallis said we should get rid of these bodies now. I suggested we take them out to sea in one of the boats we don’t want, and sink it.”


  Harley snickered. “Sounds like fun. You want me to go along, or hold down the fort here?”


  “We’re all gonna go,” Richardson said.


  “Why, honey?” Lita asked.


  “Because as of now, we’ve only got one phone with the apps on it, and we all need to be where that is,” Richardson said.


  “Oh,” Lita said. “Good point.”


  “Well, if we’re gonna go, we’d better get to it,” Brendan said. “Wind’s coming up. We should get it done and get back here before it gets worse.”


  “Yeah, I agree,” Harley said. “You don’t want to mess with the gulf.”


  “We should take this yacht,” Juan Carlos said. “Towing that old yacht might be too much for our patrol boats.”


  “Yep,” Harley said. “I’ll get my boat ready to go.”


  “I’ll drive the yacht, if you want,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Sounds good,” Richardson said. “We’ll get you rigged to tow the hulk. Then we’ll catch up in our patrol boat.”


  “Let’s get these bodies loaded into the hulk,” Brendan said.


  “We’ll drag them down there,” Hannah said. She and Madison pulled them to where the old yacht was tied. Brendan and Juan Carlos loaded the bodies into the back. Richardson brought a couple ropes over and tied them to the bow cleats.


  “Let’s push her out, and somebody can hold onto her by these ropes,” Richardson said. “Juan Carlos, might as well fire up the other yacht. You sure it’s seaworthy enough to take the seas out there?”


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said. “It wasn’t damaged, remember? Just disabled by the owner.” He trotted over to the yacht with Madison. They both got on, and he fired up the engine. “See, purrs like a kitten.”


  “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.”


  “You worried?”


  “I get seasick on big boats when the water is rough,” she said. “Sorry.”


  Juan Carlos chuckled. “Don’t worry, we won’t be out there long.”


  Lita took the ropes from Richardson. “I’ll hold them, honey.”


  Richardson nodded, handing them to her, then joined Brendan to help Hannah untie the good yacht. Harley idled over in his patrol boat.


  “Glad we could save that one,” he yelled. “She’s a beauty.”


  “Yeah, wish I could keep her after the war,” Juan Carlos shouted back.


  “With this gun?” Madison asked.


  Juan Carlos laughed. “Undo four big bolts and it’s off. We could live aboard this sucker.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Let’s just get past the war, okay? And we’d better pick a place where we can raise kids. A boat might not be optimum.”


  He smiled. “You have a point, honey. That’s the top priority.” He put the engines into reverse and backed the boat out, then idled it towards the other boat, which was free-floating. Richardson trotted over to Lita and took the ropes from her.


  “Hey, Juan Carlos, get close enough so I can toss you these ropes.”


  “Got it,” Juan Carlos said.


  “I’ll catch them, honey,” Madison said.


  “Don’t fall overboard,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Oh, please,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. Richardson made the toss, and she caught the ropes. “What do we tie them to?”


  Juan Carlos put the boat into neutral, and rushed to the stern, taking the ropes. He tied them to cleats on the back. “That ought to do it. Can you watch while I pilot?”


  “Of course.” She sat on one of the padded seats along the port side, and turned towards the boat. “Sad. That old boat was probably somebody’s pride and joy.”


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said. He got back into the pilot’s chair and cruised towards the mouth of the bay, the tow line getting taught, the old hulk snapping behind them, water rushing around its bow. “That’s a heavy boat.”


  “I’ll bet,” Madison said. “It’s bigger than this boat.”


  “Yep. Harley is following us, right?”


  “Yes, and Richardson just left the dock in our patrol boat,” she said. “It already feels a little rough.”


  “Wish we would’ve done this earlier. Here goes nothing.” He steered the yacht outside of the breakwater and sped up, the bow crashing through waves.


  “I don’t like this,” Madison said.


  “Don’t worry, this boat can take it,” Juan Carlos said.


  “It’s not the boat I’m worried about.”


  “How’s that line?” he asked.


  “Tight but holding well. The other boat is bouncing around a lot. How are we going to sink it?”


  “That’s the least of our worries,” Juan Carlos said. “Either the mini gun or the grenade launcher on one of the patrol boats would do the job.”


  The boats were in the whitecaps now, water hammering the hulls as they moved forward slowly.


  “What if the US Navy sees us and think’s we’re bad guys?” Madison asked.


  “The patrol boats are marked,” Juan Carlos said. “I’m more worried about enemy boats.”


  “I thought the Navy controlled the gulf now.”


  “They do, but the gulf is big. The Navy can’t be everywhere at all times,” Juan Carlos said. “I’ll be glad when we get rid of that old tub back there. Makes it hard to maneuver in seas like this.”


  “It’s getting worse,” Madison said. “The wind is getting stronger. How far out do we have to go?”


  “Good question. Hopefully no more than a mile or two.” He scanned the horizon, feeling like a sitting duck. “Wish I would’ve taught you how to fire the mini-gun.”


  “We’ve got the two patrol boats protecting us. That should be enough, shouldn’t it?”


  Juan Carlos tried to calm himself down. “Yeah, sorry. The chances of us running into anybody are slim.”


  They chugged along, Madison feeling queasier as the minutes went by. “I’m gonna get sick.”


  “I’m sorry, honey,” Juan Carlos said, glancing back as she hugged the rail and threw up into the water. “Hold on tight. Big swell coming.”


  The boat rolled over it, Madison grabbing the rail tighter in a panic. “Isn’t this far enough?”


  “I’ll text the boss,” Juan Carlos said, pulling the phone out of his pocket. He sent a text to Richardson. “It’ll take him a minute or two to respond, I suspect.”


  “Send it to Lita,” Madison shouted. He nodded and did that. His phone dinged a few seconds later.


  “This is far enough.” He pulled the throttles back but left the engines running. “You okay?” he asked as he went back to the stern.


  “No,” Madison said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Am I the only person who got sick?”


  “Don’t know, honey,” Juan Carlos said as he untied the ropes, tossing them into the water.


  “You aren’t going to save those?”


  “Nah, there’s plenty back at the base, and I don’t want that hulk too close in seas like this.” He got back into the pilot’s chair and started them moving again, making a turn to head back to the harbor. “Wonder who’s going to sink her?”


  “I don’t care,” Madison said. “Let’s just get back.”


  “There goes Harley,” Juan Carlos said. “Looks like he gets to do the honors.” They both watched as the sleek inboard patrol boat headed to the hulk. Richardson turned the other patrol boat around, following Juan Carlos. There was a muffled pop and an explosion on the hulk, flames starting on the rear deck.


  “Crispy critters coming up,” Juan Carlos cracked. He looked at Madison, who was still fighting the seasickness.


  “Can’t we go faster?”


  “It’ll get rougher if we do,” Juan Carlos said. “You sure?”


  “Can’t get any worse than this,” she said, turning to retch into the water again.


  “He needs to hit that thing a couple more times for it to sink.”


  Harley fired two more grenades at the burning hulk as it rose and fell in the rough water. There was a secondary explosion inside, and more fire, but the boat still floated.


  “Why isn’t it sinking?” Madison asked.


  “Don’t worry, it will,” Juan Carlos said. He watched Harley shoot two grenades, and then there was a huge explosion, blowing pieces of the boat in all directions.


  “Oh, shit, Harley got hit with something!” Madison shouted. Debris rained around them, a couple of burning pieces landing on the rear deck. Madison picked them up and tossed them overboard. “Was that the gas tanks?”


  “No,” Juan Carlos said under his breath. “That sucker was rigged.”


  “What?”


  “Never mind,” he said.


  “Richardson just drove over to Harley’s boat. I can’t see him now. He must have passed out. Brendan just jumped in.”


  “We need to get back to base now,” Juan Carlos said.


  “They’re taking off,” Madison said. Juan Carlos nodded and sped up, the big yacht crashing through the waves.


  Chapter 5 - Memorial


  A gentle breeze blew over the dusty town of Truth Or Consequences. “Ready to go?” Jason asked, looking out the windshield of the motor home.


  “I’m almost done dressing Chelsea,” Carrie said from the bathroom. “This will be hard. I got to love Moe.”


  “I know, me too,” Jason said. “We’re lucky we’ve had so few losses.”


  “That might change,” Carrie said, walking out with Chelsea.


  “We’re lucky?” Chelsea asked. “Do we get ice cream?”


  “No, sweetie,” Carrie said. “Uncle Moe is going to heaven. We’re going to say goodbye.”


  Jason shot her a worried glance.


  “What?” Carrie whispered as they went to the door.


  “I hope this doesn’t mess with her too much,” Jason whispered.


  “All we can do is shield her as best we can. I don’t want to hide the death of somebody she knew from her.”


  “I know,” Jason said, pushing the door open. He held it as Carrie and Chelsea walked down, looking out over the rows of RVs and tents. They had a multitude with them, including half of the Mescalero tribe.


  “Hi,” Kim said, walking up with Brenda and Rachel.


  “Where’s the men?” Carrie asked.


  “They’ll be along,” Kim said. “They were talking with Curt, over by his rig.”


  “This is gonna be hard,” Rachel said. “So sad.”


  Brenda nodded in agreement, her face lighting up as Kelly and Junior trotted over to them.


  “How’s Curt and Amanda doing?” Jason asked.


  “Shook up,” Junior said, putting his arm around Rachel. “Sydney and Don are over there too. They’ll be along in a few minutes.”


  There was a park across the street from where they were camped, with a large band shell. The funeral services were to happen there, and people crossed the deserted street, filling the area in front of it. Clancy was sitting next to Moe’s body, which was in a coffin that a local company had provided.


  “Poor Clancy,” Carrie said, tears brimming in her eyes.


  “I know, he’s taking this hard,” Brenda said, “not that I blame him.”


  “Moe was all the family he had,” Kelly said. “This reminds me of when we lost Nate and Gray.”


  “I know, honey,” Brenda said, looking up at him.


  Stanton Hunt approached in full tribal dress with a delegation from his people. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you,” Jason said. “We need to talk after this. I’ve gotten okay to provide you and two of your people with the apps.”


  “Really?” Stanton asked. “I’m surprised, since it’s so important to keep secret.”


  “General Hogan was rescued,” Jason said.


  Stanton smiled, his eyes tearing up. “I’m very happy to hear that.”


  “He was reluctant to give up the apps until he realized it was your group,” Jason said. “He’s obviously got great respect for you.”


  “Well, the feeling is mutual,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “We’d better get up there,” Jason said, his eyes starting to burn. Keep it together. He nodded to Clancy as he got near the front, who returned the nod with reddened eyes.


  After everyone was assembled, Clancy stood up in front of the microphone.


  “Thank you all for coming.” He looked out over the crowd, many weeping. “I’ll try to be brief.”


  The murmurs of the crowd died down to a whisper.


  “I remember when your group first came to Fort Stockton,” Clancy said. “Everyone was afraid. Many residents argued against your group taking shelter there. They thought it would make our RV park a target. Moe knew that it would. He also knew what was right, and he loved Texas with a fervor that moved others. He convinced everyone that it was the right thing to do. Even after all that happened, Moe never regretted that decision. It gave renewed focus to his life, and made him strive to be the best man he ever was.”


  Several people were sobbing now. Jason couldn’t contain himself. Neither could Chance, nor Kelly, nor Junior.


  “So, we say goodbye to Moe today, and shed our tears, and honor him as a hero. He will be with us during the coming battles, in all of our hearts. Thank you all. If anybody would like to say some words, come on up.”


  The crowd clapped, so many crying. Jason looked over at Carrie. “I’d better go up there before I get in worse shape.”


  Carrie nodded through her tears, and picked up Chelsea, who was getting upset with all the adults crying around her.


  “What’s wrong, mommy?”


  “We’re all sad,” Carrie said.


  “Why?”


  “Because we can’t see Moe anymore,” Carrie said, not able to hold back the tears any longer. Chelsea put her head on her mom’s chest, not understanding, trying to comfort her mother.


  Jason walked to the microphone, fighting to compose himself.


  “This is so difficult,” he said. “Moe was a part of all of us. He was our protector, and our partner, and our fellow warrior, and our friend. He went way out on a limb for us, people he’d never met, because he knew that Texas needed him to do so. It didn’t take long for us to gain mutual respect and love. Now we are a much larger group, engaged in an epic battle against evil. We would not be at the strength we are now if not for Moe, nor would we have our current resolve. Moe will be on my mind forever, and I’ll miss him. Thanks.”


  “Thank you, Jason,” Clancy said. “I know how much respect Moe had for you.”


  Jason nodded and walked back over to Carrie.


  “Chelsea okay?” he asked.


  Carrie nodded yes, eyes red now, cheeks wet with tears.


  Many members of the group came up to say words, including Stanton Hunt. Then the group moved from the band shell, everybody going to the rows of picnic tables to eat barbeque. Many residents of Truth or Consequences were there, to pay respects and serve.


  Jason caught Stanton’s eye, and they met off to one side of the picnic area, where Jason loaded the apps onto his phone, and two other phones. He walked them through how the apps worked.


  “This will win us the war, I believe,” Stanton said.


  “It has the potential to do so, but it’s going to be a long battle,” Jason said. “Use the long-range app to look around the country. We’re infested. There will be many more battles, and many more services like the one today.”


  Stanton and his lieutenants looked, eyes growing wide. “My God, look at Washington DC,” Stanton said. “They’re running the country, aren’t they?”


  “Yes,” Jason said.


  “What are the near-term plans?” Stanton asked.


  “We’ve been asked to ruin I-40, starting near the Arizona border,” Jason said. “After that job is done, we’ll probably go back to Texas. Bad things are brewing there. Look at Dallas.”


  Stanton moved the long-range app view to that part of Texas, his brow furrowed. “That’s not good.”


  “No, it’s not,” Jason said. “Now that we’ve shut down I-25, we’re getting a lot of enemy troop activity along our western border. Look at the Big Bend area. The numbers are growing daily. We’ve got a lot of people down there, but not enough to handle that level of problem.”


  “I see,” Stanton said. “Maybe we should go back to Texas with you.”


  “Maybe,” Jason said. “There is New Mexico to worry about, though. This is your home. You’ll want to take it back. Look up by Santa Fe.”


  Stanton moved the view to that area. “Wow. That might be more than we can handle on our own.”


  “The US Airforce will probably help some,” Jason said. “You should talk to Don and Sydney about their social media operation. There are lots of able bodied people out there who would join the fight. We’ve used social media to do that in Texas. It’s been a game-changer.”


  “I’ll talk to them,” Stanton said. “Now go be with your family and friends.”


  “You are part of my family and friends,” Jason said, “and you guys saved our lives in the battle. We will never forget that.”


  “Well, in a manner of speaking, you have saved us as well,” Stanton said.


  Jason nodded, then went back over to Carrie, who was sitting with the rest of the core group.


  “You gave him the apps?” Kyle asked.


  Jason nodded yes.


  “Good,” Kyle said. “When do we fight again?”


  “Soon,” Jason said. “Start watching I-40 close to the Arizona border on the apps. All of us need to. We need to get an understanding of enemy troop movements and positions there.”


  “We don’t have to start that today, do we?” Sydney asked.


  “No, not today,” Jason said. “I told Stanton Hunt to talk to you and Don about the social media operation. Tell him everything. They’re going to need help with the base in Santa Fe.”


  “You don’t think we’re going to attack there?” Don asked.


  “No, I think Governor Nelson will pull us back to Texas as soon as we finish destroying I-40,” Jason said.


  There was the sound of a diesel engine approaching.


  “Crap, what’s that?” Don asked, eyes darting around.


  “Holy crap, it’s the third flatbed,” Jason said.


  “How’d they get that tank on there?” Kyle asked. “It looked pretty bad.”


  “Bikers,” Jason said, smiling.


  “Herman,” Kyle said. “Figures. That guy can fix anything.”


  The massive flatbed stopped on the outskirts of the camp, and Herman trotted over with Jose.


  “Is that tank usable?” Jason asked.


  “Not yet, but it wasn’t as badly damaged as we thought,” Herman said. “The FLIR system is toast, but the main parts of the turret survived.”


  “How about the crew?” Don asked.


  “They’re all dead,” Jose said. “There was a small fire in there that got them, but we were able to get the engine started.”


  “Good, maybe we can get it back into action before we get to I-40,” Kyle said.


  “That’s the plan, jack,” Herman said.


  Chapter 6 – Medivac


  The three boats made it back into the South Padre Island harbor, through the violent soup that the gulf had become. Richardson and the women pulled the outboard patrol boat into its slip and then rushed to help with Harley’s boat, piloted by Brendan, and the yacht.


  “Is he alive?” Richardson asked as he ran over.


  “I don’t know,” Brendan said. “He hasn’t moved for a while, but he’s not bleeding that much.”


  “He might be bleeding internally,” Lita said. “Where is he hit?”


  “Right side and right leg,” Brendan said.


  “I’m gonna help pull the yacht in,” Richardson said, rushing over to get a rope on the large boat.


  “Checked the apps lately?” Juan Carlos asked. “We just made some enemy fighters disappear.”


  “Shit, you’re right,” Richardson said, pulling out his phone. “Nothing near us yet.”


  “Is Harley okay?” Madison asked, as Juan Carlos helped her out.


  “We don’t know,” Richardson said.


  “We’d better check out the other yachts with a fine-toothed comb,” Juan Carlos said. “They might all be booby-trapped.”


  Madison got a horrified look on her face. “You didn’t tell me about that?”


  “You were having a hard enough time out there, sweetie,” Juan Carlos said, “and besides, I might be wrong. We need to figure out what went on here before Harley’s team arrived.”


  “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Richardson said as they rushed over to Harley’s boat. “Surprised the boat didn’t get damaged.”


  “It did,” Brendan said. “Look at the main gun. It’s disabled for sure. Don’t know if we can fix it.”


  Juan Carlos looked at it. “Yeah, the gimbal arm on one side is bent, and there’s a piece of shrapnel stuck in there too.”


  “Great,” Richardson said. He pulled his phone and hit Wallis’s contact.


  “Richardson, what’s up?”


  “We just sank the boat with the enemy fighters on it, but it blew up big. Injured Harley.”


  “How badly?”


  “He doesn’t look good to me. Any chance you can send a chopper. The gulf is too dangerous to navigate right now. Wind’s really going.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” Wallis said. “How did the boat blow up so big? Was he right next to it?”


  “No, he wasn’t. I think it was booby-trapped.”


  “Dammit,” Wallis said. “I’ll get back to you after I get somebody lined up.”


  “Thanks,” Richardson said. He ended the call.


  “Should we move him?” Brendan asked.


  “I wouldn’t,” Lita said. “Wait for the paramedics.”


  “Yeah, I agree,” Richardson said. “I know where the harbor master’s office is. I’m gonna go look at his records about the yachts.”


  “Why?” Lita asked as she walked over from Harley’s boat.


  “That old hulk was booby trapped,” Richardson said. “No amount of gasoline would explode like that. It was probably a whole lot of plastic explosive.”


  “Shit,” Hannah said.


  “Nobody goes on the other yachts for now, okay?” Richardson said as he was walking away. Then he stopped and turned around. “Juan Carlos, move our patrol boat to the far side of the harbor, away from the yachts.”


  “Good idea, dude,” he said.


  “I’ll help,” Brendan said. They trotted over to the boat as Richardson walked away.


  “We can’t trust anything or anybody, can we?” Hannah asked, on the verge of tears.


  “Seems like it, doesn’t it?” Lita said. “I hope we can get a chopper here quickly.”


  “You and me both,” Madison said. “I don’t think he’s going to live.”


  “Hope you’re wrong,” Lita said. “I’m going over to the Harbor Master’s office. Don’t want to be away from Richardson.”


  Madison and Hannah nodded, watching her walk away.


  “As soon as the boys park their patrol boat, I’m gonna be with them,” Madison said. “I don’t like this. What if there are booby traps in the buildings?”


  Lita froze. “Shit. I suggest you two sit in the patrol boat with your men.”


  “Yeah,” Hannah said.


  Lita went to the three-story building at the crotch of the u-shaped dock and climbed the outside stairs to the top, going through the open door. Richardson was behind the desk, which faced outward from the back wall of the office.


  “It smells bad in here,” Lita said. “Find anything?”


  “This was locked up. I had to break the door.”


  “Geez, is that blood on the wall behind the desk?” Lita asked.


  “Yeah, and some brains. There’s blood all over the floor back here too. It’s not that old.”


  “Why wasn’t this opened by Harley’s team?” Lita asked.


  “There’s over fifty buildings in this complex, most of them multiple stories, and this one isn’t good for much, as far as the base goes. The door to the ground floor was unlocked, so I think they’ve been in there.”


  “Is the log book here?” Lita asked.


  “No log book. He was probably using his computer, and it’s gone. See? There’s where it sat.” He pointed to a rectangular spot on the desk’s paper blotter which was free of writing in the center, the blank space being about the size of a desktop computer and keyboard.


  “Do you think they might have booby trapped any of the buildings?”


  Richardson looked over at her, brow furrowed. “I don’t know. Maybe. With Harley knocked out and the other folks he had with him dead, there’s nobody to ask about the state of this place when they got here.”


  “I wouldn’t count on Harley pulling through. He’s barely breathing.”


  Richardson shot her a worried glance as he shut a lower drawer. “Well, that’s all the desk drawers.”


  “What about that short file cabinet?”


  “It’s locked,” Richardson said. “I need a crowbar or something.”


  “Maybe you should shoot the lock,” she said.


  “I’d rather not. Never know where the bullet is gonna fly.”


  His phone rang, and he answered it.


  “Richardson, there’s a medivac chopper on the way,” Wallis said. “Should be there in about ten minutes. Is he still alive?”


  “I don’t know,” Richardson said. “We didn’t want to move him out of his patrol boat. I’m up in the Harbor Master’s office, looking for info on what happened before Harley’s team got here.”


  “Understand,” he said. “Keep an eye on the apps. We just erased several of their fighter’s RFID chips. Might prompt somebody to come check.”


  “Yeah, we already figured that. I’ll keep on it.”


  “Great,” Wallis said. “Thanks.”


  “Talk to you soon.” Richardson ended the call.


  “I’m sure there’s something I can break the lock with around here,” Richardson said. “I’ll look after the chopper takes off with Harley. Let’s go back down there.”


  “Okay,” Lita said. They went to their patrol boat.


  “All sitting in the boat, huh?” Richardson asked.


  “Seemed like the safest place, boss,” Brendan said. “Chopper coming?”


  “Yeah, ten minutes. After they’re gone, I’ll need to find a crowbar or something to break a lock up there.”


  “I know where there’s stuff like that,” Juan Carlos said. “Had to get tools from there to work on the yacht. I’ll show you.”


  “Okay, might as well go now,” Richardson said. “We’ve got a few minutes.”


  “I’m going too,” Lita said.


  “Yeah, I’m going with Juan Carlos,” Madison said.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t be so jumpy,” Richardson said. Madison and Lita shot him a look. “Okay, okay, I get it. Sorry. You two want to come along too?”


  Brendan smiled. “Don’t you think somebody ought to be manning the guns?”


  “He’s got a point,” Lita said. “You want to go with us, Hannah?”


  “Not a chance,” she said, moving over next to Brendan. “We’ll be fine.”


  “Be back in a sec,” Juan Carlos said.


  They walked towards the part of the dock where the other boats were, going into the ground floor of a large structure, formerly a boat repair business.


  “How big is the lock, dude? I saw some bolt cutters over there.” Juan Carlos pointed to the back corner.


  Richardson went over there and picked one up. “This will probably do it.” They left the building just in time to hear the chopper coming.


  “Where’s that thing going to set down?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “It’s got pontoons, see?” Madison said, squinting at the sky.


  “Damn, baby, you’ve got better eyes than I do,” Juan Carlos said. They walked out to the slip that Harley’s boat was in. Richardson took a close look.


  “He’s still breathing, at least,” Richardson said.


  Harley moaned, trying to turn his head.


  “Don’t try to move,” Richardson said. “The medivac is almost here. They’ll get you to the hospital.”


  He moaned again, trying to move one leg, still trying to move his head too.


  “At least he doesn’t appear to be paralyzed,” Lita whispered from behind Richardson.


  The chopper sat down and moved over to the dock slowly, one of several paramedics jumping out. He was a big man in a red jumpsuit.


  “You Richardson?” the man asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m MacEroy. Has he been conscious?”


  “He moaned a second ago and tried to move his head and his left leg,” Richardson said.


  Two more paramedics jumped onto the dock, and the chopper shut down its engines. Juan Carlos went over there and threw a rope to the chopper pilot, as the paramedics carefully got into the patrol boat.


  Richardson backed away with Lita, and they watched the paramedics work. One of them went back to the chopper and brought over a board, and they loaded Harley onto it. He was still barely conscious. The paramedics rushed him to the chopper, struggling to get him inside as the wind moved the chopper around. They got him in safe and sound, then MacEroy trotted back over.


  “What do you think?” Richardson asked.


  “Hard to tell,” MacEroy said. “What’s your number?”


  Richardson read it out as the medic put it into his phone. He tried it, Richardson’s phone ringing.


  “We’ll let you know when we find out how bad he is,” MacEroy said. “Talk to you soon.”


  Richardson nodded, and MacEroy got back into the chopper. Juan Carlos pulled the rope away and pushed them off. They drifted a little before starting the engines, and left after a couple of minutes.


  “I hope he’s gonna be okay,” Lita said.


  “You and me both,” Richardson said. “Let’s go back to the Harbor master’s office.”


  Lita nodded and they rushed in that direction, Madison and Juan Carlos going back to the patrol boat.


  “Let’s see if this works,” Richardson said, putting the big bolt cutters onto the lock. He squeezed the handles together, and the jaws broke through. “Bingo.”


  He pulled the broken lock off the file cabinet and opened the top drawer. “Look at this.”


  Lita looked inside. There was a tape recorder with the microphone attached.


  “Hell, that’s an old cassette recorder,” Lita said. “My dad had one of those. Early seventies, probably.”


  “Looks like it was running to the end of the tape,” Richardson said, carefully picking it up. He hit the rewind button. Nothing happened.


  “Batteries are dead,” Richardson said. He turned the unit over and opened the battery compartment. “It takes C batteries. Help me look around for some.”


  Lita nodded as they tore the office apart.


  Chapter 7 – Set Up


  Wallis and Gallagher sat in the console room at their secure location, thinking as the call got set up.


  “You really think this warrants a call to the boss?” Gallagher asked. “Maybe we should let Richardson do more digging first. He might find out what we need to know.”


  “The booby-trapped boat on South Padre Island is a big deal,” he said. “I think we should abandon that base. The whole place might be booby-trapped, you know.”


  “Did Richardson say that?”


  “No,” Wallis said, “but he was still reeling from the incident, and those people haven’t had any rest for a while.”


  “We need to have some kind of base there,” Gallagher said. “We’re gonna have a lot of enemy activity around there now that the I-25 route has been shut down.”


  “I’m not disagreeing with that,” Wallis said. “Not in the least. I want our remaining people out of there, though, until we’re sure this base is okay. I don’t want to get it loaded up with men and boats and then have all of it blow sky high.”


  “Richardson’s looking into it,” Gallagher said.


  “Neither Richardson nor any of his people are bomb experts,” Wallis said. “If they find something, they’re liable to blow themselves up trying to defuse it.”


  Gallagher sighed as the console screen came on. Maria’s smiling face was there.


  “Governor Nelson will be in here in a couple minutes,” Maria said. “I told him it was urgent. He’s on a conference call, but he’ll break away.”


  “Thank you,” Wallis said. “Just beep us when he’s there, okay?”


  “Will do, sir,” she said. The screen went blank, and Wallis leaned back in his chair, taking a deep breath.


  “Kip’s a lucky guy,” Wallis whispered. “She’s so beautiful.”


  “Tell me about it,” Gallagher said. “Smart too.”


  “I’ve gotten to be rather fond of Kip,” Wallis said. “He used to rub me the wrong way.”


  “I know, me too,” Gallagher said. “I used to think he was just a lefty political hack. Now I know him to be a patriot.”


  Wallis chuckled. “After this war is over, he’ll end up back on the opposition again.”


  “I know, but that’s okay. Reagan and Tip O’Neill were good friends. It happens all the time.”


  “I know,” Wallis said. “I’ll always strive to stay friends with him.”


  The console came on, the screen showing Governor Nelson, Chief Ramsey, and Kip Hendrix.


  “Sorry it took so long,” Nelson said. “This must be important. Wallis, you look fit to be tied.”


  “There was an incident in the gulf,” he said.


  “When?”


  “Twenty minutes ago,” Wallis said. “I found out about it about ten minutes ago.”


  “Uh oh,” Ramsey said. “What now?”


  “The boat that Richardson put the dead enemy fighters on was booby-trapped,” Wallis said.


  “Oh, no, we didn’t lose that team, did we?” Nelson asked.


  “Harley got injured,” Wallis said. “We just picked him up with a medivac chopper.”


  “He gonna live?” Ramsey asked.


  “Unknown at this time,” Wallis said. “I’m hoping for a call soon.”


  Nelson sighed. “You don’t think that was the end of it, do you?”


  “No,” Wallis said. “I want our people off that base. Right away.”


  “You think the enemy has booby-trapped more of that base,” Hendrix said.


  “Yes, and they might be able to set off the charges remotely,” Wallis said. “They might be getting ready to do that right now, since the RFID chips from their people have disappeared. Remember that the group was moving the bodies around to simulate life until they took them out to scuttle with the old yacht.”


  Nelson stood up. “Call them now. Tell them to evacuate with their patrol boats immediately.”


  “How are we gonna cover the area?” Gallagher asked.


  “That’s for you two to figure out,” Nelson said. “I want our people out of that base now.”


  “Okay, boss, thanks,” Wallis said. “I’m calling them now.”


  “Talk to you guys later,” Nelson said. “I’ve got to get back on this call.”


  Gallagher nodded, alone now that Wallis walked away. “Talk to you guys later. Thanks.”


  The console went blank. Gallagher went out into the kitchen area, where Wallis was pacing with his phone to his ear.


  “You get them?” Gallagher asked.


  Wallis looked over at him with a horrified face and shook his head no. He pulled the phone away from his ear and hit another contact.


  “Who are you calling?” Gallagher asked.


  “Drone operations,” he said. “We’ve got a drone close by. I want it over the scene right now.”


  Chapter 8 – No-Man’s Land


  Richardson and Lita had looked through the Harbor Master’s office for C batteries. There were none.


  “Dammit,” Richardson said. “Let’s go check that boat shop where we got the bolt cutters.”


  “Should we take the recorder?”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. He turned to grab it, and then there was a huge blast outside.


  “Oh shit, what was that?” Lita cried. They saw one of the yachts burning by the opening of the harbor, debris still falling from the air, Brendan and Juan Carlos laying on top of Hannah and Madison in the patrol boat as it slammed back and forth in the slip.


  “Holy crap,” Richardson said. The other yacht blew up a second later, starting fire to the surrounding part of the dock, the blast shattering windows on the outside end of the harbor.


  “My God,” Lita said, looking out. Then explosions began near the opening of the u-shaped dock, heading their direction on both sides.


  “Run!” Richardson said, pushing her towards the door. “Jump into the water!”


  They flew down the stairs as the explosions approached them, hitting the dock and jumping into the water.


  Brendan and Juan Carlos were trying to get the patrol boat untied, but it was moving too much in the water as the explosions approached.


  “Jump!” Brendan shouted, grabbing hold of Hannah’s arm and pulling her towards the stern of the boat, Juan Carlos and Madison right behind them, all leaping into the water as the explosions got to their slip. They dog-paddled over to Lita and Richardson.


  “What the hell?” Madison asked, treading water.


  “They set these off remotely, as soon as they realized their people were dead,” Juan Carlos said.


  The explosions continued to go off around them, the smoke choking them even at water level.


  “We’re gonna die!” Madison shouted.


  “No we’re not,” Lita said. “We’d better paddle out further in the middle, and be ready to dunk.


  They paddled out as the final parts of the dock exploded. It seemed to take minutes for the pieces to finally fall out of the sky, the group dunking when pieces rained around them. When the explosions quit, the fire remained.


  “Crap, we can’t get out of the water,” Hannah shouted.


  “There’s some stuff that floats over there,” Brendan said. “Let’s swim for it.”


  “Yeah, dude,” Juan Carlos said. They paddled to the debris and climbed onto it as best they could, the water still roiling from the explosions and the falling debris.


  “Dammit,” Richardson said. “Both patrol boats are toast, and both yachts.”


  “And your phone with the apps on it,” Lita said.


  “Oh, no,” Madison said, eyes darting around. “What do we do?”


  “Find a way to get to the sand without getting burned to death,” Richardson said. “After that, we’ll have to play it by ear. We’ve got no phone to call anybody.”


  “Wallis will figure out what happened in a hurry,” Brendan said. “They’ll send somebody. Trust me.”


  “I can feel the heat from the fires,” Madison said. “Are we gonna live through this?”


  “Yes,” Juan Carlos said with resolve.


  “Look,” Lita said, “over by where the launching sling was. It’s not burning right there, and I think we can climb out if we’re careful.”


  “I think you’re right, but if the fire starts moving in that direction we’d better get out fast,” Brendan said. “We could get caught in there, and the wind is moving the flames a lot.”


  “What are you holding onto?” Lita asked, looking at Richardson. He held up the tape recorder. “Are you kidding?”


  He nodded, then took out the cassette and slipped it into his pocket, tossing the recorder. “We’ll find something else to play this on, after we get it dried out.”


  “If we survive,” Madison said.


  “Stop that, we’ll survive,” Lita barked. “C’mon.”


  They paddled towards the spot, which was still free of flames, pulling themselves up onto the wreckage of the dock, then up the ladder imbedded into the cement wall of the harbor, where the boat sling was mounted. Richardson made it to the top first, and looked out over the destruction. Then he pulled Lita up onto the surface, moving back to make room for the others to get up.


  “This is insane,” Brendan said, his eyes scanning the area. “They were going to wait until we had a couple hundred DPS folks here and a whole lot of boats, weren’t they?”


  “That was their plan, I’m sure,” Richardson said. “I wonder where they planted the explosives? You didn’t see anything in the yacht that looked suspicious?”


  “No,” Brendan said. “We only worked in the engine compartment and under the back deck, though. That was a big boat, and plastic explosive packs a good punch for its size.”


  “But what about the docks and the buildings?” Hannah asked.


  “They probably had divers setting this stuff up under the structure,” Juan Carlos said. “Wouldn’t be that difficult.”


  “We’d better start walking,” Richardson said. “We need to find some water, and I need to find a bag of rice.”


  “Bag of rice?” Lita asked.


  “Yeah, to stick my phone into. It’ll draw away the moisture if we’re lucky.”


  “I’ve heard that’s bullshit, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Worth a try,” Richardson said.


  “We should go to the docks where my parent’s place was,” Lita said. “We can probably find some water, and maybe even the rice there. It got bombed out, but I can see some of the structure still there. Look.” She pointed to the north, ahead several blocks.


  “Who’s got guns?” Richardson asked.


  “I’ve got my pistol,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Me too,” Brendan said.


  “Where’s yours, honey?” Lita asked.


  “I set it down on the desk in the Harbor Master’s office before the explosions started. Didn’t think to grab it.”


  “We’re in trouble,” Madison said. “They’re going to send enemy fighters in here to clean up. They’ll find us.”


  “No they won’t, if we’re careful,” Lita said. “Snap out of it. We’ve got to be sharp.”


  Madison looked at her, then at Juan Carlos, who pulled her close. “It’s okay, honey. We’re all scared, but we’ve survived worse than this. We’ll make it.”


  “We’d best get moving,” Lita said. “It’s gonna be dark in a couple of hours.”


  “Yeah, we need to at least find water, in case it takes a few days to rescue us.”


  “Maybe we can find a boat in one of the marinas up there,” Brendan said. “It only has to be good enough to get us back to the mainland. Then we can walk out of here.”


  They made their way towards the grid of streets, with housing bombed out and debris laying around everywhere.


  “Good, this is Padre Boulevard,” Lita said. “We can follow this.”


  “There’s what’s left of the bridge,” Hannah said. “Wish it was still up.”


  “Yeah, seriously,” Brendan said as they walked past, seeing broken parts of the bridge extending out into the water.


  “This was such a beautiful place,” Hannah said.


  “Yes, it was,” Richardson said.


  “Look at the yacht club,” Lita said. “Looks like it took a pretty bad beating.”


  “The enemy wanted to make this place un-inhabitable,” Richardson said. “That’s pretty obvious.” He stopped in his tracks.


  “What?” Lita asked, stopping next to him.


  “They must have planned this for a while,” Richardson said. “That marina we were in was the only place around still standing, and it was in very good shape.”


  “Maybe they planned on using it originally,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah, maybe,” Richardson said. “Hell, who knows? It doesn’t matter now. They tried to kill whoever was there, and they failed. Let’s not forget that.”


  “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Madison said. “I need to rest a minute. My foot is killing me.”


  “From the old injury?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Yeah,” she said, kicking debris off the curb and sitting down. She pulled her shoe off. “It’s basically healed now, but it gets sore quicker than my other foot. These shoes don’t help.”


  “The visitor’s center took a direct hit,” Lita said, pointing to a ruined structure on the other side of the road. “What a mess.”


  “Wasn’t that building across the street a restaurant?” Hannah asked.


  “It was,” Madison said. “It’s still standing. I’ll bet there’s some stuff there we can use.”


  They walked past the intersection and got onto the parking lot of the restaurant, heading for the doors, which were blown open. Broken glass covered much of the sidewalk in front of the structure.


  “This was an Italian place,” Madison said. “We might score some water, but I’ll be surprised if there’s any rice here.”


  “Yeah,” Lita said. “Won’t hurt to check, though.”


  They entered the building, which was a mess. Tables toppled over, trash all over the floor and counters, and a broken salt water fish tank off to one side, dead fish and gravel sitting on the floor in front of it.


  “The kitchen should be through those doors,” Lita said. They walked to them and Lita pushed on one. It wouldn’t budge.


  “Something fell in front of it,” Richardson said. “Wonder if there’s another door.”


