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  Previously – in Bug Out! Texas Book 7


  The Fort Stockton group were on their way to New Mexico to bomb a supply depot in Santa Fe, but only made it as far as Amarillo when they were attacked by B-1 bombers, taking out an RV Park. With the help of Airforce F-22 Raptors and a lucky shot by a Stinger missile, they eliminated the bombers, but there were four other bombers stolen by rogue pilots. As things settled down, news came of nerve gas attack on citizens in Denver, which helped swell the number of volunteers joining their group.


  A huge force of Islamist fighters were traveling east from Glenrio along I-40, so the Fort Stockton Group stationed themselves on either side of the interstate and attacked. A smaller group also bombed a bridge over I-40 at Midway 66, to cut off escape routes for the enemy. By now, the Fort Stockton Group’s numbers were around 20,000 patriots. An air battle ensued when Islamists’ Su-30 fighters attacked the Texas National Guard fighters, which was quelled by Airforce Raptors. The patriots won the battle, taking several thousand prisoners. I-40 was ruined.


  Jason took Carrie to the doctor who told her that her unborn baby is under stress, which put them in a dilemma, as Jason was part of the Fort Stockton leadership team. Don and Sydney eloped, and Dirk and Cindy decided to become a couple.


  The DPS Patrol Boaters were in San Marcos, fending off enemy attacks at Kris and Roberto’s house near Purgatory Creek. Roberto’s friends brought them evidence of an enemy base in a nearby recycling center, and of women and girls who had been abducted. The Patrol Boaters attacked the base, capturing Islamist fighters, but found out that all the hostages had been butchered during the battle. At this information, Roberto went crazy and let his Rottweilers exact rough justice; Brendan posted pictures of both the victims and the enemy on the internet. Even though the UN and EU called for sanctions against Texas for these images, Governor Nelson held firm, holding a press conference supporting the posting and reminding the press of the Islamists’ penchant for using young girls as sex slaves and the hostages’ brutal murders.


  During that same press conference, the Governor said there were no plans to have Texas remain an independent republic, and that they would re-join the union once the citizens had taken back the Federal government from the enemy. He also said that they would have their regularly scheduled elections and that he would not be running for a third term.


  The Patrol Boaters were promoted and ordered to go to South Padre Island. They decided to store the patrol boat and take cars on the road there, renting a truck to transport the guns. Before they could leave, they were attacked again, and one of Roberto’s friends was killed. The rest of them took off, fighting their way down the road.


  The Texas leadership team got word from General Hogan that his technical genius now had a prototype of the RFID apps, but it wasn’t ready for wide release yet. The apps were now being used in the Southwest to great effect.


  After hearing about the DPS Patrol Boaters’ difficulties as they traveled to South Padre Island, Director Wallis spoke with Governor Nelson about having the apps delivered to them, or to divert some drones to protect them. Nelson called General Hogan, who reluctantly agreed to giving the apps to Richardson. The apps helped them right away.


  The Fort Stockton team left Amarillo and traveled to a small town called Bovina, avoiding the wrecked I-40. Once in New Mexico, they met with General Hogan’s son, Private Brown, who gave them the RFID apps. Although they weren’t supposed to use them for Texas, Jason was horrified to see tens of thousands of enemy fighters circling the capitol of Austin where Governor Nelson and his team were based.


  Chapter 1 – Warning


  Jason watched as Private Brown called his father, General Hogan.


  “Maybe we ought to high-tail it back to Austin,” Curt whispered. “Give those cretins a surprise they won’t forget.”


  Jason shook his head no, as Private Sanchez eyed them.


  “Jason, can we use your rig to have a conference call?” Brown asked. “The General is asking.”


  “Of course,” Jason said.


  “We want you and Curt involved too. Is there somebody named Don here?”


  Jason looked at Curt, who nodded yes. “I’ll send Don a text.”


  Jason did that as he led the privates towards the rig. Don showed up after a couple of minutes, Sydney joining Carrie and Amanda outside.


  “You want to come in?” Jason asked Carrie.


  “Nope,” she said.


  Jason nodded and closed the door, then leaned on the kitchen counter. Curt, Don, Brown, and Sanchez were on the couch and the dinette benches. Brown hit the contact, then put his phone on speaker and held it in front of him. “Go ahead, dad.”


  “Hello, gentleman,” General Hogan said. “Thanks for not going off half-cocked on this.”


  “We don’t want to let Nelson and his whole team get slaughtered,” Curt said. “What should we do?”


  “We could turn around,” Jason said. “We could be back there with all the forces we used along I-40 in pretty short order.”


  Curt shook his head, looking at his phone. “We’re eight hours away from Austin, man. Not realistic.”


  “Is Don there?” General Hogan asked.


  “Yes sir,” Don said.


  “Do you think another of your social media operations could pack the Austin capitol area with armed citizens.”


  “Yes, but how can we hide the fact that we’ve seen the enemy?”


  “That’s the real trick,” General Hogan said. “It’ll take some creative thinking.”


  “Why don’t we get the Governor and his team on the line?” Jason asked.


  “I was just gonna suggest that too,” Brown said.


  “We can do that,” General Hogan said. “I’ll patch him in from this end. Hold on for a sec.”


  The line went quiet.


  “This is a bad problem,” Curt said. “We can’t lose Nelson. I’m not the cheerleader type, but this guy is golden.”


  “Understand,” Jason said. “Maybe there’s another answer. Hell, maybe he even knows about the buildup.”


  “Doubt it,” Brown said. “Look at how they’re woven in. They’re hiding in plain sight.”


  “How many fighters we talking about?” Don asked.


  “At least ten thousand,” Sanchez said. “Probably double that before they’re done moving in.”


  “Can you see where they’re coming from?” Don asked.


  “Not really,” Sanchez said. “They may have everybody in place that they need now. Might have for a while.”


  “Which means they might be ready to attack,” Curt said. “Dammit.”


  The phone clicked. “You guys hear us?” asked General Hogan.


  “Yeah,” Brown said.


  “Hi, folks,” Governor Nelson said. “I’ve got Gallagher and Ramsey on the line. Wallis is on the way.”


  “Did the General tell you what’s going on?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah,” Ramsey said. “Not good.”


  “What are the options, keeping inside the lines of our agreement?” Nelson asked.


  “One is to use social media to flood the area with armed citizens,” Jason said.


  “How can we do that without tipping our hand on the RFID chips?” Gallagher asked.


  “That’s the real question,” General Hogan said. “We were hoping you might have some ideas.”


  “Wallis just walked in,” Nelson said. “I’ll let him know what’s going on. You guys go ahead and brainstorm a little.”


  “How secure is the bunker there?” Sanchez asked.


  “Very secure,” Gallagher said, “from bomb or even gas attacks. If a bunch of troops stormed us, they’d eventually get in.”


  “We’re back,” Nelson said. “Wallis is up to speed.”


  “Thanks, gentlemen,” Wallis said.


  “Any ideas?” General Hogan asked.


  “I don’t suppose you have any idea how long they’ve been here,” Wallis asked.


  “Nope,” General Hogan said. “We didn’t know about them until Private Brown called.”


  “You aren’t looking around much with those apps, then?” Gallagher asked.


  General Hogan chuckled. “We’re being hounded every minute. I don’t have time to look outside of our immediate area.”


  “Of course,” Nelson said, “and we appreciate your help so far. Really.”


  “Hey, are there other bunkers that are out of harm’s way?” Curt asked.


  “Now there’s a good question,” Gallagher said. “Wonder how things are around Hendrix’s bunker. Maybe we could sneak out of here.”


  “Sounds dangerous,” Jason said.


  “Where’s Hendrix’s place?” Brown asked.


  “I’ll text the address to Jason,” Ramsey said.


  Jason’s phone dinged, and he showed it to Brown, who adjusted the map on his phone.


  “Looks pretty clear,” Brown said. “The enemy must not be interested.”


  “The enemy will be watching the whole capitol area,” Curt said. “How you guys gonna sneak out?”


  “That’s the problem,” Wallis said. “We need to make the enemy think we’re still here. We can’t just hi-tail it in armored vehicles. They’ll see it. Then they’ll move to wherever we move.”


  “How secure is this other bunker?” General Hogan asked.


  “It’s actually stronger than what we have under the capitol,” Gallagher said.


  “So maybe it doesn’t matter if you get seen,” Jason said.


  “It would still be better if the enemy didn’t know,” Wallis said. “Both for the sake of keeping the apps secret, and for our own safety.”


  “I agree,” General Hogan said.


  “Since we thought it was safer around here, we’ve allowed folks back into their capitol offices,” Gallagher said. “There’s lots of civilian traffic around.”


  “Maybe you ought to use disguises,” Don said. “Go out in civilian vehicles.”


  “If they get caught, they’ll be captured or killed,” Brown said. “That would take this problem to a whole new level.”


  “I know, thinking the same thing,” Ramsey said.


  “We need a diversion,” Wallis said. “Pre-tape a speech from the bunker and broadcast it as live when we’re slipping away, for example.”


  “Yeah, with disguises, like I said,” Don said.


  “Well, I like the direction this conversation is going,” General Hogan said. “I’ve got to get back to another problem. I’m going to drop off. I trust you folks will come up with a worthy plan. Good luck.”


  “Thanks, General,” Nelson said.


  “Talk to you later, dad,” Brown said.


  “Don’t be too long,” General Hogan said. “I need you and Sanchez back here as soon as possible.”


  “Understand,” Brown said.


  General Hogan dropped off the call.


  “We’d better drop everything and work this,” Nelson said. “We’ll let you guys go. Thanks for letting us know. It’ll give us a fighting chance.”


  “Godspeed,” Jason said, brow furrowed.


  “You two,” Ramsey said. “Be safe. Good luck.”


  The call ended. Curt, Jason, and Don looked at each other.


  “This scares the crap out of me,” Jason said.


  “Seriously,” Curt said. “They’re smart. We need to worry about our task, and trust that they’ll be okay.”


  “Nothing else we can do,” Don said.


  “We need to pack up and leave,” Brown said. “You guys have everything that you need. Give ‘em hell.”


  “Yeah, good luck,” Sanchez said.


  The men shook hands, and the two privates left the coach. Carrie, Amanda, and Sydney climbed in.


  “Is it going to be okay?” Amanda asked Curt.


  “I hope so,” Curt said. “We did what we could. Hope I get to shake General Hogan’s hand someday.”


  “Yeah,” Jason said.


  Chapter 2 - Flight


  Governor Nelson eyed Director Wallis, Police Chief Ramsey, and Major-General Gallagher from behind his office desk. “Brian, get Kip Hendrix on the line for me please.”


  “Yes sir,” Brian said from his desk just outside the door.


  “It’s gonna be tricky getting out of here without being seen,” Gallagher said.


  Brian stuck his head in the door. “He’s here, sir. Maria said he went to his office to pick up some documents.”


  “Good, run him down for me, okay?”


  “Will do, Governor,” Brian said.


  “Shit, they could pick him up at any time,” Gallagher said.


  “Well, we all thought it was safe here now, remember?” Wallis asked. “That’s why we came back.”


  “Wish we didn’t have to keep the apps secret,” Ramsey said. “I’d love to flood this area with good guys.”


  “A lot of them might get killed,” Nelson said. “The enemy might use nerve gas again.”


  “They haven’t done that anywhere but Colorado, and it backfired on them big-time,” Gallagher said. “They might not try it again.”


  “I doubt they’d hold back if they thought it would work for them,” Wallis said. “These folks don’t have the moral compass that normal people do.”


  “Hey, guys,” Hendrix said, walking into the office. “Oh, shit, what’s wrong?” He took a seat next to Wallis.


  “The Fort Stockton Group got the RFID apps after they went over the New Mexico Border,” Ramsey said. “One of them took a look at Austin. We’ve got between ten and twenty thousand enemy fighters surrounding the Capitol area.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Hendrix said, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “What do we do?”


  “We’re thinking about sneaking over to your bunker,” Nelson said. “There aren’t any enemy fighters showing up near there.”


  “Oh,” Hendrix said. “We’re fully stocked and ready to go, but how do we get there? If we load up a convoy of armored vehicles they’ll see it.”


  “How’d you get here?” Gallagher asked. “You didn’t call me for a vehicle today.”


  “Drove myself. I figured it was safe now, given all the civilian traffic,” Hendrix said.


  “Hell, we all thought it was safe now,” Nelson said. “Having a lot of civilian traffic will help us.”


  “It might,” Wallis said. “I think Don’s idea might have merit.”


  “What was that?” Hendrix asked.


  “We wear disguises,” Wallis said. “Go out in civilian vehicles.”


  “Well, I suppose that might work,” Hendrix said. “Wonder why they didn’t nab me? They have to know who I am.”


  “Maybe you aren’t the target,” Ramsey said.


  “Everybody knows you’re part of the inner circle, so you’re definitely a target,” Wallis said.


  “They aren’t ready,” Gallagher said, smiling as he looked at Wallis.


  “That’s what I’m thinking,” Wallis said. “We should get out of here right now, with a disguise.”


  “It’s close to quitting time,” Ramsey said. “People will be leaving the area. Lots of traffic. Good time to sneak away.”


  “You’re right,” Hendrix said. “I’ve got an SUV out there. Some of us can take that.”


  “My car is in the parking lot,” Ramsey said. “It might not start. It’s been sitting there quite a while.”


  “I suggest we don’t take our own cars,” Nelson said. “Talk to your staff. Arrange a borrow. We’ll compensate. We should take as many different cars as we can, and we should disguise ourselves as best we can too.”


  Brian stuck his head in the door and got Nelson’s attention. He tossed keys to him. “Black four-wheel drive Dodge pickup truck, with a roll-bar behind the cab, lights mounted on top. Be my guest. I’ll hang around in the bunker.”


  “I don’t want you staying here,” Nelson said. “They’ll storm the place.”


  “Okay, I’ll have my sister pick me up,” Brian said. “Good enough?”


  “Good enough,” Nelson said. “Where is it?”


  “In the parking structure next door,” he said. “Pretty well out of sight. Second floor, about halfway down the row left of the elevators.”


  “Okay,” Nelson said. “We’ve got forty-five minutes to get the hell out of here. I’ve got some old clothes. I’m gonna shave my beard and get the hell out of here.”


  “Shave your beard?” Hendrix asked. “Haven’t seen you without a beard for a lot of years.”


  “This has a good chance of working, but everybody go armed,” Ramsey said, “and watch yourselves. Kip, you should notify Maria that we’re on the way.”


  “Will do,” Hendrix said. “Do you think I can take my car, since I drove it in here?”


  “I wouldn’t,” Wallis said. “I’ll see if I can round up some cars for us. Be back in a few minutes.”


  “Okay, Gentlemen, you all know what to do,” Nelson said.


  Nelson was left alone in his office. Brian came in.


  “This sounds really risky to me, sir.”


  “I know, but I don’t think we have much choice in the matter,” Nelson said.


  “I’m gonna call my cousin, and have him bring his Jeep with a couple friends. They’re rednecks with guns. They can escort you until you’re out of the area.”


  “That might get them killed,” Nelson said.


  “They’ll be fine,” Brian said. “Those guys are tough and crazy. They’ll follow and step in if anybody tries to stop you.”


  “Okay,” Nelson said. He got up from his desk. “I’m going to my quarters. I’ll be ready to go in about twenty minutes.”


  Nelson left the office, heading down the long corridor, nodding to people as they walked by, then taking the stairs to the next level down. Thank God I didn’t bring my family here. He arrived at his door and input the code. The locks snapped open and he rushed in, stripping off his suit as he went, his hands trembling as he hung the pants on the hanger, then the coat.


  Shave. Dammit. He got to work, trying to avoid eye contact with the mirror, feeling like a frightened animal. Calm down. His heart hammered in his chest as he scraped the hair and shaving cream off his face with short repeated strokes, his cheeks stinging from the pressure and the haste. Blobs of shaving cream built up in the sink. Afterwards he rushed to the closet, pulling out his jeans, then putting on a t-shirt and slipping into his sandals. Should I take more clothes? No way. Somebody might notice. One last look at the room as he grabbed his phone, keys, and wallet and went through the door, pulling it shut and hitting the keypad to lock it. He raced down the corridor, back into his office.


  “I’m ready to go,” he said to Brian, who nodded yes.


  “My boys are out there watching the exit. They know my truck. Be careful. You have your piece?”


  “Oh, crap, almost forgot,” he said, reaching into is side desk drawer and taking his Colt auto, slipping it into the waistband of his pants, letting his shirt fall over it. He nodded to Brian and left for the elevators, people not recognizing him. Nobody said hello or nodded, even as he left the elevator and walked through the checkpoint. The sun was low in the sky, people making their way to cars or rapid transit as the day was ending. The lawn was full of people, reminding him of the days before the war, when his mansion loomed over the area. Now it was under construction, a high fence surrounding the lot. Almost there. The parking structure was before him, large and welcoming. He slipped inside and punched the elevator button, waiting as several others rushed over to get there before the doors opened. Then he was inside, traveling the short distance to the second floor, slipping out the door. A woman followed him out, the rest staying in for higher floors. The black pickup truck stuck out like a sore thumb, looking too tall to make it under the safety hanger at the gate. He got in, fumbling with keys, starting the engine, then messing with the mirrors and the seat.


  There were two cars in front of him at the gate. C’mon. Hurry. When it was his turn, he flashed his card, not used for almost a month. The gate swung upward and he drove out onto the busy street, eyes darting around, accelerating when the light changed, trying to look like a normal person going home, the air conditioner frosting his newly-naked face. He caught somebody behind him in the mirror. The Jeep. Brian’s cousins. There was his street – 15 th. He made a left. It was almost traffic free, which was scary and a comfort at the same time. He sped up, the big engine in the truck roaring has he went forward. How far out are the enemy? Nobody was following him except for the Jeep…no, wait, now there was somebody else. Pickup truck. It was coming up fast. His heart pounded, making him dizzy, but then the truck ducked onto a side street and was gone.


  Kip’s house was only half a block down now, the newly constructed high fence in view, parts of the second story already framed. He rolled up to the gate. The guard smiled.


  “Nice look, Governor,” he said as he rolled the gate aside. “Mr. Hendrix and Chief Ramsey are already here. Drive around the back of the building.”


  “Thanks,” Nelson said, his heart finally slowing down. He parked next to Kip’s SUV and rushed to the elevator structure, where another guard was waiting. He nodded and input a code, the elevator doors opening, getting downstairs in a moment, standing before the big vault door as it opened.


  “Governor,” Hendrix said.


  “Hi, Kip. Thought you weren’t driving your car.”


  “I realized it’s not even mine,” Hendrix said. “I got it from the motor pool a couple weeks ago, since mine got crushed by the bomb attack. Figured it was worth the risk.”


  “The rest on the way?” Nelson asked as he pulled the pistol out of his waistband. Hendrix eyed it. “Sorry, it’s not very comfortable.”


  Hendrix chuckled. “Wallis and Gallagher are going to a different location, south of the Capitol. They thought it might be better if all of our eggs weren’t in the same basket.”


  “Have they arrived yet?”


  “Not that we’ve heard,” Hendrix said. “Should be any minute.”


  “Good.”


  “Hi, Governor,” Maria said, walking out with a drink. “Whiskey?”


  “Yes, thanks,” he said, taking it and having a sip. “Hope this hasn’t shaken you up too much.”


  “It was horrible until Kip got back here,” she said. “I didn’t want him driving there today.”


  “You were right, as usual,” Hendrix said, smiling at her. “Ramsey is in the living room.”


  They walked in, Ramsey rising to greet them.


  “That was hairy,” Ramsey said.


  “Tell me about it,” Nelson said.


  “You look quite a bit younger without the beard,” Ramsey said.


  “You went disguised too, I hope?”


  “We did,” Ramsey said. “Mine wasn’t quite as permanent as yours.”


  They all chuckled. Maria heard the console buzzer and rushed over to receive the message. “Gallagher and Wallis just made it to the other bunker. They’re coming on now.”


  “Okay, we’ll be right there,” Nelson said. “How are we fixed for supplies?”


  “Very well,” Hendrix said. “We never made much of a dent before.”


  “Governor, the guards want to drive the cars away, all except for Kip’s,” Maria said. “You okay with that?”


  “Of course,” Nelson said. “We don’t want it to look like you have company.”


  “Okay, I’ll let them know,” Maria said. “Wallis and Gallagher are on.”


  “Thanks, sweetie,” Hendrix said, leading the others into the console room.


  “Glad to see you made it, Governor,” Wallis said.


  “Yeah,” Gallagher said.


  “We’re glad to see you guys made it too,” Ramsey said. “Look like anybody followed you?”


  “Nope,” Wallis said. “You guys?”


  “Not me,” Ramsey said.


  “Brian’s cousins were following me,” Nelson said. “Ready to attack if anybody showed up.”


  “Glad we didn’t have to fight our way here,” Ramsey said.


  “So, what now?” Hendrix asked. “There’s a lot of people at the Capitol bunker we need to protect.”


  “Send out a message to all employees who have already left. Tell them not to show up for work until further notice. Also tell the folks who are still there, except for the security folks. In fact, let’s add to the security detail.”


  “Good call,” Gallagher said. “We’ll handle that from here.”


  “You mind if I call the Fort Stockton group?” Ramsey asked. “They’re worried.”


  “Yes please, and thank them, okay?


  “Will do, Governor.”


  Chapter 3 – Tracking the Enemy


  “We’ll be in Kenedy in a few minutes,” Lita said, looking at her phone.


  “Good, it’s getting close to dark,” Richardson said, behind the wheel of the big rental truck. He fished his cellphone out of his pocket and handed it to her. “See if you can get a good enough connection to run the long-range app, and then put in the city name.”


  Lita set her phone down on the console and took Richardson’s. “Where’s the app?”


  “It’s on the third screen. You can’t miss it.”


  “Okay, here it is,” she said as she tapped the tile. “This is a sizeable app. Takes a while to open.”


  “I know,” Richardson said. “We’re going to miss having this when they pull it.”


  “Why are they pulling it back, again?”


  “It’s essential that they keep this app a secret until the final features are finished.”


  “I wish they trusted us more.”


  Richardson shot her a glance. “I know, but I don’t blame them. I want this war to end, and it won’t be enough to just kick them out of Texas.”


  She sighed. “I know. Kenedy is clean. Not even one hit. Sure this thing is working?”


  “Focus in on someplace else, like the city where we gassed up. We know there are bad guys there.”


  She nodded, moving her hands on the screen. “Shit.”


  “What?”


  “There’s a swarm of hits right on top of that gas station we used.”


  “Dammit, somebody told them about us,” Richardson said. “How the hell are they following us?”


  “I don’t like this one bit. Nobody seems to be heading further south on Highway 123, at least.”


  “Well, that’s something,” Richardson said.


  “My God,” Lita said.


  “What?”


  “I just looked at Washington DC. It’s a sea of icons.”


  “Wow, really?” Richardson asked.


  “Yep. Are you really that surprised?”


  Richardson was silent for a moment. “Now that you mention it, no. Not really.”


  “Oh no,” Lita said.


  “What?”


  “Austin. It looks like the capitol area is surrounded by icons.”


  “How many?”


  “Too many to count,” Lita said. “Should we call somebody?”


  “When we stop,” Richardson said. “There’s the outskirts of Kenedy. Which motel, again?”


  “Turn left on Business Park Drive, then follow that down a couple blocks. There’s a Best Western on the north side of the street. Good location. Not visible from Highway 181, plus there’s a dirt road behind it if we need to high-tail it out the back.”


  “Okay,” Richardson said. “I’ll keep my eyes open.”


  “It’s not very far. It’s across the street from the Walmart.”


  “Good, we could pick up a few things, then,” Richardson said. “There’s really nobody around here?”


  “Not that I can see, and we know the app is working. How much of a chance is there that not all enemy fighters have chips?”


  “Don’t know, honey,” Richardson said. “I’ve heard the leadership team say that everybody does, but we have no way to verify that.”


  “I already see the Walmart sign,” Lita said.


  “Got it,” Richardson said, “There’s a big gas station right past the street. Maybe we ought to gas up before we stop, just in case.”


  “I like that idea,” Lita said. Richardson drove past Business Park Drive and turned into the gas station, Juan Carlos driving their truck in behind him.


  “Hey, boss, how are you holding up?” Brendan asked as he got out to pump gas.


  “Good. You?”


  “I’m glad we’re almost done for the day. The motel is right back there, isn’t it?”


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “Here comes Roberto and the others.” They watched as the camper and the International Harvester drove onto the gas station lot, followed by a Jeep and a station wagon.


  “Hey, guys,” Gerald said, a smile beneath the bill of his railroad cap. His scraggly gray hair blew in the breeze. “See any cretins around here?”


  “Not a one,” Richardson said. “Lita saw them swarmed around the gas station we were at earlier, though.”


  “Dammit,” Roberto said as he started the pump. “Do you think that’s coincidence, or do they know we were there?”


  “I can’t say,” Richardson said.


  “Sounds like a little too much of a coincidence to me,” Hector said as he pumped gas into his Jeep. “You a light sleeper?”


  “Most of the time, and Lita always is,” Richardson said. “If I get buzzed, one of us will notice.”


  “We can keep track of movement over the evening,” Lita said. “They can’t hide from us now.”


  “How much of the stretch between Seguin and here has no LTE coverage?” Brendan asked.


  “That’s a good question,” Richardson said. “They’ll be invisible to us on the long-range app when they’re in areas with no LTE.”


  “Coverage is pretty decent,” Lita said. “I was on a lot. Remember that we have a lot of little towns along the way, plus cell towers have been built out quite a bit over the last five years. It’s a lot better than it was back in 2016.”


  “True,” Hector said. “I noticed a lot more coverage starting in about 2018. It keeps getting better.”


  “I’m full,” Richardson said. He pulled the nozzle out and put it on the pump, then waited for his receipt.


  “We’re just overnighting here, right?” Gerald asked.


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. “I’d advise against getting drunk tonight, too. You never know what’s going to happen.”


  “Amen to that,” Lita said.


  “I’m done too,” Brendan said. “I think we can take that side road back to Business Park Drive. Behind the stores.”


  “He’s right,” Lita said. “Saw that on my phone after we pulled in.”


  “Good,” Richardson said. “See you guys over there.”


  He and Lita got into their truck and drove to the access road, then made a right on Business Park Drive and a left two blocks down, into the Best Western parking lot. Juan Carlos pulled up next to them as they parked.


  “Adjoining rooms?” Juan Carlos asked as he got out.


  “Up to you guys,” Richardson said. “We should stay in contact. Text room numbers to each other.”


  “Maybe we should give hourly updates about the position of the enemy,” Lita said. “If we see some starting to cruise south on Highway 123 from that gas station in Seguin, we’ll want to get the hell out of here.”


  “Or draw them in and kill them all,” Brendan said.


  “No, then they’ll know for sure it’s us,” Hannah said.


  “Yeah,” Madison said. “How are they following us? I’m not getting this.”


  “We aren’t even sure they are yet,” Juan Carlos said. “We need to keep that in mind.”


  “What guns should we take with us?” Brendan whispered.


  “Hand guns only,” Richardson said. “We should have plenty of warning to get the other guns out. Remember that the short-range app has a half-mile range. Plenty of time to get ready.”


  “I hope so,” Hannah said. “Make sure that phone is someplace where it’ll wake you guys up tonight.”


  “We will,” Lita said.


  The two couples went to the front desk and checked in, taking rooms on the second floor. Roberto and the others got into the lobby just as they were heading to the elevators.


  “Which floor?” Kris asked. Lita held up two fingers right before she got into the elevator.


  “I wish I could settle down,” Lita said as they rode the elevator up.


  “Me too,” Madison said.


  “Maybe I can take your mind off things,” Juan Carlos said.


  She smirked, then looked him in the eyes. “Yeah, maybe you can.”


  “You aren’t even limping anymore,” Hannah said.


  “I didn’t bring the crutches,” Madison said. “They’re in the boat, back at Roberto and Kris’s place.”


  The elevator doors opened and the three couples got out.


  “See you later,” Lita said. “Want to meet for dinner or something?”


  “I think I’d rather just order in,” Hannah said.


  “Me too,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Cash only, okay?” Richardson said. “Everybody have enough?”


  “Yeah, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Us too,” Hannah said.


  Lita nodded and followed Richardson into their room. She closed the door behind them and put on the night lock, then ducked into the bathroom. “I’ll be out in a minute, honey,” she said. “Is there a mini-bar in here?”


  Richardson laughed. “I thought we said no drinking.”


  “We said don’t get drunk,” she said over the running of the sink water. “One drink would take the edge off. Don’t care if it costs too much.”


  “Cheaper than the bar,” Richardson said as he opened the fridge. “Plenty of stuff in here. I’ll let you decide what you want.”


  “You get with Wallis yet?”


  “I sent a text to Jefferson. He said Wallis and the rest of the team already know about it.”


  Lita walked out, naked from head to toe. “I need some us time. We can drink after round one.”


  Richardson took in her beauty. “You don’t have to ask me twice about that.”


  Chapter 4 – Call for Backup


  The long convoy rolled south-west on Highway 70, now only a few miles outside of Roswell, New Mexico. The road had been empty so far, with the nearest enemy RFID hits near I-25. The vehicles were quite a sight, many bristling with machine guns or M-19 Grenade launchers. Tank flat-beds were at the rear, the entire convoy keeping their speed down to about sixty so they could keep up. It was good that the diesel tankers were with them, because the massive tank flat-beds were thirsty.


  Eric was behind the wheel of his class C, eyes peeled, but not nervous the way he was before. Kim came up to the front seat from the back of the coach, Paco trotting along behind her, leaping into her lap before she could get her seatbelt on.


  “That dog loves you more than me now,” Eric said, shaking his head.


  “He did take to me, didn’t he?” Kim said as she struggled with her seat belt. “I just got done texting with Carrie. We’re gonna stop for gas in Roswell.”


  “This is the wild west out here,” Eric said. “It’ll be interesting to see how many people are there. How does she know there’s any open gas stations?”


  “A few of the bikers scouted ahead,” Kim said. “There are several open, and quite a few people still hanging around. The enemy used to go in there and terrorize people, but they don’t seem to be interested anymore.”


  “Wonder where they’re getting gas deliveries from?”


  “No clue.”


  “Are we meeting somewhere afterwards?” Eric asked.


  “The bikers found a place that’s right on Highway 70.”


  “Good,” Eric said.


  “We have to drive into town with these armed vehicles. What if we get stopped by the police?”


  “I wouldn’t worry about it, sweetie,” Eric said. “I assume Carrie was passing around the plan?”


  “You got it,” Kim said. She picked up her phone and checked the apps. “Still no bad guys around. Think this is really working?”


  “Focus in on Austin,” Eric said. “See if the hits still show up around the capitol.”


  Kim nodded, brow furrowed, and moved her fingers around on the screen. “Dammit. There’s more of them there now. At least it looks like it, anyway.”


  “I hope Nelson and the others got away clean.”


  “They did,” Kim said. “Jason got a message from Chief Ramsey.”


  Eric shot her a glance. “When were you going to mention it?”


  She giggled. “Sorry, that was the early part of the conversation with Carrie. I don’t know these folks, remember.”


  “Okay, sorry,” Eric said.


  “Did you hear about Don and Sydney?”


  “About them getting married?” Eric asked. “Yeah, I heard Kyle and Jason teasing Curt about it.


  “Carrie was talking about that too,” Kim said. Eric could feel her looking at him, and glanced over.


  “You want to do that too, don’t you?” he asked.


  “It’s okay,” she said. “We don’t have to worry about that right now.”


  Eric glanced at her again, then smiled. “You’re afraid I don’t want to commit, aren’t you?”


  “Well, you never say anything about it.”


  He chuckled. “Honestly, I already consider us married. I have no problem with formally tying the knot. If there’s a place we can, let’s do it.”


  “Really?” she asked, face brighter.


  “Oh, come on, honey, it can’t be a surprise.”


  “You’re not always so open with your feelings,” Kim said. “Remember how I had to force myself on you before we left Florida?”


  “I know. I had my reasons back then, remember?”


  She laughed. “Yeah, you had those Russian mobsters after you.”


  “That’s funny?”


  “Compared to what we’ve been through since we got to western Louisiana?”


  Eric chuckled. “True. We’ve been in a constant battle since then. Seems like so long ago. Deadwood and Carthage.”


  “It’s where we started. Really started.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Eric said. “I seem to remember some time we spent in Biloxi.”


  “That was the first time we made love, but I knew I had you after Carthage.”


  “You’ve had me since Florida, honey,” Eric said. “I was just too dumb to realize it.”


  “Wonder what happened to Raylene?”


  “I hope she’s okay,” Eric said. “I haven’t heard much of anything about Florida since they threw off the martial law. There was never much enemy action there.”


  “Wonder why?”


  “Good question,” Eric said. “We’re in town. I’ll try that gas station on the left. Looks open. A few of our people are there already.”


  “That’s Amanda’s bobtail,” Kim said. “And here comes Curt’s toy hauler. He must have been following her.”


  “I would have been,” Eric said as he made the turn, pulling in front of an open pump. “Must suck to be in two vehicles.”


  “They have a store. Shall I check it out?”


  “Could you walk Paco first?” Eric asked. “While I pump gas?”


  “Sure, honey.” Paco looked up at her, tail wagging. “He knows.”


  Eric got out and gassed up as Kim walked Paco.


  “Hey, pencil neck,” Curt said from a pump in the next lane. He walked over. “How goes it?”


  “Good,” Eric said. “It’s nice having these apps. I’d be nervous as hell if not for that.”


  “I hope they really work,” Curt said.


  “Hey, fellas,” Amanda said, walking over.


  “Hi, baby,” Curt said. “How are you holding up?”


  “I’m doing fine,” she said. “I’m gonna slip into your rig and use the bathroom. You want a snack out of there?”


  “Already grabbed one and put it by the driver’s seat,” Curt said.


  “Okay,” she said as she walked away.


  “I’m surprised these places are open,” Eric said.


  “I’m not,” Curt said. “Lots of people in this town. Probably a lot of people living on the outskirts, too.”


  “Getting back to the apps, you can check places where you know there are bad guys to make sure it’s working.”


  “Oh yeah,” Curt said. “Duh. You’ve done that, I take it.”


  Eric got a grim look on his face. “Austin. There’s more bad guys surrounding the capitol.”


  “Jason said the leadership team got out, though.”


  “That’s what Carrie told Kim,” Eric said. “I’m glad.”


  There was a clunk by Curt’s toy hauler. “I’m done. I’d better move that beast so somebody else can come in. See you at the rendezvous point. You know where it is, right?”


  “Yeah,” Eric said. He watched Curt end his fill up and go into the coach. Amanda came out a few seconds later with a soda and a snack bar, waving to him as she headed back to her bobtail.


  “He done?” Eric asked as Kim and Paco walked up.


  “He’s being stubborn,” Kim said. “There’s nothing in the store. I’m surprised they have gas. The clerk was shocked to see us. Said this is gonna run him right out of fuel for a couple days.”


  “I’m sure the locals will be thrilled,” Eric said. “We can try again with Paco when we get to the meeting spot. It’s not far.”


  “That’s what I’m thinking,” Kim said, getting back into the coach. Paco jumped in, and went right back to Kim’s lap as Eric got behind the wheel. He drove back onto the road.


  “You know how to get there?” Kim asked.


  “Make a left on Highway 380, then take it past Highway 70 about a block.”


  “That’s it,” she said. “I saw a few locals really checking out Curt’s toy hauler. Our truck too.”


  “Not surprised, with the weapons mounted,” Eric said. “I hope he’s measured that sucker so he knows how tall he is now. We might run into some low bridges.”


  Kim chuckled. “Pay attention to the road, you just passed Highway 380. Better slow down.”


  “Crap,” Eric said, putting on the brakes hard. He made the right turn onto the huge flat spot. There were at least twenty rigs already parked there, along with quite a few cars and a host of motorcycles.


  “Pull back towards the rear,” Kim said. “See Jason and Kyle’s rigs back there?”


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “There’s Junior’s Brave and Kelly’s rig, too.”


  He made a wide, sweeping turn and parked next to Junior’s rig. They got out and joined everybody else.


  “They’re cruising in,” Junior said, smiling as Eric and Kim walked up. “See the tank flat beds? They’re just the other side of Highway 380.”


  “Damn, those things look huge,” Eric said.


  “You said a mouthful there,” Kelly said. “Wish we could just spend the night here. It’s a ways to the place we agreed to.”


  “Two hours,” Brenda said, looking at her phone.


  “Nah, it’s more like three,” Junior said. “We aren’t driving full speed. We’re doing about sixty.”


  “Oh, shit, you’re right,” Brenda said.


  “Hey, honey,” Rachel said, coming out of the Brave. “You want me to put snacks in front for when we take off again?”


  “Sure,” Junior said. “Thanks.”


  “She pregnant yet, Junior?” Eric asked.


  “We think so,” Junior said. “She’s swelling up in the right places.”


  “Junior!” Rachel said, sticking her head out the door. “I heard that.”


  “I’m just messing,” Junior said.


  “You need to get her to the doctor,” Kim said. “She’s on the old side to be having babies.”


  “I know,” Junior said.


  “You sure she’s got a bun in the oven?” Eric asked.


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “We took one of those pregnancy tests before we left Amarillo.”


  “They aren’t always correct,” Brenda said.


  “I know,” Junior said. “We’ll find someplace to get her checked out.”


  “There’s still plenty of activity in Las Cruces,” Kelly said., “Been checking on it. You can probably do it there.”


  “Yeah, maybe we can do something there,” Kim said, elbowing Eric.


  “Not her too?” Brenda asked.


  “No,” Kim said.


  “She wants to get married,” Eric said, shaking his head. “Imagine that.”


  Kelly laughed. “Yeah, you guys do that, and make sure Curt knows about it.”


  Everybody laughed. Junior stopped first, brow furrowed. He pointed to the road. “Are those police cars I see coming?”


  “Shit,” Eric said. “Yep. Look, they’re talking to the driver of one of the flat beds.


  “They’re coming over here,” Kelly said. “We’d best get ready.”


  “Get ready for what?” Brenda asked. “They aren’t the enemy. We’d know, right?”


  Jason and Kyle walked out to meet the two cars. Eric, Junior, and Kelly followed.


  “Hi, officer,” Jason said. “Jason Finley, Austin PD.


  A gruff looking old officer got out of his car. “You have weapons? Other than the ones on the vehicles we’re seeing all over town.”


  “Yes sir,” Kyle said.


  “And who might you be,” the officer asked.


  “I’m Jason’s partner in Austin PD. Who might you be?”


  “Officer Gaylord, Roswell Police Department.” He looked over at his squad car, getting his partner’s attention. “Hey, Frank, call for backup.”


  “Why?” Jason asked.


  “We’re confiscating your weapons,” Officer Gaylord said sarcastically.


  “No, you’re not,” Jason said, watching as more of their vehicles flooded onto the property. “We’re here under orders from General Hogan. We have a mission. We won’t allow you to disarm us or impede us in any way.”


  “Is that a fact?” Gaylord asked. He nodded to his partner, who jumped out of the squad car with a shotgun, aimed at Kyle. Then they all heard the whir of an electric motor, as Kate aimed the .50 cal on Kyle’s truck at the officers.


  “Drop that shotgun or I’ll cut you in half,” Kate shouted.


  Frank tossed the shotgun away.


  “Dammit, Frank, I didn’t tell you to do that,” Gaylord said.


  “Drop your side arm, Officer Gaylord,” Jason said. “Now.”


  Gaylord sighed and threw his weapon in the dirt.


  “Why are you giving us a hard time?” Jason asked, picking up his weapon.


  “I’ve seen road trash like you around here lately. We’ve still got a town because we’ve taken it back from those filthy Islamists. We aren’t going to hand it to you.”


  Jason laughed. “You don’t know who we are, do you?”


  “I don’t know and I don’t care,” Gaylord said.


  Jason walked over to him and handed his gun back to him.


  “Jason, what the hell are you doing?” Eric asked.


  “We don’t have problems with these gentlemen. They’re fighting the Islamists, just like we are.”


  “I don’t get it,” Gaylord said, putting his gun back in his holster. “Who are you guys, exactly?”


  “Hey, Rufus, I’ll bet these are the guys who took on those jerk weeds along I-40 a few days ago. They had tanks too. And crazy vehicles like these.”


  Gaylord eyed Jason. “That who you are?”


  “Yes sir,” Jason said.


  Curt’s toy hauler and Amanda’s bobtail pulled up, followed by Dirk with his trailer, Don in his rig, and several others. There was a bottle neck in the driveway now, a lineup building on Highway 70. Frank noticed.


  “Rufus, they got a lot of folks,” he said.


  “What is your business here?”


  “We’re just meeting for a few minutes before we continue south-east,” Jason said.


  “And what is your business in New Mexico?”


  “You sure you should be telling this guy everything?” Kyle asked.


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “We’re here to stop the enemy supply route going north up I-25.”


  “So you don’t plan on sticking around here?”


  “Absolutely not,” Jason said.


  Gaylord looked around at the growing crowd, then shot a glance to Frank. “Call off that request for backup, and tell Neely not to molest anybody with armed vehicles in town.”


  “You got it,” Frank said, looking relieved.


  “All right, I won’t bother you guys,” Gaylord said. “Why’d you bring the women and children along?” He nodded to Chelsea, standing next to Carrie.


  “We had to move our whole operation out of Texas,” Jason said. “It wasn’t safe to leave them there un-protected.”


  Gaylord laughed. “You guys are going out of the frying pan and into the fire.”


  “We know it’s dangerous,” Kyle said. “We’ve been fighting together for quite a while now. Everybody knows how to handle themselves.”


  “Uh huh,” Gaylord said. “You handed my gun back to me pretty quick.”


  “And we left that .50 cal pointed at you guys,” Jason said. “Look, you’re a brother officer. We’re both on the same side. I think what General Hogan has us doing is going to help you in the long run.”


  “I’m not a fan of General Hogan,” Gaylord said.


  “Why not?” Junior asked.


  “Who’s that?” Gaylord asked.


  “He goes by Junior,” Jason said. “He’s smarter than he looks.”


  “Gee, thanks, Jason,” Junior said, cracking up. Kelly laughed.


  “Sorry, no offense,” Gaylord said. “General Hogan pulled everybody out of here. Left us on our own. Then Islamists started flowing up I-25, and in from the east, out of your state. We barely survived.”


  “Oh,” Jason said. “I could understand that. He didn’t mean you harm.”


  “We know that,” Frank said. “Rufus, you need to settle down about that. We’ve been over it with the chief.”


  “Our state was written off as a no-man’s land,” Gaylord said. “You okay with that?”


  “No, but I understand it,” Frank said. “Rather than messing with these guys, we ought to be asking how we can help them.”


  “We’ve got everything we need,” Jason said. “If there’s any info you can pass along about the roads, we’d appreciate it.”


  “Where you going?”


  “Alamogordo,” Kyle said. “At least for overnight. Maybe for a couple of days.”


  “That town is about the same as this one,” Gaylord said. “They’ve got a hard-as-nails police department who’ve been keeping the Islamists and those militia guys out. Be careful around the Air Force base, and the White Sands area. I wouldn’t be taking Highway 70 through there. I’d go south on Highway 54 and then come back in through El Paso.”


  “Good advice, thanks,” Jason said. “You mentioned militia? They active around here?”


  “Yeah, they forage quite a bit. We see them more often than we see the Islamists now. They’ve got an alliance, you know. The militia guys forage for the Islamist Army.”


  “We heard,” Junior said. “Ever heard of Simon Orr?”


  Gaylord froze for a moment, then looked Junior in the eye. “You know where he is?”


  “Yeah, he’s ashes,” Jason said. “General Hogan blew him up and then burned his body with the rest of the people who attacked their position.”


  Gaylord smiled. “Good. That guy’s been after me.”


  “Yeah, now you can relax a little bit, Rufus,” Frank said.


  “You know that for sure?” Gaylord asked. “How?”


  “General Hogan told us, and I believe him,” Jason said. “Simon Orr’s treachery cost us some good people a while back.”


  “Join the club,” Gaylord said. “I’ll call the police chief in Alamogordo and let him know to expect you guys. I’ll tell him that you’re all right. Fair enough?”


  “Yes, thanks,” Jason said, stepping forward and extending his hand. They shook.


  “Be careful,” Gaylord said. “Mind the women and children. It’s rough out there.”


  “We will,” Jason said.


  “Sorry I gave you a hard time.”


  “Don’t worry about it. The people of Roswell are lucky to have somebody like you looking out for them.”


  “Thanks for that. I’ll let you guys have your meeting. Good luck.”


  Gaylord nodded to Frank, and they got into the car and drove away.


  “Holy crap, that was a little scary,” Carrie said, walking up with Chelsea.


  “Tell me about it,” Jason said.


  “Nicely played, brother,” Eric said.


  “Yeah, not bad, pencil neck,” Curt said.


  “I didn’t think about the locals much before we came down here,” Junior said. “We’re liable to run into a lot of desperate folks. Some of them might want to do us harm.”


  “We need to watch ourselves, and not consider we’re safe just because we have these new apps,” Eric said.


  “What about the militia?” Rachel asked. “They don’t have chips, do they?”


  “They do,” Junior said. “Simon Orr had a chip, remember? Ramsey told us.”


  “I remember,” Jason said. “Let’s get this meeting done and get the hell out of here.”


  “Yeah,” Kyle said.


  The group gathered around. Jason jumped into the back of Kyle’s pickup truck. “Everybody hear me?”


  “Yeah,” Junior said. Several others nodded yes.


  “What was up with those cops?” Don asked, arm around Sydney.


  “He thought we were scavengers,” Jason said. “We learned something from that encounter that we need to keep in mind.”


  “What’s that?” Dirk asked.


  “New Mexico has been abandoned by the authorities,” Jason said. “Some of the locals aren’t happy about it. We don’t want to get into fights with these folks, but we can’t let them stop our mission either.”


