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    The miracle of Texas lies in the fact that it is the work of a handful of men. In not a single fight during the entire period from 1800 to 1845 did they muster as many as one thousand fighting men. Overwhelming odds never discouraged them and defeat but spurred them to ultimate victory.
  
 
    ― JACK C. BUTTERFIELD 
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    Previously – in Bug Out! Texas Book 10 
 
    Members of the Williams Militia were on their way to New Mexico, to pick up the three M-1 Tanks they thought were captured by their scavenger allies. The Fort Stockton group was ready, attacking them on the road a couple miles before they got to the tanks. While that battle was going on, more scavengers snuck in and killed the men guarding the tanks. Carrie and Kate got the drop on them, but Kate was wounded. She was rushed to the hospital. 
 
    Enemy fighters continued to converge on Dallas. Texas citizens rallied, the social media recruitment efforts beginning to pay off big. Alex and Kitten, who ran the MidPoint 66 Café and were part of the I-40 battle with the Fort Stockton Group, signed up for the Dallas campaign with Doug, the owner of a restaurant they were both working at. A massive number of recruits arrived west of the city, Major General Gallagher hosting a big meeting at the football stadium of a local high school. They planned to attack the enemy from the Trinity River park, which allowed them access into the back of the industrial area housing the Islamist base. The citizen forces arrived at the entry point, defeating the enemy in the first location, then regrouping to prepare for an assault by a much larger group, heading towards them from the east. Kitten joined the medical team, working in the field hospital. 
 
    The Fort Stockton Group finished their bridge demolition, cutting off enemy access to all the routes north through New Mexico. They started the long trip back to Texas. 
 
    The DPS Patrol Boat team arrived at their new training center in Canyon Lake, which turned out to be a huge, heavily armed pontoon barge, which had the capability to dock numerous patrol boats and house eighteen trainees. There were staterooms for Richardson and his team to live. 
 
    The Texas Leadership Team had a full plate. An EU Navy carrier group was steaming towards the Gulf of Mexico, the US Navy nowhere in sight. Dallas was becoming a huge problem, and there was enemy infiltration from Mexico in the southwest and Louisiana in the east. It wasn’t all bad news. The apps gained the capability to show name, rank, and country of origin, giving the Texans a better understanding of the enemy, and more importantly, the apps were released wide, giving everybody in the country a view of enemy locations and movements. Patriots in Washington DC wasted little time attacking the enemy operatives in the US Government. Infiltration over the Texas border stopped when the enemy realized they were visible to everybody. The enemy forces inside Texas merged into bigger groups to protect themselves. 
 
    Richardson and his team were on the barge, anchored in Canyon Lake, when they noticed a group of enemy fighters leaving San Antonio, heading in their direction. As they were watching, news came of nuclear attacks along the Mississippi River. The enemy was now on the move everywhere, gathering together and moving to new locations for self-protection. Brendan noticed that there were enemy fighters heading for several of the larger lakes in Texas, and reminded the group about the submarine weapon used to destroy the dam at Falcon Lake. Richardson alerted Director Wallis. The enemy fighters arrived at Canyon Lake, Richardson and his team watching their every move as they pulled up anchor and drove the battle barge towards the enemy landing spot, getting there just in time. The battle started, Brendan and Juan Carlos targeting the enemy’s inflatable boat. They sank it, but the submarine weapon was detonated from shore. Luckily it wasn’t pointed at the dam. A huge wall of water rolled across the lake to a populated area, taking out everything there, the water receding towards the barge. Richardson drove the barge towards shore in a panic, riding the huge wave, running aground, all of the team surviving.  
 
    In Dallas, the enemy set up at the prison and court complex next to the Trinity River. The citizen army moved in that direction but got pinned down by snipers on the tall detention building. Many citizens were killed in the battle which ensued, and Kitten’s field hospital was attacked as they were moving into downtown Dallas, killing most of the med team before they could get off their bus. Kitten survived with several others, trying to save the wounded there. The citizens finally got mortars in place and killed the snipers. Victory was almost in their grasp when the Trinity Riverbed flooded, due to a submarine weapon going off in Lewisville Lake. Many citizen fighters were washed to their deaths. Alex and Doug both survived, showing up at the field hospital. 
 
    Governor Nelson struck a deal with General Hogan; If Texas would declare they were once again part of the United States, they would get support from the US Armed forces, now that the enemy operatives had been rooted out of the Federal Government. The leadership team learned that the Fort Stockton Group arrived in Lubbock. Governor Nelson asked them to help with the battle in Dallas, which was still raging. 
 
    Enemy fighters along the gulf coast began moving inland quickly, the activity noticed by everybody with the apps. Director Wallis sent Richardson’s team to Galveston Bay, to man another battle barge, one of three now stationed on the gulf coast to prevent the enemy from running nukes near populated areas. The battle started as they got into position. Small Islamist boats made runs towards the inlets, trying to get past the barge, as ground artillery and EU Navy destroyers blasted each other. Harley was killed while shooting at a chopper, and the barge was hit with heavy fire from a destroyer as the small enemy boats continued their runs… 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {1} 
 
    Trap Door 
 
   B rendan and Juan Carlos looked at the huge flash in the gulf, covering one of the EU destroyers. 
 
    “My God,” Brendan shouted. Then three US Navy jets flew over their heads, banking to return, missiles taking off from all of them. 
 
    “It’s our guys, finally!” Juan Carlos shouted. “We need to get the girls.” 
 
    “No, man, we’ve got a job to do. Look, there’s more small boats coming.” 
 
    “But our women!” 
 
    “If they light off a nuke, we’re all dead, man,” Brendan shouted. “Stay focused.” 
 
    Juan Carlos looked at him, his face turning to steely determination, and he aimed and fired at the approaching boat, hitting them. They blew up and sank quickly 
 
    “Hey!” Madison yelled, treading water about twenty feet from the barge. 
 
    “How’d you get out there?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “That trap door in the back room, remember?” she shouted. 
 
    Richardson’s head popped up. “Don’t leave your post. Keep shooting at the boats. I’ll get the women to the island.” 
 
    “Roger that, dude,” Juan Carlos shouted back. 
 
    “Here comes another group,” Brendan said, sending a hail of grenade fire at them, Juan Carlos joining in.  
 
    “They’re still coming,” Juan Carlos shouted, watching them slog through the choppy water of battle. Brendan fired again, hitting just the right place, the boat blowing up and sinking. Juan Carlos watched, getting ready to fire at the men in the water. 
 
    “Save the ammo for another boat,” Brendan said.  
 
    “What if they swim to our women?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Richardson’s with them, and I know at least Madison has a gun with her,” Brendan said. “I saw it in her hands while she was treading water.” 
 
    There was another bright flash, and several explosions, lighting the entire area. Then a huge explosion went off, lighting the silhouette of a battle ship. 
 
    “Our guys got that other boat,” Juan Carlos shouted. 
 
    “I didn’t hear any planes,” Brendan said. 
 
    There were more explosions, the sky lit almost like daylight, and they saw the US Navy ships sitting out there, firing more ordinance, hitting the EU Destroyer broadside, sparks, fire and smoke billowing now, the shadows of men leaping overboard. 
 
    “Wow,” Juan Carlos said. “The US Navy is finally making an appearance.” 
 
    “Hell, that was the US Navy before,” Brendan said. 
 
    “No more little boats,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “Maybe we should go get the girls, then,” Brendan said. 
 
    Just then a flashlight beam hit them, blinking several times. The men strained their eyes to see, the figures of a man and three women on the beach with their hands raised. 
 
    “They made it, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “We know they’re safe. Let’s keep watch for a while, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m with you, brother,” Brendan said. 
 
    They stayed at their posts until first light. The area around them was filled with floating bodies and debris. 
 
    “We won, dude,” Juan Carlos said.  
 
    “Yeah. This old tub is still floating, and the fire went out. Think I’ll buy stock in the company.” 
 
    Juan Carlos snickered. “You don’t own any stock, dude.” 
 
    “I plan to, and you should too. We have kids coming.” 
 
    Juan Carlos smiled. “Damn straight.” 
 
    They watched until the sun was higher on the horizon, and then Richardson stood and motioned for them to come over. 
 
    Brendan grinned. “Looks like we’re done.”  
 
    “About time,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “That hovercraft is still tied to the side. Looks like it’s un-damaged. Shall we?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Juan Carlos said. “I’m bringing my M4, though.” 
 
    “You think I ain’t? I’m thinking about throwing an M60 in that sucker.” 
 
    “Do it,” Juan Carlos said. They left the roof, hitting the weapons locker on the way to the stern, then climbing into the hovercraft. Juan Carlos got behind the wheel and tried the engine. It started, the hull of the craft raising slightly above the water. “Untie us, dude.” 
 
    Brendan went for the rope, untying it from the cleat on the front of the craft, tossing the rope back at the barge. “Okay, we’re free.” 
 
    “Can’t exactly back up in this,” Juan Carlos said. “Watch the front while I try to turn. Don’t let the skirts rub up against the side, okay?” 
 
    Brendan nodded to him, watching, ready to push away as Juan Carlos engaged the clutch for the thrust fan, turning the rudders hard to the left, giving it more gas. They cleared the stern of the barge and were in open water, heading for the sandy shore. They hit the sand and drove up, Richardson and the women backing away from the flying sand. 
 
    “That thing moves well,” Richardson said as Juan Carlos shut down the engine. 
 
    Brendan and Juan Carlos paid him no mind, rushing to their women, both embracing them. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {2} 
 
    Not Enough Doctors 
 
   K itten walked down the corridor towards intensive care, her heart beating a mile a minute. 
 
    “Can I help you, miss?” asked an orderly, a young black man with blood on his neck and shoulder, his scrubs bloody at the waist and the left leg. 
 
    “My dad’s in there,” she said. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Alex Breyer,” she said. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Kitten Breyer.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take you to him. He’s doing well. I think he’s gonna make it.” 
 
    Kitten followed the young man through the crowded hallway, turning left into the room. It smelled of pain and death. Several gurneys held bodies covered by sheets, nobody there to wheel them away. 
 
    “He’s in bed fourteen,” the orderly said. “I’ve got to go. Good luck to you.” 
 
    Kitten smiled at him as he turned to walk away, realizing she hadn’t thanked him. He was gone before she could correct herself, so she turned into the room and entered. It took less than a minute to find the spot labeled fourteen. She pulled back the curtain, sucking in air as she saw her father, wires and tubes attached to his upper body. 
 
    “Dad?” she asked softly. 
 
    Alex’s eyes opened slightly, a smile washing over his face. His eyes did the talking, because there was a half-inch tube sticking out of his mouth. Kitten rushed to his side, her hand going to his forehead. She bent down and kissed him. His eyes lit up, and he nodded to her, cheeks rising with a smile hard to see on his mouth. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head yes, but his eyelids were heavy. 
 
    “The battle is still going, but it’s moving away from us. Doug survived. I worked on him at the field hospital a little while ago.” 
 
    His eyes lit up again, cheeks raising in a smile. He nodded slightly. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to sleep, dad.” She petted him on the forehead again, then bent down and kissed him. He was drifting off when she walked away. Her phone dinged as she moved down the hall towards the front doors. She looked at the screen before stepping outside. The text was from Dr. Patel. Can you come back? 
 
    She smiled, a warm feeling rising, and typed that she was on her way. 
 
    The street was littered with the damage of warfare, many of the buildings pock-marked with bullet impacts and gaping holes, broken glass and other debris all over. There was a team picking up bodies. The sound of gunfire drifted towards her from the north and east as she hurried back to the field hospital. Dr. Patel grinned as she entered. 
 
    “He’s okay? Your father?” 
 
    Kitten nodded. “The orderly said he was gonna make it. He was lucid, at least.” 
 
    “You talked to him?” 
 
    “No, he had a ventilator in,” she said, “but he responded to things I said.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Dr. Patel said. “We’ve got another group of wounded coming in, from the foreword field hospital.” 
 
    “Too crowded?” 
 
    Dr. Patel shook her head no. “Attacked.” 
 
    “No, really? Where was it?” 
 
    “Farmer’s market on Harwood and Marilla.” 
 
    Kitten’s eyes got wide. “That’s not very far. I thought the battle was further to the east and north.” 
 
    “The worst fighting is going on north of the Cotton Bowl. That field hospital was set up to support the battle there.” 
 
    “Is it big enough to stretch that far?” 
 
    “The battle?” Dr. Patel asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kitten said. 
 
    “No, the battle is east of I-30.” 
 
    “So the battle moved in that direction all of a sudden?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Patel said. “The enemy sent in a commando team.” 
 
    “Oh no. They could do that here.” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “That’s why we have some troops outside.” 
 
    They both heard the sound of approaching trucks, glancing at each other fearfully. Dr. Patel stuck her head out of the tent, then came back. 
 
    “It’s ours,” she said. “Better get ready.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Dr. Patel sighed. “Not nearly enough. They killed three-quarters of the patients and most of the doctors.” 
 
    Three trucks pulled up outside, men rushing from the cabs to the back, another two vans pulling up nearby, medical staff exiting them and rushing over to help with gurneys. 
 
    “We need more doctors,” Dr. Patel said softly as she watched the gurneys being pushed through the door. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {3} 
 
    Van Attacks 
 
   G overnor Nelson sat in front of the large screen in the console room, eyes glued to the high-res app, refreshing every few seconds, watching the movement of troops in and around northeastern Dallas. Chief Ramsey walked in with Hendrix and Dr. Schultz. 
 
    “Still looking at Dallas, huh?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    Nelson turned, rubbing his eyes. It was getting late. “We need more recruits. This is building to building now. Reminds me of what happened in Mosul.” 
 
    “Are they going into the night?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “They’re hunkering down,” Nelson said. “If we had the forces I’d take advantage. They’re changing their tactics now. I’ve been seeing it in the last hour.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “They’re spreading themselves out again, taking over blocks of buildings, sometimes with only twenty or thirty fighters in each.” 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me,” Ramsey said. “When they clump together we can kill them easier.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nelson said. “Dallas is gonna be a mess after this is over. It’s gonna look like Berlin after the war.” 
 
    “Oh, it won’t be that bad, Governor,” Hendrix said. “We’re not fire bombing the place.” 
 
    Nelson sighed, pushing his chair away from the screen. “Okay, you’re right, but it’s still going to be bad, and there are civilians trapped all over the place. Saw something particularly nasty late this afternoon.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “A commando team went into the field hospital at the Farmer’s Market,” Nelson said, leaning back on his chair. “Murdered all the doctors, a lot of medical staff members, and most of the patients.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Hendrix said, sitting down on a chair. 
 
    “How’d they do that?” Ramsey asked. “I thought we could see them. That’s a ways west of the current front, isn’t it?” 
 
    “They used lead-lined vans to hide themselves,” Nelson said. “First thing in the morning I want to meet with Wallis and Gallagher on that. Think I’m gonna hit the sack. Nothing more we can do tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, get some rest,” Dr. Schultz said. “Don’t get yourself too tired.” 
 
    “Before you go, some good news,” Ramsey said. “That’s why I came in. The Fort Stockton Team arrived safely in Lubbock. I told them to leave for Dallas first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Nelson said. “They okay with that?” 
 
    “Yep, and the recruiting is cranking again. They’ll be dragging a multitude with them, I suspect.” 
 
    “Great,” Nelson said. “Thanks. I’m going to bed.” He got up and left the room, heading for the barracks. 
 
    Maria walked in from the living room. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Just tired,” Hendrix said. “You getting tired?” 
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    “I’m pretty stirred up, but it’s time to at least try for some sleep.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Ramsey said, getting off his chair. “See you guys in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m out too,” Dr. Schultz said, following him. 
 
    “You look worried, honey,” Maria said, rolling a chair next to him. 
 
    “The enemy is gonna get more savage as they lose options. It’s already starting.” 
 
    “They’ve been pretty savage the whole time, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “True,” he said, getting up. “I’ll go to bed. Might watch a little TV before I crash, though. Would that bother you?” 
 
    “No, sweetie.” They got up and left the room, Maria shutting down the big monitor on the way out. 
 
    The bunker was quiet for a few hours, only the beeps of the surveillance equipment breaking the silence, and then an alarm went off. Everybody woke up, rushing out of their rooms in a panic. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Maria cried. 
 
    “To the console room,” Ramsey said. “Let’s check the systems.” 
 
    Nelson nodded, trying to shake off the sleep, watching as Maria switched on the surveillance feed, everybody gathering around the small screen. The ground above them was rocked with a muffled explosion. 
 
    “Dammit, we’re under attack!” Nelson said. 
 
    Hendrix turned on the big screen and connected it to the detailed app. Ten hits came up immediately. “Enemy fighters outside.” 
 
    “They just blew the main gate!” Ramsey said, watching the van roll in as the guards returned fire. 
 