  “Probably outside,” Lita said.


  Brendan looked at Juan Carlos, and they walked into the dining area, picking up a couple of stools. They came back and started hammering on the door with them. They moved slightly, and a horrible smell hit them in the face.


  “Shit, there’s bodies in there,” Hannah said.


  “You’re probably right,” Richardson said. “Look, there’s another door over there. I’ll bet it leads in there too.”


  They rushed over to it and pulled the handle. A metal shelving unit fell at them.


  “Watch it!” Juan Carlos said, grabbing the steel frame, Brendan rushing to help. They pulled it out of the door and climbed through, over debris.


  “There’s the bodies,” Lita said, pointing.


  “They were lined up and shot,” Richardson said, “The enemy landed here and killed the survivors after the raid.”


  “My God, if we’d tried to stay in Port Isabell, we’d probably be dead right now,” Hannah said.


  “Seriously,” Madison said, looking around. “There’s the pantry over there. See all the shelving just inside that door, and the cardboard boxes?”


  They walked in that direction, stepping around garbage on the floor.


  “Bingo,” Richardson said, rushing to a box on one of the shelves. “Water. San Pellegrino. Only the best for us.”


  Juan Carlos snickered. “There are probably water taps that still work.”


  “Don’t drink tap water here,” Richardson said. “Ten to one it’s contaminated.”


  “Yeah, he’s right,” Lita said. Richardson handed bottles of water to everyone, and they drank quickly.


  “How did I get so thirsty so fast?” Madison asked.


  “Yeah, that’s weird,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Look for rice,” Richardson said. They began searching through the boxes.


  “There’s some cans of food here that we can eat in a pinch,” Lita said. “Let’s start setting the stuff that we can eat off to the side, okay?”


  “Most of this stuff needs to be cooked,” Hannah said.


  “Found some bread, but it’s all moldy,” Brendan said.


  “I’m surprised it’s even still able to sustain mold,” Lita said. “It’s been a while since this place was attacked. That’s probably the only reason we can be in here without masks. Those bodies smelled worse a month ago – I guarantee you that.”


  “Bingo,” Richardson said, pulling a sack of rice out of a box. “Now we need a plastic bag or something.”


  “Right there,” Madison said, pointing to a box of zip lock bags sitting on the stainless-steel counter.


  “Perfect,” Richardson said. He took out a bag, opened it, and scooped in several cups of rice, then pulled the phone from his pocket and stuck it in the middle.


  “Is that really going to work?” Hannah asked.


  “Long shot,” Richardson said.


  “How are we gonna be seen by a rescue squad?” Lita asked. “If they’re at the harbor right now, they might just figure we bought it.”


  “Yeah, I was just thinking that, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “We need to get a message out somehow.”


  “Yeah, and not in a way that attracts folks we don’t want,” Madison said.


  “Look at those backpacks, hanging on the wall over there,” Hannah said.


  “Probably belonged to the employees,” Lita said. “A lot of people who worked at these places rode their bikes here.”


  “Let’s check them out, and take water and food with us,” Richardson said.


  They started to go through the backpacks. Some had rotted lunches in them. Some had bottles of water. A couple had sealed granola bars and other sealed snack foods. They loaded them up, then left the kitchen, headed back to the street.


  “Geez, look how low the sun is now,” Madison said. “It’s getting close to dusk.”


  “I know,” Hannah said. “Where to next?”


  “I say we keep checking the marinas as we go north,” Richardson said. “Even a frigging row boat would get us across the channel along here.”


  “Maybe we could just swim it,” Hannah said.


  “No,” Lita said. “It’s further than it looks. We’ll drown, especially if we’re weighted down.”


  “She’s right,” Richardson said. They continued walking for several long blocks, the heavy backpacks straining their shoulders, the wind whipping at them, sand blowing every so often.


  “This is a no-man’s land,” Brendan said. “The Texas authorities haven’t been here since the attack. That’s pretty obvious.”


  “We’re a little light on resources,” Richardson said. “Hell, most of the DPS Patrol squad is gone. You know that, right?”


  “Yeah, great time to get management gigs,” Brendan said. “After most of the people to command are gone.”


  “Dude, that’s nasty,” Juan Carlos said.


  “I know, sorry,” Brendan said, “but it’s the truth.”


  “Don’t look at it that way,” Richardson said. “Hell, it might be up to us to jump-start the organization again. Not a bad gig.”


  “Maybe they’ll just forget it,” Madison said.


  “No they won’t,” Richardson said, his voice on the verge of anger. Juan Carlos shot him a glance, and Richardson shrugged. “Sorry.”


  “We’re all tired,” Hannah said. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about the state of DPS right now.”


  “Hey, there’s Palm Street,” Lita said. “Let’s take that to Laguna. That’s where the places with boat slips are. Maybe we’ll find something.”


  “The damage isn’t as bad as we go north,” Brendan said. “Maybe we can find a structure sound enough to spend the night in.”


  “Yeah, good idea,” Richardson said. “Just be careful. Don’t take chances jumping around or rushing into anything, okay?”


  “Look, right there,” Juan Carlos said. “Jet ski rental joint. See it?”


  “Holy shit,” Brendan said. “Now we’re talking.”


  They climbed through the broken windows at the front of the rental shop. There was trash everywhere, just like they saw in the restaurant. Juan Carlos rushed to the back windows and looked outside. “No jet skis out there,” he said, sounding disappointed.


  “There’s some in the shop back here,” Brendan shouted from behind the counter. “Shit. Somebody disabled these on purpose.”


  “What do you mean?” Richardson asked, going back there with Lita and Hanna.


  “Look, they took a hammer to this power head,” Brendan said. “This was done by the enemy fighters who mopped up after the attack.”


  “What’s through that door?” Hannah asked, pointing.


  “Says parts room,” Brendan said, walking over to it. He turned the door handle. “Locked.”


  Richardson walked over. “That’s a lousy door. Try to kick it in.”


  Brendan nodded, and kicked the door hard just under the door knob. It broke open, a nasty smell flooding out at them.


  “Oh, God,” Hannah said, backing away, covering her mouth.


  “Beheaded bodies,” Brendan said, moving away. “This must have been hell. I’d rather have died in the bombing.”


  “What did you guys find?” Madison asked, coming over with Juan Carlos.


  “Death,” Richardson said. “Let’s get out of here.”


  They left the building and continued down the street.


  “This place had docks,” Brendan said, pointing to a building on the corner of Sheeps-Head Street.


  “Let’s check it out,” Richardson said. They walked down the road towards the back of the buildings.


  “This was a hotel or something, right?” Hannah asked.


  “I think so,” Lita said. “Look at the slips.”


  “Dammit,” Richardson said, rushing down there. Boats were tied to cleats, but submerged. “Assholes pulled the bilge plugs and walked away.”


  “Maybe we can salvage one,” Brendan said.


  “The engines are underwater, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “These aren’t suitable to paddle, either. Where are all the rowboats, or small sailboats?”


  “Good question,” Richardson said. “Let’s keep going. Maybe we’ll find something.”


  They got back on Laguna and walked another block.


  “The amusement park got pretty messed up,” Madison said, pointing to the right.


  “Yeah, why’d they bother to do that?” Lita asked. “Oh, God, are those bodies hanging over there? From that ride?”


  “Let’s go this way,” Richardson said. “There were slips back here. Lots of them.”


  “We won’t find anything,” Hannah said. “Other than ruined boats and bodies. Maybe we shouldn’t be so far away from the base. We might get rescued.”


  “Yeah, but by who?” Juan Carlos said.


  “Dammit, I wish we still had the apps,” Richardson said.


  “Listen?” Madison whispered. “Helicopter.”


  “I hear it,” Juan Carlos said, eyes lighting up. “Let’s get to the roof and check it out.”


  “Stay out of sight until we can see it,” Richardson said. They rushed into the building they were next to, running up the stairs, around debris and more bodies.


  “Oh, this is so gross,” Madison said.


  “Check the balcony,” Richardson said. They rushed outside. There were two choppers approaching the base in the distance.


  “They’re not close enough yet,” Juan Carlos said. “Wish we had binoculars.”


  “Seriously,” Brendan said. They watched as the two choppers began circling over the smoking ruin that was the harbor.


  “See, they’re looking for us,” Madison said.


  Suddenly two missiles shot out of a chopper, hitting the unburned stretch where they climbed out. The other chopper fired on the few remaining buildings that were still partially standing.


  “Shit, that’s not good guys,” Brendan said. “Let’s get off this balcony. We can watch from further inside.”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said.


  “What if they land ground troops again?” Madison asked. “I’ll kill myself before I’ll let them take me.”


  “They won’t take us,” Juan Carlos said, pulling her closer.


  “They’re working their way north,” Richardson said. “Let’s get further inside.”


  They moved back towards the bar, huddled together behind fallen tables and broken drink glasses as the choppers approached.


  Chapter 9 - Tomorrow


  Curt and Amanda walked back to their toy hauler, exhausted and a little drunk after the memorial service and barbeque.


  “You okay, honey?” Amanda asked, watching Curt’s face, catching him on the verge of breaking down.


  “I’m okay,” he said, snapping himself back into his over-confident self in an instance.


  “Don’t do that,” she said.


  “What?”


  “Don’t perform,” she said. “We both know what just happened. If I was in love with a lessor man, I’d probably be dead right now. It’s okay to have a reaction.”


  “It wasn’t just me that saved you,” Curt said, as he unlocked the door to their rig. He held the door as she climbed the steps, then followed, closing it behind him.


  “What do you want me to say?” Curt asked, sitting down on the couch. She sat, leaning against him.


  “Nothing, I just don’t want you to hide your feelings,” she said softly. “We like to act kind of aloof, you and I.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “You know, like a cat,” she said.


  “Still not getting you.”


  “This isn’t a fling,” Amanda said, “not for either of us. Hasn’t been since the start, and we’ve just grown tighter over time. You gonna deny that?”


  He was silent for a moment, pushing back tears again.


  “Talk to me,” she said, touching his cheek, looking into his eyes. It was too much, and he broke down into sobs. She pulled his head against her chest and caressed him, her tears coming too.


  “If I lost you I wouldn’t want to live,” Curt said, not looking up. “I’ve never felt like this before. I’ve never been so scared as I was when I saw you’d been taken.”


  “I know, honey,” she said, “but I wasn’t scared, because I knew you’d get me back.”


  “I wasn’t that confident,” Curt said, sitting up. “I was afraid they just killed you right away.”


  “They wanted to use me to get to you and the others,” Amanda said. “The guy holding me was a coward. He was scared to death the whole time. He knew we were gonna kill him.”


  Curt calmed down as they sat, then got off the couch. “Want some coffee? I need to clear the booze out of my head.”


  She nodded yes, and he went to the coffee machine, brewing a cup for each of them.


  “There, or the dinette?” Curt asked.


  “Dinette,” she said. “I’m too woozy. I’ll probably spill if I sit here.”


  He sat the cups on the table, watching as she got up, catching her as she stumbled into the bench seat.


  “You okay?” Curt asked.


  She smiled. “Told you.”


  He helped her into her seat and sat in the other bench, facing her.


  “You really think we’re aloof?”


  Amanda took a sip and set her cup down, then smiled at him. “Inside, no. Outside, yes, we tend to act that way, although we aren’t fooling anybody but ourselves with it.”


  “I’m all in with you,” Curt said. “You know that, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I know that.” She sighed. “We’re not like other people. Other couples.”


  “Well, we’re not rushing off to get pregnant, anyway,” he said.


  “True that,” she said, looking down at her coffee cup. She picked it up and had another sip. “This tastes good.”


  “Do you want to be pregnant?”


  She laughed, then looked up at him. “Now? Hell no. I’m not crazy.”


  “I didn’t think so,” Curt said. “You want something more, though.”


  “I’ve got you,” she said. “That’s what’s important to me.”


  “Then why the aloof comment?”


  “Forget I said it,” she said, taking another sip. “This is starting to clear my head.”


  Curt watched her for a moment, his gaze making her nervous.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  “We need to get married.”


  “What? I’m not asking for that. It doesn’t mean anything anyway.”


  He chuckled. “Yes it does. We should do it soon. Before the next mission. There’s probably a Justice of the Peace in this town.”


  “You’re serious, aren’t you? Seems a little too conventional for us.”


  “Are you going to make this difficult, woman?” Curt asked, smiling for the first time since they left the others.


  She stared at him, not sure what to say next. He reached across the table, grabbing her hand. She pulled it back, shaking her head. “I need to understand why you’re pushing this. We already talked about it, remember? After my sister and Don tied the knot. I told you I didn’t expect that, and you told me it didn’t matter to you.”


  “What are you worried about?”


  She was silent for a moment.


  “Well?” he asked.


  “You mean from a personal perspective or a philosophical perspective?”


  Curt chuckled. “Yep, you are going to make this difficult. You can’t just accept that I want to do what most men do when they’re deeply in love? This is the history of humans in most cultures, you know. Going back to before recorded history.”


  “We don’t even know that,” Amanda said.


  “Know what?”


  “That people formally pair-bonded before recorded history,” she said.


  He sighed. “Okay, you’re right. I don’t know exactly how it was for our species before recorded history. Doesn’t matter to this conversation.”


  “It’s central to this conversation,” she said. “I’m saying it’s not a biological imperative. It’s convenient for raising children, which neither of us seem to be interested in at the moment. It was a business arrangement, and frankly, a way for males to dominate females.”


  Curt laughed. “So, you’re on me for not letting my emotions out, but when I push you on something that is all wrapped up with emotion, you start talking like a college professor.”


  “Shut up,” she said, smiling. “Okay, I get it. I still stand by my basic point, though. There’s no logical reason for us to formally pair-bond. I’m with you because I want to be, and I don’t think it’s going to change. There’s no reason to make it more difficult to part if we both want to.”


  “Yeah there is,” Curt said, smiling at her.


  “Please explain. Do you fancy the idea of having some kind of ownership of me?”


  He smiled at her. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”


  “It’s a valid question,” she said.


  “Okay, then yeah, I want ownership over you,” Curt said, his eyes ablaze. “And furthermore, I want the right to knock you up when it’s time, and I want structure in place to keep us together for our kids when things get dicey. They always do.”


  “Oh, really,” she said, her expression showing a mixture of amusement and annoyance.


  “Yeah, really, and don’t make this sound like it’s one sided. You get ownership of me as part of the deal. Does that really sound bad to you?”


  “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation,” she said.


  “Am I making you angry?” Curt asked.


  “Maybe anger isn’t the right word,” she said.


  Curt studied her for a moment, then got out of the dinette.


  “Now look who’s angry,” she said smugly.


  “Maybe anger isn’t the right word,” he said, his gaze shocking her with its intensity. He yanked her off the dinette bench, picking her up like a doll and throwing her over his shoulder.


  “Put me down,” she said as he walked towards the bedroom, her legs kicking.


  “Like hell I will,” he said, tossing her onto the bed. He got on the bed, ravishing her.


  “Oh, God,” she said, losing herself to him completely as their passion raced towards a peak.


  Afterwards they lay next to each other, looking at the ceiling.


  “Do you get it now?” Curt asked, turning towards her, caressing her blonde mane. She looked at him, passion still in her eyes. “You haven’t had enough yet, have you?”


  She got on top of him, rising and then lowering onto him, biting her lower lip as they came together, only going slow for a moment, beside herself with love and lust.


  “You get it now, don’t you?” Curt asked as he watched her. She nodded yes silently as she began to peak.


  “You’re mine,” Curt said, the passion taking him again. “You’re going to marry me, aren’t you?”


  “Oh, God,” she said, bursting into a feverish spasm, nodding her head yes as it took her. “Yes…yes, I’m yours.”


  Curt grabbed her, stopping her movement.


  “Let me go,” she said, struggling to keep moving.


  “When?” he asked, holding her tight.


  “Dammit,” she cried.


  “When?”


  “Tomorrow,” she said. He released her and they rode the wave together, Amanda falling onto him afterwards, her breath coming hard and raspy. They lay together silently for several minutes. Then she got off of him slowly, laying on her side facing him, putting her leg over his torso.


  “Glad we settled that,” Curt said.


  “I’ll bet you are,” she said, the fire still in her eyes. “You’re stuck now. I’m not letting you back out.”


  He looked at her and laughed. “Did I just get played?”


  “Maybe a little,” she said. “People probably heard us, you know.”


  “I don’t care, they’ve heard us before,” Curt said. He got a serious look on his face. “I’ll never leave you. I’ll always be here for you. No matter what.”


  “I know that,” Amanda said softly. “You didn’t have to go crazy to convince me.”


  “Ah, but you liked the crazy,” he said.


  She looked at him, tears in her eyes. They kissed tenderly, then she got off the bed.


  “Where are you going?”


  “We’ll need witnesses for tomorrow,” she said. “You’d better find out where the nearest place is.”


  He got out of bed and looked at her. She returned a grin. “Told you I’d trick you into it.”


  He rushed over and kissed her again, laughing.


  Chapter 10 – The Junction


  Jason watched the crowd as the memorial finished. Carrie had taken Chelsea back to their rig a while ago. He was sitting with Kelly, Junior, Kyle, and Don. Stanton Hunt came over. “Mind if I join you guys?”


  “Of course not,” Jason said, moving over to make room. “Get enough to eat?”


  “Yes,” he said. “I’m wondering about the I-40 job. You see the mess around Albuquerque?”


  “I’ve noticed the enemy slipping down there,” Jason said. “Was going to watch it tonight, then discuss it with all of you tomorrow, when we’re recovered from the memorial.”


  “Are they coming this way?” Kyle asked. “Don’t worry, I didn’t drink much. I’m in good shape.”


  “Yeah, us too,” Junior said, nodding at Kelly. “Even though we’ve got the apps, things tend to move a little too quickly these days.”


  “We need an alternate way to get to the far western part of I-40,” Jason said. “We’d have to fight our way through the enemy if we took I-25 to I-40. That’s pretty obvious.”


  “Yes, that’s what I’m thinking,” Stanton said. “They understand how much trouble they’re in. If we don’t make a move through there, I suspect they’ll come looking for us.”


  “Anybody come south along I-25 yet?” Don asked.


  “Nope,” Jason said, “but I wouldn’t count on that being the case for long. Stanton, you know this state better than any of us. How do you suggest we proceed?”


  “The secondary route is pretty obvious if you just look at the map,” Junior said. “Highway 52 to 60, then up through the Zuni reservation.”


  Stanton nodded in agreement. “If we had no enemy fighters to worry about, and we knew we’d have a good source of fuel for these thirsty RVs of yours, that would be the first choice.”


  “Just keep in mind that if we see it, anybody with a map is gonna see it too,” Kelly said, “and there aren’t a lot of alternatives.”


  “Wish we could go as the crow flies with off-roaders and the tanks, like we did for some of our other operations,” Kyle said.


  “We’re not leaving our women and children here unguarded,” Jason said.


  “Maybe there’s an alternative,” Stanton said. “We take the whole group, but leave them at a more secure location before the actual battle.”


  “This will take some serious thought,” Jason said, eyes on his phone. “And by the way, I-40 isn’t all we have to worry about. Look at Highway 60. They could come barreling down that road and hit I-25 north of the downed bridges.”


  “That’s another thing,” Stanton said. “We probably want to mess with I-25 a little more. We should destroy bridges between here and Albuquerque.”


  “He’s right,” Kelly said. “How many people can the enemy field at the junction between I-25 and I-40?”


  “Quite a few thousand, based on what we see in and around Santa Fe right now,” Stanton said.


  “We’d better not assume that the enemy won’t send more fighters south from Utah,” Jason said.


  “I don’t think they’ll do that,” Junior said.


  “Why not?” Kelly asked.


  “They’re mounting attacks on Colorado Springs and Denver as we speak. I suspect those operations are too important to put at risk.”


  Jason looked at his map, then nodded at Junior. “I think you’re right, but we have no way to be sure.”


  “Nope,” Stanton said. “We need more people in the mix.”


  “Sydney and I are planning to get another social media campaign started,” Don said. “Maybe we should try to get enough people rounded up so we can hit the I-25 and I-40 junction, instead of taking backroads all over the place. It has a lot of advantages, if we can get the forces together.”


  “Well, it would solve our fuel problem, assuming we’ll have one,” Jason said.


  “Yes,” Don said. “We might even get enough help to hit that damn base in Santa Fe. If we can neutralize that, we’ll have a free hand to screw up I-40.”


  Jason nodded in agreement. “I want to bring the others in to brainstorm, and then get with the leadership team again. Tomorrow, though, not tonight.”


  “Agreed,” Kyle said.


  “Reasonable plan,” Stanton said. “We’ll need to keep a sharp eye out tonight, though. Remember that Albuquerque is not far from here.”


  “Damn straight,” Junior said. “It’s just over two hours.”


  They were silent for a couple minutes, thinking.


  “Sorry, guys, but I’m beat,” Jason said. “Let’s sleep on this and reconnect after breakfast tomorrow. Everybody okay with that?”


  “Yes,” Stanton said.


  “Me too,” Don said.


  The others nodded in agreement, and the group disbanded.


  Jason walked back with Kyle.


  “You okay, man?” Kyle asked. “You look scared to death.”


  “I feel like our butts are flapping in the breeze, and I keep thinking about how close we got to losing at the bridges. We were lucky. Lucky to be rescued at the end of the battle, and extremely lucky to have gotten Amanda back.”


  “I hear you, bro,” Kyle said. “I think all of this is really wearing on our women, too. You keeping track of Carrie’s stress level?”


  “I’m trying, but I’m worried sick,” Jason said. “How’s Kate doing?”


  “Counting the days until we can start working on another baby,” Kyle said, shaking his head. “If it were just up to me, I’d hold off.”


  “Have you talked to her about it?”


  “Kinda,” Kyle said. “She’s so focused on it.”


  “I’d talk her out of it, at least for now,” Jason said. “I’m worried about Rachel. She’s no spring chicken. Wouldn’t take much for her to have a problem.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Kyle said. “I’ve done a lot of reading on this. The impact of stress can be way overblown in these cases. Rachel might not be in any danger at all. Hell, Kate might not be either. We might have lost that baby because there was something wrong from the start. Might not have been the war at all.”


  They got to their coaches. Jason stopped for a moment. “You could be right about that, Kyle, but I’d still broach the subject. You can let her know you want to have kids with her as soon as the war’s over.”


  “I’ll sleep on it,” Kyle said. “See you in the morning.”


  Jason nodded, and went into his coach.


  “Finally,” Carrie said. “Everything okay?”


  “We were talking a little strategy,” Jason said, as he sat on the recliner and pulled his shoes off. He dropped them onto the floor, then stood and took her into his arms. They kissed, Carrie hugging him tight afterwards.


  “I’m glad you’re home.”


  “How’s the munchkin?”


  “Sawing logs already,” Carrie said. “What were you talking about?”


  Jason sat on the couch. “There’s a movement of enemy fighters from Santa Fe to the I-25 and I-40 junction.”


  “Shit,” Carrie said, her brow furrowed. “They aren’t coming further south, are they?”


  “We don’t think so, but we’ll watch the apps,” Jason said. “I’ll have my phone right next to me tonight.”


  “If we get buzzed, they’ll only be half a mile away. Is that enough time?”


  “We have half of the Mescalero tribe with us, plus all of our firepower. They’d have to send their entire force down here, and that might not be enough to beat us.”


  “Might be enough to kill a lot of us, though,” Carrie said, sitting next to him.


  “I know, honey, but I just don’t see them doing it. They’re smart enough to realize the danger they’ve been put in. If we shut down I-40 the way we shut down I-25, they can’t use New Mexico to resupply their forces anymore. That could cause them to lose the whole damn war. I think their objective right now is to stop us from hitting I-40, not to attack us.”


  “I hope you’re right,” she said, leaning against him.


  “How are you doing?” Jason asked, searching her eyes. “How’s the stress level?”


  “Pegged, but I have more problems when I try to keep it down than when I just take a realistic view of everything,” Carrie said.


  “Kate still wants to get pregnant again, as soon as possible. Kyle and I were just talking about it.”


  “You give him any advice? Carrie asked.


  “Yeah, I told him I’d talk her out of it,” Jason said.


  “Do you wish I wasn’t pregnant?”


  Jason was quiet for a moment.


  “That answer is taking too long,” Carrie said.


  Jason sighed. “I’m glad we’re having another child, believe me.”


  “But you’re worried,” Carrie said.


  “How could I not be?” Jason asked.


  “Kate won’t want to put it off,” Carrie said.


  “That’s what Kyle thinks. I’m not gonna worry about it.”


  Carrie chuckled. “You worry about everybody. You’re still worried about Rachel.”


  “I know, but Kyle made a good point about all of this, so I should just back off.”


  “What was that?”


  “You know,” Jason said. “We’ve talked about it. Miscarriages happen for all sorts of reasons. It might not be the war. It might just be defects in the pregnancy.”


  “Oh,” Carrie said. “That’s true. Can we go to bed now? I want to cuddle for a while and forget this damn war.”


  “So would I,” he said, standing up. He took her by the hand and they went into the bedroom.


  Chapter 11 – Globalist Treachery


  “Son of a bitch,” Nelson said, looking at the drone video of the South Padre Island base on the console screen. Hendrix and Ramsey shot each other a nervous glance.


  “You’d better calm down, boss,” Ramsey said.


  Nelson ignored the comment, face red with concern and anger. “Do we know if they got out alive?”


  “If they did, they’re on foot,” Wallis said. “It gets worse. Enemy choppers were seen in the area a couple hours ago.”


  “They didn’t escape in their boats?” Nelson asked.


  “Look, boss,” Ramsey said, getting up and pointing on the console. “There’s what’s left of one, and over here is what’s left of the other. Hard to tell unless you focus.”


  “Dammit,” Nelson said. “Yeah, I see what you’re talking about. So as of this point, we don’t even know if they’re alive. At best they’re running blind, with no apps, because they had to dive off the docks to keep from being blown up.”


  “That’s my assessment,” Wallis said.


  “What do you suggest we do?” Hendrix asked.


  “I want to send commandos down there to find them,” Gallagher said. “We’ve got some good people in the National Guard.”


  “What are they doing now?” Nelson asked.


  “Working the Dallas problem,” Gallagher said. “There aren’t any good choices here, Governor. Wish there were.”


  “Maybe we should call one of the Fort Stockton folks,” Hendrix said.


  “Why?” Ramsey asked.


  “They can check to see if we’ve got enemy fighters there,” Hendrix said.


  “Those people had a rough day, and it’s past midnight,” Ramsey said.


  “Sorry, but this situation trumps that,” Nelson said. “Call one of them and have them check. Not Jason, though, okay? He needs to recharge.”


  “Who do you suggest?” Ramsey asked.


  “I don’t know,” Nelson said. “Not Curt. Maybe Kyle or Junior.”


  “How about Don?” Hendrix asked.


  “Let him rest up,” Ramsey said. “That social media team needs to hit the ground running in the morning.”


  “Okay, then call Junior,” Hendrix said.


  “Yeah, he’s a good choice,” Gallagher said. “Want me to call him?”


  “Sure,” Ramsey said. “Patch him in.”


  Gallagher fiddled with his phone, bringing up his contacts. He hit Junior’s and waited as it rang. Junior answered.


  “Junior?” Gallagher asked. He held his phone away from his ear for a second, chuckling. Then he put it back to his ear. “Sorry, I know it’s late. We need some help. I’m going to patch you into a meeting. Hold on.”


  There was a click.


  “Hear us, Junior?” Gallagher asked.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Sorry. I don’t always wake up nice.”


  “It’s okay, Junior,” Nelson said. “This is the Governor.”


  “Yes sir,” Junior said. “Sorry. What do you need?”


  “We need somebody to check the area around South Padre Island for enemy fighters.”


  “Uh oh, something go wrong with the base down there?”


  “Yeah, it was blown off the face of the earth,” Gallagher said. “We don’t know if any of our patrol boaters survived. We just want to make sure there isn’t an enemy team on the ground looking for them.”


  “Got it,” Junior said. “Nobody on the ground around there. Shit.”


  “What?” Gallagher asked.


  “There’s a few boatloads just off El Mezquital,” he said. “south of the border. You might want to get somebody down there to sink those suckers.”


  “Dammit,” Wallis said. “I’m gonna go call my contact in the Navy.” He got up and left the screen.


  “Uhhhhh, something has changed since last time I looked at this area,” Junior said.


  “What’s that?”


  “Matamoros had a shit-load of cretins last time I looked. Now there’s just a handful.”


  “We’re getting hit all along the southwestern border now,” Gallagher said.


  “Let me check that,” Junior said. “Whoa. What’s going on in Big Bend?”


  “We’re building up some forces there,” Ramsey said.


  “Well I hope you have at least twenty thousand people there, because I’m seeing fifteen thousand enemy fighters just across the river.”


  “Shit,” Ramsey said.


  “What part?” Gallagher asked.


  “Where the National Park is,” Junior said. “Damn feds will probably lay out the welcome mat if they’re still there.”


  “They’re not,” Nelson said. “Gallagher, can we spare enough people to shore that up?”


  “No, but we’ll have to,” Gallagher said. “We need our people back from New Mexico, and we need the social media team helping us with Dallas.”


  “Not Big Bend?” Nelson asked.


  Hendrix shook his head. “You want the civilians in Dallas, not there.”


  “Why?” Ramsey asked.


  “I know why,” Junior said. “That part of Big Bend is remote as hell. You should send a well-equipped military down there, and let the citizens drive their frigging cars on the nice highways into Dallas.”


  Gallagher chuckled. “You sure you don’t want a job, Junior?”


  Junior laughed. “My rap sheet would probably prevent me from joining the military, chief.”


  Nelson shook his head and laughed. “I always enjoy talking to you, Junior. You see any other areas of concern?”


  “Yeah, you’ve got movement of enemy forces north in Mexico, on highways 490, 450, and 45. Looks to me like they’re heading to Chihuahua. If they start going past that, I’d say they were making a run for New Mexico or Arizona.”


  “We saw an inkling of that the other day,” Ramsey said. “What kind of numbers are you seeing?”


  “They’re trying to hide themselves. They’re spaced out well.”


  “Give us a guess,” Nelson said.


  “Fifty thousand,” Junior said.


  “What?” Hendrix asked.


  “You heard me,” Junior said. “They’re stopping in Chihuahua, though. Maybe they’ll be deployed someplace else from there.”


  “I doubt it,” Gallagher said. “Anybody got anything else for Junior?”


  “Not I,” the Governor said. “Anybody else?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Okay, Junior, thanks,” Gallagher said. “Sorry to wake you.”


  “No problem,” Junior said. “Sorry I was a little upset.”


  “Talk to you later, Junior,” Nelson said.


  Junior’s call ended.


  “This isn’t a good situation,” Ramsey said.


  “No, it’s not,” Nelson said. “We’re getting run ragged, and we don’t have the resources that we need. I wish we would’ve re-taken South Padre Island.”


  “Too hard to hold for no strategic value,” Gallagher said. “At least that was the case after the US Navy started helping us.


  Wallis came back onto the screen, his face grim. “We’ve got a problem.”


  Nelson just stared at the screen for a moment, then ran his fingers through his hair, his hand shaking. Ramsey and Hendrix looked at each other, and then Hendrix got up to look for Dr. Schultz.


  “Don’t worry about me,” Nelson said. “I’m just frustrated.”


  “I’m bringing the doc in here anyway,” Hendrix said.


  “All right, all right,” Nelson said, watching Hendrix rush out of the room. He looked at Wallis. “Let’s hear the bad news.”


  “The assholes running Europe are helping the Federal Government with a bunch of navy ships. I guess the President finally figured out that he no longer controls the US Navy. There’s a battle brewing, and our president is on the side of foreigners.”


  A sweat broke out on Nelson’s forehead. “Which European countries are we talking about?”


  “All but the Brits,” Wallis said, “and half of the British Navy has been destroyed. This is a big EU operation.”


  “Damn Globalists riding to the rescue, huh?” Nelson asked.


  “So it would appear,” Wallis said. “The US Navy pulled their ships out of the Gulf of Mexico yesterday.”


  “Nice of them to let us know,” Gallagher said as Hendrix came back in with Dr. Schultz.


  “I’m okay, really,” Nelson said. Schultz ignored him and held up a blood pressure cuff.


  “Stick out your arm, Governor. That’s an order.”


  Nelson shook his head and chuckled. “All right.” He leaned back in the chair. Dr. Schultz got to work. “Let’s keep the conversation going, gentlemen.”


  “Sounds to me like South Padre Island just got more important than it was,” Hendrix said.


  “I agree,” Wallis said.


  “What’s the status on the new patrol boats?” Gallagher asked.


  “Ready to go, but we have no crews left,” Wallis said. “I say we use the Texas Air National Guard down there.”


  “We were warned against that, weren’t we?” Hendrix asked.


  Nelson chuckled as Dr. Schultz finished with the blood pressure check.


  “You’re fine,” he said. “Just try to stay as calm as you can.”


  “Thanks, Doc,” Hendrix said.


  “I’ll stick around if you don’t mind,” Schultz said.


  “By all means,” Nelson said.


  “Maybe we shouldn’t be worried about what the Feds or the UN thinks about our air national guard right now,” Wallis said.


  “Yeah, how much worse can they hurt us?” Gallagher asked.


  “That’s what I’m thinking,” Nelson said. “Divert some of our fighter jets and attack choppers to the South Padre Island area, and have them ready to go up as far as Houston.”


  “Will do,” Wallis said, “and I’ll have a chat with the US Airforce too. They might be willing to help.”


  Chapter 12 – Bicycles


  Madison woke up, laying against Juan Carlos in the filthy storage room behind the bar. Lita was sleeping a few feet away, Brendan and Hannah a few feet beyond them. It was just past dawn. Juan Carlos stirred, turning towards her.


  “Hey, sweetie,” he said. “Sleep any?”


  “Yeah, I just woke up,” Madison said. “Richardson isn’t in here.”


  “He’s probably out keeping watch. Haven’t heard those choppers for a while, at least. They didn’t land any troops.”


  “Why do you say that?” Madison asked.


  “Because they would’ve found us by now. It’s been several hours.”


  “Oh,” she said, watching as he got up. “Where are you going?”


  “Out to find Richardson,” Juan Carlos said, checking his pistol.


  “I’m going too,” she whispered.


  Juan Carlos nodded, and they slipped out of the storage room, into the bar with its large windows overlooking the inlet.


  “He’s not out here,” Madison said.


  “I’ll bet he’s on the rooftop deck.” They walked to the staircase near the restroom hallway and climbed as quietly as they could. Richardson was on the south side of the deck, looking with binoculars. He heard them coming, whirling around with a pistol in his hand.


  “Don’t shoot,” Juan Carlos whispered loud.


  “Check this out,” Richardson said, motioning them over. He handed the binoculars to Juan Carlos, who took a look.


  “Where’d you get the binoculars?” Madison asked.


  “In the office downstairs,” Richardson said.


  “Shit. Those are Viet Nam era ships. Venezuelan, probably.”


  “Yep, that’s what I’m thinking,” Richardson whispered.


  “What does that mean?” Madison asked.


  “It means either that we lost our US Navy protection, or these guys are taking a huge risk,” Richardson whispered. “They’re getting ready to land troops. We need to find a better place to hide, or a way to cross over to the mainland.”


  “I wish we still had our weapons,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Probably better that we don’t,” Richardson said. “There’s way too many of them. We’d just die fighting. Better to chuck it and escape. Live to fight another day.”


  “Not having that phone really sucks,” Madison said. “That rice thing work?”


  “No,” Richardson said. “At least not yet.”


  “I’m surprised we haven’t been rescued yet,” Juan Carlos said.


  “The leadership team might think we’re dead,” Richardson said. “I’m sure they’ve been flying drones overhead.”


  “And if we try to make ourselves seen, the enemy will show up,” Madison said. “Dammit.”


  “Yes, we’re in somewhat of a pickle,” Richardson said, taking the binoculars back from Juan Carlos and offering them to Madison. She shook her head no, so he put them back to his eyes. “Dammit. Go get the others up.”


  “What?” Madison asked.


  “There’s several inflatables being dropped overboard. They’re sending a landing party.”


  “I was afraid that was what they were doing,” Juan Carlos said. “That’s why I kept watching.”


  “We need to get north as fast as we can,” Richardson said.


  “I’ll go wake the others,” Juan Carlos said, rushing for the stairs, Madison on his heels. They burst into the storage room behind the bar.


  “Get up,” Madison cried. “We’ve got to leave right now. Landing party on the way.”


  “Shit,” Brendan said, leaping to his feet, pulling up Hannah. Lita got up as Richardson rushed in, binoculars hanging on his neck. “Let’s go.”


  “Where?” Lita asked.


  “The only place we can go is north,” he said. “Maybe we can find a better place to hide.”


  “They’re going to find us eventually,” Hannah said.


  “Not if I can help it,” Brendan said, checking his pistol. “Let’s go.”


  They rushed out onto Laguna Boulevard and ran north.


  “Hey, look, there’s a bicycle shop,” Lita said, pointing.


  “Good, maybe there are some bikes that aren’t trashed,” Hannah said. “The windows are broken.”


  They ran over, stepping into the storefront, looking at the rows of bikes.


  “They look good to me,” Richardson said. “C’mon.”


  They all found bikes they could use.


  “Carry them past the broken glass, and then avoid it on the road,” Brendan said.


  “This bike has a pump and a tire repair kit,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah, same with this one,” Lita said. “C’mon, hurry.”


  They rushed out, carrying their bikes, getting past the worst of the broken glass, then mounting up and riding.


  “This will buy us some time,” Richardson said as they pedaled, racing past the broken storefronts.


  “Once we get past the buildings they’re going to see us,” Madison said.


  “Yeah, but we’re making good time,” Richardson said, “and we’re faster on these things than they can go in an inflatable.”


  “Oh, I’d say we’re pretty evenly matched,” Juan Carlos said. “Some of those inflatables can go thirty-five miles per hour.”


  “Those weren’t high quality,” Richardson said. “Got a good look at them before I left the roof. They’re junk. They’ll be lucky to get past twenty.”