  “So be wary, but treat them with kid-gloves like you just did, right?” Kelly asked.


  “Exactly,” Jason said. “Don’t go off half-cocked, that’s for sure. Trust your apps. If they aren’t the enemy, try not to harm them, even if they get aggressive. Everybody got it?”


  “Yeah, we got it,” Francis said. “Where are we going tonight? Still trying for Alamogordo?”


  “Yes, but it’s about three hours away, at the speed we’re traveling. Anybody going to have problems going that far? I know some of us don’t have relief drivers.”


  “Is there a realistic place we could overnight if we need to?” Cindy asked.


  Carrie raised her hand. “There’s a place called Ruidoso about half-way there. Want me to scout some places just in case?”


  “I don’t know,” Jason said. “What do you guys think?”


  “I say scope it out as a back-up plan, and then we’ll use text messages to say yea or nay when we get near it,” Moe said.


  “Yeah, I can go along with that,” Don said.


  “Me too,” Junior said.


  “Okay, we’ll do that. Everybody get gassed up?”


  Nobody raised their hands.


  “Okay, I take that as a yes,” Jason said. “There’s just one more thing. Officer Gaylord warned against taking Highway 70 through the White Sands area. He says it’s dangerous. He’s suggesting that we take Highway 54 from Alamogordo instead.”


  “That means we’ll have to mess with the border around El Paso,” Chance said.


  “Yes, we know,” Jason said. “I’m not saying that I think that route is best. I just wanted to get you guys thinking about it. Research it on the way, those of you who aren’t driving.”


  Curt chuckled. “There’s an enemy base in White Sands.”


  “You see it on the app?” Junior asked.


  “Yep,” Curt said. “Looks sizeable. Somebody ought to be looking at this in more detail. I can’t. Don’t have a relief driver.”


  “I’ll look at it,” Rachel said.


  “Yeah, me too,” Brenda said.


  “And me, after I get done checking out Ruidoso,” Carrie said.


  “That’s all I wanted to talk about,” Jason said. “Anybody else have anything?”


  “You trust that police officer?” Kelly asked. “He seemed awful squirrely to me.”


  “Not sure,” Jason said. “Doesn’t matter. We’re leaving his area right now.”


  “He was calling ahead to Alamogordo, right?” Junior asked. “Maybe that’s a good reason to bed down in Ruidoso instead.”


  “There you go thinking again, Junior,” Kelly said.


  “He makes a good point,” Don said. “We’ll have some of the team gather info about Alamogordo. It’d be nice to have some info on the place. We’ve got plenty of people who can do that, and the LTE seems to be pretty strong around here.”


  “Okay, check it out,” Jason said. “Anything else?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Let’s move out,” Jason said. He leaped off Kyle’s truck, as the group hurried back to their vehicles and got on the road.


  Chapter 5 – Capture


  Governor Nelson and Kip Hendrix were sitting in the console room. Ramsey rushed in from the bedroom area.


  “What’s up?” Hendrix asked.


  “Encounter in New Mexico,” Ramsey said as he sat down. “Some local cop in Roswell attempted to disarm our folks and hold them up.”


  “What?” Nelson asked. “Why?”


  “They thought our folks looked like scavengers,” Ramsey said. “Sounds like Jason diffused the situation.”


  “Good,” Nelson said.


  “Some of the New Mexico locals are pissed.”


  “At who?” Hendrix asked.


  “At General Hogan and Texas,” Ramsey said.


  “Is that why the cop tried to stop us?” Nelson asked.


  “Sounds like it,” Ramsey said.


  “Why would they be pissed at General Hogan?” Hendrix asked.


  “They feel abandoned,” Ramsey said.


  “And they’ve got a point,” Nelson said. “We should’ve expected this. Our folks are liable to run into garden-variety scavengers too, you know.”


  “Jason is aware of that,” Ramsey said.


  “How far are they going tonight?” Hendrix asked.


  “Originally they planned on making it to Alamogordo,” Ramsey said. “Now they’re thinking they’ll stop a little earlier. Oh, and they’ve been warned against driving through White Sands.”


  “By this cop?” Nelson asked.


  “Yep,” Ramsey said.


  “Don’t tell me, let me guess,” Hendrix said, looking at his phone. “They want them to go all the way south to El Paso and then come up.”


  “Yep,” Ramsey said. “I don’t like that idea.”


  “Me neither,” Nelson said. “I’ll check with General Hogan. Maybe we can get some air support when they’re going through the White Sands area, just in case.”


  “I think that’s wise,” Hendrix said.


  “What have you guys been up to?” Ramsey asked.


  “Watching the Capitol area,” Hendrix said. “If there’s really as many enemy fighters around there as we’re seeing on the apps, they’re doing a good job of hiding themselves. We’ve been watching the video camera feeds from around there. Haven’t seen anybody hanging around who doesn’t look right.”


  “How’s the evacuation going?” Ramsey asked.


  “Most of our people are out of there already,” Nelson said. “They simply won’t come in tomorrow.”


  “Won’t it look a little suspicious when no cars show up there in the morning?” Ramsey asked.


  “Crap, that’s a good point,” Hendrix said. “Maybe we should have the security folks drive cars in there tomorrow.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Nelson said. He picked up his phone and sent a text.


  “What’d you do?” Hendrix asked.


  “I asked Gallagher to send in a bunch of National Guard folks without uniforms, using civilian cars.”


  “That ought to help,” Hendrix said. “We left Sutton and Holly down there.”


  “I know,” Nelson said. “They’ll be well taken care of.”


  “If the place gets overrun, it won’t be good for them.”


  “True,” Nelson said. “Not much we can do about that.”


  “What else is going on?” Ramsey asked.


  “Nothing, really,” Nelson said. “This waiting is driving me nuts.”


  “Being cooped up in here again isn’t helping either,” Ramsey said. “Thought we were coming out of this.”


  “I know,” Nelson said.


  The console buzzer went off.


  “Uh oh,” Maria said, rushing in from the living room. “Emergency?”


  “I’ve got no idea,” Nelson said. “I wasn’t expecting a call this afternoon.”


  Maria sat in front of the console and logged in. The screen came up, Wallis and Gallagher’s faces staring back at them with grim expressions.


  “Oh, crap, what happened?” Nelson asked. “Something break in Austin?”


  “Worse,” Wallis said. “General Hogan’s been captured by the enemy.”


  “Dammit,” Nelson said, leaning back in his chair. “You know where he’s being held?”


  “Only rumors,” Wallis said. “Schriever Air Force Base in Colorado Springs. One of the privates he was working with got word out.”


  “This is bad,” Hendrix said. “Maybe we ought to pull our team back from New Mexico.”


  “They still have the apps, and they’re well-armed,” Gallagher said. “I say we stay on target and finish the mission.”


  “Yeah, I have to agree,” Wallis said.


  “We need to tell them, though, right?” Ramsey asked.


  “Maybe we should hold off on that until we know more,” Gallagher said.


  Ramsey rolled his chair away from the console, resting his head in his hands for a moment. “One step forward, two steps back.”


  “Any word on the team in Utah?”


  “They’re in Colorado now,” Wallis said. “General Hogan saw to that before he got nabbed.”


  Nelson sat silently, thoughts racing through his head at a fever pitch.


  “You okay, boss?” Ramsey asked.


  “I’m fine,” Nelson said, “but I need to think. I’m going into one of the bunk rooms for a while.”


  He got up and walked out of the console room.


  “I’m worried about him,” Hendrix said softly. “The stress is getting to him too much.”


  “I know, I’ve noticed that too,” Ramsey said. “Anything we can do to help General Hogan?”


  “Nope,” Gallagher said. “Other than completing our mission. He’s working with good people. Chances are he’ll be rescued.”


  “If they haven’t killed him already,” Hendrix said.


  “Oh, God, do you think they’d do that?” Maria asked.


  “I wouldn’t put anything past these nuts,” Wallis said. “We’ve got operation Drive in set up, by the way. The capitol parking lot will be full of cars in the morning.”


  “Okay, we’ll pass that on to Nelson when he comes back,” Hendrix said. “How many important people still there?”


  “No civilian employees,” Wallis said. “It’s all police and National Guard folks, disguised as workers.”


  Ramsey chuckled. “The enemy is gonna get a surprise if they show up, then.”


  “The enemy is liable to just blow up everything around there and call it a day,” Hendrix said, a grim look on his face. “We might lose everybody we have there.”


  “I hope that doesn’t happen,” Maria said. “Why are things going wrong all of a sudden?”


  “It’s going to be an ebb and flow,” Gallagher said. “It’s war. We’ve got operations in place that will give the enemy a really hard time. We need to stay confident, and stay on target.”


  “I concur,” Wallis said. “I’ll be beating the bushes for anything we can do to help General Hogan.”


  “Be careful about that,” Gallagher said.


  “Understood,” Wallis said.


  “How does this impact our access to the apps?” Hendrix asked. “For our people, that is?”


  “Nothing changes on our end,” Wallis said. “I don’t think the enemy can shut that off.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Gallagher said. “It’ll be interesting to see if any parts of the Army or Air Force get involved.”


  “The Feds?” Hendrix asked.


  “Yeah,” Gallagher said. “Hogan has a lot of close ties. That’s why we’ve gotten the satellite information.”


  There was a crash of metal against cement, coming from outside the console room.


  “What the hell was that?” Ramsey asked.


  “Shit, the bedrooms,” Maria said.


  “What’s happening?” Wallis asked as they hurried from the room, Hendrix in the lead, sprinting through the living room and into the hallway for the bunk rooms. A door was ajar in the back. He stopped, looking through the crack, then pushed the door open.


  “Call for a doctor,” Hendrix shouted from the bunk room. “I think the Governor is having a heart attack.”


  Chapter 6 - Donuts


  Madison flopped onto her back, panting, the sweat on her face matting her hair to her forehead.


  “Wow,” Juan Carlos said. “This is getting better and better.”


  “Oh, you enjoyed that, did you?” she asked, staring at the ceiling. She looked over at him, her beautiful face only inches from his.


  “They’ll want us to get moving pretty soon,” Juan Carlos said. “It’s almost eight.”


  “Bright morning, too,” she said, turning towards him, her head resting on her hand, arm bent at the elbow. “I wish we could just stay in bed all day long.”


  “Seriously,” he said, taking her in.


  “Stop,” she said when he moved towards her. “We need to get cleaned up and ready to go. They’re probably on their way here now.”


  “Hope they weren’t too close to the door just now.”


  “Shut up,” Madison said. “You’re trying to embarrass me again.”


  “I love how you get out of control,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah, well enough of that,” she said, getting out of bed. “Think we’ll make it all the way to Brownsville today?”


  “I hope so. I don’t like being on the road without the big guns.”


  There was a soft knock at the door.


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said.


  “You guys up?” Lita asked. “Richardson wants to leave in about twenty minutes. We’ll get some breakfast.”


  “Yeah, we just need to get dressed,” Madison said.


  “Okay, meet us down by the cars,” Lita said. “Ten minutes.”


  “Well, there you go,” Madison said. “Let’s get dressed.”


  Juan Carlos nodded and got up, reaching for his clothes.


  “You’re wearing the same ones today?” Madison asked.


  “Left my other clothes in the car, remember? These aren’t that bad, though. I put them on right before we left Roberto’s house.”


  The couple dressed and left the room, getting to the cars at the same time Brendan and Hannah did.


  “Good morning, you two,” Hannah said. “Sleep well?”


  “Never mind,” Madison said. The girls giggled at each other.


  “Isn’t this grand?” Hannah asked.


  “What?” Madison asked.


  “Being newlyweds, silly.”


  “I kinda like it,” Brendan said.


  “Oh, really?” Juan Carlos asked. “Details?”


  Both the women said shut up at the same time, causing Juan Carlos and Brendan to double-over laughing.


  Gerald walked up with Hector and Roberto, Kris hurrying to keep up.


  “Good morning,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Good morning to you,” Roberto said. “Where’s your boss?”


  “Ought to be along in a minute,” Brendan said.


  “Look, here they come,” Madison said. “Looks like they got a box of donuts.”


  “Something’s wrong,” Juan Carlos said. “Look at Richardson.”


  “You guys ready to go?” Richardson asked.


  “Yeah, boss,” Juan Carlos said. “What’s wrong?”


  “General Hogan got captured last night.”


  “Shit, really?” Brendan asked.


  “Oh no,” Hannah said. “I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.”


  “We still have access to the app?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Far as I know,” Richardson said. “I was just about to check, before we went on the road.”


  “When was the last time you checked?” Madison asked.


  “Couple hours ago,” he said. “No change. Still folks at that gas station.” He looked at his phone as Lita took a bag to the truck, throwing it in the cab, then came back, lowered the truck tail-gate, and set down the donut box.


  “Help yourselves,” Lita said as she folded the top back.


  Kris nodded, grabbing one for herself and one for Roberto. “Thanks.”


  “I need to walk the dogs and feed them,” Roberto said. He walked towards the camper, Kris following him.


  “Well this is strange,” Richardson said. “The icons are still in the same place. Exactly the same place.” He took a bite out of his donut.


  “What does that mean?” Madison asked.


  “Could mean a couple things,” Gerald said, mouth half full of donut. “Could mean that they’re dead. Could also mean they’ve cut out their chips and left them there.”


  “No way,” Richardson said. “Taking them out is not an easy matter, and they don’t know we know about them. Hell, the rank and file might not even know they’re being used for long range tracking, you know.”


  “Or they just figured it out,” Juan Carlos said, “because General Hogan might have been tortured. He might have spilled the beans about what’s going on here.”


  “That’s a little thin,” Richardson said. “Think about it. The enemy probably isn’t worried about what’s going on inside Texas. They’ll want to know about that guy who’s working these apps.”


  “Does the enemy even know about this guy?” Hector asked.


  “They’ve been chasing him and his group all over the place,” Brendan said.


  “That’s true, but it might not have anything to do with their resident genius,” Richardson said.


  “Then why are they getting hounded?” Brendan asked.


  “Maybe because they’ve been in close contact with General Hogan,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah,” Brendan said, “and General Walker before him. They got Walker.”


  “This is getting too damn confusing,” Lita said. “Roberto’s done. We ought to get moving.”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Richardson said. “Let’s saddle up. There’s a drive-through not far from here if you want coffee.”


  “I’ll drive so you can keep an eye on the app,” Lita said.


  “Sounds like a plan,” Richardson said.


  “Okay, let’s go then,” Hector said.


  Everybody got in their vehicles and fired up their engines.


  Gerald pulled up next to the passenger side of the rental truck and rolled down his window. “We trying to get all the way to Brownsville today?”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. “It’s only about three hours.”


  “Okay, see you guys,” he said, pulling away.


  Lita drove the big truck forward, turning onto the street. “Which way?”


  “I’d say Highway 181 to I-69E,” Richardson said. “Been scoping it out. Less chip icons showing up with the long-range app.”


  Lita nodded and drove in that direction, picking up 181 in a couple of minutes. The others followed.


  “Anybody we have to worry about on the way out of town?” Lita asked.


  “Nope,” Richardson said. “I expected more.”


  “How about the gas station at the last town? Still static?”


  Richardson moved the display screen to that area, his eyes getting wide. “Whoa.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “A bunch more icons have moved there,” he said. “There’s a few on the road down to that spot too. It’s like somebody called out the cavalry.”


  “Wonder if somebody killed some Islamists there, and that’s why they weren’t moving. Now their friends are checking on them.”


  Richardson looked at Lita. “Great minds think alike.”


  “I’d check that every so often. Some eyewitness might tell them about us. Might have seen which way we went.”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. He looked at Austin again. “We got enemy troops still building up around the capitol.”


  “That means they haven’t figured out that the leadership team split, then, right?”


  “That would be my guess,” Richardson said. “Wonder how much of a hit losing General Hogan is gonna be.”


  “Maybe they’ll rescue him,” Lita said.


  “I hope so,” Richardson said. “Of course they could off him while the rescue team is at the walls. Remember what happened at the recycling center.”


  “True,” Lita said. “There’s the coffee joint.”


  “Think this thing will fit in that drive-through?”


  “Sure, there’s no roof over it and no sharp turns,” Lita said. She made the turn and drove up to the window. The others fell in behind them.


  It only took a few minutes to get the coffees, and then they were off.


  “This tastes good,” Lita said. She set her cup down in the holder on the center console. “Anything going on in Seguin?”


  “Was just about to check,” Richardson said. He moved the long range app to that area. “More folks showing up, and they’re moving around. Looking for something, it appears. Some of those stationary chips appear to have moved since last time I looked. They’re all close together.”


  Lita looked at him, “Probably the meat wagon.”


  Richardson laughed. “Meat wagon? How crude.”


  She giggled. “So sue me. Nobody coming this way?”


  “They’ve expanded in all directions, but I don’t see any movement out of town.”


  “Good, let’s hope it stays that way.”


  They rode along silently for a while, Richardson dozing off a little. The road was deserted, and they were making good time.


  “Wow, there’s Beeville already,” Lita said. “Hell, we’re almost half way to I-69E.”


  “Good,” Richardson said, stretching. “I think I might have dozed off a little.”


  “You did,” Lita said. “Check the app.”


  He nodded and pulled the phone out of his pocket. “Nobody around here, or in the direction we’re going,” he said.


  “Good,” she said.


  “Crap.”


  “Uh oh, what do you see?”


  “Movement to the south from Seguin.”


  “Coming this way?”


  “Too early to tell,” he said. “They might be doing something locally. I’ll keep an eye out. If they leave town to the south, we’ll need to get ready.”


  “Ready for what?”


  “Ready to kill them, sweetie,” Richardson said.


  Chapter 7 – Warrior’s Truce


  Don was behind the wheel of his SUV, Sydney in the passenger seat. They were making good time on the deserted roads.


  “We’re almost to Ruidoso,” Sydney said.


  “You haven’t gotten anybody to pick up, have you?” Don asked.


  “Nope,” she said. “It’s like a ghost town. Nobody is answering the phones.”


  “There any parks big enough for us?” Don asked.


  “Does it matter if they’re not open?”


  “No, we might be able to turn on the power and stay there for the night,” Don said, “otherwise, we just boondock.”


  “Oh. Not a bad idea, I suppose. There’s one right next to Highway 70 that looks plenty big. There’s a big flat area in front, too. Probably big enough for the tank flat beds.”


  “Good, send a text about it to Jason,” Don said.


  “Will do,” she said, typing on her screen. Then Don’s phone dinged.


  “Somebody just sent me something,” he said, fishing his phone out of his pocket. “Here, check it out. You know my pin.”


  She nodded, taking his phone. “Dammit.”


  “What?”


  “General Hogan’s been captured by the enemy.”


  “Oh, no,” Don said. “Didn’t expect that to happen. We get a stand-down order?”


  “Nope. We stick to our mission.”


  “Good,” Don said. “The apps still work, don’t they?”


  “Yep, I was just on that a few minutes ago. Curt’s right, there’s an enemy base in White Sands. Wonder if they’ll want us to go around it?”


  “How many people there?” Don asked.


  “A few hundred,” Sydney said. “Looks like they’re in a canyon. Maybe we can attack them easily from the ridges.”


  Don shot her a worried glance. “They might have people watching Ruidoso.”


  “Wouldn’t we see them on the apps?”


  Don thought for a moment. “Yes, you’re right. Hope the apps give us an air-tight picture.”


  “Me too,” she said. “We’re getting close to the RV Park.”


  “Hear back from Jason?”


  “Yeah, they’re looking at that place too. The bikers are there now. Looks like we can use it, but they don’t want to stash the tank flat-beds there. The bikers found a big warehouse nearby.”


  “Is it really deserted?”


  “Yep,” Sydney said. “Nobody around, at least in town. No enemy fighters on the app, either.”


  “Okay,” Don said. “Sounds too good to be true.”


  Sydney’s phone dinged. “Jason again. They changed their minds about the tank flatbeds. They’re going to park them in front and have them manned.”


  “Can they fire from on top of those trucks?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Want me to ask?”


  “Nah, never mind. Here’s the town.”


  The convoy slowed in front of them, rolling down the deserted highway which doubled as the main drag through town. Empty parking lots, many with weeds growing out of the asphalt. Trash blowing around, stopped by chain link fences here and there. Stray dogs trotting by. Tumbleweeds rolling around.


  “This is strange,” Sydney said. “It’s like people just up and left. Look at all the cars parked.”


  “Maybe the enemy rounded them all up,” Don said.


  “Or maybe the people figured that out and split before the enemy could. I’d rather believe that.”


  “Look, in front of that car dealership,” Don said.


  “Oh, gross, is that a body?”


  “Looks like it, but not much meat left on it. Look at the hand. Bones. There’s bullet holes in the front of the building, see?”


  “Oh, God,” Sydney said. “They were overrun. Hope there’s not dead bodies all over the place.”


  “Seriously.”


  “There’s the Post Office,” Sydney said, pointing to the right. “The RV Park is just past there. On the other side of the motel. See people turning in?”


  “Yeah, I see it,” Don said. He made the right turn into the driveway, following other RVs into the area with spaces. “There’s a good pull-through spot. I’m taking it.”


  “Okay, honey,” Sydney said.


  Don parked, doing his best to get the hookup bay close to the power mast.


  “Home sweet home,” Sydney said. “Hope we get a little time tonight.”


  “You and me both,” Don hesitated, then added, “but don’t have anything.”


  “Huh?”


  “You said you get pregnant at the drop of a hat, remember?”


  She giggled. “You think I’m worried about that?”


  “In this crazy world, you ought to be,” Don said. “Look what Carrie is going through. Look what happened to Kate.”


  “Don’t care,” Sydney said, getting out of the car.


  Don watched her move gracefully, the desire building in him. I can’t believe she’s mine. He snapped himself out of it and left the car. Curt was pulling into the next spot, Amanda parking off to one side in her bobtail, others slowing around them, checking out the spaces.


  “Hey, pencil neck,” Curt said as he came out. “You know if the power’s on?”


  “Nope,” Don said. “I’m gonna plug in. There’s a surge protector in this trailer – it’ll tell me right away if we’ve got decent juice.”


  “Good thinking,” Curt said, walking to his utility bay. “The bikers got here early. If there’s power to be had, they’ve probably turned it on.”


  “Wonder if the city has a power plant still on line?” Don asked.


  “Well, the LTE towers are working,” Curt said.


  Don plugged in his cable, then flipped on the breaker on the power mast. He heard the clunk from the surge protector. “Sounds like it’s on.”


  “Excellent,” Curt said.


  “Is it working, honey?” Amanda asked, coming around the toy hauler.


  “Don just got connected,” Curt told her. “I’m about to try it.”


  “Good,” she said. “Glad we didn’t go further.”


  “Oh, great, it works,” Sydney said from inside the trailer.


  “There you go,” Don said, smiling.


  Jason and Kyle walked over. “Is it working over here?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah,” Don said.


  “Just got connected,” Curt said. “Looks good. Where’s the power coming from? They got nuclear plants in this state?”


  “There’s a big solar plant not far from here,” Kyle said. “Probably getting power from that. Might not be enough for a city full of people, but for us, not a problem. We seem to be the sole inhabitants right now.”


  “I doubt that,” Curt said. “There’s probably people living in the hills outside of town.”


  “Why’d you guys decide not to hide the tanks?” Don asked.


  “Protection,” Jason said. “It was a trade-off, but we figured they’d see our RVs from the road, so why would hiding the tanks be helpful?”


  Curt chuckled. “Yeah, it’s not like they can’t see our vehicles bristling with weapons.”


  “Do you guys think the enemy knows we’re here?” Sydney asked.


  “That’s the real question,” Kyle said. “We can see them, which gives us the advantage.”


  “Are we gonna hit the base in White Sands?” Curt asked.


  “We’ll talk about that after we get settled,” Jason said.


  “Have you guys looked at Alamogordo?” Amanda asked. “I see some hits there. and along the road to that old Air Force base. See?” She held her phone up to Curt, Kyle, and Jason.


  “As long as they stay there, we’ll be fine,” Jason said.


  “Yeah, but we’re going there tomorrow, aren’t we?” Sydney asked.


  Curt chuckled. “I think we ought to be sending a team there tonight.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Jason said. “We’ll talk about that in the meeting too. No way will we just roll in there exposed.”


  Horns started to honk at the front of the park.


  “Oh, crap, maybe we have company,” Kyle said.


  “Anybody get buzzed?” Don asked. “I didn’t.”


  “Me neither,” Jason said. “Come on, let’s get up there.”


  Kyle nodded and they took off running, Curt following them. Kelly and Junior were already on their way, along with Dirk and Chance.


  “You going?” Sydney asked Don.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Want to go?”


  “I guess,” she said. “Take guns.”


  “Of course,” Don said.


  “Dad, what’s going on?” Alyssa asked as she ran up with Chloe.


  “Don’t know, sweetie. Stay here, okay?”


  “Maybe I should stay here with them,” Sydney said.


  “Okay.” Don smiled at her, checked the magazine in his pistol, and ran to catch up with the others.


  Several dirty old pickup trucks had pulled into the parking lot next to the tank flatbeds. There were men in the cabs and in the truck beds.


  “Who are you guys?” shouted one of the men. Jason approached.


  “We’re Texans,” Jason said. “Who are you?”


  “We’re from the Mescalero Reservation,” the man shouted. “Why are you here?”


  Jason approached the truck, trying to put on a calm demeanor, but his heart was racing a mile a minute. “We’re here to kill Islamists and destroy their supply line into Colorado.”


  The man in the truck smiled, then jumped out. “We have no love for the Islamists. They chased all of our business away.”


  “Business?” Kyle asked.


  “The race track and the casino,” the man said. “I’m White Eagle.” He held out his hand. Jason took it. White Eagle was middle-aged, large, and muscular. The others in his party had the look of warriors.


  “Well I’ll be damned,” Junior whispered to Don and Kelly. “Injuns.”


  “Quiet, Junior,” Kelly said. “We want to make friends. Trust me.”


  Don looked at them and snickered.


  “What’s so funny?” Dirk asked.


  “Never mind,” Don whispered.


  “What happened here?” Jason asked White Eagle.


  “Those swine from the middle east came in here, throwing their weight around. Then women and girls from town started getting kidnapped. The men figured out where they were and rescued them. There was a big battle just west of town.”


  “Who won?”


  “Nobody,” White Eagle said. “The Islamists were on their way to winning when we showed up.”


  “You fought with the townspeople?” Kyle asked.


  “No, we just rode in and showed ourselves,” White Eagle said, “with four thousand warriors. We protected the townspeople as they left the area.”


  “Where’d they go?”


  “Not sure,” White Eagle said. “Colorado, we think. Maybe Texas.”


  “The Islamists haven’t bothered you?”


  “Their big chief talked to us. Said they’d leave us alone if we left them alone.”


  “Big Chief?” Jason asked.


  “He goes by Saladin. He sounds British, but he’s an Arab. He’s a good negotiator.”


  Jason and Kyle glanced at each other.


  “Is Saladin still around here?” Jason asked.


  “We only saw him the one time,” White Eagle said. “There’s a big base in White Sands. They stay west of Highway 54. We stay east of Highway 54. So far no problems. Maybe Saladin is there.”


  “Why didn’t you fight these guys?” Kyle asked.


  “We watched traffic on I-25. They come in numbers like sand at the sea. If they really wanted to take us out, they could do it, so we made a deal. We’re waiting for the war to end. Then we’ll get our business back.”


  Jason chuckled. “Well, that plan will work, as long as the Islamists don’t win the war.”


  “They have no chance against the white man here,” White Eagle said.


  “That’s where you’re wrong,” Kyle said. “They’re working with the government in Washington DC.”


  “Why would the Feds do that?” White Eagle asked.


  “That’s a long story,” Jason said. “You ever heard of global governance?”


  “Yes, I know what that is, but why would the Feds work with Islamists. From what we’ve seen, they just kill people and kidnap women.”


  “They’re trying to take over the country,” Kyle said. “They won’t leave you guys alone if they win.”


  “That’s a problem for another day,” White Eagle said.


  Jason sighed. “Are you guys going to bother us? Or are you going to tell the Islamists that we’re here?”


  White Eagle thought for a moment. “Will you make this area a battle ground? We have property. The Race Track and Casino, and other properties.”


  “Our objective is to destroy I-25 and every enemy supply depot we can find,” Jason said. “We don’t intend to have a battle here, but if the Islamists figure out where we are before we move on, they might attack us here.”


  “Whose authority are you working under?” White Eagle asked.


  “General Hogan of the US Army,” Jason said.


  “I thought you said that the Feds were on the side of the Islamists,” White Eagle said.


  “The Feds don’t control everybody in the Armed Forces anymore,” Kyle said. “Another long story.”


  “Why do Texans care about I-25?”


  Jason smiled, pausing for a moment. “If the Islamists conquer the south west, they’ll attack Texas next,” Jason said. “We are in danger of that happening. There are many thousands of Islamists already in Texas, waiting for their big chance.”


  The warrior behind the wheel of the first truck said something to White Eagle in their native tongue. White Eagle’s expression changed, his brow furrowed. He nodded and got back into the truck bed. The driver of the truck got out. He was a medium-sized man with hawkish eyes and a serious face.


  “How well do you know General Hogan?” the man asked.


  “Who are you?” Jason asked.


  “Head of tribal security,” he said. “Stanton Hunt.”


  “Are you in charge, then?” Jason asked.


  “Yes sir,” he said. “White Eagle is a spokesperson. What about General Hogan?”


  “The General has been working with Governor Nelson of Texas,” Jason said. “This is a joint effort.”


  “Do you know where he is right now?”


  Jason got an uncomfortable look on his face.


  “Something is wrong,” Stanton said. “I was afraid of that. I sensed it.”


  “General Hogan has been captured by the enemy,” Jason said. “We found out about that this morning.”


  Stanton leaned against the hood of the truck, tears forming in his eyes.


  “Shit, you know him, don’t you?” Kyle asked.


  “We served together,” Stanton said. “We saved each other’s lives. Where is he being held?”


  “Jason, are you sure we should be saying so much?” Don asked.


  Jason turned to him and nodded yes.


  “Well?” Stanton asked.


  “Nelson’s team said they think he’s being held at Schriever Air Force Base.”


  “That’s in Colorado,” Stanton said. “Are there people working to free him?”


  “Yes,” Jason said. “His group got chased into Colorado from Utah very recently.”


  “Cutting off the flow of enemy fighters and supplies will help General Hogan,” Stanton said, thinking out loud.


  “Stanton, don’t get us into trouble,” White Eagle said. “They’ll destroy us if we break the agreement. Remember what Saladin said.”


  “Saladin is an evil man,” Stanton said, “but don’t worry. I won’t do anything until we’ve talked to the council.”


  “They’ll do whatever you suggest,” White Eagle said.


  “That may be true,” Stanton said. “What of it? Do you wish to challenge my leadership?”


  “No sir,” White Eagle said.


  “We’re going back to the reservation,” Stanton said. “We will talk again.”


  Jason nodded and shook hands with Stanton, who gave one last look to the others, then got behind the wheel. The pickup trucks drove away quickly.


  “Wow,” Don said. “Wasn’t expecting that.”


  “Me neither,” Junior said. “What do we do now?”


  “Let’s get everybody settled and meet in the clubhouse,” Jason said. “How about an hour from now?”


  “That should be enough time to get everybody hooked up,” Kelly said. “C’mon, Junior.”


  They walked off, Dirk and Chance following. Don and Curt stood next to Jason and Kyle, watching them leave.


  “This puts a new wrinkle on things,” Jason said.


  “Do we tell them about the apps?” Don asked.


  “No way,” Curt said. “Until we know them a little better.”


  “You don’t trust them?” Kyle asked. “Stanton was visibly shaken when he heard about General Hogan.”


  “Might have been an act,” Curt said. “Those guys have to walk a tightrope. They’ve got this deal going. If they welsh, it might be the end of their tribe.”


  “The Islamists will kill them eventually anyway,” Jason said.


  “Eventually is the important part of that statement,” Don said. “They might betray us just to make that eventually be out a year or two.”


  “You’re saying that they might tell the Islamists where we are?” Kyle asked. “As a gesture of good faith?”


  “It’s possible,” Don said. “Hope not.”


  “Don’t get too worried about it yet,” Curt said. “Wonder if they have to go down this road to get to the enemy base?”


  “Nope,” Don said, looking at his phone. “Their reservation is south of us, and so is Alamogordo.”


  “You still seeing hits in Alamogordo?” Kyle asked.


  “No, just east of there,” Don said, “between the town and the Holloman Air Force Base. Along Highway 70.”


  “So, if Islamists go to the reservation, we’ll see them,” Jason said. “If the tribe goes to see the Islamists at their base, we won’t know about it.”


  “Hell, guys, if those folks are gonna betray us, they’re probably doing it over the phone right now,” Don said. “We need to watch carefully for Islamists coming in this direction.”


  “If that tribe has four thousand warriors and they work for the Islamists, we’re already in deep shit,” Curt said.


  “I don’t think we are,” Jason said. “I think the tribe is gonna help us.”


  “What makes you think that, pencil neck?” Curt asked.


  “I don’t know,” Jason said. “Gut feelings, I guess.”


  “I’m going back to my rig to get her hooked up,” Don said.


  “Want to get back to your new wifey, huh?” Curt quipped. “Traitor.”


  Don chuckled as they walked back, Kyle and Jason hanging back to talk to the tank drivers.


  “Think we’re gonna hit that base tonight?” Don asked.


  “We need way more info before we make a plan to do that,” Curt said.


  “We can see the bad guys with the apps, right?”


  “That’s true,” Curt said. “We know how many bad guys are around. We could also see reinforcements coming.”


  “As long as they’re in places where there’s LTE coverage.”


  Amanda and Sydney rushed up to greet them as they got back to their spaces.


  “Well?” Sydney asked.


  “Indian tribe from the reservation,” Don said.


  “Who’s side are they on?”


  Curt laughed. “That’s the real question.”


  “Are there a lot of them?” Amanda asked.


  “Four thousand warriors,” Curt said.


  “Shit,” Amanda said. “I don’t like the sound of that.”


  “I like it a lot, as long as they’re on our side,” Don said. “The jury is still out on that. Probably will be for a few hours at least.”


  “Why?” Sydney asked.


  “The leader that was here is going to discuss the issue with their council,” Don said.


  “So we have no idea what they’re going to do,” Amanda said. “They could crush us with four-thousand warriors.”


  “Jason’s gut is telling him that they’ll come down on our side,” Don said.


  “That and a quarter will get you a cup of Java,” Curt said.


  “You’ve known Jason for a long time,” Amanda said. “How often is he right?”


  Curt thought about it for a moment. “You know, he’s pretty much always right. Doesn’t mean we should relax, though.”


  “Where are they?” Sydney asked.


  “Jason and Kyle?” Don asked. “They went to talk to the tank commanders.”


  “Can we go relax inside for a little while?” Sydney asked.


  “Relax a while?” Amanda asked, smiling.


  “Shut up,” Sydney said.


  “Yeah, we got at least an hour before the meeting starts,” Don said.


  “Good,” Sydney said, taking Don’s arm. They walked to their trailer as Amanda grinned at Curt.


  Don opened the door and held it for Sydney. A rush of cool air came out at them.


  “Good, you ran the air conditioner,” Don said as he followed her inside.


  “Shut the door,” she said. “We’re losing it fast. It runs a little noisy.”


  They sat on the couch together as the air conditioner rumbled to life.


  “See, told you,” Sydney said, leaning against him.


  “It’s not that hot in here,” Don said. “If the noise is bothering you, we can do without it.”


  She giggled, then pulled off her top. “I want the noise to drown us out, silly.”


  “Oh, now I get it,” Don said, pulling her in for a kiss as his hands went to her bra, undoing the hooks. He pulled it off, admiring her beauty.


  “Let’s go in the bedroom,” she whispered. They got up, undressing in a hurry as they went, landing on the bed naked and trembling, devouring each other, their passion hitting a fever pitch.


  “Don’t wait,” Sydney said. “Take me now. We’ve waited long enough.”


  He took her right then and there, gently, but his restraint was gone in seconds. They made love frantically, the noisy air conditioner drowning out their groans.


  “Oh, honey,” Sydney cried, completely out of control now, wanting to be bonded to him forever, pushing back hard as he peaked, both of them crying out. Then they were done, coming down, still in each other’s arms.


  “Wow,” Don said. “We’ve obviously been saving that up.”


  “Think we were too loud?” she asked, looking at him, brow furrowed.


  He chuckled. “No, not unless somebody was right outside our window, and even then that damn air conditioner probably drowned us out. The trailer might have moved a little bit.”


  “I put the jacks down while you were gone,” she said softly.


  “Oh, so you were planning this, were you?”


  “Do you have any idea how hard it was not to let you have me before?” she asked. “I needed you so badly.”


  “Good,” Don said. “Wasn’t easy for me either.”


  “You didn’t make it seem like you were struggling,” she said, searching his eyes.


  “I didn’t want to blow it with you,” he said, caressing her cheek.


  “We still have some time,” she said.


  “I know. I’m ready.”


  She moaned as he pulled her over on top of himself, kissing her deeply.


  Chapter 8 – House Call


  Doctor Schultz came out of the bedroom, looking relieved. He was a tall, thin man with a close-cropped beard and salt-and-pepper hair.


  “He’s gonna make it?” Hendrix asked. Ramsey was too scared to say anything.


  “He didn’t have a heart attack,” Dr. Schultz said, “but he had a whale of a panic attack, and he fainted because of it. I’ve given him some Ativan. He’s going to be a tad drowsy, but he’ll be okay. He’s sleeping now.”


  “What caused it?” Hendrix asked. “Does he have any underlying heart issues?”


  “No,” the doctor said. “It’s not cardio vascular. This is probably a dumb question, but did he just come under intense stress?”


  “We just found out that a close associate got captured by the enemy,” Ramsey said.


  “He’s beyond an associate,” Hendrix said. “He’s a dear friend too.”


  “Well, that might do it,” Dr. Schultz said, “along with all the other crap that’s been going on. I notice that everybody got moved out of the Capitol building.”


  “How’d you know that?” Ramsey asked.


  “I’ve got a lot of patients among the legislature, and I come to their offices for them when it’s a busy time.”


  “What, you make house calls?” Hendrix asked, grinning. “Didn’t think that was done anymore.”


  “So I take it some folks called you to cancel their appointments,” Ramsey said.


  “Yep,” Dr. Schultz said. Hendrix shot Ramsey a glance, which the doctor saw. “Don’t worry, gents, you don’t have to tell me anything, and I’ll keep my mouth shut about this.”


  “We’d prefer if you stuck around for a while,” Ramsey said. “Is that gonna be okay?”


  He sighed. “I figured as much. Sure, no problem. Is there someplace here I can sleep?”


  “Any of those bedrooms in the back that doesn’t show signs of being used,” Hendrix said. “We can sleep quite a few people in a pinch.”


  “We have plenty of supplies down here, too,” Ramsey said.


  “I can call out to my receptionist and have her move appointments, I hope.”


  “Sure,” Ramsey said. “Just don’t mention anything about this location or Governor Nelson. Understand? That’s crucial.”


  “You want the bad guys to think that he’s still in the Capitol bunker,” Schultz said. “Something about to happen there?”


  “No comment,” Ramsey said. “You need to keep your mouth shut about people not being at the capitol. Understand?”


  “Yes,” he said. “No problem at all.”


  “Are you hungry, Doctor?” Maria asked as she walked in.


  “I could eat,” he said. “Lead the way.”


  She led him to the kitchen.


  “Thank God,” Hendrix said, sitting down on one of the chairs near the console. Ramsey sat next to him.


  “If we lose the old man, we’re in deep shit,” he said.


  “That’s an understatement.”


  Maria came back over from the kitchen. “He’s having a snack. How’s Governor Nelson?”


  “Panic attack,” Hendrix said.


  “Oh,” she said. “That’s understandable. Glad the doctor is going to stay.”


  “What were you doing out here, anyway?” Hendrix asked.


  “Wallis and Gallagher want to have another meeting,” she said. “I held them off for a while. Do we wait for Governor Nelson to get up, or should we meet without him? I didn’t tell them he was having trouble.”


  “Check with them on that,” Hendrix said. “I don’t want to wake him up right away.”


  “Might not even be able to,” Ramsey said. “Ativan is pretty strong stuff.”


  “You want me to tell them that he had a panic attack?” Maria asked, worried look on her face.


  Ramsey and Hendrix looked at each other, then Hendrix looked at Maria. “Get them on. We’ll tell them what happened.”


  “Okay,” Maria said. She logged onto the console and made the connection as Ramsey and Hendrix dragged two chairs close.


  “That was quick,” Wallis said. “Gallagher will be here in a second.”


  “Okay,” Hendrix said.


  Dr. Schultz came out of the kitchen. “Something going on?”


  “Meeting,” Maria said. “You don’t have to attend. You can watch the TV in the living room if you’d like.”


  “Sure, no problem,” he said, turning and leaving the console room.


  “This is kind of a pain,” Ramsey whispered.


  “I know,” Hendrix said, “but I’m glad he’s sticking around for at least a little while.”


  Gallagher’s face joined Wallis’s on the screen.


  “Where’s Nelson?” he asked.


  “The Governor just had a panic attack,” Hendrix said. “We have Dr. Schultz here. He’s given Nelson some medication. He’ll be sleeping for a little while.”


  “Oh, crap,” Wallis said. “I was afraid of that. The stress is getting to him.”


  “Yes,” Ramsey said. “Probably the news about General Hogan.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure that didn’t sit well,” Gallagher said. “They’ve been friends for years.”


  “Beyond that, Hogan is extremely important to our cause,” Hendrix said. “The Governor is carrying the weight of this war on his shoulders.


  “What did you want to chat about?” Ramsey asked.


  “General Hogan’s son sent us a message,” Gallagher said.


  “About his dad?” Hendrix asked.


  “No, it was about something they’re seeing on the apps. We have pretty large build-ups of enemy fighters in three locations.”


  “What are they?” Ramsey asked.


  “Matamoros, Mexico, just across the river from Brownsville is the first and the largest.”


  “That’s not very strategic,” Ramsey said.


  “The others are around Big Bend National Park, and around Juarez.”


  “Shit, they’re trying to keep us busy again,” Ramsey said. “It’s okay for us to act on these?”


  “Apparently. Hogan passed a message to one of his folks before he got snatched,” Gallagher said. “He was going to tell us about it. His son thinks it’s okay for us to act, but he suggested we fly drones in those areas, and make sure the enemy notices. They want us to attack to keep us busy, so we won’t be able to hit their supply lines.”


  “Using the drones is a good idea,” Hendrix said. “Can we do that?”


  “Hell yes, we can do that,” Wallis said. “How long do you expect Nelson to be out of sorts?”


  “Not sure,” Hendrix said. “We could start the drone surveillance right now, can’t we?”


  “I’d feel better if the Governor knew about it,” Wallis said. “In order to do this, we’ll be pulling drones from other areas which he thought were a priority.”


  “Oh,” Hendrix said. “Good point.”


  “My people will be in Brownsville soon,” Wallis said.


  “DPS patrol boaters?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yes,” Wallis said. “We’ll have about twenty boats total, but only about five crews. Maybe we can enlist some of the folks that followed them down from Purgatory Creek.”


  “Isn’t that kind of risky, putting civilians in those boats?” Hendrix asked.


  Gallagher laughed. “Civilians have been saving our bacon over and over, and besides that, several of those folks have spent time in the service.”


  “I like it,” Ramsey said.


  “Okay, I’ll get my guys on the horn and give the order,” Wallis said.


  “You can’t order civilians to serve on the boats, can you?” Hendrix asked.


  Wallis chuckled. “You misunderstand. I’m going to order my folks to offer them the job.”


  “Oh,” Hendrix said. “Sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Wallis said. “Keep on questioning things like that. Really. We’re public servants, and we need to remember that. Especially in times like this.”


  “That’s right,” Ramsey said.


  “Hear anything about the Fort Stockton group?” Wallis asked.


  “They’re in Ruidoso,” Ramsey said. “They were visited by the Mescalero Tribe, from the reservation just south of there.”


  “Really?” Gallagher asked.


  “I’ve got my guys investigating the tribe,” Ramsey said.


  “Why?” Wallis asked.


  “They’ve got four thousand warriors, and they’ve got a non-aggression pact with the Islamists at Holloman AFB,” Ramsey said.


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” Wallis said.


  “Neither do I,” Ramsey said.


  “Let us know as soon as you find something out about that,” Wallis said. “I’ll make sure the drones check out their reservation and the surrounding area.”


  “Make sure you tread lightly until we know they’re a problem,” Gallagher said. “Fly the drones high and be discreet.”


  “Understand,” Wallis said. “Are we done? I should call Jefferson about the DPS Patrol boaters.”


  “I think so,” Hendrix said. “Anybody else have anything?”


  Nobody said a word, so Maria ended the call.


  Chapter 9 - Recruits


  Lita was still driving the truck, Richardson sitting in the passenger seat, texting.


  “Who is that?” she asked.


  “Jefferson.”


  “Trouble?” Lita shot him a worried glance.


  “He wants me to do some recruiting, so we can show a good presence with the patrol boats.”


  “Who does he want you to recruit?”


  “Our fellow travelers,” Richardson said.


  “Why? Are you going to be right back in the thick of it again?”


  “Kinda sounds like it, honey,” Richardson said. “How we doing on gas?”


  “We could use a stop,” she said. “I need to use the ladies room anyway.”


  “Me too,” Richardson said. He looked at his phone and laughed.


  “What?”


  “Next town is Riviera,” he said.


  “No way,” Lita said. “We almost died last time we were in Riviera Beach.”


  “Not Riviera Beach, just plain Riviera,” Richardson said. “It’s right on Highway 77. Should be okay. It’s miles away from Riviera Beach, and besides, the US Navy has locked down most of the gulf.”