    “Why didn’t we see them?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Probably more of those lead-shielded vans,” Nelson said. 
 
    “They can’t get in here, can they?” Maria asked. 
 
    “No way,” Hendrix muttered. 
 
    “The guards are beating them,” Ramsey said, watching the action on surveillance video. Then there was a larger explosion, knocking out the cameras, shaking the bunker. The lights flickered for a moment as the generator turned on. 
 
    “They just blew up a bomb over us,” Hendrix said. 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Watch those hits on the detailed app. They might all be dead now.” 
 
    “Already doing that,” Nelson said. “Some of the ten are missing, and the others haven’t moved the last two times I refreshed.” 
 
    The communications system started with a scratch. 
 
    “Sir, are you all right down there?” the voice crackled. 
 
    Nelson got up and went to the microphone next to the console, pushing the button. “We’re all okay down here, Smitty. What happened up there? How many men are down?” 
 
    “Clark is wounded pretty badly, sir,” he said. “Most of us would be dead if not for the body armor.” 
 
    “How many vehicles?” Ramsey asked. Nelson pushed the button and relayed the question. 
 
    “One van, sir. Not much left of it, but I see bits of lead lying around.” 
 
    Nelson pushed the button on the mic. “The bomb was in the van?”  
 
    “Roger that, sir. A few of them got out of the van to deal with the front gate, which alerted us via the apps. We engaged them, but they got back into the van and rolled forward, blowing up about thirty yards from the house.” 
 
    “That’s why none of them were killed by the blast,” Hendrix said. “They were already under cover.” 
 
    Nelson pushed the mic button. “Have you ordered an ambulance for Clark?” 
 
    “Yes sir. It’s on the way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nelson replied. “Keep your eyes open, and let us know if anyone else shows up.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Nelson rolled his chair away from the mic. “Maria, send out an alert to all of our locations, please.” 
 
    “Do you think they knew who was here?” Hendrix asked, watching as Maria took command of the console. 
 
    “They knew there was leadership personnel,” Ramsey said. “The Governor? Who knows?” 
 
    “It’s not that important,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Sir, I’m not getting any response from the location that Wallis and Gallagher are in,” Maria said. 
 
    “Dammit,” Nelson said. “Ramsey, get a chopper and a commando team out there pronto.” 
 
    “Will do.” Ramsey walked away with the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Governor, two other locations report being hit. White vans. Same kinds of attacks.” 
 
    “Casualties?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Nothing serious,” Maria said. She turned back to her console screen. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {4} 
 
    Travel Plans 
 
   J ason was awake before the sun came up. He slipped out of bed and snuck into the salon, flipping on the coffee maker and looking out the window. Curt was already up, puttering around his rig as Amanda came out the door to join him. Kyle was up too, checking his trailer hitch and then going to his tires with a gauge. 
 
    “Daddy?” Chelsea asked from behind him. 
 
    “Hi, sweet pea,” he said. “You hungry?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, looking around. “Where’s mommy?” 
 
    “She’s still sleeping.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Jason squatted, getting eye level with Chelsea, brushing her blonde hair out of her eyes. “The baby is growing, and it takes a lot of mommy’s energy. She needs more sleep because of that.” 
 
    “Oh. What can I have for breakfast?” 
 
    “Cereal?” 
 
    “I’m tired of cereal,” she said. “Do we have more pop tarts?” 
 
    Jason smiled. “I’ll check, sweetie. You want them heated?” 
 
    “Yes please,” she said, climbing onto the dinette bench facing the front of the coach.  
 
    Jason found the pop tarts and brought out a pack, setting it on the counter and getting out the toaster oven. He put the pastries in and turned it on, then looked out the window again. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Uncle Curt and Uncle Kyle.” 
 
    “We’re leaving today, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, opening the toaster oven. The pop tarts were warm enough, so he put them onto a folded paper towel and slid them in front of Chelsea. “Be careful, they might be a little hot inside.” 
 
    “I know. Are we going home soon?” 
 
    “We are home,” Jason said. 
 
    “No, I mean to our house.” 
 
    “Oh. We’ll get back there eventually. We’re stopping in Dallas first.” 
 
    “Are there going to be bad men with guns there?” 
 
    “Not close to you, honey.” 
 
    She took a bite of her pop tart, opening her mouth and fanning her hand at it. “Hot!” 
 
    “Yes, be careful sweetie.” 
 
    The bedroom door slid open, Carrie walking out slowly, trying to shake off the sleep. She was showing, her rounded belly more prominent. “Good morning. Sleep well?” 
 
    “I did, mommy.” 
 
    Jason smiled, nodding yes. “I gave her pop tarts.” 
 
    “Pop tarts, huh?” Carrie said, sitting next to her daughter. “They smell good.” 
 
    “The toaster oven is still out. Want some?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t, but yes. Coffee first?” 
 
    “Sure.” Jason brewed her a cup, then fired up the toaster oven again. 
 
    “You’re not having coffee?” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “Last time I ran the toaster oven and the coffee maker at the same time, it blew the breaker. I can wait for a couple minutes.” 
 
    She nodded, taking a sip of her coffee. “What time are we hitting the road?” 
 
    “Hopefully in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Taking Highway 82 or 380?” 
 
    “I’m gonna push for 380,” Jason said. “Too much enemy activity to the north.” 
 
    “We could go down to I-20, you know. Take Highway 84 southeast and we’re there.” 
 
    “That’s an even better idea. I’ll bring it up before we take off.” 
 
    Carrie nodded. “Yes, you do that. I think it’ll be safer.” 
 
    There was a soft rap at the door. Jason checked out the kitchen window, then looked at Carrie. “Eric and Kyle. Want me to tell them later?” 
 
    “No, not on my account,” she said. 
 
    Jason opened the door. “Good morning, gents. Coffee?” 
 
    “Just had some,” Eric said. 
 
    Kyle nodded. “I’ll take a cup.” 
 
    Jason got to work, brewing one for Kyle and one for himself. 
 
    “You didn’t see the message from Ramsey yet, did you?” Kyle asked, glancing at Eric. 
 
    Jason handed Kyle his coffee. “Shoot, I didn’t even look at my phone this morning. Bad habit to get into.” He took a sip of his coffee, then set it down on the counter and rushed into the bedroom, coming out with his phone. “Shoot, yeah, I got the message. They got hit last night.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Carrie said. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Nothing, sweetie,” Carrie said in a soothing tone. 
 
    “Nobody got killed,” Jason said, reading the text. 
 
    Kyle nodded. “Except the enemy. They hit other bunkers too.” 
 
    “They came in shielded vans again,” Eric said. “We need to plan for surprise attacks using that tactic.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right. We should talk before we take off.” 
 
    “Which way are we going?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “We should go south and get on I-20,” Eric said. 
 
    Carrie chuckled. “Great minds think alike.” 
 
    “Damn straight, sister,” Eric said, seeing Carrie eyeball him for the language. “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t see any downside to taking the I-20 route,” Kyle said. “We should push it. What time do you want to meet?” 
 
    “Forty-five minutes?” Jason asked. 
 
    The two men nodded. 
 
    “Anything else I missed?” Jason asked. He took another sip of coffee. 
 
    “There was action in the gulf,” Eric said. “The US Navy is back with us again. They wiped out the EU Navy and all those small boats from Venezuela last night.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Jason said. “Maybe that’s one less place we need to worry about.” 
 
    “Hope so,” Eric said. “We aren’t out of the woods yet. Dallas is a mess.” 
 
    “It’s a mess how?” Jason asked. 
 
    “It’s a house to house running battle,” Kyle said, finishing his cup of coffee. “I’d better get going if we’re taking off in an hour.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Eric said. “Are we meeting in the clearing out there?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jason said. “See you shortly.” 
 
    The two men left the coach. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Carrie said, finishing her pop tart. “I’ll get dressed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m gonna go brush my teeth. Then I want to check out the coach. Haven’t checked the tires or the oil for a couple weeks.” 
 
    Jason was outside in a few minutes, a fresh cup of coffee in his hand as he checked out the coach. Don walked over to him. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    Jason looked up at him from beside his rear tires. “Morning. How are you doing?” 
 
    “We’re recruiting like crazy. Which route are we taking into Dallas?” 
 
    “Looks like our best bet is I-20. We’ll confirm in the meeting.” 
 
    “Think it’s okay if I pass that along to the recruits? They’re asking. A lot of them want to join with us as soon as possible.” 
 
    Jason stood up, thinking for a moment. “How secure are the communications? We don’t want to be ambushed on the road by Islamists in these lead-lined trucks.” 
 
    “We’re using the same methods we were before. Is it completely air-tight? I wouldn’t bet my life on it, but how long will we actually be on the road? Just over five hours if we take I-20, right?” 
 
    “You’ve done your homework,” Jason said. “Yeah. Your point being that even if the enemy catches wind of our route, they won’t be able to mount a decent ambush before we get to Dallas.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking, and we’ll gain a lot of people on the way if we put out the route, which means if we do get hit, we’ll be a much larger group.” 
 
    “I see your point. Go for it.” 
 
    Don smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Got an approximate number?” 
 
    “Five hundred thousand and growing,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, we’re getting a lot of the folks that fought with us in the other battles, and their friends want to come along too.” 
 
    “Dallas isn’t going to be a big wave attack,” Jason said. “It’s going to be street by street and nasty. We’ll be going against Islamists who are hunkered down in buildings. You’re telling them that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, they know,” Don said, “and by the way, we got a big surge a little while ago.” 
 
    “You know why?” 
 
    “I’m guessing, but I think it’s the reports of the enemy commando team hitting that field hospital yesterday. That pissed people off big-time.” 
 
    “Pissed me off too,” Jason said. “Something else happened that probably didn’t make the news.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Most of the leadership’s bunkers got hit.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Don said. “Did we lose anybody?” 
 
    “Not that we’ve heard yet, but the news is sketchy at this point. We know that Nelson’s location survived.” 
 
    “Should I mention that?” 
 
    Jason thought for a moment. “No, not yet. Let’s wait for official word to come out.” 
 
    “Okay. Talk to you in a little while.”  
 
    Jason watched as he walked back to his trailer. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {5} 
 
    Sand Bar  
 
   R ichardson had his phone in hand, looking at the apps. The others were sitting around him on the sand, taking a few minutes to rest after the battle. 
 
    “How’d your phone survive?” Brendan asked. “Didn’t you have to swim off the boat?” 
 
    “You can thank your wife,” he said. “She brought Ziploc bags from the kitchen while the battle was raging, so we could stuff our phones into them if we had to abandon ship.” 
 
    Brendan looked at Hannah. “Nice move, honey.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Thanks. I remembered what happened after the base on South Padre Island blew up. Didn’t want to go through that mess again.” 
 
    “What are we doing now, dude?” Juan Carlos asked. “We can fit four in the hovercraft. It’ll make it to Texas City.” 
 
    “One of the patrol boats looks like it’s still intact,” Lita said. 
 
    “True,” Brendan said. “The only reason we took this instead is because we could run it up on the sand.” 
 
    “I don’t think the barge is in that bad a shape, frankly,” Richardson said. 
 
    “It’s still floating, but it’s listing to one side,” Brendan said. “Probably the outside pontoon on that side has water in it. Might be easy to fix. It’s probably seaworthy enough to get us to Galveston, at least. It’s just across that little channel.” 
 
    “Might not be the way we want to go,” Madison said. “I’d rather be on the mainland. Galveston may be a death trap.” 
 
    “The US Navy controls this area now, don’t they?” Lita asked. 
 
    Richardson eyed her. “I saw most of the US Navy ships leave the area over the last couple of hours.” 
 
    “Heard from Director Wallis?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Nope, and I’ve tried to call him twice now. No answer. I left him a couple voice messages.” 
 
    “He’s probably busy with all the stuff going on in Dallas,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “Richardson looks more worried than that,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Yeah, dude, you do look worried,” Juan Carlos said. “Why?” 
 
    Richardson sighed. “I saw some postings this morning. The rumor is that all of the leadership’s bunkers were hit last night.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brendan said.  
 
    Hannah looked at him with fear in her eyes. “If the leadership is gone, what’ll happen? Will the enemy win?” 
 
    “The people are still here, and they know how to fight,” Juan Carlos said. “They’ve been winning battles all over the place without much help.” 
 
    Brendan nodded. “He’s right about that.” 
 
    “I know,” Richardson said, “and we shouldn’t go to the worst place right away. Let’s take a look at that patrol boat. I agree with Madison. Until we know what’s going on, it’ll be better to be on the mainland side than on Galveston Island. We don’t even know if the bridges survived the attacks at this point.” 
 
    “Let’s fire up the hovercraft, then,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “So Madison, Hannah, and I are staying here?” Lita asked. 
 
    “Only for a few minutes,” Richardson said. “Don’t get too far away from the guns.” 
 
    “Why don’t we all get on the barge?” Hannah asked. “It’s probably safer than the beach.” 
 
    “She’s got a point, boss,” Brendan said. 
 
    Richardson thought about it for a moment. “How many does that hovercraft hold?” 
 
    “There’s four seats,” Brendan said. “We could squeeze in more, but I don’t know what the weight capacity is.” 
 
    “We don’t want to lose that thing,” Juan Carlos said. “It’s a short distance. We can get all of us there in two trips.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay with that,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Okay, who’s first?” Madison asked. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and guard whatever women stay behind,” Brendan said. “Juan Carlos is the better pilot anyway.” 
 
    “I’m staying with you,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Okay, then let’s get over there,” Juan Carlos said, getting up to walk down to the beach. Madison, Lita, and Richardson followed, and they all climbed into the craft. Juan Carlos started the engine, the flying sand making Brendan and Hannah turn their heads the other way. 
 
    “This thing feels weird,” Lita said as Juan Carlos drove them down the beach and onto the water. 
 
    Juan Carlos grinned. “I think it’s bitchen.” 
 
    They sped up, heading for the barge, getting there in a few minutes. Richardson leapt off and pulled the craft closer as Juan Carlos disengaged the pusher blade clutch. Madison and Lita jumped on the barge, and Richardson pushed the hovercraft off. It sped back to the beach to pick up Brendan and Hannah. 
 
    “That was fast,” Hannah said. 
 
    “It’s not that far,” Brendan said. Juan Carlos drove right up onto the beach and the couple got in. 
 
    “Hold on,” Juan Carlos said, spinning the craft around quickly and shooting back down the beach into the water. “Wish we had more time to play with this sucker.” 
 
    “What’s it like to drive?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Similar to a boat, but with much more lateral movement. It’s less precise, that’s for sure, but it’s fun. It’s nice to run right up onto the bank.” 
 
    “Will this thing go over land too?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “It should,” Brendan said. They were back at the barge in no time, Richardson there to help them out. He had a big grin on his face. 
 
    “What?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “The pontoons aren’t damaged. It was the rough water. We floated onto a sand bar on one side and got stuck. I looked all over for bullet holes. None are below the water line, from what I can see. The wall armor is damaged here and there, but the engines look okay.” 
 
    “We need to look at the fuel system,” Brendan said. “Might have a hole someplace.” 
 
    “I doubt it, because the fuel tanks and lines are between the two center pontoons, and they weren’t hit,” Richardson said. “I think the outboard patrol boat is okay. The inboard model has water in it. It got hit by something big right at the water line.” 
 
    “Probably the same gun that nailed us in the side,” Juan Carlos said. “How bad is the interior?” 
 
    “The back room only took a couple hits, but they nailed the microwave and the fridge. The sink still works. Most of the hits were in one of the barracks. The fire came from mattresses and bedding.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “So far, assuming none of those big rounds got into the plumbing or the holding tanks.” 
 
    “The toilet in our room still works,” Hannah said, walking out onto the deck. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think the holding tank system was breached,” Richardson said. “We’d see something in the water.” 
 
    “We hardly used it before the battle started, remember?” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    Brendan chuckled. “That’s true, man. We might have a delayed surprise.” 
 
    “Eeewww,” Hannah said. 
 
    “What should we do now?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “I say we use the patrol boat to pull this tub off the sandbar, and see if she still runs,” Brendan said. 
 
    “You and the tub comments again,” Richardson said, shaking his head. “I agree, though. Let’s get the hovercraft tied to the side and check the patrol boat.” 
 
    “I’m going back inside to check things out some more,” Hannah said. “The others are already working that.” 
 
    “Find out where the fire extinguishers are, okay?” Brendan said. “Just in case something starts burning in there.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Richardson said. They tied the hovercraft off and walked to the stern, Juan Carlos getting into the patrol boat. 
 
    “Everything looks good, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “These are different outboards, though.” 
 
    “Different size or different brand?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Brand.” Juan Carlos pushed the ignition button, and all three outboards spun and came to life. “Yeah, baby!” 
 
    “How much gas in the tank?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “It’s full, man. Maybe you ought to make sure the engines on the barge still run. Otherwise I’ll pull you off and you’ll just drift until you get stuck again.” 
 