  “Hope you’re right,” Brendan said. “We don’t want to get going too fast. These tires will puncture at the drop of a hat, with all this debris on the road.”


  “It looks better up ahead, though, see?” Lita said. “Maybe the enemy didn’t come up this far.”


  They continued down the street, the wind blowing through their hair, the sun warming the air.


  Madison chuckled.


  “What?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Hannah and I used to do this for fun, at about this time of the day,” she said. “Seems like years ago.”


  “Yeah, that’s right, we did,” Hannah said.


  “Hey, check this out,” Brendan said. “Most of the windows in the shops are still broken, but somebody swept the streets.”


  “Dude, you’re right,” Juan Carlos said. “Smell that? Food.”


  “There’s still people living on this end of the island,” Lita said. “Hope they’re good guys.”


  “Look up ahead,” Richardson said. “Where the Holiday Inn and those condos are. They’ve fortified them.”


  “Yeah, looks like it,” Juan Carlos said. “Not much of the city left past that.”


  “Yep, the Convention Center and a few houses,” Lita said. “Should we try to find somebody, or keep going on the highway?”


  “There’s not much up ahead,” Richardson said. “The nearest settlement that we can get to is Corpus Christi, and that’s a long ride.”


  “That might be better than waiting for enemy fighters to push their way through the barricades these folks have set up,” Juan Carlos said. “We can make it. Might have to camp out on the way.”


  “The road doesn’t go all the way,” Lita said. “It ends right past the adventure park.”


  “She’s right, man,” Brendan said. “Been there before. If you’ve got a sand rail or a Jeep, no problema, but these bikes aren’t gonna do us any good at all past the road.”


  “Looks like the decision has been made for us,” Richardson said, nodding off to the right side of the road. A group of about twenty men were flooding onto the street from the Holiday Inn buildings, most of them holding hunting rifles.


  “Halt!” shouted a big man with a black beard, holding a shotgun. “Off the bikes. Walk them over here.”


  “We’d better do what they say,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. They stopped and got off the bikes, walking them over to the men.


  “Who are you guys?” asked a second man, smaller, with delicate features and long gray hair.


  “DPS,” Richardson said. “Who are you guys?”


  The small man whispered something to the large man, then looked at them. “This here is Daniel. I’m Jimmy.”


  “Wait, I know you,” Lita said. “You used to come into the bar a lot.”


  Jimmy broke into a grin. “That’s where I’ve seen you before. Bucket of Blood, right?”


  “Yep,” Lita said. “My parents owned it.”


  “Hold it,” Daniel said, looking serious. “This isn’t a social gathering. Tell us what you’re doing here. You stole those bikes. That’s looting.”


  “Yep, we took the bikes,” Richardson said. “There’s a landing party heading to the beach right now. Three inflatables; we were trying to outrun them and find a place to hide until our people show up.”


  Daniel got a worried look on his face, looking back down the road towards the south. “How far?”


  “Martin Street,” Lita said.


  “Son of a bitch,” Daniel said. “Everybody inside.” He turned to leave.


  “What about them?” Jimmy asked.


  “What about them?” Daniel asked. “They can go wherever they want.”


  “The bartender is okay, trust me,” Jimmy said, “and these guys are DPS.”


  “Yeah, lot of help they’ve been,” Daniel said. “What was that big explosion down south? Were you guys responsible for that?”


  “No, that was the enemy’s attempt to kill us, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “We barely got out alive, and all of our boats and weapons got destroyed… except for a few handguns.”


  “We’re barely catching enough fish to feed ourselves,” Daniel said. “We can’t take these folks on.”


  “Let’s discuss this later,” Richardson said. “Do you guys have a working phone? The only way we’re gonna survive is if I can get Director Wallis on the phone and get an airstrike going.”


  “He’s right, Daniel,” Jimmy said. “Yeah, we’ve got a working phone.”


  “You guys don’t have phones?” Daniel asked, eyeing them.


  “We all had to jump into the water as the docks were blowing up,” Lita said.


  “The clock is ticking,” Richardson said. “Get me to the phone. Seriously. Those guys have AK-47s and who knows what else. We can’t beat them in a battle unless you have better weapons than I’m seeing… and a lot of them.”


  “All right,” Daniel said. “C’mon, let’s go. Don’t try anything.”


  Jimmy smiled, shaking his head. “I’ll show you where the phones are. We only have three that still work.”


  They rushed up the walkway, past a makeshift gate and into the lobby of the hotel.


  “I’m gonna get some people up on the roofs with the long rifles,” Daniel said, heading deeper into the building.


  “Don’t show yourselves,” Richardson said. “They might not know you’re here. And shut down the cooking. We smelled it pretty far south.”


  Daniel nodded, raising one hand as he rushed away.


  “The phones are in here,” Jimmy said, leading Richardson into the business center. “They’re land lines. We don’t have electricity anymore.”


  “Land lines are perfect,” Richardson said, sitting down in front of one. He punched in Wallis’s number, then pushed the speaker button on the phone. It rang three times.


  “Director Wallis speaking.”


  “It’s Richardson.”


  “Thank God,” Wallis said. “Where are you? We feared the worst after we saw the base in the drone video.”


  “We’re on the north end of town, on the island. There’s a landing party coming, about midway in the city. They’re coming from the gulf. What happened to our US Navy support?”


  “Long story,” Wallis said. “We’ve got jets nearby. We’ll send them over. How many ships?”


  “I counted five. All obsolete crap, but we have no weapons other than a few handguns. The people we’re with have civilian hunting guns and shot guns, from what I’ve seen, and not very many. Not enough to defend against the landing party for long.”


  “I’ll send in attack choppers too. Where are you guys?”


  “The Holiday Inn on the north side of the Island,” Richardson said.


  “Okay, I’m getting off. Stay by this phone. What’s the number?”


  Richardson read it off.


  “Thanks. Be careful.”


  “Thanks, boss,” Richardson said. He hung up the phone.


  “How high a rank are you?” Jimmy asked.


  “High enough,” Richardson said. “They killed most of the patrol boat staff at levels between myself and the director.”


  “Damn,” Jimmy said. “Should I go get ready to fight?”


  “How many guns do you guys have?” Juan Carlos asked, “and how much ammo?”


  “You saw most of what we have,” Jimmy said. “We’ve got a few hundred rounds. What’s that about the US Navy?”


  “I don’t know,” Richardson said, brow furrowed. “They were helping us down here.”


  “That’s why we quit getting raided,” Jimmy said. “The enemy killed most of us before the US Navy got interested.”


  “Not surprised,” Lita said. “Those people are animals.”


  “I’ll say,” Jimmy said. “They beheaded some of my friends.”


  The phone rang. Richardson answered it, putting it back on speaker.


  “We’ve got choppers in the air,” Wallis said, “and jet fighters, to take out the larger ships. They should be hitting any second. Hopefully that will slow down the landing party. The choppers will come in and fry them, but they’re about fifteen minutes away.”


  “Roger that,” Richardson said.


  “We’ll be picking you guys up after this is over,” he said. “Don’t get killed. We need you.”


  “We’ll do our best,” Richardson said. “Thanks.”


  Wallis hung up. A few seconds later there were explosions out in the gulf. Richardson looked at Jimmy and grinned. “Where can we watch from?”


  “Follow me,” Jimmy said.


  “One of us better stay by this phone,” Juan Carlos said. “I’ll do it.”


  “I’m staying where you are,” Madison said.


  “No problem, but I need to follow these guys, so I can go get them if I need to,” Juan Carlos said. “I’ll be right back. You stay with the phone in case Wallis calls back.”


  “Okay, but hurry,” Madison said.


  Everybody but Madison left the business center, heading for the stairs, rushing up three flights to a set of balconies off a large conference center.


  “Some jets just blew up those big ships out there,” Daniel said, smiling. “Your work?”


  “I called DPS Director Wallis,” Richardson said. “Can you see the landing party?”


  “I can see three boats on the sand,” Daniel said. “No sign of the men. How many on each boat?”


  “I saw at least five on each,” Richardson said.


  “Shit, so we could have as many as fifteen armed men on their way here?”


  “They might not know about this place,” Juan Carlos said. “I’m going back to the phones. See you soon.”


  “Have your pistol handy just in case.”


  “I’m going down there too,” Brendan said. “They’re on street level, and that homemade barricade won’t stop professionals for more than a few minutes.”


  “Don’t think you’re leaving me behind,” Hannah said. They scurried back towards the stairs.


  “Sorry I was an asshole,” Daniel said to Richardson.


  “Don’t mention it,” Richardson said. “You folks have been through the ringer. We know what it’s like.”


  “Why’d this area get abandoned?” Daniel asked.


  “We had the US Navy helping us protect the gulf coast for a while,” Richardson said. “Even with that, we were setting up a new base down on the south end of the island. Our team was going to run the place, and expand it to a few hundred men and about fifty patrol boats.”


  “So what happened?” Jimmy asked as he watched over the balcony.


  “There were enemy plants inside our contracting company,” Richardson said. “We figured that out and killed them. Didn’t know they’d booby-trapped some of the boats and the docks. When the enemy realized their men were dead, they blew everything up remotely.”


  “How’d they find out?” Daniel asked.


  “Later… look,” Richardson said, pointing at the enemy fighters picking their way down the street, checking each building.


  “Get down,” Daniel said. “They haven’t seen us yet, or they’d be heading here faster.”


  “Agreed,” Richardson said as he crouched, taking a fast glimpse every so often. Then the sound of choppers approached. “Hear that? Coming from the mainland.”


  “Wow, they sent six,” Jimmy said.


  “Sure they’re ours?” Daniel asked. “I’ve seen Russian choppers fly by a couple of times.


  Richardson used his binoculars. “Yeah, those are ours. Four gunships and two transports.”


  “Thank God,” somebody said. A rifle shot cracked, hitting the side of the building above where they were standing.


  “They’ve seen us,” Daniel said, aiming his hunting rifle.


  “Don’t fire, and keep your guns out of sight,” Richardson said. “We don’t want them to take cover just yet.”


  Jimmy chuckled. “Good point.”


  “You’re right,” Daniel said, backing up as more shots came their way. Then the first chopper came in, and they turned their attention to it, firing their small arms, only to be blown up by a missile. The chopper’s machine guns opened up, hitting more of the enemy as they dove for cover.


  “What’s that gunship coming this way for?” Daniel asked, watching as it approached. “They know we’re good guys, right?”


  “Don’t worry, I told them where we are. They won’t attack.”


  The chopper flew right over their heads, coming close to the roof and hovering for a moment, two large composite crates being pushed out of the side door. Then the chopper took off, the co-pilot flashing a thumb up at the group.


  “Supplies,” Richardson said, rushing to the crates. He put them right side up with help from some of the others and cracked them open.


  “Wow,” Daniel said, eyes wide. “Those what I think they are?”


  “M60s and lots of ammo in this one,” Richardson said. “Open the other one.”


  Jimmy helped some others open it. “Damn. A shitload of M-16s and a whole bunch of ammo.”


  “Hey, honey, bring one of those M60s over here,” Lita said. “I can see where some of the enemy escaped to. The choppers don’t see them from where they are.”


  Richardson nodded, grabbing the top one and a belt of ammo, rushing over, feeding the belt in. “Where?”


  “They just ducked inside that building,” Lita said, motioning to a small frame structure just off the street.


  “Somebody shoot at that building a few times with hunting rifles,” Richardson said. “I want them next to the windows. Then they’re gonna get a nasty surprise.”


  “I like how you think, brother,” Daniel said, rushing over with his hunting rifle. He shot about three times at the building. Then there was return fire coming out of two windows. Richardson grinned and opened fire with the M60, bullets ripping into the windows and through the walls, screams drifting out in Arabic.


  “Nailed those bastards,” Jimmy said. “Look, there’s about four leaving the building. The choppers see them.”


  The mini guns on the closest chopper fired, practically cutting the men in half as they ran for cover.


  Brendan ran up the stairs. “Music to my ears. They made a drop, didn’t they?”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. “I think we’ve killed most of the bad guys, and their ships are toast.”


  “Some of the choppers are leaving,” Daniel said. “Wait, one of them is dropping more stuff onto the beach. Several crates bigger than this one. And look at that transport chopper. It’s coming this way!”


  “Hopefully that’s our ride,” Richardson said. “Looks like you guys just got a weapons upgrade.”


  “You aren’t taking all of this stuff with you?”


  “Hell no,” Richardson said. “We’ll get re-supplied.”


  “We’d better take an M-16 each,” Brendan said. “They’ve got enough. What if we get shot down?”


  “Good point,” Lita said.


  Juan Carlos and Madison rushed up the stairs. “Hey, guys, Wallis just called. They’re picking us up off the roof.”


  “I figured,” Richardson said. “Let’s go. Grab an M-16 and some ammo. The rest stays here.”


  “I want to take one M60 with us,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Okay, that still leaves them with a lot,” Richardson said.


  “Thank you kindly,” Daniel said.


  The chopper settled down onto the roof, the man at the door motioning for them to get in.


  “C’mon, let’s go,” Richardson said. “Good luck, you guys. I suspect there’s some inflatables in those big crates down there.”


  “That would be nice,” Jimmy said. “Thanks.”


  Richardson helped everybody into the chopper and then got in himself, grabbing a seat next to Lita. The chopper rose into the air and headed towards Corpus Christi. Jimmy and Daniel watched it leaving.


  “Well, this was the best day we’ve had in a while,” Jimmy said.


  “Seriously,” Daniel said. “Let’s get checked out on these weapons, and then go look for enemy fighters that are still breathing.”


  Chapter 13 – Arizona


  Kim woke up in the Class C motor home, Paco next to her. She reached for Eric, but he wasn’t in bed. She heard the ticking of the laptop keyboard and got up, Paco following her into the salon.


  “Up already?” Kim asked. “It’s just past six.”


  “Yeah, couldn’t sleep,” Eric said, watching his laptop screen.


  “We’ve got Wi-Fi?”


  “No, I’m using the LTE on my phone,” he said. “This laptop is almost out of battery though. I’ll have to run the generator to charge her up again. Too early for that.”


  “Is the enemy still coming?” She sat down across from him in the dinette.


  “They’re going west on I-40,” he said. “I was afraid they were gonna do that.”


  “They’re protecting their route out of Arizona,” she said. “Dammit.”


  “Yeah, it’s not the best, but look at this.” He turned the laptop around and came onto her side of the dinette. “What if we took this road into Arizona, then went north on Hwy 191? We could go all the way up to I-40 and destroy it, then head east again on Hwy 60, blowing that too.”


  “Why can’t they just travel up Hwy 191 to move their troops?” Kim asked, her red hair swaying as she looked closer at the screen.


  “I think we have too many people along there.”


  “We?”


  “General Hogan’s folks,” Eric said.


  “Oh, yeah,” she said. “You gonna present this to the group in the meeting this morning?”


  “That’s what I was thinking,” he said. “I’d better shut this down. Got just enough battery left to show them.” He closed the lid.


  “Where’re we doing the meeting?”


  “The Parks and Rec building at the end of this field,” Eric said.


  “Know what time?”


  “It’ll be after nine,” he said, glancing down at Paco, who was sitting on the floor staring at the two of them. “Somebody wants to go out.”


  “Yep,” Kim said. “I’ll go with you.”


  “Good,” Eric said, getting up and grabbing the leash.


  They followed Paco down the steps of their rig, into the dim morning, sun just barely up. The air was crisp and cool.


  “I’ve always kinda liked New Mexico,” Kim said.


  “Yeah, it’s nice if you like desert,” Eric said. “People are waking up.”


  “A lot of us got to bed earlier than normal,” Kim said. “Memorial services can take a lot out of you.”


  “True. Paco misses grass. He doesn’t like the dirt and rocks around here.”


  Kim looked at him. “Seems so long ago that we were in Florida.”


  “Yep, it was a different world,” Eric said. “Wonder what’s going on there. We don’t get much news.”


  “I read that the states south of Virginia have all thrown off martial law,” Kim said.


  “Yeah, heard that too, but it was quite a while ago.”


  “Morning,” Rachel said, sitting outside the Brave. “You’re up early.”


  “So are you,” Eric said. “Junior up?”


  “No, he got a late call from the Governor last night, and had some trouble getting back to sleep.”


  “Uh oh,” Kim said. “Problems?”


  “They needed somebody to look at the apps for them,” Rachel said.


  “Why doesn’t Hogan give them the apps?” Kim asked.


  “Initially, Hogan’s team was afraid they’d use it too much in Texas, and give away its existence,” Eric said. “I think they had a tough time with the decision to give them to us, too.”


  “Really?” Kim asked. “We were lucky, then.”


  “They gave them to us when we started helping them with the New Mexico problem, remember?” Rachel said.


  “Yep,” Eric said, “and they could pull them back when we cross over into Texas again, but I doubt they will.”


  “Why do you doubt it?” Kim asked.


  “They’re almost finished with the apps,” Eric said. “They’ll be released to everybody when they’re done.”


  “Oh,” Kim said. “Do you think this war is close to over?”


  “No,” Eric said. “The major part might be ending before too long, but we’ve got so many enemy fighters in our country. It’ll be a huge battle to get rid of all of them.”


  “Where’s Junior?” Kelly asked as he came out of his trailer, Brenda following him.


  “Quiet!” Rachel said. “He’s sleeping. Got a call from Governor Nelson last night. Messed up his sleep.”


  “Oh, sorry,” Kelly said.


  “Why’d Nelson call him instead of Jason?” Brenda asked.


  “We got no leaders here,” Kelly said.


  “True, but Jason works for Ramsey, and Ramsey’s part of the leadership team,” Eric said.


  “Oh, yeah,” Kelly said, “forgot about that. I don’t think of Jason as an Austin cop anymore. He used to be the enemy.”


  Brenda chuckled. “Yep.”


  “Funny how things work out,” Eric said.


  “Sure is,” Kelly said. “Jason’s one of the people I know who I’d risk my life for.”


  “I think most of us in the group would give up our lives for each other,” Kim said.


  “Yeah, it’s a beautiful thing, actually,” Kelly said. “Now let’s stop this before I start bawling like a baby.”


  “Have you guys been watching the apps?” Eric asked.


  “Yeah,” Kelly said. “Was going to chat with Junior about it. The enemy is moving west on I-40. It’s like they know the next target on our list.”


  “I don’t think they have a mole telling them that,” Rachel said. “Look at the map. It’s the only objective that makes any sense at all.”


  “She’s right,” Eric said. “I’m going to propose that we go into Arizona and crank up Highway 191 to I-40. Blast the hell out of it.”


  Rachel smiled. “That’s a damn good idea. Think we can still get support in Arizona?”


  “That’s something we need to find out,” Eric said.


  “We should discuss it in our meeting this morning,” Kelly said.


  “I agree,” Kim said. “Eric, maybe you should pose the question to Jason so he can start looking at it ahead of the meeting. He can probably send questions to Ramsey and the others too.”


  “It’s almost seven now,” Eric said. “Maybe we ought to wander over there.”


  “I’ll go if you need some moral support,” Kelly said. “Send him a text and see if they’re up.”


  Eric nodded, pulling his phone out. He sent the text, then turned to Kim. “Let’s take Paco back and feed him.”


  Kim nodded in agreement.


  “We’ll come back by here on the way,” Eric said. “Maybe Junior will be awake by then.”


  “Does he need to be there?” Rachel asked.


  “He’s the last person who talked to the leadership team,” Eric said. “He probably knows some things we don’t. Something kept him up last night.”


  “Good point,” Rachel said, watching them walk away.


  “This group blows me away,” Kim said. “So little fear. So much rational thinking.”


  “Yep, we’ve got a good mix of people,” Eric said as he opened the door of the coach. Paco scampered up the steps. “Somebody’s hungry.”


  “He’s always hungry,” Kim said. “I’ll feed him. You can pack up your laptop.”


  “Okay,” he said. “I want to eat, too. Maybe a granola bar or something.”


  “Good idea,” Kim said as she got Paco’s food out. “Was Kelly really some kind of outlaw?”


  Eric laughed. “He was a redneck, from what Jason and Kyle told me, but they never had any real serious issues with him. I heard he and Junior were banned for life from the Salt Lick.”


  “The Salt Lick?”


  “You remember, that barbeque place near Dripping Springs. It’s famous.”


  “Oh, I remember something about it,” Kim said. “Why were they banned for life?”


  “Drunk and disorderly, and brawling,” Eric said. His phone dinged. “Jason’s ready for us any time.”


  “Good.” Kim set Paco’s food on the floor. He attacked it like it was the last meal he’d ever get. She plopped onto the couch, Eric handing her a granola bar. They ate silently, washing them down with what was left of their coffee.


  “Ready?” Eric asked.


  Kim nodded yes, and they left the coach, picking up Kelly and Junior along the way.


  “Get enough sleep, Junior?” Eric asked.


  “Shut up,” Junior said, shaking his head.


  “What kept you awake?” Kim asked.


  “Big Bend, Dallas, and the gulf coast,” Junior said. “Also Mexico.”


  “I thought the gulf coast was safe now, with the US Navy patrolling it,” Eric said.


  “Something’s wrong down there,” Junior said. “I was looking at it with the long-range app. Lots of enemy ships there again. There were none a week ago.”


  “Shit,” Eric said.


  “What’s going on in Mexico?” Kelly asked.


  “Movement of a huge number of troops,” Junior said. “Looks like they’re fixing to waltz right over the border, either in New Mexico or Arizona.”


  “Dammit,” Eric said. “Maybe we shouldn’t get so anxious to cross back over into Texas.”


  “Bite your tongue,” Brenda said.


  Jason was waiting for them outside his rig, setting up chairs under the awning. The sun was already heating things up. “Morning. Have a seat. Want more coffee?”


  Nobody wanted any. Everybody but Eric sat down. He fumbled with his laptop, then showed it to Jason and the others, explaining the route they could take to hit I-40.


  Jason thought about it for a moment.


  “Well?” Junior asked.


  “We need to talk to the leadership team. I don’t know what kind of agreements they made about us. They might not want us crossing into Arizona.”


  “That’s why we’re here,” Eric said. “Thought it would be a good idea to check this out before the meeting.”


  Jason reached for his phone. “Might be too noisy out here to do a conference call.”


  “Anybody in that Parks and Rec building yet?” Junior asked. “Maybe we could move this discussion in there.”


  “That would be good,” Eric said. “I could plug this laptop in. It’s almost out of battery.”


  “Okay, let’s go,” Jason said. He stuck his head into the coach. “Honey, we’re going to the Parks and Rec building to have a conference call. Want to join?”


  “No, I’ll stay here with Chelsea.”


  The group walked across the wide field to the park property, and went through the doors into the building. Don and Sydney were already there with their social media team, setting up on a row of tables near the back.


  “What’s up?” Sydney asked.


  “We need to get the leadership team on the horn,” Junior said. “Too noisy outside.”


  “We’ll keep it down to a dull roar over here,” Don said.


  Jason led the team to the far end, picking out a table close to an electrical outlet. Eric pulled out his laptop power cord as Jason made the call. After a moment, Jason put the cellphone on speaker and put it in the middle of the table. “Hear us okay?”


  “Yes,” Maria said. “They’ll be on in just a minute, okay?”


  “Sounds good,” Jason said.


  “Jason?” Ramsey asked.


  “Good morning,” he said. “Got you on speaker. There’s a handful of our core group here.”


  “Good morning,” Ramsey said. “The Governor will be here in a second, and we’re patching in Gallagher and Wallis.”


  “You guys were probably up later than I was,” Junior quipped.


  “It was a late night,” Ramsey said.


  “Hi, all,” Nelson said. “We got Gallagher and Wallis yet?”


  “Just coming on now, sir,” Maria said.


  “It starting?” Hendrix asked in the background.


  “Yes,” Ramsey said. “Pull up a chair.”


  “Gallagher and Wallis are on,” Gallagher said.


  “Good, then I think we have a quorum,” Nelson said. “What’s on your minds?”


  “Go ahead Eric, it was your idea,” Jason said.


  “Okay,” Eric said. “I noticed last night that the enemy fighters are heading west on I-40 from Albuquerque. Don’t think we can follow I-25 up to that junction and do what we need to do. I’d like to suggest an alternative.”


  “Go ahead,” Nelson said.


  “I propose that we go west into Arizona and take Highway 191 up to I-40. Then we can take out the roads there, and come back south, taking Route 60 east, ruining it as we make our way back to Texas.”


  “We need to chat with General Hogan about that,” Wallis said.


  “I agree,” Nelson said. “We can’t assume that he’ll be okay with us taking those apps into Arizona.”


  “That’s why we wanted to talk,” Jason said.


  “Let me see if the General is available,” Gallagher said. “Be right back.”


  “Pull up a map, okay?” Hendrix asked.


  “On it,” Maria said. There was murmuring on the leadership side as they waited for General Hogan. Jason shot a glance to Eric, who held up his phone with the app running.


  “Look,” Eric whispered. “They’ve increased the number of people they put on I-40.”


  “Hello, everybody,” General Hogan said over the line, sounding less clear than the others. “Sorry, the connection here isn’t the greatest.”


  “Thanks for joining, General Hogan,” Nelson said. “Our Fort Stockton group has a suggestion. We wanted to run it by you.”


  “Shoot,” Hogan said, “but make it fast. We’ve got some problems to deal with up here.”


  “Will do,” Nelson said. “The enemy is flooding I-40 west of Albuquerque. That cuts our ability to head that direction and blow up the road.”


  “Dammit,” General Hogan said. “Haven’t been watching down there for a while. So you want to bring your folks back into Texas?”


  “No, the team had a suggestion,” Nelson said. “They want to go into Arizona and use Highway 191 to get up to I-40.”


  “Hmmm,” General Hogan said. “Just a second, let me look at my app and the map.”


  “Thanks,” Nelson said.


  “I see what you’re talking about. I have no problem with this, but be aware that there’s been a lot of enemy activity along that corridor. Not huge numbers, but frequent hits.”


  “We’ve been seeing that too,” Eric said, “but it’s not nearly the hornet’s nest that the junction between I-40 and I-25 is now.”


  “Agreed,” General Hogan said. “I’ll leave this up to your team. You can either send them that way or bring them back into Texas. Don’t risk them going up I-25.”


  “Okay, General,” Wallis said. “Thanks.”


  “I’ve got to run, folks,” General Hogan said. “Godspeed, whichever way you decide. Shoot me a text, though.”


  “Will do, General,” Gallagher said. “Thanks for your time.”


  Hogan’s line went dead.


  “Okay, you heard the man,” Nelson said.


  “Do you want them to just come home?” Hendrix asked. “We’ve got a lot of problems here.”


  “No, I’d like to bust I-40,” Nelson said. “It will take a lot of pressure off Hogan’s forces, and that will help us in the long run.”


  “You guys all okay with that?” Ramsey asked.


  Jason smiled. “I’m okay with it, but we’re about to have a meeting with the whole group. If we get pushback from the team, I’ll get back with you right away.”


  “Fair enough,” Ramsey said. “What do you think, Governor?”


  “I’m good, just let us know if you’re coming home instead,” Nelson said. “Fair enough?”


  “Fair enough,” Jason said. “Thanks.”


  “Talk to you later,” Ramsey said.


  The call ended.


  “Well, there you have it,” Eric said.


  “Should we mention to the team that we have the option of going home?” Brenda asked.


  “Yes,” Jason said. “We’ve always been honest and above board with our people, and I don’t want to stop that now.”


  “I wouldn’t be so anxious to get back to Texas anyway,” Junior said. “They’ve got a huge mess. The operations we’ll be doing when we get back will be at least as bad as this one.”


  Kelly chuckled. “Yep, that’s for sure.”


  Jason glanced at all of them, making eye contact with each. “Okay, then let’s break for now. Meeting in an hour, okay? Spread the word.”


  “All right,” Eric said.


  The group dispersed.


  Chapter 14 – Cut or Run


  Maria shut down the call as Governor Nelson, Hendrix, and Ramsey sat silently.


  “Part of me wishes they’d decide to come home,” Ramsey said.


  “Funny, I was thinking the same thing,” Nelson said. “What do you think, Kip?”


  Kip eyed them for a moment, then sighed. “I think we should stay on target. General Hogan knows this will only be a temporary fix, but he still wants us to do it.”


  “Temporary fix?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yeah,” Hendrix said. “There’s not a spot on that part of I-40 that we can mess up to the extent that we did on I-25 over the river. No big bridges that the enemy can’t get around.”


  “Then why should we bother?” Ramsey asked.


  “It will be a magnet for their forces, at least for a few weeks,” Hendrix said, “and the alternative is worse for us. If we bring our folks back, they’re liable to be followed by a good portion of the enemy fighters who’d otherwise be fixing the road.”


  “Shit, you’re right,” Nelson said. “Maybe we should be a little more firm on the mission.”


  “They already know,” Hendrix said. “They’ll go into Arizona. They know it’s the best play.”


  “Okay, you’ve sold me,” Nelson said. “Those people are wicked smart.”


  “Well, hopefully they get it done fast and get back here in a hurry,” Ramsey said. “The big group that was helping them doesn’t have the leadership they need to be effective. The core group does that function. We need the focus back.”


  “And we’ll get it,” Nelson said.


  “It’s too bad that so many of our National Guard officers turned out to be dirty,” Ramsey said. “We’re so short on leadership.”


  “Speaking of that, what happened with the DPS folks?”


  “Wallis was still waiting to hear during that last call,” Ramsey said. “Want to call him?”


  “Nah, he’ll get with us as soon as he knows,” Nelson said. “Maybe we ought to have some coffee.”


  “I made some right before this call,” Hendrix said. “Ought to be done by now.”


  “Good, let’s go,” Nelson said, standing up. Then the console beeped.


  “Speak of the devil,” Hendrix said.


  “Yep, call coming in from Wallis,” Maria said. “I’ll get it set up, and then go get coffee for you guys, okay?”


  “Fair enough, Maria,” Nelson said. “Thanks.”


  Wallis and Gallagher’s faces showed up on the screen, both grinning ear to ear.


  “Looks like good news for a change,” Nelson said, rolling his chair closer.


  “We rescued the DPS folks,” Wallis said. “They’re getting debriefed now. We also sunk sixteen enemy ships in the gulf.”


  “Excellent job,” Nelson said. “Now let’s see what the EU and the UN do.”


  “I could care less what those assholes do,” Ramsey said.


  Hendrix and Nelson laughed.


  “Tell us what you really think,” Gallagher said, grinning. “We might have some repercussions, but it won’t be much. We aren’t the priority. All the states with martial law are rebelling now. Just got some info off the wire.”


  “Even California?” Hendrix asked.


  “Especially California,” Gallagher said. “Ivan the Butcher. That guy’s a riot. He’s giving Daan Mertins fits. Most of LA and Orange County have been liberated.”


  “Good, hope they continue to drive them out,” Nelson said. “What’s going on with Richardson and the crew?”


  “After their debriefing, they’re going to need some sleep,” Wallis said. “Then we’ll have to decide what to do with them. We’ve got boats, but only one crew at this point.”


  “Put them on training,” Ramsey said. “We should be able to find them some recruits. Running those boats isn’t rocket science.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Wallis said. “That’s why this group was so important. Especially Richardson. He’s the best man I have left.”


  “Okay, you go tend to that,” Nelson said. “I want to talk to some of my contacts about fallout of us operating in the gulf. Talk to you guys later.”


  Maria ended the call.


  Chapter 15 – Corpus Christi


  Richardson looked out over the city of Corpus Christi from his seventh floor hotel window, tired from the marathon debriefing that their group had just finished.


  “I could use a drink,” he said to Lita, who was stripping her clothes off.


  “I need a shower. That water at the base wasn’t exactly clean by the time we jumped into it.”


  Richardson chuckled. “Good point. Want company?”


  “As long as we can get clean before we get sidetracked,” she said as the last of her clothes came off. She turned and walked towards the bathroom, swaying her hips.


  “You’re doing that on purpose,” Richardson said as he stripped, following her. The water was running by the time he got through the door.


  “I like them hot when I’m this dirty,” Lita said, her dark eyes locked on his.


  “I could go several places with that comment.”


  “Well, for right now, come in here with me and get clean,” she said.


  “I’ll just get you dirty again.”


  “Yeah, but that’s a good dirty,” she said.


  They took their shower, getting tired half way through it, agreeing to dry off and sleep. They were out shortly after their heads hit the pillows.


  Richardson woke from a nightmare, his face and neck sweaty, sitting up. Lita woke, touching his arm as he struggled to shake off the sleep. He checked the clock on the nightstand. It read 3:30 AM.


  “You had a bad dream,” Lita said softly.


  He looked at her and shook his head yes. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”


  “You want to talk about it?”


  “Not much to say. It was about our friends. Roberto and Kris and the others.”


  “That wasn’t your fault,” she said, sitting up next to him.


  “I shouldn’t have recruited them.”


  “They decided to follow us there,” Lita said. “They didn’t have much choice.”


  “We got them involved,” Richardson said.


  “They would’ve been involved anyway. The girls, remember? They probably would have died trying to save them.”


  Richardson got out of bed and went to the bathroom, filling a glass of water and drinking it. “Want some water?”


  “Sure,” Lita said, getting out of bed. She joined him, taking the full glass from him and drinking. “Don’t beat yourself up about this, honey. War is war.”


  “I know,” he said, leaning against the bathroom counter. “Wonder what happened with Harley?”


  “They said they’d let us know in the morning,” Lita said, setting the glass down on the counter. “Think you can fall back to sleep?”


  “I don’t know,” Richardson said. “Maybe I should try.”


  “Turn on the TV for a while if you want to,” Lita said, turning to head back into the bedroom. He followed, both of them climbing into bed.


  “No TV?” she asked.


  “Nope, I just want to escape this world for a while,” he said.


  “Well I can help you with that,” she said, moving closer to him.


  “I don’t know if I can right now.”


  “We’ll see,” she said. Their passion rose, and soon there was only the two of them, moving against each other urgently, crying out as they hit their peak, then sleeping again.


  A knock on the door woke them. Richardson bounded out of bed and checked the peephole.


  “Who is it?” Lita asked, rubbing her eyes.


  “Hannah,” he said. “I’ll have to throw something on.”


  “I’ll talk to her,” Lita said, rushing over, putting on the robe which was hanging on one of the chairs. Richardson grabbed his clothes and slipped into the bathroom, closing the door behind himself.


  “What’s up?” Lita asked as she opened the door, letting Hannah inside. She looked concerned. “What’s the matter?”


  “Brendan,” she whispered. “He’s having a rough time.”


  “So is Richardson,” Lita whispered back. “He woke with a nightmare last night.”


  “About what just happened?”


  “No, about Roberto and Kris,” she whispered. “He feels really guilty.”


  “It wasn’t his… our fault,” Hannah said.


  “How are you holding up?”


  “I want to take off with Brendan,” she said. “Is that bad?”


  “No, not really. I’ve thought the same thing, but I’m not going to do that,” Lita said. “Texas needs us. I can’t turn my back.”


  Hannah sat in one of the chairs at the small round table, looking down silently.


  “Don’t feel guilty,” Lita said, taking one of the other chairs. “It’s a normal reaction.”


  “My head tells me that’s true,” she said, tears coming. “It’s hard.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “I left him sleeping in the room,” Hannah said. “With a note, so he won’t go nuts if he wakes up. He put in such a bad night. I expect him to sleep for a while at least.”


  Richardson came out of the bathroom with his clothes on. “Good morning. I’ll just clear out of here for a while.”


  “You don’t have to,” Lita said.


  “I want to,” Richardson said. “Need to clear my head a little bit anyway.”


  “Go ahead, sweetie, but take that new phone with you, and keep an eye on the apps.”


  “Glad they gave it back,” Hannah said. “Glad they gave it to all of us too.”


  “Seriously,” Lita said.


  “Talk to you later,” Richardson said as he left.


  “He’s trying really hard to maintain,” Hannah said.


  “He is, but he’s strong, and so is Brendan,” Lita said. “We need to snap out of this. We’ve been attacked over and over. I want to get some of our own back.”


  “Wow, that look in your eyes,” Hannah said. “I wish I could go there.”


  “You will,” Lita said. “Trust me.”


  There was a knock at the door. They looked at each other with fear in their eyes, Lita getting up to check the door. “Madison.”


  Hannah chuckled. “Surprise surprise. Let her in.”


  Lita opened the door, Madison slipping in, seeing Hannah sitting at the table.


  “Figured you were here,” she said. “Mind if I join you guys?”


  “Of course not,” Lita said. “Sit.”


  Madison took a chair next to Hannah, and Lita sat back down. “Well here we are, one big happy family,” Madison said.


  “Where’s Juan Carlos?”


  “In the room,” she said. “I snuck out.”


  “What if he wakes up?” Hannah asked.


  “I sent him a text message,” Madison said. “He’ll see it. He can text me.”


  “Is he having a hard time?” Hannah asked.


  “He says he’s not, but he could use some rest,” Madison said. “So could I.”


  “Brendan’s having a hard time,” Hannah said.


  “And Richardson,” Lita said, “but we shouldn’t make so much of it. Look at what we’ve just been through. It’s been nonstop for a while.”


  “Seriously, girl,” Madison said. “At least they don’t have a mission for us right away.”


  “Sounds like it’s going to be training first anyway,” Lita said. “Not fighting right away.”


  “You played around with these apps yet?” Madison asked.


  “Yeah, I have,” Lita said, “but I ran them for Richardson before I got them, too.”


  “I’ve been too scared to mess with them,” Hannah said.


  “Scared?” Madison asked.


  “I’ve heard how much trouble Texas is in already. I don’t need to see it in detail, at least when there’s nothing I can do about it.”


  Lita and Madison eyed Hannah. “You’re really having problems,” Lita said.


  “Seeing Brendan that way scared me,” she said, on the verge of tears. “It’ll be okay, though. He’ll get himself together and so will I.”


  “We all will,” Lita said. “Maybe we ought to go down to the pool and lounge for a while.”


  “I wish they’d move us away from the coast,” Madison said. “There are still enemy ships out there. They might come here and land some creeps at any minute.”


  “Those apps are telling you that?” Hannah asked.


  “You need to see how these work,” Lita said. “You’re getting a crash course right now.” She picked up her phone and loaded the short-range app. “You know about this one, right?”