  “Okay,” she said. “I’m kinda hungry. Think we have enough time to grab a bite?”


  “Should be fine. We’re making good time. I’ll send a text to the others.” He typed on his phone and then put it back in his pocket.


  They pulled into Riviera and stopped at the gas station, all the vehicles fueling up.


  “You want to talk to us, eh?” Gerald asked.


  “Yeah, man,” Richardson said.


  “What’s going on, boss?” Brendan asked.


  “Tell you what,” Richardson said. “Let’s go grab a bite to eat at that Burger King over there, and we’ll chat.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Gerald said.


  “Me too,” Hector said. “I could eat a horse.”


  “Seriously, dude,” Juan Carlos said as he finished filling the truck.


  “It takes two hands to handle my whopper,” Brendan sang.


  Madison and Hannah laughed, walking up behind them. Lita was behind them a few steps.


  “What’s so funny?” Lita asked as she joined them.


  “Brendan was singing about his whopper,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Oh, brother,” Lita said. “We must be going to the Burger King.”


  “There’s not much else here, other than a Mexican Restaurant, and we don’t have enough time for that,” Richardson said.


  “Burger King is fine,” Lita said. She shot a smirk to Madison and Hannah.


  The group drove across the street and parked, getting their food and finding several tables next to each other in the back section of the dining room.


  “Smells good,” Richardson said.


  “It does,” Kris said. “I was hungrier than I thought.”


  “I’m always hungry,” Hector said, patting his round belly. Roberto snickered.


  “What did you want to talk to us about?” Gerald asked.


  “I’ve got a temporary job offer for you guys,” Richardson said.


  “Really?” Gerald asked. “Need somebody to wash patrol boats or something?”


  “We need some people to help us man the patrol boats,” Richardson said.


  “Dude, you sure?” Juan Carlos asked. “Isn’t that a little dangerous?”


  “We can check them out pretty fast,” Richardson said. “All of you have been in the service before, right?”


  “Been years, but yep,” Gerald said. “Hector and Roberto have too. It’s a shame Jay is gone. He was in the coast guard.”


  “It’s a shame he’s gone regardless,” Roberto said with a grim look on his face.


  “Do I get to wear my railroad cap, or do I have to wear a uniform?”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Richardson said. “Like I said, this is temporary. I’ve been authorized to offer you a hundred bucks per day.”


  “You’ll have to consult the boss,” Roberto said, nodding over at Kris.


  “How many people per boat?” Kris asked.


  “Three,” Richardson said. “A pilot and two gunners.”


  “So these guys will get one more boat on the water,” Kris said. “Seems like it’s barely worth it. What’s going on down there?”


  “We got tipped off,” Richardson said. “There’s an enemy troop buildup in Matamoros, Mexico.”


  “Seeing them with the apps, I suspect,” Hector said.


  “Yep,” Richardson said.


  “Have you looked yourself?” Brendan asked. “How big of a problem do we have?”


  “Shit, I haven’t gotten around to that,” Richardson said. He wiped hamburger mess off his hands and pulled the phone out of his pocket, eyes getting wide as he looked.


  “I don’t like that look,” Lita said.


  “There’s hundreds,” Richardson said.


  “Are we still going to be off South Padre Island?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “No, we’ll be on the river between Brownsville and Matamoros,” Richardson said.


  “This won’t be a problem,” Brendan said. “It’ll be just like we were doing on Falcon Lake. We’ll be stopping small boats and barges from getting across the river.”


  “Probably be strafing for swimmers, too,” Juan Carlos said. “How many boats will we have in the area?”


  “We’ve got twenty boats, but only enough crew members for five, not counting these guys,” Richardson said.


  “That still only makes six boats,” Madison said. “Wouldn’t seven boats be better?”


  “What are you getting at, honey?” Juan Carlos asked.


  Hannah chuckled. “I know where this is going. You’ve trained all of us on the boat guns. We should go aboard too.”


  “No frigging way,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Why not?” Madison asked. “We can shoot those guns. Maybe we’ll even get paid. We have rings to buy, remember?”


  Juan Carlos shrugged, sheepish grin on his face. “Well, there is that, I guess.”


  “Here’s what I suggest,” Hannah said. “Put the four of us on one boat. I’ll man the SMAW.”


  “Hold on a minute,” Richardson said.


  “What’s wrong with that idea?” Madison asked.


  “Well, for one thing, shouldn’t we spread the experienced crews amongst the boats?”


  Lita glanced at Richardson, then back at the girls. “I’m willing to do this, but only if I’m on the same boat with my man. Period.”


  “Yeah, me too,” Madison said. Hannah nodded in agreement.


  “Looks like you’re being overruled there, Captain,” Gerald said. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Hector, Roberto, and I can man one of these babies, if Hector doesn’t swamp us.”


  “I’m going too,” Kris said. “You think I’m going to sit on the shore and watch? I can shoot.”


  Richardson sat there thinking, brow furrowed.


  “Well?” Lita asked.


  “We can’t have any less than three people per boat,” Richardson said. “We learned that lesson a long time ago. If you and I are gonna be on a boat, we’ll need either Hector or Gerald with us.”


  “I’ll go with you guys,” Gerald said. “I’ve got a lot of experience on boats. I can pilot that sucker for you.”


  “This idea is growing on me, boss,” Brendan said.


  “Me too,” Juan Carlos said.


  “We’ll have a mission to do out there,” Richardson said. “You can’t spend the whole time looking out for your women.”


  “We’ll pull our weight,” Lita said.


  “Damn straight,” Madison said.


  “Okay, I’ll run it past Jefferson when we get back on the road,” Richardson said. “You okay with driving a little longer, honey?”


  “I’d much rather have you on the apps while we’re traveling.”


  “Good,” Richardson said.


  “Any of our friends nearby?” Hector asked.


  “Nope, checked while we were at the gas station. Nobody around.”


  “We’d better get moving,” Juan Carlos said. “It’d be nice to be in Brownsville before dark.”


  “Yeah,” Lita said.


  The group finished eating and hit the road.


  Chapter 10 – Ruidoso Club House


  The clubhouse in Ruidoso Downs RV Park was dusty, with some of the windows broken out. The crowd filtered in slowly, as Moe and Clancy set up their audio-visual equipment at the front of the room.


  “How’s it going?” Dirk asked, walking up with Cindy, and taking her hand. Dirk looked embarrassed when Clancy noticed.


  “We’re almost ready to go,” Clancy said. “Looks like you two are almost ready to go, too.”


  “Stop,” Cindy said, face turning red. Dirk just smiled silently.


  Junior and Kelly joined them with Rachel and Brenda.


  “Where’s Jason and Kyle?” Kelly asked.


  “They ought to be here any minute,” Moe said.


  “Wonder if they heard back from those Injuns?” Junior asked. Rachel elbowed him in the side.


  “Junior, you don’t want to slip with that kind of talk,” she whispered.


  “Oh, I won’t,” Junior said. “Trust me.”


  Kelly chuckled. “Yeah, Junior here is a very sensitive, politically correct gentleman, as you’ve seen in the past.”


  Everybody laughed for a moment. The room was filling up fast. Jason came in carrying Chelsea, talking with Eric and Kyle. Kate, Carrie, and Kim followed, chatting softly, looking worried.


  “We just about ready?” Jason asked Moe.


  “Let’s see,” Moe said, plugging the microphone into the amplifier jack. “Testing testing one two three.” His voice boomed through the clubhouse.


  “Sounds good,” Kyle said.


  Curt and Amanda came in with Don, Sydney, Chloe, and Alyssa.


  Jason got up in front of the crowd with the microphone.


  “Thanks for coming. Everybody hear me okay?”


  “We hear ya,” Daisy shouted from the back of the room, standing next to Jake. Brushy, Pat, and Jax came in the room. Chance, Francis, Sherry, and a few others rushed in, looking worried about being late.


  Jason looked out over the crowd once more, and put the microphone to his lips.


  “Everybody got hook-ups that are working?”


  “Everybody who needs power has it,” Curt shouted.


  “Good,” Jason said.


  “How long are we gonna be here?” Jake asked.


  “Not long,” Jason said. “We’re planning a scouting party tonight. We need volunteers. No more than six men.”


  “To scout what?” Jax asked.


  “The Holoman Air Force Base,” Jason said. “We want to find out if we can mount an assault, or if we need to go around that area.”


  “Count me in,” Curt said. “With my barracuda.”


  Amanda looked at him, scared but proud.


  “I’m in,” Eric said. “I’ll bring the Bronco.”


  “And me,” Clancy said.


  “Count me in too,” Junior said. “In that two-seat off-roader.”


  “I’m going with him,” Rachel said.


  “You sure, honey?” Junior asked.


  “Hell yes I’m sure,” she said.


  “Chance, you want to do it?” Dirk asked.


  “Sure, we can use the truck,” Chance said.


  “That’s probably enough,” Jason said.


  “You don’t want to go?” Curt asked.


  “My wife has asked that I not, since she’s having issues with the pregnancy,” Jason said. “Anybody object?”


  “No,” Brenda shouted. “She’s the only pregnant woman here.”


  “Well, not the only one,” Rachel said. You could hear a pin drop in the room. She covered her mouth. “Oops.”


  “Knocked her up, did you, Junior?” Dirk asked. “Nice job.”


  “Sure you should be going?” Kate asked. “Remember what happened to me.”


  “Yes, I’m sure,” Rachel said. “If something happens to Junior, I don’t want to be around, and besides, I’m really early.”


  Curt came over and took the microphone from Jason, who nodded back at him in agreement. “Okay, we leave a couple hours after dark. Quietly, through the back of the park. No lights. There’s a moon tonight, which will help, but will also make us more visible. We’ll be doing a fair amount of walking. Let’s huddle and go over our GPS together after this meeting. Everybody agree?”


  “Yep,” Eric said. He looked over at Kim. She locked eyes with him.


  “You know I’m going too, right?” she asked.


  “I figured,” Eric said. “There’s room in the Bronco, and you’ve saved my sorry ass more than once.”


  “Good,” she said, her arm going around his waist.


  “Any news about the Injuns?” Junior asked.


  “Junior,” Curt said, shaking his head.


  “Hey, it’s important,” Junior said. “We need to know who’s side they’re on.”


  “He’s right,” Jason said. “Ramsey is doing a little detective work for us.”


  “Think that’s really gonna help?” Rachel asked.


  “It’s the best we can do at the moment,” Jason said.


  The crowd murmured back at him, but nobody seemed upset.


  “Okay, next steps,” Jason said. “If the base looks like something we can assault and win, we’ll mount an attack, probably within the next few days. If they’ve got too many people, we’ll go around them.”


  “How?” Kelly asked.


  “There’s actually a couple of ways,” Eric said. “We can take Highway 48 north to Highway 37, then use Highway 380 to skirt the White Sands Missile Range. I checked. No enemy fighters anywhere near that area.”


  “Isn’t that kinda far out of the way?” Junior asked.


  “Not really,” Eric said. “Might alter our strategy a little bit. Highway 380 hits I-25 by San Antonio.”


  Jake laughed. “There’s a San Antonio in New Mexico too?”


  “Yep,” Junior said. “The Spanish loved Saint Tony, I guess.”


  Snickers erupted in the room. Kelly looked at Junior and shook his head.


  “What do you mean by altering the strategy?” Curt asked.


  “I mean we start blowing up parts of I-25 up there and work our way south,” Eric said.


  “Any reason why we shouldn’t do that?” Dirk asked.


  “Not that I can see,” Jason said. “We could run it past Ramsey.”


  “Maybe we should do that anyway and avoid the problem at the Air Force base,” Brenda said.


  “Hard to turn down a fat enemy target like that,” Clancy said.


  “True,” Brenda said, “but that’s not the main mission, and if we get defeated, who’s going to shut down I-25?”


  Jason thought for a moment. “She makes a good point. I still think we should do our recon tonight, but if hitting that base is the least bit chancy, maybe we ought to go this other direction.”


  “I can agree with that,” Curt said.


  “Yeah, me too,” Jax said.


  “The Injuns could be the wild card here,” Junior said. “We need to figure out what their plans are before we decide what we do.”


  “Why?” Kelly asked.


  “Because with four thousand warriors, we could clean the enemy out of the White Sands area completely. That’ll give us a free hand to screw up I-25. If we go with the alternate plan, they’ll use White Sands as a base to attack us from. Look at the map.”


  “We’ve got a lot to think about,” Curt said. “We done? I want to plan the scouting operation to the Nth degree.”


  “Yeah, I’m done,” Jason said.


  “Good, then let’s break,” Eric said.


  The room started to empty out, the small team huddling at a table in the front of the room.


  “Do you need to be involved with this, Jason?” Carrie asked.


  “You’re not feeling well?”


  “I’m really tired. Can you come back with me, and take care of Chelsea?”


  “Of course,” he said. They turned and left the clubhouse.


  “I’m so glad you aren’t going tonight,” Carrie said. “Does it bother you too much?”


  “No, I’m fine with it,” Jason said. “I won’t be able to get out of everything, but there’s plenty of great people on this team.”


  “I wish Rachel wasn’t going.”


  “Nobody can tell her that,” Jason said. “In some ways I agree with her.”


  “Oh, I know,” Carrie said.


  “Daddy, can you pick me up?” Chelsea asked. “I’m tired.”


  “Of course, sweet pea,” Jason said, lifting her. “It’ll be bed time soon.”


  “I don’t want to go to bed, daddy, I’m just too tired to walk.”


  “I’m glad she cleared that up,” Carrie said, a smirk washing over her face, un-furrowing her brow for a moment.


  Jason smiled as they made their way back to the motor home.


  Chapter 11 - Awake


  Maria was sitting next to Hendrix on the couch, watching TV news. Ramsey and Dr. Schultz sat in recliners. The news was about the mid-Atlantic states, and a huge uprising of citizens against martial law. The citizens were winning the largest battle, just outside of Baltimore.


  “Wow, that’s something,” Dr. Schultz said. “This is why Nelson took us out of the union, isn’t it?”


  “Pretty much,” Ramsey said.


  “You know, I was against this when he did it,” the doctor said. “Can’t say that I’m against it anymore.”


  “I know the feeling,” Hendrix said, smiling.


  “Actually, the fact that you went along with it helped me to think it through a little more,” Schultz said.


  “There’s still a lot of people on my side who don’t like it,” Hendrix said. “I’m persona non grata amongst a lot of my old friends, I’m afraid.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about that, honey,” Maria said, cuddling up against him. “We’ll have plenty of time to mend fences when this is over, assuming that we win the war.”


  “How much chance is there that we won’t win the war?” Schultz asked.


  “Probably not much,” Ramsey said, “but this is far from over.”


  The console beeped in the other room.


  “Uh oh,” Maria said, getting up.


  “What now?” Ramsey asked. “It’s getting late.”


  “Yeah, it’s almost dark,” Schultz said, “but I’ll bet you folks are on duty all the time, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah,” Hendrix said, following Maria and Ramsey into the console room.


  “I’ll go check on the Governor,” Schultz said, getting out of his recliner.


  “Yeah, do that,” Hendrix said.


  “It’s Gallagher and Wallis,” Maria said after she logged on. The picture of both men came up on the screen.


  “Good evening,” Wallis said. “How’s the governor?”


  “He’s been sleeping all afternoon,” Maria said.


  “The doctor just went in to check on him,” Hendrix said, taking a chair next to Maria. Ramsey sat on the other side of her.


  “What’s going on?” Ramsey asked.


  “A couple of things,” Gallagher said. “Wish the old man was available.”


  “I am available,” Nelson said, walking in with Schultz. He looked a little pale, but he smiled at the others as he pulled up a chair.


  “I’ll just go in the other room,” Schultz said.


  “Stay if you want,” Nelson said. “You’re here, so you’re part of the team.”


  He smiled and nodded, then pulled up a chair.


  “Good to see you up and around, Governor,” Wallis said.


  “Thanks. Sorry I was out for the count there.”


  “You need to take care of yourself,” Gallagher said. “Are you authorizing us to speak freely?”


  “In front of the doctor?” Nelson asked. “Yes, but one thing.” He turned to Schultz.


  “What’s that?” Schultz asked.


  “We’re going to ask you to stay here for now. Is that okay with you?”


  Schultz nodded yes. “Anything you need, sir.”


  “Good, then you’re part of the inner circle for now. What you hear in this room is to be considered classified. Understand?”


  “Yes sir,” Schultz said, eyes showing how nervous he was.


  “Go ahead,” Nelson said.


  “Okay,” Gallagher said. “The buildup of enemy fighters around the capitol building has continued. They now have roughly thirty thousand fighters in the area between Red River Street to the east, 9 th Street to the south, Guadalupe Street to the west, and MLK Street to the north. The heaviest concentration is north, and they’re coming in from that direction.”


  “Where are you getting the information?” Nelson asked.


  “General Hogan’s son,” Wallis said. “He’s been watching the apps.”


  “Is General Hogan still being held?” Nelson asked.


  “Afraid so,” Wallis said, “but they’re planning a rescue mission as we speak. They have the advantage of being able to see the enemy.”


  “There’s something you’re wanting to tell me, Wallis,” Nelson said. “You’re nervous about it. Out with it.”


  “Two things,” Wallis said. “First, some of our people at the capitol had an idea and acted on it.”


  “Who?” Nelson asked.


  “One of my best technical intelligence officers,” Gallagher said. “I like what he’s doing, but Wallis brings up a valid concern about it.”


  Nelson sighed. “Let’s have it.”


  “Okay, this guy… we’ll just call him Smith for now. He’d been heading up the operation to duplicate Curt’s gimbal systems for the vehicles. He came up with an idea for the problem we have in the capitol. Cranked out a solution on a 3D printer.”


  “What is it?”


  “A portable mount for mini-guns,” Gallagher said.


  “That sounds interesting,” Nelson said. “You see a problem with this?”


  Gallagher and Nelson looked at each other.


  “C’mon, guys,” Nelson said.


  “He cranked out six of these and snuck them into the Capitol building. They’re in place on the Capitol Dome balcony as we speak.”


  “Shit,” Nelson said. “Are they visible from below?”


  “That’s the beauty of these,” Gallagher said. “They raise and lower. They’re below the level of the wall on the main balcony. The mini-guns are already mounted.”


  “He snuck in mini-guns?” Ramsey asked. “How? Those aren’t that small.”


  “They used laundry hand trucks to get everything in,” Gallagher said.


  Nelson chuckled. “I admire his courage and his ingenuity.”


  “If those pop up during the attack, the enemy might wonder why they’re there,” Hendrix said.


  “Therein lies the problem,” Wallis said.


  “Maybe it’s not really a problem,” Ramsey said. “Wouldn’t they expect us to fortify the area?”


  “That’s my point,” Gallagher said.


  “And I mostly agree,” Wallis said, “but we can’t use them without getting permission.”


  “I appreciate that,” Nelson said. “Use them.”


  “You sure?” Wallis asked.


  “I’m sure,” Nelson said. “What was the other thing?”


  “This one is a little worse,” Wallis said. “Some citizens have noticed the presence of the enemy fighters.”


  “How could they not?” Maria asked. “If there’s thirty thousand of them.”


  “We’ve been watching through the video cameras in the area,” Ramsey said. “We haven’t seen anybody.”


  Wallis chuckled. “The enemy can see the video cameras. They know where they are, so they know the areas to avoid.”


  “That’s a good point,” Hendrix said.


  “So the people know,” Nelson said. “They acting on it?”


  “They’re using social media to pass the word, and people are starting to arrive, just like they did in San Antonio during the flood.”


  “Shit, so the bad guys are seeing the messages on social media?” Hendrix asked.


  “We don’t think so,” Wallis said.


  “How could they not?” Hendrix asked.


  “The messages are in the Comanche tongue,” Wallis said.


  “You’re joking,” Hendrix said. “So how do the citizens read them?”


  “Some guy came up with a translation program. He distributed it to the right people.”


  “Eventually the enemy is going to get that program,” Ramsey said.


  “Eventually may be good enough for us,” Nelson said. “This is genius. Our people are winning this war for us.”


  “Do we know how many citizens have arrived in the area?” Hendrix asked.


  Gallagher and Wallis looked at each other nervously.


  “Dammit, guys, quit worrying about me getting pissed off,” Nelson said sharply. “It’s me. Remember?”


  “You just had a panic attack,” Wallis said. “We’re worried about that.”


  “This is why I want Schultz to stick around,” Nelson said. “I’ve got good care. I can take it. Don’t candy coat this. Understand?”


  “Okay,” Wallis said. “There’s seventy thousand armed citizens surrounding the area, about three blocks outside of the enemy line. There’s at least another fifty thousand still on the way. They’re being very careful about showing themselves.”


  “Holy crap,” Schultz said.


  Nelson smiled. “This is a good development, you know.”


  “What if it tips off the enemy?” Ramsey asked.


  “It didn’t,” Hendrix said. “I agree with the Governor. These people found out because the enemy showed themselves. That’s going to come out, and it nullifies the risk of us tipping General Hogan’s hand.”


  “So you don’t want us to put a stop to any of this?” Gallagher asked.


  “Nope,” Nelson said. “If the enemy sees the influx, they’re liable to leave on their own.”


  “Doubt it,” Ramsey said. “We just heard that they’re still arriving.”


  “Yes, that’s a good indication that they have no idea,” Gallagher said.


  “This is going to be another rout,” Hendrix said.


  “How many people do we have in the capitol building now?” Nelson asked.


  “Three thousand, give or take,” Gallagher said. “Not enough to defend it completely, even with those mini-guns. There’s a lot of M60s there, though, and other nice toys.”


  “Anything we can do to limit loss of our people in the capitol?” Nelson asked.


  “I think we’ve done everything we can do at this point,” Wallis said, “given the fact that we won’t tell the citizens to back down.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “Did I miss anything else while I was out?”


  “Yes,” Ramsey said. “General Hogan’s son told us about big enemy build-ups in Matamoros, Big Bend National Park, and Juarez.”


  “Those aren’t strategic,” Nelson said.


  “Well, they are, in a way,” Gallagher said. “They’re designed to pull our resources to remote areas. They probably figured out we’re heading into New Mexico to ruin their supply lines.”


  “What are we doing about this?” Nelson asked.


  “We’re going forward with the deployment of DPS Patrol Boats on the Rio Grande near Matamoros, and accelerating it as much as we can,” Wallis said. “We haven’t decided what to do with the Big Bend National Park yet. We already had action planned around Juarez, with the bulk of the citizens who fought for us at Fort Stockton and Amarillo. We want to use drones in all three areas to keep tabs on what’s going on.”


  “Where can we pull them from?” Nelson asked.


  “I’m suggesting we pull them from Houston and Corpus Christi,” Gallagher said. “Since the US Navy has taken over the Gulf.”


  “Is that going okay?” Nelson asked. “Any sign of plants still remaining in the Navy?”


  “Nope,” Wallis said. “None at all.”


  “Good, then I’ll approve moving the drones,” Nelson said. “How’s our Fort Stockton group doing in New Mexico?”


  “They’re running a recon operation tonight, at the White Sands base.”


  “Are they planning on an attack there?” Nelson asked. “I’m more worried about I-25 than I am about that base.”


  “That’s part of why they’re doing the recon,” Wallis said. “To decide if it’s worth it to attack them, given the importance of shutting down the I-25 corridor.”


  “There’s a big wild card,” Gallagher said. “The Mescalero Indian tribe.”


  “I don’t remember hearing about this,” Nelson said.


  “I was getting to it,” Ramsey said. “They showed up at the RV Park in Ruidoso to check out what the Fort Stockton group was doing. That tribe has a non-aggression pact with the Islamists at White Sands. They have four thousand warriors.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Nelson said. “Do we know which side they’re on?”


  “We’re still investigating that,” Ramsey said. “Not much to work with, though.”


  “What do the folks on the ground think?” Nelson asked.


  “Jason doesn’t think they will be a problem for them, but he won’t go as far as saying he expects them to help.”


  “That doesn’t sound very good,” Nelson said.


  “It isn’t,” Gallagher said. “Even if they come back and tell Jason they’re on our side, they could turn in a battle and kill all of our folks.”


  “Let’s use some common sense,” Hendrix said. “What are the reasons that they’d side with the Islamists?”


  “Survival,” Ramsey said. “Jason brought up that as the war winds down, if the invaders win, they’ll take down the tribe. The leader acknowledged that.”


  “Why would the tribe go against the Islamists?” Hendrix asked. “Did they have any ideas?”


  “The tribe made most of its money from the casino and race track in Ruidoso. The Islamists chased all the people out of that town. No more business.”


  “That’s a powerful incentive to side with us,” Nelson said.


  “Yes, if they’re confident they can survive that,” Ramsey said. “They’ll be committing to something that could destroy them.”


  Nelson sat silently for a few moments.


  “If they can’t get commitment from the tribe to join them in taking down the base at White Sands, I want our people to go around it and start taking apart I-25. We have to shut off the flow of enemy fighters and supplies to Utah and Colorado.”


  “Yes sir,” Ramsey said. “I’ll call Jason.”


  Chapter 12 – Belt Guides


  Captain Smith climbed the steps up into the capitol dome and slipped outside, the night breeze hitting his six-foot-four frame. He was wearing street clothes. Suit and tie, like the bureaucrats he despised. He was young for his rank, just over thirty. A young private was fiddling with one of the mini-guns in a crouch. He had red hair, close cropped, and was dressed as a janitor.


  “Hey, Captain,” said Private Trinity. “You hear from the old man?”


  “Not yet,” Smith said, “but keep your eyes open and be ready.”


  “Roger that,” Trinity said.


  “Having a problem?”


  “Depending on which direction we’re aiming, the ammo belt can get hung up right here, see?” He pointed to an angled piece that helped support the legs on the stand.


  Smith squatted and duck-walked over to the stand, taking a close look, then pulling out a scale and taking a measurement. “I think I can fix it. I’ll go design a piece we can bolt on to solve it.”


  “You got all of the 3D printers in here now?”


  “Yeah, in the cloak room right off the rotunda,” Smith said, smiling. “Wish we had ammo reloading equipment here.”


  “We brought a lot of rounds,” Trinity said.


  “I know, but six of these guns are gonna go through that like shit through a goose. We need to bring a bunch of M60s up here, and only use the mini-guns for the worst threats.”


  Trinity nodded. “When are the others coming back?”


  “Half an hour,” Smith said. “Why?”


  “Just jitters,” he said.


  Smith nodded and left the balcony, going down to the cloak room. The 3D printers were still on, ready to go. He sat at a terminal and brought up the cad-cam software, then designed his part. Within ten minutes he had all five 3D printers working on them. His phone buzzed, and he answered it.


  “Smith,” he said.


  “It’s Gallagher. We’re on.”


  “Excellent. I’ll send out a text to everybody.”


  “Good. One more thing. You know those civilians that were using Comanche language in social media?”


  “Yeah,” Smith said. “Haven’t heard anything about that for a couple of days.”


  “They’ve got seventy thousand armed citizen fighters in place, surrounding the capitol area, about three blocks past the enemy positions.”


  Smith almost dropped his phone. “Say again.”


  “You heard right. Seventy thousand, and there’s another fifty thousand still on the way. Of course the enemy is still moving people in too.”


  “From where?” Smith asked.


  “From the north,” Gallagher said.


  “We don’t have enough ammo for the mini-guns.”


  “I’ll try to scare up some more. Think you can sneak it in?”


  “Probably not until tomorrow morning,” Smith said. “Actually might not need it with as many civilians as you’re talking about. How sure are you about that info.”


  “Completely sure,” Gallagher said. “A large number of them were involved in the San Antonio battle.”


  “Good,” Smith said, starting to choke up. “Gotta love Texans.”


  “Damn straight,” Gallagher said. “Don’t get killed.”


  “I’ll do my best, sir,” Smith said. The call ended, and he went back to the 3D printers. The parts were progressing well, so he sent a text to his men, letting them know about the civilians and the increasing number of Islamists. There were footsteps coming, echoing in the rotunda. The door to the cloak room opened, and several of his men came in.


  “Was that a joke?” Private Haney asked. He was in his early twenties, with a crew cut and a muscular build.


  “Nope,” Smith said.


  “Then we’ll have to be real careful where we point those mini-guns,” Haney said. The others nodded in agreement.


  “You’re right,” Smith said. “We should be using those to stop vehicles and mortar teams. Let’s bring the M60s up there. Those will be primary.”


  “M60s? You got them?” asked another young man, black, with a mischievous smile. His name was Foley.


  “There’s a crate down in the corner of the rotunda. There’s six M60s in there.”


  Foley cracked up. “I saw that. Thought it was a frigging coffin.”


  Haney laughed. “Sick, man.”


  “The ammo crate is next to it,” Smith said. “Should be plenty.”


  “You heard the man,” Haney said.


  “What are you cranking out on the printers?” Foley asked.


  “Trinity said the belts were hanging up on the stand brace. These parts will bolt on to protect against that.”


  “Oh,” Foley said, watching as the others left the cloak room.


  “Hey, Foley, get your ass moving,” Haney shouted. Several of the other men snickered.


  “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, sucka,” Foley said as he left. Smith watched him go out the door, then shook his head and focused back on his printers.


  “Almost done,” he said to himself. He was relieved. This was a suicide mission before the multitude of civilians arrived. Now they had a fighting chance, although they were still in grave danger. A couple RPG shots to the dome would end their operation right away. Then those who survived would be scrambling down the thin staircase with M60s and ammo. They’d be lucky to stop the enemy from storming the building. Everyone here knew it.


  The first 3D printer beeped. Smith shut it off and looked at the part. “Looks perfect,” he said. The next beeper went off, then the third. The fourth and fifth finished. Smith took the part off the first printer, then went to the console and started it again to make the sixth part. Then he rummaged around in his tool bag for his heavy-duty drill motor and some hardware. He put them into a tool tray, then got the parts taken off the other printers, throwing them onto the tray with the other stuff. He rushed back up to the dome, crouching as he came out. The other men were there, setting up the M60s and getting the ammo ready to go.


  “Here they are,” Smith said, sliding the tray towards Trinity. “Want to do the honors while I go get the last part?”


  “Sure,” Trinity said, taking the drill and getting started.


  “They’re coming pretty soon, boss,” Foley muttered. “You feel it?”


  “Yeah,” Smith said as he left the balcony.


  Chapter 13 – Hot Bunk


  “Finally,” Madison said when she saw the sign for Brownsville. “I’m so tired.”


  “Me too,” Juan Carlos said from behind the wheel of the truck. “Doubt if I’ll fall asleep right away, though.”


  “Not tonight,” Madison said. “In the morning, okay?”


  Brendan chuckled. “Honeymoon already over?”


  Hannah elbowed him. “Oh please. It’s been a long day.”


  “We don’t even know where we’re stopping yet,” Juan Carlos said. “Wonder if Lita found us a place?”


  “She’s driving,” Hannah said, “so Richardson can run the app. I’ll send him a text.”


  “They’re supposed to turn off the app right after we get to the base, aren’t they?” Madison asked.


  “That’s what Richardson said, but after General Hogan got kidnapped, they might have their hands too full to worry about it,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Let’s hope so,” Hannah said. “That’ll help us on the water.”


  “Yep,” Brendan said.


  “Motel, just inside town,” Hannah said. “Get off onto the frontage road and take Highway 550 under the freeway. Make a left on Olmito North Road.”


  “That’s right there,” Juan Carlos said, swerving over to the right lane and getting off. Lita followed in the rental truck, then Gerald and Hector, and Roberto and Kris in their camper.


  “Not the best area,” Madison said.


  “It’s just the frontage road,” Juan Carlos said. “There are some nice parts of Brownsville.”


  “How far is the river from here?” Brendan asked.


  “Walking distance,” Hannah said, pointing out the window. “Wish we were a little further away.”


  “Here’s 550,” Juan Carlos said, turning left. He went under the freeway, and made another left onto Olmito North. “There it is. Looks like every other motel along the interstate.”


  “Hope the rooms are decent,” Madison said.


  “I’m hungry,” Brendan said.


  “Me too, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “Look, there’s a restaurant right there.”


  “Let’s go check in first, okay?” Madison asked.


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said. “We should’ve just taken the Frontage road on the other side. I’ve got to make a couple left turns to get into that motel.”


  He made a left on Couch Road, and another on Lomax Road, which put them right at the motel driveway.


  “Deadsville,” Brendan said as he opened the door. Hannah joined him outside, then Juan Carlos and Madison. The other vehicles parked nearby, and they met on the sidewalk.


  “You guys see that restaurant over there?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Yeah,” Gerald said. “I’m powerful hungry.”


  “Me too,” Hector said.


  “I’ve got to walk the dogs for a few minutes,” Roberto said as he opened the back door of the camper. “I’ll catch up with you.”


  “We could just stay in the camper, I suppose,” Kris said.


  “No, let’s get a decent bed,” Roberto said. “The dogs can stay in the camper. I’ll feed them and then join you guys.”


  “Okay,” Kris said. “I’ll try to get us a place overlooking this part of the parking lot.”


  Roberto nodded as he walked the dogs towards the grassy median at the far end of the parking lot.


  The others went into the office, paying cash for a few nights.


  “Should we meet down here in half an hour?” Lita asked as they headed for the elevators.


  “Fifteen minutes,” Hector said.


  “Yeah, I like that better,” Madison said.


  They took the elevator upstairs.


  “I hope we aren’t in trouble here from the start,” Madison said to Juan Carlos, watching him unlock the door.


  “We could use a break,” Juan Carlos said. “Wonder if Richardson’s seen any bad guys on our tail?”


  Madison walked to the bed and sat down. “We’ll probably find out at the restaurant.”


  “Maybe the food will give you a second wind,” Juan Carlos said, eyeing her.


  “You’ve got a one-track mind.”


  “We’re newlyweds, remember?” he said, bending down to kiss her forehead. “It’ll be nice to have a shower in the morning.”


  “Where’s the base?”


  “I don’t know,” Juan Carlos said. He looked out the window. “You know that river we saw there isn’t the Rio Grande, right?”


  “I thought it was,” Madison said.


  “No, it’s man-made. The Rio Grande is a few miles from here at least. See over there?” He pointed out the window at it.


  Madison got up and joined him by the window. “So that’s Matamoros, in the distance?”


  “Yep,” Juan Carlos said.


  “It’s bigger than Brownsville, isn’t it?”


  “Probably,” Juan Carlos said. “I’ll bet there was a lot of travel between the cities before the war started.”


  “Maybe there still is,” Madison said. “We should get back to the lobby.”


  “I know,” Juan Carlos said. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her tenderly. “I love you.”


  “I love you too,” Madison said, her breath quickening. “Let’s get down there before we lose interest.”


  Juan Carlos smiled at her. “Don’t worry, I’m hungry.”


  They left the room and joined the others downstairs.


  “Should we walk or drive?” Gerald asked.


  “Drive,” Lita said. “I’m not walking across that dirt field to get there.”


  “Seriously,” Kris said.


  They got into their vehicles and made the short drive, meeting again at the restaurant, and getting seated quickly.


  “Smells good,” Lita said.


  They sat down and the waitress handed out the menus. “Would you like drinks?”


  “Water here,” Madison said. Most of the others nodded in agreement.


  “I’ll take a beer,” Gerald said.


  “Me too,” Hector said.


  The waitress nodded and walked away.


  “Well, here we are,” Richardson said.


  “What’s going on with the enemy?” Brendan asked.


  “There’s gobs of them across the river,” Richardson said. “None over here that I can see.”


  “Good,” Juan Carlos said. “What about Seguin? Did the bad guys start coming our way?”


  “I haven’t looked for a while,” Richardson said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. He zeroed in on Seguin. “Nope, they went back to the north side of town, where we saw them initially.”


  “Good,” Madison said.


  “Where’s the base?” Roberto asked.


  “I don’t know yet,” Richardson said. “After we’re done here I’ll chat with Jefferson.”


  “You texted him that we arrived, right?” Hannah asked.


  “Yes, from the motel,” Richardson said. “No reply yet.”


  “Hope there’s nothing wrong,” Madison said.


  “I’m sure he’s okay,” Richardson said.


  “How can you be sure?” Hannah asked.


  “Because there’s no bad guys this side of the river,” Richardson said, “and this town has great LTE, so we have nobody hiding in no-coverage zones.”


  They ordered their food when the waitress came back with the drinks.


  “Well, here’s to ya,” Gerald said, raising his beer.


  “I wouldn’t drink too much,” Lita said.


  “I won’t,” Gerald said.


  Richardson’s phone dinged.


  “Shit, is that the enemy?” Madison asked.


  “No, it’s Jefferson,” Richardson said. “He was on a call with Wallis. He’s fine.”


  “What’s going on?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “They’ve approved our plans to use you guys in the boats,” Richardson said as he skimmed the message.


  “Even us?” Hannah asked.


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “We’ve got drones overhead too. They moved them here from the eastern part of the gulf coast.”


  “They’ve left Houston and Galveston un-protected?” Brendan asked.


  “No, the US Navy is covering the area now,” Richardson said. “With ships and with aircraft too.”


  “Excellent,” Roberto said.


  “Where’s the base, and when do we have to report?” Lita asked.


  “We report first thing tomorrow morning,” Richardson said.


  “Wow, that’s fast,” Madison said.


  “It’s because of the enemy build-up across the river,” Richardson said.


  “Makes sense,” Kris said.


  Richardson smiled. “The base is the US Customs facility right on the river, on East Elizabeth Street, where International Boulevard runs into it. They got more crews since last time we talked. We’ll have fifteen boats launching tomorrow morning.”


  “Wow,” Juan Carlos said. “That’s a lot for this section of the river.”


  “It is,” Richardson said. “They’re going to hot-bunk them.”


  “What does that mean?” Madison asked.


  “It means they won’t sit in port,” Richardson said. “They’ll be in operation all the time. Whoa.”


  “What?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Twelve hour shifts, guys, at least until we get more crews down here,” Richardson said. “We’re gonna be tired.”


  “We getting paid?” Madison asked.


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “With OT for the hours past eight.”


  “Geez, we’ll get four hours of OT every day?” Brendan asked. “Times two?”


  “Like I said, we need those rings,” Madison said.


  “The problem will be finding the time to shop,” Lita said. “I assume this is seven days per week for a while.”


  “Only for a couple weeks,” Richardson said. “Then we’ll settle into our new jobs. Brendan and Juan Carlos will train and command. I’ll be in more of an executive position at the base. Jefferson will run the western region, in command of all boat teams.”


  “Where are the others?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “South Padre Island, and near Big Bend National Park. Also up by El Paso.”


  “Geez, we’ll have a lot of boats,” Brendan said.


  “You two might be at other locations training for a few days at a time,” Richardson said.


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” Madison said.


  “Things should be calmer by then,” Brendan said.


  The food arrived, and they ate, slowing the conversation. They finished up in about fifteen minutes.


  “That was pretty good,” Lita said.


  “Yeah, it hit the spot,” Juan Carlos said.


  “What are we gonna do about the dogs?” Kris asked. “When we’re on the boat?”


  “I want to take them,” Roberto said. “Think that will work?”


  Richardson thought about it for a minute. “I’ll ask, but bring them either way tomorrow. You might have to get a place for them if the brass pushes back.”


  “You are the brass, now, aren’t you?” Lita asked.


  “Yeah, but I don’t know if I have the power for this one. We’ll see. There’s still a lot of unanswered questions.”


  “Fair enough,” Roberto said.


  “Let’s pay the check and get out of here,” Lita said. “Tomorrow will be a long day.”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said, getting the attention of the waitress. They were back at the motel in a few minutes.


  “Meet down here at six, okay?” Richardson asked. “We’ll get a quick bite to eat and get on the road.”


  “Sounds good,” Gerald said.


  The group went to the elevators. Madison and Juan Carlos got into one, holding the door. Hannah and Brendan rushed in.


  “Where’s the others?” Juan Carlos asked when Brendan let the doors close.


  “Richardson needed to get on the computer in the business area,” Brendan said. “I think the others went into the bar.”


  Juan Carlos snickered. “Gerald and Hector. Those guys are party animals.”


  A low rumble shook the building.


  “Crap, what was that?” Madison asked, looking at the roof of the elevator. Then there was another low rumble, then another. The lights shut off and the elevator car stopped.


  “Oh no, what now?” Hannah asked, getting closer to Brendan.


  Chapter 14 – The Ridge


  Eric was behind the wheel of the Bronco, Kim in the passenger seat. It was dark, tough going even with the moonlight.


  “How much further?” Eric asked.


  “About fifteen miles. We go east ten miles from where we crossed Highway 54,” she said. “Then it’s south another ten miles. Glad we have this river bed to drive in. At least it hides us from the highway.”


  “This is more like a wash than a river bed,” Eric said.


  “We’ll have to stop and refuel those off-roaders before too long, I suspect.”


  “I was thinking the same thing,” Eric said. “It’ll be a good time to chat.”


  “Still no enemy icons showing up outside of the base,” Kim said. “I’m a little surprised. I expected a patrol.”


  “So did I,” Eric said. “You still have strong cell signal?”


  “Three out of five bars,” she said. “Not terrible. LTE has been on the whole time.”


  “Good,” Eric said. “Look, Dirk’s truck is stopping.”


  “Probably time for the fuel stop.”


  Eric drove next to the truck. Clancy’s Jeep rolled next to them, and then the off-roaders came into view.


  “Hey, pencil neck,” Curt said as he stopped. “Seeing any enemy patrols?”


  “Nope,” Eric said, walking over with Kim. “They’re all sitting inside the air force base.”


  “Interesting,” Curt said. “I’m surprised. They must not expect trouble.”


  “Hope they didn’t get tipped off by the tribe,” Clancy said.


  “Wouldn’t that make it more likely that they’d have patrols running?” Kim asked.


  Chance thought about it for a moment. “What if the tribe is doing the patrols?


  “Hope that’s not the case,” Dirk said. “We can’t track them.”


  “Yeah, that wouldn’t be good,” Clancy said.


  “Wait a minute,” Junior said. “You’re forgetting something. The enemy doesn’t know we can see their RFID chips.”


  “Shit, he’s right,” Eric said. “This is a good indication that the tribe didn’t warn them. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”


  “There’s a lot of hits in town,” Kim said, looking at her phone.


  “Alamogordo?” Curt asked.


  “Yes,” Kim said. “There’s also a few on the road between the air force base and the town, on highway 70. Another clump is sitting near the White Sands visitor center.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “Eight or ten miles west of the base, on Highway 70.”


  “They probably consider the air force base to be safe, and are doing their patrols around the town instead,” Chance said. “To keep an eye on the people who are still there.”


  “Bingo,” Junior said. “Wonder if Don’s team can make contact with the civilians in that town?”


  “Good question,” Curt said. “They’d have to be careful with that. Good way to tip off the enemy.”


  “We’d better fuel up and get moving again,” Junior said.


  Curt nodded and got out of the Barracuda. He met Junior at the truck, and they both grabbed Gerry cans. They had their vehicles topped up in a few minutes.


  “How are we doing on fuel?” Eric asked.


  “Hell, this thing’s been idling along,” Curt said. “I wasn’t even empty, but I’d rather be pretty close to full when we get to the vantage point, just in case we need to high-tail it.”


  “Yeah, same for me,” Junior said.


  “I’m surprised how comfortable this thing is when we’re not driving like maniacs,” Rachel said.


  “Yep, rides like a Cadillac,” Junior quipped.


  “Mine doesn’t,” Curt said. “It’s all business.”


  “He’s a macho man,” Junior said.


  “Keep it up, pencil neck,” Curt said. Both of them laughed as they got back into their vehicles. They took off, the other vehicles following them.


  “You don’t think the tribe is with the Islamists, do you?” Kim asked, looking at Eric in the dark.


  “I’d be surprised, but we don’t know them,” Eric said. “Still no hits other than inside the base?”


  Kim looked at her phone again. “Nope. I think I’d better plug this thing into the charger. The apps burn up battery kinda fast.” She took care of that and asked if they should hit the base.


  Eric glanced at her. “That’s a good question. I hope we find out enough tonight to make a good decision. It’s not as high a priority as getting that road shut down.”


  “I hope this ridge we saw will give us a good enough view,” Kim said. “If it doesn’t, it’ll be much more dangerous.”


  “I know. Let’s keep our fingers crossed. How far are we from the ridge?”


  Kim picked up her phone. “Not very. Rita’s Draw is a couple miles at most, and the ridge is a couple hundred yards south of that.”


  “Wonder what that is?”


  “Rita’s Draw?” Kim asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “There’s nothing there.”


  “It’s on this dry river. Probably a place to draw water back in the day.”


  “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Eric said.


  “Hmmm. Enemy movement.”


  “Crap. Where?”


  Kim focused her view. “On the road between the White Sands visitor’s center and the base, along Highway 70.”


  “Keep refreshing it,” Eric said. “Let’s see where they go.”


  “You got it,” she said.


  They rolled along for another few minutes, as Kim refreshed the screen. “They just passed the base. They’re going into town.”


  “Alamogordo?”


  “Yep, looks like it,” Kim said. “They might just be relieving their crew.”


  “Yeah, maybe,” Eric said.


  “We’re almost to the spot,” Kim said.


  “Yep, I see Curt and Junior slowing down up there.”


  Eric parked next to the two off-roaders. Curt, Junior, and Rachel were already on foot, carrying guns and binoculars. Dirk, Chance, and Clancy arrived and joined them as they walked.


  “Wow, this is a steeper ridge than it looks like on the satellite view,” Junior said as they got to the edge.


  “Yeah, wouldn’t want to be blasting along and run into this thing,” Curt said. “You’d go flying off here. Probably wouldn’t survive. He sat down on the ground and put the binoculars to his eyes. Junior and Rachel did the same. The others came up behind them and watched silently.


  “Well?” Eric asked.


  “This base is really spread out,” Curt said as he looked.