    “You could tow us,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be my first choice, in this chop, at least not all the way to Texas City. I could tow you to Galveston with no problem.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go into the bridge and try the engines. Brendan, why don’t you get in the patrol boat too?” 
 
    “You got it,” Brendan said, jumping into it. “Feels like home.” 
 
    “I was kinda liking that hovercraft,” Juan Carlos said. “You can fire all the guns from the driver’s seat. I think it’s set up so just one person can handle that sucker.” 
 
    “Not enough armor for me,” Brendan said. 
 
    The four outboards on the back of the barge fired up. 
 
    “Yes!” Juan Carlos said. “Untie us, but keep the rope in here.” 
 
    Brendan nodded, getting back onto the dock that ringed the barge and untying the rope from the cleat. He jumped back into the patrol boat with the rope in his hand. 
 
    Richardson came out. “Purrs like a kitten. Maybe I should try driving this thing off the sandbar first. Might have enough thrust to do it.” 
 
    “Well, okay, if you only drive forward,” Juan Carlos said. “Better if the engines hit something. They’ll just pop up.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Richardson said. “Why don’t you move away from this sucker, and I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to call it a tub,” Brendan said. Juan Carlos laughed as he backed away from the massive craft.  
 
    “Hey, what about the hovercraft? Brendan shouted. “It’s tied to the side.” 
 
    Richardson turned back to them as he was walking away. “Don’t worry, if we get free, we’ll get the boats tied to the back again before we take off.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Brendan replied. 
 
    They got a little further away, and watched as Richardson put the engines into gear and gave them some gas. The barge moaned and creaked but didn’t break loose. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to get a rope on the bow, dude,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “Give him a few minutes.” 
 
    Richardson gave the engines more gass. This time the barge inched forward. 
 
    “It’s moving!” Juan Carlos shouted. 
 
    It kept going, until it was back to level and floating free. 
 
    “There we go,” Brendan said. 
 
    The loudspeaker on the front of the barge scratched to life, Richardson’s voice coming through loud and clear. “I’ll go out about a hundred yards while the girls look over the boat to make sure we don’t have any water or fire or anything. Give me plenty of room.” 
 
    Juan Carlos tooted the horn twice in response, and they got further away. “I’m gonna go more towards Texas City.” 
 
    “Good. Part of it is still burning, though. See that?” 
 
    “Only tanks at the refinery,” Juan Carlos said. “The harbor looks okay.” 
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    Bunker Warfare 
 
   N elson and Dr. Schultz walked into the console room, joining Kip Hendrix, Maria, and Ramsey, who were gathered around the big monitor. 
 
    “Get the feed yet?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the Captain has a body cam on,” Ramsey said. “We’ve secured the perimeter on Wallis’s bunker. Going in now.” 
 
    Nelson and the doctor pulled up chairs to watch. The video bumped along with the captain’s gait, stepping around broken concrete and twisted wrought-iron fencing. 
 
    “Still no communication out of there?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Hendrix said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “The blast leveled the building, didn’t it?” Nelson asked as the ruins came into view. 
 
    “I see the problem,” Ramsey said. “The cell repeater tower. It was on one of the out-buildings. It was about sixty yards from the house, but look at it. Just a pile of rubble.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t they just come out of the bunker?” Maria asked. 
 
    “They’re blind as a bat,” Hendrix said. “No video feed to the outside. They might think there’s still enemy fighters around.” 
 
    “Their power might be off, too, right?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “Nah,” Ramsey said. “That’s unlikely, because they have a generator like ours, underground. That bunker is hardened for a nuke blast, too.” 
 
    “There’s a problem,” Hendrix said, looking at the video. “The door is blocked. They can’t get out.” 
 
    “Can we talk to the team?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ramsey said. He got up, going to the console and flipping a switch. “Captain Kirby, you copy?” 
 
    “Chief Ramsey?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ramsey said. “Governor Nelson wants to speak with you.” 
 
    “Go ahead, sir.” 
 
    “Captain, do you have somebody looking for the wires for the cell repeater?” 
 
    “Not yet, sir, but that’s first on the priority list, as soon as we’re sure the place is locked down. We’re almost done with that.” 
 
    “Good,” Nelson said. “How bad is the door?” 
 
    “Gonna take a bulldozer to clear that,” the captain said. “We’ve got one outside, ready to go, but it might take an hour or two to get things cleared. Might take some effort to open the door once we do get through as well, if we can’t contact the residents and have them open it from the inside.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Nelson said. “Carry on.” 
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    Ramsey flipped the switch off. “They’re probably fine, boss. We know why they can’t pick up our calls.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ll feel a lot better when we know for sure. How about the rest of the bunkers?” 
 
    “All cleared,” Ramsey said. “Residents fine. None of the others were as badly damaged as this one.” 
 
    “How about our bunker?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “The house got blown away again, of course,” Hendrix said. “At least it was still incomplete. It was just beyond framing.” 
 
    “Good,” Nelson said. “Our door?” 
 
    “We can probably get in and out with no problem,” Ramsey said, “but the wall around the perimeter needs to be repaired. It’s only damaged by the gate. Won’t take long to lock back down.” 
 
    Nelson sat quietly for a moment, thinking. “We need to talk about next steps. Obviously, the enemy knows the locations of our bunkers. Do we need to move elsewhere?” 
 
    “I would recommend against that,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Why?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “We can’t build new bunkers fast enough. That takes several months at best. I suggest we extend the perimeters of the existing properties, fortify the barriers and walls, and up the staffing levels for the guards. Might even want to mount a few of those mini-guns around the properties, just in case we see more attempts.” 
 
    “What do the rest of you think?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “I agree,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Me too, sir,” Maria said. 
 
    “Dr. Schultz?” 
 
    “Governor, I don’t know anything about this kinda stuff,” Schultz said. “You folks are experts.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nelson said. “I agree too, but I like to have consensus. Let’s put those plans into place.” 
 
    “Will do,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Okay, while we’re waiting to talk to Wallis and Gallagher, tell me what else is going on.” 
 
    “I heard from Jason a short while ago,” Ramsey said. “They’re ready to take off for Dallas. Should be holding their meeting right now. They plan on taking I-20 into the area.” 
 
    “Do we know where their staging point will be yet?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “We’ve been talking about that,” Ramsey said. “Maria, bring up that map again, please.” 
 
    Maria nodded, going to the console and switching the big monitor to the satellite map of Dallas. 
 
    Ramsey got up next to it so he could point out details. “The largest group of enemy fighters is east of I-45, at the fairgrounds, but they’re leaving that area, breaking into smaller squads and taking over buildings all over central and eastern Dallas.” 
 
    “They have to know they can’t win,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Oh, I think they know that,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Yeah, they know it, unless they’ve got something else planned that we haven’t thought of yet,” Ramsey said. “This is where we need Wallis and Gallagher. I’m not a military man.” 
 
    “No, but you’re a police chief, and a damn fine one, so don’t sell yourself short,” Nelson said. “You might know more about this urban warfare than Wallis and Gallagher do.” 
 
    “Doubtful, but thanks,” Ramsey said. “I think Jason and his people should stage along Highway 175, here. From Bonton up to this truck parking facility on 2nd Avenue, to the northeast.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of real estate,” Nelson said. “How big is the Fort Stockton team gonna be by the time they get there?” 
 
    Ramsey chuckled. “According to Jason about twenty minutes ago, we should see roughly half a million citizen fighters there in a day’s time.” 
 
    “What?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    “They’ve done these large numbers before,” Nelson said. “I’m not that surprised.” 
 
    “Jason said that they’re getting a lot of the folks who fought with them before,” Ramsey said, “and their friends too. Everybody wants to fight with these guys.” 
 
    “This is why they’re so important,” Hendrix said. “They can rally citizens like no other group.” 
 
    “I’ve heard good things about this guy Ben Dover in California,” Nelson said, “but Ben said he learned most of what he knew by watching what this team has been doing.” 
 
    “Ivan asked if our teams could share info back and forth, by the way,” Ramsey said. “Heard that from Don. What do you think?” 
 
    “Do it,” Nelson said. “It’ll help both our states, and we’re fighting the same enemy.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll tell Don to go ahead,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Okay, so we stage this huge force down there. What then?” 
 
    “We break into smaller teams and use the apps to find the enemy positions,” Ramsey said. “Tear them out by the roots.” 
 
    “We’re gonna lose a lot of people doing that,” Nelson said. 
 
    Ramsey nodded in agreement, with a grim expression. “I know, boss, but I don’t know how to get around that. This is the last stand of the enemy.” 
 
    “There are a lot more of them still in Texas,” Nelson said. “All over the place.” 
 
    “True, but this is by far the largest concentration,” Ramsey said, “and they’ve got no choice but to stand and fight. If they flee we’ll pick them off on the road.” 
 
    Nelson was silent for a moment. “Understood. I don’t have to like it.” 
 
    “Maybe we can negotiate with their leadership,” Hendrix said. 
 
    Nelson turned to him, thinking. “I won’t totally dismiss that idea, but I’m very skeptical that they’d be open to that. These folks are fanatics, after all.” 
 
    “Saladin is dead,” Hendrix said. “They’re following a secondary leader who isn’t nearly as charismatic. What I’m wondering is how the grunts will react when they realize that they’re actually fighting for the globalists in the EU instead of the caliphate.” 
 
    “We should bear that in mind, but not change our strategy of taking them out,” Ramsey said. “I disagree with the concept that they’ll give up because they aren’t fighting for their own anymore. They’re still following Islamic leadership, and frankly, most of these folks aren’t too bright. The Islamists that we’ve captured rarely have even a third-grade education.” 
 
    “Well, I put it out there,” Hendrix said. “I’ll just leave it at that for now.” 
 
    “Do we know what General Hogan’s thoughts are on this?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “He’s pretty scorched earth with them,” Ramsey said, “but Wallis and Gallagher will have a better handle on that question. Hope we hear from them soon.” 
 
    “All right,” Nelson said. “What else is happening?” 
 
    “The US Navy kicked the enemy ships out of the gulf last night,” Hendrix said, “but there may be more danger coming.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Rumors from message boards, mainly,” Hendrix said. “I’ve been looking at it on and off this morning.” 
 
    Nelson shot him a glance. “What’s the rumor?” 
 
    “The navy ships are steaming towards the mid-Atlantic and New England, to take on the EU ships that are arriving there by the dozen.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nelson said. “That’s not great.” 
 
    “The EU navy doesn’t appear to be in the gulf anymore, at least above water,” Hendrix said, “but there’s still a lot of boats south of the Caribbean. Venezuela and surrounding countries.” 
 
    “How do we know that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “RFID,” Hendrix said. “You can see them with your apps.” 
 
    “Are they moving in our direction?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Hendrix said. “Perhaps not ever. They were trying to consolidate control of the upper half of South America.” 
 
    “They lost a bunch of their ground troops from that area, remember,” Nelson said. “They got nuked in central Mexico.” 
 
    “True, but that was only a fifth of their total forces,” Ramsey said. “At least that’s what I heard from Wallis.” 
 
    “When?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Last time I chatted with him,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Okay,” Nelson said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “We’ve still got problems along the eastern border. We’ve got forces in Louisiana pushing them in our direction. We’re liable to have problems in Houston if we can’t shore up our border and get more troops down there.” 
 
    “We need an operation like Don and Sydney’s down there,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “This is why I’m nervous about the gulf still,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Nelson shook his head. “We’re not even close to out of the woods, are we?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, sir,” Ramsey said. “We’ve had some important victories, and other than that small stretch of our eastern border, we aren’t getting much in the way of new enemy fighters crossing into Texas.” 
 
    Nelson nodded. “Let’s get back to the video at Wallis’s bunker.” 
 
    Maria rolled her chair over to the console and flipped the big screen back to Captain Kirby’s bodycam. The picture showed the bulldozer digging debris away from the massive vault door. 
 
    “Get that cellphone repeater connected yet?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Working on it, sir,” Kirby said. “There’s a team on it now. We have the new unit. Hopefully we can get it placed high enough on something so a decent signal gets out.” 
 
    “Any indication that the occupants are okay?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Not yet, sir.” 
 
    They watched as the bulldozer got a large load of debris in it’s scoop, backing out with it, the vault door about halfway in view. 
 
    Suddenly there was a popping sound, and the camera fell to the ground. 
 
    “Dammit!” Ramsey said. “Kirby, you hit?” 
 
    “No sir, but a sniper just nailed the guy driving the bulldozer. I hit the dirt.” 
 
    Several more shots rang out. Then the camera moved, from face down to sideways on the ground, Kirby’s arm holding a pistol in view, the gun firing several times. “Got somebody trying to rush through our perimeter.” 
 
    More gunfire started, this time automatic fire, muffled by distance. The camera was facing the dirt again, moving.  
 
    “Is that an enemy machine gun?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “No sir, it’s one of my men. We’ve got good positions. I’m crawling over to the team working the cell repeater, just in case we get overrun. The folks in the bunker need to know what’s going on.” 
 
    Everybody in the console room was on the edge of their seats, watching the dirt of the ground slide by in front of the camera as the gunfire intensified. 
 
    “Mac, you got that connected yet?” Kirby asked. 
 
    “Was just about to do it when the damn shooting started. Clint bought it in the first wave of gunfire.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Kirby said. “Connect it now. I’ll cover you.” 
 
    “On it,” Mac said. There was a scraping sound in the background between shots, and then the sound of tape being torn off a roll. Kirby fired his pistol again, the sound scratching over the speakers. Nelson and Ramsey shot each other a glance. 
 
    “I got it!” Mac said. “Somebody needs to try a call. 
 
    “You hear that, Chief?” Kirby asked. 
 
    “On it,” Nelson said, hitting Wallis’s contact. It rang once, and Wallis picked up. Nelson hit the speaker button. 
 
    “Finally,” Wallis said. “What the hell is going on up there? I’m hearing gunfire again.” 
 
    “Snipers,” Nelson said. “Don’t go outside.” 
 
    “The door’s blocked anyway,” Gallagher said in the background. 
 
    “It’s about half un-blocked now,” Ramsey said. “Anybody hurt in there?” 
 
    “Nope,” Wallis said. “You guys get hit too?” 
 
    “Yep, but they didn’t take out our communications system,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Did they wreck your door?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Wait, we haven’t tried it yet,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Well don’t try it now,” Wallis said. “If we’re getting hit by snipers, there’s a good chance you will be too.” 
 
    “How many bunkers were hit?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Most of them,” Ramsey said. “They haven’t killed anybody except a few guards.” 
 
    “They just nailed the bulldozer driver there,” Hendrix said, “and one of the phone techs.” 
 
    “The gunfire is slowing down,” Kirby said over the radio. “I think we got most of them, but make sure the bunker residents stay inside until we’ve got this locked down.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Wallis said. “Will do.” 
 
    There were muffled popping sounds above Hendrix’s bunker. 
 
    “Oh no, they’re here too,” Maria said, switching the monitor to the outside video cameras. “Look, they’ve got most of the cameras working again.” 
 
    “Enemy soldiers, on the west wall,” Ramsey said. Then the man climbing the fence got hit in the neck and fell, blood gushing all over. Maria looked away. 
 
    “Scratch that creep,” Dr. Schultz said. 
 
    “I think I’d better get off this call and make some others,” Wallis said. “There was a bunch of stuff going on before we got locked down.” 
 
    “You go ahead,” Nelson said. “I’m going to flood each and every bunker area with troops, and then we’ll set up a wider perimeter and bring in mini guns.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Gallagher said. “Talk to you guys soon.” 
 
    The call ended. Nelson looked at Ramsey. “Let’s get our forces on line and stop this nonsense right now.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Ramsey said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. There was still sporadic gunfire above them. 
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    Lead Contractors 
 
   T he Fort Stockton group was gathered in the clearing between their coaches, surrounding Jason, Kyle, Curt, Clancy, and Stanton Hunt. 
 
    “We’re thinking the best route is to get down to I-20,” Jason said. “Any objections to that?” 
 
    “That’s what I was gonna suggest,” Junior said, standing with Rachel, Kelly, and Brenda. 
 
    “Me too,” Clancy said. 
 
    “Me three,” Dirk said, raising a chuckle from the group. 
 
    “Know where we’re gonna land when we get to Dallas?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Yeah, at a place called Bonton,” Jason said. “Chief Ramsey called me about it a few minutes before I got here for the meeting.” 
 
    “I know about that area,” Francis said. “Used a huge truck complex right by there when I was driving truck. It’d be nice if we could use that for parking, if Don and Sydney are right about how many recruits are gonna show up.” 
 
    Jason grinned. “We are getting access to that truck parking area, and to the park next to it, along Highway 175.” 
 
    “What’s the battle going to be like?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Tough,” Jason said. “Street to street, building to building. You guys have been watching the apps, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Curt said. “They’re not clumping the way that they were.” 
 