  “That’s the one that’s peer-to-peer,” Hannah said, looking at it. “It tells you when there’s somebody within half a mile.”


  “Yes, and as you can see, there’s nobody close by,” Madison said. “So relax.”


  “There could be somebody a couple miles away,” Hannah said.


  Lita loaded the long-range app and showed it to her. “There, see. Nobody within quite a few miles.”


  “There’s icons out in the gulf,” Hannah said. “That’s what those are, right?


  “Yes, that’s what those are,” Lita said. “Remember that these might just be dead bodies. Our Air National Guard sunk a bunch of ships. All these icons could be dead people.”


  “How can we tell?” Hannah asked.


  Madison laughed. “If they’re floating on something, they’ll look like they’re alive, just like those traitors that we moved around on the docks.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Hannah said, cracking a smile. “Too bad we didn’t just leave those bodies floating in that boat.”


  Lita froze, thinking for a moment. “Hey, maybe we ought to be doing that.”


  “Doing what?” Hannah asked.


  “Using enemy bodies for bait,” Lita said. “We could booby-trap boats and put their bodies on them. Shove them out into the gulf. They come to check it out, and kaboom.”


  Madison laughed. “That would be fun, but it would only work once, I suspect.”


  “Oh, I don’t know, these folks are pretty stupid,” Lita said. “I’ll mention that to Richardson. He’ll get a good laugh out of it, if nothing else.”


  Madison’s phone dinged. She looked at it. “Juan Carlos woke up.”


  “Tell him to go down to the lobby,” Lita said. “Richardson is down there. Maybe we can join them for some lunch a little later.”


  Madison nodded and texted Juan Carlos. He replied after a moment. “He likes that idea. Maybe you should text Richardson to look out for him.”


  Lita nodded and sent a text to Richardson.


  “I should send a text to Brendan too,” Hannah said.


  “How close is the phone to where he’s sleeping?” Lita asked.


  “It’s right on his bedside table,” Hannah said.


  “I’d hold off, then,” Lita said. “Let him sleep. A text might wake him up.”


  “Okay,” Hannah said. Lita kept looking at her phone.


  “Something wrong?” Madison asked.


  “Take a look at the gulf,” Lita said.


  “Oh, God, not again,” Hannah said.


  Lita’s phone rang, making her jump. “Dammit.” She answered the it. “Yes, honey, I see it. Large group. Headed right for us.”


  Madison looked at her phone. “They can’t get past Mustang Island, can they?”


  Lita put her phone down. “Richardson’s getting the guns with Juan Carlos, and heading for the roof.”


  “Why?” Hannah asked. “All we have is a few M-16s and one M60.”


  There was a whistling noise, and then an explosion in the distance.


  “Dammit, they’re shelling the city,” Hannah said. “We should split. Right now.” Her phone rang. “Brendan.” She put it to her ear and walked towards the window, looking out, seeing smoke and fire near the harbor.


  The door burst open, Richardson and Juan Carlos rushing in with the M-16s and the M60 they took after being rescued.


  “Brendan’s on his way down,” Hannah said. “He’s packed our stuff.”


  “Wish we would’ve taken more of those M60s,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Even they wouldn’t help,” Richardson said. “We’d need artillery to help.” The sound of another shell came at them. It exploded, shaking the foundation of the hotel.


  “That’s too close,” Lita said.


  Brendan rushed in the door. “Hey, boss, we need to get the hell out of here.”


  “Give it a few minutes,” he said. “We should have air power showing up any second.”


  “Maybe we should call Wallis, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “I just sent him a text. He’s on it.”


  “What happened to our US Navy support?” Brendan asked as another shell came in. It blew up, a little further away this time.


  “The EU is attacking them,” Richardson said.


  “Son of a bitch,” Brendan said. “We should split.”


  “We don’t have a car, remember?” Richardson said.


  Juan Carlos laughed. “I still remember how to hotwire.”


  Madison laughed. “Oh my God, I married a gang-banger.”


  Brendan and Hannah laughed loud, then Hannah covered her mouth, looking embarrassed.


  “It’s not that funny, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah it is, bro,” Brendan said as another round flew at the city, blowing up on the airport runway, visible from their window.


  “Well, nobody’s flying out now,” Richardson said.


  Then they heard the sound of fighter jets, zooming past them, flying low and fast.


  “About frigging time,” Juan Carlos said. “Let’s get on the roof so we can watch.”


  “You got it,” Richardson said. “Coming, girls?”


  “Think we’re staying here by ourselves?” Hannah asked.


  “Take the guns,” Brendan said. “All of us.”


  “Hell yeah,” Madison said, grabbing one. They all raced out the door, headed for the stairs. They were only three stories from the roof, so they made it up there quickly.


  “Surprised it’s not locked, dude,” Juan Carlos said as he opened the door.


  “The jogging track is up here, and some lounges and stuff,” Hannah said. They rushed over to the sea side of the roof, watching as the jet fighters pounded several old battleships that were trying to fire back with antique anti-aircraft batteries.


  “Look, AC-130s,” Brendan said, pointing as they flew in, unloading on the boats, one of which was already on fire.


  “Fighters getting into shore boats, see?” Juan Carlos said. “On the far side of that big boat. Shit, that’s a lot of guys.”


  Richardson looked at his app. “Not close enough for the short-range app yet.”


  “We have to go fight them, don’t we?” Hannah asked.


  “No, those AC-130s will end their day in a bad way,” Richardson said. “Here they come.”


  “There’s about forty dudes on that boat,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yep,” Hannah said, looking at her app. “What if they swim in?”


  “Then folks like us will waste them,” Brendan said.


  There was a huge explosion, and the largest of the ships came apart, pieces flying everywhere.


  “My God,” Lita said, watching as the debris fell just off-shore. “Look, that boat with the fighters is making a run for it.”


  The launch picked up speed, heading for shore as quickly as it could, and then an AC-130 noticed, making a banked turn, coming over them with mini-guns blazing, the boat coming apart, mixing in the water with pieces of men.


  “A few swam away,” Hannah said, watching. “We’d better watch where they get on shore.”


  The last of the boats blew up after another run from the fighter jets, men jumping off the deck as it sank quickly.


  “We’ve got to watch for men there, too,” Richardson said. “Some of them had backpacks and weapons when they jumped off.”


  “Saw that,” Brendan said.


  “There,” Madison said. “Three guys from that landing boat made it to shore. They ran up the beach, then staggered and fell in a hail of machinegun fire.


  “Wow, is that local law enforcement?” Lita asked.


  “Probably. Don’t go near that guy!” Richardson shouted as one of the cops rushed over to the bodies. Then there was a big explosion, all the cops nearby falling, hit with ball bearings as suicide vests blew up.


  “You could see the vests?” Hannah asked.


  “The men looked way too bulky,” Richardson said. “Where’s those other guys?”


  “Dogpaddling,” Brendan said, eyes focused. “I don’t think anybody sees them.”


  “Guys, there’s more boats coming in,” Madison said, focused on her apps. “Can’t tell how many boats, but there’s several hundred men showing up.”


  “We need to get better armed or get the hell out of here,” Lita said.


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Richardson said. He sent a text to Wallis. After a moment his phone rang. He put it on speaker.


  “Richardson, thanks for texting me. I think you need to get out of town. Now. You’re too important to lose at this point.”


  “We have no vehicle,” Richardson said.


  “Use your DPS code. There’s a car rental place right by the hotel that we contract with. I’ve already called them. Get vehicles and get out of there now. That’s an order.”


  “Thanks,” Richardson said. He ended the call. “You heard the man. Downstairs. Don’t take the elevator just in case the power goes down.”


  “Yeah, let’s go,” Juan Carlos said. “Those planes disappeared.”


  “They probably need more ordinance,” Brendan said as they ran to the door. “You see how much they dropped?”


  They ran down the stairs, weapons in hand, bursting into the lobby which was thick with people and suitcases, cars queued up outside as the valet staff was rushing them out of the underground lot.


  “Geez, this reminds me of pictures from world war two,” Brendan said as they rushed out the door. “Know where the rental place is?”


  “I know where it is,” Lita said. “One block down, across the street. Follow me.”


  The group trotted down the street, people not seeming phased by their weapons.


  “Look, dude. There,” Juan Carlos said. They ran to the door and slipped inside quickly.


  “Are you Richardson?” the man behind the counter asked.


  “Yep,” he said. “Director Wallis called you, right?”


  “You got it,” the man said. He was middle aged, with a belly and receding hairline. “Trucks. Three of them. That work for you guys?” He slid three sets of keys across the counter. “They’re full of gas.”


  “We don’t even need to fill out paperwork?” Lita asked.


  “Look, I’ve got to round up my family and get them the hell out of here. Take off. It’s the three trucks sitting together on the lot, right by the exit. Enjoy and good luck.”


  “Thank you,” Richardson said, grabbing one of the keys. “Go find your family, and good luck.”


  The man nodded, worry on his face.


  The group sprinted out the door, going around the building to the exit side of the lot.


  “There they are, dude,” Juan Carlos shouted. They got into the trucks.


  “Which way?” Madison yelled.


  “Take I-37 towards San Antonio.”


  Madison and Hannah looked at each other and cracked up. “Remember what happened last time we went there?” Hannah shouted.


  “Any port in the storm,” Lita yelled. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Just as they were leaving there was the sound of naval guns again, a shell falling only a hundred yards from their hotel.


  “Whoa!” shouted Lita as she got into the passenger seat. Richardson started the truck and they flew off the parking lot, heading for the interstate, the other two following closely.


  Chapter 16 - Choice


  “What the hell is going on in the gulf?” Junior asked, looking at the app on his phone. “Hundreds of men showing up in boats. Corpus Christi and Galveston. Crap, and South Padre Island again.”


  “You’re kidding,” Rachel said. “We lost our US Navy support.”


  “Kinda looking that way,” Junior said.


  “Just when we think an area is locked down,” Rachel said. “We’d better get ready. The meeting starts in a few minutes.”


  “I’m ready now,” Junior said. There was a knock on the door. Junior opened it.


  “You ready?” Kelly asked, standing outside the door with Brenda.


  “Coming,” Junior said. He stepped out, Rachel following him, and they headed towards the Parks and Rec building.


  “Wonder how the social media team is doing in there?” Brenda asked. “We’re gonna need them.”


  “Seriously,” Rachel said. “You guys been watching the apps? We’re being invaded along the gulf coast.”


  “What?” Kelly asked, turning towards her.


  “Hundreds of men hitting the beach in Corpus Christi,” Junior said. “Some at Galveston and South Padre Island too.”


  “That’s not good,” Brenda said. “We’ll probably fight them after we finish here.”


  “That thought has crossed my mind,” Junior said.


  They entered the Parks and Rec building, which was cool with air conditioning.


  “Hey, Jason,” Junior said as he walked up. “See what’s going on in the gulf?”


  “Oh, shit, what now?” Jason asked, standing next to Kyle and Eric.


  “Don’t know, but they’re getting hit in three places,” Junior said.


  “We need to get done here and get back to Texas,” Kyle said. “Our state needs us.”


  “Well, if the people vote to leave for home now, we’ll be there in a hurry,” Eric said.


  “I think that would be a mistake,” Jason said. “How bad is this invasion?”


  “Hundreds of enemy fighters,” Junior said. “Why… oh. You’re gonna bring it up, aren’t you? Make that sound more dangerous than what we’re about to do in Arizona.”


  “That would be manipulation,” Kelly said, trying not to laugh.


  “What are you pencil necks crying about now?” Curt asked, walking up with Amanda.


  “Where have you been?” Junior asked. “I was looking for you.”


  Amanda smiled and held out her hand, showing a modest ring. “Not the best, but it’ll hold me until things settle down.”


  “You two got married!” Rachel said. “Congrats!”


  “How?” Brenda asked.


  “We took Don and Sydney with us to the Justice of the Peace, got hitched there,” Curt said. “They witnessed. Took about ten minutes.”


  “This is so cool,” Rachel said. “Wonder if we’ll have a little extra time.” She looked up at Junior, who smiled.


  “I’m game, but let’s get past the meeting first.”


  “We’re gonna take off pretty quick if we decide to go into Arizona,” Jason said. “Hate to burst your bubble.”


  “No problem,” Rachel said. “Gives Brenda more time to work on Kelly.”


  “Hey, watch that,” Kelly said, laughing.


  “Yeah, seriously,” Brenda said. Kelly shot her a smile. “What?”


  “How do you know I don’t want to?”


  “We’ve already talked about that, you old fool,” Brenda said.


  “You don’t think we’ll stay together?” he asked.


  “I didn’t say that,” she said, softening. “You really want to, don’t you?”


  “Kinda, yeah,” Kelly said.


  Junior laughed. “Knew it.”


  Brenda looked at him. “Are you being serious right now?”


  “Let’s talk about it later,” Kelly said. “I think this shindig is about to start.”


  “It is,” Rachel said. “Jason’s taking the stage.”


  The murmuring of the crowd stopped as Jason stood in front of them, Kyle and Eric by his side.


  “We should get started,” Jason said.


  “Go for it, man,” Dirk said, Cindy next to him. “We’re all ears.”


  “Yeah,” Jax said, fingers brushing his long blonde beard. “We gonna go kill more heathens?”


  Jason smiled. “We’ve got a choice to make, folks. I’ve been talking to Governor Nelson and his team, and General Hogan.”


  “This about the problem on I-40?” Francis asked.


  “Yep,” Jason said. “Eric was looking at the map and got an idea. You want to take it?”


  “Sure,” Eric said. “We know we can’t go up through the junction of I-25 and I-40 to finish our last mission. The enemy is there waiting for us.”


  “Saw that,” Clancy said. “Suicide, even if we have the Mescalero tribe with us.”


  “Yep,” Stanton Hunt said.


  Eric nodded in agreement. “After looking at the map, I saw that we can cross into Arizona on Route 60, and take Route 191 north to I-40. Knock the hell out of it from that side, then come back down 191 to Route 60 and take that east. Oh, and we knock the hell out of Route 60 too, because that’s another way to I-25 that’s north of the bridges we blew.”


  “I like it,” Curt said.


  “What’s the other choice?” Sydney asked.


  Jason stood back up. “The other choice is to forget it, and go back to Texas.”


  The crowd erupted in murmurs.


  “What does Governor Nelson want us to do?” Chance asked.


  “He’d like us to hit I-40 if we can,” Jason said, “but he doesn’t want us to get killed in the process, and he doesn’t want us to hit anything else.”


  “So no attacking the depot in Santa Fe?” Kelly asked.


  “Nope, they’ll use the US Airforce to take that out, after we’ve destroyed the roads.”


  Don stood up. “I’m getting a lot of social media traffic about the Gulf Coast. We’re being invaded down there.”


  “Yes, if we go back to Texas, we’ll still be in the middle of battle,” Jason said. “No doubt about that. If we are successful in taking out I-40 and Route 60, the enemy will have to spend time trying to fix it. That’ll be less time they have for pursuing us back to Texas.”


  “I want to do what will hurt the heathens the most,” Dirk said. “I think that’s blowing up I-40.”


  “I agree,” Curt said. “Then we should go back and rejoin the big group. Take them down to the Gulf and kick some ass.”


  “Well, those are our choices,” Jason said. “Who wants to hit I-40?”


  Most of the people in the room raised their hands quickly.


  “I think that’s a winning number,” Kyle said, looking out over the crowd.


  “Does anybody want to give reasons for why they don’t want to hit I-40?” Jason asked.


  “Wasn’t the vote enough?” Francis asked.


  “It wasn’t unanimous,” Jason said. “We need to consider everything.”


  White Eagle stood up. “I didn’t raise my hand, but I’m not completely against the mission.”


  “What makes you nervous about it?” Stanton Hunt asked.


  “I’ve heard some bad stories about Arizona,” he said. “There’s militias operating there, working hand in hand with the Islamists. I’ve heard they’re smarter and better equipped.”


  “Yes, I have heard such things as well,” Stanton Hunt said. “I think it’s worth the risk.”


  “One other thing bothers me, either way we go,” White Eagle said. “What happens when you all go back to Texas?”


  “Well, you’re welcome to go there with us, of course,” Jason said. “We’d love to have you. I understand that this is your home, though. It’s not going to be an easy decision.”


  “I think we’d like to go with you, and return to our lands when the war is over,” Stanton Hunt said. “I’ll have to bring that to the council. If we do that, we have to bring everybody, though. You understand that, I hope.”


  “Yes, of course,” Jason said. “Wouldn’t expect anything else.”


  “Well then I’ll raise my hand and vote for the mission,” White Eagle said. “And I’ll be proud to fight with you again.”


  People broke into cheers in the room, surprising both Stanton and White Eagle.


  “Why are you surprised?” Dirk asked them. “You folks saved our butts big time. As far as I’m concerned that makes us friends for life.”


  “I feel the same way,” Stanton Hunt said, “and I have the added benefit of helping one of my best friends.”


  “Who’s that?” Dirk asked.


  “General Hogan,” he said.


  “When?” Curt asked.


  “I say we take off in two hours,” Jason said.


  “Give us four and we’ll have some helpers in Arizona,” Don said. “We’ve already made contact with some people who are helping us spread the word.”


  “I could live with that,” Jason said, “especially if we get additional help out of it.”


  “Gonna miss having my bobtail,” Amanda said, “and you’re not going on your own in that damn Barracuda, either, remember?”


  “Why don’t you use Moe’s Jeep,” Clancy asked. “It’s got a gun on it.”


  “That’d be great,” Curt said. “Who wants to use my Barracuda?”


  “Show me how and I will,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “Sure, I’ll check you out on it,” Curt said.


  “You better not get yourself killed in that thing,” White Eagle said.


  “Don’t worry,” Stanton Hunt said. “I know what I’m doing.”


  “I’ll get it out of the toy hauler so you can try her out,” Curt said.


  Stanton nodded, and the two walked out the door. Amanda smiled.


  “So you really did it?” Brenda asked, looking at the ring.


  “I want a better rock, but this will do for now,” Amanda said. “I’m so glad that we’ll be together in the next battle.”


  “I’ll bet,” Brenda said. “Who’s idea was it to get married?”


  “Both,” Amanda said. “I was resisting a little bit. He wasn’t having it. It was exciting. He basically took me. Wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


  “Junior and I are going to tie the knot too, but probably not till we get back to Texas,” Rachel said.


  “Yeah, I’ve seen that coming for a while,” Brenda said. “You two really have the hots for each other, and you’ve got a baby on the way.”


  Rachel smiled. “Falling in love with him was so weird. It snuck up on me slowly, and before I knew it he was all I could think about. I had to convince Junior that I wasn’t kidding.”


  Amanda chuckled. “I knew I was going to be with Curt the first time I saw him.”


  “Well, you do make quite a pair,” Rachel said.


  “We should go get our guns loaded up and check out our off-roader,” Junior said, walking up with Kelly.


  “Good idea,” Brenda said. “You ready, honey?”


  “I was born ready,” Kelly said.


  “Oh, brother,” Brenda said. They walked off with the crowd, leaving the social media team to themselves in the Parks and Rec building.


  Chapter 17 – VFW


  Glenn wiped the bar with a white towel, glancing at the clock. The VFW lounge was dimly lit. Too dim for Glenn’s taste. He’d talked the club into installing back lighting behind the shelves. Didn’t add much light, but it looked cool, and helped his eyes read the labels on the bottles a little easier. He ran his fingers through his gray beard, then leaned against the back counter, looking out over the room. Everything was ready, but he was tired. Sleeping had been bad lately. Too much drama. His mid-fifties body was gaining a new ache every day, it seemed to him, and he went home exhausted every night, only to lay in bed and stare at the ceiling for several hours before drifting off.


  Trixie walked in, checking her dress as she approached. “Hey, sweetie, you just about ready? I heard there were more folks coming. Birthday for somebody or other.”


  “Sach,” Glenn said, looking Trixie up and down. She still had a body on her, but her face had the lines of time and her hair was too black to be believed. He did a last check in the mirror, running his hands over his crew-cut. Trixie snickered.


  “That’s too short to even comb,” Trixie said. “You haven’t been in the service for twenty years. Why keep the haircut?”


  “Low maintenance,” he said. “Getting tired of the beard, though. You’re awful gussied up. Making a move on Sach or something?”


  She laughed. “Sach? That old son of a bitch? No, I just want to put forth a nice look for the customers, that’s all.”


  “Well you still got it,” Glenn said.


  “Yeah, watch your hands tonight,” Trixie said, smiling, the thick makeup visible now that she was closer.


  The club usually got busy about six in the evening, and it was five-thirty. Not much to do in St. Johns, Arizona, even on a Saturday night. The front door creaked open.


  “Shit, already?” Trixie asked, walking behind the bar. She took her gum out of her mouth and put it in the trash.


  “You can chew gum in here, you know,” Glenn said.


  “Makes me look cheap,” she said, turning to watch several old men come in. “I may be a floozie, but I don’t want everybody to know.”


  Glenn cracked up. One of the customers snickered. “I heard that, Trix. Let’s go somewhere private and discuss it.”


  Trixie laughed. “Yeah, like you’re up for it, Howard.”


  The man smiled at her, a distinguished looking white-haired gent who looked more vital for his 83 years than most. “You might be surprised, toots.”


  “Yeah, right,” she said. “What’ll you guys have?”


  “Whiskey,” said another of the men, an overweight ex-fire fighter named Clark. “Care to join me?”


  Trixie shook her head no. “Not a chance, Clark. Why do all of you guys hit on me every time you come in here?”


  “Why wouldn’t we?” a short man asked, mischievous grin on his face. He looked like a turtle with his bald head and beak-like nose.


  “Better watch out for Archie,” Clark said, patting the short man on the back. “When he’s ready to go, he’s ready to go.”


  “What, in his depends?” Trixie asked. The whole group laughed, except Archie.


  “That wasn’t nice,” Archie said, trying to keep a straight face, breaking into laughter when he couldn’t stand it anymore.


  “What’s that on the TV?” Howard asked, pointing at the set high on the wall next to the shelves of liquor. “Shit, it’s that Ivan character again.”


  “California,” Archie said, shaking his head.


  “Turn it up,” Howard said.


  “All right, all right,” Trixie said, picking the remote up from behind the bar and raising the volume. “Oh, God.” The screen showed a bunch of women’s bodies, heads next to them, on a bloody floor. She pointed the remote at the screen to turn it off.


  “No, dammit, leave it on,” Archie yelled.


  “Fine, I’m leaving the room then,” Trixie said, setting the remote down on the bar. She stormed into the back, Glenn shooting her a worried look.


  “Brave Patriots attacked this UN base in Diablo this morning,” Ivan’s voice said as the camera panned on the bodies, then backed up, showing the doorway and then the building. “You can see that this is the school the UN was using as a base. The Patriots helped my forces kill all the UN Peacekeepers and the Islamist scum who were there. They were using these kidnapped women for sex slaves.”


  “Those bastards,” Howard said, hand gripping the bar rail so hard his knuckles turned white. “Son of a bitch.”


  “Don’t go keeling over on us here,” Glenn said. “Have a drink, guys. On me.” He poured whiskey into shot glasses and slid them forward on the bar, the men gathering around to drink them. Trixie stuck her head out the kitchen door.


  “Is it over yet?” she asked.


  “I think the gory part is,” Glenn said.


  “He’s done,” Archie said. “The screen went black, and then the sports channel came back up, the commentators looking at each other, speaking in hushed tones.


  “We need somebody like Ivan the Butcher here,” Clark said. “You know they’re starting to roll right up Highway 191 now, right?”


  “Islamists?” Archie asked. “How do you know?”


  “My brother-in-law in Duncan saw them this morning,” Clark said. “The local sheriff got the drop on them, and set up a roadblock, but if the Islamists send a large enough force down that road, they’ll get past.”


  “No,” Trixie said.


  “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll protect you,” Archie said.


  Howard and Clark snickered.


  “Shut up,” Trixie said. “Be serious for a minute, okay? We’re right on that damn highway. What if they show up here?”


  “We’ll shoot at them,” Clark said. “I’ve still got something left.”


  “New Mexico needs to get their frigging act together,” Glenn said. “It’s the wild west over there, and it’s slopping over here.”


  “It’s not much better around here,” Howard said. “Especially now that the damn militias are taking their side.”


  “That’s still just rumor,” Glenn said.


  “No it’s not,” Clark said. “The sheriff in Duncan knows about it.”


  “Says your brother-in-law,” Archie said. “He on the wagon?”


  “Yes, dammit,” Clark said. “He’s not saying this because he’s a drunk, okay?”


  “They’re already starting to fight after one drink?” Trixie asked, shaking her head.


  “I don’t want to fight,” Clark said. “Archie, believe what you want.”


  “Sorry,” Archie said. “We should do some things to prepare.”


  “Like what?” Howard asked.


  “Like carry our guns around,” Archie said.


  Glenn laughed. “Hell, those guys will just take them away and shoot you.”


  “They’ll try,” Archie said.


  “Getting a little thick in here,” Trixie said.


  The doors flung open, and a group of men in their twenties and thirties rushed in.


  “Grandpa,” one of them said, rushing over to Archie. “Figured you’d be here.”


  “Matthew, what’s up?” Archie asked, looking up at the tall young man, his hair already receding at thirty-three.


  “We’ve been contacted by the folks who blew up the bridges on I-25,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “They’re recruiting people to join them. They’re coming up Highway 191 to take out I-40 and Route 60.”


  “How are they recruiting?” Archie asked.


  “Social media,” Matthew said.


  “Oh, you mean like AOL?” Archie asked.


  One of the younger men burst out laughing, and Matthew shot a glare at him.


  “No, grandpa. Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, 4Chan, and other places,” Matthew said.


  “In English,” Archie said.


  “Archie, it’s a lot like the message boards on AOL and Prodigy,” Glenn said from behind the bar. “Better technology, but same basic thing.”


  “Okay, I got it,” Archie said. “Why are you here?”


  “We want to help, and you’ve got your gun collection,” Matthew said. “I wanted to ask if I could borrow guns and ammo.”


  “Show us the messages,” Clark said. “You can do it on your phone, right?”


  “Yeah,” Matthew said. “Show them, Mike.”


  A muscular young man nodded and pulled his phone out, several of the older gentlemen gathering close to look.


  “Hell, he’s right, Archie,” Howard said. “Maybe we ought to join in.”


  “Yeah,” Clark said. “I still got some fight in me, and I have a few pieces in my collection too.”


  “You guys are gonna get yourselves killed,” Trixie said.


  “Who cares?” Clark said. “If my country needs me and I’m still drawing breath, I’m there.”


  Archie sat on a bar stool facing Matthew. “You know some of my weapons have limited ammo, right? The Sturmgewehr 44, for instance. I’ve only got about two hundred rounds for that thing, and you can’t just walk into Walmart and get more.”


  “You’ve got a Sturmgewehr 44?” Glenn asked. “You know how much those are worth?”


  “My gunsmith has been trying to buy it from me for a few years now,” Archie said. “Said he’d pay me twenty grand. I checked. It’s worth more like forty.”


  “Have you guys been talking to the authorities?” Trixie asked, “or are you just going off half-cocked by yourselves?”


  “Yeah, what good will your ten or fifteen guys be against the enemy?” Howard asked.


  Matthew chuckled. “You guys don’t get it. This has gone viral, like we saw in Texas a few times recently.”


  “Yeah, like what happened on the Austin state capitol grounds, remember?” Mike asked.


  Glenn came around from behind the bar, getting close to the others. “How viral?”


  Before anybody could answer, the door burst open again, a huge man walking in, sizing up the room as he made his way to the bar, noticing the huddle in the middle of the room. He walked with a chip on his shoulder.


  “What, we gonna play craps or something?” he asked.


  “Sach, there you are,” Archie said. “Tried to call you.”


  “I was tied up,” he said. “What’s up? What’s your kid doing here?”


  “Hello to you too, Sach,” Matthew said, shaking his head.


  “We were just looking at social media messages,” Clark said. “There’s gonna be action on Highway 191. The team that blew up the bridges on I-25 is coming here, and they’re recruiting.”


  “All right, back to this,” Glenn said. “How viral are we talking about?”


  “They’ve had about thirty thousand people agree to join in,” Matthew said. “Up and down 191.”


  “What?” Archie asked.


  “No way,” Howard said.


  “No, man, he’s right,” Sach said. “That’s why I was tied up. Talking to my son. He’s gonna join up.”


  “No shit,” Matthew said. “With who?”


  “The rest of the police department, and a bunch of the fire fighters,” Sach said. “We should be getting together with them. Why are you guys here, anyway?”


  “Matthew wants to borrow my weapons collection,” Archie said.


  “Oh really,” Sach said. “How much of that stuff works?”


  “All of it,” Archie said. “Need more ammo for the German stuff, except the pistols.”


  “Where’d you get that stuff, Archie?” Mike asked. “Matt told me about it.”


  “My cousin,” Archie said. “He snuck it back here after the war.”


  “You weren’t in the war?” Trixie asked.


  “Just how old do you think I am, woman?” Archie asked. “I joined between Korea and Viet Nam. Was an adviser in Nam during JFK’s Administration.”


  “But you had a cousin in world war two?” Trixie asked.


  “Yeah, he was a lot older than me,” Archie said. “He left me the stuff.”


  “What do you have, other than the Sturmgewehr 44?” Clark asked.


  “A few pistols and a sniper rifle. My cousin was on his way out with two Schmeissers, but got caught with them. Pity, because they use 9mm like the pistols. Plenty of ammo around for those.”


  “I’ve got some guns,” Sach said. “Hell, all of us have at least something.”


  “Hunting weapons and military weapons are two different things,” Howard said.


  “True, but numbers can overcome that,” Matthew said.


  “The kid’s right,” Sach said. “I say we postpone my party and go meet with the others who are joining up.”


  “Invite them over here,” Glenn said.


  “You’re going to invite cops and firemen over here?” Trixie asked. “They’d better not fight again. Remember last time?”


  “The things going on right now are bringing people together,” Matthew said. “I think it’ll be fine.”


  “I’m calling them,” Sach said. “Somebody pour me a drink. Got to force that damn video out of my head.”


  “You saw that?” Trixie asked. “It was just on TV.”


  “My son sent me the link to the YouTube video,” he said. “I was watching it right before I came in here.”


  “Here’s your drink,” Glenn said, sliding him a shot, which he tossed back.


  “Thanks, I needed that.” Sach walked away with the phone to his ear.


  “If we become a meeting place for the resistance, this place will get blown up,” Trixie whispered to Glenn.


  “Maybe,” Glenn said. “Willing to take the risk.”


  “I think you guys are nuts,” she said.


  “Got them,” Sach said. “They’ll be over here in about an hour. Something’s going on. They’ve got to hang out at the station for a little while.”


  “What’s going on?” Clark asked.


  “He wouldn’t say,” Sach said. “Worries me. How many of you guys are packing?”


  “I am,” Archie said, “in my car. Just one of my pistols.”


  “One of your collector pieces?” Glenn asked.


  “Nah, I’ve got other guns,” Archie said. “Those old relics are too valuable. I’ve got my .45 auto out there.”


  “I’ve got my wheel gun,” Clark said. “In the car. If there’s anything going on, it’s not going to be much good.


  “You guys ain’t thinking about bringing a bunch of guns in here, I hope,” Trixie said.


  “I say it’s okay,” Glenn said.


  “I’m going home to get something better,” Howard said. “Anybody want to go along? I’ll make stops at your places.”


  “I’m game,” Archie said. “Matt, you and some of your friends should follow us. I’ll get you stocked up.”


  “I’ll go too,” Clark said.


  Sach’s phone rang. “Dammit, what now?” He walked away with the phone to his ear, then froze and turned around to the others. “We’re about to get hit.”


  “Hit?” Glenn asked. “Here, at the damn VFW?”


  “No, the town,” Sach said. “We’d better get armed right away.”


  “Maybe they all should just go home,” Trixie said. “Maybe we should shut this place down for the evening.”


  “Shit,” Matthew said, looking at his phone. “It’s happening. They’ve already reached the outskirts of town.”


  “Who’s telling you that?” Mike asked.


  “Ripley, over at the truck stop. They rolled in a couple minutes ago.”


  “Islamists?” Glenn asked.


  “And some militia folks.”


  Trixie looked around the room, then over at Glenn. “That’s only two miles away. I’m out of here. Fire me if you want to.”


  “No problem, get the heck out of here,” Glenn said. “Lock yourself in your place.”


  Gunfire erupted, sounding about half a mile away.


  “Hear that?” Sach asked. “Let’s get armed and place ourselves.”


  “Yeah, he’s right,” Clark said.


  More gunfire floated in, sounding closer now, and they could hear vehicles racing on the highway in front of the bar. Then there was an explosion. Glenn rushed to the window and looked out. “Dammit, they just blew up a police car. It was on its way to the truck stop.”


  “They’re right outside?” Trixie asked. “No!”


  More gunfire sounded. Clark and Sach looked at each other, then bolted for the back door.


  “Where’s your car, man?” Sach asked.


  “In the back,” he said. “Archie’s is in the front next to Howards. Not going out there.”


  “Mine’s in the back, and I’ve got my 30-30 out there.”


  They bolted out the door, and were hit by machine gun fire before they got ten yards.


  Trixie screamed as the back door busted open, several Islamists with AK-47s rushing in, pointing their guns at the group.


  “Hands up, go to back wall,” one of the Islamists shouted. Mike bolted for the door and was hit in the chest and neck by machine gun fire. A couple militia men rushed in with more Islamists. Glenn ducked down behind the bar, grabbing for his pistol, but a militia man saw it and fired his shotgun, hitting Glenn in the face, killing him instantly. Trixie screamed again.


  “Should we take them out and move on?” asked one of the Islamists in a heavy Arabic accent.


  “No, wait,” a militia man said, looking at Trixie. “Remember me, honey?” He pointed his shotgun at her.


  “Charles, we don’t have time for this,” the other militia man said.


  “Shut the hell up, Jeff,” Charles said.


  “Leave her alone!” Archie shouted.


  “Nah,” Charles said. “She was rude to me here. I’m gonna make her pay, and you guys are gonna watch.”


  Matthew rushed forward, and one of the AK-47s spit lead, dropping him on the floor in a bloody heap. Archie yelled and rushed towards the Islamists, getting shot by several guns at once. Howard and several of Matthew’s friends were all that were left other than Trixie, who tried to rush for the door. Charles dropped his shotgun and grabbed her, pulling her over to one of the booths, ripping her top off as she struggled.


  “Watch it, bitch,” Charles shouted as he tore the rest of her clothes off and pushed her down onto the booth cushions. He mounted her, raping her violently as she kicked and screamed, some Islamists queuing up behind him to take their turn as the others held guns on the scene. All Howard and the others could do was watch as the enemy fighters took turns. Jeff was the last to take her. He finished as she lay quietly, the fight out of her.


  “Anybody want seconds?” he asked as he laid on top of her.


  “Not now,” Charles said. “Get out of the way.”


  Jeff moved off Trixie and Charles shot her in the face.


  “Hey, what you do?” an Islamist asked.


  “What, you wanted to take this old broad?” Charles asked. “We’ll find plenty of ripe young chicks in town. Trust me on that.”


  The Islamists raised their weapons, aiming at the remaining men.


  “No,” Howard said. “Please!”


  They opened fire, killing everybody, and then left the bar. Smoke and bad smells hung in the quiet room as gunfire continued outside.


  Chapter 18 – Pie Town


  “We’d better start packing up,” Sydney said, walking up to the table that Don was working on. He looked up at her, shaking his head, taking the ear buds out.


  “We’ve got a problem.”


  Chloe and Alyssa shook their heads in agreement.


  “What’s the matter?” Sydney asked.


  “Remember that small stream of enemy fighters that was coming up from the border?”


  “Yeah,” she said.


  “They just went through one of the towns we’ve been working with, and now I can’t raise any of the people.”


  “I’m finding the same thing,” Alyssa said.


  Chloe nodded. “Same here.”


  “How many were there?” Sydney asked.


  “A couple hundred,” Don said.


  “One of the people I was chatting with said militia guys were leading the Islamists through town, killing people in front of their homes and taking young women,” Chloe said. “This is bad.”


  “There weren’t that many enemy fighters in the group,” Sydney said.


  “It’s grown,” Alyssa said. “There’s a flood coming up from I-10.”


  “This is going to be hot,” Sydney said. “Maybe we should reconsider going in there.”


  “The militia guys have chips, don’t they?” Chloe asked.


  “Yeah, General Hogan said they do,” Don said. “Let’s shut down, but talk to Jason right away. He needs to know about this.”


  “Yep,” Alyssa said. “We have to tell him.”


  “I’ll send him a text while you guys take things apart,” Sydney said, pulling her phone out of her pocket.


  “Dad, this is scaring me,” Alyssa said. “The last guy I was talking to had just checked on some friends at the VFW in St. Johns. Everybody was dead, and the cocktail waitress had been raped before she was shot.”


  “Dammit,” Don said. “You get Jason?”


  “He’ll be right over,” Sydney said.


  Jason rushed in the door, with Kyle and Stanton Hunt by his side. Eric followed with Kelly and Junior.


  “You have eyewitness accounts?” Jason asked.


  Don nodded to Alyssa, who relayed the story about the VFW hall to Jason and the others.


  “Son of a bitch,” Kelly said. “Frigging heathens.”


  “It’s the militia guys too,” Chloe said.


  “St. Johns is north of Highway 60,” Junior said, looking at his phone. “Looks like there’s still a lot of enemy fighters there, and more on the way.”


  “Yeah, I checked on the way over here,” Eric said. “They don’t appear to be going north.”


  “Those bastards are setting up in St Johns just like they did on I-40,” Kyle said. “They’re trying to cut us off at the pass.”


  “How many patriots did we recruit?” Jason asked.


  “It was about thirty thousand,” Don said. “Most of them are southwest of St. Johns, though.”


  “How many in St. Johns?” Eric asked.


  “Couple hundred,” Chloe said. “More outside of town, to the west and to the east.”


  “I see about ten thousand enemy fighters between Duncan and St. Johns,” Junior said. “More coming up, but not that fast. If we have thirty thousand fighters, even with the St. Johns people gone, we’ll still be in a decent position.”