  “It is,” Dirk said. “According to the app, the fighters aren’t spread all over, though. Wish we had higher resolution. It’d be nice to pinpoint them to specific buildings.”


  “That’d take more processing power than the phones have, I suspect,” Curt said as he looked through the binoculars. “I see some choppers down there. See them? By that big row of hangers in the middle.”


  “Shit, I see them,” Junior said. “Wonder if they’re airworthy?”


  “Good question,” Eric said. He typed a message on his phone.


  “What are you doing, honey?” Kim asked.


  “Sending a text about the choppers to Jason and Kyle. Maybe they can pass it along to Ramsey. If they’re airworthy, they could give us a lot of trouble.”


  “We don’t know what’s in those hangars,” Chance said as he looked through his binoculars. “There’s lights on in some of them.”


  “Yeah, that’s probably where the forces are living,” Dirk said.


  “Don’t be too sure,” Curt said.


  “Yeah, I agree,” Junior said. “I see barracks over to the south-east. There’s lights on there, and I’ve seen a few people out. A couple of cars driving around, too.”


  “We won’t be able to tell if we can hit this place,” Rachel said.


  “I’m afraid not,” Junior said.


  “Hey, are those fuel tanks?” Dirk asked. “To the west of the runway?”


  Curt and Junior both looked in that direction.


  “Those look like Quonset huts to me,” Junior said. “I’ll bet the fuel tanks are underground.”


  “Probably,” Curt said. “I see spaces for fighter jets to line up, but I’ve seen no fixed-wing aircraft.”


  “Jason said that the air force evacuated with all of their aircraft,” Eric said.


  “Then why are there choppers here?” Junior asked.


  “Still waiting for a response on my text message,” Eric said.


  “It’s getting late,” Dirk said. “Jason and Kyle might be asleep.”


  “Maybe,” Eric said. “What now? Do we try to get closer?”


  “Closer?” Rachel asked.


  “We can’t tell enough from here,” he replied.


  “Hey, who’s that?” Curt asked, pointing at a line of troop transport trucks heading towards the base from Highway 70.


  “Whoa,” Chance said. “Those trucks are full of enemy fighters. I see about twenty hits around each one.”


  “They’re going into the main gate,” Curt said. “See them?”


  “Yeah, I see them,” Junior said. “Look, more people are around now.”


  “The gate is letting them through,” Rachel said, watching. “They’re driving to those Quonset Huts we were just talking about.”


  “So they are,” Junior said, eyes glued to his binoculars. “They just turned on the porch lights on three of them.”


  “See it,” Curt said. “Yep, the trucks are pulling up. Wish I had better binoculars.”


  “These ones are really good,” Eric said. “I can see their faces. Islamists for sure. Oh shit.”


  “What, honey?” Kim asked.


  “They’re moving guns and ammo from the huts into the trucks.”


  “Send a text about that to Jason and Kyle, pencil neck,” Curt said.


  “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea,” Eric said.


  “I’ll do it,” Kim said. “You keep looking with those binoculars.”


  They watched for another five minutes as the trucks were loaded, many of the Islamist fighters stretching their legs around the area, some helping with the loading.


  “Looks like they’re done,” Eric said. “They’re getting back in the trucks.”


  “I’m not getting anything back from Kyle or Jason,” Kim said.


  “Try Don,” Curt said.


  “I’m trying Moe,” Clancy said, phone out.


  “There they go,” Eric said. “They’re heading back to the gates.”


  “Any response from anybody yet?” Rachel asked.


  “I’m trying Kelly,” Junior said, whipping out his phone.


  “Those trucks are going west,” Eric said. “Right back where they came from.”


  “They came up I-25 and stopped to get supplies,” Dirk said. “That’s pretty obvious.”


  “You get Kelly?” Curt asked.


  “No, dammit,” Junior said.


  Curt glanced at him, a worried look on his face. “I just sent a text to Amanda too. Nothing.”


  “Maybe it’s time to go home,” Eric said.


  “They’re not under attack,” Kim said. “At least not from Islamists. There’s no hits anywhere near there.”


  “Shit, it might be the Injuns,” Junior said, standing up. Suddenly there was a shot, and the dirt on the canyon wall below them shuddered, dust flying.


  “They see us!” Curt said. “Let’s get out of here. Stay low. They don’t have a clear shot past the top of this ridge.”


  “How are they seeing us?” Rachel asked as the group fled, more bullets whizzing by them.


  “They’ve got FLIR night vision,” Curt said. “Dammit, should’ve thought about that.”


  “What’s FLIR?” Rachel asked.


  “Forward Looking Infrared,” Curt said as they ran.


  The group got back into their vehicles, driving north as fast as they could.


  “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” Kim asked, watching as Eric drove the Bronco, racing away from the ridge. They could still hear the bullets.


  “I’m more worried about what’s going on at camp than what’s going on here,” Eric said.


  The vehicles bounced along the dry wash, leaving the sound of gunfire behind.


  Chapter 15 – The Rotunda


  Trinity was sitting on the capitol dome balcony, facing to the north. His five companions were at different points on the circle, not visible to each other because of the curvature. It felt lonely.


  The new belt guides went on easily and appeared to solve the problem. Smith had everybody on high alert.


  “Anything, Trinity?” Smith asked. He snuck over to him and peered over the wall.


  “No, man,” Trinity said. “I’m still nervous, though. It’s quiet. Way too quiet.”


  “Stop that. You’re making me nervous with that shit.”


  The two men looked at each other and chuckled.


  “You think we’re gonna survive this, man?” Trinity asked.


  “Good question,” he said. “If we get rushed with twenty thousand men, even with all the civilians, we’ll have a problem.”


  “They’re going to focus on the ground floor when they come, though, right?” Trinity asked. “They want to get the leadership team in the bunkers.”


  Smith chuckled. “They’ll focus on there until we start shooting at them.”


  “Crap, good point, man,” Trinity said. “Dammit.”


  “We’ve got a lot of firepower,” Smith said, “and we’ve got some cover. These walls here are cement.”


  “Look,” Trinity whispered, nodding in front of him. “People moving towards us, right down Congress Avenue. They’re hugging the buildings as best they can.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Smith whispered, pulling his phone out of his pocket. He texted the rest of his team to get ready, his hands trembling.


  “I hope those civilians are really here,” Trinity said as he watched the group approach. “There’s a lot of enemy fighters down there.”


  “Look, they’re coming on Colorado, too,” Smith said. “My God, there’s so many of them. I’m texting Gallagher, to tip off the civilians.”


  “You do that, man,” Trinity said, checking the belt on his M60. He switched on the power on the mini-gun. “Hope they don’t figure out that we need power for these.”


  “Foley sees them coming from the East, down 12th and 13 th streets,” Smith said.


  “Uh oh,” Trinity said.


  “Shit, and Haney sees them coming from the southwest too, on 11 th and Colorado, also on South Congress.”


  “When do we open fire?” Trinity asked.


  “As soon as they get on the lawn,” Smith said, texting frantically. He set down his phone and picked up one of the M60s. “Get ready on the mini-gun.”


  “I thought that was the last resort,” Trinity said.


  “We only need to hold the enemy until the citizens show up,” Smith said, “and by that time, we probably don’t want to be using those. We’ll kill civilians.”


  “They’re crossing 15th Street in three places,” Trinity said, getting up and raising his mini-gun. “Here they come.”


  “Fire!” Smith said.


  Trinity aimed and pulled the trigger, the electric motor spinning the barrels, a dense stream of lead hitting the first row of men, who dived for cover in a panic.


  “Damn, this is cutting some of those guys in half!” Trinity said as he swept back and forth at the oncoming men. The other five mini-guns fired up, the sound almost deafening.


  “Watch for RPGs, or anybody trying to set up a mortar,” Smith shouted. He aimed his M60 and fired, strafing back and forth, dropping men all over the lawn as yet more arrived, diving for cover.


  “Mortar, see it?” Smith shouted, firing at the team with the M60, killing them all. Others rushed up to take over.


  “Hit that mortar with the mini-gun and break it,” Smith shouted. Trinity aimed at it, the stream of lead cutting the mortar nearly in half and blowing up the box of shells next to it.


  “Yes!” shouted Trinity.


  There was a pop, and the roof below them on the east side of the building exploded. Smith ran over there in a panic. “Foley, get those guys!” He stopped in his tracks, looking at Foley laying on the floor with half his head gone. “Dammit!” Smith got on the mini gun and nailed the mortar team and their equipment, then searched for more as bullets pelted the wall above him. The mini-guns on the south side of the dome fired, hitting a mortar round crate, the explosion echoing through the area. More and more enemy fighters were rushing in. Now there was gunfire coming from the troops downstairs, firing M16s and M60s into the oncoming Islamist fighters from every window and door.


  Smith scanned the area, seeing a team with RPGs heading up 13th street, passing the library and getting onto the lawn. He opened fire, killing all the men, then shooting at their equipment, some of it exploding next to men trying frantically to pick it up. He glanced down at his ammo supply. Over half gone. Dammit.


  The dome shook on the south side, debris flying at Smith. He left his mini-gun and rushed back, finding the men dead on that side and the mini-gun destroyed. His heart was a frantic drumbeat. He rushed back to his mini-gun, getting there just in time to see another mortar team setting up. He splattered men and equipment with a burst of lead. Then he heard Haney scream with pain.


  “You alive, Haney?” Smith shouted.


  “Yeah, hit in the side, but I can still fire. Here comes another RPG team.”


  Haney’s mini-gun fired, spewing lead and fire. Smith looked down and saw another group rushing up with a mortar, and nailed them. The building shuddered again, as something big hit the wall below him. He peeked over and saw fire, climbing up the wall on the north-east wing. Islamists rushed the wall, trying to get through the hole they blasted open, getting hit point-blank by fire from a dozen M60s. He looked back at the lawn, and saw a man aiming an RPG., He fired at him, killing the man, the rocket firing but going wide, hitting the parking lot. Smith tried to hit the RPG but somebody snatched it and rolled into the bushes. Smith filled that area with lead, and there was a small explosion. Got him.


  “Hey, Captain, I’m almost out of ammo for the big gun,” Trinity yelled.


  “Switch to the M60. Watch for mortars and RPGs – use the mini-gun for that.”


  As he turned back towards the lawn, he saw another man with an RPG, who fired before Smith could hit him. The rocket flashed by him, going into the rotunda and blowing up, taking out his electricity.


  “My gun has no power,” Smith shouted.


  “Mine still does, dude,” Trinity shouted. “Bring your ammo over here if you’ve still got some.”


  “Roger that,” Smith said, pulling the belt off his gun. He ran around to the north side, seeing another of his men dead in a heap with blood all over his chest and neck. He grabbed that ammo belt too, then rushed to Trinity.


  “How many guns we got left?” Trinity asked as Smith approached, his breathing labored


  “Yours and the one on the north-east side. The rest are toast, and everybody else is dead.” Smith took over the mini-gun as Trinity blasted away with his M60.


  “We ain’t gonna make it, boss,” Trinity said. “We put up a good fight, though. Wish those civilians would get here. I was…”


  “Trinity!” Smith shouted, watching as he slumped to the ground, blood pulsing out of the hole in his neck.


  There was an explosion below. Smith looked down, watching as hundreds of Islamists were rushing into the ground floor. The remaining men inside made their last stand, firing wildly, some even fighting hand to hand. Smith saw a truck heading onto the lawn, and fired at it with the mini gun, blowing up something big inside, the explosion taking out a bunch of the men gathered around. He continued to fire wildly with the mini-gun, trying to kill as many Islamists as he could, not even bothering to look for mortars or RPGs now. The focus of the enemy was on flooding into the building, the gunfire slowing on the floors below him as the remaining national guard troops were killed. They’ll be up here any minute. Smith kept firing, then reloaded the gun with one of the belts he brought over. Then it was right back to it, fighters diving for cover, the stream of lead cutting through men like a hot knife through butter. Running footsteps echoed through the rotunda, then on the stairs.


  “Hey you stop!” yelled a man with an Arabic accent. Smith whirled the gun around and cut him and his companions in half, but then he ran out of ammo. More Islamists rushed Smith, one of them shooting him with his hand gun, the bullet burning as it tore through his upper chest, his mouth filling with blood. Smith fell to the floor, and struggled to look over the wall of the balcony as more bullets ripped into his torso. The last thing he saw was thousands and thousands of Texans rushing onto the lawn, guns blazing.


  Chapter 16 – Communications Breakdown


  Governor Nelson watched the video feeds with a look of despair. “Our men will not survive.”


  “My God, where did all those enemy fighters come from?” Schultz asked, a look of terror in his eyes. Ramsey, Hendrix, and Maria sat mesmerized.


  “Looks like there’s only two of those mini guns still in action,” Hendrix said. “There’s probably five thousand fighters on the ground floor of the capitol right now. His eyes were brimming with tears.


  “Those poor men,” Maria said, clutching her husband’s hand.


  “The enemy is going to be a little upset when they find out the bunker is empty,” Ramsey said with resolve.


  “Whoa, look,” Nelson said, standing up. The video showed thousands of citizens coming onto the lawn at a full run, guns blazing. The terrified Islamists ran, heading for the building, Texans following them right in, the thunder of many rifles clear even over the small speakers of the TV screen.


  “Wow,” Ramsey said, watching the citizen army continue to flood the area, the gunfire intensifying.


  “Nobody’s alive on the balcony anymore,” Maria said. “The last of them just got shot.”


  “Smith,” Nelson said.


  “He knew this was probably a suicide mission,” Ramsey said softly.


  The console beeped.


  “I’ll go get it,” Maria said.


  “I’ll turn on the TV in that room,” Hendrix said, getting up and following Maria into the console room, as the others joined them.


  “Gallagher and Wallis,” Maria said.


  “Hi, men,” Nelson said, walking to the monitor. “You see what’s going on at the capitol?”


  “No,” Wallis said. “What’s happening?”


  “The enemy attacked and overran the place,” Ramsey said, “until the citizens arrived. It’s going to be another rout. There’s so many armed citizens in the area that they won’t all fit.”


  “Well, that’s some good news,” Wallis said.


  “What’s going on?” Nelson asked. “You guys look worried.”


  “Somethings going on at the RV Park in Ruidoso,” Gallagher said. “We can’t raise anybody on their cellphones.”


  “Get the drone over it and take a look,” Ramsey said.


  “The recon effort is still going on,” Gallagher said. “You sure you want to pull the drones off right this second?”


  “Heard anything about the away team?” Nelson asked.


  “Nope,” Wallis said.


  “That’s been bothering me too,” Ramsey said. “Jason was supposed to be filling me in.”


  “Try to call him,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey nodded and walked away from the main group, phone to his ear.


  “Who’s on the team?” Ramsey asked. “We could call them directly.”


  “Curt is the leader,” Wallis said.


  Ramsey walked back over. “I’m not getting anything. Texts aren’t going through, and phone calls are going to voice mail.”


  “Dammit,” Nelson said. “Ramsey, see if you can raise Curt.”


  Ramsey nodded and hit the contact. He listened to it ring until it went to voice mail. “Curt, call me now. Emergency. Ramsey.”


  “Dammit, what the hell is going on?” Nelson asked.


  “This isn’t the only reason we called,” Wallis said. “There’s more going on.”


  “Oh, crap,” Hendrix said.


  “Where?” Nelson asked.


  “Brownsville,” Wallis said. “The city is getting shelled from Matamoros.”


  “I was afraid of that,” Nelson said. “Damage?”


  “They took out the power grid for most of the city,” Wallis said. “Knew right where to hit.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey’s phone rang. He looked at it. “Hey, guys, it’s Curt. Gather around. I’ll put it on speaker.”


  He rushed over by the console and put the phone on the counter. “You hear us?”


  “Yeah,” Curt said. “I’ve got the others around me. Sorry, I was driving the Barracuda. That takes both hands.”


  “No problem,” Ramsey said. “Nelson and Hendrix are on the line, and Doctor Schultz.”


  “Who’s Doctor Schultz?” Curt asked.


  “Never mind about that right now,” Ramsey said. “Have you been able to reach the RV Park?”


  “No,” Curt said.


  “We were rushing back there to check it out,” Eric said.


  “Hey, guys,” Wallis said. “The drone is over the RV Park now. Everything looks normal on the video. I see a few people walking around. Mostly it looks like folks are in their rigs for the night.”


  “Wait a minute,” Gallagher said. “Look, where those lights are. There’s a bunch of people standing there looking up.”


  “I’ll put it on the console,” Wallis said. The picture changed to the night-vision video.


  “I see what they’re doing,” Ramsey said. “They’re trying to fix a cell antenna.”


  “That explains the phone problem,” Curt said, sounding relieved.


  “Okay, so we think they’re safe. There aren’t any enemy hits around there, correct?”


  “Not a one,” Kim said. “I’ve been watching the whole time, but with no cell coverage it might not be airtight.”


  “Give them a little time to get the cell tower fixed,” Ramsey said. “We have some smart folks in that group. They aren’t acting as if they’re under attack.”


  “Okay, then let’s move the focus to your recon mission,” Nelson said. “What’d you find out?”


  “It’s not a place we can assault without big losses,” Curt said. “Too spread out, plus they’ve got pretty good night vision. They saw us on the ridge, and started shooting at us.”


  “Shit, they’ve got FLIR,” Gallagher said. “Your body heat will show up easily on those. How far out were you?”


  “Probably a mile,” Junior said. “Maybe a little further. The short-range app never buzzed us, but the long-range app showed several thousand hits.”


  “There’s a lot at the White Sands Visitor’s Center too, and quite a few in Alamogordo,” Eric said. “Not thousands, but a significant number.”


  “What’s a significant number?” Ramsey asked.


  “Couple hundred at each location,” Eric said. “They’re bunched up in town. Not sure how much they’re controlling there. We should be seeing patrols moving around the town. Nada.”


  “Can you tell where the Islamists are inside the air force base complex?” Wallis asked.


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “Lots around the barracks area, and in the hangars along the runway in the center of the facility. Some by the supply huts.”


  “Supply huts?” Gallagher asked.


  “Yeah, they’ve got a bunch of Quonset huts on the west side of the base. We saw a convoy of troop transport trucks pull in there via Highway 70. They picked up a whole bunch of guns and ammo.”


  “Where’d the trucks go after that?” Gallagher asked.


  “They went back where they came from,” Curt said. “West on Highway 70. They’re probably cruising north on I-25 right now.”


  “How close could you safely get to those Quonset huts?” asked Wallis.


  There was a pause on the line, and murmuring.


  “What exactly do you have in mind?” Hendrix asked.


  “Realistically,” Curt said. “Maybe five hundred yards. Why?”


  “That would work,” Gallagher said. “How many M19s do you have with you?”


  “The two off-roaders, a Jeep, a Bronco, and a pickup truck all have M19s,” Curt said.


  “Shit, you guys have five?” Gallagher asked. “We should blow up those Quonset huts. If they’re full of ammo, you could probably destroy them all.”


  Curt chuckled. “You know, that ain’t a bad idea. We might not be able to take out the base, but if we take out their ammo and supply dump, that would be just as good.”


  “Exactly,” Gallagher said. “How many grenades you have?”


  “We all have 48 round belts,” Curt said.


  “Holy crap,” Schultz said.


  “You’re forgetting about something,” Clancy said. “We stuffed a couple of mortars in my Jeep too, remember?”


  “You’ve got mortars?” Wallis asked.


  “Okay, we know what to do,” Curt said. “Anybody here object?”


  “Hell no,” Junior said.


  “I’m game,” Clancy said.


  “Yeah, me too,” Eric said. “We’ll have to be careful. We’ll be visible with the FLIR system.


  “Maybe we should hit it at sunup,” Junior said. “That’d put us on the same playing field from a visual point of view.”


  “I say we head over and decide when we get there,” Curt said. “We might be able to take out the whole area with mortars. We don’t want to fire off all our grenades. We might need those to fight our way home, you know.”


  “Good point,” Gallagher said. “How many mortar rounds you got?”


  “We’ve got forty-five high explosives, and fifteen willie peter,” Clancy said. “We have several of those Stinger missiles left, too.”


  “Crap, that reminds me,” Eric said. “There were several choppers sitting on the runway next to the hangars.”


  “Shit,” Gallagher said. “What type?”


  “Looks like attack choppers of some kind,” Eric said. “Didn’t recognize them. They weren’t Apaches or Cobras.”


  “Probably Russian, from Venezuela,” Gallagher said. “Okay, then save the Stingers for those guys.”


  “Let’s get going,” Curt said. “Find out what’s going on at the RV Park if you can, okay? Then let us know.”


  “Roger that,” Gallagher said. “Godspeed.”


  Curt’s phone shut down.


  “I hope we didn’t just send those folks to their deaths,” Nelson said. “We’ve lost enough people today.”


  “The battle at the capitol is over,” Maria said, nodding at the TV screen on the far wall. “They’re pulling bodies out of the building now. Looks like they’re getting ready for a bonfire.”


  “Smith and his team bought it, didn’t they?” Wallis asked, choking up.


  “Yeah, look at the balcony,” Ramsey said. “Nobody could’ve survived that. The worst part is that they probably didn’t make any difference in the outcome of the battle.”


  “Yes, they did,” Nelson said. “They showed us to think outside the box. Make sure we have the cad-cam data for those mounts. I want several hundred of them made up.”


  “Where are we gonna get the mini-guns?” Gallagher asked. “The factory is in Arizona.”


  “The leader of the factory fled into Texas, bringing much of his operation with him,” Nelson said. “I’ll have a little chat with him. I suspect he can be up and running again in no time flat.”


  “Where did Smith get his mini-guns?” Ramsey asked.


  “He cannibalized them from broken aircraft, for the most part,” Gallagher said. “We’ve still got about twenty of them. That’ll give us a start.”


  “Good, I want these used to protect important areas in our cities,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey’s phone dinged. He looked at it, a broad smile washing over his face. “Jason. They’re okay.”


  “Get them on the line,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey nodded and hit the contact, then put the phone on speaker and set it on the counter again.


  “Hey, boss,” Jason said.


  “We’ve got the Governor, Wallis, Gallagher, and a few others here,” Ramsey said. “What happened?”


  “Somebody took a hunting rifle to the cell tower that services the RV Park,” Jason said. “Luckily it didn’t destroy the whole thing.”


  “Any idea who did it?” Nelson asked.


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “There was disagreement in the Mescalero Tribe about their non-aggression pact. I’m guessing it was somebody from the side that doesn’t want to end that relationship.”


  “So what now?” Ramsey asked.


  “We’re posting guards to keep watch around the perimeter,” Jason said. “That’s about all we can do at the moment.”


  “Okay,” Wallis said. “We’ve got one of the drones over you guys now.”


  “Shouldn’t that be over the away team?” Jason asked.


  “He’s right,” Nelson said. “Are these drones armed?”


  “Yeah,” Wallis said. “Air to ground missiles. Using them in New Mexico would break our prime directive for operating outside of Texas, though.”


  “Put them over the base anyway,” Nelson said. “If it looks like those choppers are going up, can we take them out with the missiles?”


  “Maybe one or two of them,” Wallis said. “If our people have Stingers, we ought to rely on them and just use the drones for surveillance. We don’t want the EU or the UN using this as an excuse to attack us.”


  “You let me worry about that,” Nelson said. “We haven’t seen choppers flying in this area, have we?”


  “No, but that doesn’t mean much,” Wallis said. “We haven’t been watching. The US Airforce is also watching the area.” He paused for a moment. “Crap, my mind’s going. I’ll get on the horn with my Air Force contacts and have a chat about this. I’d suggest not using the drones to attack until I can have that conversation.”


  “Roger that,” Nelson said.


  “Now, on to Brownsville,” Nelson said. “Do we have any real-time info?”


  “We’re moving drones over there, remember?” Wallis said. “I’ll check on that and get back to you.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “I’ll let you guys get back to work. Talk to you later.”


  The call ended. Maria logged off and turned her chair towards the others.


  “What now?” Hendrix asked.


  “We wait for more info,” Nelson said. “I’m worried about the recon team.”


  “Me too,” Ramsey said. “Hope we didn’t blow it.”


  “If we can take out that supply dump, it’ll make the rest of their job easier,” Nelson said. “We’ll see what happens.”


  Chapter 17 – Fire from the Sky


  Juan Carlos and Brendan looked at the roof of the stalled elevator car, bathed in the light of their cell-phone flashlights.


  “Should we climb up there, dude?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “I don’t hear gunfire,” Brendan said. “Maybe a big transformer blew up or something.”


  “They go off with a bang, not a low rumble,” Madison said. “I’ve been close to one when it went off.”


  “Yeah, dude, she’s right,” Juan Carlos said. “I’ll bet somebody from across the river has attacked us.”


  “Then why’d they stop?” Hannah asked.


  There were more explosions, muffled and distant.


  “Shit, we need to get the hell out of here, man,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Think you can lift me up high enough?” Brendan asked. “So I can at least get the door open up there?”


  “Sure,” Juan Carlos said, stepping up. He locked his hands together. “Here, I’ll give you a boost.”


  Brendan stepped onto his hands and reached up, punching at the ceiling. The trap door popped out to one side. He came down.


  “Well, that’s half the battle,” Juan Carlos said. “Think you can grab hold and pull yourself up?”


  “I don’t know,” Brendan said.


  “Be careful,” Hannah said. “It might be sharp around that opening.”


  “She’s right, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  Suddenly the lights flickered on.


  “The power’s back,” Brendan said. The elevator started moving again, opening on the second floor. Richardson and Lita were up there waiting.


  “Thank God,” Lita said. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah,” Hannah said. “What happened?”


  “We aren’t sure yet,” Richardson said. “We might be under attack. I suggest we go up on the roof and look around.”


  “Yeah, but let’s use the stairs,” Madison said.


  They rushed over to the stair well, which was about fifteen yards down the hall.


  “Where are the others?” Hannah asked.


  “Gerald and Hector are still in the bar, as far as I know,” Lita said. “Roberto and Kris went to the camper to settle the dogs down. There was a lot of noise out there.”


  “It was pretty muffled in the elevator,” Madison said. They opened the door to the stairwell and headed up, getting to the roof door in a few minutes.


  “Locked,” Richardson said.


  “Stand aside,” Juan Carlos said. He looked at the lock. “Crap, I can’t pick this kind.”


  “You know how to pick locks?” Madison asked.


  Brendan snickered. “Yeah, he learned in the barrio.”


  Juan Carlos laughed. “Shut up, gringo.”


  “Okay, this isn’t going to work,” Richardson said. “Might as well go to our rooms and look out the windows.”


  “Which floor are you guys on?” Brendan asked. “We’re on the second.”


  “Fourth,” Lita said.


  “Good, then let’s go there,” Hannah said. Lita nodded and they opened the door to the fourth floor.


  The group rushed down the hall and entered the room.


  “We’ve only got windows on one side,” Richardson said. “It is facing the river, though.”


  They could see fire in several places, on both sides of the river.


  “Looks like we struck back, at least,” Brendan said.


  A rocket flew from Matamoros to the center of Brownsville, a large fireball rising from the point of impact.


  “Dammit,” Richardson said.


  “Think they hit the base?” Lita asked.


  “I can’t tell,” Richardson said. “I doubt it. Seems like the hits are further onto US territory than that. The base is right on the river.”


  “Call Jefferson,” Brendan said.


  “Good idea,” Richardson said, pulling out his phone. He hit the contact and put the phone on speaker. Jefferson answered.


  “Hey, man, you okay?” Jefferson asked.


  “We’re fine,” Richardson said. “Some of us were stuck in the elevator for a few minutes. Did they hit the base?”


  “Nope, they’re going for city infrastructure. They hit several transformer stations. Luckily we have a lot of redundancy. They also hit the main police station and the national guard armory.”


  “We hit them back, though, right?”


  “The Air Force hit them with some missiles,” Jefferson said. “Delivered by Raptors, but they aren’t set up for this kind of attack. I expect more of a response soon.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Are we still on for the morning, or do you want us there now?” Richardson asked.


  “Tomorrow, unless something changes,” Jefferson said. “Gotta go. Wallis is trying to call.”


  “Okay, boss, call us if you need us,” Richardson said. The call ended.


  “Damn, we’re out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Hannah said.


  “You might be right about that,” Brendan said.


  There was a roar outside, and two B-1 Bombers raced by their hotel, heading for the Matamoros city center.


  “Hope those are good guys,” Juan Carlos said.


  “They got rid of the traitors,” Richardson said.


  “This is gonna take out a lot of civilians,” Madison said.


  “Maybe not,” Richardson said. “They’re probably using drones to designate targets. We’ve got laser guided bombs. They can put them right on a specific building.”


  There was a large explosion, then another, then two more in quick succession. The B-1s pulled up and climbed, making a sweeping bank turn and heading towards another part of Matamoros. Then there were more blasts, one of them causing a huge secondary set of explosions, lighting the whole sky.


  “Yes!” Juan Carlos cried. “Probably their ammo dump.”


  “Or fuel,” Brendan said. “Way to go, guys!”


  “They’re coming in for another pass,” Lita said.


  “Look, they’re right along the river,” Brendan said. The B-1s were at tree-top level now, and then fire flowed out of their bellies, lighting up the whole area along the bank.


  “What’s that?” Madison asked.,


  “Napalm,” Juan Carlos said. “I love the smell of…”


  “Shut up!” Brendan and Richardson said, almost in unison.


  “You guys are kinda sick,” Lita said.


  “Shit, there were probably troops getting ready to cross over,” Brendan said.


  “Oh no,” Madison said, looking at Juan Carlos and then at Hannah.


  “Don’t worry, they won’t be coming over now,” Juan Carlos said. He looked at Brendan and they both laughed.


  “They’re doing the same thing again, further to the south east,” Brendan said.


  There was a knock at the door. Lita rushed over and looked through the peep hole. It was Gerald and Hector. She opened the door and they walked in, both holding drinks.


  “We came up to see the show,” Gerald said.


  “They’re letting you guys carry travelers?” Juan Carlos asked. “What is this, New Orleans?”


  “Hey, everybody’s panties are in such a twist that they weren’t caring,” Hector said. “I heard there were B-1 bombers hitting the bad guys.”


  “They just flooded the river bank with Napalm,” Brendan said.


  “Geez,” Hector said. “They were going to cross the river and attack.”


  “Maybe so,” Richardson said. “They still might, you know.”


  “I’m gonna sleep with one eye open,” Madison said.


  “We’re miles away,” Juan Carlos said. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”


  “They have a way of finding us,” Hannah said.


  “We’ve got an advantage, at least for now,” Richardson said, holding up his phone.


  “They haven’t shut it off yet?” Lita asked.


  Richardson raised his phone to his face and opened the app. “Nope, still working. There’s less bad guys than there were last time I looked.”


  “Those chips don’t work when they’ve been burned up,” Brendan said.


  “Yep, we barbequed us some Islamist,” Gerald said, silly grin on his face. “Let’s go back downstairs. Maybe we can get a couple more drinks.”


  “Don’t get too plastered, guys,” Richardson said. “Six am is going to come real fast.”


  “Tell me about it,” Hector said. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep this gringo yahoo in line.”


  “Who’s going to keep you in line?” Juan Carlos asked.


  They all cracked up. Gerald and Hector left the room, shutting the door behind them.


  “Well?” Madison asked.


  “Let’s go try to sleep,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Yeah, seems like the fight has died down now,” Brendan said.


  The two young couples left. Lita and Richardson stayed by the window for a few minutes, watching the fires burn themselves out.


  “We gonna be okay?” Lita asked.


  “We’re in a war,” Richardson said.


  Chapter 18 – White Formations


  The Barracuda rolled up to the ridge, further to the west than their last location. Curt got out of his vehicle and snuck to the edge as Junior and Rachel pulled up. The others stopped a little further back to hide themselves.


  “How far?” Junior whispered.


  “Too far,” Curt said.


  “Look at those weird formations to the west,” Rachel said. “The white part. Think those ridges are tall enough to hide us, and close enough for the mortars?”


  Curt turned his binoculars in that direction and smiled. “Yeah, and we can take the wash over there. See?”


  “What are you guys looking at?” Dirk asked.


  “Those formations over there,” Curt said. “Let’s take the wash to the west and then go south when we hit them.”


  “Wow, that’s perfect,” Eric said. “If they chase us, they’ll have a hard time, unless they have off-roaders or Jeeps.”


  “Think our truck will handle it?” Chance asked.


  “Should, in four-wheel-drive,” Dirk said. “Let’s get going. Time’s a wasting.”


  Curt nodded and backed away from the edge of the ridge. They saddled up and drove west through the sandy wash.


  Dirk drove as they approached the strange white formations.


  “That looks like the sea,” Dirk said. “Like waves rolling in.”


  “Probably why this area is called White Sands,” Chance said. “Glad we have a protected way to drive there. Think this is gonna work?”


  “Sure, it’ll work,” Dirk said. “The Quonset huts are well within range of the mortars from there. We might want to drive the off-roaders closer to hit them with grenades, if we can.”


  “As long as we save some of them,” Chance said. “I have a feeling it’ll be a challenge getting home.”


  “We’ll make it,” Dirk said. “This wash becomes a lake. Look at it. It’s huge”


  “Yeah,” Chance said. “Wouldn’t want to be anywhere near this place during a cloudburst.”


  “You got that right,” Dirk said. “Curt’s turning onto the white section there. Here we go.”


  Dirk followed Curt around the bend, Junior and Rachel behind them, the others following.


  “Rougher over here,” Chance said.


  “Yeah, we need to slow down a tad,” Dirk said. “Curt already has.”


  They poked along over the jagged terrain for about fifteen minutes, and then Curt pulled over and snuck to the ridge to take a look. The others parked and ran to him in a crouch.


  “We need to go down another five hundred yards or so,” Curt said. “See where the Quonset huts are?”


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “Are we only hitting them with mortars, or are we going in with grenades too?”


  “There’s very little cover once we get out of these white formations,” Dirk said. “If we go out we’d better be careful.”


  “Yeah, and we only take the off-roaders out there,” Curt said. “Just in case we get hit. We’ll need the truck, Jeep, and Bronco to get out of here.”


  “I can do a lot of damage with the Bronco,” Eric said.


  “No, Curt’s right,” Kim said. “This isn’t our prime mission. It’s a side mission. We can afford to lose a couple off-roaders, but not this whole team.”


  “Yeah, I agree,” Dirk said.


  “Okay, let’s go,” Eric said. “It’ll be light soon.”


  “How are we going to escape?” Dirk asked. “West on Highway 70 and then North?”


  “No,” Eric said. “We need to retreat the same way we came.”


  “We gonna be close enough to those huts?”


  “They’re about five hundred yards from the place we’re heading to,” Curt said. “We’ll be able to drop mortar rounds on them with ease. Somebody needs to keep a good eye out for those choppers, and be ready with the Stingers.”


  “We’ll get buzzed as we get closer,” Chance said.


  “Yep,” Eric said. “Let’s go.”


  They got back in their vehicles, Curt leading them another five hundred yards. The ridge in that spot was high enough to hide the tallest of the vehicles.


  “Let’s get the mortars set up,” Dirk whispered, “and keep your voices down. We’re pretty close.”


  “Seriously,” Eric whispered. He got buzzed by his phone app as he got to the ridge. The others did too. “Feel that, guys?”


  “Yep,” Curt said. “These apps are amazing.”


  “The grenades from the M19s are in range here, you know,” Junior said.


  “I know, but save them,” Curt said. “They might send vehicles after us. We can use them for that.”


  “Good point,” Rachel said.


  Dirk and Chance set up the two mortars, and Eric carried over one of the crates of rounds, Junior following with the other. Eric and Kim were laying against the ridge with their binoculars and M60s, ready to spot.


  “You almost ready?” Curt asked, sitting in his Barracuda.


  “Yeah,” Dirk whispered back. “Say when.”


  “When,” Curt said.


  Dirk and Chance looked at each other, then Chance picked up a high explosive round and dropped it into the tube, turning away from the barrel with Dirk as it popped and flashed into the air. There was a whistle and a big explosion.


  “Not bad,” Eric said. “Twenty yards shy. Crank it out.”


  Dirk made the adjustment, and then Chance dropped another shell down the tube. It popped and flew, hitting the outer-most row of Quonset huts, between the one furthest to the south, and the next one.


  “Dammit, ease it to the north just a hair,” Eric said.


  “Here they come,” Curt said. Bullets started whizzing over their heads. “Keep your heads below that ridge if you want to stay alive.”


  Chance dropped a third round, and it came down right on a Quonset hut, setting off the munitions inside, the explosion deafening even five hundred yards away.


  “Holy shit,” Kim said.


  “Hit them again,” Eric shouted. “Move it out a tad to get the next row of huts.”


  “Use the second one too,” Junior said.


  “On it,” Chance said, dropping another round in as Dirk set up the second mortar.


  “Bullseye,” Eric said.


  “Hey, pencil neck, how far past the Quonset huts are those choppers?”


  Eric looked in his binoculars. “Maybe three hundred yards. Going to take a pot shot with the M19?”


  “It’s in range,” Curt said, aiming the gun. “I can’t see very well, so you’ll have to spot for me.”


  “Roger that,” Eric said, just as Dirk fired the first round from the second mortar, hitting the first row of Quonset huts, causing secondary explosions which set off the huts on either side.


  “This is taking less effort than I thought it would,” Dirk said as he dropped another round. It hit the second row a split second before Chance’s next round dropped, taking out most of the second row.


  “There’s a bunch of bad guys rushing to the area,” Junior said. “Drop some fire on them.”


  Dirk nodded and grabbed a willie peter round, dropping it in the tube. The area around the ruined huts exploded into flames, consuming some of the enemy fighters and blocking the others.


  “Here goes nothing,” Curt said, firing off three grenades. They exploded short, but set off some fuel storage tanks, a chain-reaction fire spreading over that side of the base.


  “Way short, but nice shot,” Eric shouted. “Aim higher.”


  “Got it,” Curt said, re-aiming and firing off three more grenades.


  “Look out, here come some Gaz Tigrs,” Junior said. He fired up his off-roader and rolled up over the ridge, Rachel taking aim and firing about six grenades, hitting two of the Gaz Tigrs, blowing them up. The third kept coming, but Curt saw it and blasted it, then went back to firing at the choppers.


  “A little further,” Eric said. “Might not be in range.”


  “One more try,” Curt said, aiming the M19 at over a 45 degree angle, firing several more grenades. Two fell short but the third landed under the first chopper and blew up, causing a chain reaction of explosions.


  “Bingo!” Eric said. “I’d try another round or two, and then we ought to get the hell out of here.”


  Dirk and Chance both let loose with several more high explosive rounds and a couple more willie peter rounds, making the entire western edge of the base a sea of fire.


  “More Gaz Tigrs,” Curt shouted, pulling up next to Junior and opening fire. He hit both of them.


  “Let’s get out of here before they get serious,” Junior yelled as gunfire whizzed at them. “We hurt them bad enough for now.”


  “One more shot,” Curt said, firing towards the hangar next to the choppers. The building absorbed the shot, but then secondary explosions started there too, even larger than what they saw in the Quonset huts.


  “Hey, push those mortars out another two hundred yards,” Eric shouted. “Curt and Junior, get ready for a ground assault. They’re coming in trucks this time. We’ll probably have enemy fighters rushing us.”


  “Got it,” Junior said, turning back around. He got into position for Rachel to wail away at the troop transport trucks, hitting three in rapid succession, Curt joining them now.


  “Okay, here goes nothing,” Dirk said, dropping a round into his mortar. It popped and flew, hitting the row of hangars, more huge secondary explosions going off, fire everywhere.


  “That’s where the largest amount of supplies was,” Eric said. “Keep on them!”


  Chance finished his adjustment and fired again, going past the first row, blowing up several trucks that were parked in-between the row of hangars. Dirk’s second shot hit another hangar dead center, the chain reaction explosions and fire taking out the hangar to the north. Chance’s next round hit pay-dirt too.


  Eric and Kim saw enemy fighters running towards them, and dropped their binoculars, aiming the M60s, cutting down the first row, causing the rest to flee for their lives. Two more trucks rushed at them, Curt and Rachel hitting them with grenades. Dirk and Chance were firing round after round from the mortars, smoke and fire starting to drift towards them now.


  “Blow up some willie peter over there, and then we need to split,” Eric shouted, him and Kim still blazing away at the enemy with their M60s.


  “Got it,” Chance said, dropping in a willie peter round, turning the hangar area into hell fire. Dirk did the same thing, and then they dismantled the mortars in a panic and tossed them and the ammo back in the truck. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”


  Clancy nodded, turning his Jeep towards the wash, then seeing two more transport trucks heading in their direction. He hit both of them with grenades from his M19, and then led the way back through the white formations. There were explosions at their old position.


  “Look, they’re hitting our position with mortar rounds now,” Junior said to Rachel as they followed the others north.


  “They don’t know we aren’t there,” Rachel said. “We need to get back into that big wash in a hurry. We can’t go fast enough here.”


  “We’ll make it,” Junior said.


  “Look, there’s a Gaz Tigr heading to the wash, trying to cut us off,” Junior shouted. Then Eric’s Bronco surged ahead, firing grenades one after another, the Gaz Tigr exploding into flames, Kim firing the M60 at the survivors trying to escape.


  “There’s the wash,” Junior shouted, watching Clancy make the turn, followed by Dirk and Chance. Curt was next, then Junior. Eric waited until they got past and pulled up on the ridge, watching for more enemy vehicles. He didn’t see any, so he got back into the formations and headed onto the wash. They picked up speed, racing for home.


  Chapter 19- Warning


  Jason woke up to his phone buzzing at him. He looked at it. Eric.


  “Hey, brother, you guys coming back?”


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “Got the cell tower working again, I guess.”


  “Spit and bailing wire, but yeah, it’s working. How’d you do? Ramsey said you were going to run a mortar attack on some supply buildings.”


  “We blew their stuff sky-high,” Eric said. “We’re more than half-way home now.”


  “Get much resistance?”


  “They weren’t ready for us at all,” Eric said. “Caught them completely with their pants down. Better watch out, though. They’re liable to figure out where the main force is. You might get company.”


  “We’ll get buzzed,” Jason said, “even if we lose the cell tower again. We’ve also got some guards posted now to ward off any more attacks on our infrastructure.”


  “Figure out who it was yet?” Eric asked.


  “Nope,” Jason said. “It’s possible that the bad guys in the tribe are watching, though. They might have known about your team and wanted to hamstring us.”


  “The enemy might think the tribe did this,” Eric said. “The tribe might be pissed. I’d watch out.”


  “Good point,” Jason said.


  “Okay, I’ll see you in a few hours,” Eric said. “Later.”


  “See you,” Jason said. “Be careful.”


  The call ended.


  “That was Eric?” Carrie asked, still half asleep.


  “Yeah,” Jason said, setting his phone down. “It’s only five. I’m gonna sleep for a while longer.”


  “Good,” Carrie said, snuggling next to him. Jason tried to sleep, but his mind was going a mile a minute. What could they expect from the tribe? Would they be kicked out, or even attacked? He reached for his phone again and fired up the long-range app. No movement in the direction of Ruidoso. At least not yet. He put the phone back and tried to sleep again. After close to an hour he knew it was no use. He slipped quietly out of bed and went into the salon. Dingo slinked over to him.


  “Hey,” Jason said softly, petting the dog’s head. He looked at his phone, running the app again, checking parts of Texas. There were less hits around the Austin capitol. A lot less. Where are the rest? He moved the map around on the screen, checking the hill country, then down around San Antonio. Still hits, but no big clumps like he saw in Austin before. Fort Stockton. No enemy fighters around for miles. Same with Waco. Dallas was another story. There were thousands of hits in that area, mostly on the outskirts of town. They’re planning something there.


  The bedroom door slid open, Carrie walking out. “Can’t sleep?”


  “Nope,” Jason said. “Too much on my mind.”


  “It’s after six now,” she said, sitting in the dinette next to him. “Not so bad. Want coffee?”


  He smiled. “Sure, might as well. You sit, I’ll get it going.”


  She nodded as he got up.


  “How’s your stress level?”


  Carrie looked down, then over at him. “I’ll be better when Eric and Kim get back. I’ve become pretty attached to your family. I love Kim.”


  “Yeah, I consider everybody on that recon team to be family,” Jason said as he filled the coffee maker’s tank with water. He plugged it in and switched on the power.


  “I feel almost guilty that I’m keeping you from stuff like the recon team.”


  Jason put a cup in place, loaded a pod, and brewed a cup for Carrie. He watched as it filled, sputtering at the end, then took it, setting it on the table. “There you go, sweetie.”


  “Thanks,” she said, taking a sip as she watched him brew the second cup. “You think we’ll be leaving today?”


  Jason chuckled. “We might not have any choice.”


  “Why do you say that? The Injuns?”


  Jason shook his head. “You sound like Junior.”


  “So sue me,” she said, cracking a smile. “You think they’ll be mad about the recon mission?”


  “I think they might be afraid they’ll get blamed for it,” Jason said. “I’m going to suggest that we get moving shortly after the recon team gets back.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t want to give the enemy or the Mescalero Tribe enough time to think,” Jason said. “The enemy might want to test their allies by demanding that they capture us and hand us over. The tribe has the numbers to do that.”


  “Shit, I don’t like the sound of that. No wonder you couldn’t sleep.”


  “I might be wrong about that, you know,” Jason said. “Don’t let it get you too worked up. Remember our problem.”


  “I know, honey,” Carrie said. “I’m doing okay.”


  “Good,” Jason said, sitting down with his cup of coffee. “This always hits the spot.”


  Carrie looked at him, feeling the love between them. “No matter what happens, I want you to know how proud I am to be your wife.”


  “You make it sound like we’re about to get killed,” Jason said. “You know I feel the same about you, and we’ll be together a long time to share it.”


  “I hope so,” she said.


  Jason’s phone buzzed. He looked at it, brow furrowed. “Don. He’s got guard duty.” Jason accepted the call.