    “That’s smarter for them, and harder for us,” Junior said. “This will be the most dangerous mission we’ve been on yet.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Eric said. “It’s going to be a bloody mess, and some of us won’t survive.” 
 
    “Let’s not dwell on that yet,” Clancy said. “We’ve been through a lot, and we’ve got experience. These Islamists are desperate now. We’ve got them on the run, and they know they can’t win.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s gonna be so dangerous,” Eric said. “We’ll have superior numbers on our side, so we’ll win the battle, but the closer to perfect we can be in how we operate, the more of us will be alive when it’s over.” 
 
    “We’re going to plan assaults,” Jason said. “No cowboy actions. We can still see the enemy, and there’s not much they can do about that when they aren’t in shielded vehicles. We need to use that to our best advantage. Surgical strikes in the buildings they hold.” 
 
    “We need plenty of grenades,” Kelly said. “To clean out hallways and rooms.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot, and Ramsey’s sending more supplies to our destination,” Jason said. “Any other questions?” 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get out of here. Oh, and one more thing. Don’t let closed panel trucks or vans stay next to you for long. The enemy has been using those lead-lined vans and trucks to hide themselves. Look at any vehicle you can’t see inside with suspicion. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got it,” Junior said. 
 
    The crowd disbursed to their rigs. 
 
    Stanton Hunt came over to Jason. “Any word about the leadership in the bunkers?” 
 
    “Nobody inside the bunkers have been killed,” Jason said as they walked together with the others. “Ramsey said they’d made contact with Director Wallis and Major General Gallagher before he called me.” 
 
    “They were worried about them?” Stanton asked. 
 
    “Yeah, their cell repeater got blown up in the attack, and their bunker door got blocked with debris as well. They were dead in the water and blind as a bat.” 
 
    Curt chuckled. “That must have sucked.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Jason said. “They’re back on line now, though.” 
 
    “Good,” Stanton said. “I was seeing bad rumors on the message boards.” 
 
    Eric nodded. “Me too. See you on the road.” Eric walked over to his Class C rig, meeting Kim outside the door. 
 
    “We’re going?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Yep. Everybody approved the plan. Paco been out?”  
 
    “I was waiting for you,” she said. “Paco!” 
 
    The little dog appeared at the door, his tail wagging. 
 
    “Come on, boy, walkie time,” Eric said. Kim put him on the leash and they took off down the row of coaches. 
 
    “This is gonna be a scary one, isn’t it,” Kim asked. 
 
    Eric nodded yes. “At least the war is dying down. This is cleanup. It’s kind of like the Pacific side of World War II after Midway. The Japanese had no chance of winning after that, but they were hiding out all over the place. We had to root them out of each island one by one. We’ll be doing that in Dallas. Like Jason said, street by street, building by building.” 
 
    “I hope we survive.” 
 
    Eric looked at her. “Me too. Paco’s done. Let’s get him back to the rig and blow this burg.” 
 
    They passed Curt and Amanda on the way back. Don and Sydney were standing next to them. 
 
    “Hey,” Eric said. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Just about, pencil neck,” Curt said. “You?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Eric said. “What are you grinning about, Don?” 
 
    “We started working with the California intel team this morning.” 
 
    “Oh? How’s that going?” 
 
    “One of their folks has been researching sales of lead, to figure out where the Islamists are getting their supply for these shielded vehicles. It’s been a bigger problem in California than it has here, up to now.” 
 
    “I take it you got some good info?” Kim asked. 
 
    “He found the Texas source and the contractor who was installing the lead in their vehicles,” Sydney said. “We’ve got a list of license plate numbers and descriptions. Seems the contractor was mighty pissed off when he found out what these vehicles were being used for.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Eric asked, grinning ear to ear. “You gonna distribute that data?” 
 
    “Yep, Sydney’s driving the first leg, and I’ll send it out to all of you.” 
 
    “I’m still skeptical of the numbers,” Curt said. “I think there might be more than one contractor.” 
 
    “Robbie’s still working that, and said he’d let us know if he found out about more.” 
 
    “Robbie?” Kim asked. 
 
    “The person on Ivan’s team who’s working that,” Don said. “We’d better get going, or we’re going to be behind.” 
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    Berth at Texas City 
 
   R ichardson was at the helm of the barge, about halfway between Pelican Island and Texas City. 
 
    “Is it working okay?” Lita asked. 
 
    “It’s working fine. This wind is kind of a drag, though. It’s making a lot of chop, and our high sides are acting like a sail. Hard to keep a straight course.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Juan Carlos said, looking out the front window by the gunnery station. “We need wipers all the way across these bow windows.” 
 
    “Lots of spray,” Lita said. “Can you see well enough, honey? I can go clean them off. There’s a nice squeegee in the kitchen. Saw it when I was looking for food in the pantry.” 
 
    “If it gets much worse, yeah,” Richardson said. “This was designed for lake use. This bay isn’t open ocean, but it does have salt spray when it gets windy. I’ll have to pass that along to the design team.” 
 
    Madison and Hannah walked in through the back door.  
 
    “Finished checking out everything,” Madison said. 
 
    “Problems?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “The main part of the damage is in that barracks room,” Hannah said. “The bathroom isn’t usable. No water to the shower, sink, or toilet. Some supply line got shot or something. 
 
    “Crap, I wonder if we’re losing fresh water?” 
 
    “I shut off the valve on the floor,” Hannah said, “but I don’t know if that’ll stop water from leaking out under the boat.” 
 
    “There’s probably gauges around here someplace for all the tanks,” Brendan said. “I’ll start looking around. It isn’t on the pilot dash, is it?” 
 
    Richardson looked. “Nope, not that I can see.” 
 
    “It’s probably in the galley or the hall,” Brendan said. “I’ll check.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Hannah said. The couple left the room. 
 
    Lita rolled her eyes. “They just wanted to be alone.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” Madison said. 
 
    “Stay here,” Richardson said to Juan Carlos. “I’ll need a second set of eyes when we get closer to port.” 
 
    “No problem, boss,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “I’ll watch too,” Madison said. 
 
    Richardson’s phone rang. He looked at it and grinned. “Wallis.” He answered, and put it on speaker, setting it on the dash in front of him. “I was worried about you, sir. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Hi, Richardson. Yes, we’re fine. We were down in the bunker when it got attacked, and the enemy took out our cell repeater, which cut off our communications. They never breached the bunker. Not even close.” 
 
    “Great news,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Sounds like you’re underway.” 
 
    “The barge is still seaworthy, although it’s lost its show-room shine.” 
 
    Wallis snickered. “Yeah, your last message made me think it was about to sink.” 
 
    “When we were drifting around firing at the enemy boats, it got stuck on a sandbar. The chop from the battle made it worse, and we ended up listing to one side a little bit.” 
 
    “How badly damaged is it?” 
 
    “We got hit with something big from one of the EU Navy destroyers. Bigger than a .50 cal. Went through the armor on the walls. It started a small fire in the rear port barracks room. Probably hot bullets on bedding. Went out quick. Damaged the plumbing in that room. Also took a couple rounds to the rear room, which nailed the fridge and microwave in the galley. Other than that, it appears to be fine. We’re taking it over to Texas City.” 
 
    “Good. How about the patrol boats?” 
 
    “The inboard model is toast. Took some waterline hits with the same gun that broke through the armor on the barge. It’s taking on water. The outboard patrol boat and the hovercraft are fine.” 
 
    “Good,” Wallis said. 
 
    “What are we doing next? I noticed that the US Navy ships have left the area.” 
 
    “They have,” Wallis said. “We’re going to need you there, but you shouldn’t have to take on any destroyers. There are a number of smaller craft still hanging around south of the Caribbean that are showing RFID hits. They might head to our coast. We’ll need you there to handle that.”  
 
    “Why’d the US Navy take off?” 
 
    “More EU Navy ships have arrived in the mid-Atlantic and New England ports, and the US Navy left to go clean them out,” Wallis said. “It’s important.” 
 
    “Okay. We gonna be using the barge again?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll arrange for a crew to take a look at it and repair any problems. We have some recruits coming too. You’ll have to do on-the-job training with them.” 
 
    “How about patrol boats?” 
 
    “There are several of each type arriving in Texas City two days from now, but we’ll want you out patrolling before then. My plan is to get your barge repaired by the end of the day tomorrow, and then we’ll send you back out to the same location you were for the battle. You can use that as a base to patrol with the remaining boat and the hovercraft until you’re re-supplied. You okay with that?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Good, then I’ll not keep you. I have a lot of calls to make. Glad you guys made it through this alive.” 
 
    “We lost Harley.” 
 
    Wallis was silent for a moment. “Oh, I am sorry to hear that. What happened?” 
 
    “He was firing at choppers from the roof with a mini gun. Got hit. His body is still up there.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call that in. I’ll text you the location in the harbor, okay?” 
 
    “Got it,” Richardson said. “Thanks.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “Not sure I like the sound of this,” Lita said. 
 
    “We’ll be right back into it, but we have the advantage of being able to see the enemy.” 
 
    “Wonder how many of the crews have RFID chips?” Juan Carlos asked. “The Venezuelans didn’t, remember?” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” Madison said. 
 
    “No, but it’s a good point,” Richardson said. “We’ll need to be careful. We’ll use visual surveillance.” 
 
    The barge was almost to the mouth of the harbor when Richardson got his text from Wallis. 
 
    “That the location coming in, boss?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Yep. We run along this breakwater once we get inside, and go into the industrial bay. It’s the first tanker terminal. East end.” 
 
    “Wow, they’re putting us there? The terminal furthest to the west is still on fire. I’d think they’d want the rest of them open.” 
 
    “Wallis said they wanted us in that one because it was the closest to the opening, and besides, I doubt we’re shipping oil through the gulf anyway, at this point.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was gonna bring that up,” Lita said.  
 
    The barge drove through the opening of the breakwater, then made a right turn at Shoal Point. They were at the terminal in less than ten minutes. Brendan and Hannah came in. “I’ll man the ropes.” 
 
    “You’ll need me to help,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “Okay,” Richardson said. “That’s a huge dock. Long enough to get the patrol boats off the back.” 
 
    Madison and Hannah followed their men out onto the deck. Lita stayed behind, watching for Richardson as he eased the barge to the dock. 
 
    “Almost there,” she said, looking out the starboard windows. 
 
    “Cut the engines, boss!” Juan Carlos yelled from outside. 
 
    Richardson did that, the boat drifting slowly as Juan Carlos and Brendan jumped onto the dock with ropes in their hands. Hannah and Madison leapt off behind them, and they got the boat tied up. 
 
    “Nice job, sweetie,” Lita said.  
 
    Richardson turned to her as he shut off the engines. “Hope they have somebody coming for Harley’s body pretty soon.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lita said. “I’d forgotten he was up there. I feel terrible.” 
 
    “I’d better go help get the boats off the stern.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So we can get out of here in a hurry,” he said. “I’d rather have parked this pointing out. Couldn’t with those patrol boats on the back.” 
 
    “You expect us to get action right away?” She looked at him, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “You’ve about had it with this, haven’t you?” 
 
    Lita looked down for a moment. “I’m not sorry that we’ve done our part, honey. I’m just ready for peace to come back, that’s all.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said, pulling out his phone. 
 
    “Calling Wallis?” 
 
    “He asked me to text him when we arrived, so he can get the support people and the coroner out here for us.” 
 
    They both went outside. Juan Carlos already had the hovercraft off the barge, and was walking it back with the rope. “Nice parking job, Richardson.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied. “Probably have to get into the patrol boat.” 
 
    “We need to drive it off and tow the dead one,” Brendan said, walking up. 
 
    “Well, then let’s get to it,” Richardson said. 
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    Reinforcements  
 
   K itten was dead on her feet. They’d only gotten the wounded from the attacked field hospital so far, but the shortage of doctors was taking a terrible toll on patients and medical staff alike. 
 
    Dr. Patel walked over. “Everybody’s stable. Only two deaths. We did okay.” 
 
    “Two died?” Kitten asked. She picked up a clipboard from the table. “Which ones?” 
 
    “Two head traumas. I don’t know their names, but I think they were the only severe head trauma cases we had.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll mark them off.” Kitten found them, one on the second page and one on the third. “That leaves us with sixty-four patients. How come we aren’t seeing enemy wounded?” 
 
    “The fighting has gotten much nastier,” Dr. Patel said. “The Islamists are not living through it.” 
 
    “Are we breaking the Geneva Convention?” Kitten asked softly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. It’s the nature of our enemy.” 
 
    Suddenly a shot rang out, sounding only a block or two away. Kitten’s phone buzzed. 
 
    “No!” she whispered, looking at her phone. “Twelve Islamist fighters.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    The gunfire intensified, and then the rapid machine gun fire from M60s started. 
 
    Kitten moved her fingers on the phone screen, while the guards at the hospital checked their weapons. “Two blocks to the east. Intersection of Young and Field Streets.” 
 
    The gunfire ramped up for a moment, and then stopped. 
 
    “They’re still coming in those shielded vehicles,” Dr. Patel said. “Wish we could find a place big enough that’s indoors. I feel so exposed here.” 
 
    A small truck roared up, skidding to a stop. Three citizens piled out of the cab and joined another in the bed. “Stretcher!” shouted one of them. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Dr. Patel said, rushing in that direction, Kitten hot on her heels. By the time they got to the truck, two orderlies were there with the stretcher. 
 
    “We need two,” one of the men said, tears streaming down his cheeks. He was a strong man of about fifty, holding an M60. The others stood by, watching. 
 
    “Wait, don’t move them yet,” Dr. Patel said. She climbed into the back of the truck and looked at the man lying on the driver’s side. “Sorry, but this man is dead.” 
 
    “Oh no,” cried the citizen, breaking down. “That’s my son.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Kitten said, getting near him and touching his arm. He turned to her, burying his head in her shoulder as he sobbed. 
 
    “The other one’s alive,” Dr. Patel said. “Get him on the stretcher and I’ll get to work. C’mon, Kitten, I’ll need you for this one.” 
 
    Kitten nodded, the man backing away. “Thank you,” he said. “You women are angels.” 
 
    “How much chance does he have?” another of the men asked. 
 
    “I need to look at him more closely,” Dr. Patel said, “but his vitals are good, and he hasn’t lost much blood.” She followed the men with the stretcher, Kitten next to her, on the verge of tears. 
 
    “That poor, poor man,” Kitten said. 
 
    “Focus on who we can save,” Dr. Patel whispered to her. “There will be plenty of time to mourn when this is over.” 
 
    They got to work on the young man. Kitten helped Dr. Patel cut his shirt off. There was an entry wound a few inches below his shoulder. 
 
    “Help me roll him on his side,” Dr. Patel said. The patient moaned as they struggled to move him. The exit wound was about the same size.  
 
    “This man is very lucky,” Dr. Patel said. “No evidence of severe internal bleeding, and the bullet went through him. He’ll probably be okay. Dress the wounds, Kitten, and let’s get an IV started.” 
 
    Kitten nodded, getting to work as Dr. Patel walked to another patient’s bed. 
 
    There was commotion outside, and then several more pickup trucks rolled up and parked on Young street, all of them with at least two patients in the beds. 
 
    “Here we go again,” Dr. Patel said. Then a small bus showed up on Lamar Street, which was the eastern edge of the field hospital. The doors opened, doctors and nurses rushing out. Dr. Patel smiled. “Kitten, look!” 
 
    “Thank God,” Kitten said as she finished dressing the wound. “Now you don’t have to rely on a trainee for a nurse.” 
 
    Dr. Patel walked over, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You’re going to keep working as a nurse, if you don’t mind. You’re one of the very best I’ve ever worked with. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    Kitten nodded yes. Dr. Patel got closer and whispered. “When this is over, you and I are going to talk about medical school.” 
 
    Kitten looked at her, shocked, but Dr. Patel just smiled and walked over to the new staff, who were fanning out into the area, looking at charts and chatting with the other medical staff. 
 
    “Thank you,” croaked the man from the back of the truck, his eyelids heavy. “Am I going to live?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kitten said to him. 
 
    “Jamie?” 
 
    “Who’s Jamie?” 
 
    “The other person in the truck,” he said. “I must have passed out before we got here.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kitten said. “Sorry, I need to get an IV started.” She left his gaze quickly. 
 
    The medical team got on the new arrivals, working them through triage and into treatment much faster now, giving Kitten and Dr. Patel time to rest. 
 
    “They’re bringing food in, for the patients and us,” Dr. Patel said, walking up to Kitten, who was sitting on a folding chair, just outside of the rows of beds. 
 
    “We’ll have to feed the patients, though, right?” 
 
    “The catering staff is going to do that. All of them are from the hospitals we lost. Survivors.” 
 
    “Good,” Kitten said. Her phone rang. She pulled it out and smiled. 
 