  “This is bad,” Sydney said. “We might be rushing headlong into an ambush.”


  “We can still see all of them,” Don said. “We still have that advantage, and it’s sizeable.”


  “Yes, it is,” Jason said, “assuming we really have the people on our side that we think we do.”


  “Maybe we need to scout it before we bring the entire group,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “Yeah, maybe,” Kyle said.


  “We could just chuck it and head back home,” Kelly said.


  “Yes, we can always do that,” Jason said, “but the reasons we had against that are still valid.”


  “So what do we do?” Don asked.


  “Let’s get on the road as if we’re going,” Jason said, “but keep a careful watch, and we also go south from Highway 60 and blow up Highway 191. That should at least stop more from rushing north along that corridor.”


  “This is interesting,” Junior said, watching his phone screen. “The bad guys are spreading themselves out. They’re probably occupying houses around the town.”


  “Those poor people,” Sydney said.


  “They’re trying to hide out until we show up,” Junior said.


  “Yep,” Kelly said. “We show up, and they come out of the woodwork.”


  “Let’s do this,” Junior said. “Take off now as planned, but stop in Pie Town. It’s about half way between I-25 and Highway 191.”


  “Yes, then we can hang out and watch a little bit longer,” Eric said.


  “There’s a huge RV Park in that town,” Junior said.


  “That’s a good idea,” Stanton Hunt said, “and I’m just seeing another option.”


  “What’s that?” Jason asked. Stanton Hunt approached, holding his phone up to him.


  “See this road here?”


  Jason squinted as he looked. “Highway 63? Oh shit, I see what you’re saying. We could take that from Pie Town to Highway 36, then onto Highway 117. That would take us right up to I-40 through this wilderness area.”


  “How good are those roads?” Don asked.


  “Looking at them now,” Junior said. “Not the best, but passable.”


  “I-40 goes over the San Jose Rio river a ways east of Highway 117,” Eric said.


  “Doesn’t look like much of a river,” Junior said. “Might just be a dry wash.”


  “It’s still gonna have a bridge,” Kelly said.


  “I know,” Junior said, “but a dry wash might be something they can put a temporary road on.”


  “Until the rainy season,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “Which is when?” Chloe asked.


  “Not soon enough, I’m afraid,” Don said.


  Jason was looking closely at his phone. “I say we take Junior’s advice. We’ll know more by the time we get to Pie Town. Looking at I-40 near the Arizona border, I don’t see any better places to blow than this dry wash.”


  “I agree,” Stanton Hunt said. “Let’s go.”


  “We’re packed up,” Alyssa said. “I’ll bring the cart over here.”


  “Okay, off we go,” Jason said.


  Alyssa and Chloe rushed out together to pick up the car, and the others left, Sydney and Don staying behind, still packaging equipment.


  “This is scary as hell,” Sydney said under her breath.


  “I know,” Don said. “Don’t see a way around it, though. What about the folks we recruited?”


  “Don’t tell them anything beyond what we already have,” Sydney said. “Better to let the enemy think we’re still going into Arizona.”


  “You think the enemy knew, or were they just watching their backs?”


  “Both, probably,” Don said. “The last person I chatted with in St. Johns said that townspeople were being tortured for information. They might have gotten the whole rundown on our recruitment drive.”


  “Oh, God,” Sydney said. “All those people.”


  “I know, it’s horrible, but it might work to our side’s advantage in the long run. If they aren’t defending the area we want to blow up on I-40 because they think we’re going west of there, that could be a big win for us.”


  “We’d better tell Chloe and Alyssa not to tell anybody about our new plans, then,” Sydney said.


  Don nodded, stopping a moment to send a text. “Just told them, and asked them to pass it around. Top priority.”


  “Good,” Sydney said. “This is the last of it.”


  Chloe and Alyssa came in with the cart and their friends, and they loaded the equipment and pushed it out the door to the rigs. Don and Sydney took one last look at the Parks and Rec hall, then left, Sydney switching off the lights.


  “So, are we going to go radio silent on those people?” Sydney asked.


  “No,” Don said. “Been thinking about that. We need to round up the team for a minute.”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “Tell them we’re running a little late, but we’re still coming,” Don said.


  “This is gonna get some people killed,” Sydney said.


  “I know, honey, but it’ll protect the basic mission,” Don said. “War is war.”


  “Maybe people won’t trust us anymore,” Sydney said. “We won’t be able to recruit like we’ve been doing.”


  “We’ll put out our reasons when this is over,” Don said. “Our people are smart. They’ll understand. Most of them will agree.”


  Chapter 19 - Burgers


  “I can’t believe we’re back here,” Lita said, watching Richardson as he drove. The high-rises of San Antonio loomed ahead, on nearly deserted I-37.


  “We don’t have to stay,” Richardson said.


  “How do you know where Wallis is going to place us?”


  “He wants to do a phone call when we can stop and get the others together,” Richardson said. “Got a text an hour ago, when you were sleeping.”


  “How’s our gas?”


  “We’ll need to stop pretty soon. We should find a place with a restaurant nearby. We can try the call then.”


  Lita took her phone off the center console. “I’ll check it out.”


  “Good. Check for enemy fighters too. I haven’t checked for a while.”


  “Will do,” she said, eyes focused on the screen. “No big groups in San Antonio, but lots of small groups in the suburbs surrounding it.”


  “Dammit. Gonna take a long time to clean that up.”


  “You aren’t kidding,” Lita said. “They’re gonna send us to the Rio Grande again, aren’t they?”


  “I’m guessing Big Bend, given what we’re seeing there,” Richardson said. “It’s gonna be dangerous.”


  “Don’t get the idea that you’re leaving me behind,” Lita said.


  “I won’t. You can handle yourself.”


  “Get off on Donop Road, then take the I-37 frontage road north. There’s a gas station with a burger joint next to it there. It’s only four miles from here.”


  “Good, text the others,” Richardson said.


  She nodded as she sent the text. “Hope our training facility is not close to the action this time.”


  “That would be nice,” Richardson said.


  The off-ramp came up quickly, all three pickup trucks getting off, heading for the gas pumps.


  “So, what’s up, boss?” Brendan asked from the other side of the fuel island. He started the gasoline flowing into his tank, then walked over to Richardson.


  “We need to chat with Wallis. We’ll get a bite to eat at that joint over there and call him.”


  “Sounds good - I’m pretty hungry, dude,” Juan Carlos said, walking over from the far island.


  “Likewise,” Richardson said.


  “We aren’t touring the Riverwalk while we’re here?” Brendan asked, a sly grin on his face.


  “I don’t think our women would go for that,” Richardson said.


  “You got that right,” Juan Carlos said. He heard a clunk from the pump he was using. “Think I’m full already, man. Should I park over there?”


  “Yeah, around the back if there’s places.”


  “Got it,” Juan Carlos said. Lita, Madison, and Hannah were walking back from the store with bags.


  “What’d you get?” Brendan asked.


  “Just some snacks for later,” Hannah said. “We are just passing through San Antonio, right?”


  “See, told you,” Richardson said.


  “What, no leisurely meal at the Riverwalk?” Lita asked, watching Madison cringe.


  “I don’t think I’ll feel comfortable there for years,” she said. “I’m going to our truck. We’re eating at that place over there, right?”


  “Yep,” Richardson said.


  “Hope Wallis is available,” Lita said. “It’d be nice to have an idea what happens next.”


  “Mine’s full,” Brendan said, going to the nozzle and pulling it out.


  “We aren’t staying in San Antonio, are we?” Lita whispered after Hannah walked away.


  “I doubt it,” Richardson said, putting the gas nozzle back on the pump. “Hopefully we’ll find out in a few minutes.”


  The restaurant was empty. Richardson picked a round table towards the back of the room. The waitress walked over, smiling at them, and took their orders.


  Richardson got out his phone and tried Wallis. It rang three times, and Wallis picked up.


  “Richardson, how are you?”


  “Hello, Director,” Richardson said. “We’re sitting at a table in the back of a burger joint. There’s nobody else in here. Can I put it on speaker?”


  “Sure,” Wallis said. “Just keep an eye out, and let me know if somebody gets within earshot, okay?”


  “You got it.” Richardson put the phone in the middle of the table and hit the speaker button. “Guys, we need to stop if somebody gets within earshot. Got it?”


  “Yeah, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Hello, all,” Wallis said. “Glad you’ve made it safely out of Corpus Christi.”


  “What happened there?” Lita asked.


  “There’s still a battle going on, but the citizens have had enough. They came out to aid the police and the few National Guard folks we had there. The tide appears to be turning.”


  “That’s good news,” Richardson said. “Why didn’t you want us to stay and fight? We probably could’ve helped.”


  “We’ve got a real problem along the Rio Grande, and we’ve got no other trained boat crews left. You’re going to be training for a while.”


  “Where?” Brendan asked.


  “You know where Canyon Lake is, right?”


  “Yes, just to the northeast of San Antonio,” Juan Carlos said. “Nice lake. I went there a lot as a kid.”


  “Great, we get to train while we’re not in a war zone,” Brendan said. “Assuming it’s not a war zone. Haven’t used the app for that area.”


  “I’d start keeping an eye on it now,” Wallis said. “We’ve got houses for you there, in the middle of a residential area. You’ll be hiding in plain sight. Hopefully it will be safer than the places you’ve been in the past.”


  “Who knows about them?” Richardson asked, brow furrowed. “I remember what happened last time.”


  “Gallagher’s sister is a real estate agent in the area,” Wallis said. “She helped us buy three houses. Nobody knows outside our inner circle this time. There will be barracks for the recruits right near the water.”


  “Can we continue to participate?” Madison asked.


  “I’ll leave that up to you guys,” Wallis said. “Just be sure that what you do doesn’t hurt the mission, though, okay?”


  “Where are we going after the training is done?”


  “Big Bend,” Wallis said.


  “I was afraid of that,” Hannah said.


  “We’re putting more boats there, and the Texas Army National Guard is already on scene, clearing out encampments on both sides of the river.”


  “I thought you needed them for Dallas,” Richardson said.


  “We’re taking somewhat of a gamble,” Wallis said. “We’re using the service folks out there, and will use the Fort Stockton group with their extra recruits to shore up Dallas.”


  “Those guys are out of the state, aren’t they?” Richardson asked. “Hold it. The waitress is bringing our food.”


  “Okay,” Wallis said.


  “Here you go,” the waitress said, setting a large round tray covered with plates down on a table next to them. She doled out the food and left.


  “Okay, she’s gone,” Richardson said.


  “Thanks,” Wallis said. “The core group is still outside the state, but they’ll be back soon.”


  “Good,” Richardson said.


  “We’ll be using outboards again, right?” Juan Carlos asked. “The Rio Grande isn’t deep enough for the inboards in a lot of places.”


  “Yes, but they’ll be the latest versions, with armor behind the power heads and the improved guns.”


  “That sounds great,” Brendan said. “What’s going to happen in the gulf?”


  “We’re working that,” Wallis said. “I’m sorry about what happened to you there. Losing the cover from the US Navy was not expected.”


  “I gathered that,” Richardson said.


  “How many boats will we be getting ready?”


  “Twenty in the first wave,” Wallis said. “Then another twenty after that. Probably several more groups.”


  “Does that mean we’ll be training the other groups in the battle zone?” Lita asked.


  “No,” Wallis said. “You folks will be at Canyon Lake until all of the training is finished. They’ll be going there without you, so you’ll need to develop leaders as well as crew members.”


  “Big job,” Richardson said.


  “Do you feel up to it?” Wallis asked.


  “Yes sir,” Richardson replied.


  “Good, then I’ll let you guys go. You’ll get texts with the locations where you’ll settle. Go ahead and grab hotel rooms for the first week or so. We’ll contact you with instructions soon.”


  “Thanks,” Richardson said.


  “Enjoy your lunch,” Wallis said. The call ended.


  “Canyon Lake, huh,” Juan Carlos said. “That’s bitchen.”


  Brendan looked at his phone, running the apps around the area. “There are a few hits between Canyon Lake and the northern outskirts of San Antonio.”


  “Dammit,” Madison said.


  “It’s only a few,” Brendan said. “There’s a similar population near just about every city in the damn state.”


  “Let’s eat and get out of here,” Lita said.


  “Yeah, dig in,” Juan Carlos said. He took a bite out of his burger. “Damn, this is good, bro.”


  “How can you eat that with all the peppers on it?” Madison asked.


  “I like my food hot, like my women.”


  Hannah laughed out loud. Madison looked at her and giggled.


  “Behave, children,” Lita said.


  They finished the meal, paid the check, and left the building, getting into their trucks.


  “Where are we going, boss?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “That’s a pretty big lake,” Lita said. “Wonder what side the training facility is on?”


  “I’ll text that question to Wallis,” Richardson said. “We’ll get back to you.”


  Lita looked at her phone for a moment. “Take I-37 to I-410. Then get on I-35 towards New Braunfels. We should have the final destination before we get there.”


  “Sounds good,” Brendan said.


  “Got it, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  Lita and Richardson watched them get into their trucks.


  “Are we gonna be okay?” Lita asked. “This feels too much like all the other times.”


  “I don’t know, honey. We’ll do the best we can.”


  They got into their truck and drove back onto I-37.


  Chapter 20 – Uncommon Sense


  “How are we doing?” Hendrix asked, joining Maria in the supply room.


  “We’re getting a little low on some stuff,” she said. “Haven’t had fresh veggies in weeks, for one thing. Now we’re running low on frozen. We’ll be down to canned pretty soon.”


  “We can ask for a delivery.”


  “Think it’s safe enough to go out now?” Maria asked.


  “That’s hard to say,” Hendrix said. “Wish they’d give us those damn apps.”


  “Will they do that eventually?” Maria asked.


  “It sounds like they’re getting close to release, but we’re at the mercy of General Hogan’s team.”


  Maria came out of the pantry area, and took one more look in the walk-in freezer. “Seems so stupid.”


  “I know, but I understand it,” Hendrix said.


  “The hospital called me about my sister.”


  Hendrix looked at her. “She didn’t escape again, did she?”


  “No, she’s still in lock-up, but she’s quit eating.”


  “They can feed her with an IV, though, right?” Hendrix asked.


  “It’s about to come to that,” Maria said. “My mom won’t answer their phone calls anymore.”


  “I’m sorry,” Hendrix said, pulling her close.


  “My family is a mess,” she said. “We’re lucky we’ve been out of their reach.”


  “Your mom isn’t really a problem, is she?”


  “She’s a total user,” Maria said. “She’d be wanting to move in and live the high life. That will get harder to deal with when we’re out of this lockup situation.”


  “We won’t let her pressure us into anything,” Hendrix said.


  “I know, it’s just harder because I’ll have to confront her.” She backed out of the walk-in and closed the door. “We’ve still got a lot of frozen stuff. It’s just that the stuff everybody likes the most is gone.”


  “Make up a list and we’ll get it out via the National Guard guys outside,” Hendrix said. “Might want to check with the others for requests, too.”


  “I’ll take care of it,” Maria said. “Sorry I’ve got such a crazy family.”


  “Hey, I knew before I got on the bus, remember?”


  “Yes, you helped me with Celia,” Maria said. “I remember.”


  “And I’ll continue to help you. Your family is my family.”


  “She can never come to live with us,” Maria said. “I don’t even want her staying with us temporarily.”


  “Why?”


  “She’ll try to seduce you, and she’s good at it,” Maria said.


  “I’m strong enough to resist, you know.”


  Maria looked at him for a moment. “Yes, I know you don’t want to do anything, but I’d rather not put you or her in that situation. I’ll need you to be strong for me, though. I’ll need you to back me up when we get pressured. Think you can do that?”


  “Yes, of course,” Hendrix said.


  “Same goes for my mom,” Maria said. “If we let her get a foot in the door, it’ll be hard to get rid of her. She’s even better at making me feel guilty than Celia is.”


  “I understand,” Hendrix said. “Really. It’s no problem.”


  The console beeped in the other room. “Sounds like we’re on duty again.” She walked to the terminal, Hendrix following her.


  “We got a call coming in, huh?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yep,” Hendrix said. “Think we should wake the governor?”


  “Let’s see who it is first,” Dr. Schultz said.


  Maria logged on and brought up the session. Gallagher and Wallis were on the other end.


  “Hi, Maria,” Wallis said.


  “Hello,” she said. “Do we need Governor Nelson for this?”


  “Probably a good idea, if he’s not tied up,” Gallagher said.


  “He’s sleeping,” Ramsey said, pulling a chair over.


  “Let’s start without him, and wake him up if we need to,” Wallis said.


  “Sounds good,” Hendrix said. “Go ahead.”


  “First the good news,” Wallis said. “Richardson and his team got out of Corpus Christi unharmed. They’re heading towards Canyon Lake now. I’ve given them an initial briefing on the training they’ll be doing.”


  “How’d they take it?” Ramsey asked.


  “Pretty well, but they’re leery of being discovered again.”


  “I don’t blame them,” Hendrix said. “How about the recruits?”


  “The first batch will be there in a few days, just before the boats arrive,” Wallis said. “They’re chomping at the bit.”


  “Good,” Ramsey said. “Now the bad news.”


  Gallagher cleared his throat. “The enemy foiled our plans to use Arizona’s highway 191 to take out I-40 and Route 60.”


  “Dammit,” Hendrix said. “How?”


  “We don’t know for sure,” Gallagher said. “They might have just looked at the damn map. It’s not that hard to figure out.”


  “You think it’s something worse, though,” Hendrix said. “I see it written all over your face.”


  “They’ve been torturing civilians along the way,” Gallagher said. “We’re afraid they’re getting detailed accounts of the social media campaign our folks have been running.”


  “I doubt this is the first glimpse they’ve had of that,” Hendrix said. “Our folks aren’t still going to Arizona, I hope.”


  “They figured out an alternative that keeps them inside New Mexico,” Gallagher said.


  “You’re worried about it,” Ramsey said.


  “I’m not worried about their safety. We’ve reviewed their plan, and it’s a good one. I’m worried about the people they recruited in Arizona.”


  “How many did they recruit?” Ramsey asked.


  “Thirty thousand, give or take,” Gallagher said. “We aren’t telling them about the change in plans.”


  “Shit,” Hendrix said. “That’ll get some of them killed.”


  Gallagher shook his head yes. “And if we risk telling them and somebody gives up the info after torture, it’ll put the core team at risk. I’d rather bring them back to Texas than allow that to happen.”


  “We do need to talk to the governor about this,” Ramsey said.


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Hendrix said.


  “I’ll go wake him,” Dr. Schultz said. “I agree. We don’t have a choice.”


  He got up and left the room, heading for the bedroom hall.


  “This is bad,” Hendrix said. “It could break the trust we’ve been building with the citizens.”


  “What’s going on?” Nelson asked as he walked into the console room.


  “Sorry to have to wake you, governor,” Ramsey said.


  “Don’t worry, I was already awake.”


  “The Fort Stockton team isn’t going to Arizona after all,” Gallagher said.


  “Uh oh, what happened?” Nelson asked, rolling a chair over and sitting down.


  “The enemy flooded Highway 191. They’ve been killing civilians all the way up and down that road, and are getting ready to hold it.”


  “They found out our plans?” Nelson asked.


  “We’re not sure,” Gallagher said. “Here’s the rub. They’ve been torturing people. They might have a good account of how we’re recruiting civilians.”


  “Oh,” Nelson said. “You know they might already understand that, right?”


  “That came up in the discussion, yes,” Hendrix said.


  “Something really bothers you guys.”


  “The Fort Stockton team isn’t planning on telling the recruits that they won’t be in Arizona after all,” Gallagher said. “I agree with them, but there are ramifications.”


  “The recruits could go out on a limb and be killed waiting for the Fort Stockton team to arrive,” Nelson said. “We can’t warn them, because if somebody spills the beans, it puts the core team in severe danger.”


  “You got it,” Gallagher said. “The new plan is to travel west to Pie Town on Route 60, blow that road up, and then travel north on smaller roads to I-40.”


  “There’s a section of I-40 within their reach that has some good bridges,” Wallis said. “Better than what we had closer to the Arizona border.”


  Nelson was quiet for a moment, thinking. Hendrix shot a worried glance at Maria and Ramsey.


  “What are the other options?” Nelson asked.


  “Option one – we notify the recruits via social media, tell them to keep quiet, and then follow through with the Pie Town plan,” Gallagher said.


  “Option two – we bring our folks home to Texas post haste,” Wallis said, “and notify the recruits to stand down.”


  “Neither of those options are great,” Nelson said. “We really need to shut down those roads.”


  “Excuse me, but I have another option,” Hendrix said. “We’ve got thirty thousand civilian fighters waiting in the wings for something to do. We could let Gallagher take command of that group, and get them a target to attack. Thirty thousand is a large force.”


  “Double down, huh?” Nelson asked. “Keep the enemy busy fighting the civilians while we ruin their routes into Colorado. I like it.”


  “So do I,” Gallagher said. “Not sure I can do this by remote control, though. I might need to take my staff and go out there.”


  “No,” Nelson said. “I won’t risk losing you.”


  “We can do this remotely,” Wallis said. “I’ve already got some ideas how we can pull it off.”


  “I’m all ears,” Gallagher said.


  “Okay, you two go off and figure this out,” Nelson said. “Report back with your plans. Be quick about it.”


  “You got it, boss,” Gallagher said. “Talk to you soon.” The console went black.


  “You missed your calling,” Nelson said to Hendrix. “You should be in the Pentagon.”


  Hendrix laughed. “Thanks, but I don’t think so. That was common sense.”


  “No, it was uncommon sense,” Ramsey said. “I’m impressed again.”


  Chapter 21 – Reserve Gas


  Junior and Kelly were in their truck, the bed full of jerry cans.


  “Glad you thought of this,” Kelly said, looking at him from the driver’s seat. “There’s nowhere to fuel up once we leave I-25 for Highway 107.”


  “I just hope this will be enough,” Junior said as they neared the truck stop.


  “Where’s Clancy?” Kelly asked. “He should be here by now with the rest of the cans, right?”


  “He’ll be along. He was looking for some help. I think he’s bringing Francis.”


  “There it is,” Kelly said, turning onto the lot. He pulled up to an empty pump, and the two men started fueling the cans. Clancy drove up a few minutes into it.


  “Hey, guys,” Clancy said as he got out. Francis joined him.


  “Anybody scoped out Pie Town for fuel yet?” Francis asked. “If there’s nothing there, we’ll have problems.”


  “Rachel and Brenda found a few stations there,” Junior said. “We should be fine, as long as none of our friends show up there and cut us off at the pass.”


  “How many have already left?” Kelly asked, moving from one jerry can to another with the fuel nozzle.


  “Most of Stanton Hunt’s people are already on Highway 107,” Francis said. “Been watching the apps. Nobody around Pie Town. Nobody on the way, either, from what I can tell.”


  “How about Highway 191?” Kelly asked.


  “Arizona’s a mess,” Francis said. “Looks like they’re setting up a trap for us.”


  “I don’t like what we had to do with those recruits,” Junior said.


  “Yeah, me neither,” Clancy said. “We’d better be able to make a good case when we’re asked about that.”


  “It makes perfect sense, when you take the war effort together as a whole,” Junior said. “Doesn’t make it easy, though.”


  They continued filling the cans, both Kelly and Clancy having to re-input their cards as they went over a hundred dollars.


  “I’m done,” Kelly said.


  “I’ve got three more cans,” Clancy said. “Oh, and this truck.”


  “Dammit, forgot that,” Junior said, laughing. He took the nozzle to the gas fill of the truck and started fueling.


  “Think this hair-brained scheme is gonna work?” Francis asked.


  “They mostly have so far,” Junior quipped, a twinkle in his eye.


  “We’ve been lucky a lot, though,” Francis said.


  “True,” Clancy said. “We’ll lose some people in this operation.”


  “Don’t say that, man,” Kelly said.


  “Just being realistic,” Clancy said. He finished filling his truck. “I’m done.”


  “Me too,” Junior said. “Let’s blow this burg.”


  “Yeah, I got to get this thing hitched back to my trailer,” Kelly said. “We’ll need to distribute this gas around.”


  “That’s the plan,” Clancy said. “Miss that bobtail that Amanda used to have.”


  “Yep,” Junior said. “We might want to acquire more vehicles like that on the way back into Texas.”


  “We can put a lot of these gas cans in the other toy-haulers,” Kelly said as he got into the truck. “They’ve got the capacity.”


  “True,” Francis said.


  The two trucks left the gas station, heading back to their encampment off I-25. Vehicles were lined up by the time they got there.


  “Good, you guys got all filled up,” Jason said, watching the trucks roll up. “A few have to gas up their rigs on the way out, but most of us are full.”


  “We need to distribute what’s in my truck,” Kelly said. “With the tongue weight of the trailer, it’ll be more than this old truck can handle.”


  “Several of the toy haulers have their rear ends open just for that purpose,” Jason said.


  “Good,” Junior said. “I’m going over there.”


  “I’ll just leave these in the back of the truck and drive it that way,” Clancy said. “Don’t think I can tow Moe’s Jeep, though.”


  “Curt already has it hitched up to the back of his toy-hauler,” Jason said, “since he’ll be in that with Amanda.”


  “Oh, good,” Clancy said. “I’m ready to go, then. Where’re the tanks?”


  “They left early with Stanton Hunt’s people and some of the bikers. Take the lead, if you want. We’ll start leaving in five-minute intervals now.”


  “You want to ride with me, Francis?” Clancy asked.


  “If you don’t mind, I’d rather ride with Sherry,” he said.


  “No problem,” Clancy said. “See you guys.”


  The others nodded, watching him drive out to I-25, getting on the northbound side. Jason stayed at the start of the lineup, letting people go as he watched the time on his phone. He saw Junior and Kelly finish distributing the gas cans. Kelly hitched the truck to his trailer, and Junior got into his Brave and merged into the line. His phone rang. It was Ramsey. He put it to his ear, plugging the other ear due to the noise of the vehicles.


  “Hey, chief, what’s up?”


  “Hi, Jason,” Ramsey said.


  “Just a sec,” Jason said. He motioned for the next vehicle to take off, then got back on the phone. “Sorry, I’m metering the exodus here.”


  “Ah, very good,” Ramsey said. “Got something to pass along, but keep it with the inner circle, okay?”


  “Uh oh,” Jason said.


  “No, it’s good news,” Ramsey said. “Gallagher is gonna take over command of the people we recruited in Arizona. He’ll use them to attack the enemy. That ought to keep them too busy to respond when you folks start blowing things up in New Mexico.”


  “Going on offense, huh?” Jason said. “Brilliant. Who came up with that idea?”


  “Kip Hendrix,” Ramsey said. “That man is wicked smart.”


  Jason laughed. “I remember him being wicked, without the smart.”


  Ramsey chuckled. “After working with him in this war, he’ll always have my respect, regardless of our differences.”


  “War brings out the best and the worst in people, I guess,” Jason said. “Do we need to do anything? With the social media team, for instance?”


  “That’s the main reason I called. Tell them to continue to recruit, but don’t change the story.”


  “You got it,” Jason said. “I’d better call Don and Sydney in a hurry, then. I think they’d mostly shut down.”


  “You do that, and take care,” Ramsey said.


  “Thanks,” Jason said. He ended the call and motioned for the next vehicle to move out, then sent a text to Don and Sydney. They responded right away, saying they’d get back to recruiting as soon as they were rolling.


  Curt and Amanda rolled up to the first slot.


  “Hey, pencil neck, you being a traffic cop now?”


  “Kinda sorta,” Jason said. “Be careful out there.”


  “No problem,” Curt said. “Sounds like the enemy is busy in Arizona, which should help. Still a little worried about fuel, though.”


  “We should be fine, assuming we don’t run the stations in Pie Town all the way out.”


  “Can I leave yet?”


  Jason looked at his phone. It was a couple minutes early, but he shrugged. “Go ahead. See you there.”


  Curt pulled away. Carrie trotted over. “Where do you want our rig?”


  “We’ll take up the rear,” Jason said. “How’s the munchkin?”


  “She’s oblivious,” Carrie said. “She’s always happy to be on the road again. Eric and Kim are watching her while I’m here.”


  “Good,” Jason said. “I’ll be back there in about half an hour. Might want to feed her, and yourself.”


  “Will do, and I’ll have some hand food ready for you when you get behind the wheel.”


  “Perfect,” Jason said. He watched as she walked away, her frame slowly expanding with the pregnancy, the waddle already showing. A pulse of worry rushed through him.


  Chapter 22 – Little Reservoir


  Ray and Jerry slipped into the back door of the VFW hall, stepping over the bodies of two men near the back door.


  “Dammit,” Ray said, looking at Trixie’s body splayed out in the booth, a red hole on her forehead.


  “There’s Matt,” Jerry said, scratching his full black beard, fighting back tears. His heavy-set body trembled


  “Yeah, Mike’s by the door,” Ray said, his lanky figure moving from one body to another on the floor. “Those bastards.”


  “Glenn’s behind the bar with half his head gone,” Jerry said.


  The sound of an approaching vehicle floated in from outside.


  “Freeze, dude,” Ray whispered, holding still until it was obvious that the vehicle continued past the building.


  “What now?” Jerry asked.


  “Re-group,” Ray said. “Most of our guys are free. A few are being held in their homes.”


  “We need to regroup in an area where there’s a larger number of us.”


  Ray’s phone dinged, then Jerry’s.


  “Something’s up,” Ray said, pulling his phone out. He sat at an empty booth. “Holy shit, check this out.”


  Jerry was nodding as he read off his phone. “Hit the download link.”


  “Just did, man,” Ray said.


  They watched their phones as two apps were downloaded and installed.


  “Who sent these?” Jerry asked. “You heard of this guy?”


  “General Hogan. Are you kidding? He’s the leader of the resistance in the Southwest.”


  “That’s where I heard that name before,” Jerry said. “It just got finished. Cool, here’s some instructions.”


  They read their phones, their eyes getting wide. “Whoa,” Ray said. “Wonder if the Fort Stockton team had access to this?”


  “I’d say yes,” Jerry said. “Firing it up now.” He hit the short-range app and it loaded, showing a screen. His phone buzzed him right away, and icons came up all around the city. Ray’s phone buzzed too.


  “Lots of bad guys within half a mile,” Ray whispered. “I’m trying the long-range app.” He loaded it, looking closely, then glancing up at Jerry. “There’s a line of enemy fighters up and down 191, and we can see exactly where they are.”


  “Yeah, I can see which houses are occupied here, too,” Jerry said. They both got dinged with another text message. “Somebody named Major General Gallagher. Heard of him?”


  “No,” Ray said. “He wants us to meet together by Little Reservoir.”


  “Who?”


  “All the recruits in this area,” Ray said.


  “What if it’s a trap?”


  “I don’t think it is,” Jerry said. “Otherwise why would they have given us these apps?”


  “What if the enemy has some of our phones?”


  Jerry smiled. “They’ll have to be fast about getting to us. The meeting starts in five minutes. We’ll barely get there in time.”


  “Let’s haul ass,” Ray said.


  The two men snuck back outside and jumped into their truck, heading south on 191 and then taking First Street south to the lake.


  “Look, more of us,” Jerry said. “There’s Tank’s Jeep ahead of us.”


  “Yeah, Casey’s truck is right behind us,” Ray said. They sped up on the thin road, seeing a group of vehicles near a cove. Men were outside their vehicles talking, all of them with their hunting rifles and shotguns.


  “You guys believing this?” Jerry asked as he walked to the group with Ray.


  Tank turned and looked at them, a huge man, his belly spilling over his belt, his blonde beard half-way down his chest. “I believe it. You know who Gallagher is?”


  “Who?” Jerry asked.


  “Leader of the Texas Army National Guard,” Tank said. “He’s probably the leader of Don’s social media team.”


  “Anything from them?” Ray asked.


  “Not for a while.”


  The men continued to arrive, until there were several hundred there. A link appeared on everybody’s phone, to get them hooked into a meeting.


  “They want us using the camera,” Ray said, reading a new message. “You don’t show your face, you get cut off, so be ready.”


  “Why they doing that?” asked one of the men.


  “So they’re sure they don’t have Islamist scum on the call,” Ray said. “Borderline genius.”


  “Hit the link, everybody,” somebody shouted.


  “Yeah, let’s,” Ray said.


  They did, all of them prompted to focus the front facing camera on themselves. Then a picture of two military-looking gentlemen showed up on the screen. It was a large black man and a medium-sized white man.


  “Hello,” the white man said. “I’m Major General Gallagher, commander of the Texas Army National Guard.”


  “And I’m Director Wallis of the Texas DPS,” Wallis said.


  “Try to speak back as little as possible, or this is gonna get out of control,” Gallagher said. “Maybe elect somebody to speak.”


  “Ray,” a few people said.


  “I’m good with that,” Ray said.


  “Good,” Gallagher said. “Looks like we only had three phones that were afraid to show their faces. They’ve been shut down and are no longer on the meeting. Their apps have been wiped clean.”


  “Go ahead then,” Ray said. “We might be attracting a little attention.”


  “You will be,” Gallagher said. “You’ll get attacked as soon as the enemy can get together and do it. I’d have people with the best long guns watching the roads you came on.”


  “Should we stay here?” Ray asked.


  “Yes, because we’re making an air-drop.”


  “I hear planes coming,” Jerry said.


  “We hear the planes coming,” Ray said into his phone.


  “Good,” Gallagher said.


  Three planes came in fast and low, dipping down, each dropping packages into the lake. They floated.


  “Sorry, somebody’s going to have to get wet,” Wallis said. “Get to it. You’ll need those soon, I suspect.”


  “Keep an eye on your apps,” Gallagher said. “Refresh the short-range app often. You’ll see the enemy coming.”


  Several men swam out into the lake, grabbing the ropes that were hanging off the edges of the floating crates, pulling them towards shore. Others rushed in to help them get the crates onto the banks.


  “Open them up,” Gallagher said.


  The men got to work.


  “Holy shit,” Jerry said when they got the top off. “Are those M60s?”


  “Yeah, and M-16s,” said another man at the second crate.


  “Mortars and RPGs,” said a man at the third crate.


  “Divvy them out fast,” Gallagher said. “Who knows how to use these weapons?”


  “Lots of our folks were in the military,” Ray said into the phone.


  “Good,” Gallagher said. “Load them up fast, before you get company.”


  “Is this in preparation for when the Fort Stockton team gets here?” Ray asked.


  “No,” Gallagher said. “They’re not coming. They’ll hit Highway 60 and I-40 from inside New Mexico while you guys go on the offensive and keep the enemy busy, assuming you’re willing.”


  “We willing, guys?” Ray shouted.


  “Hell yeah,” one man said.


  “Let me at them,” another man said, and others nodded in agreement.


  “Use the apps to rout these creeps out of your town,” Gallagher said. “You outnumber the enemy by a lot there. Wallis and I are doing the same thing in several other towns up and down Highway 191.”


  “Hey, guys, I see vehicles coming this way,” Jerry said. “Crap, I just got buzzed.


  “Me too,” said another man.


  “Pass out those M60s and feed in the belts, boys,” Ray shouted. “Let’s give those heathens a reception they won’t forget.”


  The men rushed to get the arms out in near panic.


  “Ray, sign off,” Gallagher said. “Concentrate on the enemy. We’ll talk later.”


  “You got it,” Ray said. “Thanks!”


  “Thank you,” Gallagher said.


  “Yes,” Wallis said. “Fight well. Be a terror to the enemy.”


  The call shut down, and everybody raced up to a good position as the line of enemy vehicles picked their way along the rough road.


  “How close do we want them?” Ray asked.


  “A little closer, and then let’s hit them with the M60s,” Jerry said.


  They aimed their weapons and waited.


  “They’re slowing down,” Ray whispered. “I think they sense a trap.”


  “Fire,” Jerry said, pulling the trigger, stopping the first several vehicles with machine gun fire. The others tried to turn around, but the blood of the patriots was up. They broke into a run towards the vehicles, many of the firing as they went, hitting all the vehicles, forcing the Islamists to get on foot, only to get cut down in their tracks. The battle was over in less than five minutes.


  “Damn,” Ray said. “That was something.”


  “What now?” Jerry asked, Tank standing next to him with a big grin on his face.


  “Use the apps. Get them out of the local houses. Teams of at least five for each house. We also have a problem at the Junior High School. We’ll need at least a hundred of us there.”


  “Let’s go, then,” Tank shouted. The men carried their weapons and ammo to their vehicles as fast as they could and rushed towards town.


  Chapter 23 – The Band


  Madison watched Juan Carlos driving. He noticed, looking at her for a moment.


  “What?”


  “Sometimes I can’t believe your mine,” she said.


  “Is that good or bad?” Juan Carlos asked, shooting her a smirk.


  “Oh please,” Madison said, smiling at him. “You know the answer to that.”


  “Well I feel the same way,” Juan Carlos said. His phone dinged, as did Madison’s.


  “That’s gonna be Richardson,” Madison said. “I’ll take it.”


  She opened the message. “We’re going to the far side of the lake. Get off I-35 on State Road 306 and take it all the way to the Holiday Inn Resort.”


  “Whoa, we’re staying there?” Juan Carlos asked. “That place is frigging swanky. I went to a wedding there once.”


  “We’ll be on 306 a while,” Madison said. “Long way.”


  “It’s not a bad road, though,” Juan Carlos said. “Any friends around?”


  “Nope,” Madison said. “I’ve been keeping an eye on the apps pretty often. The closest group I’ve seen that’s more than one or two stragglers is in Wimberly.”


  “That’s not very far from the side of Canyon Lake we’re going to,” Juan Carlos said. “How many we talking about?”


  “Roughly thirty,” Madison said. “There are two at Canyon Lake, but they’re on the other side. Mystic Shores.”


  “We might want to pay them a visit,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah, it’ll be hard to hide our operation once everybody shows up,” Madison said. “Somebody’s going to notice.”


  “Here comes 306,” Juan Carlos said. He got off the interstate and merged onto the smaller road.


  “Look, there’s Brendan and Hannah up there,” Madison said.


  “This place has a radical spa and swimming pool,” Juan Carlos said.