  “Jason?”


  “Hey, Don. Something wrong?”


  “That guy from the Mescalero Tribe is here. He wants to talk.”


  “Which one?”


  “Stanton Hunt,” Don said. “He’s alone.”


  “Okay, where does he want to meet?”


  Don was quiet for a moment. “How about where you are?”


  “Sure,” Jason said. “Send him over.” Jason set down his phone. “We’re about to get a visit.”


  “From the tribe?”


  “Yep,” Jason said. “The reasonable guy. Stanton Hunt.”


  “Okay,” Carrie said. “I’ll go get dressed.” She got out of the dinette, grabbed her coffee, and went into the bedroom, sliding the door shut. Jason stood up and got down another coffee cup. After a couple minutes there was a soft rap at the door. Jason opened it. Stanton came up when Jason ushered him in.


  “Coffee?” Jason asked.


  “Sure,” he said. Carrie came out, startling him.


  “Sorry,” Carrie said.


  “This is Carrie, my wife,” Jason said.


  “It’s a pleasure,” Stanton said, shaking hands.


  “Cream and sugar?” Jason asked.


  “Nah, black is good,” Stanton said. Jason gave him his coffee, then grabbed his cup, and they sat at the dinette.


  “What’s on your mind?” Jason asked.


  “We got an interesting phone call from the Islamists this morning. Somebody blew up their ammo and fire arms storage facilities.”


  “Uh oh,” Jason said, trying to hide his smirk.


  “Look, I know you guys did it. I’d even go so far as to say nice job,” Stanton said.


  “There’s a but coming,” Jason said.


  “We’re getting a visit at our reservation to discuss this,” Stanton said. “They’re coming at noon.”


  “And they’ll be checking out this area,” Jason said.


  “I’d expect that.” Stanton took a sip of his coffee and continued. “They always check out their surroundings. Seems they’ve been ambushed quite a few times by angry citizens.” A sly grin washed over his face.


  “So this is a warning,” Jason said. “We need to get the hell out of here, and fast.”


  “I would if I were you,” Stanton said. “I tried to talk the tribe into making a stand with you guys, but White Eagle scared the elders enough to win out.”


  “Did he suggest rounding us up and giving us to the Islamists?” Jason asked.


  “He started to go in that direction, but the elders and many of the other warriors shut him down on that right away. And by the way, we won’t be taking any crap from them. We might even end up fighting them, but I think it’s too risky for you guys to count on that.”


  “Okay,” Jason said. “Watch your back with those folks. I’ve seen them shoot first and ask questions later a lot of times. It’s their usual modus operandi.”


  “Yes, you and I both know them for the scum that they are,” Stanton said. “I’d like the option to join you guys with some of our warriors, after we get past this little crisis.”


  “You think the elders would stand for that?”


  “They won’t like it, but they don’t always get their way. I want to get my family away from here. I think it’s safer to be with you guys than on our own.”


  “We’ll be actively fighting,” Jason said. “It won’t be boring, at least.”


  Carrie chuckled. “Well, there’s one way to portray it.”


  Stanton laughed. “You and my wife would get along famously. How can I get ahold of you?”


  “What’s your phone number?” Jason took out his phone and typed it into his keypad as Stanton read it off. His phone rang, and Stanton captured the number. “There you go.”


  “Good,” Stanton said. “Thanks.”


  “You don’t want to know where we’re going?” Jason asked.


  “No,” Stanton said. “Just in case.”


  “In case of what?” Carrie asked.


  “In case they take us over and torture us,” he said. “I can’t tell them what I don’t know.”


  “Geez,” Carrie said. “Sorry I asked.”


  Jason and Stanton smiled at each other. “Good luck with your tribe, Stanton.”


  “And good luck on your travels,” Stanton said. “I’ll take off. You’ll want to be taking off soon. Try to make the place look like it’s been deserted for a while. I don’t think they know you’ve been here.”


  “Thanks,” Jason said. He walked Stanton to the door, then closed it afterwards.


  “What now?” Carrie asked.


  “I’m sending a broadcast text to get everybody moving,” Jason said.


  “What about the recon team?”


  “I’ll call them. Tell them to meet us on Highway 380. We’ll have to drive their rigs.”


  “I think Dirk’s trailer is going to need a tow.”


  “We’ve got some extra vehicles,” Jason said as he typed the text. “Let’s get ready to go. I want to be out of here by about nine am.”


  Carrie nodded and got up to wake Chelsea.


  Jason called Eric.


  “Hey, Jason, didn’t expect to hear from you so fast.”


  “You guys making good time?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah, why?”


  “Don’t come back here. We’ll be gone by nine. Meet us on highway 380.”


  “Oh, we’re going the northern route, huh?” Eric asked.


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “Just talked to Stanton Hunt. The Islamists aren’t happy about your handiwork. They want a meeting with them, at their reservation. Noon today.”


  “Yep, it’s time to be moving on, all right,” Eric said. “I’ll pass the word. We’ll stay on the boundary of the White Sands area and stop in sight of Highway 380.”


  “Perfect,” Jason said. “See you in a few hours.” He ended the call, his phone dinging with returns from the text several times. He checked the messages.


  “Sounds like people got the message,” Carrie said.


  “People are already breaking down camp,” Jason said.


  “You’re giving us three hours to spare,” Carrie said.


  “Damn straight. I’d get going earlier if I thought we could. I’ll go out and make sure everybody’s moving. Dingo needs walking anyway.” He picked up the leash and headed to the door, the dog following him.


  “Okay, honey,” Carrie said, walking to the bunk that Chelsea was in.


  Chapter 20 – Fatigue


  Ramsey walked into the living room, putting his phone back into his pocket.


  “What’s happening?” Nelson asked from his recliner.


  “The Fort Stockton group is on the move,” Ramsey said. “They’re pulling out now, taking that northern route we discussed.”


  “Are they being chased out of Ruidoso?” Hendrix asked.


  “Basically,” Ramsey said. “The recon team blew much of the enemy’s munitions and a lot of their fuel sky high. The Islamists aren’t happy. They’re going to meet with the Mescalero tribe at noon today. Stanton Hunt tipped Jason off, and suggested they leave the area.”


  “Who’s Stanton Hunt?” Nelson asked.


  “Friend of General Hogan’s,” Ramsey said. “Chief of Security for the Mescalero Tribe.”


  “How much damage did the enemy base take?” Hendrix asked.


  “Enough damage to hurt their mission badly,” Ramsey said.


  “We lose anybody?” Nelson asked.


  “Not yet,” Ramsey said.


  “It’s still going on?” Nelson asked.


  “No,” Ramsey said, “but the recon team hasn’t linked back up with the main force yet. They’ll meet at Highway 380.”


  “How much chance is there that those 4,000 Mescalero warriors team with the Islamists?” Hendrix asked.


  “Not much, according to Stanton Hunt,” Ramsey said. “Jason said he asked if he could join them, after they get past the meeting with the Islamists.”


  “He didn’t tell this person where they were going, I hope,” Hendrix said.


  “No,” Ramsey said. “He told Jason he didn’t want to know. Jason trusts him. Probably would’ve told him.”


  Nelson sat quietly for a moment. “I’m glad Jason didn’t say anything, but if you look at the map, it’s not that hard to figure out.”


  The console beeped.


  “I’ll get it,” Maria said, getting up and going into the console room.


  “Gallagher and Wallis, I suspect,” Hendrix said. “They’ve got that drone in the air. I’ll bet they have a pretty good idea how badly the base was hit.”


  “Probably,” Nelson said, getting up. He walked into the console room, the others following.


  “We’re on,” Maria said. The others gathered around. Wallis and Gallagher were on the screen.


  “What’s up?” Nelson asked.


  “We’ve looked at the drone video of the attack on Holloman Air Force base,” Wallis said. “My God.”


  “Is that a good My God or a bad My God?” Hendrix asked.


  “Both,” Wallis said. “That little team did a tremendous amount of damage. That’s the good part.”


  “What’s the bad part?” Nelson asked.


  “We might have underestimated how well the enemy is supplied in New Mexico. The explosions were beyond what we expected. Far beyond.”


  “How sure are we that they got all of it?” Hendrix asked.


  “Not very,” Gallagher said. “That’s what worries me. Just a sec, let me put the picture on the screen.”


  The screen went dark for a moment, and came back up with a grainy black and white picture of the base.


  “We see it,” Nelson said. “That’s a lot of damage.”


  “Yeah, parts of it were still burning when this picture was taken,” Gallagher said. “You can see all the smoke. Luckily, it’s moving to the west, so it didn’t mess with the image of the base.”


  “Looks like most buildings on the left side of the base were destroyed,” Nelson said.


  “Yep,” Wallis said, “but look at the rows of buildings on the east side of the main runway. They’re the same types of buildings. They might be chock-full of armaments too, and there’s no good way to hit them other than from the air.”


  “What about the US Air Force?” Hendrix asked.


  “We’re working that, but it’s much more difficult now that General Hogan is out of action,” Wallis said.


  “Okay,” Nelson said. “So what now?”


  “We go forward with our plans to bust up I-25,” Gallagher said. “It will make it very difficult to re-supply what we blew up, and it’ll stop troop movements north for at least a while.”


  “What’s that road going south, just to the east of the base?” Hendrix asked.


  “That’s Highway 54,” Wallis said. “I know what you’re thinking. We’ve got assets going that way now.”


  “The folks who helped us in Fort Stockton and I-40,” Nelson said.


  “You got it,” Wallis said. “Some of them made a side trip to Austin, but most are already on their way to El Paso. They’ll button up that route. The enemy won’t be able to re-supply from there.”


  “Is that how they got the supplies there in the first place?” Hendrix asked.


  “We don’t think so,” Gallagher said. “We think they skirted El Paso to the west and took I-25.”


  “If I-25 gets shut down they’ll move to that road,” Hendrix said.


  “Yep,” Gallagher said. “Should be easy for the large civilian force to shut it down, though.”


  “Maybe we ought to have the Fort Stockton group hit Highway 54 too,” Maria said.


  “That’s a thought,” Wallis said. “I’m not as worried about that road as I am about I-25. There’s several routes to get to the section of I-10 that connects into I-25. I doubt that the enemy is getting there via I-10 through the middle of El Paso. Look at Route 2 in Mexico. They can take that up into New Mexico via 136 and then connect to 28. We don’t have anybody near those roads. The enemy has a huge presence in that area.”


  “Did we plan to go there with the Fort Stockton team?” Nelson asked.


  “No,” Gallagher said. “Not since General Hogan’s kid showed us the app for that area. It’s better to blow sections of I-25 just north of Las Cruces.”


  “Are there enemy forces in Las Cruces?” Nelson asked.


  “They own the town, according to Hogan’s son,” Gallagher said. “Glad we found out before sending the Fort Stockton group down Highway 70.”


  “The enemy is using Highway 70 to get to their supply depot,” Nelson said. “Should we undo that?”


  “Hitting that air force base was probably the best we can do there for now,” Gallagher said. “Later, after we shut off the main supply road, we should hit it.”


  Nelson sighed, then plopped down on a chair and rolled it closer to the monitor.


  “You okay, boss?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yeah, just tired and worried,” Nelson said. “We’re sending our force into an area full of enemy fighters, and there’s not much we can do to help them out if they get into trouble.”


  “It’s not as bad as it could be,” Wallis said. “They have the apps.”


  “Wish we could get the Mescalero tribe on their side,” Hendrix said.


  “Yeah, 4,000 warriors would be helpful,” Wallis said, “but we can’t wait around for that. We need to move on I-25 as quickly as possible. Everything depends on it.”


  “Okay, I think we’ve beaten this one to death,” Nelson said. “We’re on the best path we can take. Now we wait.”


  “How bad were our casualties at the Capitol building?” Ramsey asked.


  “We’ve only got preliminary info so far,” Gallagher said. “Only two men on the capitol detail survived. They’re both in pretty bad shape, but expected to live.”


  “Did the enemy breach the bunker?” Nelson asked.


  “Nope,” Gallagher said. “There was a skeleton crew down there, ready to blow the place if needed. Twenty men. They’re still there.”


  “What happened to Sutton and Holly?” Hendrix asked.


  “Still there, un-touched,” Wallis said. “Getting a little cranky. What are we gonna do with them?”


  “I was wondering that too,” Hendrix said. “They didn’t do anything wrong, from what I can see.”


  “Did we ever get to their families?” Nelson asked.


  “No, they disappeared,” Ramsey said. “I don’t think the enemy got them. I think they’re in hiding.”


  “Geez. I hope so,” Hendrix said.


  “Don’t stop looking,” Nelson said. “We can’t let them out just yet. We need to tread carefully.”


  “The enemy still thinks we’re in the bunker,” Ramsey said.


  “Probably,” Nelson said. “They might be watching for us. They have satellite resources.”


  “Maybe we should dummy up a convoy,” Hendrix said. “Make it look like we’re going someplace else.”


  “Like where?” Nelson asked.


  “How about Dallas?” Gallagher asked. “It’s far enough away to get them off our trail for a while.”


  Nelson thought for a moment. “Draw up a plan, and let’s discuss it. Anything else going on?”


  “We’re watching the situation in Brownsville,” Wallis said. “The US Air Force helped us out a lot there, but Matamoros is still a hive of enemy forces. The action last night might be just what we needed, though.”


  “How so?” Nelson asked.


  “It’ll be safer to get our patrol boats launched and operating,” Wallis said.


  “Okay, keep me informed on that,” Nelson said. “Anything else?”


  “Not that I can think of at the moment,” Wallis said.


  “No word on General Hogan’s rescue?” Ramsey asked.


  “Not that his team is willing to share,” Gallagher said. “That’s my biggest worry right now. If we lose Hogan, this war will be a lot harder to win.”


  “I know,” Nelson said. “Okay, gentleman, let’s break for now. Talk to you later.”


  The console went dark.


  “You aren’t feeling well, are you?” Hendrix asked, eyeing Nelson.


  “I’m tired. Think I’ll lay down for a while,” Hendrix said.


  “I’m gonna send Schultz in to check you out,” Ramsey said.


  “Okay,” Nelson said. “Don’t worry, though. I’m all right. Just tired.”


  He walked out of the console room and headed into the bedroom hallway.


  “This is worrisome,” Hendrix said.


  “It is,” Ramsey said. “Let’s go talk to the doc.”


  Chapter 21 – Black Banks


  Richardson woke to his phone alarm. He felt for Lita. She was already out of bed, and the shower was running. He went to the window and looked out at the gray morning. There was still smoke drifting into the air from several spots in Matamoros.


  The shower stopped while Richardson was getting dressed. Lita came in after a moment, towel wrapped around her body and her hair.


  “Good morning,” she said.


  “Been up long?” Richardson asked.


  “Half an hour,” she said. “The hair dryer here sucks.”


  “Hopefully we only have to be here for a few days,” Richardson said. “Too bad we have to start working right away. No time to look for someplace to settle.”


  “I’ve been searching for apartments on my phone,” Lita said as she got dressed. “There’s a lot available. I wonder if people have been moving away from the border towns.”


  “Wouldn’t surprise me. Want me to fire up this little coffee pot?”


  “No, those things make lousy coffee,” she said. “We’re grabbing a bite on the way out, right?”


  “That was the plan,” Richardson said. “I’d better send a text to the others, to make sure everybody is up.”


  “Yeah,” Lita said. “Hope Gerald and Hector don’t have a hangover.”


  “Gerald texted me when they left the bar,” Richardson said. “They didn’t drink much.”


  “Good,” Lita said.


  Richardson sent the text. After a moment his phone dinged several times.


  “We’re set,” he said. “They all replied.”


  “I’m ready any time,” Lita said.


  Richardson’s phone dinged again.


  “I thought you said everybody replied,” Lita said.


  Richardson looked at his phone. “Jefferson. Making sure we’re up. Shit rolls downhill.”


  Lita smirked. “Everything’s ready, then, I take it.”


  “Sounds like it. Let’s go. We can hit that coffee and Danish bar down in the lobby, okay?”


  “It’ll do,” Lita said. They left the room and rode the elevator down. Juan Carlos and Madison were in line at the coffee bar. Brendan and Hannah were sitting at one of the round tables surrounding it, eating their Danish and coffee.


  “Hope we can get a real breakfast tomorrow,” Hannah said.


  “Seriously,” Juan Carlos said as he and Madison sat.


  “Good morning,” Richardson said as he and Lita got into line. “Seen the others?”


  “Kris and Roberto were finishing their breakfasts when we got down here,” Juan Carlos said. “I think they’re tending to the dogs.”


  “Haven’t seen Gerald and Hector yet,” Brendan said. “Wonder how much they drank last night.”


  “Not much,” Gerald said, walking up with Hector.


  “Oh, good morning, guys,” Richardson said, watching as they got behind them in line.


  “Hear from your boss?” Hector asked.


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “All set.”


  “Excellent,” Gerald said.


  Everybody got their breakfasts and ate. Kris and Roberto came in.


  “We leaving in a few minutes?” Roberto asked.


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “You guys ready?”


  “We are,” Kris said. “I’m actually excited about this.”


  “I hope we can waste some bad guys,” Gerald said. Hector chuckled and shook his head.


  “Be careful what you wish for,” Richardson said. “I hope we have a few hours with no action, so you guys can get used to the boats.”


  “Me too,” Madison said.


  “All right, let’s go,” Richardson said.


  They got to their vehicles and drove off, taking I-69E to International Boulevard. The roads had light traffic for rush hour. They pulled into the parking lot at the US Customs Center.


  “Nice building,” Richardson said as he and Lita got out of the rental truck. “Hope nobody blows it up.”


  “Nice,” Lita said. “Trying to instill confidence?”


  He chuckled as the others joined them.


  “We going into the building to check in?” Kris asked.


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. They went in through the back door. Jefferson was behind the big counter, waiting for them.


  “Welcome,” he said. “We’ve got some paperwork to fill out. Everybody but Richardson, Juan Carlos, and Brendan.”


  Juan Carlos chuckled. “Releases, I suspect.”


  Jefferson laughed. “That, but also contractor info, so we can pay you.” He slid the forms onto the counter.


  Richardson and Jefferson chatted as the others were filling out forms.


  “Where are the boats now?” Richardson asked.


  “They’re being launched down by the Fort Brown Resaca,” Jefferson said. “Pain in the butt. Wish there was a harbor we could use.”


  “Is the river large enough for our boats?”


  Jefferson shook his head yes. “Not the inboards. We’re using the outboards here.”


  “Crap,” Richardson said. “They have the new guns on them?”


  “Yes,” Jefferson said. “We also had the power heads on the outboards shielded at the rear with a metal plate, but they’re still vulnerable from the sides.”


  “Well, that’s something, at least,” Richardson said. “Every hit we’ve taken to the power heads was from the rear.”


  “Yep,” Jefferson said.


  “So where are the inboards?”


  “In the deeper water, over by South Padre Island,” Jefferson said. “There isn’t any action along there right now, but once we’ve made this corridor un-usable for the enemy, they’re likely to start hitting that area again.”


  “This is going to be constant cat and mouse,” Lita said. “Wish we had a wall instead of the river along this part of the border.”


  “Me too,” Jefferson said, “but then they wouldn’t need us.”


  “There is that,” Richardson said, grinning. “How much river crossing are you seeing?”


  “Gobs, especially at night. We can’t keep up with it using ground forces. We’ll miss some with the boats too, but we’ll catch a lot more than we have been.”


  “I think we’re all done with the forms,” Kris said.


  “Good,” Jefferson said, gathering them up. He handed them to a clerk. “Let’s go down to the boats. They’re by the south side of the parking lot.”


  “Did I hear you say we’re getting the smaller boats?” Brendan asked.


  “Yep,” Jefferson said as he led them out the door. “The inboards draw too much water for this stretch of the river.”


  “I expected that, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “This stretch of the river has some issues. At least with the outboards the engines will kick up if we run into something.”


  The boats were sitting in a row, engines idling, the techs going over them one last time.


  “Where are we gonna gas up?” Brendan asked.


  “Here, for now,” Jefferson said. “We’ll pull up a gas truck, have a long set of hoses. We can fill five boats at a time.”


  “The enemy is going to blow it up,” Brendan said.


  “It’s temporary,” Jefferson said. “We’re putting an underground tank in, about a mile south of here.”


  “We aren’t leaving the truck down here all the time, I hope,” Richardson asked.


  “Nope, we drive it away when we’re not using it,” Jefferson said. “I know this is risky, but we don’t have much choice at the moment. There’s more than one truck, and quite a few locations where we could use it, so they’ll have a hard time shutting us down completely.”


  “Hey, Chief, the boats all check out,” one of the techs said as he walked up the bank. He was a tall skinny man with a shaved head and a goatee. “Whoever came up with that bullet shield was genius.”


  “Thanks, Terry,” Jefferson said. “The others get off okay?”


  “Yep,” Terry said. “No problems.”


  “Bullet shield, huh?” Juan Carlos asked as he looked at the boats. “That’ll help.


  “Yeah,” Jefferson said. “Not total protection, but a lot better than it was.”


  “You have to adjust the trim tabs a tad for the added weight back there,” Terry said. “There’s a small impact on speed, but in here it won’t matter. You’ll rarely be going full speed, with all these damn curves.”


  “Shall we?” Richardson asked.


  “Climb in,” Terry said. “Who’s in which boats? You need at least three in each.”


  “Shoot, we forgot the SMAW,” Hannah said.


  “We’ll get it later,” Brendan said. “Are we still going together?”


  Richardson looked at them. “The four of you? Sure, I have no problem with that.”


  “Cool, dude,” Juan Carlos said. He climbed onto the bow of the boat from the bank and then extended his hand to Madison and helped her in.


  “I’m going to run over and get the SMAW,” Hannah said. “I’m nervous. That will help.”


  “Okay,” Brendan said. “I’ll go too and carry the ammo.” They took off running for the parking lot.


  “What’s a SMAW?” Terry asked.


  “Hand-held grenade launcher,” Richardson said. “It’s okay.”


  “You guys still have that thing?” Jefferson asked.


  “Yep,” Juan Carlos said. “It’s saved our butts more than once.”


  “I’ll say,” Madison said.


  “Gerald, are you riding with us?” Richardson asked.


  “Yeah, if that’s okay,” Gerald said. “I have piloting experience.”


  “Good, then take the helm,” Richardson said.


  Gerald smiled and climbed onto the boat. Richardson followed, then Lita.


  “That leaves the three of us, I guess,” Kris said. “Who does what?”


  “You were good at driving the boat,” Hector said. “Maybe you ought to do that.”


  “That was a ski boat,” Kris said.


  “These have a very similar feel,” Terry said.


  “You forgot to mention that you drove a ski boat in competitions,” Roberto said. “Take the wheel, honey. You’re a pro.” He got on the bow and extended his hand to her, pulling her on. Hector struggled a little to get on, but made it okay.


  “I need to lose some weight,” Hector said, breathing hard as he sat in front of the port gun.


  Hannah and Brendan were back with the SMAW and ammo. Juan Carlos helped load the items on the boat, and then stood aside as Brendan and Hannah climbed on.


  “Okay, looks like you’re all set,” Jefferson said. “Stay together, at least for today, and take it slow. Observe. Learn the river. You probably won’t see much in the way of enemy fighters after they got whacked so badly last night.”


  “There’s still a few bodies floating around, so watch out,” Terry said.


  “Eeewwww,” Madison said.


  “Sure these folks are up to this?” Terry asked Jefferson.


  “If Richardson said they are, I believe him,” he said. “They’ve seen a lot of action already. All of them have fought the enemy.”


  “How far should we go on our patrol?” Richardson asked.


  “Go as far south as Veteran’s Bridge,” Jefferson said. “Go as far north as the Free Trade Bridge. We’ve got other boats to the north and south of those spots. Come back here at noon. We’ll let the other crew take over and learn then, and you guys will be done for the first day.”


  “Cool, then maybe we can find a place to live,” Lita said.


  “Yeah,” Madison said.


  “Okay, let’s take off,” Richardson said.


  “Wait,” Roberto said. “If we’re going to be gone this long, I want to get the dogs. You mind?”


  “No, we can wait for that,” Richardson said.


  Roberto nodded and bounded off the bow of the boat, running over to his camper.


  “Dogs?” Jefferson asked.


  “Rottweilers,” Richardson said. “Sorry, forgot to mention that. They’re valuable.”


  Jefferson shook his head. “Okay, man. Hell, if we can have civilians driving DPS boats, I guess we can have dogs too.”


  Juan Carlos and Brendan snickered. Roberto trotted back with the dogs, a bowl, and a bottle of water.


  “Onward,” Richardson said. “Lead the way, Juan Carlos. You’re the most experienced on these boats, and you know this area.”


  “Roger that, Captain,” Juan Carlos said, putting the boat into reverse. He backed it off the bank, then turned towards the north and cruised forward a dozen yards, then waited for the others to back out. When they were all in the middle of the river, Juan Carlos took off.


  “Keep your heads down as much as possible, or behind the gun shields,” Juan Carlos said. “Especially where there is a lot of foliage on the Mexican side.”


  “Seriously,” Brendan said.


  “You know how far the north bridge is?” Madison asked from behind the starboard gun.


  “It’s over an hour going at this speed,” Juan Carlos said. “The southern bridge isn’t too far from where our base is.”


  “I’m worried about that base,” Brendan said. “It’s so close to the river. The enemy could nail that place easily.”


  “What are we looking for, exactly?” Hannah asked.


  “Enemy fighters trying to take small boats across the river,” Brendan said. “Or even swimming over.”


  “Also enemy activity on the Mexican bank,” Juan Carlos said. “Keep your eyes open and learn what the banks look like. That way you’ll be able to tell when somebody tries to hide something.”


  “Hide something?” Madison asked.


  “Like staging for smuggling or movement of people,” Juan Carlos said, “or set up for an attack. Trust me, you’ll get to know these banks like the back of your hand after a couple of weeks. You’ll notice when there are things out of place.”


  “We’ll only be doing this for a couple of weeks,” Hannah said.


  “That might be true,” Juan Carlos said, “but who knows.”


  They cruised through the sweeping turns of the river, picking their way along.


  “Watch areas like that,” Brendan said, pointing the port gun at the Mexican bank. “See how dense the brush is? That could hide enemy fighters with guns.”


  “Exactly, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “I’ve seen drug smugglers swimming across this part of the river with boxes.”


  “When?” Madison asked.


  “When I was visiting my cousins, about ten years ago,” Juan Carlos said. “Hasn’t changed much around here.”


  “This river is much smaller than I expected,” Hannah said. “I thought it was like the Colorado river. It’s not nearly as wide.”


  “Depends on where you’re talking about on the Colorado,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Laughlin,” Hannah said. “Went there a few years back. It was much wider.”


  “It is pretty wide there,” Juan Carlos said, “but this river is that wide in some places, just not here.”


  “They used to run paddle-wheel steamboats on this river,” Brendan said.


  “Really?” Hannah asked. “Hard to picture that.”


  “Somebody just looked out from between those bushes over there,” Madison whispered, pointing.


  Brendan swung is gun over there. “Hold your fire. It’s just kids.”


  “What about just plain folks trying to cross over?” Hannah asked. “We aren’t shooting them, are we?”


  “I doubt we’ll see much of that, if any,” Brendan said, “but we don’t start shooting unless we’re pretty sure.”


  “Most of the time they fire at us first,” Juan Carlos said.


  Brendan chuckled. “True that.”


  “Wonderful,” Madison said.


  They went a while longer, silently watching the bank.


  “Look out,” Brendan said, pointing. “Body in the water.”


  “Crap,” Juan Carlos said, moving around it. “His clothes were burned. You see that?”


  “Must have been hit with the napalm,” Brendan said.


  “I don’t see any burned foliage on the bank,” Madison said.


  “We aren’t there yet,” Juan Carlos said. “It might be beyond where our boundary is.”


  They continued on, going around another tight bend.


  “Look, more bodies,” Madison said, pointing up ahead. “There’s a lot.”


  “We’re getting closer,” Brendan said. “The river is washing them down here.”


  “There’s going to be some bunched up at some of the curves, I suspect,” Juan Carlos said.


  “They smell bad,” Hannah said.


  “Yeah, liked burned barbeque,” Brendan said.


  “That’s kinda sick, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  They went around another bend. There were more bodies. A clean-up crew was on the US bank using grappling hooks on ropes to drag the bodies in. There was a pile of bodies on the bank, up about fifteen yards. The crew waved at the boats as they cruised by.


  “Wow, what a nasty job,” Madison said.


  “There’s quite a few more up ahead,” Brendan said. “This is fairly disgusting.”


  “I’ll say,” Hannah said.


  Brendan got a text. He looked at it.


  “Crap, Richardson’s short range app just buzzed him. We got company.”


  “Dammit,” Juan Carlos said. “Keep your eyes peeled, and stay behind the armor.”


  Suddenly gunfire erupted, further up the river.


  “Crap, dude, should I head up there?”


  “Duh,” Brendan said. “Girls, stay behind the shields or the sides of the boat and be ready.”


  Juan Carlos waved to Richardson. He gave a thumbs up, so Juan Carlos sped up. They went around two more bends.


  The gunfire intensified, and there were small explosions.


  “Careful, dude, these curves are way tight,” Brendan said.


  “Piece of cake,” Juan Carlos shouted above the noise of the engines as they slalomed around the curves. “There’s our northern border. Going past.”


  The gunfire was still going, their boat flying around the curve and seeing three boats engaged with a ground force on the Mexican bank, one of the boats on fire.


  “Geez,” Hannah said, getting ready on the SMAW.


  Juan Carlos drove the boat closer and opened fire with his big gun, shocking the enemy fighters, who now turned in their direction and opened fire. Richardson’s boat pulled up, then Kris and Roberto’s, and they all opened fire, pounding the enemy positions. The enemy started to retreat.


  “Keep on them,” Brendan shouted as he used the machine gun, then the grenade launcher, then the machine gun again.


  Several shots hit them from the US bank.


  “Look out, we have enemy on the US side!” Juan Carlos shouted, spinning his gun around and firing. Madison joined him, sweeping machine gun fire along the bank, dropping several enemy fighters there. Richardson’s boat drove up closer to that bank and Gerald opened up with the main gun from the pilot’s seat as both Richardson and Hector fired.


  “Richardson’s got that, let’s go get the guys on the Mexican side,” Brendan shouted.


  “You got it, dude,” Juan Carlos said. He sped over to the other boats, the burning boat drifting towards the US side of the bank.


  “Fire!” Juan Carlos shouted. Madison and Brendan fired the big guns as Hannah aimed the SMAW and fired, hitting a vehicle she could barely see through the bushes. It exploded big.


  “We just got their ammo!” Brendan shouted. “Nice work, baby.”


  “Aw shucks,” Hannah said as she reloaded and looked for another target. “Look, here comes another vehicle.” She fired, hitting it broadside, causing it to roll onto its side. Brendan smiled and fired a grenade from his gun, turning the bank into a curtain of fire, forcing the remaining enemy fighters to flee in the water, where the other boats were waiting, firing their machine guns, killing all of them. The gunfire stopped.


  “Was that all of them?” Madison asked, face flushed from the action.


  “Looks like it,” Juan Carlos said, “but stay down. The brush is too thick.”


  Richardson cruised over to them. “Well, I guess we got some action after all.”


  “Seriously,” Juan Carlos said. “Here comes one of the other boats.”


  The boat came over. “You Richardson’s group?” shouted a tall red-headed man with a tight crew cut.


  “Yeah,” Richardson shouted. “You?”


  “I’m Samson,” he shouted back. “Lost one of our boats. Damn Molotov cocktail. They tossed it in.”


  “Your men survive?”


  “Yeah, they all dived off. Couple are burned pretty badly. I’ve got to get them back to base.”


  “How far is your northern boundary?”


  “The bridge for Bill Summers International Boulevard,” he said. “Nothing up there. We got all the way there and were coming back. The next couple miles of bank are black from that napalm attack last night. We ran into these folks picking up bodies and weapons.”


  “You fire at them first?” Richardson asked.


  “No,” Samson shouted. “They tossed the cocktail first. That’s what started it.”


  “Okay,” Richardson said. “You guys get back. We’ll go a little ways up and turn back this way. I expect others to show up.”


  “Thanks, I’ll let Jefferson know what went on,” Samson shouted.


  “Already sent him a message,” Richardson said, “but go ahead and fill him in on the details.”


  “Yes sir,” Samson said.


  “You don’t have to say that,” Richardson said.


  Samson chuckled. “You’re my CO, remember?”


  Richardson chuckled. “Shit, you’re right. Carry on.”


  Both men laughed, and Samson sped up, heading back towards the base, the second boat following as the third drifted around, still burning.


  “The enemy might grab that boat for the guns,” Brendan said.


  “We’ll tow it when we come back this way, if it’s not burning anymore.”


  “It won’t sink?” Madison asked.


  “It might, but I doubt it,” Juan Carlos said. “If the tanks haven’t blown yet it might explode, I suppose.”


  “Okay, folks, let’s cruise up a few more miles and then turn around,” Richardson shouted.


  “Roger that,” Juan Carlos said, speeding up again. Everybody had their eyes peeled.


  “Whoa, there’s the burned section,” Hannah said as they cruised past it.


  “Oh, gross,” Madison said. “Some of the men on the bank look like they’ve just melted away.”


  “That smell,” Juan Carlos muttered as he drove.


  “Why don’t we keep going all the way up?” Brendan asked.


  “Good question,” Juan Carlos said. He pulled his phone and sent a text to Richardson. He got a reply a few seconds later.


  “Well?” Madison asked.


  “Schedule,” Juan Carlos said. “Jefferson wants us back to base on time.”


  “Makes sense,” Brendan said. They cruised around a few more bends, watching the black banks, avoiding floating bodies. “That’s a few miles, man.”


  “Anxious to get out of here?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “It’s the smell, man,” Brendan said.


  “Okay, it’s about time,” Juan Carlos said. “Stay sharp while we’re close to the bank.”


  Brendan nodded, hands on the gun, eyes peeled. They made the turn and started back, the other two boats following them.


  “Get closer to the US bank,” Madison said. “If we’re too close somebody might toss a Molotov cocktail again.”


  “She’s right, man,” Brendan said.


  Juan Carlos nodded and moved over, watching the banks nervously. They got a little too close, the outboards striking some mud.


  “Watch it, man,” Brendan said. “Don’t run us aground here.”


  “Don’t worry,” Juan Carlos said. “Still learning the river. I won’t get us stuck.”


  They continued, approaching their northern boundary.


  “That boat is still burning,” Brendan said. “We’ll have to leave it.”


  “I wouldn’t worry too much about the guns,” Juan Carlos said. “Look, they were right in the fire. There are plastic parts in these guns. They’re probably toast without a lot of repair work.”


  “Good point,” Brendan said. The moved past the area of the battle and past their northern boundary, all of them feeling relieved.


  “Well, girls, what do you think? Still want to be patrol boaters?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Hell yeah,” Hannah said. “Maybe we should just sign up.”


  “Don’t be giving them ideas like that, man,” Brendan said.


  “Why not?” Madison asked.


  “Because we’d be worried all the time,” Juan Carlos said.


  Hannah and Madison looked at each other and snickered.


  “Now you know how we feel all the time,” Madison said.


  Chapter 22 – Angus


  “The tanks are getting a head start?” Kelly asked, walking over to Jason and Kyle.


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “Some of the bikers are riding shotgun, just in case, and we’ll all be on the road in ten minutes.”


  “Glad we all gassed up,” Kelly said. “We’ll likely have some issues with fuel as we get towards I-25.”


  “Could be,” Kyle said.


  “We’re meeting the recon team up in Carrizozo, where Highway 54 runs into Highway 380,” Jason said. “We should top up there if they have gas. The recon team will be running on fumes by then.”


  “They took a lot with them,” Kelly said. “I helped them load up.”


  “That was smart,” Kyle said. “We ready to go?”


  “We’ll just be waiting in line at the gate if we saddle up right this second,” Kelly said. “I’m gonna go help Brenda get ready, though.”


  “Who’s driving Junior’s rig?” Kyle asked.


  “I am,” Kelly said. “Brenda’s driving the truck. She’s towed before.”


  “Good,” Jason said. “See you in a little while.” He and Kyle watched Kelly walk away.


  “He’s worried sick about Junior and Rachel,” Kyle said.


  “So am I,” Jason said. “Worried about all of them. My brother, for example.”


  “I know,” Kyle said. “I’m gonna go finish off the last minute stuff. Who’s driving Curt’s toy-hauler?”


  “Don,” Jason said. “Sydney’s pulling their trailer in the SUV.”


  “Okay,” Kyle said. “How about Dirk’s trailer?”


  “Cindy’s doing that,” Jason said. “I think we’re covered.”


  “Good, see you later,” Kyle said.


  Jason got back into his rig.


  “We ready to go, honey?” Carrie asked.


  “Yep,” he said, getting into the driver’s seat. “You get everything stowed?”


  “I did,” Carrie said. “Just have to strap in Chelsea.”


  “Oh, mom, do I have to get in my car seat the whole time?”


  “Yes,” Jason said.


  Carrie looked over at Jason and smirked. “You heard daddy. C’mon. Right now.”


  She climbed into the car seat, on the dinette bench, and Carrie strapped her in as Jason fired up the engine.


  “Still taking highway 48 to highway 37?”


  “Yep, and then west on Highway 380,” Jason said. “We’ll stop at Carrizozo to meet with the recon team and gas up.”


  “We’ll barely be off full when we get there,” Carrie said.


  “I know,” Jason said, “but we’ll have everybody top up anyway. We’ll be dry until we get to I-25.”


  “Sure there will be gas on I-25?”


  “The enemy is getting fuel someplace,” Jason said. “We might have to fight for it.”


  “Not so loud,” Carrie whispered. “It scares Chelsea.”


  “Oh, yeah, sorry,” Jason said. He drove up to the line at the gate, which was moving along well.


  “We’ll be out of here ahead of schedule,” Carrie said.


  “Yeah, that’s a good thing,” Jason said.


  “You trust the tribe?”


  “Stanton Hunt, yes. The others? Who knows?”


  The convoy made it out of the RV park in another ten minutes.


  “Here comes the first of the curves,” Jason said, gripping the wheel. “Wish this was straighter. We’ll be lucky to stay above fifty on this road.”


  “Don’t worry, it’s not that bad up ahead,” Carrie said, looking at her phone, “and highway 37 is better still, for the most part. We get on that road at Angus.”


  “Okay,” Jason said. “Highway 380 looked really straight.”


  “It is,” Carrie said, eyeing the ridges above them. She dropped her voice. “I don’t like it in here.”


  “Neither do I,” Jason said, “but the apps are telling me there’s no enemy around, so we should be fine.”


  “Maybe I should take a look while you’re at the wheel.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll get buzzed if somebody’s close,” Jason said. “I’ll feel it.”


  “Yes, I know,” she said. “I want to use the long range app to look ahead a little.”


  “All right, that’s probably smart.”


  Carrie loaded the long-range app and studied her screen, moving it around with her fingertip every so often.


  “Whoa,” Carrie said.


  “What?”


  “Lots of enemy hits coming north on 54,” she said. “Hundreds. Hope they don’t keep going north after they pass highway 70. If they do, they’re probably trying to catch the recon team.”


  “Crap,” Jason said, fishing his phone out of his pocket. “Keep an eye on that. Tell me right away if they don’t make the turn.”


  “Who are you calling?”


  “Stanton Hunt,” Jason said, hitting the contact. He put it on speaker and put the phone in his shirt pocket.


  “Jason?” Stanton asked.


  “Yeah. How many Islamists were you expecting today?”


  “The delegation was supposed to be twelve men,” Stanton said.


  “We see hundreds coming north on Highway 54,” Jason said.


  “Son of a bitch. How are you seeing that?”


  “Our people are flying drones over the area.”


  “Who are your people?”


  “Governor Nelson’s team,” Jason said, hating the lie.


  “There’s more just getting on Highway 54 now,” Carrie said. “Hundreds.”


  “Carrie just told me there’s a bunch more getting on Highway 54 right now.”


  Stanton was quiet for a moment. “Thanks. We’ll be ready.”


  “Good luck,” Jason said. The call ended, and he put his phone on the center console. “Shit.”


  “They’re probably going to hit the tribe,” Carrie said.


  “I know, but then they’ll come after us. We’re going to need more people to take them on.”


  “They have four thousand warriors, though, right?”


  “That’s what they told me,” Jason said. “I have no idea how good they are, or if they’re divided and not ready for a big fight.”


  “Should you call Ramsey?”


  “Yeah,” Jason said, picking his phone back up. He set it down quickly as they entered a curve, putting both hands on the wheel. Carrie reached for his phone.


  “Keep your hands on the wheel. I’ll hit his contact and put it on speaker.”


  “Good idea,” Jason said as he came out of the turn. “That was pretty tight.”


  Carrie hit Ramsey’s contact and put the phone on speaker, setting it on the center console.


  “Jason?” Ramsey asked over the tinny speaker.


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “We got a problem.”


  “What’s that?”


  “We just saw hundreds of Islamist fighters heading to the Mescalero Reservation.”


  “They were supposed to have a meeting, weren’t they?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yeah, with twelve people.”


  “Dammit,” Ramsey said. “You warn them?”


  “I called Stanton Hunt and told him.”


  “How did you tell him you were seeing the enemy?”


  “I made up a story about drones being in the air,” Jason said. “Run by you guys.”


  “Okay,” Ramsey said. “We do still have the drones in the air. We’ll fly them over Highway 54 and 70 to get a look. Thanks for the heads up. You guys are on the road right now, I hope?”


  “Yeah, we’re off. Heading north on Highway 48.”


  “Good,” Ramsey said. “I’ll get to work on this. Thanks.”


  The call ended.


  “Well, that’s all we can do at this point,” Jason said.


  “You look really worried.”


  “I am really worried,” Jason said. “About Eric and Kim. And the others, of course.”


  “You don’t think the Islamists are on their way after us, do you?”


  “No,” Jason said. “Where are they now?”


  “The first group is almost to the reservation,” she said. “The second group is on Highway 70 now as well.”


  Jason’s phone rang. Carrie picked it up. “Eric. I’ll put it on speaker.”


  “Hey, brother,” Eric said.


  “What’s up?” Jason asked.


  “We’re just outside of Carrizozo. Don’t want to drive these heavily armed vehicles into town, so we’re parking a few miles outside. Where are you guys?”


  “We’re about two miles from Angus,” Carrie said, looking at her phone. “We pick up Highway 37 from there. We should be able to speed up a little when we get on that road. Highway 48 is a slow drive.”


  “We saw a big group of Islamists heading for the Mescalero Reservation,” Jason said.


  Eric was silent for a moment.


  “You okay?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “You saw them on the apps, of course.”


  “Yep, and I warned Stanton Hunt. Told him we saw them coming via the drones.”


  “Did he buy it?”


  “I think so,” Jason said.


  “How many Islamists are we talking about?”


  “Several hundred,” Jason said.


  “They’re gonna get hit,” Eric said.


  “Looking that way.”


  “The first group just turned into the reservation,” Carrie said.


  “We’ll know what’s going on pretty fast,” Eric said.


  “The main group is heading down a road to the back part of the reservation,” Carrie said. “A handful of men are still moving up the main road.”


  “Don’t tell me, let me guess. Twelve.”


  Carrie focused on her phone screen. “Yep, twelve. It’s a trap.”


  “Where’s the other group?”


  “A few miles outside of the reservation,” Carrie said.


  “I’m gonna go,” Eric said. “I’m watching this on my app now. Be careful. See you soon.”


  “Okay,” Jason said. The call ended.


  “Geez,” Carrie said.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “What if somebody in the tribe tells the Islamists about us?”


  “We’ll see them heading for the RV Park, I suspect,” Jason said. “I wouldn’t be so sure that the enemy has the drop on the tribe. We warned them. They probably saw the large group as soon as they got on their property.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Carrie said, leaning back on her seat, setting the phone aside. “Let’s concentrate on what we’ve got to do. We’re almost to Angus.”


  “Roger that,” Jason said. “There’s the sign. Angus.”


  “Good,” Carrie said. “I’ll be so glad when we can speed up.”


  “We’ll still be limited by the tanks,” Jason said.


  “I know, but at least we can go sixty or more.”


  “What’s with all the red roofs?” Jason asked, nodding towards the driver’s side window. Carrie leaned forward to look, and then got on her phone.


  “That’s Bonita Park,” she said. “Looks pretty deserted. Look at the grass. Hasn’t been mowed for quite a while.”


  “Yep, it’s gone to seed,” Jason said. “People are turning left ahead of us. Must be Highway 37.”


  “It is,” Carrie said. “Slow down a little.”


  “Will do,” Jason said. He made the turn, and then sped up to catch the group again. “You’re right, this is a faster road.”


  “There’s a big sweeping curve at Crockett Canyon, but it’s pretty straight after that. There’s one more big curve a few miles this side of Nogal.”


  “There’s a lot of RV Parks around here,” Jason said. “See them? Some of them have people there, from the look of it.”


  “Wonder what the draw is around here? Looks like wasteland to me.”


  “Don’t know,” Jason said. “What’s happening with the hits at the reservation?”


  Carrie moved her fingers around on the screen for a moment, her brow furrowed. “The second group is in the reservation now. All of them are at the center.”


  “So they’ve attacked or they’re talking with their cards on the table. Wish we could see the Indians.”


  “Maybe Ramsey’s got the drone pictures,” Carrie said.


  “Maybe. I’m gonna leave it alone for now.”


  “Why?”


  Jason sighed. “Nelson’s having anxiety issues, and they’re all stuck in that bunker. If Ramsey sees something important, he’ll call. Trust me on that.”


  “Okay,” Carrie said.


  Jason’s phone rang again. Carrie picked it up and accepted the call, putting it back on speaker.


  “Hey, Kyle,” Carrie said.


  “Hey. You guys see the Islamists at the reservation?”