    “Your father?” Dr. Patel asked as Kitten raised the phone to her ear. 
 
    “No, a friend. Excuse me a minute.” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded and went out to meet the catering trucks. 
 
    “Hi, Chance.” 
 
    “Kitten. Good, you’re still okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but it’s been crazy. Where are you?” 
 
    “I-20, headed for Dallas. We’ll be there in about three hours, if nothing goes wrong.” 
 
    “Where are you going to set up?” Kitten asked. 
 
    “Near a place called Bonton. Do you know where that is?” 
 
    “I’m not from around here,” Kitten said. “Hey, Dr. Patel, where’s Bonton?” 
 
    “That’s about 15-20 minutes southeast. Why?” 
 
    “That’s where my friend’s group is going to camp,” she said. 
 
    “Well?” Chance asked. 
 
    “Dr. Patel said it’s 15-20 minutes southeast of here. Our field hospital is in downtown Dallas.” 
 
    “You aren’t still near the fighting, I hope?” 
 
    “No, but they keep sending these shielded vans in. One got stopped about two blocks to the east of us a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Geez,” Chance said. “I hope I’ll be able to see you soon.” 
 
    “We’ll figure something out. You really want to see me that badly?” 
 
    “It’s all I’ve been thinking about,” Chance said. 
 
    Kitten was silent for a moment. 
 
    “You still there?” Chance asked. “No pressure. Just tell me if I come on too strong, okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not worried about that,” Kitten said. “This is weird. I’ve been thinking about you a lot too. Both dad and I wished we’d gone to New Mexico with your group.” 
 
    “That was a dangerous mess,” Chance said, “but still, I would’ve loved to have you close.” 
 
    “Another group of wounded, folks!” shouted one of the doctors, as the sound of trucks approached. “We’d better get ready.” 
 
    “Uh oh, I gotta go,” Kitten said. “More wounded coming in.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call when I get there,” Chance said. “Be careful.” 
 
    “You too.” The call ended. Kitten sat quietly for a moment, a warm feeling spreading over her. Dr. Patel made eye contact, snapping her out of it. She got up and rushed over. 
 
    “That was more than a friend,” Dr. Patel said with a grin. 
 
    “I hope so,” Kitten said, trying not to blush. 
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    To Dallas on I-20 
 
   D on was behind the wheel of the truck, Sydney in the passenger seat, fingers moving on her cellphone screen. They were in the long caravan cruising east on I-20. 
 
    “What’s that town coming up?” Don asked. 
 
    “Cisco,” she said. 
 
    “Like the Cisco kid?” 
 
    Sydney gave him a blank stare. 
 
    “You don’t remember Pancho and Cisco?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re talking about that old TV show,” she said. “That was before my time.” 
 
    Don laughed. “It was before my time too, but I remember the re-runs and the corny jokes. Don’t know if this town had anything to do with the story.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she said, still focused on the phone. 
 
    “Still getting recruits?” 
 
    She looked over at him. “We’re going to have over half a million, but they’re coming in from several directions. We’ll get almost two-hundred thousand showing up on I-20 in the next hour.” 
 
    “That might make a traffic jam.” 
 
    “Yes, it might,” Sydney said. “Why are we outrunning the tanks this time? Aren’t they in danger of getting hi-jacked again?” 
 
    “Texas isn’t the wild-west that New Mexico was,” Don said, “plus we’ve got a pretty big group with them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mostly Stanton’s people,” Don said. “And many of the bikers that were in Cindy’s group.” 
 
    “Cindy and Dirk with them?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Don said. “Even though Texas is safer than New Mexico, I must admit I’m a little worried about it.” 
 
    “I’m always afraid we’ll be attacked on the road. We stick out like a sore thumb.” 
 
    “That’s partly because of our weapons, and I think they’re a plus.” 
 
    “I guess,” Sydney said. “We’re taking a lot of casualties in Dallas. I wish we weren’t going.” 
 
    “Has to be done,” Don said. 
 
    “I know, honey. I just don’t want either of us getting killed before we can start our lives together.” 
 
    Don chuckled. “I think our lives together started the first day we met.” 
 
    “You men are always so sentimental.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” he asked. 
 
    She glanced over at him, then back at the phone. “Not in the least.” 
 
    “Then why bust my chops?” 
 
    She laughed. “When I bust your chops, you’ll know it. Trust me on that.” 
 
    They drove silently for a little while, Don trying hard not to take Sydney’s attention away from the recruiting. His mind went over the last several weeks, battles fought, people lost, and his new love. The scenery flew by, mostly desolate after leaving Cisco. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sydney said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Big group of hits south of I-20, but headed north on a little road called 190.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Don said. Then the sound of text messages hit both their phones. “What’d they say?” 
 
    Sydney was still reading. “Jason said to slow down. We don’t want to pass the intersection before they get there, and have the enemy between us and the tanks.” 
 
    “Oh boy. How many?” The caravan slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Fifty, about six per vehicle from the way they’re spaced out.” 
 
    “Might be more if they’ve brought along shielded vehicles.” 
 
    Another phone message came in. Don pulled his phone out, now that the rig was parked on the side of the road. “We’re gonna go after them with the armed vehicles. Jason wants the rest of us to get our guns and dig in along that road.” 
 
    “Yeah, reading it now. Dammit. We’re gonna have to fight our way to Dallas, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Since we’re stopped, those tanks are gonna catch up,” Don said, shooting her a grin as she took off her seatbelt. He typed a text. “I’m asking Dirk where they are, and making sure they know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go get the guns out of the back.” Sydney left her seat while Don typed on his phone. By the time they got out of their truck, most of the group was gathered around the head of the convoy, seven vehicles in front of their rig. The off-roaders were pulling up. 
 
    Jason, Kyle, Junior, and Clancy were up front, leading the discussion. Junior had binoculars with him, and was paying more attention to looking around than to the conversation. 
 
    “What road is that?” Kelly asked, pointing to the road just ahead of the convoy. 
 
    “That’s 198,” Clancy said. “The next road down I-20 is 190.” 
 
    “They’re not going very fast,” Eric said, looking at his phone. 
 
    “That’s a two-lane blacktop, and not in the best condition, from the look of it via the satellite pictures,” Clancy said. 
 
    “We could take our vehicles south on 198 and cut over on 177,” Eric said, “if we’re quick about it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” Jason said. “We should have people on foot along the side of the road, though.” 
 
    “How sure are we that there aren’t a bunch of shielded vehicles with them?” Clancy asked. 
 
    Kelly shook his head. “Why would they do that? Even one RFID chip gives away their position. They know that.” 
 
    “Use your head, pencil neck,” Curt said from the seat of his off-roader. “It’d be to their advantage to hide their numbers. I’m having a hard time believing they’d send fifty guys to do a job on a large convoy like we have.” 
 
    “Don, how far away are our recruits?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I’ve been keeping track of that,” Sydney said. “They’re joining us at Highway 281.” 
 
    “Are they waiting there now?” Clancy asked. 
 
    “Some of them,” Sydney said. 
 
    “Tell them to come this way right now,” Jason said. “Just in case.” 
 
    “We’re out of time,” Junior said. “There’s several semi-trucks with two trailers each heading this way on 198. The guys on 190 are a diversion.” 
 
    “Semi-trucks?” Kelly asked, turning towards the south. “I don’t see them.” 
 
    “Here,” Junior said, handing the binoculars to Kelly. 
 
    He looked, then pulled them away from his eyes. “Dammit. C’mon, let’s get moving.” He tossed the binoculars to Junior, who was getting into his off-roader with Rachel. The other off-roaders surrounding them started their engines. People on foot ran over to the side of the road with their weapons, looking for cover to fight from. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go unhitch the Bronco,” Eric said to Kim. They took off in a run. 
 
    “I’m getting the truck unhitched from the trailer,” Kelly said, rushing back towards it, Brenda struggling to keep up. 
 
    “Our recruits are on the way,” Sydney shouted. “They won’t beat those semi-trucks, but they’ll be here pretty quick.” 
 
    Curt made eye-contact with Carrie and tossed keys to her as Amanda got into the off-roader beside him. “Take Chelsea and the other kids into the back of my toy-hauler.” 
 
    Carrie nodded yes, then turned to Jason and let him know. Jason kissed her and left, grabbing his M60 and rushing down the road to join the others. 
 
    The rest of the group were heading for cover along 198 with their weapons, when Clancy shouted, getting everybody’s attention. 
 
    “Hey, we’d better leave some people around I-20!” 
 
    “Why?” Jason shouted back from his spot. 
 
    “Because we could have more enemy in shielded vehicles coming in from the north, or west on I-20.” 
 
    “Shit, man, he’s right,” Kyle said. “I’ll lead some people over there just in case.” 
 
    “Do it,” Jason said. 
 
    “How many people could fit in the back of one of those rigs?” Kyle asked. 
 
    Junior spoke up. “Just did a search. Two trailers like those rigs… we’re talking about five hundred.” 
 
    “What?” Kelly asked. “Where’re you getting that?” 
 
    “On the web, article about illegal alien smuggling,” he replied. 
 
    “Dammit,” Jason said. “We could have fifteen hundred men coming at us.” He sent a broadcast text to the group with the info. “Let’s get ready.” 
 
    There was the roar of a racing engine, and Eric’s Bronco flew onto the dirt from I-20, Kim in the passenger seat. He blasted down the road towards the approaching semi-rigs, which they could now see without binoculars. 
 
    “How do we know that’s not just normal commerce?” Kim asked. “I’d hate to kill people and then find out that they’re not the enemy.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go hit the trailer on the first truck. If we punch through the lead, we’ll get buzzed.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Good idea.” 
 
    He poured on the speed, flying on the desert floor. “They’ve seen us. They’re slowing down.” 
 
    “How long you gonna wait until you fire?” Kim asked. 
 
    “I’ll hit him at a hundred yards. They’re still more than two hundred yards out. Be ready with that M60.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. “The off-roaders are behind us pretty far, you know.” 
 
    “They aren’t as fast as this Bronco. Don’t worry, we aren’t taking them on alone.” 
 
    “Yeah we are, for the first couple minutes,” she said, arranging the ammo belt on her gun. “Don’t be too crazy, okay?” 
 
    “Moi?” With that, he fired, shredding the side of the first semi-trailer, both of them being buzzed at once. “It’s the enemy all right. Text it out while I make swiss cheese of the cab.” 
 
    Kim fired off the text while Eric turned his gun on the cab, killing the driver and two passengers instantly, the truck going off the road, almost tipping over. By then the off-roaders had caught up, and hit the cabs in the other two trucks, Eric going back to the semi-trailers as panicked Islamists spilled out of the tailgates. More of the armed vehicles showed up and joined in the fight. Gunfire erupted from the enemy ranks. 
 
    “Here it starts,” Eric shouted, getting past the other two stopped rigs and doing a half-donut, flying back towards the leader, Kim’s M60 wailing away at the truck trailers. Then Juniors off-roader roared up, grenades flying from his M19 as Rachel fired her machine gun, the Islamists in a panic to get behind the truck trailers, only to be hit by Kelly and Curt, who were filling the air with lead on that side. 
 
    “There’s so many of them,” Kim said as they finished their pass, a couple of stray rounds hitting the back end of the Bronco. 
 
    “Shit,” Eric said, doing a donut again, going up the other side, firing his machine gun as Kim started up with the M60. 
 
    Several grenades flew under the rigs, blowing up where many of the enemy fighters were huddled, Junior yelling ‘yahooooo!’ as he flew by, Rachel still firing her machine gun into the fleeing Islamists. 
 
    “We’re gonna win this,” Kim said as Eric got ready to make another pass. 
 
    “It ain’t over till it’s over,” Eric shouted. “There might be more of those trucks.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I hope not,” Kim said. “Look, there’s a bunch trying to make a run from the last rig to that little mound over there.” 
 
    “Let’s go get’um,” Eric said, turning the Bronco, a rooster tail rising from the rear wheels. 
 
    Curt and Amanda sped by, finishing a run along the trucks, then heading for the Islamists fleeing to the mound, Curt firing grenade after grenade at the fleeing fighters, Eric and Kim blasting them with machine gun fire, Junior joining in from the other side. After a few minutes the gunfire died down. 
 
    “We’re done,” Kim said, looking at the bodies laying around, and the ruins of the three semi-rigs. 
 
    “We’ve still got those fifty hits on the road,” Eric said. “And who knows how many they have with them. We need to reload and go get the others.” He turned and drove towards Road 190, Kim sending a quick text and then changing the belt on the M60. The others got the idea and turned in the same direction, pulling over to reload their guns. 
 
    Kim opened the long-range app as Eric finished reloading the main gun. “The fifty are almost to I-20, honey.” 
 
    Suddenly gunfire erupted from the north. 
 
    “Dammit, we’ve got some coming from the other direction!” Eric said. 
 
    Curt pulled up next to them. “Hear that, pencil neck? Now we have to choose.” 
 
    Kim looked up from her phone. “The original group is almost to I-20 now. We should go back there instead of cutting across to the south.” 
 
    “You guys know what’s happening?” Junior asked, pulling over, Kelly and a few others behind him. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s high-tail it back to I-20,” Eric said. He peeled out, dirt flying off the back wheels, the others behind him, still more who weren’t as far out getting the message and following them. The gunfire was ramping up fast along I-20. 
 
    “It’s more semi-trucks,” Kim shouted, trying to stay in the seat and hold onto her phone as the Bronco bumped and weaved. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Another six hundred are showing up on the app, around the I-20 frontage road.” 
 
    “Wish we could see if there are other vehicles with the group coming north on 190,” Eric said. They were the first to make it to I-20, unleashing a salvo as soon as they got there, the Islamists diving for cover. 
 
    “There’s Jason, setting up a mortar,” Kim said. “We need to watch out for our guys. They’re on foot all over the place.” 
 
    “We will,” Eric said as he continued along the semis. “Look, there’s two more coming down the road, see them? Several hundred yards out.” 
 
    “We’re in trouble!” Kim said. 
 
    “Keep your wits about you. We’ve got a lot of firepower, and a whole lot of people are coming from the east and from the west.” 
 
    “They might not make it in time,” she said as Eric fired, bullets smashing through the windshield on the first truck. He flew past that one and hit the second in the cab. 
 
    “The fighters are getting out of the trailers,” Kim shouted as they both got buzzed. Junior, Kelly, Curt, and the others were there now, running circles around the trucks, hitting them with bullets and grenades, trying to chase down Islamists as they looked for cover. 
 
    “Shit, look, there’s more of those damn trucks behind this batch, coming fast,” Eric shouted. 
 
    “Apps say there’s about three thousand outside their shielding here right now,” Kim said, her eyes wide, “and if each of these trucks really does carry five hundred, they’re gonna overrun us.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a huge boom, and the first truck in line flew into the air, landing upside down on the second truck as the Islamists ran for their lives. Eric looked over at Kim and grinned ear to ear. “They got the tanks off the flatbeds and drove them over.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” she said, watching as the tanks came into view, flying alongside I-20 at over fifty miles per hour, firing their cannons every thirty seconds. One of the rounds hit the lead semi coming from the east, plastering it all over the road, the two behind crashing into the wreckage, one of them bursting into flames. 
 
    “Looks like a turkey shoot to me,” Eric said, racing in that direction, opening fire at the survivors, who were barely able to escape the burning truck trailers. Junior and Curt’s off-roaders showed up, peppering the enemy with grenade fire. 
 
    “Watch out, here come the citizens from the east!” Kim said, seeing the big line of civilian vehicles coming up the road at full speed, men standing behind cabs in some of the pickup trucks, blasting away with everything from captured AK-47s to double barrel shot guns. 
 
    The battle went on for another ten minutes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {11} 
 
    Drones and Wreckers 
 
   M aria was at the big monitor, watching the high-res application as over a thousand enemy fighters showed up near I-20. “Hey! Something’s going on.” 
 
    Hendrix rushed over. “What?” 
 
    “Enemy fighters just appeared out of nowhere. I was watching this small group, when the larger one appeared.” 
 
    Hendrix studied the screen for a moment, his expression changing to near panic. “Ramsey, Governor, better get in here. There might be an ambush happening against the Fort Stockton team.” 
 
    Both men ran into the console room, Dr. Schultz behind them. 
 
    “What?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Look,” Maria said, nodding towards the screen. 
 
    Ramsey was on the edge of panic. “Son of a bitch, Jason said they just got past Cisco. They’re right there. How many enemy fighters is that?” 
 
    “Over a thousand,” Maria said. 
 
    Kip watched in horror. “Dammit, they must have some pretty large shielded vehicles.” 
 
    “I’m texting Jason,” Ramsey said, “but if he’s busy, we might not hear back right away.” 
 
    The console beeped. Maria looked at it. “Director Wallis, sir. I’ll patch them in. She flipped a couple switches, and Wallis and Gallagher showed up on one side of the screen. 
 