  “I’m more interested in the room,” Madison said. “We haven’t had playtime for days.”


  “Yes, that’s been on my mind a little bit too.”


  “A little bit?” Madison asked.


  “Okay, a lot,” he said, glancing at her.


  “This road takes us past the town pretty fast,” Madison said.


  “It does,” Juan Carlos said, watching the rolling hills on either side, covered with oak trees and fine homes. “I always liked this area.”


  “I like it a little closer to Austin,” Madison said, “but this is pretty similar.” Both of them jerked.


  “Enemy hit,” Juan Carlos whispered. “Check it out.”


  “I see them,” she said, putting the screen closer to her face. “They’ll see us drive by, I suspect. They’re just off to the northeast of 306.”


  “What’s the name of the street?”


  “There’s no street, just driveways,” Madison said, looking closely again. “Looks like a small factory. There’s three buildings, and a yard around it. The nearest street is Millies Lane, and it’s about 800 feet before it, on the other side of the road.”


  “Wonder if we should go in?”


  “There’s only six of us,” Madison said. “If we go by without attracting attention, I’ll consider us lucky.”


  Their phones dinged with a text message. Madison looked at it and chuckled.


  “What?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “From Lita. Drive casual. Do not engage unless we’re forced to.”


  Juan Carlos chuckled. “Okay, guess I’ll need to behave, but keep your M-16 handy, okay?”


  “Okay,” Madison said.


  “Here comes that street you mentioned,” Juan Carlos said. “Millies.”


  “Not much of a street.”


  “Nope,” Juan Carlos said. “That’s it, right?”


  “Yep,” Madison said. She refreshed the short-range app and got buzzed again.


  “They move?”


  “Doesn’t look like it,” Madison said. “Remember, drive casual.”


  He nodded as they flew past the small factory, Madison getting a good look out of the passenger window. “Nobody outside.”


  “Good,” Juan Carlos said. “This ought to tell us if they can still track us.”


  “Huh?”


  “You know how they kept on finding us over and over,” Juan Carlos said. “Now we can see them react if they’re going to.”


  “We don’t have any of the same vehicles or the same cellphones,” Madison said. “How the hell could they see us?”


  “They following us yet?”


  Madison refreshed the app. “Nope, they’re still in the same place.”


  “Good,” Juan Carlos said. “At least this is a long way from our destination.”


  “Big housing development,” Madison said. “Look, it goes on both sides of the road.”


  “Yeah, that’s sizeable, with big lots,” Juan Carlos said. “Upper middle class.”


  “Think we’ll get there?”


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said. “I do. Eventually.”


  “You’re not going to stay in the service for a long time?”


  “Nah, never wanted that. I wanted to pay my dues and get a break on some education,” he said. “Funny how we haven’t talked much about that stuff.”


  “Well, our lives have been a little busy,” Madison said.


  “This is true,” Juan Carlos said. “I’d like to get a business degree, and then use that to open a small business.”


  “What kind of small business?”


  Juan Carlos chuckled. “Something near here would be good. A boat repair shop, or even a dealer.”


  “Takes a lot of money to start a dealership. My uncle had a car dealership. It was tough. He worked all the time, too.”


  “What do you want to do?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Finish my degree, eventually,” she said. “I’ve got a pretty strong urge to have kids, though, and that might get in the way.”


  “We can plan for that,” Juan Carlos said. “I want you to be happy.”


  “I know,” Madison said. She refreshed the apps. “Crap, those guys moved back there. I think they’re in their vehicles.”


  “All of them?”


  “Just a sec,” she said, expanding the view with her fingers, zooming in. “Only two of them. Never mind, they’re going the other direction on 306.”


  “Probably going to get a beer and a ham sandwich,” Juan Carlos said. Madison smirked.


  “Shit, they made a U-turn,” Madison said. “They’re coming this way now.”


  “Text the others,” Juan Carlos said, gripping the wheel, his eyes darting to the rearview mirror every few seconds.


  Their phones dinged. “They beat me to it.”


  “What’d they say?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Lita said stay steady,” Madison said. “I don’t like this.”


  “I see them coming,” Juan Carlos said. “Shit, they’re chasing somebody. They’re about to pass us.”


  A Japanese sedan flew by them, several girls inside, looking panicked. Then a pickup truck flew past them, with two men inside.


  “Islamists made up to look like Mexicans,” Juan Carlos said. “They’re going on a tail hunt. We need to do something about this. Text Richardson.”


  “Yeah,” Madison said, shooting a text off. Her phone dinged after a moment.


  “What?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Hit them,” she said. “Richardson and Brendan are both turning around.”


  “Pass that M60 over here.”


  “Don’t get tangled up with the ammo belt,” Madison said.


  “Don’t worry,” he said, hitting the accelerator. “We got a better truck. I’ll catch those bastards.” The truck roared forward.


  “Don’t take that curve too fast,” Madison said, pushing her feet against the floorboard. Juan Carlos braked, slowing down slightly, making the curve, then flooring it again.


  “I think they noticed you,” Madison said, checking her M-16. “What are you gonna do?”


  “Pull up alongside and spray them with lead,” he said, foot still on the floorboard, the engine racing as he caught up to them.


  “They’re signaling you to back off.”


  “The girls just pulled over,” Juan Carlos said. “Look, the cretins are slowing down. Come to papa.”


  He got along side and stared at them. The man in the passenger seat showed his weapon, a menacing look on his face. Then Juan Carlos raised his M60 to the window frame and fired, killing both men, their truck hitting the ditch on the left side of the road and rolling over several times.


  “Wow,” Madison said. “Do we need to check?”


  “Nah, I hit both of them in the head. How about the girls?”


  “They’re getting back on the road, heading in this direction.” Madison said.


  “Here comes Richardson and Brendan,” Juan Carlos said. Richardson made a left turn onto a parking lot for the housing development, Brendan following. Juan Carlos turned into it. They all got out.


  “You killed them?” Richardson asked.


  “Oh yeah, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “Hit them both in the face with my M60.”


  “Well, that’ll do it,” Brendan agreed. “Look, that car is pulling in here.” He raised his weapon.


  “No, those are the girls they were chasing,” Madison said. Brendan lowered his weapon as they drove next to them, stopping by Juan Carlos and Madison’s truck.


  “Thank you so much,” said a pretty young blonde girl, no more than eighteen years old. “They were gonna get us.”


  “I hate this road now,” the brunette girl in the back seat said, her eyes wet with tears. “They took some of our friends. Raped them and left them dead on the side of the road.”


  “Oh, so you’ve seen them along here before?” Richardson asked.


  “Yes,” the first girl said. “The sheriff knows about it, but they keep moving around, and they’ve made themselves look different. I think they’re planning something here.”


  “Who are you guys?” asked the brunette.


  “DPS Patrol Boaters,” Richardson said. “We’ll be in the area for a while. Maybe we can help out with this situation.”


  “Why are you girls out on the road, anyway?” Lita asked.


  “We’re working a job at the main hotel by Canyon Lake,” the brunette said. “Jobs are scarce. Most places are closed down. We had to take it.”


  “What do you do?”


  “We have a cover band,” the blonde said.


  “Can we go now?” asked the other blonde, sitting in the passenger seat. “This is too scary out here.”


  “Yeah, Stacey, in a minute,” the blonde behind the wheel said. “Thanks again.”


  “Be careful,” Richardson said.


  “Yes,” Lita said. “Do you have to drive home after dark from your gig?”


  “No, we told them we wouldn’t take it if we couldn’t spend the night,” the brunette said.


  “Excellent,” Lita said. “Good luck. Break a leg.”


  “Thanks,” the blonde said. She drove away.


  “Wonder where they were going before they made the u-turn to follow those girls?” Madison asked.


  “That’s a damn good question,” Juan Carlos said. “We’d better get going. Somebody’s going to notice that crash, and we don’t want to be around.”


  “Seriously,” Hanna said.


  They got into their trucks and drove back onto 306.


  “Well, that was exciting,” Madison said, looking over at Juan Carlos. “Think I’ll have to reward you for that later.”


  “Be still my heart,” Juan Carlos said, smiling at her as he got up to speed.


  Chapter 24 – Vistas


  “Makes me nervous being on the tail end,” Carrie said, sitting in the passenger seat of the rig, watching Jason drive.


  “I’ve got my eyes peeled, and you’re watching the apps. That’s about all we can do, honey.”


  “Mommy, how long till we get there?” Chelsea asked, belted down onto the couch behind them.


  “A couple hours, honeybun,” Carrie said. “You okay?”


  “I’m bored,” she said.


  Carrie shot Jason a glance, and then got out of her seat, joining Chelsea. She reached behind the back of the couch and brought out a couple books. “I’ll read to you.”


  “Thanks, mommy,” Chelsea said.


  Jason half listened as he drove along, his mind racing from one scenario to another as they drove down deserted Highway 107.


  “You want a coke or something?” Carrie whispered. “She’s out.”


  “I’m good for now,” Jason said. Carrie got back in the passenger seat. “It’s pretty deserted out here.”


  “Sometimes it looks like a wasteland, but then you’ll see the vista of a range of mountains, all purple and tan. It’s really cool.”


  “I went to Santa Fe once,” Carrie said. “One of my friends got married at La Fonda.”


  “What’s La Fonda?”


  “A beautiful old hotel in downtown Santa Fe,” Carrie said. “Great big pueblo-style building. They have a nice bar. My friends and I got a little out of control there after the rehearsal dinner.”


  “Oh, really now?”


  “It was before we were together, so no judgment,” Carrie said.


  “Does that mean you’re gonna tell me all about it?”


  “No, I’m not telling you naughty stories while our daughter is right there.”


  “She’s asleep,” Jason said.


  “Yeah, until she isn’t,” Carrie said.


  “Which friend was it?”


  “You didn’t know her,” Carrie said. “Her name was Lacy.”


  “Did she live in Santa Fe, or was this a destination wedding?”


  “Oh, she lived there,” Carrie said. “She was working at the Georgia O’Keefe museum.”


  “Oh, the artist,” Jason said.


  “You know about her?” Carrie asked, looking surprised.


  “What, you think I care nothing about culture?”


  Carrie chuckled. “Not really.”


  “I’m offended,” Jason said. “You heard from Lacy recently?”


  “We drifted apart over the years. The marriage didn’t last. She worked her way up in the museum.”


  “Santa Fe has a big enemy base,” Jason said.


  “She might not have made it,” Carrie said. “I’ve got more than one friend who was in a bad place when this damn war started.”


  “We were in a bad place, remember? We almost got killed in Dripping Springs.”


  “More than once,” Carrie said. “When this is over, we’re going to find out about a lot of friends who didn’t make it.”


  “True, but we’ve gained too,” Jason said.


  “We’ve gained?”


  “Our friends. I’ll be life-long friends with Kelly and Junior, for example. We’ll end up at Texas Mary’s for family gatherings. We’ll know Dirk and Francis and Sherry, and Don and Sydney for the rest of our lives too. I didn’t know any of those folks before this started, except for Sydney.”


  “And Kate,” Carrie said, watching out the windshield.


  “Yeah, she’s great. Perfect for my best friend,” Jason said. “So it isn’t all bad.”


  “No, it isn’t,” Carrie said. “I should check the apps again.”


  Jason glanced at her as she looked at her phone, moving her fingers around.


  “Okay?”


  “Nobody close by here,” she said. “Hell, the hits that I was seeing up on I-40 have moved. They’re going west.”


  “West?”


  “Yep, and some of them are into Arizona, going south on 191.”


  “They’re taking the bait,” Jason said. “They think we’re going in that direction.”


  “Something’s going on in that town where the VFW attack happened,” she said. “I think we have enemy fighters fleeing into the hills.”


  “Oh, really?” Jason asked. “Maybe our recruits are taking the battle to the enemy.”


  “Well they’d better get ready for this group coming off I-40.”


  “And we’d better get our jobs done quickly, before they get wise and come back up there. This could be really good for us.”


  “Don’t count your chickens,” Carrie said. “There’s still bad guys coming up 191 from southern Arizona.”


  “How many?”


  “Hard to estimate, because they’re so spaced out. Maybe ten thousand.”


  “And how many coming down from I-40?” Jason asked.


  “Less than a thousand. Maybe five hundred. There’s still a bunch up by Albuquerque.”


  “How about Santa Fe?” Jason asked.


  “Just a sec,” she said, doing a pinch motion to zoom out. “Still where the bulk of them are. Wasn’t the US Airforce going to attack?”


  “Wallis said they were,” Jason said. “We’ve cut off their route. They might be trying to dominate 191 and I-40 to get more supplies and men up to that area.”


  “Yeah,” Carrie said. “We have to get I-40 shut down, and we’ve got to do it quick.”


  Chapter 25 – The Gym


  Tank crept up to the Junior High gym, M60 in his hand. He listened, hearing Arabic speaking, and a slap, then a woman screaming, stopping abruptly. The hackles on the back of his neck stood up. He turned and motioned to the others, who rushed up behind him, all armed with M60s or M-16s.


  “They’re in the gym?” Ray whispered.


  “They’ve got women in there,” Tank whispered. “We need to be careful when we go in.”


  “There’s another group heading to the school,” Jerry whispered, holding his phone in front of the others.


  “Only ten,” Tank said. “And two dozen inside the building. Where’s Frank and Jesse?”


  “On the other side of the gym,” Ray said. “We might want to attack before the other group gets here.”


  “No,” Jerry said. “Wait for them to show up.”


  There was another scream from inside the building, and laughter from several men.


  “God Dammit,” Tank said. “I’m gonna splatter those assholes.”


  “Down, boy,” Ray said. “Let’s get into the bushes over there. That new group will see us if we stay here.”


  They rushed away and got onto the ground behind shrubs as more people approached the gym.


  “That’s a lot more than ten people,” Tank whispered, seeing only their feet. “Wait, they’ve got a bunch more women with them.”


  “Good thing we waited,” Ray said.


  “See the girls now,” Jerry said. “I recognize some of them. My boss’s daughter. She’s only sixteen.”


  “Bastards,” Tank said. He pulled out his phone and sent a text.


  “What?” Ray asked.


  “We need more men here,” Tank said. “There’s a bunch over at the high school.”


  “What if there’s something going on there too?” Ray asked.


  “There isn’t,” Jerry said. “Just got a text from the lead. Tank’s right, we need them over here. They’re on their way.”


  “Do we wait?” Ray asked.


  “I’m gonna say no,” Jerry said. “We’ve got the two entrances on this side covered. Frank and Jesse have the other two entrances covered on their side. I’ll text them, see what’s up over there.”


  Jerry typed the text and sent it.


  “We’ve only got fifteen guys on this side,” Tank said.


  “Frank just replied,” Jerry said. “They’ve got twenty men over there. They saw the girls pushed in the door just now. They’re hearing a lot more on that side with the door ajar. Sounds bad. We need to shut it down. They’re gang-raping the girls.”


  “That means most of the enemy won’t have guns in their hands,” Tank said. “Let’s go now.”


  “What if the doors on this side are locked?” Ray asked.


  “We shoot the locks and open them,” Jerry said. “C’mon. Half at one door, half at the other.”


  They got up and rushed to the brick wall of the gym, splitting up and queuing at both doors. Tank’s hand was on one door’s handle, Ray’s hand on the other. They nodded to each other, then pulled them open, letting the others in.


  The scene was crazy. Wrestling mats laid out on the wooden gym floor, huddles of Islamists, some with their pants off, watching. A few noticed the patriots flooding in, shouting while they scrambled for their weapons. Tank opened fire, the others joining in, firing at every Islamist they could see.


  “Get those bastards,” yelled Frank from the other side as he fired, killing most of the panicked Islamists as they scurried towards their weapons. Jesse and Ray rushed in that direction, spewing lead with their M60s, mowing down the Islamists before they could get to their guns. Then shots rang out from the far side of the gym, Jesse crumpling onto the floor in a pool of blood. Tank saw the man and leveled his M60, cutting him down and running towards the area, shooting others who were coming out from under the bleachers on that side, killing most of them before they knew what happened.


  The shots stopped. Two Islamists came out from behind the bleachers with their hands up.


  “Screw you,” Ray said, shooting both dead as the girls whimpered on the floor, trying to cover themselves.


  “Ray!” shouted one of the girls when she recognized him. She rushed over, hugging him tight while she sobbed.


  “I’ll get you home to your daddy,” Ray said, patting her back as he hugged her.


  “Daddy’s dead. They killed him when they took me.”


  “Oh, God no,” Ray said. The other men helped the women get up and cover themselves. Every once in a while an Islamist would moan on the floor, drawing fire from several men.


  “They’re all dead,” Tank said. “How bad is Jesse?”


  Frank looked up from kneeling position next to him, shaking his head no.


  “Oh shit,” Tank said.


  Frank looked him in the eye. “He’s a hero. Some of us are going to be killed. We’ll always remember the fallen.”


  “Crap, these are all high school girls,” Jerry said, looking at the group of women as they huddled together next to the patriots. “These cretins are gonna pay.”


  “We need to leave now,” Tank said, looking at his phone. “A larger group is on their way.”


  “Where’s the group from the high school?” Frank asked.


  “Just about here,” Ray said. “We don’t want to get caught in this building. C’mon, girls, let’s get you out of here.”


  “Got any more guns?” one of the girls asked.


  “We got the hunting guns we brought before we got the military weapons,” Jerry said. “They’re in the parking lot. C’mon. Let’s move. Now!”


  The crowd ran from all four exits, making for the parking lot. Suddenly automatic fire came at them, pelting the side of the building.


  “Keep going!” shouted Tank as he hit the dirt, opening up with the M60, lead chewing into the approaching group of Islamists, causing them to scatter. Ray got next to him and fired, hitting several before the main group got behind cover. The two groups fired at each other, all of them pinned down.


  The girls made it to the parking lot with Jerry, and he handed out hunting rifles and shotguns from the back of his truck. “Don’t join the battle. Hide out and protect yourselves with these, in case we get overrun.”


  “No way,” one of the older girls said. “I’m gonna nail those creeps.”


  Jerry got a text message from Ray. Pinned down. Try to get behind them. Back by the tennis courts. Ray eyed the girls. “You girls really want to fight? Follow me. Our guys are pinned down. We’ll get the enemy in a cross fire. Let’s go to the far side of the tennis courts, but keep quiet.”


  The girls followed Jerry as he ran, barely seeing the enemy fighters in position through the canvas-draped chain link around the courts. He rounded the back and dropped behind a cement bench, the girls finding cover as the Islamists and the patriots traded gunfire. Then Jerry popped up and unloaded his M60, killing about half the enemy fighters with the first sweep, causing the others to bolt off towards the right. Tank and Ray saw that and led their force after them, firing as they ran, the Islamists trying to make it to the back parking lot, scrambling into their troop transport trucks.


  “Shoot the trucks!” Tank shouted.


  About twenty pickup trucks flew into the parking lot, armed patriots in the back holding on tight as they bounced over the speed bumps past the entrance. Patriots jumped out of the trucks and opened fire, catching the Islamists by surprise. Automatic fire ramped up, men running from one truck to another, spewing lead into the backs as the Islamists screamed and tried to fight back, most of them trapped with nowhere to go. The battle was over in a few minutes.


  Ray and Jerry rushed around in a crouch, checking every truck and all of the surrounding cover.


  “They’re all dead,” Ray shouted.


  “Thank God,” one of the girls said, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  “Good job, girls,” Jerry shouted. “You helped turn the tide.”


  “How many did we lose?” Tank asked.


  “Two here, and Jesse back in the gym,” Jerry said, walking up with Ray. “We were lucky.”


  “And smart,” Tank said.


  “And brave,” one of the girls said.


  “How many of you girls have parents to go back to?” Jerry asked.


  “They killed my parents,” one girl said.


  “Mine too,” another said.


  “Mine weren’t home,” a third said. “I don’t know where they are.”


  “We need a place to regroup,” Tank said. “You say nobody was at the high school, right?”


  One of the men who came from that site nodded. “Deserted. We still have a lot of Islamists in the homes surrounding town, though, and a decent-sized group coming from I-40 to the 191 north of here.”


  “We need to blow the road or barricade it or something,” Tank said. “That’s what the Fort Stockton group was asking us to help with. We can do it ourselves.”


  “I know where there’s a whole bunch of dynamite,” one of the girls said. “My dad has it at his warehouse. He sells it to prospectors.”


  “Where?” Ray asked.


  “I’ll show you,” she said. “I’m Leigh.”


  “We’d better go do that before we settle down somewhere,” Tank said. “We need to split up though, and clean up the rest of the cretins in town.”


  “Who knows demolition?” Ray asked.


  Two men raised their hands, along with Ray. “Okay, you and a few other men to help are all we’re gonna need. The rest of you start cleaning out the bad guys. Girls, find someplace safe to hide until this is over.”


  “No way,” said another of the girls. “I’m fighting. I’ve got a gun.”


  “Some of these girls are good shots,” Jerry said. “I say we let them help.”


  “Okay, whoever wants to should, then,” Tank said.


  “Yeah,” Ray said. “C’mon, Leigh, let’s go to your dad’s business.”


  The group dispersed.


  Chapter 26 – Resort Living


  “Wow, look at this place,” Brendan said.


  Hannah looked around, then back at him. “Park there. See?”


  “Beside that brick wall,” Brendan said. “Looks like you’re developing a good head for cover.”


  They got out of their truck and walked over to where Juan Carlos and Richardson parked, nearer the front door.


  “That’s a better place to park,” Richardson said.


  “I don’t think it’ll make any difference,” Lita said, looking around as they walked towards the big double doors, a huge structure shading the empty valet station. “Is this place even open?”


  “It is for us,” Richardson said. They stepped before the big double doors, which opened. There was a lone person behind the huge check-in desk.


  “You Richardson?” the man asked.


  “Yeah,” he said, walking up to the counter with Lita by his side. “Looks like I didn’t need reservations.”


  The man chuckled. “We’re trying to make the place look like it’s not a good target,” the man said. “We’re over half full. I’m Skip, by the way.”


  “You’re kidding. Half full?” Lita asked.


  “Lots of people have been displaced,” Skip said. “This is a good place to land for a while if you’ve got the cash.”


  “Everything running?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Everything except late night kitchen service and the valet service,” Skip said.


  “Excellent,” Brendan said. “Where’s the bar.”


  “No,” Hannah said. “We don’t need to be tying one on here.”


  “I was kidding,” Brendan said. “Well, kinda kidding.”


  Richardson shook his head as he filled out the paperwork for their rooms, giving the man his DPS code.


  “Oh, you should’ve said you were DPS,” Skip said.


  “We don’t like to advertise it,” Lita said.


  “Been pursued a little, huh?” Skip asked. “How about those guys who were running the boats in downtown San Antonio a while back.”


  Juan Carlos and Brendan glanced at each other and snickered.


  “No way, that was you guys?”


  “Let’s not spread that around,” Richardson said, his eyes darting around the lobby.


  “Mum’s the word,” Skip said, passing three card keys. “You’re up on the top floor in this building. Is that okay?”


  “It’s what I was going to request,” Richardson said. “Thanks.”


  “No problem,” Skip said. “Enjoy. Charge room service and drinks to your room and we can add them onto your DPS tab.”


  Richardson nodded, and the group headed towards the elevators. There were two elderly couples waiting there, trying not to make eye contact with them. When the elevator came, they stood aside and let Richardson and the others take it for themselves.


  “They’re scared to death,” Lita said as the elevator traveled up.


  “Hope they haven’t been seeing enemy personnel around here,” Madison said.


  “Seriously,” Hannah said.


  “We’re as safe here as we are anywhere,” Juan Carlos said. “We need to sneak our long guns up here, though.”


  “Yep,” Brendan said.


  “I know, I was just thinking about that,” Richardson said. “Your M60 is out of sight, right Juan Carlos?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Would’ve been worse if we were forced into using valet.”


  Brendan laughed. “Pay no attention to the machine gun in the back.”


  “Seriously,” Juan Carlos said. “That was how it worked when I was here before. Everything for the main buildings was valet. Twenty bucks a night.”


  “When were you here before, man?” Brendan asked. “This looks a little high class for your taste.”


  “That wasn’t nice,” Juan Carlos said. He looked at Brendan and they cracked up.


  “No, really, why were you here?” Hannah asked.


  “Wedding,” Juan Carlos said. “This place is way cool. Wait till you see the pool and spa.”


  “Well, I need some private down time,” Madison said. “I won’t be hitting the pool today. Maybe tomorrow.”


  Lita chuckled. “Yeah, I’ve got plans for Richardson, at least until the morning.”


  “Really, now?” Richardson asked.


  Hannah rolled her eyes, pulling Brendan closer to her. The doors of the elevator opened and they went onto the long walkway, on the outside of the building.


  “Geez, the view is nice,” Hannah said.


  “Look how many different structures there are here,” Madison said. “There’s more like this building, and then some that look like normal Holiday Inn buildings.”


  “Yeah,” Lita said. “I kinda wish this was more like a skyscraper. It’s only four stories.”


  “We’ve been in a tall building, remember?” Richardson said. “Didn’t work out so well.”


  “I’m going inside,” Hannah said. “Should we meet for dinner?”


  “Let’s see how it goes,” Lita said. “I might just want to lounge around with my man while I can.”


  “I like the sound of that,” Richardson said as he put the key card into the slot. He opened the door, holding it for Lita. “See you guys.”


  Madison giggled. “Glad we’re not right next to them.”


  Juan Carlos shot her a sidelong glance. “I’m glad they’re not right next to us.”


  Madison rolled her eyes and glanced at Hannah, who was trying not to bust up. She and Juan Carlos disappeared into their room.


  “Alone at last,” Brendan said.


  “Can we at least get out of the hallway?”


  Brendan opened the door and held it for her. “Here you go.”


  She breezed past him. “Ah, the air conditioner is on. It feels heavenly.”


  “It does,” Brendan said, locking the door. He walked into the room and started pulling his clothes off.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, watching him.


  “I need a shower, or a bath. Want to join me?”


  “Thought you’d never ask,” she said, stripping off her clothes in a few seconds. Brendan sucked in air as he saw her trim figure. “Seems like forever since I’ve been able to look at you.”


  “Shut up,” she said, walking past him into the bathroom. “Clean first.”


  “Oh all right,” Brendan said.


  “Nice jetted tub,” Hannah said.


  “Shall we?”


  “Let’s get in the shower and break some of this sod off first,” she said.


  Brendan nodded and reached into the shower to turn on the water.


  They both got in when the water was warm enough, barely able to keep their hands off each other.


  “I think we should do the bath later,” Hannah said. “After.”


  “After what?”


  “Guess,” she said, shutting off the water. She took him by the hand, walking him to the bed, pulling back the covers. They got in, Brendan laying against her, covering half her body. She searched out his mouth and they kissed, slow and tender at first, escalating quickly.


  “Wow,” Brendan said, trembling as he looked at her face, framed by her dark wet hair.


  “Now,” she said, pulling him on top of her. “We can take our time later. I want you now. Hard and fast.”


  He moved over her, both of them crying out as they joined, forgetting everything now, rising and falling through their passion, finally stopping.


  “I needed that,” Brendan said, getting off and laying on his side facing her.


  “Tell me about it, husband,” she said. “A week is too long.”


  “Yep,” Brendan said, kissing her tenderly.


  “It’s not even just that,” she said. “Remember last time? We had to sneak off and do it standing up, behind the buildings at the base. This was a lot nicer.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Brendan said. “Those docks could’ve blown up then and I probably wouldn’t have cared.”


  She giggled. “You men are so mushy.”


  “So sue me,” Brendan said. “You want to relax for a while before we get in the tub?”


  “No, I want to make love till I can’t anymore,” she said, pushing him onto his back and climbing on.


  “Yes ma’am,” Brendan said, watching her, his expression changing from light to wanton as she moved.


  They were done half an hour later, lying next to each other, still panting, faces flushed.


  “Happy?” Brendan asked.


  “More than you know,” she said. “This was a little risky. We probably should get something.”


  “Oh,” Brendan said. “I didn’t even think about that.”


  “It’s a biological trick.” Hannah smiled. “I knew but I didn’t care.”


  “You’re something,” he said. “I don’t think we should get pregnant before the war is over.”


  “I don’t either,” Hannah said, “but if it happens, it happens. I’m keeping it if something does.”


  He sat up in bed, stretching his arms. “Good. Wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  “I’m hungry,” she said.


  Brendan reached for the bedside table, grabbing the room service menu and passing it to her. “Here. Order whatever you want.”


  “Okay,” she said, picking it up. “Maybe you should check the apps. Been a while.”


  “Good idea,” Brendan said, leaving the bed to get his phone off the dresser. He watched while Hannah looked at the menu.


  “They have burgers and fries.”


  “I’m game,” Brendan said, watching the phone screen. “There’s about ten enemy hits by the car that Juan Carlos blasted on the way here.”


  “Uh oh, you don’t think they’ll show up here, do you?”


  “I doubt it,” Brendan said. “Why would they?”


  Hannah picked up the phone receiver. “I’m ordering a couple burgers and some diet coke. That okay?”


  “They got cheesecake?”


  “Oh, brother, are you trying to fatten me up?”


  “Only in one way,” Brendan said.


  “Shut up,” Hannah said. “Okay, I guess some cheesecake would be okay.” She got on the phone and made the order, then hung up. “Forty-five minutes.”


  “Sounds about right,” Brendan said. “That means they’ll be here in about twenty minutes, if this is like most places.” He came back to the bed and sat down with his phone in his hand. It dinged.


  “Who’s that?” Hannah asked.


  “Juan Carlos,” Brendan said. “Shit.”


  “What?”


  “He saw the hits by the enemy car too,” Brendan said. “He just remembered that those girls were in a band playing at the main hotel at Canyon Lake.”


  “What? This hotel?”


  “Relax, they probably don’t know where the girls were going… hell, the bad guys who saw them are all dead, remember?”


  Hannah got up quickly, brow furrowed, and found the room binder on the small table near the window. She flipped through it, to the entertainment section. “Dammit.”


  “What?”


  “Here they are,” she said, holding up the picture. “Hope the guys after them didn’t know who these girls were.”


  Chapter 27 – The Deal


  Stanton Hunt watched as the final group of his people arrived at the Pie Town RV Park, along with most of the bikers. It was nearing dusk. The owner was worried about their group showing up at first, but changed his mind as White Eagle told them tales of what had happened over the last few days.


  “See the broadcast text from Junior?” White Eagle asked as he walked up.


  “No. Good news, I hope?”


  “The first few RVs will be here in about ten minutes,” he said. “They’ll keep arriving into the night, since we spaced everybody out.”


  “When do the tanks get here?”


  “Junior said his group passed them up,” White Eagle said. “They’ll probably be near the end before all is said and done.”


  “I looked at the apps a few minutes ago. I think the civilian actions along Highway 191 will help our mission.”


  “Let’s hope so,” White Eagle said. “A few of our warriors and several of the bikers took off east on Highway 60 to find a good place to blow up. They’ll probably be back soon. Almost dark.”


  “Good. At least I didn’t see enemy fighters anywhere near this area.”


  “Me neither,” White Eagle said. “I think most of the warriors who were a little skeptical of this mission have changed their minds.”


  “Let’s hope it stays that way. You know what the turn of battle can do.”


  “Hopefully there won’t be any battles here. Hopefully it will just be demolition.”


  Stanton nodded yes, looking out at the road. “This place isn’t defendable.”


  “That worries you?”


  “Everything worries me,” Stanton said.


  White Eagle chuckled. “Okay. Look, here comes somebody.”


  “That’s Dirk and Cindy,” Stanton said. “Figures. Cindy is really part of the biker group, from what I’ve been told. Was married to their leader.”


  “Dirk’s not their leader, though, right?”


  “Nope, her husband was killed in Texas,” Stanton said. “Dirk took up with Cindy later.”


  The pickup truck pulling a small trailer drove onto the driveway and stopped in front of the office. Dirk got out with Cindy, and they walked over to Stanton and White Eagle.


  “How’s it going?” Dirk asked.


  “We greased the skids with the park owner,” Stanton said. “Some of my folks and a few bikers are scouting Highway 60 for a good place to blow up.”


  “Which bikers?” Cindy asked.


  “Corey, Herman, and Jose,” White Eagle said.


  “Perfect,” Cindy said. “They’ve had experience. Hope there are some bridges nearby.”


  “Me too,” Dirk said, wiping the sweat off his brow. “Tad warm.”


  “Wait till the middle of the afternoon tomorrow,” White Eagle said. “It’s pretty nice now.”


  Dirk chuckled. “I’ll go get us registered.”


  “I’ll go too,” Cindy said, following him to the office.


  “Here comes Junior,” Stanton said, grinning. “I’d know that old Brave anywhere. They’re getting scarce now.”


  “I like that thing,” White Eagle said. “Went inside and had a drink with Junior and Kelly at the last place. It’s just the right size. Not too big, not too small.”


  “We probably should invest in some RVs,” Stanton said. “Tents are getting a little old.”


  “You’ve decided against using one of the park models?”


  “No, not yet,” he said. “We’ll see how many are left once more people are here.”


  Junior smiled at them from behind his windshield as he pulled up behind Dirk and Cindy’s rig. He came out the door, Rachel following him.


  “Wow, we might even get hookups?” Junior asked as he strode over, grabbing his cowboy hat before it could blow off his head in a gust.


  “This place is primo,” Stanton said.


  “Any others living here?” Rachel asked.


  “Our folks?” White Eagle asked.


  “No, already here at the park,” Rachel said.


  “Oh,” White Eagle said. “Just a few retired people. As usual, the war didn’t do the park’s trade much good.”


  “It’ll come back,” Junior said. “Glad there aren’t enemy fighters around. We need to get the demolitions done quickly and get our butts back to Texas. They’ve got some big problems.”


  “What about all those people you guys recruited back there?” White Eagle asked.


  “They’re still in the fight, for the most part, but they need leadership. We need to get back to them.”


  “Let’s check in, honey,” Rachel said. “Mind? I’m tired.”


  “Not at all,” Junior said. “See you two later.”


  Stanton and White Eagle nodded as he walked away.


  “That man is a walking paradox,” Stanton said.


  “Tell me about it,” White Eagle said. “I hear motorcycles. Maybe the scouting team is back.”


  “Sounds like it.” Stanton stood and walked over towards the gate. “Yep, here they come.”


  They rolled inside the gate and parked where Stanton and White Eagle were hanging out. Herman got off his bike, ripping off his helmet and setting it on the seat, Corey and Jose following him.


  “Any luck?” Stanton asked.


  Herman shook his head no, his shaved head shining in what was left of the sunlight. “Nothing to the west, dammit. Flat as a pancake and dry, not even big river beds anywhere.”


  Jose shook his head, his black hair wet with sweat from being in the helmet. He pulled a Swisher Sweet out of his pocket, removed the cellophane, and lit it up.


  “How can you smoke those things, man?” Corey asked, shaking his head, long blonde hair matted and damp like Jose’s. He was a large man with tatoos all over his forearms and neck.


  “Worried about second hand smoke?” Jose asked, blowing smoke at him. Herman laughed.


  “There is one spot that might work, but it’s about ten miles inside Arizona,” Corey said.


  “You didn’t go that far, did you?” White Eagle asked.


  “No, but I saw it on Google Earth,” he replied. “Might be worth going there. It’s about a quarter of the way from the border to Highway 191. Might be far enough away from the action to get away with.”


  “We should chat with the others before deciding on that,” Stanton said. “Maybe there’s something to the east. The main objective is to cut off the road to I-25, remember.”


  “There is a bridge,’ Corey said. “Not that far from here, but it’d sure be nice to keep the cretins from getting into New Mexico that far.”


  “Wish we had more daylight left,” Jose said. “I’d ride out there today.”


  “Tomorrow will be fine,” Stanton said. “It gets hilly to the east. Might be a better place to blow anyway. Might be harder to get around.”


  “I’m pretty sure it is,” Corey said. He pulled out his phone and looked at the spot again, then held it up for Stanton and White Eagle to see.


  “That’s a good place,” White Eagle said. “Look at the terrain on either side of the road. They’ll have to cut a new road to connect, if they want to run street vehicles there.”


  “Don’t trust the pictures, man,” Corey said. “We need to see it. Sometimes these satellite shots don’t tell us everything.”


  “Here comes another group of RVs,” Stanton said, eyes squinting to see in the near darkness.


  “Curt,” White Eagle said. “Looks like Francis and Sherry, too.”


  “Wonder if Jason is with that group?” Stanton asked.


  “Doubt it,” White Eagle said. “He was metering the departures, remember?”


  “Oh, yeah,” Stanton said.


  “You’re worried about him?” Corey asked. “That SOB is a smart cookie. He’ll get here. Trust me.”


  The RVs streamed through the gate, lining up at the office.


  “Love those guns mounted,” Herman said. “Reminds me of Mad Max.”


  Corey laughed. “It does. Wish I could mount machine guns on my chopper.”


  Stanton shook his head, laughing. “You guys are too much.”


  Eric strode over to them with Paco and Kim. “Hey, guys, who’s here?”


  “All of our folks,” Corey said.


  “All of the tribe, too,” White Eagle said.


  “Junior and Rachel made it,” Stanton said. “Dirk and Cindy too.”


  “Hey, pencil neck,” Curt said. “How goes it?”


  “Okay,” Stanton said.


  “Got the scouting done on Highway 60?”


  “We went west until it got too dark,” Corey said. “Nada.”


  “Bummer,” Curt said, turning to see Amanda walking towards him.


  “Hey, let’s check in and get hooked up,” she said. “I’m tired.”


  “Coming,” Curt said. “Talk to you guys later.”


  He met her and they went to the office.


  “I’m gonna go relax,” Corey said. “Try to get up with the roosters tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, good idea,” Herman said. Jose nodded in agreement. They mounted their bikes and rode towards their camp.


  “How far out is Jason?” Stanton asked.


  “I was just gonna text him,” Eric said, looking at his phone. He sent the text, his phone dinging at him a few seconds later.


  “That was fast,” Kim said.


  “He’s behind the tanks,” Eric said. “He thinks he’ll be here in about forty-five minutes.”


  “Good,” Stanton said.