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “Warned Stanton Hunt, so they weren’t taken by surprise, at least.”


  “How did you explain that to them?” Kyle asked.


  “Drones,” Jason said. “This isn’t good.”


  “I know, that first idiot we talked to probably already spilled the beans.”


  “They don’t know where we are,” Jason said.


  “If they go to the RV Park, it’ll be easy for them to figure out. The roads are dusty since the place is deserted. We left tracks.”


  “Shit, he’s right,” Carrie said, looking alarmed.


  “Don’t worry, we can see them, remember,” Jason said.


  “You’ve got more confidence than I do,” Kyle said. “Heard from the recon team?”


  “Yeah, they’re just south of Carrizozo, waiting for us.”


  “Afraid to make a Mad Max run through town, eh?” Kyle said.


  “Funny,” Carrie said.


  “We’ll keep an eye on them,” Jason said. “All of us have the apps. They can’t sneak up on us.”


  “The Islamists can’t sneak up on us,” Kyle said. “The Indians can.”


  “If they’re on the side of the Islamists,” Carrie said. “Jason warned Stanton.”


  “I know,” Kyle said. “We’ve beat this to death. Just wanted to make sure you were aware.”


  “Thanks, man,” Jason said. “Talk to you soon.” Carrie ended the call.


  “Okay, now I’ve got the willies,” Carrie said.


  “Try to fight them,” Jason said. “We’ll be okay.”


  “I hope so,” she said.


  “How long will it take to get to Carrizozo?”


  Carrie looked at her phone, moving her fingers on the screen. “From Angus it says twenty-nine minutes,” she said. “We might be going a little slower.”


  “But we’re also past Angus now.”


  “True,” Carrie said.


  Jason’s phone rang again.


  “What now?” Jason asked as Carrie looked at it.


  “It’s Stanton Hunt.”


  Chapter 23 – Bloody River


  “Something doesn’t feel right,” Richardson said, sitting at the Starboard gun, scanning the Mexican bank of the Rio Grande.


  Gerald took off his railroad cap and wiped sweat off his forehead. “It’s hot out here. These suckers need a shade canopy.”


  “I’d rather have the big gun up there,” Richardson said.


  Gerald laughed. “Okay, you’ve got a point.”


  “It is hot, though, isn’t it,” Lita said. “We need to remember sunscreen tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, my neck and shoulders are burned already,” Richardson said.


  “This is why I wear long-sleeved shirts,” Gerald said. “My arms and neck already look like a mummy, though, so not sure why I bother.”


  Richardson jerked as his phone buzzed.


  “Heads up, enemy fighters nearby,” Richardson said, sending off a quick text to the other two boats.


  “Not again,” Lita said. “Maybe this isn’t a fun job after all.”


  “Stay sharp,” Richardson said.


  “Juan Carlos’s boat got the message,” Gerald said. “They’re at their guns, and the skinny gal has the little bazooka in her hands.”


  “Hannah,” Lita said.


  “Sorry, Hannah,” Gerald said.


  There were explosions up ahead, and automatic weapons fire.


  “Shit, they’re attacking the base,” Richardson said. “Let’s high-tail it back there.” He sent another text, then manned his gun again, scanning the bank for enemy fighters.


  “Whoa, look at that massive fireball up there,” Lita shouted.


  “They probably had the damn gas tanker there for the other two boats,” Richardson said.


  “Juan Carlos just kicked the speed up,” Gerald said.


  “Keep up with him, but watch yourself,” Richardson said.


  Gerald pushed the throttle forward, the engines roaring as the boat jumped up on a plane. The gunfire was closer, and there were more explosions.


  Richardson saw Juan Carlos aiming his big gun as they whipped around the last bend before the base, opening fire. The machine guns started up too.


  “Get ready,” Richardson said, hands on his gun. Lita caught his eye and nodded, ready for action. They went around the bend and opened fire on enemy positions firing at the base from the Mexican bank.


  “Geez, there’s a lot of enemy fighters over there,” Gerald shouted, putting his eyes to the gun sight and aiming. He fired a volley of grenades, hitting a machine gun nest right off their bow. Juan Carlos was hitting a nest a little past the base, and Kris drove her boat up too, all of the guns blazing.


  “They’re retreating,” Gerald shouted.


  The dogs in the last boat were barking like crazy as Hector and Roberto continued to pour fire on the bank. Then their boat blew up, pieces of boat and flesh falling back onto the river like rain.


  “Oh God!” Lita cried.


  “Gaz Tigr on the bank,” Richardson said. “Gerald, hit it with the big gun.”


  Gerald was in shock, looking at the remains of his friends behind them.


  “Gerald!” Richardson shouted. He looked at Richardson, and his head exploded before them. He slumped over the wheel. Juan Carlos saw what happened and hit the Gaz Tigr as he and the others poured fire at it, Hannah dealing the final blow with the SMAW, the big vehicle bursting into flames, men trying to scramble out.


  Richardson got to the pilot chair and yanked Gerald’s body out of the way, then drove towards Juan Carlos as another Gaz Tigr slipped through the bushes and started firing on them. Richardson hit it right away with the big gun, turning the boat to face the bank. Lita continued firing, Juan Carlos’s boat joining in again. Yet another Gaz Tigr moved up.


  “Dammit, we’re gonna run out of ammo if this keeps up,” Richardson said.


  “I just ran out of grenades on this gun,” Lita said. “Going to the other one.”


  “Don’t waste those grenades on the Gaz Tigrs,” Richardson said has he fired the big gun again, damaging the big vehicle but not taking it out. Suddenly there was a thunderous racket coming from the roof of the US Customs Building, and the Gaz Tigr exploded into many pieces. The gunfire continued, hitting another Gaz Tigr further back in the bushes.


  “Holy crap, what’s that thing?” Lita yelled.


  “That’s a frigging mini gun,” Richardson yelled.


  “Yes, dude!” Juan Carlos yelled. “Save your grenades. Hit the men trying to escape. See them, up there?” He turned the boat towards the fleeing men as the others opened fire.


  Richardson continued to fire onto the banks with Lita. His phone rang. He answered it.


  “Jefferson?” Lita asked.


  He shook his head yes.


  “Richardson, take your boats south. Fast as you can. There’s a napalm run coming in a couple of minutes.”


  “Here?”


  “Yeah,” Jefferson said. “This was a diversion to clear an area. They’re trying to run about a thousand men over the river right now. Move it.”


  Richardson sent a text to Juan Carlos and then both boats took off at full speed. They could hear gunfire ramping up behind them.


  “My God,” Lita said. “I can’t believe what just happened.”


  “Load the guns back up,” Richardson said. “We’re not out of this yet. You know how, remember?”


  “Yes,” she said, getting to work. Richardson could see Brendan and Madison doing the same as Hannah kept watch with the SMAW. They cut through the water on planes, not slowing down for several miles.


  Richardson texted Brendan for them to slow down, then refreshed the short-range app. No icons on the screen. He turned on the long-range app and focused on the area north of the base. A sea of icons showed up. Then there was thunder and a brilliant flash, as a B-1 bomber came out of nowhere, climbing over them, still a small amount of flame coming out of it’s belly. The river to the north was on fire, burning high into the air, the gasoline smell drifting towards them.


  “Shit, it’s not going to burn us up, is it?” Lita cried.


  “No,” Richardson said. “Here it comes for the second pass.”


  They watched as the B-1 came in low and fast, out of their sight when the main payload was dropped. The smell came back with a vengeance.


  “What now?” Lita asked.


  “Let’s go to the southern boundary and contact Jefferson for instructions. It’s only a few miles away.”


  “Okay, but keep an eye on those apps,” Lita said.


  “Sucks not having a driver,” Richardson said as he texted Juan Carlos. The two boats took off, heading for the bridge.


  “Look, sandy beach over there,” Lita said. “Maybe we ought to stop.”


  “I don’t see anybody around,” Richardson said.


  “Do you think the app will see people even if they’re in one of those armored vehicles?”


  “I think so.” He paused for a moment. “Hell, I don’t know. Maybe not. At least we have some rear armor now. That’ll protect the boat and us from the other bank. I’m pulling over. He drove onto the sand. Juan Carlos got the message and pulled up next to him.


  “Dude,” Juan Carlos said, eyes tearing up. “Roberto and Kris.”


  Madison and Hannah were both in tears.


  “Where’s Gerald?” Hannah asked.


  “Dead on the deck,” Richardson said. “Head shot.”


  “Oh, God,” Hannah said.


  “Stay sharp,” Richardson shouted. “We’re still in action. I’m going to take a quick look at the short range and long range apps. Then I’ll call Jefferson. Keep on those guns, and keep your eyes open. Understand?”


  “Yes sir,” Brendan said, a look of resolve on his face.


  Richardson focused on his phone as Lita watched. “Nobody close,” Richardson said. “About half those icons north of the base are gone.”


  “You see any further inland?” Lita asked.


  “No,” Richardson said. “Looks like they stopped them with that mini gun, the napalm, and whatever other forces they had there. I’m calling Jefferson now.”


  He hit the contact and put the phone on speaker. It rang five times and went to voicemail.


  “He’s not picking up, is he?”


  Richardson looked at Lita and shook his head no. He looked at the phone again, and hit another contact.


  “Who are you calling now?”


  “Wallis,” Richardson said. It rang three times and picked up.


  “Richardson?” Wallis asked.


  “Hi, Director Wallis. Sorry to bother you. Do you know what just happened?”


  “We thought you guys were dead,” Wallis said. “Our intel said all of the boats were out of action.”


  “We have two, armed and ready to go, but I can’t raise Jefferson.”


  There was a pause on the line.


  “Oh, crap, what happened?”


  “Sorry son. Jefferson got killed at the base.”


  “Oh, dammit,” Richardson said. “How?”


  “We don’t know yet,” Wallis said. “Where are you?”


  “At our northern boundary. The bridge at Veterans International Boulevard.”


  “Got enough fuel to go south?” Wallis asked.


  “Yeah, we’ve got plenty. We’ve just been slow-speed cruising.”


  “Get to South Padre Island. Just take the river out into the gulf. The new base is just about set up. They’ll lead you in when you get close.”


  “Okay, roger that,” Richardson said.


  “Good luck, son,” Wallis said.


  “Thanks, you too,” Richardson said. The call ended.


  “What are we doing?” Lita asked.


  “Yeah, dude, where are we going?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “We’re going south, all the way to the gulf, then around to South Padre Island.”


  “What about Jefferson?” Brendan asked.


  “Jefferson is dead,” Richardson said, trying to hold back the tears.


  “Bastards,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Let’s go,” Lita said.


  Richardson nodded. “I’m gonna put Gerald on the bank.”


  “Wait, we’ll come help,” Brendan said. He and Juan Carlos got out of their boat and ran over. The three men lifted Gerald’s body out of the boat and laid it gently on the bank.


  “I don’t have the words,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Rest in peace,” Richardson said. “Come on, let’s get out of here before we get attacked.”


  “Show me how to work the apps,” Lita said. “Before we take off.”


  Richardson took a few minutes to do that as Juan Carlos and Brendan ran back to their boat. Then they were off, heading south on the river in the stifling heat of mid-day.


  Chapter 24 – Scott Springs


  Eric sat next to Kim in the Bronco, waiting for the main group to show up.


  “You look scared to death,” Kim said, watching Eric look at his phone screen. “They move yet?”


  “Nope,” Eric said. “They’re all in the center of the Mescalero reservation. Wish I could see the tribe too.”


  “As long as they aren’t coming this way, we’re okay, though, right?”


  “It wouldn’t take that long for them to catch us,” Eric said, “and we don’t have a horde of Texans to come to the rescue here.”


  “Are they moving at all?”


  “Not really,” Eric said. “It’s like they’re sitting in one area, about fifty yards square. They might be holding guns on the tribe.”


  “Or they might be dead,” Kim said.


  Eric looked at her. “Yes, that’s true.”


  “We have no way of knowing, I guess,” Kim said, brushing her red locks out of her eyes.


  “If they were dead, I’d expect some sign of more Islamists coming towards the area.”


  “Unless they don’t know.” Kim said.


  “They can see their people,” Eric said. “They put those chips into their forces to keep track of them. They’ve got some kind of application like we have.”


  “Oh, shit, you’re right,” Kim said.


  Curt, Junior, and Rachel walked over.


  “Hey,” Eric said. “How are you guys doing?”


  “Worried,” Rachel said.


  “You’ve been watching the apps, I assume,” Curt said.


  “We were just talking about it,” Kim said.


  “Heard anything from Jason lately?” Junior asked.


  “Yeah, they’re on the road,” Eric said. “They ought to be here within the next half hour.”


  “Good,” Junior said. “The sooner we get on our way, the better.”


  “You guys notice the icons haven’t been moving?” Curt asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “They could be dead.”


  “I was thinking the same thing,” Curt said.


  “That would be a little too tidy,” Junior said. “What if the injuns are on their way here right now? We can’t see them.”


  “We’ve still got two drones in the air,” Eric said. “Remember that. A movement of 4,000 warriors should be easy to see.”


  “Yeah, maybe,” Curt said. “Didn’t Jason say that we saw the enemy via the drones?”


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “What are you getting at?”


  “Maybe they’re keeping that in mind if they decide to come after us.”


  Junior chuckled. “How can you hide from drones? It’s not like they can take a subway here.”


  “Shut up, pencil neck. They could do other things, you know.”


  “Like what?” Eric asked.


  “Like send small groups that don’t raise as much attention, for instance,” Curt said.


  “I could see that if they were sending a hundred men or less,” Junior said. “Hell, the way we’re equipped, we could probably take on a hundred men.”


  “Maybe,” Curt said. “We have no idea what they have.”


  “Think they have a mad genius like us, do you?” Junior asked.


  “Shut up, pen…”


  “Okay, stop it, you guys,” Kim said. “We can’t tell if we need to worry or not. I say we just try to stay calm until we hear from Jason and the others.”


  “She’s right,” Rachel said. “All of our guns are loaded. Dirk and Chance are parked on that hill about eighty yards from here. They’ll see anybody coming, chips or not.”


  “Fair enough,” Curt said. “Sorry.”


  “Our women, keeping us from going off the rails as usual,” Junior said, giving Rachel a hug. “Love you, sweetie.”


  “Likewise,” she said.


  “So, what’s up with you two?” Kim asked. “You really preggers?”


  “Yeah,” Rachel said. “Had morning sickness a couple times already, too.”


  “Oh, geez,” Curt said. “A little Junior? That’s all we need.”


  He looked at Eric and Junior, and they all cracked up.


  “Hey, what if it’s a little Rachel?” Kim asked.


  “I’m good with that,” Junior said.


  “Where’s Clancy?”


  “With Dirk and Chance,” Curt said.


  “Wish Jason would call,” Kim said.


  “It’ll be soon,” Eric said, “assuming they don’t run into trouble.”


  “Uh oh,” Kim said, looking at her phone. “Islamists moving out of that air force base.”


  “Shit,” Curt said, pulling his phone out. “How many?”


  “Not that many,” Kim said. “Maybe twenty. They’re streaming on the road. Might be more coming than are on the road right this second.”


  “Should we call Jason?” Rachel asked.


  “Maybe so,” Eric said, hitting the contact on his phone. He put it on speaker.


  “Eric, something wrong?” Jason asked.


  “We’re starting to see some enemy fighters coming up Highway 70, and all of the ones we were seeing at the reservation are frozen in place.”


  Jason chuckled. “I just got off the phone with Stanton Hunt. They ambushed the Islamists. The ones they didn’t kill are tied up.”


  “No shit,” Curt said.


  “No shit,” Jason said. “They’re going to join us.”


  “How’d they convince that one idiot?” Eric asked.


  “That spokes-hole White Eagle?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said.


  “He changed his mind when the twelve Islamists that were supposed to show up turned into 400 heavily armed fighters.”


  “Guess that would do it,” Curt said. “So, they’re on our side now?”


  “That’s what Stanton said. They’re going to join us on I-25, as soon as they’re done at the reservation.”


  “Done?” Kim asked.


  “They know about the others coming their way. They’ll wait for them, kill or capture them all, and then most of their warriors will be leaving to join us.”


  “Most?” Curt asked.


  “They’re keeping about a thousand warriors at the reservation to fend off any attacks by the Islamists.”


  “How far away are you guys?” Eric asked.


  “We’ll be in Carrizozo in about ten minutes,” Jason said.


  “Good, then maybe we should go over there,” Curt said.


  “Meet us just outside of town,” Jason said. “No need to make a big show. At least not yet.”


  “We shouldn’t underestimate the people of New Mexico,” Junior said. “They might be just as helpful as the people of Texas. Maybe we ought to put Don and Sydney on it.”


  “That’s actually a good idea,” Eric said.


  “I know,” Jason said. “We’ll probably get to that, but before anything else, we need to stop the traffic on I-25. There’s a bridge south of Truth or Consequences, where the road crosses the Rio Grande. If we blow that we screw them good.”


  “That sounds like fun,” Curt said. “So we pick up I-25 at San Antonio, New Mexico, and take it south. You know we might run into some friends along the way, right?”


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “That’s what we have your weapons for.”


  “Damn straight,” Junior said. “If we’re gonna meet you past Carrizozo, we’d better get our butts moving.”


  “We can meet them at Scott Springs,” Kim said, looking at her phone, “but you’re right, Junior, we’d better get moving.”


  “Okay, talk to you guys later,” Jason said.


  The call ended.


  “I’ll call Dirk and let him know where we’re going,” Eric said. “Then we’ll take off.”


  “Sounds good,” Curt said.


  “Let’s go,” Junior said.


  They took off for their vehicles. Eric started the Bronco.


  “This sounds too good to be true,” Kim said.


  “The advantage is on our side,” Eric said. “It always was. You know that, right?”


  “Doesn’t seem like it sometimes,” Kim said.


  “This is OUR land. These are OUR people. We fight amongst ourselves a lot here. That’s the nature of freedom. When some third-world cretins decide to come over here and attack us, we know what to do.”


  “Some people want globalists to take over. They think things will be like Star Trek if we do that. A one-world government that takes care of everybody.”


  “It’ll be more like Nazi Germany or the USSR,” Eric said.


  “I know that, but I also know a lot of people who don’t get it.”


  “They haven’t felt the boot of oppression yet. That’s what’s happening in California right now, from what I’ve been reading. The UN and their Islamist muscle holding the people down.”


  “Might work in California.”


  “No it won’t,” Eric said, “but I’m glad we’re in Texas instead of there. They never had a chance to take Texas. We know how to react.”


  “That we do,” Kim said.


  Chapter 25 – Barricade


  Don was driving Curt’s toy hauler, pulling the trailer alone. Sydney was driving their rig. He missed her. His mind went over their whirlwind courtship, and now their marriage. It gave him a warm, happy feeling, but worried him as well. They were fighting a war that might get the entire group killed eventually.


  His phone rang. He struggled to get it out of his pocket as he was driving the big rig, answering it without having time to check the number.


  “Don?”


  “Jason,” Don said. “What’s up?”


  “Just got off the phone with the recon team. One of them had a good suggestion.”


  “What’s that?”


  “A social media campaign in New Mexico, like what you guys did in Texas. Feel up to that?”


  “Sydney and I were already talking about that, this morning,” Don said. “When do you want us to start?”


  “After our first operation,” Jason said.


  “What’s that?”


  “The bridge, a little south of Truth or Consequences.”


  “Bridge, huh? What’s it over?.”


  “The Rio Grande,” Jason said. “It’s perfect. There’s no way around it, and it’ll be hard to fix.”


  “Sounds good. I’ll talk to Sydney. Once we pick up the recon team, we can work it on the road. Kinda hard now with both of us driving.”


  “But don’t engage people yet, okay?”


  “There’s some research to do before we can start up anyway. We have to find out the best forums to use.”


  “Oh,” Jason said. “That makes sense.”


  “All right. I’ll chat with Sydney. How soon until we pick up the others?”


  “Ten minutes,” Jason said. “Scott Springs.”


  “Great, I can hardly wait to see them,” Don said.


  “I’ll talk to you later,” Jason said. The call ended.


  “Good,” Don said to himself. “Exactly the focus we’ll need.” He had the urge to call Sydney, but it was too close to when they’d be picking up the recon team. They were just pulling into Carrizozo. Highway 380 had been deserted, but there were cars driving on the city roads. Locked into town? Maybe they were just too scared to venture out.


  The vehicles ahead of him slowed down after they crossed Highway 54. Don couldn’t see what was causing it. Maybe the convoy was so long that the first vehicles were already up to the rendezvous point. People ahead of them pulled over to the side of the road, and he did the same. His phone dinged. Text message from Sydney. He hit her contact and put the phone to his ear.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Hey yourself. Do you know what’s going on?”


  “Nope,” he said. “People are getting out and walking over. I’ll wait for you by Curt’s toy hauler.”


  “Okay,” she said, ending the call. Sydney was there by the time he got next to the road, on the driver’s side of the rig.


  “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” Sydney said.


  “Likewise,” Don said as they embraced. “Hope nothing bad is going on.”


  “I checked the apps. No Islamists anywhere near here.”


  “Hmmm,” Don said, not wanting to let her go.


  “C’mon, let’s go down there,” she said.


  He nodded, and they walked up the street, past the parked vehicles.


  A police siren blipped behind them, a squad car rolling past slowly. A growing bunch of people were standing down the street about fifty yards, looking at a barricade.


  “Holy crap, who put that there?” Sydney asked as they walked.


  “Good question,” Don said. “We’ll probably find out in a minute.”


  When they arrived, Jason was just walking up to the police officers, who were getting out of their cruiser. They were both in their late 30s, one Hispanic with a dashing look about him, the other white, with a shaved head and a muscular upper body.


  “How are you folks?” the Hispanic officer asked. “I’m Officer Salazar. This is officer Vincent.”


  “Hello,” Jason said, extending his hand. “I’m Jason Finley of Austin PD, and this is my partner Kyle Wilson.”


  “Now what would Austin cops be doing in New Mexico, I wonder?” asked Officer Vincent, eyeing them. “You two look familiar.”


  “What are you doing here?” Officer Salazar asked, trying to be more polite than Officer Vincent.


  “We’re on a mission for General Hogan,” Jason said.


  “Shit, I know who these guys are,” Officer Vincent said, a smile washing over his face. “Dripping Springs attack. Austin battle. Fort Stockton. Saw you guys on TV. That’s why you looked familiar.” He came closer and held out his hand, shaking with Kyle and Jason.


  “I’m still not getting this,” Officer Salazar said. “What are you doing for General Hogan, exactly?”


  “Enemy fighters have been streaming up I-25 into Colorado, trying to defeat General Hogan’s forces. He asked us to damage the route and destroy as many enemy bases as we can.”


  “Well, as you can see, this route has been blocked up a tad,” Officer Vincent said.


  “Who did it?” Kyle asked.


  “Those Jihadists,” Officer Salazar said, a look of disgust on his face. “Said if we took it down, they’d be back to kill us.”


  “They’re at the old air force base near White Sands,” Officer Vincent said.


  “We know,” Jason said. “We sent a team there to attack their supplies. We’re meeting the team in Scott Springs. Looks like we’ll be a little late.”


  “Is there a good way past this on surface streets?” Kyle asked.


  “Just dirt, not good enough for these RVs,” Officer Salazar said. “They blocked every road west that they could.”


  Jason and Kyle looked at each other. “They don’t want anybody messing with I-25,” Jason said.


  “Kinda looks like it,” Kyle said.


  “If you hit their base, you’re liable to have a whole lot of those creeps heading this way,” Officer Vincent said.


  “They went to the Mescalero Reservation,” Jason said.


  “Those guys,” Officer Salazar said. “Traitors.”


  “The tribe has seen the error in their ways,” Kyle said. “They’re going to join us. Oh, and they slaughtered the force of Islamists that tried to attack them, after we tipped them off about it.”


  “Who have you been talking to over there?” Officer Salazar asked.


  “Stanton Hunt,” Jason said. Salazar looked relieved.


  “You talked to the right person,” Officer Vincent said. “He almost left the tribe with about half of the warriors after they struck a deal with the heathens.”


  “What are we gonna do now?” Don asked.


  “I’ll send some of the bikers to pick up the recon team and bring them back here,” Kyle said. “They’ll find a good way that the off-roaders can handle.”


  “Good idea,” Jason said. “Wonder how that barricade will handle a few shots from a 120 mm cannon?”


  Don laughed. “You mean fire the tank guns at them?”


  “To soften up the mess, then we use the tanks to pull the debris out of the way. We’ve still got all that chain, remember.”


  “You think we should let them do that, Vincent?” Officer Salazar asked.


  “What, are you kidding?” Vincent asked. “Call Jesse and have him bring his dozers over here. Pronto.”


  Salazar sighed. “Okay. Hope we’re doing the right thing.” He walked back to the cruiser and made the call.


  “You have a lot of able-bodied folks in town?” Don asked.


  “Yeah,” Vincent said, “and they’re chomping at the bit to go after the heathens. We’ve had to hold them back.”


  “Why would you do that?” Kyle asked.


  “They had numbers, and weapons that we couldn’t handle,” Vincent said. “That situation appears to have changed.”


  Salazar trotted back over. “Okay, Jesse’s getting his guys and coming over.”


  “Figured he would,” Vincent said. “He’s one of the guys we’ve had to hold back.”


  “I’ll go talk to the tank crews,” Jason said, walking towards them.


  “Sounds like a plan,” Kyle said. “I’ll go with you.”


  Vincent and Salazar watched them walk away, then turned back to Don and Sydney.


  “Where did you guys get all the gun turrets?” Vincent asked.


  “Curt,” Don said. “He’s got a 3D printer set up.”


  “We’ve still got some hardware,” Sydney said. “Maybe we could set these guys up.”


  Salazar smiled. “No way.”


  “We were supplied by Governor Nelson of Texas,” Don said.


  “How are you tracking the enemy?” Salazar asked.


  “I need to talk to the others before we tell you that,” Don said.


  “Holding back already?” Salazar asked.


  “We had an agreement with General Hogan,” Don said. “I think they’ll let us bring you in, though. We just need to chat about it.”


  “Give them a break,” Vincent said. “These folks are the real deal. You know what they’ve done.”


  “Okay, okay,” Salazar replied. “We have a responsibility to protect our folks. I mean no disrespect.”


  “I understand completely,” Don said.


  Vincent grinned, looking past him. “Hey, I recognize that guy too, from the story on the first Austin attack.”


  Kelly walked up with Brenda.


  “What’s going on?” Kelly asked.


  “We’re gonna clear some debris up there,” Don said.


  “Saw that. Must have taken the cretins a while to put that together. Parts of it are welded together. How are we gonna take it down?”


  “Tanks,” Don said.


  “That’ll do it,” Kelly said, smiling. “Hear from Junior?”


  “Cindy sent the bikers off to get them,” Don said. “This is Officers Vincent and Salazar.”


  “I’ve seen you on TV,” Vincent said. “It’s an honor.”


  Kelly shook hands with him, then with Salazar. “And this is Brenda.”


  “Hi,” she said. “Have you guys had it rough here?”


  “The Islamists have mostly left us alone,” Salazar said. “We’ve had some people disappear, but they might have left on their own.”


  “How many?” Kelly asked.


  “Reported to us? Just under a hundred.”


  Kelly looked over at Don for a moment, then back at Salazar. “Any of them women or girls?”


  “Yeah,” Salazar said. “Why.”


  “They take females and use them for sex slaves,” Brenda said. “We’ve seen that all over Texas. All the way down to pre-teen, too. It’s really bad.”


  Salazar and Vincent looked at each other, brows furrowed.


  “Dammit, we should’ve thought of that,” Vincent said.


  “Not all of the missing people are women,” Salazar said.


  “They usually kill the men,” Kelly said. “Hopefully most of the people just split.”


  “We should organize your people and use them to take back the air force base,” Don said. “If they’re holding your people, that’s probably where they’ll be.”


  “Hope we didn’t hit any of them when we blew the depots,” Brenda said.


  “Shit,” Salazar said.


  “We’ll debrief the recon team when they get back,” Don said. “From what we’ve heard so far, there were residences on the east side of the base. They didn’t hit those. Only hangars and Quonset huts on the west side of the main runway.”


  “I hear the bikers coming back,” Don said.


  “That was fast,” Sydney said.


  “Hope there’s nothing wrong,” Brenda said.


  “How far is Scott Springs from here?” Kelly asked.


  “Five minutes, even on the dirt,” Salazar said.


  “Good, then they should be fine,” Brenda said.


  “How much trouble are we in?” Vincent asked. “With the war, that is?”


  “We’ll win,” Don said, “but it’s going to take the help of citizens to do it. A lot of people will be killed before it’s over.”


  “That sounds better than what we were thinking,” Vincent said. “There aren’t any authorities around here from the state or the feds. It’s pretty much the wild west.”


  “We were in Ruidoso before coming here,” Kelly said. “The entire town was deserted.”


  “Yeah, when the Islamists first arrived they set up in that town. Started pushing people around. Some of the people went east into Texas. Some came here. Damn shame.”


  “How are you guys getting supplies?” Don asked. “Food and stuff?”


  “We have a brave group of truckers who make the trek up to Midland or Odessa. Lately it’s been tough on the west end of Texas, though, so they’ve been taking Highway 54 up to Wichita. Long drive, but Kansas is still pretty safe.”


  “That takes money, though, right?”


  “It does,” Salazar said. “We’ve got a barter system going here, and we’ve diverted all of our taxation to local priorities.”


  “Like the food and other essentials,” Vincent said. “We don’t pay any Federal or State taxes anymore. It’s far from perfect. We’ve lost several rigs and some people over the last six months. Now we run through New Mexico at night.”


  “We can’t hold on this way forever,” Salazar said. “We need this war to be over.”


  “Well, we’re working on that, and you guys can help,” Kelly said.


  “How are things in Texas?” Salazar asked.


  “Better than here,” Don said, “but we’re still getting attacked. There were a lot of sleeper cells, and we still have enemy fighters sneaking in from Mexico at a pretty good clip. Stopped them on the gulf coast, though.”


  “How?” Vincent asked.


  “The US Navy,” Kelly said.


  “The Feds?” Vincent asked.


  “The Feds no longer control the Navy or the Air Force,” Kelly said. “The Air Force is giving us drone coverage for this mission.”


  “So that’s how you’re seeing the movements of the enemy?” Salazar asked.


  “That’s part of it,” Don said.


  “Here come the bikers,” Sydney said.


  Amanda ran over. “Curt back yet?”


  “Any minute,” Sydney said, nodding towards the bikers. Then Eric’s Bronco rolled into view, followed by Junior and Rachel in their off-roader, Curt right behind them in the Barracuda.


  “Wow, look at that hardware,” Vincent said, smiling. “Nice.”


  Clancy rolled up, followed by Dirk and Chance.


  Amanda ran towards Curt as he got out of his Barracuda. They embraced, Amanda kissing him feverishly.


  “Look at those two,” Sydney said. “They’re on fire for each other.”


  “I know the feeling,” Don said, pulling her close.


  “What’s with this barricade garbage?” asked Curt, walking hand in hand with Amanda.


  “The enemy didn’t want these fine people getting to I-25,” Don said. “This is Officer Vincent and Officer Salazar. Officers, this is the guy who makes our weapons. Curt.”


  “Good to meet you guys,” Curt said.


  “Think you can go back into production and make these guys some gimbals?” Don asked.


  “I’ve got some gimbals already made,” he said. “Three for Jeeps and a couple more for truck roll bars. Why, these guys want to join the fight?”


  “Probably,” Vincent said. “Once we know more.”


  Junior walked over. “Who the hell cooked up that barricade?”


  “Yeah, that sucks,” Rachel said.


  “Guess,” Kelly said. “Meet Officers Vincent and Salazar. Gentlemen, this is Junior and Rachel.”


  “Good to know ya,” Junior said, shaking hands with each. “The enemy been giving you a hard time?”


  “Well, they don’t want us going west,” Vincent said. “Put that barricade there. Told us they’d kill us all if we took it down.”


  “I wouldn’t worry too much about them anymore,” Junior said. “The Injuns shut them down real good, and we screwed up their supply depot too.”


  “Now, Junior, cut it with the Injun stuff,” Kelly said. “They’re our friends.”


  “Sorry,” Junior said. “You know I didn’t mean anything by it.”


  “People take it the wrong way,” Rachel said. “Mind if I head for the trailer for a few minutes? I need to freshen up.”


  “Sure, I’ll go with you. Hop on. We need to hook this puppy up to tow it anyway.”


  “Nice to meet you both,” Rachel said to the officers as they got into their off-roader.


  “You guys fight with your women?” Salazar asked.


  “Yep,” Kelly said. “Brenda is getting good with the gun on my truck.”


  “Damn straight, baby,” she said. “It’d be fun if we weren’t getting shot at.”


  Vincent chuckled. “My wife would get off on it.”


  “Yeah, she probably would,” Salazar smirked. “My wife not so much.”


  “Fire in the hole!” shouted Jason from ahead of them. Then the tank cannon fired, and pieces of metal flew high into the air, coming down all over the road about fifty yards ahead of them.


  “Holy shit,” Salazar said, eyes wide.


  “Dammit, should have gone over to watch,” Kelly said.


  “We can go see the aftermath,” Brenda said. “They’re gonna need help clearing that crap off the road. Let’s go over there.”


  “Yeah,” Don said. “Coming?”


  Sydney nodded at him, and the two couples walked off.


  “I’ve got to check that out too,” Curt said.


  “I figured,” Amanda said. They took off too.


  “Kinda looks like we might have two sizeable groups on our side now,” Sydney said as they walked.


  “Still need to get on social media, though,” Don said.


  “Of course,” she said. “Where’s your daughter and Chloe?”


  “With their boyfriends, back at Francis and Sherry’s trailer,” Don said. “Got a text earlier.”


  “We should check the apps again,” Sydney said, pulling out her phone.


  “They still standing still at the reservation?”


  “Yep,” Sydney said. “More coming towards the reservation, though.”


  “How many?”


  “I see close to a hundred,” she said. “The first group didn’t get there yet. They’re still a few miles away.”


  “Hope the tribe can handle them,” Don said.


  “Whoa, that cannon did a number on the barricade,” Kelly said.


  “Yep,” Brenda said. “Cleanup on aisle three.”


  Don and Kelly cracked up.


  There was the sound of diesels rolling towards them. Don turned and looked. “Here come those bulldozers.”


  Chapter 26 – Army of Sleepers


  “What the hell happened down there?” Nelson asked, staring at the console screen. Maria was sitting at the keyboard. The others gathered around behind her.


  “The enemy must have moved their forces to that area after we cut off the other routes,” Wallis said, visibly shaken. “Jefferson is a tough loss. Very tough.”


  “That’s an understatement,” Nelson said, sweat on his brow.


  “We’re going to have incidents like this,” Gallagher said. “They’re hard, but not much we can do until we have access to those apps.”


  “Anything on General Hogan?” Hendrix asked.


  “His technical staff is cooking up something to pinpoint his exact location,” Gallagher said.


  “You got any details?” Hendrix asked.


  “Nope,” Gallagher said. “They’re still keeping everything close to the vest.”


  “I don’t blame them,” Nelson said. “The enemy gets information somehow. They obviously knew exactly where and how to hit us in Brownsville.”


  “They did,” Wallis said. “We didn’t lose everybody down there.”


  “Who’s left? How many boats and crews?”


  “Two boats,” Wallis said. “Richardson, Juan Carlos, and Brendan, with their women.”


  “They had some people from Purgatory Creek, didn’t they?” Hendrix asked.


  “Yep,” Wallis said. “All dead.”


  “Dammit, really?” Nelson asked. “I was nervous about letting civilians in on this.”


  “They’d be dead now anyway if they’d stayed home,” Gallagher said.


  “We don’t know that,” Nelson said.


  “Yeah, we do,” Wallis said. “Their homes got attacked. Nothing left at any of them. That reminds me, we need to get some operations going around that area. San Marcos is in danger, and there’s quite a few people living there.”


  “We’ve got bad guys coming out of the woodwork,” Hendrix said. “I thought we were getting past the worst of this.”


  “It won’t be long until we have access to the apps,” Wallis said. “Let’s not forget that.”


  “Yeah, but what if General Hogan isn’t around to release them?” Maria asked.


  “It’s not under his control,” Wallis said. “Their tech guy has it set up for auto-distribution at a specific time, even if he’s dead by then.”


  “That’s right,” Hendrix said. “Forgot about that.”


  “What’s happening with Richardson and his men?” Hendrix asked.


  “I told them to take the Rio Grande down to the gulf, and report to the base at South Padre Island.”


  “Wasn’t that where they were from?” Hendrix asked.


  “No, they were one of the few survivors in the Falcon Lake disaster,” Wallis said.


  “Falcon lake,” Nelson said. “Seems like a long time ago.”


  “We need to build up a force of boats at South Padre Island and take them back onto the Rio Grande,” Gallagher said. “We can’t allow unfettered crossing of enemy fighters through that area. We need the patrols.”


  “I wish we knew how much longer we have until the apps are released,” Hendrix said.


  “Yep, that’s the most important thing now,” Gallagher said. “If we had those, we could pinpoint where the enemy are along the Rio Grande, and the routes they’re using to get to that location.”


  “That would have us attacking inside Mexico,” Hendrix said.


  “It would,” Nelson said, “but by that time it won’t matter. The release of the apps is going to expose all the bad folks in the Federal Government. The people will get control again.”


  “That would be nice,” Maria said.


  “Seriously,” Gallagher said. “If we could bring a cleaned up Federal military to bear, this battle will be over in a hurry.”


  “Won’t the bad guys start removing the chips when the apps get released?” Maria asked.


  “They’re buried deep,” Gallagher said. “Remember what Eric Finley told us.”


  “How deep?” Dr. Schultz asked.


  “More than an inch,” Gallagher said.


  “If they are that deep, it’ll be tough,” Dr. Schultz said. “It would require a hospital visit.”


  “Some might take them out and survive, though, right?” Wallis asked.


  “Depends,” Dr. Schultz said. “If they have a staff of qualified doctors and a clean place to do it, with equipment and drugs, they could get them out without harming the patients, but that’s not what they’re going to have. Especially since we can see their movements.”


  “Why would they put them in so deep?” Nelson asked.


  “Probably to prevent desertions,” Gallagher said. “This war can’t be any more fun for the Islamists that it is for our guys.”


  “Good point,” Hendrix said. “We know anything more about the situation down by the capitol?”


  “Still mopping up, and disposing of bodies,” Gallagher said. “It’s a mess. Think we could get one of our people with the apps to give us a quick reading?”


  Nelson thought about it for a moment. “Go ahead and ask the Fort Stockton team, but report to me. I want direct control over what information we use. Understand?”


  “Yes sir,” Gallagher said.


  “I’ll contact Jason right now,” Ramsey said, walking away with his phone out.


  “Good, then we can get a report on their progress,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey came back in. “I told him to call into the conference. Hope that’s okay.”


  “Perfect,” Nelson said. They watched the console. It beeped with an incoming join, so Maria approved it. Jason’s face showed up alongside Gallagher and Wallis.


  “How are you doing that?” Nelson asked.


  “FaceTime,” Jason said. “Wanted to be able to show you something.” He reversed the picture to the main phone camera and panned it over the debris on the road. There were three bulldozers working the giant pile of metal, moving it to the side.


  “What the hell is that?” Gallagher asked. “You get into another battle?”


  “The enemy put a barricade across Highway 380,” Jason said. “We softened it up with a couple of tank cannon rounds. Now we’re just cleaning up the mess.”


  “Where’d you get the dozers?” Gallagher asked.


  “We have locals who are friendly. We’ll recruit them, along with the Mescalero Indians.”


  “You get your recon team back safe and sound?” Nelson asked.


  “Yep,” Jason said. “They’re all here with us. We’ll be on our way as soon as this mess is cleaned up.”


  “The tribe handled the enemy attack okay, I take it,” Gallagher said.


  “Yep, but the enemy is mounting another assault as we speak. There’s a couple hundred of them on the way to the reservation. Stanton Hunt and his warriors are waiting for them.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “We need a favor. Could you take a look at Texas with the apps. Look for hot spots?”


  “Sure,” Jason said. “I’ll call Kyle over here, so I don’t have to use this phone.”


  “Fine,” Ramsey said.


  “Hey, Kyle, load the long range app and come over here,” Jason shouted over the noise in the background.”


  “What’s up, bro?” Kyle asked.


  “Take a look at the long range app over Texas. Look for big concentrations. Governor Nelson is asking.”


  “Okay,” Kyle said.


  “He’s checking,” Jason said.


  “We can hear,” Ramsey said. “Lot of background noise from the cleanup effort.”


  “Why didn’t we see that barrier in the Satellite or Drone pictures?” Hendrix asked.


  “Yeah, that’s a good question,” Gallagher asked.


  “These damn Islamists aren’t stupid,” Jason said. “They welded a bunch of scrap metal together. It looked kind of like a bridge. Bet it really looked like a bridge from the air. I think they did that on purpose, to hide it.”


  “Shit,” Gallagher said. “You’re probably right.”


  “Ready,” Kyle said in the background, handing the phone to Jason. He looked at it.


  “What the hell is going on down by Brownsville?” Jason asked. “Huge number of hits just over the river, in Mexico.”


  “We have a big problem there,” Ramsey said. “Just lost some DPS Patrol Boaters earlier today.”


  “Geez,” Jason said. “Sorry to hear that. Looks like you cleared out Austin pretty well. Very few hits there. Something’s going on in Dallas, though. Lots of hits surrounding the Dallas/Fort Worth area. Some around Waco too.”


  “They’ve been there a while,” Wallis said. “How about San Antonio and Houston?”


  “Very little around San Antonio. There are some to the east of Houston. Shit, and a stream coming in from the east. Better get ready there. Huge group in Lake Charles, Louisiana. Better shore up I-10 along there.”


  “Anything else of note?” Nelson asked.


  “You’ve got dribs and drabs all over the damn state,” Jason said, “but I don’t see any big groups other than the ones I mentioned.”


  “How about the rest of the Southwest?” Ramsey asked.


  “I’ll check,” Jason said. “Whoa. Huge group around Capitol Reef in Utah. Huge group around the Grand Canyon in Arizona. Huge group along I-70 in Colorado, especially surrounding the Denver area. Shit.”


  “Uh oh, what?” Nelson asked.


  “We’ve got a big group heading up I-25 now. They weren’t there an hour ago.”


  “In New Mexico?” Nelson asked.


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “Looks like they’re building up right where we wanted to make our first attack.”


  “Where’s that?” Nelson asked.


  “Should we talk about that over the line?” Dr. Schultz asked.


  “We’ve secured this line, and it’s encrypted,” Wallis said. “Should be fine.”


  “Go ahead, Jason,” Ramsey said.


  “South of Truth or Consequences,” Jason said. “There’s a crossing over the Rio Grande right there, and no good way around it if we blow the bridges.”


  “They’re going there to protect the area,” Gallagher said. “Dammit. How many you see?”


  “Less than a hundred, but lots still on the road up.”


  “Think you can handle it?” Nelson asked.


  “We planned to bring the tanks up and hammer away at the bridges with the cannons,” Jason said. “If that 120 mm cannon is up to the job, they’ll have a real hard time stopping us.”


  “You got enough folks?” Gallagher asked.


  “Probably,” Jason said, “with the tribe and folks from around here helping out. Don’s planning another Twitter storm too.”


  “Okay, thanks,” Ramsey said. “We need Jason for anything else?”


  “No, I don’t think so,” Nelson said. “Thanks, Jason. Take care. Good luck with that bridge.”


  “Thank you, sir. Talk to you all later.”


  Jason’s image left the console.


  Nelson sighed. “This is worse than I expected.”


  “We’ve been building up National Guard troops around Dallas for a while now,” Gallagher said. “We can put up a good battle there, not even counting all of the citizens who will get involved.”


  “Wish the Fort Stockton folks were here instead of New Mexico,” Hendrix said.


  “You and me both, but they’re doing an important job over there,” Nelson said. “I hope they survive.”


  “Me too,” Ramsey said.


  “So, plan of action,” Wallis said. “First, get the National Guard ready in Dallas, and start the social media effort to rally the people.”


  “Check,” Gallagher said, “but remember our prime directive when we do the social media effort. We don’t want to make it obvious that we know where the enemy is.”


  “Yes, although we might have blown that at the capitol,” Nelson said. “Next?”


  “Bust I-10 east of the Louisiana border to cut off the flow of cretins,” Ramsey said.


  “We’ve already got a roadblock there,” Wallis said. “They’re getting past it somehow.”


  “We need to look at the secondary roads around it, then,” Ramsey said. “we could take out a bridge in a bad spot, like what Jason’s planning in Truth or Consequences.”


  “Work that,” Nelson said. “Next?”


  Wallis sighed. “The Rio Grande. We have to get a potent force into that area. Maybe we can’t do it with patrol boats only. Maybe we need tanks and infantry.”


  “And choppers,” Gallagher said.


  “Yeah,” Nelson said. “We’ve been lucky to have support from the Air Force along there, but we can’t always count on that, and it hasn’t solved the problem.”


  “When Richardson and his crew get to the South Padre Island base I’ll have a meeting with them,” Wallis said.


  “If they get there,” Hendrix said. “Those people have been hounded all along. How does the enemy keep on their tails like that?”


  “Good question.” Wallis said. “Part of it is coincidence.”


  “That’s possible,” Ramsey said. “Something doesn’t smell right, though. They have a vehicle they’ve been using for a while?”


  “I’ll check on that,” Wallis said, “but it doesn’t matter now. They’re on boats they just got when they arrived in Brownsville.”


  “Check on the boat contractors,” Gallagher said. “They’ve screwed us before, remember?”


  “Yes, I remember,” Wallis said.


  “Okay, I think we’re done for now,” Nelson said. “Talk to you folks later. You know what to do. Call me if you have problems.”