    “I assume you’re watching this,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Yeah, we saw the RFID hits,” Nelson said. 
 
    “It’s almost like the enemy knows where these folks are headed,” Gallagher said. “Hope we don’t have a snitch in the outfit again.” 
 
    “The social media team has been recruiting hard for the Dallas operation,” Ramsey said. “Jason and I chatted about how they were going to hide their locations and routes from enemy snooping. He knew there was a risk.” 
 
    Maria was refreshing the app screen every thirty seconds, the team watching the icons moving around.  
 
    Nelson squinted, focusing on the screen. “Look, some of them aren’t moving between refreshes, in that area south of I-20.” 
 
    “Could mean they’re dead,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Could mean they’re behind cover shooting our people, too,” Gallagher said. “Damn, I wish we had a bird in the air. Where are the drones?” 
 
    “Too far away to be of immediate help,” Wallis said, “but I’m going to route one over there, so it can follow them along I-20 the rest of the way. The nearest one is only about twenty minutes away.” 
 
    “We should’ve had that set up in the first place,” Nelson said. 
 
    “You’re right, but we were a little tied up here,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Nelson said. “Sorry, just venting.” 
 
    “Vent away, sir,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Shit,” Hendrix said. “Look, on I-20, east of them. A whole bunch more appeared.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Maria said, changing the view on the big monitor to the app only. 
 
    They watched silently as Maria refreshed the app every few seconds, and suddenly a large number of icons were on top of another. 
 
    “What the hell happened there?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “None of the icons south of I-20 are moving anymore,” Hendrix said. “They’re not dug in, they’re dead.” 
 
    “Yes, I think you’re right,” Wallis said. “Look at the group on I-20. There’s about a hundred less than there were a few seconds ago.” 
 
    Everybody watched the app screen silently. 
 
    “Now there’s about three hundred less.” 
 
    “Are they getting back inside?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “My bet is that they’re on fire,” Wallis said.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “I think I know,” Gallagher said. “Where were the tanks?” 
 
    Ramsey smiled. “Far enough back to not be in the battle until about now.” 
 
    “You haven’t heard back from Jason yet?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Nope, but I think he’s kinda busy. This is going to be okay. I feel it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Wallis said. “They defeated the first group, and now hardly any of that second group are moving, and a lot of them have disappeared.” 
 
    Ramsey’s phone rang. He smiled when he looked at it. “Jason. I’ll put it on speaker.” 
 
    “Hi, Chief. You been watching the apps?” Jason asked. 
 
    “We’re sitting on pins and needles. How bad were we hurt?” 
 
    “A couple of minor injuries. No damaged equipment.” 
 
    “It’s over?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “The fighting is over, but now we’ve got to clear I-20. There’s ruined semi-trucks blocking it at Road 190. 
 
    “We’ll get a crew out there from Cisco,” Wallis said. “I’ll go call it in right now.” 
 
    “What was it?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Seven semi-rigs. Dual trailer. Lead lined, of course. The drivers had bloody wounds in their right triceps.” 
 
    “Dug the RFID chips out, huh?” Dr. Schultz asked. “That must have been fun.” 
 
    “How’d you take them down?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    Jason told them the story. 
 
    “Fast thinking,” Gallagher said. “Wallis is back.” 
 
    “There’s a large crew coming out to the road now,” he said. “Hopefully they’ll get you moving again quickly. Oh, and there’ll be a drone above you within the next ten minutes. We’ll keep it above you the rest of the way to Dallas. We see any semi-trucks, we’ll bring the Air National Guard in to blow the hell out of them.” 
 
    “The first part of that crew is already in sight,” Jason said. 
 
    “Good, then we’ll let you go,” Nelson said. “Take care of yourselves. Nice job.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Jason got off the call. 
 
    “Wow,” Hendrix said. “That’s a wild and wooly way to get back to Texas.” 
 
    Gallagher laughed. “Look at how effective this team is. They didn’t lose anybody. That’s amazing.” 
 
    “There was some luck involved there,” Wallis said. “Hope it holds in Dallas. That’s where they’ll really need it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {12} 
 
    Leaders and Followers 
 
   J ason looked out over the remains of the battle, while Junior was back to his binocular scan. The others were cleaning up and reloading their guns. 
 
    “How bad was it?” Carrie asked, walking up with Chelsea, Alyssa, Chloe, and some of the other young people. “It sounded really scary.” 
 
    “We were lucky that the tanks showed up when they did,” Jason said. “Once they got here the Islamists had no chance.” 
 
    “We gave the first group a real pounding too, pencil neck,” Curt said as he walked up with Amanda. Carrie handed him the keys to his rig. 
 
    “Thanks, Curt.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said, pocketing his keys. “We’re gonna get back on the road as soon as the crew is done, I take it.” 
 
    “Yep,” Jason said. 
 
    Stanton Hunt and White Eagle walked up with some of their people. Jason grinned at him. 
 
    “Thanks for getting those tanks ready to go.” 
 
    “No problem,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Glad I was here to see that first semi get hit,” White Eagle said. “That thing flew through the air. Wish I got video of that.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Amanda said. “Never saw anything like that.” 
 
    Curt and the others laughed.  
 
    “Junior saved the day yet again,” Curt said, getting a smile back from Junior, binoculars still at his eyes. “And by the way, I’m not putting away the off-roader until we’re ready to go.” 
 
    “Nobody should,” Junior said. “Just in case. That might have only been the first wave.” 
 
    “Bite your tongue,” Rachel said.  
 
    “You talk to Ramsey yet?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Yep, and the others on the leadership team. We should have a drone above us any minute, and it’ll follow us the rest of the way in. Would’ve had it before, but Wallis and Gallagher were locked in their bunker with no communication for a while.” 
 
    “You don’t think that’s why the bunkers were hit, do you?” Carrie asked. 
 
    Jason froze, thinking about that. 
 
    Curt laughed. “That might be the case. I know they don’t want us anywhere near Dallas. They’ll probably try to hit us again.” 
 
    “We’re not that large of a force,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Oh yes we are,” Alyssa said. “We’re leading half a million citizens into Dallas. If we aren’t around, that stands a good chance of falling apart.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Jason said, “and don’t forget that we had help here, from the east.” 
 
    “Where are those guys?” Curt asked. 
 
    “They’re heading back to the rendezvous point,” Junior said. “Lots of people were assembling there, and somebody needs to organize them. It’ll make our jobs easier when we pick them up.” 
 
    “They told you that?” Curt asked. 
 
    “They asked me what to do,” Junior said. “I asked them about the staging area, and they figured out what needed doing on their own. Texans are smart.” 
 
    “Damn straight we are,” Jason said. 
 
    There was a loud screeching noise to the east, the group turning around to watch several big trucks pushing broken semis off I-20. 
 
    “That’s not gonna take long,” Kyle said, walking up with Kate. 
 
    “They don’t have to cart the stuff away for us to get by,” Curt said. “All they need to do is push it out of the road.” 
 
    “We’d better check the road surface carefully,” Jason said. “We don’t need any flat tires.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Stanton said. “The tank flatbeds ought to be here any minute. You want us to leave the tanks on the ground until we’re ready to leave?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said. “Wish we could just drive them all the way into Dallas. Hate to lose them on the back of those trucks. They can’t fight back from there.” 
 
    “They’re full of fuel, and they’ll make it to where we’re going if we can refuel there,” White Eagle said. “Think Ramsey’s gonna re-supply us?” 
 
    “Good question,” Jason said, whipping out his phone. He sent a text. 
 
    “Can those things go fast enough?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “They’ll do as high as seventy, but I wouldn’t recommend it,” White Eagle said. “I’d like to keep them at around forty-five.” 
 
    “That’s only slightly slower than the flatbeds were going,” Stanton said. 
 
    White Eagle nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    Jason got a reply back from Ramsey. “Yep, we’ll have plenty of tank fuel at our staging area. You sure we’ll have enough to get there?” 
 
    White Eagle thought silently for a moment. “Pretty sure, but we could hedge our bets a little. Why don’t we put them back on the flatbeds when we get to the outskirts of Fort Worth?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Stanton said. 
 
    “I agree, let’s do that,” Jason said. 
 
    “Hey, man, they’ve got the road cleared already,” Junior said. “I’m gonna drive over there in the off roader and check for sharp debris.” 
 
    “We’ll help,” Amanda said, tugging on Curt’s sleeve. 
 
    Carrie watched them roll off, standing next to Jason. “Rachel’s starting to show. She shouldn’t be bumping around on that damned off-roader.” 
 
    “I’ve already talked to Junior about that,” Jason said, “and he’s already talked to her. She’s not having it.” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. Stanton chuckled. 
 
    “You women can be a little stubborn, you know.” 
 
    “You got that right, Mr. Hunt,” Jason said, bringing an elbow from Carrie. Chelsea looked at them, wondering what the joke was. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {13} 
 
    Rain of Death 
 
   S everal trucks showed up on the dock, parking by the barge. Richardson came out to greet them. 
 
    “Are you Richardson?” the large man asked, a three-day beard on his face, his hair gray blowing in the wind. 
 
    Richardson nodded yes to him as Brendan and Juan Carlos walked over. 
 
    “This the crew?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Appears to be,” Richardson said. 
 
    “I’m Greeley,” the man said. “We work for the contractor that built these beasts. I helped build that one myself.” 
 
    “It’s built like a brick shithouse,” Brendan said. 
 
    “You aren’t gonna call it a tub again?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Hey, watch that,” Greeley said, trying to look gruff, his face blending into a smile. “Ah, hell, she is kind of a tub. That thing can take a lot of abuse, though.” 
 
    “It was doing fine until one of the EU Destroyers hit it with something larger than a .50 cal.” 
 
    Greeley rubbed his beard, looking at the barge. “Might have been depleted uranium, so don’t touch any slugs you might find.” 
 
    “Crap, didn’t think about that,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Is the damage mostly in that barracks room where the holes are?” 
 
    “Yep,” Brendan said. “Knocked out the water line to the bathroom. 
 
    “We got hit in the salon, too,” Juan Carlos said. “Took out the fridge and the microwave.” 
 
    “Was there beer in the fridge?” Greeley asked. 
 
    Juan Carlos looked at him funny. “No, dude. Why?” 
 
    “Just wanted to know if this was a tragedy or not,” he said, breaking into a horse laugh as his crew shook their heads. 
 
    “There’s a dead crew member on the roof,” Richardson said.  
 
    Greeley stopped laughing. “Oh, I am sorry. Meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Richardson said. “Sorry, been a long day.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. We’ll get to work. Probably won’t have the fridge and microwave here till tomorrow, but we’ve got the plumbing stuff on hand.” 
 
    The crew went to the back of their truck to get tools and equipment. 
 
    “Damn, you were harsh with that dude,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    Richardson looked at him. “I know, it just popped out of my mouth.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Brendan said. “That guy looks okay to me.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully they’re doing a better job at screening now,” Richardson said. “Keep an eye on them.” 
 
    Brendan and Juan Carlos nodded. 
 
    Hannah and Madison came out. “That the crew?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brendan said. “Did you see any big bullets in there?” 
 
    “No,” Madison said. “Why?” 
 
    “Greeley said the EU Navy might have fired depleted uranium at us,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Greeley is on the crew?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brendan said. “If you see any big slugs, don’t touch them. They’re radioactive.” 
 
    Greeley walked back over. “I just called the crew chief. They’re sending somebody over with a Geiger counter.” 
 
    “How dangerous is this?” Juan Carlos asked. “Should we be off the boat?” 
 
    “Probably not, as long as you aren’t right on top of them,” Greeley said. “Any of the women pregnant?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Juan Carlos said, getting an elbow to the side from Madison. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Oh, one other thing. We have the microwave and fridge already, and they’ll bring them out this afternoon too. You folks might be back at 100% quicker than I thought.” 
 
    “Good, thanks,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Pass it along to Richardson, okay? I need to get back to work.” 
 
    “No problem,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Radioactive bullets?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Madison looked at Juan Carlos. “Yeah, why use uranium?” 
 
    “It’s a lot heavier than lead, so it penetrates armor better,” he said. “Went through the armor on this tub, and it’s pretty thick.” 
 
    Brendan snickered. 
 
    “Hey, you got me in the habit. It’s your fault, dude.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Brendan said. “Glad none of us got hit with one of those.” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “What are you guys flapping your gums about now?” Lita asked, walking over with Richardson. 
 
    “Greeley said he’s bringing somebody over here with a Geiger counter to check out the damage,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Those rounds were radioactive?” Lita asked. 
 
    “Might be depleted uranium,” Richardson said. “Good, glad they’re bringing somebody over to check.” 
 
    “You aren’t pregnant yet, are you?” Hannah asked Lita, looking at Madison with a grin. 
 
    “Shut up,” Lita said, “and no, I’m not.” 
 
    “All kidding on the side, it’s good that nobody is,” Richardson said. “You don’t want to be around those rounds if you are.” 
 
    “Important safety tip,” Lita said. “Guess it’s hands off until we know for sure.” 
 
    Juan Carlos and Brendan snickered, Hannah rolling her eyes. Madison laughed. 
 
    The crew was on the barge now, working on the plumbing. 
 
    “Wish we had a car,” Lita said. “It’d be nice to go to the store and get some food.” 
 
    “Hopefully they’ll provide something,” Richardson said. “Looks like they got that tanker fire out finally.” 
 
    “It stinks,” Madison said. “This isn’t exactly a garden spot.” 
 
    “I doubt we’ll be here very long,” Richardson said. “They’ll need this terminal pretty soon, I’d think.” 
 
    “Provided the gulf doesn’t get too bad,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “Anybody checked the apps lately?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “I’ve been checking every so often,” Brendan said. “There’s a lot of noise, due to the floaters from the battle last night.” 
 
    “Gross,” Hannah said. 
 
    Brendan chuckled. “They’ll probably send a cleanup crew out there.” 
 
    “Keep your mouths shut, or they’re liable to let us do that,” Juan Carlos quipped. 
 
    “Nah, they’ve got more important things for us,” Richardson said. “Trust me on that.” 
 
    A big truck rolled towards them, slowing to a stop next to Greeley’s truck. A crew of four got out, one of them holding the Geiger counter. 
 
    “There it is,” Richardson said. The man walked over. He was middle-aged with grey temples, clean shaven. 
 
    “Are you Greeley?” he asked. 
 
    “No, he’s on the boat,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Dammit, those guys shouldn’t be on that craft until I’ve checked it out.” 
 
    “Wait, is it that dangerous?” Lita asked. 
 
    “It could be. Pulverized fragments can go all over the damn place. Any of you ladies pregnant?” 
 
    “Nope,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Good,” the man said. “Wait here.” 
 
    He walked towards the boat, then yelled for Greeley. 
 
    “Just a minute.” Greeley stuck his head out the back door, noticing the Geiger counter in the man’s hand. “Damn, that was quicker than I expected,”  
 
    “What the hell are you doing on that boat?” the man asked. 
 
    “Working,” Greeley said. “I’ve been on boats that have been hit with depleted uranium before.” 
 
    “Get the hell off of there now,” he replied. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Greeley said, turning to call his men. They got off, and the man with the Geiger counter approached the vessel, flipping a switch on the unit. It made noise right away. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” the man said. He turned and trotted back to the truck, climbing into the back. After a few minutes, he came out with a white suit on, zipped up tight, the hood for his head in his hand. The rest of his team began suiting up.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “You folks need to get cleaned up. All of you. Quickly. Nobody goes back on that boat until it’s cleaned up, if it can be cleaned up. Savvy?” 
 
    Lita looked at Richardson, her eyebrows raised. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he said, sending a text to Wallis. 
 
    “Where do we get showered?” Madison asked. “We don’t even have a hotel room.” 
 
    “The building just past the dock is the infirmary, and it has emergency wash stations,” the man said. “You don’t have time to go anywhere else anyway.” 
 
    Greeley walked over, shaking his head, getting close enough to whisper. “This is bullshit. It’s dangerous if it gets into your body. Fragments hitting the body and getting under the skin, or particles that get into the lungs. I don’t think there’s anything dangerous in the boat.” 
 
    Richardson froze, then eyed the man and his crew. “How many of those guys do you know?” 
 
    “Never seen any of them before,” Greeley said. “That is one of our trucks, though.” 
 
    “Call your office,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Greeley said. He ran over to his truck, motioning to his crew to follow. 
 
    “Hey, guys, I wasn’t kidding,” the man with the Geiger counter shouted. “Get out of here. Go shower down. Use hot water and plenty of soap. The clock is running.” 
 
    Greeley trotted back to Richardson. “No answer. Something’s wrong. There’s always somebody there to answer the phone at this time of day.” 
 
    “Let’s pretend to go shower,” Richardson said. “We’re gonna sneak back and check this out.” 
 
    “Okay, pile in the back.” Greeley said. 
 