  “Let’s go get set up, honey,” Kim said. They walked to the office, getting there just as Curt and Amanda were leaving with their tags.


  “We really going to stand out here waiting?” White Eagle asked.


  “I am,” Stanton Hunt said. “You go ahead.”


  “I’ll stick around for a little while. Look, here comes Kelly and Brenda.”


  “And Don and Sydney,” Stanton Hunt said.


  They waited as others showed up, Stanton getting more and more worried as the forty-five minutes passed.


  “That was an estimate,” White Eagle said. “Don’t worry, they’ll be here.”


  “Everybody’s here except for the tanks, Jason’s rig, and Kyle’s rig,” Stanton said.


  “Maybe they’re having problems with one of those damn flatbeds,” White Eagle said.


  “We’ll wait a little longer,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “Then what? We bed down for the night?”


  “No, then I go out after them,” Stanton said.


  


  ***


  Eric was sitting in his Class C next to Paco.


  “Text him,” Kim said. “See what’s up.”


  “I just tried a few minutes ago. Nothing.”


  “He might be out of cell range,” Kim said.


  “He might,” Eric said. “If so, we’ll have a problem seeing anybody with the long-range app.”


  “We haven’t seen any enemy hits nearby. I’ve been checking often. They would’ve shown up someplace. We’ve gotten some texts from him, remember?”


  “I know,” he said, getting up.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Thought I’d unhitch the Bronco. Take a ride out there.”


  “I’m going too,” she said.


  “Fine with me. We can even take Paco.” His phone dinged. “Kelly.”


  “He’s worried too?” Kim asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “Let’s get going.” His phone dinged again, and he looked at the message. “Curt’s coming too.”


  


  ***


  The tank flatbeds slowed down, then stopped. Jason slammed on the brakes, checking his rear-view mirror, making sure that Kyle noticed. He had, and slowed to a stop behind him.


  “Wonder what’s wrong?” Carrie asked.


  “Keep an eye on the apps,” he said, “and keep your gun handy.”


  “Which one?”


  “Whichever you’re most comfortable with,” he said.


  “Still the Mini-14,” she said, getting up and grabbing it from the back cabinet. She came to the front, checking the magazine. “Don’t slam the door. The munchkin is asleep again, finally.”


  He nodded as he slipped a pistol into his belt behind his back, grabbing his M-16 as he went out the door. Kyle and Kate were waiting, both holding their weapons.


  “Wonder what’s up?” Kate asked.


  “Probably a mechanical problem,” Jason said. “C’mon.”


  “Why didn’t they text you?” Kyle whispered. “Something doesn’t smell right.”


  They made their way to the first of the three tank flatbeds.


  “Where’s the drivers?” Kate whispered.


  “Maybe helping with the front unit,” Kyle said.


  “Freeze,” a gruff voice said. “Drop your weapons. Now.”


  “Dammit,” Jason said under his breath, setting his M-16 onto the pavement. Kate and Kyle did the same.


  Two dirty-looking men appeared from behind the second tank flatbed, both holding shotguns.


  “Look, Jasper,” the first one said, a short little man with rat-like eyes and stringy black hair. “More machine guns.”


  “Shut up, Ben,” said the other man. He was larger and carried himself better, but he was just as dirty, his teeth rotten, hair long with streaks of gray.


  “Who are you guys?” Jasper asked, sizing them up.


  “She’s purty,” Ben said, looking at Kate.


  Kyle shot Ben a scary stare, which made his shudder. “Where are our drivers?” he asked.


  “Suzy has a gun on them,” Ben said, followed by a raspy snicker. “They ain’t gonna get the action they was hoping for, believe you me.”


  Jasper shot him a glance. “Will you shut the hell up?”


  “What do you want?” Jason asked.


  “Well, those tanks, for one thing,” Jasper said. “They’ll bring a pretty penny from the militia group that’s just across the border.”


  “Who are you?” Jason asked.


  “I don’t know, who are we?” Ben cracked. The raspy snicker was back.


  “I told you to shut the hell up,” Jasper said. “Let’s just say we’re businessmen.”


  “Our forces will show up here if we’re late,” Kyle said.


  “Are we supposed to run away and hide since you told us that?” Ben asked. Jasper shot him another glare, but didn’t speak for a moment.


  “That may be, mister, but if anybody shows, you’ll be the first person shot.”


  “Suit yourselves,” Jason said.


  “Hey, Pa, come here and help me tie these guys up,” a young woman’s voice said from the front of the first flatbed. “They’re sizing me up a little too much, and it ain’t for my body this time. I can tell.”


  “Show them some, then,” Ben said. He slapped his knee and laughed.


  Jasper looked at him in disgust, then turned towards the front of the flatbed. “I’m coming, honey bunny. You guys, get in front of me. Now.”


  Jason and the others walked forward, letting Jasper and Ben get behind them.


  “Walk forward,” Jasper said. “One false move and I’ll splatter your guts all over the side of this nice tank.”


  “It’ll just make it look meaner,” Ben said.


  “I told you to shut the hell up,” Jasper said. “You may be an inbreed, but do you have to prove it all the time?”


  “You weren’t mean like that when daddy was still alive,” Ben said.


  “I said shut up,” Jasper said.


  They got to the front of the flatbed. A shapely girl in her late teens stood there with a shotgun pointed at the three drivers. She was wearing battered dirty cut-offs and an equally dirty tank top, split ends on her long blonde hair tangled around her shoulders. She had a face that would be almost pretty if it didn’t show the dullness behind her eyes.


  “Sorry, Jason, she was lying in the street next to a motorcycle on its side,” the driver of the first flatbed said. “I had to stop. They fooled me.”


  “Not your fault, Jimmy,” Jason said.


  “You just wanted my figure, mister,” Suzy said.


  Jimmy started to say something, but thought better of it.


  “Ben, go get me that duct tape from the truck glove compartment.”


  “I know where it is, Jasper,” he said, rushing down the road’s embankment to a primer gray pickup with dents and rust all over it. The door opened with a loud creak. Ben was back with a half-used roll of tape in a few seconds.


  “Dammit, Ben, is this all we have with us?” Jasper asked. “I told you to put that new roll in this afternoon.”


  “I forgot. It’ll be enough.”


  “Watch that one, Pa,” Suzy said, nodding towards Jason. “He looks like a snake ready to bite.”


  “You wouldn’t be getting any ideas like that, would you?” Jasper asked, “because if you’re thinking that, I’ll just kill you right now.”


  Jason stared back at him, weighing his chances with the pistol he had in his belt, behind his back.


  “Jasper broke the stare. “Ben, tie their wrists with the duct tape, and do a good job.”


  “Okay,” he said. Jasper watched while he did it. When he was done, Suzy and Jasper showed expressions of relief, and Jasper pulled out his phone.


  “You calling Phillip?” Ben asked.


  “Yes, so keep your mouth shut, and keep the shotgun on our friends here. Got it?”


  “Don’t be mean. I know what to do.” He turned towards the captives, aiming the shotgun, and moving it from one to the other like a sprinkler head.


  “Phillip? It’s Jasper. You interested in some tanks?”


  He listened for a moment, then looked at Jason. “What kind of tanks are these?”


  Jason looked him in the eye for a moment. “They’re Shermans.”


  “He says they’re Shermans,” Jasper said. He moved the phone away from his ear quickly, a nervous expression washing over his face, with a hint of anger. “All right mister, quit lying. Phillip said the only Shermans left are in museums. What kind of tanks. You’d better be right this time.”


  Jason looked at Kyle for a moment, then sighed. “M-1.”


  “He says M-1, Phillip. Is that good?” Jasper smiled wide. “In that case, they’re gonna cost you.” He listened for a moment.


  “Make a good deal, Pa,” Suzy said.


  “Ten thousand a piece?” Jasper said, eyes wide. “Really?”


  “What?” Ben asked. “That’s a fortune, that is.”


  Jason snickered. Jasper shot him a glance.


  “What’s so funny, mister?” Suzy asked.


  “Yeah, what’s so funny?” Jasper asked.


  “M-1 tanks are worth over four million dollars each. You’re happy to sell them for ten grand. That’s funny.”


  Kyle smirked, shooting Jason a glance.


  “Oh baloney,” Ben said.


  “Didn’t I tell you to shut up,” Jasper said, his face a mixture of anger and excitement. “Nice try, Phillip, these are worth over four million bucks.” He pulled the receiver away from his ear again, as Phillip shouted at him so loud that Jason and the others could hear the tinny voice.


  “Problem?” Jason asked. “I’m not lying. Look it up.”


  “He said that’s new prices, and these aren’t new,” Jasper said, “plus these are black market. He said he’d go twenty grand each.”


  “That’ll keep us going for a year, Pa,” Suzy said.


  “How would you know?” Jasper asked. He put the phone back to his ear. “I want fifty thousand each.” He listened for a moment, then nodded his head yes. “Okay, I’ll do forty thousand.”


  “Wow,” Ben said.


  “Just a sec, let me give you the GPS coordinates,” Jasper said. He held his phone in front of his eyes and moved his finger across it, then read off the numbers. “Got it?” He pulled the phone away from his ear again. “I didn’t tell you I was in Arizona. What’s wrong with New Mexico? It ain’t that far.”


  “He’s gonna back away,” Suzy said.


  Jasper smiled as he listened. “Okay, Phillip, I can hold them ‘til you get here,” He slipped his phone back in his pocket.


  “Hey, Pa, what if they have other folks in those RVs back there?” Suzy asked. Jasper looked at her, eyes wide, then turned quickly towards Jason and the others.


  “You got anybody back there?”


  “My German Shepherd is in the big motor home,” Jason said. “Go ahead and let her out.”


  “Don’t do it, Jasper,” Ben said. “They’re scary.”


  “Shut up, you half-wit. I know better than that.” Jasper turned back to his prisoners. “Might as well sit down in front of the truck. It’s gonna be a wait.”


  Jasper walked away with Suzy to talk, leaving Ben to watch the prisoners. His attention span wasn’t great. Jason looked over at Kyle and Kate.


  “Phillip is probably that leader of the Williams Militia that we heard about from General Hogan,” Jason whispered. “Those guys have chips. Our folks will see them.”


  “Our people are already on their way,” Kate said under her breath. “Hope Carrie keeps quiet.”


  “They’re coming back,” Kyle said, nodding.


  “You got it, right, Suzy?”


  “Yes, Pa, when they get here, I’ll hide out with the shotgun.”


  Chapter 28 – Fluid Leak


  Eric drove the Bronco on Highway 60 towards Jason’s position, Kim riding shotgun, watching her phone. Paco was sitting in the back seat, face out the window, staring into the wind. The sun was almost down.


  “Something’s going on,” Kim said. “I see enemy hits coming this way from Arizona.”


  “Crap, really?” Eric asked.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Looks like about twenty people. A few more straggling along behind them. They’ve crossed the New Mexico border, but just barely. We’ve got some time before they get here.”


  “This scares the crap out of me,” Eric said. His phone dinged.


  “Carrie,” Eric said, looking at the screen.


  “Watch the road,” Kim said. “I’ll read it to you.”


  “Thanks,” Eric said, passing it to her.


  “Shit,” she said, brow furrowed. “They’re stopped on the road. Jason went outside and hasn’t come back after half an hour. He’s not answering texts.”


  “They’re being held,” Eric said. “Or worse.”


  “Don’t go to the worst place right away, honey. She can’t see what’s going on from where she is, and she’s scared to go outside, so she’s staying out of sight with Chelsea.”


  “Dammit,” Eric said. “They got hijacked for the tanks. We should have stuck together and gone slower. Never again.”


  “Live and learn,” Kim said. “I’ll reply that we’re on the way, and ask for the GPS coordinates. Then maybe we can shut off the lights and sneak in.”


  “Yeah, do that,” Eric said, glancing at her.


  She typed on her phone as Eric gripped the wheel, wanting to go faster. The phone dinged again. Kim read it. “Get ready, they’re only half a mile from here.”


  “Maybe we should turn off our lights, then,” Eric said. “Pass the word, honey.”


  She nodded. Eric turned out the lights, but it wasn’t completely dark yet. He concentrated on the white lines of the road, slowing down slightly. Text replies were coming, Kim reading them before responding.


  “Everybody got the message,” Kim said. “Curt says we ought to stop at the quarter mile mark and walk in quietly.”


  “I agree. Let me know when we get that close.”


  Kim nodded. They rolled along a little further, and then she turned to him. “Now.”


  Eric slowed to a stop, and they got out, Eric grabbing an M60, Kim her M-16. Curt and Amanda trotted over, followed by Junior and Kelly. Stanton Hunt appeared with White Eagle, who carried a sniper rifle.


  “We’ve got to be quiet,” Eric said. “How good are you with that long gun?”


  “I can take out a gnat’s ass at three hundred yards,” White Eagle said.


  “He’s right,” Stanton said. “It’s a little dark, though.”


  “This scope is made for that,” White Eagle said. “Trust me, if we can get to a place where I can get a clear shot, I’ll nail them.”


  “Let’s go,” Eric whispered. They moved forward in a fast walk, getting down off the shoulder of the road when they could make out the dark hulk of the tank flatbed.


  “Slow down,” Junior whispered. “Young woman and two men, the smaller of the two holding a shotgun. Looks like Jason, Kyle, Kate, and the drivers are there, sitting in front of that flatbed.”


  “I need to be a little bit closer,” White Eagle said, after looking through the scope for a moment.


  They moved forward again, trying not to make noise in the rough ground below their feet. The large man turned, looking down the road at them.


  “Freeze,” Eric whispered.


  They stopped moving. The big man turned back towards the woman. The smaller man set down his shotgun and walked to the road shoulder to pee. The young woman took his place by the prisoners, pointing a shotgun at them.


  “Better hit her before the little guy comes back,” Stanton whispered.


  White Eagle was looking through the scope, crosshair on the woman’s scraggly blonde hair. He pulled the trigger, and her head exploded, blowing brains all over the other two captors, who froze, watching her collapse on the road, both of them screaming. Then White Eagle shot the small man, his head splattering over the prisoners and the front of the flatbed truck. The big man threw away his shotgun and put his hands in the air.


  “Don’t shoot!” he cried.


  White Eagle had him in his crosshairs.


  “Don’t kill him yet,” Eric said. “Let’s go, guys. He’ll tell us everything.”


  They rushed down the road, guns aimed, getting there in seconds.


  “Why’d you shoot my little girl?” the man cried, tears running down his cheeks.


  “Gee, I wonder,” Kelly said, picking up the man’s shotgun.


  “About time you guys got here,” Jason said. He smiled as Curt helped them up.


  “Nice shooting,” Kyle said.


  “That was White Eagle,” Junior said.


  “Thank God,” Kate said, rubbing her wrists, still sticky from the tape.


  “There’s militia men on the way,” Jason said. “I don’t know how far away.


  The drivers were up now. One of them noticed fluid dripping out of the engine on the first flatbed. “Dammit, that bullet when through the in breed’s head and hit the engine.”


  “We know about the bad guys,” Junior said. “They have chips. Still a good two hours away. They’re coming east on Highway 60.”


  “Really?” Kyle asked. “How many of them are coming?”


  “Looks like about thirty,” Eric said, looking at the app.


  “I’d better go get Carrie and Chelsea,” Jason said, running to his rig.


  “Thank God,” Carrie said, coming down the steps with Chelsea in her arms. “Our guys got here?”


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “Good job lying low.”


  “Why didn’t they come back here and capture us?” Carrie asked.


  “These folks were beyond stupid. I told them my German Shepherd was in the coach, and they were welcome to let her out. They believed me.”


  “Morons,” Carrie said.


  “What’s a moron?” Chelsea asked, still half asleep.


  “Never mind, honey,” Carrie said, shooting Jason a look. He shrugged, smiling. They got almost to the front.


  “Keep Chelsea back here,” Jason said. “It’s a little gory.”


  Carrie nodded, getting only far enough to hear the conversation.


  “If they’ve really got thirty people coming, we’re going to need some help,” Kelly said.


  “The RV Park is only twenty minutes away,” Stanton said as he typed a text message. “There’ll be fifty warriors here in half an hour, tops.”


  “Yeah, I asked more to come too,” Curt said, “but we need to leave a good force there. The enemy will be driving right by Pie Town. They might notice something at the park. It’s visible from the road.”


  “Who are you with?” Eric asked the surviving hostage-taker.


  “His name is Jasper,” Jason said.


  “Well, Jasper?” Eric asked, getting closer, gun aimed at his head.


  “We’re just scavengers,” Jasper said, tears still running down his cheeks. “We weren’t going to kill these guys. Just sell the tanks and be on our way with the money.”


  “The militia would’ve killed us,” Jason said. “Probably would’ve killed you guys too.”


  “Philip wouldn’t do that,” Jasper said.


  Kelly and Junior shot each other a glance. “Wait, Phillip, you say?” Junior asked.


  “Yes,” Jasper said. “Don’t call him Phil. He’s killed people for that.”


  Kelly laughed. “These are Simon Orr’s people.”


  “You know Simon Orr?” Jasper asked.


  “Oh yeah, we know Simon Orr,” Kelly said.


  “Where is he?”


  “Taking a dirt nap,” Kelly said. “General Hogan killed his sorry ass.”


  “Really?” Jasper asked. “When?”


  “A while back,” Kelly said. “Hey, Jason, there might be more in this band of inbreeds around, and they don’t have chips.”


  “Yeah, where’s the rest of your clan?” Jason asked.


  “There’s only some kids and a couple women,” Jasper said. “The rest joined up with Phillip a long time ago.”


  “Why should we believe you?” Kelly asked.


  “I’m not lying,” Jasper said.


  “Well, if somebody else shows up that isn’t part of the militia, you’ll be the first person shot,” Jason said. “Not too much fun to hear that, is it?”


  “Look, I’m sorry, mister,” Jasper said. “I was just trying to provide for my family.”


  “Wonder if Phil, oh excuse me, Phil-lip is coming with the militia?” Kelly asked. “Love to kill that son of a bitch.”


  Carrie stuck her head out from behind the flatbed and shot him a glance, nodding down at Chelsea.


  “Oh, sorry,” Kelly said.


  “How are we going to handle this?” Kate asked.


  “I say we wait for the militia to get here and kill them all,” Curt said.


  “You can’t do that,” Jasper said. “They’re tough. Tougher than you.”


  “We’ll take that under advisement,” Kelly said. “We need to scatter around here with our weapons. Lay a good trap.”


  “We’ll have enough people here to beat them in a stand-up fight,” Eric said.


  “True, but we don’t want to have an exchange where some of us get killed and our vehicles get damaged,” Jason said.


  “Maybe we meet them before they get all the way here,” Junior said. “We have the advantage of seeing them.”


  “How?” Jasper asked.


  “Never mind,” Jason said. “I agree, we need to go west of here and nail them before they get to our vehicles.”


  “These folks are gonna be smarter than our captors,” Kyle said. “We need to watch ourselves. They almost killed General Hogan, and they did kill General Walker. Let’s keep that in mind.”


  “He’s right,” Junior said. “We need to be prepared and leave as little to chance as possible.”


  The driver of the first flatbed crawled out from under it. “I can patch this up good enough to get us to Pie Town, but I need some things. Can I borrow a vehicle?”


  “Yeah,” Kelly said. “Take my truck. We can hitch a ride with somebody else.”


  “Great, thanks,” the driver said. He took the keys from Kelly and left.


  “Worse comes to worse, we could drive the tank to base,” Kelly said. “It’s not that far.”


  “Agreed, but we need the flatbed for the I-40 job,” Junior said.


  “What do we do with this idiot while were in the battle?” White Eagle asked.


  “First off, take his phone, and check the bodies for phones too,” Junior said. “We don’t want a warning going out.”


  “Here’s mine, mister,” Jasper said, pulling it out of his pocket and tossing it. “The other two didn’t have no phones.”


  “Check them anyway,” Jason said, as he picked up Jasper’s phone from the pavement. “Kyle, want to frisk this guy? He might have a handgun or a knife on him.”


  “I don’t,” Jasper said.


  “Check him anyway,” Jason said.


  “Yeah,” Kyle said, walking over to Jasper. He did a complete frisk, then turned to Jason. “He’s clean.”


  “No phones on these two,” Junior said, walking away from the bodies.


  “Okay, let’s tie this guy up,” Jason said. “I’ve still got my cuffs. We’ll lock him to the frame, under the flatbed.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Kyle said. “Better tie his ankles, too, unless we want somebody watching him.”


  “We can duct tape his ankles,” Kelly said.


  They got to work, getting Jasper immobilized within a few minutes. The first of the people from the RV Park began to arrive, while Jason, Junior, Kelly, and Eric looked at their map applications for a good ambush spot.


  “Wish we could hit them on the east side of Pie Town,” Junior said.


  “Too late for that, I think,” Jason said.


  “I don’t think they’ll mess with our people,” Stanton said. “They want these tanks. Otherwise they wouldn’t be coming all this way.”


  “Yeah, I agree,” Jason said. “I heard one side of the conversation Phil had with Jasper. They weren’t happy when they realized these were so far into New Mexico, but agreed to come anyway.”


  More vehicles showed up from the RV Park, swelling their numbers to almost fifty fighters with nearly twenty vehicles, most with mounted machine guns or grenade launchers.


  “I’m gonna go unhitch my Jeep,” Jason said.


  “Yeah, maybe I should pull the trailer off the road and get the truck unhitched too,” Kyle said. “We could use that fifty cal.”


  “I’ll help,” Kate said, rushing to his side. They followed Jason back to the end of the caravan.


  “Were you scared?” Carrie asked, looking at Kate.


  Kate shrugged. “I was pretty sure we were gonna get free, and these folks were beyond stupid.”


  “I was worried,” Kyle said. “They were just stupid enough to kill us by accident.”


  “They were,” Jason said. “Jasper blundered into getting his brother and daughter killed. Had everybody right out in the open the whole time.”


  “Nice touch with the German Shepherd story,” Kyle said. “Reminded me of that old movie. The Hills Have Eyes. Remember the dog in that?”


  “That’s what gave me the idea,” Jason said. Carrie and Kate looked at each other, shaking their heads.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t bust your chops for watching those kinds of movies over and over,” Carrie said.


  “Jason does that too?” Kate asked. Carrie snickered, making Kate laugh.


  “Look, we can get off the road over there with both of the rigs,” Jason said, pointing to a dirt road which joined the highway. “And there’s a flat spot there. It’s probably not visible from the road until you get pretty close.”


  “We’re going to engage them further to the west, though, remember?” Kate said.


  “Nothing wrong with a little buffer,” Kyle said. “Carrie, are you gonna stay here with Chelsea while the battle goes on?”


  “She is,” Jason said. Carrie looked at him, then back at Kyle. “Yeah.”


  “Kate should stay, and both of you should be armed and watching, just in case the inbreeds have more people around here than Jasper is letting on.”


  “I’d rather go fight with Kyle,” Kate said, “but in this case, I’ll hang with Carrie.”


  “Thanks, honey.” Kyle got into his truck with Kate and pulled the trailer off the road and onto the far side of the clearing. He was just getting the truck unhitched when Jason drove his motorhome over.


  “I wish this thing wasn’t so tall,” Jason said as he got out. Carrie and Chelsea followed him down the steps. “You two need to stick together and watch.”


  “Maybe we should get on the roof,” Carrie said.


  “No, somebody might see you and shoot,” Jason said. “Stay inside the coach, but keep the rear camera going, and watch out the front and side windows.”


  “I’ll bring my guns over,” Kate said, rushing back into the trailer. She came out with an M-16 and a BAR.


  “I think we’d better get going,” Kyle said. “I’ll take you to your Jeep.”


  Jason nodded, and they got in and drove from the dirt road to the highway, Jason getting out and jumping into his Jeep. They met the others by the front of the convoy.


  “See a good place?” Kyle asked as they walked up.


  Junior nodded, holding up his phone. “Two miles east. There’s a good place for us to keep out of sight until the very last minute.”


  Jason looked at the screen. “That looks good. Let’s move.”


  “We’ll stay and watch the prisoner, if you want,” one of the drivers said, the other nodding in agreement. “We’ve got handguns.”


  “Good idea,” Jason said. “Thanks.”


  “Let’s go,” Curt said. He got into Moe’s truck with Amanda.


  Junior got into Kelly’s truck, watching the map program as Kelly drove. They got to the front of the line to guide the others, getting to the spot in less than five minutes. The cars got off the highway, driving towards a spot where the road was more elevated off of the desert floor.


  “How close are the rest of the folks from the RV Park?” Junior asked as the group met around the vehicles.


  “Just got a text from Dirk. They’ll be here in less than ten minutes.”


  “The militia is making good time, but they’re still over an hour away,” Kelly said, looking at his phone. The group waited.


  “I was scared to death about you,” Eric said.


  “Seriously,” Kim said.


  “I was worried about us too,” Jason said. “I knew you’d be here, but I was afraid they’d kill some of us before you could take them out.”


  “Listen, motorcycles,” Kyle said, “Bikers. That’s probably the rest of our guys.”


  They rushed up close to the road, seeing that it was their people, and flagging them to the exit point. Soon they were all together, checking their weapons as they waited.


  Chapter 29 – Lounge Act


  Lita and Richardson were soaking in the tub, enjoying the afterglow of frantic lovemaking.


  “We should order food pretty soon,” Lita said. “Then we should sleep. Then we should do more of what we did a little while ago.”


  “There’s not a piece of that plan that I have a problem with,” Richardson said, smiling at her. “I can’t stay in the tub much longer. I’m turning into a prune.”


  “Me too,” Lita said. She stood, the water flowing off her body, Richardson taking her in.


  “You’re so gorgeous,” he said, getting up next to her. He pulled her against himself and kissed her hard.


  “Whoa,” Lita said. “I’m not recovered enough yet, big boy. Give me some food and a little time.”


  “Aw shucks,” Richardson quipped, following her to the towel rack. They dried off and went into the bedroom, Richardson looking at his phone. “Uh oh.”


  “Something wrong?” Lita asked, putting on a robe.


  “Missed text from Brendan,” he said. “It says look at the entertainment section in the binder. What the hell? He wants to take in a show?”


  Lita picked up the binder and looked at it, eyes getting wide. “Look.”


  “The girls we rescued,” Richardson said. “Crap, they told us they had a gig at the main hotel in town. Should have figured it was this one. This isn’t exactly the Big Apple.”


  “What do we do?” Lita asked. “Warn them?”


  “They already know what happened,” Richardson said. “We need to watch the apps closely. If we see any hits approaching this place, we’ll need to get involved.”


  Richardson sent a text to Brendan, letting him know he got the message.


  “Seems like we just can’t escape,” Lita said.


  “It’s better now,” Richardson said. “We can see them coming.”


  “True,” Lita said. “I’m going to order food. Come here. Look at the menu with me.”


  “Sure,” he said, getting next to her on the bed. They found what they wanted, and Lita placed the order on the room phone.


  Brendan sent another text message, this time with Juan Carlos included. Richardson read it.


  “What now?” Lita asked.


  “They’re wondering if we should go talk to the girls in the band, just in case.”


  “I think that’s a good idea,” Lita said. “I was just about to suggest it. Maybe we shouldn’t have ordered food already.”


  “We can cancel the order and go eat in the lounge where the band is playing.”


  “That’s okay with me,” Lita said, picking up the room phone receiver to call them. “I was wanting to eat a little and sleep, but if this is hanging over our heads that’s not gonna happen. Let’s get dressed.”


  Richardson sent a text with their plan, and got dressed. The couple left their room. Madison and Juan Carlos met them on the walkway. Brendan and Hannah were with them before the elevator got up to the fourth floor.


  “What about our guns?” Juan Carlos said softly as they climbed into the elevator. “They’re still in the car, right?”


  “I’ve got my handgun,” Brendan said.


  “Me too,” Richardson said.


  “And me,” Lita said.


  “I’ve got that, too, but if it’s more than a couple of bad guys, we’ll want the machine guns,” Juan Carlos said.


  They rode the elevator down. Richardson broke the silence.


  “We’ll get buzzed by the short-range app half a mile out,” he said, “That’s more than enough time to get the long guns.”


  “Everybody have their car keys on them?” Lita asked.


  “I do,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Me too,” Brendan said.


  “I think we’re good,” Richardson said. “We might as well enjoy this.”


  “No drinking,” Madison said, glancing at Juan Carlos.


  “Yeah, no drinking,” Richardson said. “Good advice.”


  They made their way through the lobby to the lounge, nodding at Skip as they walked by. He returned a nervous smile.


  “That guy is afraid we’ll be a magnet for trouble,” Lita whispered.


  Madison shot her a smirk. “We don’t have the best track record in that regard, you know.”


  “Not like it’s been our fault,” Hannah said.


  They entered the dark lounge and found a booth near the door. The band was just setting up. The blonde woman who was driving the car recognized them right away. She whispered something to the other two women, then rushed over.


  “I didn’t know you were staying here,” she said.


  “We didn’t know you were playing here,” Richardson said softly. “Thought we’d come down here and watch for a while. Needed dinner anyway.”


  The woman eyed Richardson, worry on her face. “You think they might show up to get revenge.”


  “Probably not,” Richardson said. “If they do show up, they’ll wish they hadn’t.”


  “Should we leave?” she asked, glancing back at the band, still setting up.


  “You’re better off being here than on the road,” Lita said. “Do your gig, and let us worry about the bad guys.”


  “I agree,” Richardson said.


  The blonde smiled, then turned and rushed back to the stage, chatting with the other band members for a moment before getting back to work.


  “She’s scared,” Madison said.


  “Can’t say I blame her,” Lita said. “Anything interesting on the menu?”


  Juan Carlos looked up from his. “Resort food. Sounds good.”


  “It’s a little expensive,” Hannah said.


  “Don’t worry, the DPS is picking up the tab,” Richardson said.


  “Heard anything from Wallis lately?” Brendan asked.


  “Not since we got here,” Richardson said, looking at the menu.


  “Howdy,” said the waitress, who appeared in a sarong which matched the decor of the lounge. “Something to drink?”


  They ordered non-alcoholic drinks.


  “Fine, be right back with them. You having food?”


  “Yep,” Richardson said.


  “Good,” she said. “Be right back.”


  “I think they’d prefer that we drank,” Brendan said.


  Lita chuckled. “That’s how we made most of our money.”


  “No surprise there,” Richardson said. “Having a liquor license will get you set.”


  “Oh, it’s still a cut-throat business, believe me,” Lita said. “My parents almost lost the whole thing twice. You need reserves for the slow periods. They always come eventually.”


  “Wonder how this place stays afloat?” Brendan asked.


  “Skip said it was half full, remember?” Richardson asked.


  “Yeah, but half full is not full,” Lita said. “You couldn’t keep the doors open long term with just half of your rooms occupied, unless you had something else going on that brought in a lot of cash.”


  “Like what?” Brendan asked.


  “Employee conferences and shows,” Lita said. “Or really good entertainment that cranks up the booze and meal sales.”


  “They’re getting ready to play,” Hannah said, nodding towards the stage. The girls were tuning their instruments. The waitress brought the drinks, setting them on the table.


  “Ready to order?” she asked.


  “Shoot, I haven’t been paying attention to the menu,” Lita said. “Can you give us a few more minutes?”


  “Sure,” she said, eyeing the group. “Haven’t seen you around before.”


  “We’re just passing through,” Richardson said.


  “Not many folks doing that these days,” the waitress said, running her hands through her bleach-blonde hair. “Take all the time you need. Not like we’re gonna have a packed house.”


  She walked away.


  “Damn, she likes to swing her butt in that sarong,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Hey,” Madison said.


  “Don’t worry, I’m not interested,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.


  “We’ll see, buster,” she said in mock anger.


  “Oh, please,” Lita said.


  The band started their first number.


  “Walk Like an Egyptian,” Hannah said. “The Bangles. Of course, since their name is The Spangles.”


  “That song is getting really old,” Richardson said. “Some of these girls weren’t born yet when that came out.”


  “That was mid-80s,” Lita said. “Madison and Hannah weren’t around yet.”


  Madison snickered. “Yep, this is old people music. Bet you two danced to it when it came out.”


  “I was born in 1985,” Lita said. “I was alive, but barely.”


  “They’re pretty good, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  Richardson checked the apps, then put his phone down on the table.


  “Nada?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Nada,” Richardson said. “A little more movement around northeast San Antonio, though. Don’t remember that when we drove through.”


  “Where?” Lita asked.


  “I-35,” Richardson said. “Don’t worry, they’re not on the road here.”


  “If they make a left at New Braunfels, we need to take notice,” Brendan said.


  “Stop, you’re making me nervous,” Hannah said.


  “You’re right, Brendan,” Richardson said, “but don’t get too worked up. Even if they go into that town, that’s not a good indication that they’re coming out to the lake.”


  “Unless they found out where the band is,” Madison said.


  “Madison,” Hannah said, shooting her a worried glance.


  “Hey, let’s order food,” Richardson said. “The waitress is giving me the fish eye.”


  “Sounds good,” Lita said.


  Richardson motioned her over. She came quickly and took their orders.


  Richardson settled back to listen to the music for a few minutes, sipping his ice water. Lita glanced at him every so often, then looked around the room. It was almost empty.


  “We’ll need to give the band some tip money,” Hannah said. “Hardly anybody here.”


  “Yeah, I was thinking that,” Brendan said. “We’ll take up a collection.”


  “Guess I should look at the apps one more time before the food gets here,” Richardson said, sitting up straighter. He loaded the app and looked.


  “Something’s wrong,” Lita said.


  “They’ve stopped,” he said.


  “Where?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “New Braunfels,” he said. “That doesn’t mean they’re coming here.”


  “It might mean they’re looking for these girls, though,” Brendan said.


  “Why would they know to do that?” Hannah asked.


  “They probably don’t, unless they knew who they were when they were chasing them,” Madison said.


  “Maybe we should stop talking about this,” Lita said.


  Madison chuckled. “I think we have a right to be a little paranoid after all that’s happened.”


  “She’s right, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Don’t worry,” Richardson said. “If they start coming this way, we’ll know it. It’s a new ballgame now.”


  “Here comes our food,” Brendan said.


  “Good,” Lita said. “Check once more, honey, before we start eating.”


  Richardson sighed, and picked up his phone. “No worries, they’re still in the same place they were before.”


  “Maybe we ought to chat with the band during the break,” Brendan said. “We could ask if they’ve had run-ins with these folks before.”


  “That’s fine, but no flirting,” Hannah said. “Those girls are kinda hot.”


  “Oh, please,” Brendan said. “You’re much hotter than they are.”


  “Quit fishing, dearie,” Madison said. Hannah looked at her and giggled.


  “Don’t ruin my fun,” she said.


  Lita smirked, then moved aside as the food was placed on the table in front of them. “Shut up and eat.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Richardson said.


  They ate quietly, watching the band as they finished their first set. A few others had shown up for the show, and were sitting closer to the stage.


  “Finally, a few people here,” Lita said.


  “It is a weekday, you know,” Richardson said, picking up his phone again. He looked at the app, his brow furrowed.


  “They’re not coming this way, are they?”


  “No, they’ve fanned out across New Braunfels, and there’s another group coming up I-35. Something’s going on.”


  The band went on break, the lead singer walking over to chat.


  “Hi,” she said. “What’d you think?”


  “Very good,” Brendan said.


  “Yeah, I’m impressed,” Lita said. “Been together long?”


  “Almost a year,” she said.


  “Sit down,” Richardson said, moving closer to Lita in the booth, giving her room.


  “I don’t want to intrude,” she said.


  “Nonsense,” Lita said. “Have a seat. What’s your name?”


  “Bridgette,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”


  Lita introduced herself and the others.


  “You just graduated high school, I’ll bet,” Brendan said.


  “Last year,” Bridgette said. “We were all ready for our lives to begin, and then this damn war starts up.”


  “Have you lost anyone?” Hannah asked.


  “Nobody close,” Bridgette said. “I still live with my parents, outside of San Antonio. The burbs.”


  “Have you had problems with those guys before today?” Richardson asked.


  “We’ve never been chased before,” she said. “We’ve had people who look like them show up at our gigs before. They try to look Mexican, but I think they’re some of those damn Islamists.”


  “They are,” Lita said. “Don’t be alone with them. Ever.”


  “How many times have they been at your gigs?” Richardson asked.


  “Just twice,” she said.


  “That’s twice too many,” Madison said.


  “They think they know how to hit on us,” Bridgette said. “They talk to us as if we were strippers or something.”


  “Pigs,” Hannah said.


  “Where were you when they messed with you before?” Richardson asked.


  “Close to home the first time, and in New Braunfels the last time,” she said. “We left a gig because of them. They started to follow us, but the bouncer saw it and punched one of them. Turned into a brawl, because when this jerk’s friends went to mess with the bouncer, a bunch of rednecks jumped into it. They beat the crap out of all five of those guys.”


  “There were five?” Brendan asked. “Did any more show up later?”


  “Not that I know of,” Bridgette said, looking nervous. “We left after the police got there. Should I be worried? Do you think they’re following us?”


  “Probably not,” Richardson said, pulling his phone in front of his face again. He shot a glance to Brendan and Juan Carlos.


  “Do we need to step out, boss?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “No, not yet,” he said.


  “What are you looking at?” Bridgette asked.


  “Just the DPS social media account,” Richardson said. “They’re keeping track of these kinds of attacks, and of instances where people are being harassed.”


  “You’re checking to see if they’re after us?”


  “We can’t tell that, Bridgette,” Richardson said. “We can only look at reports.”


  “That looks like a map program,” she said, bending her neck around to see his screen. “What are those icons?”


  “Those are markers for prior reported incidents,” Richardson said.


  “Shoot, those right there are at the place we played,” Bridgette said. “The Justin House, right by the river off I-35. Why are there so many markers? Are they having a lot of problems there?”


  “Looks like it,” Richardson said, glancing over at Lita. “I think I need to go chat with Skip.”


  “I’ve got to get back,” Bridgette said. “We’ll be going on pretty soon. Hope you enjoy. Some of our better songs are coming up.”


  “Thanks, it was nice talking to you,” Lita said. The others nodded as she left.


  “Dammit, they’re out looking for those girls,” Lita said under her breath. “Aren’t they?”