  Chapter 27 – Yachts


  “How many more miles?” Juan Carlos asked from the pilot’s chair.


  “Not many,” Madison said, looking at her phone. “We’re just passing the Palmito Hill Monument. Just a few more turns and we’ll see the wetlands on the Mexican side. A few minutes later it’ll be on the American side too.”


  “I can’t believe how curvy this stretch is,” Hannah said, watching with the SMAW in her hand. “Hope Richardson is keeping a close eye on the app. There’s lots of brush that could hide the enemy, and we can’t go very fast.”


  “You’re not kidding, baby,” Brendan said.


  “Just stay sharp and keep your eyes open,” Juan Carlos said.


  “At least we shouldn’t have any of those Gaz Tigrs targeting us when we get to the wetlands,” Brendan said.


  “We’d see them on the long range app already,” Juan Carlos said. “Don’t worry. We’ll be out of here soon.”


  “That was a big curve,” Madison said. “The last huge one.”


  “I’m tired,” Hannah said. “Wish we were going home to a nice warm bed.”


  “You and me both,” Madison said.


  “There’s the American wetlands,” Juan Carlos said. “Won’t be long now.”


  “Think the delta will get too shallow to navigate through?” Hannah asked.


  “We’ll find out,” Juan Carlos said. “I think I’ll be able to get us through.”


  “Glad Richardson let us take the lead,” Brendan said. “You’re a better pilot.”


  “Thanks, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “Richardson isn’t bad, though.”


  “Only a few more curves, and then we’re in the delta,” Madison said.


  “Wonder how close this base is to Port Isabel?” Hannah asked.


  “Good question,” Brendan said. “We don’t know exactly where the base is yet, do we?”


  “No,” Juan Carlos said. “Richardson will figure that out for us.” The engine RPM slowed. “Shit, we hit sand. It’s shallow here.”


  “Are we gonna get stuck?” Hannah asked.


  “No, I’ll just tilt the engines up a little and slow down,” Juan Carlos said. “One of you text Lita and let them know, all right?”


  “On it,” Hannah said.


  “We’re definitely in the delta now,” Madison said. “Is the water going to be rough in the gulf? We have to go up a ways to get into the bay.”


  “Doubt it,” Juan Carlos said. “The weather is beautiful. Not much wind, right here, anyway.”


  “The wetlands are pretty,” Hannah said, looking around her. “Lita said she used to come out here to fish and party with her friends when she was younger.”


  “Probably more partying than fishing going on,” Brendan said. He looked at Juan Carlos and chuckled.


  “Hey, you can do both at the same time, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “True that,” Brendan said. “Look, there’s the gulf up ahead. See it?”


  “Looks a little rough,” Madison said. “Those are whitecaps. See?”


  “It’s gonna be a little bumpy,” Juan Carlos said. “Probably a bit of weather someplace south. I’m surprised.”


  “Here we go,” Madison said as they cleared the delta, heading into the open gulf. The boat rocked as they got into the soupy water.


  “Tell me when Richardson and Lita clear the delta, then I’ll speed up,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Got it,” Brendan said, watching behind, hands still on his gun.


  “Can you go fast in this stuff?” Madison asked.


  “Yeah, this isn’t bad,” Juan Carlos said. “Went through worse than this on Falcon Lake sometimes.


  “For sure,” Brendan said. “That damn lake got pretty wild sometimes.”


  “They out yet?” Juan Carlos asked. He trimmed the outboards back down, getting ready to speed up.


  “Yep, they’re out,” Brendan said.


  “Good,” Juan Carlos said, pushing the throttle levers forward. The boat jumped up on a plane, crashing on the chop, taking it easily. They were up to twenty knots in a few seconds.


  “I don’t like this much,” Madison said, listening to the hull smacking the chop beneath them.


  “Don’t worry, this boat can handle a lot worse,” Juan Carlos said. “They keeping up back there?”


  “Yeah, man,” Brendan said. “We just hug the coastline of the island until we get to the opening, right?”


  “Yep,” Juan Carlos said. “Can’t miss it. Remember those jetties that come out on either side?”


  “I do,” Madison said.


  Brendan pulled out his phone. “Text from Richardson. The base is in the marina close to where the water park was.”


  “Some of that survived?” Hannah asked. “I’m surprised. They took out the bridge, remember?”


  “I remember,” Brendan said. “I guess the Coast Guard base must be toast. It was just south of the water park.”


  “It’s a nice little marina,” Madison said. “I used to eat at a place overlooking it.”


  “Sea Ranch or Dirty Al’s?” Hannah asked.


  “Both, actually,” she said. They snickered at each other.


  “Uh oh, what went on there?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “None of your business,” Madison said. “That was before you met me.”


  “We did have a wild side, you know,” Hannah said.


  “Probably why you’re so much fun now,” Juan Carlos said, glancing at Madison.


  “No comment,” she said.


  “We’re making good time,” Brendan said.


  “Yeah, we’ll see the jetties any minute now,” Juan Carlos said. “Nice to get this thing moving for a while.”


  “They’re gonna put us right back into the river though, I suspect,” Hannah said.


  “Probably,” Brendan said. “That’s where the hot spot is.”


  “There’s the jetties,” Juan Carlos said, pointing. “Look, there’s one of our boats, coming this way.”


  “Good, they got the inboards,” Brendan said, watching as the boat approached them at a good clip. It slowed when it got close, the pilot waving to them.


  “They’re gonna approach,” Juan Carlos said.


  Richardson caught up with them, the three boats now within shouting distance.


  “Which one of you is Richardson?” shouted the pilot of the inboard.


  “Me,” Richardson shouted.


  “Good, glad you guys made it,” the man yelled. “I’m Harley. Follow me in. We got slips set up for you guys.”


  “Sounds good,” Richardson said. Harley turned his boat around and headed back to the jetties, Juan Carlos and Richardson following.


  “Harley?” Hannah asked. “Kinda strange for a boy’s name.”


  “His dad’s probably a biker,” Juan Carlos shrugged. “Wonder how many boats are there?”


  “We’ll find out in a minute,” Brendan said.


  Juan Carlos made the turn, following the inboard through the opening into the bay, then north along the island.


  “Geez, look at the coast guard facility,” Brendan said. “What a mess.”


  “Direct hit, dude,” Juan Carlos said as they cruised by the ruins. “I’m surprised they didn’t take out the other marina too.”


  “Slowing,” Brendan said, watching the boat ahead of them. It turned into the small harbor.


  “Look, there’s an RV park right next to this place,” Hannah said, pointing. “Forgot about that. Wonder if they’re putting us up there.”


  “I’d feel better if you guys were elsewhere,” Brendan said. “That’s too close.”


  “Not if we’re still on the boat with you guys,” Madison said.


  “With the bridge out, how could they get RVs over here?” Hannah asked.


  They slowed way down as they entered the inner part of the harbor. Harley stood up and pointed to a row of four slips against the north side of the marina. Juan Carlos and Richardson drove their boats into slips next to each other. Lita jumped out with a rope, Brendan doing the same.


  “We’re here,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Kinda choppy out there,” Richardson said, walking up with Lita.


  “Piece of cake, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “These boats can take a lot worse.”


  “I know,” Richardson said.


  “Welcome,” Harley said, walking up. He was a tall skinny man with blonde hair, cut in a military style. “You’re the ranking officer here now, Richardson.”


  “I’m not looking to take over,” Richardson said.


  “I think Director Wallis will give us some guidance there. Sorry to hear about Jefferson. He was a great man. Terrible loss.”


  Richardson felt himself tearing up, and tried to push it back. Lita noticed and got next to him, petting his back.


  “They were like best friends,” Lita said softly. “We haven’t had time to process what happened yet.”


  “Understand,” Harley said. “Follow me. We’ve set up in that big bar over there. Leasing the space from the guy who owns it.”


  “Must be expensive,” Richardson said.


  “Actually, the expensive part was getting the yachts moved out of here,” Harley said.


  “Still have four of them,” Juan Carlos said. “Nice.”


  “Those are the ones that won’t run, and the owners are missing,” Harley said. “We think they were killed at Port Isabel, but they might have just split. We can’t raise them. When we get enough boats, we’ll probably get them towed someplace else.”


  They followed Harley up the ramp and onto the cement walkway leading to the bar. He held the door as they all went through. There were a couple of tech guys working on a communications system in the back of the bar, near the stage.


  “Who’s in command?” Richardson said.


  “It was Jefferson,” Harley said. “That’s why I said you were in command. You were his second.”


  “Oh,” Richardson said sheepishly. “Sorry, I get it.”


  “Hey, Harry, you almost done with that telecom equipment?” Harley asked.


  “Yeah, man,” said the small man with glasses and short black hair. “Be done in about five minutes. Need to make a call?”


  “Yeah, the Director asked that I get a video conference going as soon as these folks arrived.”


  “Okay, we’ll step it up,” he said, getting back to work.


  “There a place to live around here?”


  “There’s only a few of us here so far, so we’ve been living in some of the surrounding buildings. There’s a few RVs abandoned in the park next door that could be used, but we’ll have to break the locks. Since that bridge is out, we’re a little limited, unfortunately.”


  “Maybe we could use those yachts there,” Juan Carlos said.


  Harley laughed. “Thought about that, but with the engines not working, there’s no way to power the systems.”


  “The dockside power doesn’t work?” Richardson asked.


  “Not yet,” Harley said. “Been too busy to mess with that. We’ve only been here for a week.”


  “Who else is here?” Brendan asked.


  “Just my boat crew,” Harley said. “Nick and Pat are sleeping. They patrolled last night. Oh, and the tech guys. We’ve got a contract with them. Harry and four others. They’ll stick around for a while and help us get up a working base. Jefferson was supposed to be here tomorrow. Got hung up setting up a mini-gun on a turret.”


  “We saw that in action,” Richardson said.


  “We have three of them in crates behind the building, with stands,” Harley said. “Haven’t messed with them yet. Another team was supposed to come here with Jefferson. They probably got killed with him.”


  “How did he get killed, exactly?” Richardson asked.


  “We aren’t sure,” Harley said. “There’s a team processing the scene. The Director might tell us in the meeting.”


  “I say we take the yachts, boss,” Juan Carlos said. “Brendan and I can take a look at the dockside power and the engines.”


  “I’ve worked on boats like those before,” Brendan said. “Probably something simple. None of them look old enough to have too many hours on the power plants.”


  “We were supposed to get enough boats here to fill the whole marina, but they’ve knocked the total number down, and the shipment has been delayed three times already.”


  “Where are they now?” Richardson asked.


  “They were delivered to Corpus Christi,” Harley said.


  “Inboards or outboards?” Brendan asked.


  “Three inboards and ten outboards.”


  “We’re going to focus on the river,” Brendan said. “Knew it. There crews coming with these boats?”


  “Supposed to be,” Harley said. “Hey, Harry, you done?”


  “In a second,” he said. “Having trouble with this damn connector.”


  “Where’s the rest of your guys?”


  “Wiring the other two buildings,” Harley said. “Don’t worry, I can handle this.”


  “Do you know where those mini guns were gonna be placed?” Brendan asked.


  “Jefferson didn’t tell us that yet,” Harley said. “I don’t think he was sure. Heard he had it mounted on the roof of the Customs building.”


  “He did,” Juan Carlos said, “and by the way, the damn thing saved our lives.”


  “How so?”


  “There were several Gaz Tigrs on the Mexican bank, firing at us,” Richardson said. “We were having trouble getting through their armor. That damn mini gun cut through them like a hot knife through butter.”


  “Well, full auto fifty cals have been known to do that,” Harley said. “It’ll probably be your choice where those go now, Richardson.”


  “We ought to fix those yachts and mount them on the deck,” Juan Carlos said, laughing. “That would be awesome.”


  “Hold that thought,” Richardson said. “Let’s see if you can really get them running again.”


  “I’d run a crazy idea like that by the Director if I were you,” Harley said, grinning. “That would be cool, but remember that there’s no armor on those yachts.”


  “Good point,” Juan Carlos said.


  “It’s ready,” Harry said. “We can do a secure call to the Director’s system now.”


  “Send the ping,” Harley said. “Let’s see if he picks up.”


  “You got it,” Harry said. “Gather around.”


  The monitor next to the keyboard lit up as Harry typed in commands. An hourglass came up, spinning as the connection and encryption were set up. The screen showed the message Accepted.


  “Looks like he’s getting on,” Harley said.


  Richardson nodded. “Nice setup.”


  The screen changed, showing Wallis and Gallagher’s faces.


  “Good, you’ve got it working,” Wallis said. “Richardson, you made it. No worse for the wear, I hope.”


  “We’re all fine,” Richardson said. “Figure out what happened to Jefferson yet?”


  “Appears to be an inside job,” Wallis said. “He was shot in the back with a .40 Smith and Wesson as he was firing the mini-gun.”


  “Dammit, not again,” Richardson said. “Another one of ours?”


  “Contractor who helped set up the new base,” Wallis said. “Somebody stopped his clock after he did the deed.”


  “Did he have a chip?” Juan Carlos asked.


  Wallis paused for a moment.


  “Sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned that.”


  “No, it’s fine, Juan Carlos,” Wallis said. “I forgot to ask. Just a second. I need to make a call.”


  He left the screen for a moment.


  “Did you see any enemy fighters on the trip south?” Gallagher asked.


  “Nope,” Richardson said. “Large concentration up by the old base, though. Looks like they’re planning for a big move.”


  “We got that info,” Gallagher said.


  “Really? How?”


  “Same as you - the drones,” he said. “That’s all we have at the moment.”


  Richardson felt himself flush, trying to hide it from the others. He shot a glance at Brendan and Juan Carlos. They nodded discreetly.


  Wallis sat back down, a grim look on his face. He shook his head yes.


  Richardson nodded back at him. “We hear there are some boats on their way here.”


  “We’re having some problems,” Wallis said. “Lost two of the crews. They were on their way to the base down there, but got ambushed on the road. Now we’re afraid that the enemy knows where that base is. Not sure what we’re going to do about it yet.”


  “Dammit,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Hey, it’ll give us a day or two to rest,” Lita said. “That’s not so bad.”


  “It’s not so bad if we don’t get attacked,” Madison said.


  “I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” Wallis said. “There’s no way to get to you guys other than by water with the bridge out, and we’ve already notified the US Navy. They’re patrolling the area. That with the drones should keep you guys safe in the short term.”


  “I’d stay alert all the time just in case,” Gallagher said.


  “Of course,” Wallis said. “Take a few days from fighting. Help with the setup of the base. Richardson, until further notice you’re in command.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Richardson said.


  “How about the mini-guns?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Those damn things,” Wallis said. “We’ve lost six people because of those.”


  “Six people?”


  “Five at the Capitol in Austin, and now Jefferson,” Wallis said.


  “That wasn’t the fault of the guns,” Gallagher said.


  “Jefferson saved our lives with the mini-gun on the river,” Brendan said. “They stop Gaz Tigrs better than anything we have, even the main gun. They’re armor is tough to punch through.”


  “Okay, I withdraw my comments,” Wallis said.


  “You mind where we mount them?” Richardson asked.


  “That was going to be up to Jefferson,” Wallis said. “Now it’s up to you. Use them as you see fit.”


  “Okay, thanks,” Richardson said. “Anything else?”


  “Nope,” Wallis said. “I’ll ping you guys as soon as I know when the additional boats are coming. Don’t patrol the river. Save those two boats, but keep their weapons loaded. Just sit tight for now. Got it?”


  “Yes sir,” Richardson said.


  “Okay, talk to you soon.”


  The call ended.


  “There,” Harry said. “Works real nice, don’t it?”


  “Yeah, it works well,” Harley said. “What now, sir?”


  “Let’s go talk in private,” Richardson said.


  “You mind if we go check out those yachts?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Do it,” Richardson said. “And if you can get them working, look for a good place to mount the mini-guns.”


  “You’re really going to do that?” Harley asked.


  “If we get chased out of this location, I’d like to retain that hardware,” Richardson said. “Let’s go chat. Have a good place?”


  “There’s an office upstairs,” Harley said.


  “What do you want me doing?” Harry asked.


  “Check on the crews in the other buildings, and then work on the dockside power. That okay, Richardson?”


  “Perfect,” he said. “Lead the way to the office.”


  Harley nodded and got up, heading towards the staircase in the back. Richardson followed him up, and they went into the first door on the right side.


  “Here it is,” Harley said.


  Richardson got close to him and whispered. “Has any work been done in here? Electronics work?”


  “Phones,” Harley whispered back. “Why?”


  “Where does that spiral staircase lead to?” He pointed to it, in the far corner of the room.


  “Roof-top deck,” Harley whispered. “What’s going on?”


  “Any work done up there?”


  “No,” Harley said.


  “Good, let’s go up.” He went to it and climbed up, opening the trap door. Harley followed him onto the roof. Richardson already had his phone out.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I got buzzed when we got here,” Richardson said.


  “Buzzed?”


  “I have a lot to tell you. First, let’s see your upper arms. Roll up your sleeves.”


  Harley gave him a strange look. “What, you think I have one of those chips?”


  “Trust me,” Richardson said. “You’ll want to do this to anybody new you bring on the team, including contractors.”


  He nodded and rolled both sleeves up. Richardson checked for scars. “Good, you’re clean.”


  “Of course I’m clean,” he said. “What’s going on?”


  Richardson ignored him, refreshing his short range app. The phone buzzed again, and four icons showed up. “Dammit. Not enough detail to show which buildings.” He sent a quick text to Juan Carlos and Brendan, then turned back to Harley.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Your techs are enemy plants,” Richardson said. He held up the phone. “This is top secret. Tell nobody. Understand?”


  “Yes,” Harley said. “What is that?”


  “It’s an app that reads enemy RFID chips,” Richardson said.


  “Son of a bitch. Where did you get that?”


  “General Hogan’s team,” Richardson said. “We might not have it for long. It was only supposed to be available to us until we got to Brownsville.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s missing a couple of key features, and we don’t want the enemy to know about this capability until we have those key features. Once we have them, the apps will be released wide. Everybody will get them.”


  “So what can you do with it now?”


  “We have a short-range and a long-range app,” Richardson said, moving closer so Harley could view the screen. “The short-range app will buzz when you get within half a mile of an enemy fighter. It will show you their approximate location.”


  “Wow,” Harley said. “That would be game over.”


  “Well, it’ll certainly help. Here’s the long-range app.” Richardson loaded it.


  “Shoot, that looks like the map program.”


  “Yep,” he said, focusing on the Rio Grande near the ruined base. “See all these icons? That’s enemy troops massing by the river, ready to cross now that the area is un-protected.”


  “Holy crap,” Harley said. “What are the new features?”


  “Name, rank, and country of origin, from what I’m hearing.”


  “Oh, I get it,” Harley said, grinning. “We’re gonna be able to root the traitors out of our institutions with that, assuming that they all have RFID chips.”


  “Exactly, and they do,” Richardson said. “All the way up the chain of command.”


  “So what do we do about the four traitors here?”


  “We’ll kill them all, but not right away. You know they’ve compromised that communications equipment, of course.”


  Harley sighed. “I know. I’m sorry.”


  “Wasn’t your fault,” Richardson said. He typed a text and sent it.


  “Who was that to?”


  “Director Wallis,” Richardson said. “We’re gonna find a new contracting agency.”


  The two men snickered. Richardson’s phone dinged with a text message. He read it and laughed.


  “We need to make another conference call.”


  “We’re gonna test our theory, aren’t we?”


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “Let’s go.”


  The two men went down the spiral staircase, through the office, and back to the bar.


  “You don’t think these four guys will try to off us, do you?” Harley whispered.


  “No, they want this communications equipment to be available to them for a while. We’re probably safe as long as they think we’re clueless.”


  “I’ll call Harry, then. He hasn’t trained me on how to run this yet.”


  “Good, do that,” Richardson said.


  Harley pulled out his phone and hit a contact. “Hey, Harry, come on back here. We have to make another secure call.” He turned to Richardson and nodded.


  “There any beer in that walk-in?”


  “Stocked to the gills,” Harley said. “Should we be drinking?”


  “I need to relax,” Richardson said. He grabbed one just as Harry trotted in. “You guys want one?”


  “Sure, I’ll take an IPA,” Harley said. “You want one, Harry?”


  “Really? Sure, I’ll take a lager.”


  “You got it,” Richardson said, smiling. He brought the beers to the bar and opened all three. The men grabbed them, then Harley and Richardson watched as Harry set up the call.


  After a few seconds, Gallagher and Wallis’s faces were on the screen.


  “Good to see you again so soon,” Richardson said. “What’s up?”


  “We changed our mind about you going back to the river today,” Wallis said.


  “Oh, really?” Richardson said. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Go back to the Brownsville base, salvage what you can, and bring it to the new base,” Wallis said.


  “That sounds like a suicide mission,” Richardson said.


  Wallis chuckled. “We have twenty thousand Texas National Guard troops dug in along the bank, and I just received the services of four AC-130s. They’ll pound the crap out of the enemy fighters we saw massing on the Mexican side via the drones. They’re in for a nasty surprise.”


  “Excellent,” Richardson said. “I’ll get our boats ready. How soon?”


  “Leave in forty-five minutes,” Gallagher said. “It should be about over by then.”


  “Okay, talk to you soon,” Richardson said.


  “That’s it, Harry,” Harley said. “You can shut it down now.”


  “Okay, boss,” Harry said, shutting down the system.


  “Wait, show me how it works, okay?” Richardson asked.


  “Sure thing,” Harry said. He took about five minutes to show Richardson and Harley how to work the system, and then left the bar.


  “Let’s go talk to my guys,” Richardson said. Harley nodded and they walked out onto the dock.


  “Damn, they already have the first one running,” Harley said.


  “So it would appear,” Richardson said. “These techs been around the boats?”


  “Nope,” Harley said.


  “Good.”


  “Hey, Richardson,” Juan Carlos said, coming onto the back of the deck. He helped him on, then gave a hand to Harley.


  “When are we gonna kill those creeps,” Brendan asked, coming up from below.


  “Have patience,” Richardson said. “We’re gonna use them a little first.”


  “This is scary,” Madison said. “What if they slit our throats while we sleep?”


  “They won’t,” Brendan said. “They’ve got an intelligence source that gives them access to Wallis, Gallagher, and even Nelson himself. They’ll try to preserve that. If they kill us, it’s gone.”


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Lita said, “but it still makes me nervous.”


  “What was wrong with the engine?” Harley asked.


  “Engines,” Brendan said. “This puppy has two big diesels. The owner pulled some wires and stashed them in a storage locker. It was easy to find.”


  “So this is a fast boat, then?” Richardson asked.


  “Oh, yeah, baby,” Juan Carlos said. “These big sport fishers haul ass.”


  “See somewhere good to mount the mini gun?” Richardson asked.


  “Only one place makes sense,” Brendan said. “Where that fighting chair is there.”


  “Ah, I could see that,” Harley said. “Wish there was a way to mount one in front.”


  “This baby is fast enough that the enemy will always be behind us,” Brendan said.


  Richardson chuckled and shook his head.


  “When are you gonna check for the enemy’s new position?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Soon,” Richardson said. “Another ten minutes.”


  “Hey, what are you guys doing down there?” Harry asked, walking towards them on the dock.


  “We got the boat running,” Harley shouted. “The owner just pulled some wires and stashed them.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, really,” Harley said.


  “Well, good, then,” Harry said. “The dockside power should be on now.”


  “Great, thanks,” Harley said.


  “No problem. I’ll go help the other guys with the last two consoles.”


  “Talk to you later,” Harley said.


  Richardson shook his head, then took the phone out of his pocket, moved his fingers on the screen, and laughed.


  “Did they take the bait?” Harley asked.


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “They’re heading south in a hurry, away from the river.” He sent a text.


  “I hope you’re telling Wallis where they’re going,” Harley said.


  Richardson nodded yes. “They’re gonna burn.”


  Chapter 28 – Cemetery Road


  Junior and Rachel drove the off-roader back to their motor home. Junior brought it around the back and hitched it up while Rachel went inside the rig. He joined her in a moment.


  “Ah, home sweet home,” he said, plopping down on the couch.


  “Oh no you don’t,” Rachel said, pulling him up by his arms.


  “Got a job for me?”


  She pulled her top over her head, and walked towards the bedroom.


  “Yes,” Junior said, following her. They had each other with passion, then lay on their sides facing each other.


  “I needed that so badly,” she said, stroking Junior’s face. He grabbed her hand and kissed it.


  “I love you so much, sweetie,” he said. “Seems like pregnancy doesn’t hurt your libido any.”


  “Well, for now it’s not,” she said. “Wait till I’m huge. Then you might have to be a little more patient.”


  “I know,” he said. “We should catch a quick nap. Once that barricade is cleaned up, we’ll be on our way again.”


  “I know,” she said, eyes already getting heavy. “Nothing puts me to sleep better than what we just did.


  They both fell asleep quickly, waking as they heard engines around them starting up. Somebody banged on the door.


  “Junior!” Kelly shouted. “We’re leaving now.”


  “Told you,” Junior said, smiling. Stay back here and sleep a little longer if you want to.”


  “No, I’m good, just needed a cat nap,” she said. “We’ll crash hard tonight, I’m sure.”


  “Yeah,” Junior said, standing and dressing.


  “Junior!” Kelly yelled.


  “I hear you,” Junior shouted. “Thanks. The engines woke me up.” He opened the door. Kelly was standing there with Brenda.


  “You got the off-roader hitched up?” Kelly asked.


  “Yep,” Junior said. “We’re ready to go.”


  “Good,” Kelly said.


  “Your shirt is on backwards,” Brenda said. She snickered, Kelly joining her.


  “Oh, that’s what you were doing,” Kelly said. “Lucky you.”


  “You’re damn right he’s lucky,” Rachel said as she walked past the door to the passenger seat. “Junior, fix your shirt.”


  “I know,” Junior said. He took it off and put it on the right way, then climbed into the driver’s seat. “See you folks at the next stop.”


  “Okay, brother,” Kelly smiled, walking away with Brenda. Rachel closed the door and then sat in the passenger seat as Junior rolled forward.


  “Take a look at the app for that bridge,” Junior said. “Let’s see what kind of a hornet’s nest we’re cruising into.”


  “Already on it,” Rachel said, moving her fingers on the phone screen. “Hundreds. Doesn’t look like it’s grown, though, at least. They’re less bunched up by the bridges. They’re taking positions a little further out.”


  “Wonder if the tanks can do enough damage from further back?” Junior asked.


  “I hope so,” she said. “I suspect we’ll have the off-roaders in action.”


  “Probably,” Junior said. “If we are successful here, though, this job is gonna get a whole lot easier. What’s going on with the reservation?”


  “Just a sec,” Rachel said. “I’ll check.”


  Junior watched the long convoy ahead of him as they pulled out of town. “Wonder if we’ll run into any other barricades?”


  “Good question,” Rachel said. “The enemy icons are all sitting with the first batch at the reservation, from the look of it.”


  “Good,” Junior said. “That probably means the Injuns won. Otherwise we’d see them traveling back to the air force base by now.”


  “Unless they’re doing an occupation,” Rachel said. “I doubt that, though. They’d probably just kill everybody there and leave. There’s no strategic value to that reservation, from what I can see.”


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “See anything along our route to Truth or Consequences?”


  “Looking now. Nope, but the presence around the bridges has spread out a little bit more. They’re several miles this side of them now.”


  “Dammit,” Junior said. “They’ve probably parked out there far enough where we have no sight line with the tanks.”


  “Think they know we have them?”


  “Yeah, we’ve used them several times now, and remember who we stole them back from.” He snickered.


  “Oh yeah.”


  “Wonder how long it’s going to take to get to Truth or Consequences?”


  “I’ll check,” Rachel said.


  Junior glanced at her. “You’re so cute when you’re concentrating.”


  “Ah shucks,” she said, shooting a smile at him. “I can’t believe how hard I’ve fallen for you.”


  “Yeah, who’d have thunk it?”


  “It’s a two-hour drive, but remember that the bridges are a little ways past the town.”


  “I suspect we’ll stop in Truth or Consequences and take the off-roaders down for a look see.”


  “Yeah, probably,” she said. “No enemy icons in Truth or Consequences.”


  “That has to be the best name for a city I’ve ever heard.”


  Rachel snickered. “Yeah, I always wondered what the place was like.”


  Both their phones dinged with a text message.


  “Wonder if it’s a broadcast?” Junior asked.


  “Yep, looks like it. They want us to stop to the north of Truth or Consequences. We’ll take the off-roaders closer to check out the situation.”


  “Like we were saying,” Junior said. He pulled the phone out of his pocket. “Check to make sure, okay?”


  She took the phone and looked. “Yep, same message.”


  “Just put it back on the center console,” Junior said.


  There was another ding. Rachel looked at her phone. “Dirk asking where to get off.”


  Another ding went off. “Jason said will advise, but probably Cemetery Road, going west.”


  “How fitting,” Junior said.


  “Don’t say that,” Rachel said.


  “I wonder if Dirk and Cindy are gonna work out?”


  “They’ve kept to themselves about this,” Rachel said. “Not sure why. Maybe Cindy doesn’t want to offend the rest of the biker group.”


  “One of them was trying to court her,” Junior said.


  “I know, and he’s not happy, apparently.”


  Junior chuckled. “Yeah, not surprised. Hope it doesn’t cause us any problems.”


  “Me too.”


  They settled in for the drive, the sparse desert flying by on both sides. It was more than an hour before they talked again. Shadows were getting longer as the afternoon wore on.


  “It’ll be dark when we get there,” Rachel said.


  “Yep. Looks that way. Wonder if we’ll scout tonight or wait until morning?”


  “Good question,” Rachel said. “None of us know this area, so it’ll be tough tooling around with no lights on.”


  “We should have a moon tonight,” Junior said. “but it may not be enough.”


  The phones dinged. Rachel picked hers up and read the text. “Confirmation that we’re getting off on Cemetery Road and going west.”


  “I figured,” Junior said. “Nothing about when we’re going to scout?”


  “Nope. We’ll probably talk about that when we get there. This off-ramp is close to some places, like a Denny’s and a couple motels. They might see us.”


  “Then I hope it’s dark,” Junior said. “We’re making good time, though, so it might not be.”


  Junior’s phone rang.


  “Want me to put it on speaker?” Rachel asked.


  “Yeah.”


  Rachel answered the call and hit the speaker button.


  “Junior?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah, we got you on speaker. Rachel’s here.”


  “Good. I’m bringing on Kelly and the others.”


  “Okay,” Junior said. They waited through the beeps and hellos as everybody got on the call.


  “Everybody hear me?” Jason asked.


  There was a smattering of yes responses.


  “What’s on your mind, pencil neck?” Curt asked. Several people cracked up.


  “Brainstorming,” Jason said. “The enemy has the sections near the bridges blocked off on all sides. We don’t have enough people to defeat them over that wide an area.”


  “Yep, that’s what I’m seeing,” Eric said. “This is gonna be tough.”


  “We don’t have to take them all on,” Kyle said. “We just have to clear a path someplace.”


  “We don’t want this to be a suicide mission,” Cindy said.


  “True that,” Dirk added. “We need to blow this and get on to the next target.”


  “Exactly,” Jason said. “That’s why we’re brainstorming.”


  “Any chance that the Injuns will show up and help us take them on?” Junior asked.


  “Way to go with the Injuns comment, pencil neck.”


  “So sue me,” Junior said. “Answer the question.”


  “We don’t know,” Jason said. “I’ll try to raise Stanton Hunt. Tried earlier. No answer.”


  “That might be bad,” Don said.


  “Maybe,” Jason said. “Maybe not.”


  “Look, guys, we have a huge advantage,” Curt said. “We can see the enemy. We know exactly where they are.”


  “That’s true,” Junior said, “but there is a tactical problem here. As soon as they’ve seen us, our advantage from the apps is gone. Then it’s numbers and firepower that will win the day. We might have the firepower but we don’t have the numbers, and that’s risky as hell for us.”


  “Junior’s right,” Jason said. “We need to think outside the box.”


  “Should we bring in the leadership team?” Cindy asked.


  “Yes, but I want to brainstorm amongst ourselves first,” Jason said. “We need to hash it out as best as we can.”


  “Okay, then let’s go systematically,” Junior said. “What are our advantages?”


  “We have the apps,” Cindy said.


  “That’s one,” Junior said. “What else?”


  “We have very nimble, heavily armed off-roaders,” Curt said.


  “That’s two,” Junior said. “What else?”


  “We’ve got access to drone images,” Jason said.


  “That’s three,” Junior said.


  “We’ve got the cover of darkness,” Kelly said.


  “That’s not an advantage,” Kyle said. “They’ve got that too.”


  “Crap, sorry,” Kelly said. “You’re right.”


  “No, wait a minute,” Junior said. “We’re forgetting about something.”


  “What’s that?” Kelly asked.


  “Those three M-1 tanks have night vision.”


  Everybody was silent for a moment.


  “Shit, he’s right,” Kyle said. “How much noise do those tanks make?”


  “Depends on how fast they’re going,” Moe said. “They squeak a little. That might carry for a considerable distance.”


  “Wait, don’t get off on that yet,” Junior said. “What are our other advantages?”


  “The enemy is spread really thin as they get further away from the bridges,” Rachel said, looking at her phone. “If we pick a route and can be quick about doing our job, we can probably be in and out of there before the larger group can get to us.”


  “I’d call that an advantage for us,” Cindy said. “It’s harder to defend a huge area like they have than to pierce a small part of it.”


  “We need to get the latest drone pictures to see how many and what type of vehicles they have,” Curt said.


  “Yep,” Junior said. “Any other advantages?”


  “We have mortars and crews who are good with them,” Moe said. “We could do part of the destruction of those bridges and also flood the area with willie pete.”


  “I’d call that an advantage,” Curt said, “even if the enemy also has mortars.”


  “Yep,” Jason said. “What about disadvantages on our side?”


  “Numbers,” Eric said.


  “Yes,” Junior said. “Also lack of good intelligence beyond physical location and numbers. We don’t know what the enemy’s capabilities are. How do they keep finding us, for instance? Are they using satellite imagery? Is it real time or near-real time? Do they have bugs on some of our vehicles, or do we have moles in our ranks?”


  “Those are two disadvantages, for sure,” Jason said. “Anything else?”


  “I have one more possible advantage,” Don said. “There’s over six thousand people in Truth or Consequences, and almost a thousand in Carrizozo. We could use social media to rally citizens into the fight. It’s worked before. If we even get a couple hundred people from that, it’ll tip the balance.”


  “Yes, that’s another advantage all right,” Curt said, “but how do we get the message to the right people without tipping off the enemy?”


  “We use Comanche,” Sydney said, “like they did at the Austin capitol.”


  “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Don said. “The folks who run these message boards watch stuff like that, and the activities in Austin did go viral. Our people will know what to do. We have the translation program, so we can translate our messages into Comanche, and hopefully there’s enough people to translate.”


  “Okay, let me get on the line with Ramsey and run this stuff past him,” Jason said. “Don’t do anything yet, though, okay?”


  “Hurry, because we’ll be in Truth Or Consequences within the hour,” Cindy said.


  “Roger that,” Jason said. “Talk to you soon.” The call ended.


  “That was a good call,” Rachel said, “and good job at focusing the discussion, Junior. You’re one of the smartest people here, you know.”


  “That was just common sense,” Junior said, “but thanks.”


  “I’m proud to be your woman,” she said.


  Chapter 29 – Maria’s Memories


  Maria and Hendrix were sitting on the living room couch, cuddled up, nearly dozing.


  “Maybe we should sneak into the bedroom for a little while,” Maria whispered. “I need some us time.”


  “Can you be quiet enough?” Hendrix asked, a twinkle in his eyes.


  “Maybe if you don’t drive me too crazy,” she said. “How long are the Governor and Ramsey going to be tied up?”


  “From what I remember of those finance meetings, quite a while. They just started. He’ll get reports from all the big counties in Texas, and some of the smaller ones.”


  “Why aren’t you in that meeting?” she asked, getting up.


  He got up next to her, pulling her in for a hug. “It’s an executive branch thing. I’ll argue with him about it later.”


  Maria chuckled. “Some things never change. C’mon.” She led him into the bedroom. Hendrix opened the door, then shut it behind them and set the night lock. Maria’s dress was off by the time he turned around, and she was reaching behind her back to undo her bra. He moaned when her breasts bounced free.


  “I’ll never get tired of looking at you,” he said, taking her in.


  “I certainly hope not,” she said. “Get those clothes off now.”


  “My my, so demanding.”


  “Hurry.” She pulled the covers back on the queen bed and got on, watching him undress. He joined her on the bed, and they kissed tenderly for several moments, their hands roaming over each other as their passion rose.


  “Seems like forever since we did this,” she whispered.


  “It wasn’t,” Hendrix said between kisses. “Just a few days. You know what seems like a long time ago to me?”


  “What?”


  “Our lunch date, and then the date the next night,” he said.


  She laughed. “The second one almost killed us.”


  “If we wouldn’t have been together, you might not have survived.”


  “I know,” she said, moving over him, starting another kiss.


  “Yes,” he said as they broke it, pulling her all the way on top of him, reveling in the flesh against flesh feeling.


  “You’re ready now, aren’t you?”


  “Let’s take our time,” he said.


  She giggled. “I was so embarrassed after that lunch date.”


  “Really? Why?”


  “Because I got a little tipsy, and I teased you,” she said, “but that wasn’t all.”


  “You were fine,” he said, looking into her eyes. “What else, though? I only remember you letting me look at your cleavage.”


  “I asked you into my apartment afterwards, remember?”


  “Yes, and I turned you down.”


  “You did,” she said. “You were a perfect gentleman.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  She took his hand and put it lower, pressing it against her. “I was like this.”


  His eyes opened wide. “No, really?”


  “Really,” she said. “That’s why I almost didn’t go on the next date. I felt so guilty the next morning.”


  “This is interesting,” he said, smiling at her. “What would’ve happened if I would have gone to your apartment?”


  “Probably this,” she whispered, moving up, then settling down onto him. He groaned.


  “You would have let me?” he asked, hands going to her butt as she moved over him.


  She looked into his eyes as she moved, her eyes dilated, then bit her lower lip and squealed, going out of control on him.


  “I probably would’ve done that too,” she said, catching her breath. “I did, by myself.”


  The vision of that hit Hendrix like a freight train, and he flipped her onto her back, taking her with abandon until they broke into a roaring climax together.


  “Oh, God,” she said as they came down.


  “Talking about that got us pretty worked up,” Hendrix said, staying on top of her, brushing the hair away from her eyes. They kissed deeply.


  “I love you so,” she said.


  “I love you too, sweetheart.” He chuckled. “I really had no idea.”


  “The second date was even worse,” she said. “I was such a tart.”


  “No you weren’t,” Hendrix said. “That’s when I knew we would be together, though.”


  “Me too,” she whispered. “You’re thinking about it now, aren’t you? I can feel it.”


  “Looking at you that night,” he said. “When you let me. That’s a powerful memory.” He was starting to get short of breath.


  “This is getting to you again,” she said, smiling, eyes dancing with his. He started to move in her. “Oh, yes.”


  “Was it like this when you were looking?”


  “I was afraid you were going to notice,” he said.


  She smiled. “I did notice, silly. I almost touched it.”


  “You’re a naughty girl,” he said.


  “When I decide, I become aggressive,” she said. “Remember what happened in the bunker later that night. I started that, remember?”


  “That pops into my mind pretty often,” he said, feeling the passion hitting him. They started again, making love with abandon, going until both of them were panting and exhausted.


  “This was a good time for a double,” Maria said as they settled down next to each other. “A really good time.”


  Hendrix’s eyes lit up. “Good. Assuming you still want that with me.”


  “I still want that,” she said. “More than ever, and more than once. I want our children surrounding us.”


  The console in the room beeped.


  “Oh, crap,” Hendrix said.


  Maria got out of bed and answered it.


  “Hey, you two, sorry to wake you,” Nelson said, “but we have an important call coming up. We need Kip’s brain.”


  “Be there in a few seconds,” Maria said. She looked sheepishly at Hendrix. “Get dressed. Maybe we can play more later. I’m still worked up.”


  “Good,” he said. They were dressed and in the console room in a couple minutes.


  “What’s going on?” Hendrix asked.


  “Jason needs to chat,” Ramsey said. “They have some challenges with the bridge demo. They’ve been brainstorming, but they want to run their ideas past us before they commit.”


  “Okay,” Hendrix said, sitting down. Maria went to the console. The call came through after a moment, and she accepted it. They could hear the sound of a vehicle moving, things rattling.


  “Jason?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Sorry, no picture this time. We’re driving. Are Gallagher and Wallis coming?”


  “Yep, they should be on any moment,” Nelson said. The console beeped again. “Speak of the devil.”


  Wallis and Gallagher’s faces came up on the monitor.


  “Good afternoon,” Wallis said. “What’s up?”


  “Jason’s team has been doing some brainstorming, and he wanted to chat with us about it,” Ramsey said.


  “Okay,” Wallis said.


  “Problems?” Gallagher asked.


  “The enemy moved a few hundred troops to the bridges over the Rio Grande south of Truth or Consequences,” Jason said. “A little while ago they started moving people north of the bridges. We think they’re trying to prevent us from getting a good sight-line to hit them.”


  “They figured out you’re on the way,” Ramsey said.


  “Or they’ve realized how vulnerable they are in that particular spot,” Hendrix said. “There’s no way around the Rio Grande if Jason’s team takes out the bridges in that area. It cuts their supply lines rather well.”


  “That’s what we think,” Jason said, “although they’ve figured out our moves ahead of time more than once. They might have real-time satellite imagery, or even a plant inside our ranks.”


  “Or they might be eavesdropping on conversations,” Gallagher said. “Remember what they’re trying to do at our new base on the gulf.”


  “Uh oh,” Jason said. “What happened?”


  “We lost most of our people and boats at the new base in Brownsville,” Wallis said. “Turned out to be enemy plants in a group of technical contractors we hired. They’re also at the base further south, where the survivors of the Brownsville attack are now. The contractors who are setting up the communications have RFID chips.”


  “Crap,” Jason said.


  “We’re using it to our advantage,” Wallis said. “We’re pretending we don’t know and feeding them faulty intel.”


  Jason chuckled. “Good. Working?”


  “Yeah, we just kept a large force of enemy fighters from coming across the river. We were able to see where they went, and hit them with some AC-130 gunships.”


  “Whoa, you’ve got access to AC-130s?”


  “Yeah, and they’re under our direct control,” Wallis said. “The Air Force gave us five.”


  “Maybe we could use them here,” Jason said.


  “One of the conditions was that we have to use them either in Texas or Mexico,” Nelson said. “No other states. We’re still worried about the UN and the EU sending forces to Texas.”


  “Bummer,” Jason said.


  “So you guys brainstormed on this?” Wallis asked.


  “Yep,” Jason said. “Identified our strengths and weaknesses, mainly.”


  “I assume your strengths are the apps and your mobile fire-power,” Gallagher said.


  “Those, and our mortar teams, our social media team, and the night vision systems on those M-1 tanks.”


  Gallagher chuckled. “Oh yeah, that’s right. Those tanks have very good FLIR systems.”


  “That only makes a difference if you do the attack at night,” Wallis said.


  “Yep,” Jason said. “We aren’t sure if they are quiet enough to really sneak into place, and we aren’t positive that the 120 mm cannon will do the job, either.”


  “Oh, they’ll do the job, but it will take more than one shot, I’m sure,” Wallis said.


  “You could use willie pete to get the troops away from the bridges and then set charges,” Gallagher said.


  “That sounds too much like a suicide mission to me,” Hendrix said.


  “I was thinking the same,” Nelson said.


  “There is one other possible trick we can pull,” Hendrix said.


  “What’s that?” Wallis asked.


  “Remember that we have the ability to pass false info at the moment,” Hendrix said. “Via that communications setup at South Padre Island. What if we get on there with Richardson and discuss the pending attack on the freeway infrastructure at El Paso and Las Cruces?”


  Wallis snickered. “You know, Kip, that’s not a bad idea.”


  “Might work,” Gallagher said. “We did burn them with that in Brownsville, though. They might not be as stupid as we think they are.”


  “What did you do there?” Jason asked.


  “That was how we set them up for the AC-130 attack we just mentioned,” Gallagher said.


  Jason chuckled. “Oh, yeah. Sorry.”


  “You know, we can’t send those AC-130s into Las Cruces, but we could go pound the hell out of the roads leaving El Paso,” Hendrix said. “They’re using those to get to I-25. Look.” He showed his phone to Nelson and Ramsey.


  “I’ll put the map on the console,” Maria said. “So we can all see it.”


  “Yes, do that, please,” Nelson said. Maria clicked a few times and typed on the keyboard, and a detailed map came up.


  “Nice thinking, Kip,” Wallis said. “We could destroy I-10, Highway 20, and Highway 178. That will force the enemy onto much smaller roads. It’ll be a big pain in the ass for them.”


  “It gets even better,” Gallagher said. “We’ll say that our team is going to destroy I-25 and Highway 185 right around Radium Springs, just north of Las Cruces.”


  “That’s not as good of a place as the bridges over the Rio Grande,” Ramsey said.


  “True, but only because they’d be easier to rebuild or go around,” Wallis said. “It’s still going to stop them dead for a period of time. Could be weeks, maybe even a month. They won’t want to risk that. They’ll move troops there if they believe our conversation. The most likely place they’d pull from would be Truth or Consequences.”


  “I like it,” Jason said.


  “Good, then we’ll do that now,” Nelson said. “Wallis, how soon could we have the AC-130s to El Paso?”


  “In a couple of hours. We’d better warn our people there. Perhaps put up roadblocks to keep civilians away.”


  “We’ve lost men every time we’ve put up roadblocks down there,” Gallagher said. “The enemy comes out of the woodwork and attacks.”


  “From where?” Ramsey asked.