    Richardson signaled to his crew, motioning for them to come over. 
 
    “What’s up, dude?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Something’s rotten in Denmark,” he said. “Get in the back of the truck. We’re gonna pretend to go to the infirmary. Those guys are dirty.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Shsshh,” Richardson said. “Get in the back. Hurry up.” 
 
    Lita eyed him as she got in. “You sure you trust Greeley? Can we get out of the back?” 
 
    “I’ve still got my handgun,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m armed too,” Juan Carlos said. Brendan and Hannah nodded in agreement. 
 
    “You all in?” Greeley asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Richardson called out. “Don’t lock the door.” 
 
    “No problem,” Greeley said. “I’d hold them shut though, so we don’t tip off those slugs.” 
 
    “Will do,” Richardson said. “He pulled the doors closed, holding them by the latch, and Greeley started the engine, backed up, and turned towards the dock exit. He stopped when he got next to the administration building, turned around so the truck was pointed back towards the barge, then came around the back of the truck with his guys. “The infirmary is in there. We should go in. Mr. Wonderful with his phony Geiger counter is watching.” 
 
    Everybody rushed into the building. 
 
    “Can I help you?” asked a guard at a stand right inside. He was a lanky black man of about fifty, with a goatee and an official demeanor. 
 
    “You got an infirmary here, right?” 
 
    The guard eyed them suspiciously. “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “We were told to clean off in the showers. There’s some radioactive material on our boat.” 
 
    The guard gave them a funny look. “Oh, bullshit. I’m calling this in.” He picked up the phone on his station. 
 
    “Wait,” Richardson said, walking over and showing his DPS id. The guard sighed and put the phone receiver down. 
 
    “Okay, what the hell is going on?” he asked. 
 
    “We think there are enemy operatives messing with our boat. We need to hide out for a few minutes. No bullshit.” 
 
    “Okay. You’re the first DPS guy I’ve seen in a long while.” 
 
    “Not many of us left,” Richardson said, walking back to the others. 
 
    “How are we gonna watch?” Brendan asked. “There’s no way there that they can’t see.” 
 
    Greeley snickered, and pulled his phone out. “The truck is pointed at that end of the dock, and it’s got a dash cam. Thought the boss was paranoid as hell putting them in the trucks. It records, so we haven’t missed anything.” He called up the camera on his phone, as Richardson and the others gathered around. They watched the video. 
 
    “Nobody there,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “They’re probably on the boat,” Richardson said, “but we can see their truck. Back up that video.” 
 
    Greeley did that, sliding his finger on the bar at the bottom of the screen, starting the video again. 
 
    “What the hell?” Brendan said. Two of the crew were caring a metal box about the size of a large car battery. “Why does it take two men to carry that?” 
 
    “Probably a bomb, and they need to be extra careful,” Greeley said. “These are traitors. We should go kill them all.” 
 
    “The long guns are on the boat,” Juan Carlos said. “All we have are pistols.” 
 
    “They’re in that weapons locker in front of the bridge,” Madison said. “It’s locked, too. Doesn’t look that easy to break into.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Hey,” the guard said. “We’ve got weapons. They were issued to us when we were having a lot of enemy activity around here.” 
 
    “What do you have?” Richardson asked, rushing over to him. 
 
    “A bunch of M4s and a couple M60s,” he said. “I wasn’t trained on the M60s, but I’m checked out with the M4s.” 
 
    Brendan and Juan Carlos grinned at each other. “We know how to use M60s.” 
 
     “These guys are all DPS, right?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Okay, gentlemen,” the guard said, pulling out his key ring and walking towards a big metal cabinet against the wall, about eight feet tall, four feet wide. He opened it. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about,” Brendan said. The guard pulled the retaining bar out of the way, and started handing out the weapons, taking an M4 for himself. Juan Carlos and Brendan each got an M60, and quickly loaded the ammo belts. 
 
    “Okay, what do we do?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Let’s make sure they can’t leave,” Richardson said. “Use those M60s to blast their truck.” 
 
    “The boss won’t be happy about that,” Greeley said. 
 
    “Was he at the office today?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s dead. Come on.” 
 
    “I’m going too,” Lita said, grabbing an M4 out of the cabinet. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” the guard said. 
 
    “They were deputized a while ago, and they know how to use M4s,” Richardson said. “It’s okay.” 
 
    The guard shot him a skeptical glance, then shrugged. 
 
    “They’re getting ready to leave,” Greeley said, watching the video on his phone. 
 
    Everybody rushed outside, Brendan getting in position first, spraying the truck with his gun, getting all four of the rear-axle tires, the team of men scrambling towards the safety of the barge with it’s armor plating. Juan Carlos fired, hitting all but the man with the Geiger counter, who leapt over the sidewall of the barge and disappeared from view. 
 
    “Dammit,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Think he’s gonna drive that thing away?” Juan Carlos asked. “If he’s in the bridge we can’t touch him.” 
 
    “It’s still tied to the dock, and we’ll nail him if he tries to untie the ropes,” the guard said, M4 in his hand, aimed in that direction. 
 
    “He might have the boat ready to blow if the engines are started,” Greeley said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Richardson said. “Their usual modus operandi has been to blow things remotely at the worst possible time, but if they’ve done what I think they did at your office, they know we’ll search for the bomb before we use the boat for anything.” 
 
    “Look, he’s running on the far side of the deck!” Juan Carlos shouted, struggling to run with the M60, Richardson passing him with an M4, opening fire, trying to catch him as he attempted to leap off the stern, but missing. 
 
    “He’s gonna try to take the patrol boat,” Brendan said, trying to catch up after dropping the M60 and taking Hannah’s M4. 
 
    “He climbed into the inboard!” Juan Carlos shouted, laughing. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    “The guns still work on that boat, man,” Brendan shouted, as the three of them watched. The man got into the pilot station, then looked down and saw the water. He tried the ignition, and nothing happened. 
 
    “He’s gonna try to get to the second boat,” Richardson said, running forward. 
 
    “Stop!” Lita said. “Don’t you dare run anywhere near that barge. He might be able to blow it remotely.” 
 
      Richardson stopped in his tracks. “Dammit, you’re right.” Just at that moment, his phone dinged. He backed behind the end of the row of buildings and pulled his phone out. As he expected, it was Wallis. 
 
    “Are you anywhere near that boat, son?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “No, but one of the bad guys is about to take off in the outboard patrol boat.” 
 
    “And the barge is between you and him?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Stand down. That’s an order,” Wallis said. “We just lost a crew in New Orleans. Same thing. They waited until the crew approached the barge and blew it sky high. All of the enemy assault team was dead. Somebody else blew it. Somebody’s watching, coordinating the whole damn thing.” 
 
    Juan Carlos was getting ready to run forward. Richardson shouted at him. “Stop!” 
 
    “But he’s getting away, dude.” 
 
    “That’s an order. Same thing happened elsewhere just now. They want to take out the crews. Stand down.” 
 
    “You heard him,” Madison screamed. “Don’t go out there.” 
 
    Juan Carlos shrugged and slipped back to where the others were, as the engines on the patrol boat fired up. 
 
    “There he goes,” Richardson said. 
 
    “He won’t get far,” Wallis said. “There are four helicopter gunships less than five minutes away. How far away are you from that barge?” 
 
    “Maybe seventy yards,” Richardson said. 
 
    “That’s not far enough. You need to be a couple hundred yards away. Run!” 
 
    “Shit!” Richardson said. “Come on, we need to get further away from that thing. Run. Now!” 
 
    The whole group started moving, getting less than fifty yards when there was a massive explosion, knocking all of them to the ground. Debris rained down as they crawled towards what was left of the building. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” yelled Brendan, rolling over on top of Hannah as pieces of metal fell way too close to them. Lita screamed, Richardson crawling towards her as quickly as he could, the smoke enveloping them now. 
 
    “Who’s still alive?” Juan Carlos cried, laying on top of Madison as debris continued to fall. 
 
    “We’re both okay,” Hannah shouted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brendan yelled. 
 
    “Lita’s hurt,” Richardson said. “Don’t know how bad.” 
 
    “We’re okay,” Greeley said. 
 
    “Me too,” the guard said. “Those bastards.” 
 
    The smoke cleared, most of the debris out of the air. Juan Carlos and Madison rushed to Richardson and Lita. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Madison asked, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “I’m alive, but this hurts like hell,” Lita said. “Something fell on my right thigh.” 
 
    Richardson was applying pressure to her thigh, as the blood pooled around her. 
 
    “That’s nothing to mess with,” the guard said. “I’m Lee, by the way. I’ll get an ambulance out here right away.” He rushed into his office. 
 
    “I’m feeling a little woozy,” Lita said, her eyelids heavy. 
 
    “She’s losing too much blood,” Richardson said, a look of panic on his face. 
 
    Brendan took off his belt. “Put this around her upper thigh.” 
 
    “Yeah, tourniquet,” Hannah said. 
 
    Richardson took it and placed it quickly, cinching it up tight. Lee rushed back out. “They’re on the way. Good, you put on a tourniquet.” 
 
    “Brendan’s idea,” Richardson said. “Should have thought of that.” 
 
    “Nobody else hurt?” Lee asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Madison said. “How about your folks, Greeley?” 
 
    “We’re all okay,” he said. “How did they pull this off?”  
 
    “That’s what I’d like to know, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “They must be able to track our damn DNA or something. Everywhere we go.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Madison said. “Maybe we need to go into witness protection.” 
 
    Lee eyed them. “Hey, you aren’t the guys who were at San Antonio when it got flooded, are you?” 
 
    “Yep,” Brendan said. “Heard about that, huh?” 
 
    Lee walked over and shook his hand. “Hell yes, everybody knows about that.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were that crew,” Greeley said. “I’m honored.” 
 
    The sound of a siren approached, the ambulance racing onto the dock after a moment. The EMTs rushed over with a gurney, loading Lita up. 
 
    “I can ride in the ambulance, right?” Richardson said. 
 
    “You family?” one of the EMTs asked. 
 
    “Husband,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go. She’s gonna need blood in a hurry.” They loaded Lita into the back, Richardson getting in. 
 
    “Which hospital?” Hannah shouted. 
 
    “Mainland Medical,” the EMT shouted back as he rushed to the cab. 
 
    “I know where that is,” Greeley said. “About four miles away.” 
 
    “Your truck isn’t going anywhere,” Juan Carlos said, eyeing the smoking wreck. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s looked better,” Greeley replied. 
 
    “I got the shuttle bus,” Lee said. “We use it to ferry tanker crews around. I’ll give you the keys if you promise to bring her back.” 
 
    “You can drive it,” Hannah said. 
 
    “I’ve got to stay at my post until the others arrive. I’ve already called my boss. Don’t worry, once they find out who you guys are they won’t mind. Trust me on that.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Greeley said. “I’ll drive. I know where to go.” 
 
    Lee led them to the far side of the parking lot, pulling the keys for the vehicle off his industrial key ring. “She’s probably got half a tank. You can hide the guns in the back.” 
 
    “We can take them?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “They might make another try,” Lee said. “See you later.” 
 
    “Watch out for yourself, dude,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. I just hope somebody doesn’t drive a damn nuke right into the bay.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Brendan said. “Guarding against that was gonna be our job here. Now we need new boats. Hope they get them here quick.” 
 
    “You got the apps?” Madison asked. 
 
    Lee nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Good, keep watch, then,” Brendan said. “There were Venezuelan boats hanging out in the Caribbean. The crew has RFID. We’ve been watching them.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we see these guys, I wonder?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “They were like those creeps working on the boats before,” Brendan said. “Richardson said they were affiliated with the UN, believe it or not.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Greeley said, a disgusted expression on his face. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The team got into the small bus and took off. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {14} 
 
    Dead Rabbits  
 
   T he Fort Stockton group was rolling east on I-20. They all agreed to keep their speed down at 45 mph, so their tank escort could keep up. 
 
    “I hate going this slow,” Curt said, behind the wheel of his toy hauler. 
 
    “You’ll live,” Amanda said, eyes glued to her phone. 
 
    “How’s your battery?” 
 
    “I need to plug it in,” she said, reaching for her charge cord. She plugged it into the USB outlet, then connected her phone and set it on the dash. 
 
    “You aren’t gonna keep watching?” 
 
    “At least half of our folks have their eyes glued to their phones,” she said. “I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    Curt chuckled. “Sorry. How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m good. That last battle was exciting. Can’t wait for a little us time.” 
 
    “Yeah, that always seems to get your motor running,” he said. “Not that I mind, of course.” 
 
    “You’re still happy with me?” 
 
    “Oh, hell yes,” Curt said. “You?” 
 
    “I’m having urges,” she said. 
 
    “What kind of urges?” 
 
    “Motherhood urges.” 
 
    He snickered. “No way. You?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said. “I should’ve kept my mouth shut.” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Sweetie, I’ll be up for it, but let’s wait until this damn war is over, okay?” 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” she said. “What are we gonna do after this is over?” 
 
    “Maybe I could go back to being a cop,” Curt said. “I’ve probably done enough good works to get past my last problem.” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “I got fired for punching out my boss on San Antonio PD,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head. “You look a little too proud of it still.” 
 
    “He was a weasel,” Curt said. “He deserved it.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you shouldn’t be doing that kind of crap at work, honey.” She looked over at him, and broke into laughter. “Just kidding. Why do you think I work for the family business? I don’t like supervisors.” 
 
    “Maybe I could work in the family business,” Curt said. 
 
    “That’ll be up to Pa,” she said. “It’d be funny. Cop to moonshiner.” 
 
    “I never had a problem with that business. Hell, I’ve been a customer.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured. You seemed to like our product.” 
 
    “It’s good,” Curt said. “How old is that recipe?” 
 
    “Great great grandad,” she said. “We still have some of the old ledgers… or we did, depending on what happened back at the ranch. Whole place might have been burned to the ground by now.” 
 
    “Old ledgers, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, from about 1880,” she said. “I think his father started it, but we don’t have records that far back. My grand-pappy said the business got started right after the civil war.” 
 
    “Well, you’re pretty damn lucky,” Curt said. “Most people don’t know anything about their family past their great grandparents.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Can you keep your mouth shut?” Curt asked. 
 
    “Oh, this is gonna be good.” 
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    “No, I’ll keep my mouth shut. Really.” 
 
    Curt sighed. “Okay. My family came in through New York City, from Ireland. We were all New Yorkers until about 1920.” 
 
    Amanda laughed. “You’re joking. Why’d they move to Texas, of all places?” 
 
    “The family wouldn’t talk about it, except my grandfather when he got a little drunk.” 
 
    “This sounds juicy. What’d he have to say?” 
 
    “You ever hear of the Dead Rabbits?” 
 
    Amanda’s eyebrows raised. “Yes, as a matter of fact. From that movie. Your family were gangsters?” 
 
    “Lots of Irish immigrants in New York City were.” 
 
    “So your family was from the Five Points?” 
 
    “That’s what grandpa said. He loved to say that we had to leave the city with the law on our tails. Grandma would tell him to stop making up stories if she heard him talking about it, so who knows.” 
 
    “You’re full-blooded Irish?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Yep, but somebody changed our name way back there.” 
 
    “Not unusual. Irish were second class citizens then.” 
 
    Curt shot her a glance. “What are you?” 
 
    “An American,” she quipped. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Your ancestors.” 
 
    “I know what you’re talking about,” she said. “Just messing with you. I’m about half German. The rest English, Scottish, and Irish. At least that’s what the family traditions say. I’ve never checked that out.” 
 
    “You do have a Germanic look too you.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Amanda said, picking up her phone. “The blonde hair is out of a bottle, but we’ll probably make good looking kids.” 
 
    “And the conversation has come full circle.” 
 
    Amanda snickered as she opened the long-range app. “Still no hits anywhere along our route. That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “With these damn shielded vehicles, it doesn’t make me feel that secure. What else is going on?” 
 
    “You mean in other parts of the state?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “Hmmmm. Dallas is still in the heat of things.” 
 
    “Figured that.” 
 
    “Something’s going on in the gulf. It’s way south, but those hits weren’t there last time I looked.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “Maybe four hours ago,” she said. “Read on one of the message boards that the US Navy left, heading for the upper east coast.” 
 
    Curt shook his head. “I heard Jason talking about that. Hope somebody’s watching the store down there.” 
 
    “Think I’ll just worry about Dallas, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Anything along the western border?” 
 
    Amanda moved her finger on the screen. “New Mexico yes, our side no. Something big brewing south of California.” 
 
    Curt shrugged. 
 
    “You don’t like California?” 
 
    “Lived there briefly,” he said. “Didn’t feel the love.” 
 
    Amanda laughed. “LA is a good place to party down.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to hear any of those stories.” 
 
    She snickered. “Yeah, maybe not. We’ve still got a problem to the east. I see a lot of hits around the border with Louisiana.” 
 