  “Looks like it to me,” Richardson said. “They still might not make it here. We’re on the far side of the lake. Quite a ways from where they are.”


  “What’s the name of that place?” Hannah asked.


  “New Braunfels River Justin Hotel,” Richardson said. “Why?”


  “I’m gonna call their lounge and ask if anybody’s been poking around,” she said.


  “Good idea,” Lita said.


  “Don’t pass any info on where we are,” Brendan said.


  “C’mon, I’m not stupid,” Hannah said as she searched for the name. “Bingo.” She hit the phone number on the search return, waiting for the phone to pick up.


  “Hope this isn’t a mistake,” Richardson said.


  Hannah put her hand up for silence. “Yes, hi. Are there any troublemakers there looking for a band?”


  She listened quietly for a moment.


  “Dammit,” she said. “Why? Because we were thinking of going there, but one of our friends said things are getting dicey.”


  She listened for another few seconds. “Really? Thanks. I’ll let you go. Maybe we’ll show up later.”


  Hannah put her phone down. “We’ve got a big problem. They were there looking for this band, and they pushed around some of the patrons as well, so the bouncer got involved again.”


  “How is that a problem for us?” Richardson asked.


  “Somebody there told the Islamists where this band is playing,” she said.


  “We need to go chat with Skip,” Richardson said.


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Lita said. “I’ll go with you.”


  “The rest of you should stay here,” Richardson said, “but keep an eye on your apps.”


  “You got it, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  The couple left the lounge, heading for the front desk. Skip wasn’t there. A young woman stood in her place.


  “Where’s Skip?” Richardson asked her.


  “Gone,” she said. “He got a phone call a few minutes ago, and said he had to leave to take care of an emergency at home.”


  Lita and Richardson looked at each other.


  “Is there something I can help you with?” the woman asked.


  “No, thanks,” Richardson said. “C’mon.” He walked back into the lobby by the front doors, and texted Brendan and Juan Carlos.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I want to see if Skip has left the parking lot yet, but I texted Brendan and Juan Carlos so they know.” He bolted out the doors, Lita following in a panic.


  “Where are you going?” Lita shouted as she ran.


  “Front gate,” he said. “That looks like him.” He bolted to the gate, getting in front of Skip, who slammed on the brakes.


  “Out of the way,” Skip said out his window.


  Richardson rushed to him. “They’re coming, aren’t they?”


  “I have an emergency. I have to leave.”


  “They’re still in New Braunfels,” Richardson said, pulling his piece.


  “You’re not going to shoot me, are you?” Skip asked, eyes wide with fear.


  “I’m a DPS agent, not a thug,” Richardson said. “You’re in too much of a hurry to get out of here.”


  “Will you let me go if I tell you?”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said.


  “We’ve been paying protection to those creeps. Most places around here that are still open are doing the same.”


  “You, or the Hotel?”


  “Well, the Hotel, but the management doesn’t know about it,” he said. “They found out where my family lives, and they’re holding it over my head. They need the cash.”


  “You’re leaving to get your family out of harm’s way,” Lita said.


  Skip nodded his head yes. “Got a call from a friend in New Braunfels. They’re good at finding people, and good at getting revenge. I’ve heard stories.”


  “We’ve lived it,” Richardson said. “That’s why we’re here. Go get your family. I’m going to warn the guests and figure out a strategy.”


  “I’ll come back if I can get them safe,” Skip said. “I promise.”


  “Worry about your family, man,” Richardson said. “Take care of them. We’ll handle this. I’ll make some calls.”


  He backed away, and Skip floored it, tires squealing as he hit the street.


  “You’re a good man,” Lita said. “He’s not.”


  “He’s a family man who’s been living under the thumb of those creeps. He’s one of us. We have to stick together, and family is still the most important.”


  They rushed back to the lounge. Juan Carlos got up and motioned them over.


  “Hey, dude, the hits are leaving New Braunfels,” he said. “A couple of them just turned northwest on Highway 306.”


  “Hey, all of them are there now,” Brendan said.


  “They’re on the way,” Richardson said. “We’re gonna get hit. I just caught Skip leaving the area. He’s been blackmailed into providing protection money.”


  “How many are coming?” Lita asked.


  “Thirty in this group, another twenty coming up I-35 now,” Brendan said.


  “We don’t have enough ammo to fight them,” Juan Carlos said. “There’s only six of us.”


  Richardson stood up. “Everybody, it’s not safe here. Enemy fighters are on the way.”


  The band stopped, Bridgette staring at Richardson.


  “Who are you?” asked one of the patrons.


  “DPS,” Richardson said. “There’s too many to fight off. We need to leave right now.”


  “Oh my God,” Bridgette said. The girls started packing up their instruments. “Where can we go?”


  “I can see it, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “Get back on 306 going northwest, then hit 281 south and get back into San Antonio. Easier to hide there.”


  “We’ve got about half an hour,” Richardson said. “Let’s go.”


  “We’d better go notify the front desk,” Lita said.


  “Thank you again,” Bridgette said, rushing for the door with her guitar in one hand and her amp in the other. The other girls followed.


  “We’ll get my drum set later,” the brunette said.


  Richardson and Lita rushed to the front desk, had a hushed conversation with the now terrified clerk, and then bolted for the elevator, meeting the other two couples. They rode it to the fourth floor.


  “I’m gonna text Wallis,” Richardson said.


  Lita nodded. “I’ll put our belongings into a bag. Be ready to go in a sec.”


  They were back at the elevator in less than five minutes. Other residents were leaving quickly.


  “This might tip off the enemy that we can see them,” Lita said.


  “Don’t care at this point,” Richardson said as they rode the elevator down. The lobby was a mess, with people flooding out the other set of elevators.


  “We’re liable to hit a bottleneck getting out of this damn place,” Madison said.


  “I saw a back driveway,” Juan Carlos said. “Follow me.”


  They got into their trucks and raced towards the back gate, Juan Carlos in the lead, hitting the pavement with tires squealing.


  Richardson’s phone dinged. He handed it to Lita as he drove. “Check that out.”


  She looked at it. “Wallis. There’s two hundred national guard troops on the way here.”


  “Really? Maybe we should stay, then,” Richardson said.


  “Not on your life,” Lita said.


  They blasted down highway 306.


  Chapter 30 – Counter Attack


  Maria and Hendrix were just getting finished cleaning the kitchen after dinner. The monitor went off.


  “Duty calls,” Maria said. “I’ll get us connected.” She washed her hands in the big industrial sink and then rushed off, as Hendrix finished the last of the cleanup.


  “Call coming in,” Ramsey said, sticking his head in the kitchen.


  Hendrix dried his hands. “Yeah, Maria just went out there to answer it. They went into the console room, joining Governor Nelson and Dr. Schultz, who were already sitting in chairs near the screen.


  “Director Wallis is on,” Maria said from the console. “We’re live.”


  “Wallis, what’s up?” Nelson asked. “Where’s Gallagher?”


  “He’ll be along in a second. We’ve got a special guest. I’ll patch him in.”


  The screen went dark, and then came up in two sections, General Hogan’s smiling face on the right side of the screen, Wallis on the left. Gallagher joined him.


  “You got them dispatched?” Wallis asked.


  “Yeah, they were close to Canyon Lake.”


  “General Hogan,” Nelson said. “Good to see you. What’s going on?”


  “I’d better start at the beginning,” Wallis said. “Our DPS team was at a hotel near Canyon Lake, and saw a group of about thirty enemy fighters coming to their location.”


  “They’re tracking our DPS guys?” Ramsey asked.


  “No, they were tracking a girl band that was playing at the hotel our DPS guys were at,” Wallis said. “Islamists tried to take the band on the road, and our team got involved. Killed the attackers. This is a revenge attack on the band. We don’t think the enemy knows that Richardson’s folks are there.”


  Nelson stared at the screen for a moment, trying to understand.


  “Sorry, I’m not doing a very good job of this,” Wallis said. “Long story short, Richardson called me to let me know, as he was leaving with the rest of the people at the hotel.”


  “They didn’t want to stay and fight?” Ramsey asked.


  “Six guys against thirty, and they didn’t have much ammo,” Wallis said. “I want them to stay alive. We need to rebuild the patrol boat force.”


  “Okay, sorry,” Ramsey said.


  “Get to the point,” Nelson said.


  “I wanted to send a group of National Guard troops over there to nail the enemy,” Wallis said, “but that might tip them off to the fact that we have the apps, so I contacted General Hogan to discuss it. He was about to call us.”


  “Why?” Nelson asked.


  “I’m giving the okay to provide the apps to all combatants, civilian and military, and to all the Texas leadership,” General Hogan said.


  “You cracked it,” Nelson said, smiling.


  “Yes, we did, and the cleanup in Washington DC has already started, rather quietly for now. We’ve got all the evil-doers in our cross hairs.”


  “So we can use the apps to clean up Texas.”


  “Yes,” General Hogan said. “Go after them.”


  “Is the wide release happening to everybody yet?”


  “Nope, it’s on an auto-timer. We’ve got a couple of weeks yet.”


  The phones in the room started to ding. Hendrix looked at his. “I just got an app package.”


  “Yep, it’s coming to you guys, and you can send it out to your forces right away. I’d suggest sending the apps to the national guard force going towards Canyon Lake.”


  “On it,” Gallagher said, walking away with his phone.


  “So is the war almost over, then?” Maria asked.


  “No,” General Hogan said. “There are almost a million enemy fighters in the southwest. There’s still a lot on the eastern seaboard as well. This is going to be a tough battle, but they’re exposed now, and we can focus our attacks, while arresting the traitors in our government.”


  The console beeped. Maria looked at it. “What’s this coming in?”


  “The long-range high definition program that our person came up with,” General Hogan said. “It can only run on PCs and high-end laptops, but it gives you a very detailed view. You can zoom in on a room in a building with that technology. The prototype of that system was used to rescue me.”


  “Excellent,” Nelson said.


  “That’s all I have time for,” General Hogan said. “We’ve got a big operation going on in Utah. I need to get back to it.”


  “Thanks a million, General,” Nelson said.


  “Yes, thank you sir,” Wallis said. General Hogan’s face left the screen, and it went back to a single pane. Gallagher came back.


  “The CO has the apps, and he’s providing them to his staff right now,” Gallagher said.


  “Has the enemy arrived at the hotel yet?” Wallis asked.


  “No, but they’re close,” Gallagher said, looking at his phone. “The size of the enemy force has grown. It’s close to seventy men now. They’ve been summoning together a lot of the stragglers that Richardson has been telling us about.”


  “Sleepers,” Hendrix said.


  “Yep,” Wallis said. “This is great. We can take out the enemy when they get to the hotel, and then go right to their base and clean that up.”


  “Where’s their base?” Nelson asked.


  “There’s a big cluster in Cibolo, just east of San Antonio,” Gallagher said. “About three thousand men there, from what I can tell. Nowhere near the worst spot, but it’s a start. They’re going to wonder how the hell they’ve been found.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “Maria, can you load that detail view program onto the main PC and display it on the screen?”


  “I think so, sir,” Maria said. She rolled her chair over to the keyboard of the main computer and worked on it.


  Hendrix browsed on his new apps after reading the brief instructions. “Whoa, this is going to be a large cleanup effort.”


  “You got that right,” Ramsey said, looking at his screen, brow furrowed. “Looks like Austin is in pretty good shape, though. Maybe we can get out of this cave sooner rather than later. Nothing helps command more than physical presence.”


  “Don’t get too anxious just yet,” Gallagher said. “We’re going to be forcing the cretins to fight for their lives. They’ll go a little nuts. Things will likely get worse before they get better.”


  “He’s right,” Wallis said. “The enemy is about fifteen minutes away from the hotel.”


  “How far out are the guardsmen?” Hendrix asked.


  “Half an hour, but remember that the residents have left the hotel,” Wallis said. “They’ll be searching the joint when the guard gets there. They won’t escape.”


  “They’re liable to get on 306 north to chase our people,” Ramsey said.


  “I wish they would,” Gallagher said. “Our forces are going south on 306 as we speak.”


  Nelson chuckled. “This is gonna be fun. Wish we could monitor our own forces as well as we can see the enemy now.”


  “Yeah, I can see why the enemy did this,” Gallagher said.


  “No way in hell would I like that,” Hendrix said. “It’d be hackable.”


  “He’s right,” Wallis said. “General Hogan’s proving that right now.”


  “I think I have it running,” Maria said, rolling away from the PC display. “You can move around with the mouse and zoom in just like you can with map programs.”


  “Excellent,” Nelson said, rolling his chair over.


  “I’m gonna sign off and get ourselves set up,” Wallis said. “We’ll be talking to you.”


  “Yeah, go for it,” Nelson said. “We’ll get back together after we see what’s what.”


  “Yep,” Gallagher said. “Happy hunting.”


  The console went dark, everybody now gathered around the PC screen.


  “My God,” Hendrix said. “Dallas. Why haven’t they attacked yet? I know they’ve been around for a while.”


  “That’s what I’m wondering,” Nelson said.


  “I can see why Wallis is so scared about the Rio Grande,” Ramsey said. “Geez, that’s going to be a challenge to weed out.”


  “We’re starting from almost a dead stop in the DPS patrol boat ranks, too,” Nelson said. “I’m glad their remaining folks got away from that hotel. We need them to rebuild. How about the gulf?”


  Maria moved the view to that area. “Still quite a few boats,” she said. “Some hits on South Padre Island. Lot of hits in Corpus Christi, too.”


  “Yeah, but they’re mostly dead,” Nelson said. “The people won that battle.”


  “What’s going on there?” Ramsey said, pointing at the screen. “The Louisiana border. Don’t remember hearing that area was a problem.”


  “We need the Fort Stockton people back here, and we need to clone them many times over,” Nelson said.


  “Why not just expand the National Guard?” Ramsey asked.


  “Think about it,” Hendrix said. “The population we’d be pulling from would have to leave their families behind to join up. I think it’s a lot easier to recruit them as civilians, like the Fort Stockton group has been doing.”


  “It’s still fighting,” Ramsey said. “It’s still dangerous.”


  “It is, but it’s fighting on their own terms with family and friends at their side, often being active participants,” Nelson said. “We need to expand the hell out of the social media operation.”


  “What will the enemy do when they realize that we can see all of them?” Maria asked.


  “They might try to remove their chips,” Ramsey said.


  Dr. Schultz chuckled. “The chips are buried deep to discourage desertion. Removing them is not a quick job that can be done in the field on a massive scale.”


  The console beeped.


  “Wallis is getting back on,” Maria said, rolling her chair back over to the console.


  “Uh oh,” Nelson said.


  Wallis’s face showed up on the screen. “Sorry to bother you again so soon. We’ve got a drone over the hotel now. I’m sending you guys a URL to capture the feed. Thought you might be interested.”


  Nelson chuckled. “Sounds good. Maybe we should make some popcorn.”


  Wallis snickered. “They won’t know what hit them.”


  “Thanks,” Ramsey said.


  “Have fun, guys,” Wallis said. “I’m out.”


  The screen went black. Maria rolled back to the PC and checked, finding the URL in an encrypted message. “Here it is. I’ll load it.”


  She typed for a few seconds on the keyboard, and video showed on the screen.


  “Wow,” Ramsey said. “Video quality on these has gotten a lot better.”


  “Seriously,” Hendrix said, moving closer.


  “There’s the hotel,” Nelson said. “I’ve been there before. Very nice resort.”


  “It’s the only hotel open on Canyon Lake at this point,” Ramsey said.


  They watched the video as the drone circled.


  “The enemy won’t see this drone, I hope?” Maria asked.


  “Nah, it’s way up there,” Hendrix said.


  They watched silently for a few minutes, then Hendrix got up. “Coffee?”


  “Sure,” Nelson said.


  “Yeah, that sounds great, honey,” Maria said.


  Hendrix rushed into the kitchen, turning on the TV with the remote, then switching to the channel that picked up the video feed from their main PC. He watched the screen as he made the pot of coffee. There were whoops and hollers from the console room. He looked up and saw trucks pulling into the hotel parking lot, in the back, near the loading dock and service entrance.


  “It’s brewing,” Hendrix said as he walked back into the console room. “I turned the TV on in there. That’s a lot of trucks. These folks think they’re free to go wherever they want.”


  “Haven’t seen an open movement like this in a while,” Ramsey said. “Wonder if they’re planning a large offensive soon?”


  “They’ll get a nasty surprise if they are,” Nelson said. “We need to watch Dallas like a hawk.”


  “I was just thinking that,” Hendrix said. “Did we send the civilians from the Fort Stockton campaigns up there yet?”


  “That’s in progress,” Ramsey said, “but I don’t know the latest status. Wallis and Gallagher have been running that operation.”


  “We need that Fort Stockton group back here in a hurry,” Hendrix said. “Their leadership is essential.”


  “I agree,” Nelson said. “They’re almost done with their mission in New Mexico, though, and the group they recruited in Arizona is having their way with the enemy along the border.”


  “Look at all those Islamists,” Maria said, watching them running from the trucks into the lobby of the hotel, groups of them also congregating by all the exit gates in the parking lot.


  “There’s a lot of buildings on that complex,” Ramsey said. “Might be difficult to root them out without casualties.”


  “Our forces can see where they’re hiding,” Hendrix said.


  “Looks like some of the civilians stayed behind,” Maria said, a look of horror on her face, watching Islamists dragging people out of the hotel lobby.


  “They’re going to shoot them,” Hendrix said, looking away.


  “They aren’t shooting the women,” Ramsey said.


  Nelson watched with a grim look on his face, as the last of the men in the small group of civilians was shot in the head. “They’re dragging the women into the back of that truck, see?”


  “Pigs,” Maria said under her breath. “How soon do the troops get there?”


  “Ought to be any minute,” Ramsey said.


  “Look, at the west entrance,” Nelson said. A flood of troop transport trucks rolled up the driveway. The enemy fighters guarding the gate took cover as the first truck roared forward.


  “Shit, the Islamists took out the cab of that first truck,” Maria said.


  The troops came out of the back, circling around to the front of the truck and opening fire, the Islamists falling or running. The second truck pushed the first one out of the way and drove into the parking lot. Islamists rushed out of the hotel lobby, firing at it, hitting several men who jumped out, but then running when men from the next several trucks rushed at them with guns blazing.


  “Look, those cretins just jumped out of the truck they took the women into,” Hendrix said. Troops took them out before they could reach cover, one of the guardsmen rushing to the back of the truck, helping the women out, their clothes torn, hanging off them.


  “That’s gonna get the troops’ dander up,” Nelson said, standing now, too excited to sit as the action went on.


  “The troops have the main building surrounded now,” Hendrix said.


  “Yep,” Ramsey said. “And more transport trucks just drove onto the parking lot.”


  “Those ours?” Maria asked.


  “Yep, look at the men coming out,” Hendrix said, standing himself now. The coffee pot sputtered. “Who wants a cup?”


  “Me,” Nelson said.


  “Yeah, me too,” Ramsey said. “Thanks. It’s gonna be a long evening. I think we need to be coordinating as many attacks as we can muster tonight.”


  “Yep,” Nelson said.


  “I’ll help you carry,” Maria said, getting up. She followed Hendrix into the kitchen and watched as he poured cups. “Good, the TV is on in here still.”


  “Yeah, this is quite a show,” Hendrix said.


  “It’s getting my blood up,” Maria said. She picked up two cups, Hendrix taking another three, rushing back into the console room.


  “Ramsey, can you get to the civilians in Dallas?” Hendrix asked as he handed out coffee.


  “Yeah, I got contacts,” he said.


  “Send them the apps,” Hendrix said.


  “Now there’s a damn good idea,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey nodded and got to work on that, walking away with the phone to his ear.


  “This is gonna be over quick,” Dr. Schultz said. “I hope somebody is tending to those poor women.”


  “Me too,” Maria said.


  “Think the National Guard troops in Big Bend have the apps yet?” Nelson asked.


  “I suspect that Wallis and Gallagher are on that,” Hendrix said.


  “I’ll send them a text to make sure,” Nelson said, whipping out his phone.


  “They’re done,” Hendrix said, watching the troops flood out of the hotel, a group of Islamists ahead of them with their hands on the backs of their heads.


  “They should shoot them all,” Ramsey said.


  “That would make us as barbaric as they are,” Hendrix said.


  “No, it will strike fear into their hearts,” Nelson said. “Something we should be doing at this point, as nasty as it sounds.”


  “I agree,” Ramsey said.


  “Looks like they’re not doing that this time,” Maria said. “They’re putting them into that truck, see? Not many of them survived.”


  The truck with the Islamists inside took off, going back towards the northbound 306. The rest of the trucks headed south.


  “Good, they’re going to the base,” Ramsey said. “Lots more enemy fighters there.”


  “We need to send more troops,” Hendrix said.


  “There’s another group on the way to that base who weren’t at the hotel,” Nelson said. “Gallagher passed that along when I texted him a moment ago.”


  “Wonder if the Islamists at that base will start leaving?” Ramsey asked.


  “They can run, but they can no longer hide,” Hendrix said.


  Chapter 31 – Bowie Knife


  Junior and Kelly sat in the dark with their guns, among the others who had come to engage the militia on Highway 60.


  “This waiting is driving me nuts,” Kelly said. “I’m worried about Brenda, too. Wish she was here.”


  “She and Rachel will be fine,” Junior said. “They’re not going to stop there, and if they do, they’ll run right into hundreds of Stanton Hunt’s warriors along with the rest of our folks. There’s only thirty of them, and our folks can watch their every move with the apps.”


  “I know,” Kelly said. “Guess I’m just nervous.”


  Curt walked over with Amanda. “You guys ready to go?”


  “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Kelly said. “You?”


  “Can’t wait to nail those bastards,” Curt said. “Jason wants to take at least one of them alive.”


  “Why?” Junior asked.


  “Pump him for intelligence, I reckon,” Kelly said.


  “That’s right,” Jason said, walking up with Kyle. “They’ll be here in less than ten minutes, so get ready.”


  “Wonder if Phil will be with them?” Junior asked.


  “I doubt it, but you never know,” Jason said. His phone dinged. He looked at the text, then smiled. “That flatbed driver fixed the fluid leak.”


  “Good,” Kyle said. “That makes things simpler.”


  “It does,” Curt said. “Hope those drivers are keeping a good watch.”


  “Me too,” Jason said. “I wish Carrie and Kate weren’t out there.”


  “You and me both,” Kyle said. “I don’t trust anything that Jasper says.”


  “Yeah, let’s get this over quick and get them to base,” Kyle said.


  “Hey, they’re almost here,” Junior said, looking at his phone. I think they sped up.


  “To the vehicles,” Curt said.


  Everybody got into their armed vehicles, engines starting in the darkness. Curt and Amanda took the lead, Curt running the grenade launcher, Amanda holding a BAR. They flew east on Highway 60, followed by the others who got along side and behind, taking up both lanes, the off-roaders taking the shoulders.


  “Hope Stanton’s careful in that Barracuda,” Curt said as they flew forward, the lights of the militia vehicles just coming into view.


  “They see us,” Amanda said.


  Curt fired several rounds from the grenade launcher, blowing up the first vehicle and hitting the second. The rest of the militia vehicles slowed to a stop, and rifle fire came at them. Eric roared forward in the Bronco, his .50 cal machine gun firing, hitting the vehicles who were trying to flee as Curt, Jason, and Stanton fired grenade after grenade, stopping the vehicles, men fleeing to the sides of the road.


  “Look, there’s a Jeep trying to go onto the dirt,” Curt said. “He’s a little too far for a clean shot.”


  “Don’t worry, look,” Amanda said, watching Eric fly by in his Bronco, getting off the road, guns blazing. He nailed the Jeep. A survivor started to run, Kim wasting him with her M60.


  “All of the vehicles are disabled,” Junior said, looking over at Kelly.


  “Yep,” he said, still moving forward. Junior aimed out the side and fired his M60, and then hands went into the air, and two men stepped out from behind some wreckage.


  “Watch it,” Kelly said as they rolled closer.


  A shot rang out from behind a ruined vehicle, hitting the roof of Kelly’s cab. Jason shot a grenade into it, killing the two men with their hands up and blowing up the car, which lifted and came down on the third man. Then there was silence.


  “We might not have kept anybody alive,” Junior said.


  “Oh well,” Kelly said. “Watch yourself. There might be more survivors hiding in the wreckage.”


  “Roger that,” Junior said. They pulled over and got out, Junior with the M60, Kelly grabbing a shotgun from behind the seat. Jason and Kyle showed up next. Then Stanton rolled up in the Barracuda and joined them as they fanned out around the mangled vehicles. Machine gun fire erupted, startling all of them.


  “It’s Eric,” Jason said, watching him take out some fleeing militia men on the desert floor.


  “Cover us,” Jason said. He and Kyle rushed into the mess, looking for survivors, checking bodies. They came back after a few minutes.


  “All dead,” Kyle shouted.


  “Let’s get this mess pushed out of the way so we can roll the flatbeds through here,” Jason shouted.


  “We’ll handle that,” Kelly said. “You go get your women and the tanks. It’ll be clear by the time you get here.”


  “Thanks, man,” Jason said.


  Junior and Kelly started checking out bodies, dragging them over to the side of the road, piling their weapons into the bed of their pickup truck.


  “Hey,” Junior said. “This guy’s an Islamist.”


  “We heard rumors about that, remember?” Curt asked, coming over with Amanda to help.


  “Why would they get together?” Amanda asked. “They’ll just end up killing each other.”


  “Here’s another one,” Junior said. “I agree that they’ll just kill each other eventually.”


  “They would, if they won,” Curt said. “They won’t win.”


  “Hopefully not,” Kelly said.


  “Hey, man, there’s only sixteen bodies here,” Junior said. “I saw thirty of them before. I’d better check the apps again.”


  “That’s not good,” Stanton said, holding his phone in front of his face.


  “There’s at least five down there on the desert floor,” Kelly said. “Eric wasted them, remember?”


  Stanton looked over at him. “Some did escape. They turned around. They’re heading west on Highway 60.”


  “Some were far enough behind the main group to escape,” Curt said. “Dammit. How far out are they?”


  “They’re half way to Pie Town,” Stanton said, watching. He sent a text to his warriors.


  “You gonna have them get involved?” Kelly asked.


  “No, I’m gonna have them watch, in case the militia men decide to make a stop,” Stanton said. “I don’t want our warriors chasing these folks into who-knows-what.”


  “We can see the militia men with the apps,” Kelly said.


  “Well, yeah, but they’re friends with the people who hijacked our tank flatbeds,” Stanton said, “and those friends didn’t have chips.”


  “Son of a bitch, Junior, he’s right,” Kelly said.


  Stanton’s phone dinged. He looked at it. “They haven’t seen anything at the RV park yet.”


  “Good,” Junior said.


  They continued moving the rest of the bodies, and then Curt and Kelly got into their trucks and started pushing vehicles off the side of the road. They joined the others when they were done.


  “These folks weren’t very well equipped,” Kelly said.


  “They didn’t come here expecting a battle,” Stanton said. “They came here to receive weapons from friends.”


  


  ***


  “Hear that?” Carrie asked. The popping of gunfire drifted to them from east on the road.


  “Dammit, I hate this,” Kate said. “I hate not being with Kyle.”


  “Welcome to my world,” Carrie said. “You sure you want to get pregnant in a hurry?”


  “Yeah, pretty sure,” she said, gripping her BAR. “Hope they win.”


  “The odds are in their favor, big time,” Carrie said.


  “I know, but I still worry. I’d rather be in the middle of it than listening in the distance. This reminds me of the hog blind.”


  “Don’t bring that up,” Carrie said. “That almost killed us.”


  “Yeah, luckily Curt showed up to save the day.”


  Carrie chuckled. “You know, I used to dread when that guy came around. He was such a boorish son of a bitch, and he never did a good job of watching his language around Chelsea.”


  “Your opinion of him has changed some since then, I suspect,” Kate said.


  “I love him like family,” Carrie said, “although I’d never admit it to him or Jason.”


  “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me,” Kate said. “I was just barely with Kyle then. We got to know each other fast.”


  Carrie snickered. “You spent the first night with him. Didn’t see that coming.”


  “That was only going to be a one-night stand,” she said. “It’d been a while. I had a bad breakup, and my life fell apart. That’s why I left the TV gig when I did.”


  “You never told me that.”


  “Nobody wants to admit they picked somebody up on the rebound. Especially a somebody who turns into a lifetime partner.”


  “I can see that, I guess,” Carrie said, “but I’ve never been judgmental about that.”


  “Most are,” she said. “How long is this battle going to go on?”


  “It’s only been about three minutes,” Carrie said.


  They sat quietly, listening to the explosions and machine gun fire. It went on for nearly five minutes and then died down, stopping completely after ten minutes.


  “Well, sounds like it’s over.” Kate said.


  “I told Jason to text me,” Carrie said. “Let’s see if he does.”


  Kate smiled. “I should’ve told Kyle that.”


  Carrie’s phone dinged. She grabbed it quickly. “It’s over. Jason and Kyle are on the way here.”


  “Thank God,” Kate said.


  “I’m texting the drivers, so they know not to shoot.”


  “Yeah, you do that,” Kate said. Carrie typed the message and hit send.


  “They got that fluid leak fixed, by the way,” Carrie said. “Jason forwarded the text.”


  “Good,” Kate said, watching Carrie. “Something wrong?”


  “No reply from the driver,” she said. “That’s not like him.”


  “Shit,” Kate said. “You don’t think there’s somebody out there, do you?”


  “C’mon,” Carrie said, grabbing her Mini-14. Kate picked up the BAR and they quietly opened the door, slipping out and getting to the road.


  “Listen,” Kate whispered. “Hear that?”


  “Snickering,” Carrie whispered back. “That didn’t sound like any of the drivers. Hold it a sec.” She backed up behind the closest of the flatbeds and typed a quick text message to Jason, careful not to let the light from her screen escape. “Okay.”


  They snuck forward, seeing three dark shapes by the front flatbed. Carrie’s heart hammered in her chest, and she glanced at Kate, who already had the BAR aimed. They crept forward. There was a body lying next to the flatbed, the men standing around it, one of them wiping a bowie knife blade on his dirty jeans.


  “Just a sec. I’m gonna untie Jasper,” said another man.


  “Maybe we ought to leave that worthless idiot here,” the third man said.


  “I heard that, you son of a bitch,” Jasper whispered loud from under the truck. “We ain’t out of this yet.”


  Two of the men got under the flatbed and kicked the hand cuffs till they broke off, causing Jasper to cry out in pain.


  “Dammit, you didn’t have to do it that way,” Jasper said as they dragged him out, ankles still taped together.


  “I don’t know how to pick those,” Gus said.


  “Yeah, me neither,” the second man said.


  “Screw you, Rusty,” Jasper said. “Help me with this damn tape.”


  “Peel it off yourself,” Rusty said.


  “You’ve got a knife,” Jasper said. “C’mon, and don’t nick me, neither.”


  “Bitch bitch bitch,” Gus said, watching Rusty unsheathe the knife and kneel next to Jasper.


  “If you wouldn’t have screwed up, we’d be rolling in dough right now,” Rusty said.


  “How do you know Phillip’s men didn’t win?” asked the third man.


  “Phillip’s men didn’t have machine guns, you dope,” Jasper said. “Ouch. Watch it.”


  “Boo frigging hoo,” Rusty said. The third man shook his head and laughed.


  “Shut the hell up, Kelsey,” Jasper said. “It ain’t funny.”


  “Like Rusty said, you shouldn’t have got took,” he said.


  “Knock it off,” Jasper said. “There were a bunch of men here. The three of us couldn’t have taken them.”


  “Yeah, but you were standing right in the middle of the damn road,” Rusty said. “Moron.”


  “Hey, Gus, there’s somebody nearby,” Kelsey said softly. “Text message just came through on the dead guy’s phone.”


  Kate and Carrie shot each other a glance and aimed their weapons.


  “Mommy, where are you?” Chelsea asked from the door of the motor home.


  “Shit,” Carrie said under her breath, as all four men whirled around and saw them. Kate fired the BAR, cutting down two of the men, but then a shot rang out and she crumpled to the ground.


  “Kate!” Carrie screamed, firing at the last two men with the Mini-14.


     


  To be continued in Bug Out! Texas Book 10, available now in the Kindle Store and Kindle Unlimited!



  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.


   


  Nate – co-leader of Rednecks. A small man with hawkish eyes. Shrewd, brave, temper, known to get into trouble, extremely loyal to friends. Always thinking. Mid 50s.


   


  Fritz – member of Rednecks. Tall and thin, long hair. Questionable past, can be cruel, loyal to his friends. Not as smart as Kelly, Junior, or Nate, but brave in a fight with good skills. Not one to tangle with. In trouble with the law more often than the other Rednecks due to temper. Early 60s.


   


  Chris – Brenda’s ex-husband and co-owner of Texas Mary’s. A large, heavyset man with a shaved head and goatee, giving him the look of a biker. Still loves Brenda, but the relationship has been over for years. Brave, careful, measured, good at business, good host, liked by everybody. Not as smart as Brenda or Kelly. Mid 50s.


   


  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.


   


  Jake – owner of a farm house north of Lamesa. Joins the group at that point. Small thin man with a folksy way and a lot of heart.


   


  Daisy – Jake’s common-law wife. She’s feisty and rail thin, with long gray hair, sporting a Granny Clampett look. Smarter than she looks, always watching out for Jake.


   


  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.


   


  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.


   


  Daniel – survivor of the Deadwood Massacre. Now leading an insurgent group on the eastern Texas border.


   


  Alex – Owner of the MidPoint 66 Café, who met the group during the I-40 battle. Older man, bald and heavy set, robust, funny.


   


  Kitten – Daughter of Alex. Middle aged, chubby with light brown hair and a pretty face. Waitress at her father’s Café.


   


  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.


   


  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.


   


  Captain Jefferson – leader of the DPS Patrol Boat group. Thrust into the position after the deaths of others. Black man of average height and build. Still learning, trying to live up to his position. Old friends with Lieutenant Richardson. Early 40s


   


  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.


   


  Carol – Manager of large drug store in downtown San Antonio. Girlfriend of Chuck, her store two doors down from his gun shop.


   


  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.


   


  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.


   


  Franklin – operative in the federal Attorney General’s office. He’s trying to blackmail Kip Hendrix into giving him info.


   


  Blake – US Attorney General. In on planning for the globalists.


   


  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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    Bug Out! California Book 1


  


  
    
      Something is wrong in California.
    


    
      

    


    
      The banks start to collapse. The State Government can't cover its pension and entitlement payments. Unrest grows on the streets.
    


    
      

    


    
      Gangs terrorize the population in the big cities - Los Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco, and Sacramento. It's not just gangs, though. Somebody is stirring things up. Who? Why are they doing it?
    


    
      

    


    
      People able to leave head for the eastern border. The military tries to shore up its bases in San Diego. Unrest continues to build. Local law enforcement can't cope. The borders are closed. There is no escape, as the state authorities plan martial law. They lock down the cities and move to expand their grip over the rest of the state. Foreign troops are brought in, under the umbrella of the UN. Another group joins the fray. An evil group, bent on world domination. 
    


    
      Some people are happy for the added security of Martial Law. 
    


    
      Other people see the lock down for what it is. Creeping Tyranny. They choose to fight. 
    


    
      

    


    
      This is their story.
    


    
      Pick up Bug Out! California Book 1 today!

    

  


  
    

  


  
    Horror Road Book 1 - A Supernatural Thriller is a story of ancient spirits, ghosts, psychics, and killers.



    There is an evil presence at the RV Park. It has awakened due to the presence of powerful psychics Jake and Frankie, and now it threatens them with possession.


    Related paranormal activity begins at two other locations, resulting in gruesome deaths.


    Jake and Frankie can see what is happening as the evil presence reveals itself to them. Can they stop it?


    Ghosts become more active as the spirit's plans take shape.


    Jake and Frankie know that they must join forces with another group of psychics to battle the pure evil which is tormenting them, but they are over a thousand miles away.


    A powerful medium has awakened, ready to do battle, but so have new minions of the ancient evil. It's a race against time and space.


    



Pick up this tale of Supernatural Horror today!



    





Never A Loose End - The Franklin and Davis Files Book One



    Serial Killers. Maniac Ex-cops. CIA Assassins. White Slavers. Strippers


    In "Never A Loose End", they all come together, racing towards their frightening destiny.


    This is the story that started it all for George Franklin and Malcolm Davis. Some of you know them from the later episodes of the Bug Out! series, set seven years later. This is the story of how they met, and the battle that forged them into a formidable team.


    George and Malcolm are both targets, marked for death, but why?


    A clan of Serial Killers is active again, after hiding for years. What has brought them out?


    Follow George and Malcolm as they dash through the Southwest in their Motorhomes.


    Murder, gun battles, bombings, and general mayhem reign in "Never A Loose End"


    Who will survive? Will the hunted be brought down, or will they become the hunters instead?


    





Find out in "Never A Loose End - The Franklin and Davis Files Book One"


    Note: This full length novel carries a hard R rating, unlike the PG-13 Bug Out! series. "Never A Loose End" contains graphic violence and sex. Discretion is advised.


    



    





Bug Out! Book 1 - Escape in a Motorhome



    When society unravels, sometimes the best move is simply to Bug Out.


    Bug Out! is the story of Frank and Jane, who are living in Southern California. The State Government is on the verge of collapse. State Pensions are gone. Banking is disrupted. State jobs are eliminated, and it washes through the economy like a tidal wave. Violence. Looting. Wholesale destruction of property. Frank and Jane know they must escape. But how?


    They have an RV. They can Bug Out!


    Follow Frank and Jane as they fight their way out of California. What dangers are waiting for them outside? Why are military convoys and tanks moving south and west on the roads? Why are checkpoints being set up everywhere?


    Is Martial Law coming?


    What is going on across the southern border? Scary people are coming across.


    Soldiers from Venezuela. Islamic Fighters.


    US Army and Private Militia forces are waiting to take them on, and Frank and Jane must thread their way through the battles. Will they survive?


    



Can they bug out and find safety?


    





Find out in Bug Out! Book 1 - Escape in a Motorhome
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