  “We’ll watch the apps and find out if they decide to send them,” Jason said. “If they were coming from that base in White Sands, they might not show up. The tribe whacked them good. They could be too low on people now.”


  “Things are starting to fall into place,” Nelson said.


  “Don’t get overconfident,” Gallagher said. “This might not work. The enemy isn’t stupid.”


  “I know, but it’s worth a try, isn’t it?” Nelson asked.


  “Yes, it is,” Gallagher said. “Let’s get things rolling.”


  “Okay,” Ramsey said. “Jason, talk to you later. Hopefully we’ll have bombs dropping north of El Paso in a couple hours. Sit tight.”


  “Will do,” Jason said. He dropped off the call.


  “Maria, dial up Captain Richardson, okay?”


  “Will do,” she said. “It’ll just take a minute.”


  “We play this straight with Richardson,” Wallis said. “All the way. What’s the reason we’re calling?”


  “Let’s tell him there are more patrol boats coming through the eastern part of the gulf,” Gallagher said. “Galveston.”


  Wallis chuckled. “Good idea. They might try to intercept them, and the US Navy will take care of the situation.”


  “You okay, Kip?” Nelson asked, eyeing his furrowed brow.


  “There’s so many things that might go wrong here,” he said. “We don’t want the plants at South Padre Island to get wise and cut their losses.”


  “What do you mean?” Maria asked.


  “He means we don’t want our DPS folks murdered there,” Wallis said. “After this operation, it might be time to take them out.”


  “I agree,” Gallagher said.


  Chapter 30 – Keep Them Alive


  Richardson watched from the dock as his men worked on the mini gun stand. He had just pulled a cart over, full of ammo on belts.


  “Almost tight, dude,” Juan Carlos shouted from below deck.


  Brendan ran the electric torque wrench, tightening down the last bolt on the mini gun stand as Juan Carlos held a wrench on the nut below. The wrench ratcheted. “There, man, it’s torqued. Does it look beefy enough down there, or should we get some more wood?”


  “This piece of three quarter inch ply should be enough, along with the deck itself,” Juan Carlos said, poking his head out of the engine compartment. “I think we’re good. It’s probably more sturdy than the mounts on the choppers.”


  “Good, then help me lift this beast onto the stand.”


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said, climbing back on the deck. “Then we can drill a hole for the electrical cable.”


  “Why does that thing need electricity?” Madison asked, sitting next to Lita and Hannah near the pilot’s chair.


  “It uses an electric motor to spin,” Brendan said. “That’s why the rate of fire on this thing is so insane.”


  “It looks like those old Gatling guns I’ve seen on westerns,” Lita said.


  “That’s basically what it is,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Give me a hand with this ammo,” Richardson said.


  They helped him hoist the heavy belts onto the deck.


  “This thing is gonna be like having a PT boat,” Brendan said.


  “That’s good and bad,” Richardson said. “A few shots from a small gun will sink this sucker.”


  “Yeah, we know,” Juan Carlos said.


  Richardson’s phone dinged. “Uh oh, meeting with the leadership team.”


  “All of us?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Yeah,” Richardson said.


  “We can hang around out here, though, right?” Madison asked.


  “No,” Richardson said. “I was thinking about that. We don’t want you girls out of our sight with the enemy plants here. Understand?”


  “Yeah, dude, I agree,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Okay, let’s go,” Lita said.


  “I’ll call Harley on the way,” Richardson said as he helped Lita off the boat, the others following.


  “We can see the boat from that bar,” Brendan said. “We should keep our eyes on it all the time.”


  “Yep,” Brendan said.


  They walked to the bar, getting to the door just as Harley arrived.


  “Should I call Harry?” he asked.


  “No need, we know how to work this now, right?” Richardson asked.


  “True,” Harley said. “I’ll give it a try.”


  “Where are those guys?” Brendan asked.


  “Taking a break,” Harley said.


  “Where’s your men?” Lita asked.


  “They ought to be along any minute. We were just having coffee when you called.”


  “Okay,” Richardson said. They sat in front of the console as Harley turned it on. The picture came up, and he accepted the call. The screen broke into two sides, Wallis and Gallagher’s faces on one, Nelson, Ramsey, and Hendrix on the other.


  “Howdy,” Harley said.


  “How’s it going, gents?” Wallis asked.


  “Not too shabby,” Richardson said. “What’s happening?”


  “Good news and bad news,” Gallagher said.


  “Uh oh,” Richardson said. “What’s the bad news?”


  “The boat shipment is running late,” Wallis said. “Things are just too damn hot around Corpus Christi, so we’re gonna launch the boats out of Galveston instead. Probably be several days before you see them.”


  “Maybe it was a mistake to call off that cleanup trip this morning, then,” Richardson said.


  “The Texas National Guard troops got all of the valuable data out of the base in Brownsville,” Wallis said, “but we still want you back there patrolling as soon as possible.”


  “You guys are on a call?” Harry asked, walking into the bar. His eyes darted around the room.


  “Yeah, but we know how to run this now, remember?” Harley asked.


  “I know,” Harry said. “I’m here if you need me.” He sat down on the far side of the bar. “Mind if I hang here?”


  “No problem,” Richardson said. He turned back to the screen. “Sorry. What’s the good news?”


  “We’ve got a big attack happening in a couple hours,” Wallis said.


  “Yeah, it should shut down the flow of enemy troops into Colorado,” Gallagher said. “We wanted to make sure you knew about it. You’ll see more pressure in your quadrant due to this action, we suspect.”


  “Where’s it happening?”


  “We’re hitting the north-bound roads out of El Paso with air power. At the same time, our ground team from Fort Stockton will be hitting the roads just north of Las Cruces. We’ll shut down the enemy supply line completely. We need you guys to watch for alternate routes popping up.”


  “We’re pretty far south of there,” Juan Carlos said.


  “True, but they can’t go further east along the border, and they know we’re vulnerable on our south-western border. That’s why they were hitting Brownsville.”


  “Okay, we’ll watch out,” Richardson said. “You want us to patrol again?”


  “Yeah, tomorrow morning,” Wallis said, “but don’t go all the way to Brownsville. It’s too hot for your boats with no support. Understand?”


  “Got it,” Richardson said.


  “That’s all we’ve got,” Nelson said. “Sorry about the delay on the boats.”


  “We’ll deal,” Richardson said. “Good luck with your attacks up north.”


  “Thanks,” Wallis said. “Talk to you soon.”


  The screen went dead. Harley shut down the system.


  “Wow, that was Governor Nelson, wasn’t it?” Harry asked.


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. His phone dinged. “Got to take this.” He read the screen. It was a simple message. Kill the plants. He replied Will do, then looked at Harley. “Come on out to the yacht. You’ve got to see what my guys did.”


  “You want us out there, boss?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Yeah, let’s get back to the boat and button her up. It’ll be dark soon.”


  “Sounds good,” Brendan said, taking Hannah by the hand.


  Everybody left the bar except Harry, who sat in the window, watching the dock below.


  “What’s going on?” Harley asked.


  Richardson held up the text message on his phone. “Where are your guys?”


  “In the other bar,” Harley said.


  “Where are the other contractors?”


  “Same building, first floor.”


  Richardson thought for a moment, then turned to Juan Carlos and Brendan. “We’re taking out the plants.”


  “When?” Brendan asked.


  “Now,” he said. “Get the women in the boat.”


  “The yacht?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “No, your patrol boat,” he said.


  Harley was texting, his brow furrowed.


  “What?” Richardson asked.


  “Something’s wrong. I sent a text to one of my guys asking where they are. The reply I got wasn’t from him, just from his phone.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “When it didn’t look right, I sent an inside joke. My guy always responds the same way to me on that. He came back with a question mark.”


  “Your men are already dead,” Richardson said. “Guys, get the M-16s. Women, on the patrol boat. Now.”


  “Harry’s watching us out the window,” Harley said.


  “See it,” he said, watching the women getting onto the patrol boat. A shot rang out.


  “Hit the deck,” Juan Carlos shouted, pulling his pistol, Brendan and Richardson doing the same. Harry ran towards them, pistol blazing, his three men rushing from the far side of the dock. Richardson fired, hitting Harry square in the chest. The other traitors saw it and started to flee for cover, but then the port gun on the patrol boat fired, dropping the three of them in an instant, blood splattered on the wall of the bar behind them.


  “Thanks, honey,” Juan Carlos said, seeing Madison behind the gun.


  “No problema,” she said. “Be careful. They might not all be dead. They fell pretty fast.”


  Richardson reached into the second patrol boat, grabbing two M-16s, handing one to Brendan and taking the other. “C’mon, let’s go check the bodies.”


  They trotted forward, checking Harry, then rushing over to the other bodies.


  “They’re all dead,” Brendan shouted.


  “I’m gonna go check my guys,” Harley said.


  “I’ll go with you,” Brendan said. They rushed into the bar together, coming out after a couple minutes, Harley crying.


  “Those bastards,” Brendan said as they got back. “Check the app, boss.”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Richardson said. He refreshed the app, getting buzzed for four enemy fighters. “Nobody else.”


  “This might screw up our little ruse,” Richardson said.


  “What ruse?” Harley asked.


  “We passed them false info about the Las Cruces and El Paso attacks,” Richardson said. “We did it to get the enemy fighters away from the bridges south of Truth or Consequences. Got a text from Wallis a few minutes after the call.”


  Harley smiled. “Maybe we ought to make the enemy think that those guys killed us.”


  “That would be good, but how?” Richardson asked.


  “Let’s see if we can get onto Harry’s cell phone,” Harley said. They walked over to the body and went through pockets until they found the phone.


  “Screen’s locked,” Richardson said, handing the phone to Harley.


  “Figured it would be, but this guy was an idiot. I might be able to figure out his pass code. Got a couple ideas.” He typed on the phone screen. “Nope.”


  “You’re just guessing?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Educated guesses,” Harley said. “Trust me.”


  He tried again. “Nope.”


  “What are you using?” Brendan asked.


  “Harry went out of his way to get into conversations, to gain our trust,” Harley said. “He’s got a lot of hobbies. Talked about them in great detail. I’m thinking one of his hobbies holds the key to his phone.”


  Richardson chuckled. “That could take a week to figure out. We’ll need to be back on in minutes if we’re going to make this work.”


  Harley tried another one. “Nope.” Then he grinned, and typed again. “Bingo. We’re in.”


  “What was it?” Richardson asked.


  “His dog’s name,” Harley said. “Holy shit, look at this text message thread.”


  Richardson got close and they read it together.


  Sorry, we have to cut our losses, Harry. Kill the infidels, then leave the area in one of their boats. Develop a story. We need to preserve access for our contracting agency.


  Harley got a wicked grin on his face. “Shall I?”


  “Go for it,” Richardson said.


  Harley typed a message. Done. Infidels wasted. Where would you like us to go?


  Richardson chuckled. “Wonder if they’re going to buy this?”


  “Here comes the reply now,” Harley said, watching the “typing” graphic in the thread.


  Come to our base. The barge floating off Playa Bagdad.


  “I’ve got an idea,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Shoot,” Richardson said.


  “We finish the yacht, then tow it behind a patrol boat. Toss the bodies in the yacht so the enemy sees them coming. When we get there, we sink the barge with the patrol boat and the mini gun.”


  “I like how this kid thinks,” Harley said.


  “Send a message. Tell them there’s some clean up to do first. We’ll get underway after dark.”


  Harley gave a thumbs up and then typed on the phone. Roger that. We’ll clean up the area. They’ve just mounted a mini gun on one of the yachts. We’ll tow it over. Figure you might want it.


  “Perfect,” Richardson said. “Juan Carlos and Brendan, go finish setting up that mini gun. Girls, come over here. You can help us with something.”


  “Coming,” Lita said. They got off the patrol boat and trotted over to Richardson and Harley.


  “What do you need?” Hannah asked.


  “There’s several more of those carts over by the gas dock,” Richardson said. “Like the one that I used to move the ammo belts to the yacht. Let’s load a body on each of them, and move them around on the dock.”


  Lita chuckled. “I get it. We’re giving life to the dead.”


  “Yep,” Richardson said.


  “This cracks me up,” Harley said.


  They walked over to the gas dock, got the carts, and pulled the first three over to the bodies by the second bar. Harley and Richardson loaded them.


  “Okay, these guys need to move some – like they’re loading things on the boats. Don’t get crazy, though. Have them resting next to each other, then moving. Vary it. You get the idea.”


  “We got it, honey,” Lita said. “What are you gonna do?”


  “I want to run my plan by Wallis before we do it.” He turned to Harley. “We got any offices that those guys didn’t bug?”


  Harley chuckled. “Yeah, there’s one in the third bar, down towards the opening of the marina. We can go there.”


  “Good, let’s go do a conference call.”


  They walked on the dock, past the first two bars, going up the steps into the third one. Harley led the way to the paneled office with a big window overlooking the marina.


  “Nice digs,” Richardson said.


  “Yeah, we were hoping that this would become the officer’s club.” He snickered.


  Richardson laughed, then pulled out his phone and hit a contact. He put it on speaker.


  “Richardson?” Wallis asked. “Something wrong?”


  Richardson told Wallis the plan.


  Wallis was silent for a moment.


  “You think this is too risky?” Richardson asked.


  “Yes,” he said. “What if you get to this barge and they’ve got several boats protecting it?”


  “Shit,” Richardson said. “This is why I called you.”


  “Let me bring Gallagher on. We need more brain power.”


  “Okay,” Richardson said.


  The line went silent for a moment.


  “Okay, we’re back,” Wallis said.


  “Hi, guys,” Gallagher said.


  “We had an idea while we were walking back,” Wallis said. “This spot that you mentioned, Playa Bagdad, is in the territorial waters of Mexico.”


  “Why is that important?” Harley asked.


  “Because we’re allowed to use the AC-130s there,” Gallagher said.


  “Oh,” Richardson said, smiling. “So we’re getting air support, just in case.”


  “No, we don’t want you going at all,” Wallis said. “Too risky. We know where the enemy is. We’ll just send the AC-130s over there to do the job themselves. Meanwhile, keep doing what you’re doing. Move the bodies around to simulate life. Then they won’t send anything at you. I’d have that mini gun up and running, though, and don’t be too far away from the patrol boats, either. They might know what we’re up to.”


  “Keep track on the apps,” Gallagher said. “Watch for enemy approaching.”


  “Okay, you got it,” Richardson said. “When are you going to hit them?”


  “Right after we hit the roads north of El Paso,” Wallis said. “That will happen in about five minutes.”


  “Excellent. Thanks.”


  “Talk to you later,” Wallis said. “Keep your eyes open.”


  “Will do,” Richardson said. The call ended.


  “Good, that made me nervous,” Harley said. “You know those guys had a couple submarines.”


  “We destroyed those,” Richardson said.


  “You absolutely 100% sure those were all they had?”


  Richardson shot him a sheepish grin. “No. Good thinking. Let’s go tell the others what’s going on.”


  He nodded, and they went back down to the dock.


  “Geez, look at that yacht,” Harley said. “Looks like one mean son of a gun with that mini gun on the back.”


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “Hey, girls, come here a sec. Bring your friends in the carts.”


  Lita nodded, and came over, Madison and Hannah following. “What’s up?”


  “We aren’t taking the boat over to the enemy barge after all,” Richardson said. “Just talked to Wallis. He said to hang out here and keep an eye out for enemy boats coming at us. Oh, and he wants us to continue to pretend that our friends there are still alive, so keep up with that for now.”


  “Who’s going to hit them?” Madison asked.


  “Several AC-130 gunships,” Richardson said.


  “Well, I’m glad,” Hannah said. “I didn’t trust that situation. They might have smaller boats protecting the barge.”


  “Exactly,” Richardson said. “We could get attacked here, though, so stay armed at all times, okay?”


  “Yep,” Lita said. The others nodded.


  “We’re gonna go chat with Brendan and Juan Carlos. See you in a few minutes.”


  “We haven’t been by the boat for a while,” Hannah said. “Let’s drag them over for a little pow-wow.”


  Chapter 31 - Testing


  Jason followed the other coaches off I-25, driving through the darkness on Cemetery Road. The only lights nearby were at the Denny’s, but it looked too far away to see the convoy. The vehicles rolled across the freeway, heading west, lining up off the road on a huge, flat clearing.


  “This didn’t take as long as I expected,” Carrie said.


  “Nope, we made good time,” Jason said. “I’m surprised we didn’t see any enemy vehicles coming north.”


  “I’ve been watching with the apps. Nothing anywhere near us. The closest ones are still just north of our targets.”


  “It’ll be interesting to see if they split after the AC-130s start their run,” Jason said.


  “Let’s go chat with the others.”


  “Mommy, can I go?” Chelsea asked.


  “Yes, sweetie,” Carrie said.


  They left the coach together, walking towards a group of people who were standing by the tanks.


  “Hey, pencil neck,” Curt said, standing with his arm around Amanda. “Hear from the leadership team yet?”


  “Nope,” Jason said. “Ought to be any minute, though.”


  “I doubt they’ll all just take off,” Amanda said.


  “My prediction is that only some of them take off,” Kim said, leaning against the Bronco next to Eric.


  “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking too,” Eric said. “If half of them take off, that improves our situation quite a bit, though.”


  “I wish those AC-130s could help us here,” Chance said.


  “Seriously,” Cindy said, standing next to Dirk. “Anything on the social media team?”


  “Don and Sydney are on it now,” Amanda said. “They’re with the kids over by Francis’s trailer.”


  “Good,” Jason said. “We’ll need help if most of the bad guys don’t take off.”


  “Might as well get the tanks off the trailers while we’re waiting,” Moe said.


  “Yeah, let’s go help.” Clancy motioned for Moe, and they left.


  Jason’s phone dinged. He looked at it. “The AC-130s have started their attack.”


  “Excellent,” Curt said. “So that will give them pause, at least, if they tended not to believe the phony story we sent them.”


  Eric was watching his phone app, refreshing it every couple seconds. “They’re moving.”


  “Really?” Kim asked, getting close to look at his screen.


  “Yep,” Eric said. “Slowly, but there are some driving south.”


  One of the tank engines started behind them.


  “The enemy on this side of the bridges doing anything yet?” Amanda shouted over the noise.


  “Nope, just the ones on the south side, so far.”


  They heard a creaking sound behind them, turning to see the first tank driving off the flatbed.


  “There goes the first one,” shouted Curt.


  “Mommy, that scares me,” Chelsea said. Carrie pulled her close.


  “Don’t worry, honey, they’re on our side. They’re good guys.”


  Don trotted over to the group with Sydney.


  “You have any luck?” Jason asked.


  “We got some folks to commit,” Sydney said. “Several hundred total.”


  “Really? From where?” Jason asked


  “Most from Las Cruces,” Don said. “Some from Truth or Consequences, but there aren’t many able-bodied people left here. They’ve had people disappear, just like everywhere else. Especially young women and girls. The people who could leave are gone. Split to the north or to the west, since Texas has it’s border closed.”


  “Pigs,” Amanda said. “Kidnapping young girls.” Carrie shot her and Don a glance, and nodded towards Chelsea.


  “Oh, sorry,” Amanda said.


  “Yeah, sorry,” Sydney said.


  “So how long until we attack?” Curt asked.


  The second tank fired up. They all turned to watch it backing off the trailer.


  “How about when the tanks are ready to go?” Eric asked.


  Others nodded in agreement.


  “More enemy icons moving south,” Kim said, looking at her phone. “This time there are some from the north side of the bridges.”


  “How many we talking?” Jason asked.


  “Looks like about half.”


  “We should take off now,” Curt said. “If they find out we aren’t really in Las Cruces, they’ll turn around in a hurry.”


  “If the Las Cruces people blow bridges there, they’ll have no place to go but back here,” Eric said. “We probably have a pretty small window to get this done.


  “I’m gonna go back out my Barracuda,” Curt said.


  Others in the group headed back to their vehicles as the third tank fired up.


  “You’re taking the Jeep?” Carrie asked.


  “You want me to stay here?” Jason asked.


  “No, I want this to succeed, and they might need leadership if things go badly. Just be careful, okay?”


  “Okay,” Jason said. “Get into the back of Curt’s toy hauler at the first sign of trouble.”


  “Will do,” she said. Jason went to his rig to unhitch the Jeep.


  “Hey, bro, ready for this?” Kyle asked, walking back to his rig with Kate.


  “Yep,” Jason said. “Hope there’s no surprises. I think Curt is right. The enemy is liable to turn around in a hurry if they figure out that we played them.”


  “The good news is that the AC-130s are doing real damage,” Kate said. “Wish we really had somebody working the bridges in Las Cruces.”


  “Wonder if Don and Sydney have been talking to some folks who could do that?” Jason asked. He pulled out his phone and sent a text. “We’ll find out.”


  Curt rolled away from the toy hauler ramp on his Barracuda, then got out and loaded his guns.


  “Ready to go, eh?” Kyle asked.


  “Hell yes,” Curt said. “Just checked the app. We’re down to only about a third of the icons we had around those bridges, and they’re still leaving.”


  Jason’s phone dinged. “Probably Don.” He read it.


  “Well?” Kyle asked.


  “Las Cruces. There’s a small group who said they’d go plant some charges on the freeway bridges just north of town. They aren’t confident that they have enough to blow it, but it’ll look like somebody’s trying.”


  Jason replied.


  “What are you telling him?” Kyle asked.


  “I’m asking when they’re starting,” Jason said.


  His phone dinged a second later. “Wow, they’re at the site now.”


  “We’d better get a warning to them that the bad guys are headed their way,” Curt said.


  “Don already has. They’ve got their eyes open.”


  Jason got to his rig and un-hitched the Jeep, then backed it away and loaded the guns. Francis came over. “Need company again?”


  “Sure,” Jason said. “Be ready to go in a second.”


  “The tanks just took off, the bikers leading them to the area. There are still enemy fighters near the bridges, though. Looks like they’re keeping some folks there for a little insurance.”


  “They might change their mind on that,” Jason said. “Don just told me there’s a team in Las Cruces doing what we pretended we were gonna do.”


  Junior rolled up with Rachel in their off-roader. “We ready to go?” he asked.


  “You really taking Rachel?” Jason asked.


  “You’re acting as if he has a choice,” Rachel said. “Don’t worry, I’m not the nervous type. I love this shit.”


  “Okay, your call,” Jason said.


  Junior chuckled. “See you there.”


  Amanda rolled up in her bobtail. “I’m not sure how close I should get.”


  “We’ll let you know. You got everything?”


  “Mortars, explosive charges, and ammo,” she said. “Moe and Clancy grabbed a couple of mortars, though, to take to the front.”


  “Stay back pretty far,” Curt said. “Seriously.”


  “I know, just not sure what’s far enough, that’s all.”


  “Okay, sorry,” Curt said. “I’m moving out. The tanks have a pretty good head start. They’re gonna need support.”


  “I’ll follow,” Junior said. They took off.


  Jason and Francis got into the Jeep and drove off after them, followed by Eric and Kim in the Bronco.


  “Looks like we have so many,” Francis said.


  “Keep on the app,” Jason said. “This makes me nervous as hell.”


  His phone dinged. “Here, take a look at this.” He fished his phone out of his pocket and unlocked it, then handed it to Francis.


  “Bitchen,” Francis said. “The northbound bridge outside of Las Cruces has been blown, and others showed up to help, so they’re working the southbound bridge now.”


  “Yes!” Jason said. “You know this might shorten our window, though, right? The enemy won’t be able to move that way. They’ll only be able to come back here.” He made the turn onto the I-25 on-ramp.


  “We’re taking the interstate to get there?” Francis asked.


  “It’s about twenty minutes to where the bridges are,” Jason said. “And now we won’t get any traffic from the south.”


  “Except what’s already north of Las Cruces.”


  “Yeah, and we can see them,” Jason said. “Where are they now?”


  “Still heading south,” Francis said. “There’s at least a hundred still around the target bridges, though.”


  “Hope our tanks can get close enough to take them out,” Jason said.


  “You and me both. I can see the tanks up there now. We slowing down behind them?”


  “We’re going around them to get a look,” Jason said. “See, Eric just passed them in his Bronco.”


  “And Curt,” Francis said, pointing. “He can’t go much faster in that off-roader of his, though.”


  “True,” Jason said. He heard his phone ding. Francis handed it to him so he could put in the pass code. Jason entered it and handed it back. “What does it say?”


  “Moe is suggesting that we do a test on the way to I-25.”


  “What?”


  “There’s a bridge for Highway 187 that goes over I-25. He’s suggesting that we blow that. It could be used for an alternate route.”


  “Look at it on the map,” Jason said, “and check for enemy fighters there too.”


  “On it.” Francis moved his fingers around on the screen, then snickered. “Why didn’t we think of this set of bridges first?” It is a second way north.”


  “Any enemy fighters around?”


  “Not that I can see,” he said.


  “Good,” Jason said. “Then let’s do it.”


  Francis sent the reply. “You know the remaining bad guys at the Rio Grande bridges are gonna hear it, right?”


  “How many are left there now?”


  He looked at the phone again. “Hell, they’re down to about fifty now, but they are north of the bridges. We’ll have to deal with them.”


  “Wish we could pinpoint them exactly. It’d be nice to know if we’re dealing with snipers on ridges or men dug in on the ground.”


  “Seriously,” Francis said.


  “How far is this bridge for Highway 187?”


  “It’s past town a few miles. Right by the entrance to Caballo Lake State Park. We’ll be there in less than ten minutes at this speed. It’ll take the tanks a tad longer.”


  They rode silently for a few minutes, Francis watching the apps, looking backwards every so often at the rest of the convoy. Then he could see the Highway 187 bridges in the distance.


  “There they are,” Francis said. “We need to get everybody past this before we blow those bridges, if we want them to continue on I-25. We’ll be blocking the road.”


  “Yep,” Jason said. “Send a broadcast text. Once the tanks get past the bridges, they start firing, but not too many rounds. The I-25 bridges are more important.”


  “Got it,” Francis said. He typed out the text and sent it. “It’s away.”


  “Good. Here we go.” They passed under the bridges and drove down another quarter mile, parking on the side of the road along with the rest of the convoy. The tanks came into view, moving past the bridges, their turrets turning to the rear.


  Jason picked up his phone and sent another broadcast text.


  “What?” Francis asked.


  “I told them not to be too close to those things when they fire,” Jason said. “Probably stupid to worry about, but I’d hate to have them covered with rubble.”


  “That’s not stupid at all,” Francis said.


  They got out of the Jeep and walked out to meet some of the others. Moe was in the center, his cellphone out to direct the tanks.


  “You’re a hundred yards past them?” Moe asked.


  He listened. “Okay, let’s give it a shot.”


  “No pun intended,” Junior said.


  “Shut up, pencil neck,” Curt said, punctuated by the cannon blast. Chips and dust flew out around the bridge strut, raining concrete all around below, already blocking half of the northbound I-25.


  “Hit it again,” Moe said. “Hit the other side too.”


  There was another cannon shot, this time knocking the support completely out, but the bridge over the road still stood. A second shot damaged the southbound side.


  “Hey, have them hit the strut on the other side of the northbound bridge,” Eric said. “Should be all it’ll take.”


  Moe nodded and put the phone to his ear. “Hit the far side of the north-bound bridge. No, the strut.”


  The cannon on one of the tanks adjusted and fired, hitting the far strut. The cement bridge teetered and fell with a crash almost as loud as the cannon shot.


  “Holy shit!” Clancy yelled, sticking his fists in the air. The others cheered, and then a second shot at the southbound side knocked that bridge down.


  “Well, that tells me the tanks can do the job,” Eric said.


  “The I-25 bridge is gonna be a little thicker,” Curt said. “Might take more shots.”


  Jason’s phone dinged. He read the text.


  “What?” Francis asked.


  “The Las Cruces bridges are down,” he yelled. “Before the enemy got there.”


  More people cheered.


  “Hey, we’d better get going now,” Kim shouted. “The enemy forces have changed direction. They’re coming back towards the Rio Grande bridges.”


  “You heard her,” Jason yelled. “Saddle up. Let’s go!”


  The convoy took off again, racing down the road.


  Chapter 32 – Pacing


  Maria rushed to the console, accepting the call from Wallis and Gallagher as Nelson and Ramsey rushed in, followed by Dr. Schultz.


  “Kip coming?” Maria asked.


  “Yeah, he’s coming,” Dr. Schultz said.


  “I’m here,” Hendrix said, sitting next to Maria.


  Wallis and Gallagher’s faces came up. They both looked worried.


  “What happened?” Nelson asked. “I don’t like the looks on your faces.”


  “Mostly good news,” Wallis said. “The bridges north of El Paso are toast. The enemy base near Playa Bagdad is toast too. Wiped them out completely with those AC-130s. The enemy took the bait, most of them going south. They left a skeleton crew to watch the Rio Grande bridges.”


  “Good, that’ll slow down the enemy no matter what else we do,” Ramsey said.


  “So what’s wrong?” Hendrix asked.


  “Somebody blew up the bridges north of Las Cruces. They went before the enemy was able to get south of there.”


  “Shit, so they’re going right back to Truth or Consequences,” Ramsey said. “Our people.”


  “There’s more,” Wallis said. “There’s a huge convoy of vehicles heading west on Highway 70, through the southern portion of the White Sands Missile Range.”


  “How’d you get that info?” Nelson asked. “Did somebody look at the apps for you?”


  “It showed up in the drone video, plus the AC-130 pilots mentioned it too.”


  “So we don’t know if it’s good guys or bad guys, then,” Ramsey said.


  “Could be that Indian tribe,” Hendrix said. “They pledged a couple thousand warriors, according to Jason, remember?”


  “How many enemy fighters were at the Truth or Consequences bridge before they left?” Nelson asked.


  “Several hundred,” Gallagher said.


  “Dammit,” Nelson said. “Who’s going to get to our folks first? Do we even know that?”


  “We’ll get some drone video in about five minutes,” Wallis said.


  “Call Jason,” Ramsey said.


  “Yeah, I think we’d better,” Gallagher said.


  “I’ll try him,” Maria said. “It’s ringing. They might be busy. He usually picks up fast.”


  “Shit,” Nelson said, getting up to pace. “Who the hell knocked out those bridges?”


  “Hey, try Don,” Ramsey said. “The social media guy. He’s probably still north of Truth or Consequences with the rest of the group.”


  “Yeah, I’ll call him,” Wallis said, “on my cell.” He left the screen for a second, phone at his ear.


  The console beeped as Wallis came back onto the screen.


  “It’s Don,” Maria said, patching him in.


  “What’s up?” Don asked, sounding worried.


  “You know anything about the demolition of the bridges north of Las Cruces?”


  “Yeah, some folks who were following us on social media volunteered to do that,” Don said. “Is it a problem?”


  “Maybe,” Gallagher said. “The bridges got blown before the enemy could get south of them.”


  “No,” Don said. “Dammit, we should’ve thought about that.”


  “Could you check the app and see where they are now?” Hendrix asked.


  “Sure, I’ll get Sydney over here.” He was quiet for a moment, then there was murmuring. “Okay, we got it. The enemy does appear to be going back up north. They’re not real close, though. They were almost to Las Cruces, from the look of it. There’s still a few stragglers back there.”


  “You see anybody on Highway 70?” Gallagher asked. “Large group? About two thousand men?”


  “What?” Sydney’s horrified voice said.


  “No, there’s nobody there, except for at the air force base, and they haven’t moved for a while. I think it’s possible that they’re dead.”


  “Well what the hell?” Gallagher asked. Then Don started laughing.


  “What’s funny about this?” Ramsey asked.


  “Two thousand men,” Don said. “Jason made a deal with Stanton Hunt. Those Islamists are going to crap their pants when two thousand warriors meet them.”


  “You think that’s who it is?” Nelson said. “Really? One hundred percent?”


  “I can’t see any icons other than the ones we already knew about, who were surrounding the bridges at Truth or Consequences.”


  “Are we sure they’re really on our side, honey?” Sydney asked.


  “Jason was sure,” Don said. “There’s going to be a boatload of people by the Rio Grande pretty soon.”


  “The drone video just showed up,” Wallis said. “I’ll send it to Maria.”


  “Okay,” she said.


  “Hope this tells us something,” Nelson said, still pacing.


  “Maybe you ought to sit down and relax, Governor,” Dr. Schultz said.


  “I’m fine,” he said. “Just worried. I pace when I’m in the middle of something like this.”


  Maria and Hendrix shot each other a worried glance.


  “Here’s the video,” Maria said, putting it on the screen.


  Gallagher chuckled. “Those aren’t Islamists. That looks like a giant used-car lot moving down the road. Trucks, station wagons, sedans, even a couple of school buses.”


  “That’s not Highway 70,” Hendrix said. “Look at the buildings on either side.”


  “Yeah, they’re on I-25, just north of where your folks in Las Cruces blew the bridges,” Gallagher said.


  “Where are the enemy fighters now?” Hendrix asked.


  “Between Rincon and Radium Springs,” Don said. “They’re pretty well spaced out.”


  “Are they on the drone video someplace?” Nelson asked.


  “No,” Wallis said. “Sorry. We’ve got the drone going in that direction now, but they’ll be engaging our people before we get that video.”


  “So we wait,” Hendrix said.


  “Yep, we wait,” Nelson said. “I think I need a drink.”


  “Still not trusting that the tribe is on our side?” Ramsey asked.


  “Not so much that,” Nelson said.


  “I know what he’s worried about,” Gallagher said. “The Islamists are going to be at the target area before the tribe can get there. Maybe well before.”


  “What’s well before?” Hendrix asked.


  “Half an hour or more,” Gallagher said. “Long time to hold on when you’ve got that kind of numerical advantage against you.”


  Chapter 33 – Out of Ammo


  “There’s the bridges,” Junior said, from the wheel of his off-roader.


  “See them,” Rachel said.


  Eric blasted past them in his Bronco, going fast enough to draw some air. Machine gun fire erupted, hitting the dirt around him, a couple rounds going into the back wall of the vehicle. He made a quick turn and headed for cover.


  “I see where it’s coming from,” Junior said. “See them?”


  Rachel answered by firing off several grenades. The third one set off a secondary explosion, but then gunfire started from several other places.


  “Crap, they’re dug in all over the place,” Junior said, turning around and heading for cover. Several more vehicles rushed in, opening fire after they were peppered with gunfire, then turning back for cover behind a line of trees that extended on both sides of I-25.


  “They aren’t very good shots,” Rachel said.


  “Yeah, luckily for us,” Junior said.


  Kelly rolled up next to them in his truck, Brenda riding shotgun.


  “Where are they?” Kelly asked.


  “There’s a couple small ridges on the far side of the Rio Grande,” Junior said. “There’s also a few in the trees on this side of the river.”


  “Here comes Moe and Clancy with the mortars,” Brenda said.


  “Good,” Junior said. “How far back are those tanks?”


  “They’re a good seven or eight minutes away,” Eric said from his Bronco. “We need to soften things up with the mortars, but they take a few minutes to set up. I’ve got an idea.”


  “Oh, crap,” Kim said.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m going to get behind that enemy position there, east of the clump of trees, and take them out. Then we can use that for cover to wail away at the ridges. We’ll be in range.”


  “They might have mortars too, you know,” Kelly said.


  “I know,” Eric said.


  “No icons left from where those trees are,” Kim said.


  “Good,” Eric said, flooring the Bronco, dust and pebbles hitting Kelly and Junior’s rigs.


  “Hey, dammit!” Junior shouted.


  “That ain’t funny,” Kelly said, spitting dust out of his mouth.


  “Look at that crazy SOB go,” Brenda said, a big grin on her face.


  Jason and Francis arrived, then Curt and several others. They trotted over.


  “We pinned down here?” Jason asked.


  “Kinda,” Junior said.


  “No kinda about it,” Kelly said. “They’re dug in across the river, up on those short ridges over there, and also in the trees on this side of the river. Eric’s on his way over to bust up their nest on this side and use it to fire on the ridge. Moe and Clancy are setting up the mortars.”


  “The tanks almost here?” Junior asked.


  “Just a couple of minutes,” Jason said. “They can get close enough here to hit those bridge supports.”


  “Think so?” Curt asked.


  “Yeah, but we do need to clean out whoever is on this side of the river. Hey Moe, how soon can you fly some mortar shells.”


  “Now. Ready?”


  “Yeah, but don’t hit Eric. He’s heading for that clump of trees over there.”


  “Got it,” Moe said, dropping a round into the tube. The mortar round popped and flew, blowing up on the far side of the bank, about fifty yards below the ridge. Then gunfire erupted out of the trees on their side of the bank, as Eric’s Bronco roared up, the M19 firing grenade after grenade as Kim joined in with the M60, spraying machine gun fire into the nest. The Islamists broke and ran into the river, only to be cut down by several of the bikers, who were already dug in with BARs and M60s just slightly to the west. Eric moved into the cover as the enemy fighters on the ridge fired at his Bronco, getting to safety just in the nick of time. He opened up with the M19, blasting the positions on the ridges, and then another mortar round flew, hitting dead center on the eastern ridge.


  “Whoa,” Junior said. “That got’em.”


  “Listen,” Kelly said, smiling as the squeaking of the tanks approached.


  “Yes,” Junior said.


  Moe turned the mortar to the western ridge and dropped in a round, the first one falling short. They could see the enemy fighters fleeing.


  “Set it out further,” Clancy said. “Make them run back this way.”


  Moe got an evil grin on his face and adjusted the range out, then dropped in a round. It went just where he wanted it too, in the middle of the fleeing men, blowing some of them into the air, pieces of them raining down onto the hillside below.


  “Geez,” Brenda said, hiding her eyes.


  “Hold your ears,” Junior said too late. The first tank’s cannon fired, the round hitting the bridge support, sending out a cloud of gray mist, making everybody’s ears ring.


  “Holy crap,” Dirk said as he pulled up with Cindy and Chance.


  “Hey, you continue with the mortar attack,” Moe said. “I’m gonna go spot for the tanks.”


  The second tank pulled up and fired, hitting the same bridge support, showing more rebar now as the grey dust swirled around like dense fog.


  “I told you this one would be harder,” Kelly said.


  “Yeah, I can see that,” Junior said. “Dammit. We might have to sneak in and blow it the old-fashioned way.”


  “Don’t give up yet,” Moe said, walking forward. Then he dropped to his knees, blood coming out of his side.


  “Uncle!” Clancy shouted, rushing over and dragging him back.


  “Look, that’s a whole lot of Islamists rushing towards the bank of that river!” Curt yelled. He jumped into his Barracuda and flew forward, firing grenades as fast as he could pull the trigger, weaving in and out of cover. Eric and Kim were still firing, but the cover wasn’t good enough for the number of troops firing at them, so he backed out and drove to the others.


  “I think our friends have arrived,” Eric said, short of breath, Kim looking scared to death. “We need to find a new position.”


  “Look, there’s a few hundred fighters at that side of the bank,” Kelly shouted.


  Clancy had Moe under cover. “Uncle, where’re you hit?”


  “Side,” he said, wheezing. “Flesh wound. Get on that damn mortar. Use the willie pete on their positions.”


  “Okay, Uncle,” Clancy said, running back to it. All three tanks were in position now, firing at the bridge, cracking their way through slowly with their cannons as they were peppered with machine gun fire from across the bank. Then they all opened up with their .50 cal machine guns, killing most of the Islamists on the bank, who were rapidly replaced by more in a seemingly endless line of fighters.


  “We’re gonna get overrun if we don’t get help pretty soon,” Jason said.


  The mortars started firing again, Clancy, Dirk, Cindy, and several others working them, fire exploding onto the far bank. The Islamists nearby ran, the gunfire stopping for a moment as bodies burned on the sand.


  “Keep at them,” Curt yelled from his Barracuda, as he lobbed grenades one after another on the fleeing fighters.


  The tanks moved up further and fired their cannons, finally chewing their way through the first strut on the bridge.


  “That’s one!” Jason shouted.


  “We’re gonna run out of ammo before we finish,” Clancy yelled.


  “Keep on those mortars and don’t worry about it,” Moe shouted from where he lay.


  Kyle’s truck roared over to the cover position, and he jumped out.


  “Hey, man, they’re getting ready to flank us from the west, in those trees on our side of the bank. I need some help.”


  “On it,” Curt shouted.


  “Me too,” Eric shouted. They all drove back into that area and opened up, sending so many grenades into the midst of the enemy fighters that the small forest started on fire. Then the mortars started dropping on them too, and they ran for the river, crossing it in a panic.


  “Nice job,” Eric shouted. “Let’s follow them.”


  “Are you crazy?” Kim asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said as he drove, getting airborne with speed, firing the M19 as he drove. Kim fired the M60 when she could see fleeing targets on the other side of the river. Then there was a thunderous roar as all three tanks fired at the second bridge support at the same time. It was too much for the structure, and the northbound bridge fell, slamming into the river below. Everybody cheered.


  “One down, one to go,” Jason shouted. The tanks knew what to do now, coordinating fire on the remaining bridge supports, breaking through the first one in the second volley.


  “Damn, they figured that out,” Junior said.


  They heard a whistle coming at them.


  “Watch it, mortar rounds coming in!” Jason shouted. There were explosions all around them, one hitting the second mortar team, mostly bikers, killing them instantly.


  “No!” Cindy cried.


  Clancy and his team fired back, using willie pete again as the tanks thundered away at the bridge, working on the last of the supports. Then one of the tanks exploded in flames.


  “What the hell?” Jason screamed. Then more mortar rounds dropped on them, causing them to run back from the river in a panic.


  Eric drove away from the impacts, but then came back around in a power slide, opening fire on the position he saw the mortar round come from, covering the area with grenade fire.


  “You’re scaring the crap out of me,” Kim shouted, half a smile on her face as she opened fire again with the M60.


  He shot her a sheepish grin. “Sorry.”


  Gunfire started up from the enemy side of the bank again, and more mortar rounds flew in.


  “Look out!” Dirk shouted, watching as a round came down too close to their last mortar team, Clancy diving out of the way with several other men. When the dust cleared they were back at it, firing more willie pete, turning the far bank into a sea of fire before their eyes.


  “I’m almost out of ammo,” Curt said.


  “I know, me too,” Eric said. “Where’s Amanda?”


  “Couple hundred yards back,” Curt said. “C’mon.” They raced in that direction.


  Jason watched the continuing stream of Islamists moving over the dead bodies on the bank, using them as cover to fire from. “We’re in trouble,” he said to Kyle. “We’ll have to reload, and that might be all the time they need.”


  The tanks were blowing two at a time now that the third tank was destroyed, making slower progress, but they were down to the last support as the Islamists rallied again, getting up closer, opening fire.


  “Dammit,” Jason said. His phone rang. He put it to his ear.


  “Jason, we’ve got a big problem,” Eric said.


  “What?”


  “Somebody blew up Amanda’s bobtail. Our ammo is gone.”


  Jason froze, trembling. “No. Amanda?”


  “She’s not here. We could see where she was dragged into another vehicle. Curt fired up the app. He saw the enemy fighters, heading to the west, and took off after them. I couldn’t stop him.”


  “How many?”


  “Only about fifteen,” Eric said. “Want me to follow him?”


  “Shit,” Jason said. “One mess at a time. We’ve got more Islamists coming, and almost all of us are out of ammo now.”


  “I’ve still got some mortar rounds in the back of the Bronco, and plenty of ammo for the M60s.”


  “Bring it,” he said.


  “Maybe we should retreat, and go help Curt,” Eric asked. “We can’t hold off the enemy without the M19s.”


  “We have to blow that bridge,” Jason said.


  “How close are we?”


  “Couple more shots,” Jason said. The cannons went off again. “Scratch that as a problem. It’s coming down.” There was a huge crash in the background.


  “Finally,” Eric said. “I’m on my way back, but as soon as we get this locked down, I’m going after Curt.”


  “Me too,” Jason said. “Wait, something’s happening.


  “What?”


  “Small arms fire, coming from the south. The Islamists just changed their focus. It’s no longer us.”


  “It’s the tribe,” Eric said. “Ten to one.”


  “Hey, Jason!” Kelly cried. “The tribe is here. They’re flooding the other bank, killing off the Islamists in a hurry.”


  “Yeah, I knew those Injuns would come through!” Junior shouted.


  “We’ve got this,” Jason said. “You guys take off after Curt. I’ll be along soon. I’ll send Kelly and Junior, too.”


  “Okay, I’m off,” Eric said. The call ended.


  “What’s going on?” Junior asked. “You don’t look happy, and we just won.”


  “Somebody blew the ammo truck and took off with Amanda,” Jason said. “Curt found them heading west on the app and took off after them. I just told Eric to follow.”


  “We’re going too,” Junior said, look of resolve on his face. Rachel nodded in agreement.


  “Hell yes,” Kelly said. “Let’s get going now.”


  “Yes, let’s,” Brenda said.


  Jason watched as the off-roader and truck raced away, then turned back to the rest of the people.


  “Did I hear you right?” Dirk asked. “Amanda?”


  “Yeah,” Jason said.


  “We should go too,” Chance said.


  “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Dirk said.


  Cindy nodded yes, and they took off.


  Kyle rolled over. “Looks like we won.”


  “The Islamists have Amanda,” Jason said, grim look on his face.


  “What? How?”


  “Blew the ammo truck and took off with her,” Jason said. “I’m gonna saddle up in a minute. Figured I’d better chat with Stanton Hunt before I left.”


  “You do that,” Kyle said. “I’m taking off to help Curt. You want to stay here, Kate?”


  “Are you kidding?” she said. “We’ve still got ammo for the BAR and the Thompson. Let’s go.”


  They rolled off, Jason watching them.


  “Jason,” Francis said softly. “Look.” He pointed at Clancy, kneeling over Moe, sobbing.


  “Oh no,” Jason said. “C’mon.”


  They rushed over to Clancy’s side, others joining them, circling Moe’s lifeless body.


     


  To be continued, in Bug Out! Texas Book 9, available now!
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Other Books by Robert Boren


  
    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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