    “Which side of the border?” 
 
    “Both,” she said. “Lot of movement in Colorado, too.” 
 
    “Towards us?” 
 
    “Hard to tell,” she said. “We’re not that far from Fort Worth. We’re stopping there for a little while, right?” 
 
    “Just long enough to gas up and load the tanks back on the flatbeds.” 
 
    “How long does that take?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Half an hour or so. After that, the drive isn’t long.” 
 
    “I know, and then we’ll be in the thick of the fighting again.” 
 
    Curt looked at her. “Maybe you should sit it out.” 
 
    “What? No way.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be a big land battle. It’s going to be more like a SWAT operation, over and over again. I’m trained for that. You’re not.” 
 
    She snickered. “Hell, if you leave me behind in a safe place, the damn enemy will find me again. You know it’s true.” 
 
    “You’re being a little paranoid.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I’ll feel safer if I’m with the fighters of the group.” 
 
    Curt sighed. “I’m not going to be able to talk you out of it, am I?” 
 
    “Probably not,” she said. “Deal with it.” Their phones both dinged with a text. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Jason,” Amanda said, reading on the screen. “We’re about ten minutes from a big truck stop, just this side of Fort Worth. It’s got a huge parking lot. We’re gonna stop to gas up, and get the tanks loaded.” 
 
    “When are we gonna pick up the recruits?” 
 
    “A lot of them are already behind us,” Amanda said.  
 
    “Can’t see them in my mirrors.” 
 
    “They’re back there a ways,” Amanda said. “Brenda sent a text about it a while ago. I’ll ping her again and get an update.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m curious.” 
 
    Amanda typed on her phone, then looked over at Curt. “Dead Rabbits huh? That explains a lot.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said, glancing at her. 
 
    “Why do you care? That gang was suitably manly, from what the movie showed.” 
 
    “It’s the New Yorker thing,” Curt said. “Remember that salsa commercial? Got tired of hearing that crap from my buddies on the force.” 
 
    Amanda cracked up. “This stuff is made in New York City? New York Ci…” 
 
    “Stop it,” Curt said, laughing. “Guess I shouldn’t worry about it. Jason and Kyle know, and they don’t mess with me.” 
 
    “Wait till Kelly and Junior find out.” 
 
    “No!” he said. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    Amanda’s phone dinged, and she read the text. “Brenda can’t see the end of the convoy anymore. It’s frigging huge.” 
 
    They rode silently until they saw the truck stop ahead, with its huge back parking lot, vehicles lined up at the pumps and parking in the back. 
 
    “We gonna gas up?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I want to be full if we have to move in a hurry, or if we need to use the generator.” 
 
    Amanda nodded as they got in line to get onto the lot. It took about ten minutes to get to the pump. Curt got out and looked at the street leading up to the lot, which was full of cars. 
 
    “There a lot?” Amanda asked as she joined him at the pump. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said. “I recognize some of the vehicles from the battle on I-40.” 
 
    “Sydney said we were getting a lot of folks who’d been with us earlier. Maybe we should have taken more of them into New Mexico.” 
 
    “Might have made a difference, but might have made things worse, too,” Curt said as he started pumping gas. “We’re at half a tank, so this won’t take too long. I doubt we’ll be taking off for a good hour, judging by this crowd.” 
 
    “Hope nobody attacks us here.” 
 
    Curt shot her a glance. “You would bring that up.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s okay, it was already in the back of my mind.” 
 
    Jason and Kyle walked over.  
 
    “Should’ve seen the looks those tanks got when they wheeled into the back lot,” Kyle said. 
 
    Jason snickered. “Yeah, that was funny.” 
 
    “Are we loading them back on the flatbeds?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Stanton’s men are working that, with help from some of the bikers.” 
 
    “Hopefully we won’t be attacked between here and our destination,” Amanda said. 
 
    Jason shook his head. “Just talked to Ramsey. The drone is still up there, watching the area, and we have jets and choppers on standby. If anybody comes after us, we’ll get air support in a hurry.” 
 
    “How secure is the spot we’re going to,” Curt asked. 
 
    “Not great, but not terrible, from what I can see,” Kyle said. 
 
    Curt chuckled. “Thanks for that fine explanation, pencil neck.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Amanda got an evil grin on her face. “We’ll need some food. There any rabbits around there?” 
 
    Curt shot her a sidelong glance, ignoring the comment, while Jason and Kyle looked at each other, not understanding. 
 
    “Look, here comes Junior,” Curt said, pointing to the old Brave, pulling up to a gas pump. “Him and that ancient coach.” 
 
    “Hey, that thing is nice,” Kyle said. “It was gone through before he bought it. Better set-up than I’m using, frankly.” 
 
    “Motorhomes do have their advantages over travel trailers,” Amanda said. “I miss my bobtail, but I’d rather ride with this character than drive by myself.” 
 
    Don and Sydney trotted over. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” Jason asked. “How’s the recruitment going?” 
 
    Don smiled. “Some of the folks have already made it to the destination, and they’re setting up a perimeter. Ought to make things easier for us.” 
 
    “Good,” Jason said. 
 
    “You know that drone can’t be over us and over them at the same time, right?” Curt asked. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Kyle said. 
 
    “I’ll send a text to Ramsey. Maybe he can get a couple of those choppers in the area.” 
 
    “Yeah, pencil neck, do that,” he said, pulling the gas nozzle out of his rig. “All done. We’re meeting in the back, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but not for long,” Jason said. “We want to get there before sundown if possible.” 
 
    “Okay, see you guys,” Curt said. He and Amanda went back into their rig. 
 
    “Rabbits? Really?”  
 
    Amanda laughed. “They didn’t get it. 
 
    “Good.” 
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    Lamar Street 
 
   T here was a break in the action at the field hospital after the last big batch of wounded. It was late afternoon, the entire medical staff exhausted. 
 
    “I don’t hear as much gunfire,” Dr. Patel said.  
 
    “Hopefully they’ll be slowing down for the evening,” Kitten said. “We need to start sleeping in shifts.” 
 
    “Some of the staff that came from the attacked hospital are already getting some sleep. They’ve been up even longer than you and I.” 
 
    “Geez,” Kitten said. “I can wait a while.” 
 
    “Hoping to hear from your friend, I’ll bet.” 
 
    Kitten blushed. “Maybe a little. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I know he’s interested.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “He’s nice. I’ll need to get to know him better. It’s weird, though. It’s like he’s grown in my mind, and when we reconnected with text and phone calls, it’s grown even faster. I can’t wait to see this man.” 
 
    “When did you meet?” 
 
    “The I-40 operation,” she said. “My dad owns a restaurant there. We met before the battle, and spent a lot of time talking before his group took off for New Mexico.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s part of that group?” 
 
    Kitten shook her head yes. “We could’ve followed them to New Mexico, but dad was too afraid something bad would happen to me.” 
 
    “It’s good that you didn’t go,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    “Why, how bad was it? What have you heard?” 
 
    “If you would’ve gone with him, you wouldn’t be here,” Dr. Patel said. “Sorry, it’s purely selfish. We need more people like you at these hospitals.” 
 
    Kitten blushed again. “Oh, that’s so sweet of you to say.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you’re valuable.” 
 
    A series of explosions went off, sounding a block away. 
 
    “Not again,” Kitten said, getting up to look down Lamar Street. “I can see the smoke. Wonder what happened?” 
 
    One of the guards had a phone to his ear, brow furrowed. He put it away. 
 
    “What was that?” Kitten asked. 
 
    “Damn booby-trapped building again,” the guard said. “Killed several good people. I hate this enemy. They’re the lowest form of scum.” 
 
    Gunfire erupted, coming from the same direction, and then several white vans came into view, three blocks away but coming fast. 
 
    “You women take cover,” the guard said, grabbing his phone again, sending a text, then picking up his weapon. 
 
    “Oh no,” Dr. Patel said. “C’mon. We can get behind the K-rails.” 
 
    “What about the patients?” 
 
    “It’s more dangerous to move them than to take our chances with the attackers,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    The sound of running footsteps approached on Lamar Street, heading north, passing them. Kitten rushed out to look. “Wow, that’s a lot of men.” 
 
    Gunfire started again, the rapid machine gun fire from M60s filling the air. Kitten’s phone buzzed in her pocket. “Islamists!” she whispered to Dr. Patel, who nodded, looking at her own phone. 
 
    “I see about thirty hits.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m seeing,” Kitten said. More men rushed past them, the gun battle raging. A few stray bullets tore through the north side of their tent’s wall, too high to hit anybody. 
 
    “No!” Dr. Patel said. “Get down, Kitten.” 
 
    They both huddled behind the K-rails. The fighting went on for about five minutes, and then a cheer went up from the Texans. 
 
    “Sounds like we won,” Dr. Patel whispered. 
 
    “We’ve got them outnumbered. Chance said they’ve recruited over half a million Texans to join this fight, and many were going to beat them here.” 
 
    “His name is Chance?” 
 
    “Yep,” Kitten said. 
 
    “Not a name one forgets,” Dr. Patel said with a smile. “C’mon, let’s go check on the patients. Some of them might need sedation after that.” 
 
    Kitten got up with her, joining the other staff who were fanning out around the field hospital, checking each patient. 
 
    “I hope we splattered those bastards,” said the first man Kitten checked on. He was in his mid-forties, with a long beard and a wide grin. 
 
    “We won,” Kitten said. “Hope we don’t have any more of this tonight.” 
 
    “I say bring it on,” the man said. “I can’t wait to get back in this fight.” 
 
    “Give yourself a little time, okay?” Kitten said. “You’re looking good.” She moved on to the next, spending the next half hour checking with the others. Dr. Patel motioned to her when she was done. 
 
    “It’s our turn to sleep. There’s beds set up in the State Employees building across Wood Street. Let’s go before something else happens.” 
 
    “That old brick building?” Kitten asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why don’t we have the patients in there?” 
 
    “Enemy destroyed the elevators, and there’s no power,” Dr. Patel said. “It’s also too small. It’s fine for setting up cots, though. The door is on the other side of the building, on Austin Street.” 
 
    They took off, rushing across the street and the small parking lot to the far side of the building. There were armed guards at the front door, which was covered by an awning. 
 
    “The cots are on the second floor,” the head guard said, “to your left. Stay away from the windows as much as you can. There’s been snipers around.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kitten said. They climbed the stairs, passing some of the medical staff who’d just had some rest. 
 
    “Everybody okay down there?” one of the doctors asked on his way to the stairwell. 
 
    “Yep, the patients and all our team members are fine,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    Kitten picked out a cot, unfolding the army blanket that was on it, and laying down. She was asleep in less than a minute. 
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    Stitches and Blood 
 
   T he small bus pulled up in front of the Mainland Medical hospital. 
 
    Greeley pushed the lever to open the door. “Go ahead. Call me when you’re ready to go elsewhere. I’m gonna take my men home.” He said his phone number, Madison typing it into her phone. She hit the contact, and Greeley’s phone rang. “That’s it. See you in a while.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Juan Carlos said. The two couples grabbed their weapons and left the bus, heading into the hospital lobby. Hannah stepped up to the receptionist and gave her the name. She glanced at the guns, looking nervous, so Juan Carlos flashed his DPS badge.  
 
    Brendan did the same. “Sorry, there wasn’t a place to leave them.” 
 
    The old woman nodded, looking relieved as she typed the name into her computer. 
 
    “She’s in room 408. Take the elevators to your left.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hannah said. She turned to the others. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They made it to the room after a couple minutes. Richardson was sitting next to the bed. A doctor was there, and a nurse. Richardson met them by the door. 
 
    “How’s she doing?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “She needed lots of stitches and some blood,” Richardson said, “but she’ll be fine. It was a big gash on her thigh, but there was no damage to the bone. She’ll be sleeping for a while. Just got a pretty healthy dose of painkiller.” 
 
    “I’m so glad she’s okay,” Madison said. 
 
    Richardson smiled. “How’d you get here so fast?” 
 
    “Lee let us take the bus they use to shuttle oil tanker crews around town,” Juan Carlos said. “Greeley’s using it now to take his men home.” 
 
    “Good,” Richardson said. 
 
    “What now?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “I guess we get hotel rooms and wait for new boats,” Richardson said. 
 
    “You talk to Wallis?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Briefly. He said he’d get things in place and call in a couple hours.” 
 
    “Good,” Madison said. 
 
    “Did he get the gunships out to monitor the area?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Said he was going to. Some of them were sent up to Dallas to escort the Fort Stockton people to their staging area. They got attacked on the road by three thousand Islamists in shielded semi-trucks a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Brendan said. “They lose very many of their people?” 
 
    “Nope,” Richardson said. “I hope we get to meet those folks someday.” 
 
    “They probably hope they get to meet us too,” Juan Carlos said. “Lee finally figured out who we were. Treated us like kings after that.” 
 
    “More like patriots,” Brendan said, “and he’s one himself in my book.” 
 
    “What about that guy in our patrol boat?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “He got splattered by one of the attack choppers before he made it very far,” Richardson said. “Sad to lose the boat.” 
 
    “Seriously, dude.” 
 
    The doctor walked over to Richardson. “We need to chat.” 
 
    “Go ahead, doctor,” he said. 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    “We’ll go to the cafeteria,” Juan Carlos said. “I could smell it coming down the hall. Call us when you need us.” 
 
    “Can we leave the hardware here?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Richardson nodded, so they set the guns down in a corner and left the room. 
 
    “Hope nothing is wrong,” Madison whispered. 
 
    “Me too,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    Hannah glanced at the others. “She might be pregnant, you know.” 
 
    Brendan chuckled. “Oh shit, that’s probably what it is.” 
 
    “Don’t jump to conclusions, and don’t bug Richardson when we get back there,” Madison said. 
 
    “We won’t,” Juan Carlos said. “Trust me.” 
 
    Madison rolled her eyes. “Like that should make us feel better.” 
 
    “Hey, what are you saying?” 
 
    They walked into the cafeteria and ate, enjoying the break, chatting happily. Richardson came in after about twenty minutes and got food for himself. 
 
    “Mind if I join you guys?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Hannah asked. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I can’t say anything until I talk to Lita,” Richardson said, “but it’s nothing bad, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “Told you, dude,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    Madison elbowed him. 
 
    “My lips are sealed,” Richardson said. 
 
    “He looks pretty proud of himself, doesn’t he?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “What, you too?” Madison asked, “Your as bad as these knuckle heads.” 
 
    “I haven’t said anything,” Brendan said. He looked over at Juan Carlos and snickered. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough,” Richardson said. “Let’s change the subject. I heard from Wallis.” 
 
    “What’s the scoop, boss?” 
 
    “The scoop is that we get a vacation, at least for a few days. He told us to find a hotel, and get rental cars again.” 
 
    “And after that?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “There’s a new barge that’s about a week from being ready to go, and three patrol boats that are three days from being done.” 
 
    “He’s going to want us in those boats as soon as possible then, isn’t he?” Madison asked. 
 
    “Afraid so,” Richardson said. “They can’t spare the choppers for long. Too much going on around Dallas and the eastern border.” 
 
    “How long is the US Navy going to be tied up?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Richardson sighed. “A while. The enemy is well planted along the mid-Atlantic and New England. It’s a big problem, from what Wallis has been told.” 
 
    “Shit,” Juan Carlos said. “How about the new DPS recruits?” 
 
    “They’re still on their way, and more patrol boats are under construction as well, but they won’t do us any good until we get the new barge.” 
 
    Brendan shook his head. “What about the other barges?” 
 
    “All damaged. Only one is salvageable. It’ll take longer to fix than the new ones will take to complete, of course.” 
 
    “So we’d better enjoy our break while we can,” Madison said, holding her phone in front of her face. “I’ll look for nearby hotels.” 
 
    “I’ll look for car rental joints,” Brendan said. “Does it matter which one we use?” 
 
    “Nope,” Richardson said. “DPS has deals with all of the outfits in this city which are still operating, according to Wallis.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll get us something, then. Maybe a six-passenger.” 
 
    “Yeah, we won’t be needing it long enough to have three separate vehicles,” Hannah said. 
 
    Madison looked up from her phone. “There’s an extended stay place on 9th and 36th.” 
 
    “Is it close to the ocean?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, let’s take it. It’ll have kitchens, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I picked it. I just want to grab some groceries and stay in for a few days.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Really,” she said, her face turning three shades of red. Hannah giggled. 
 
    “Damn, girl.” 
 
    “Shut up. You’ve got the same problem.” 
 
    “I’m gonna like this,” Brendan said. 
 
    Juan Carlos laughed. “Yeah, dude.” 
 
    “Thanks for rubbing it in,” Richardson said. “I’m going back to Lita’s room, but go ahead and get us a place. The doctor said she’d be able to leave tomorrow. If I can’t sleep here, I’ll need to be someplace.” 
 
    “We’ll come pick you up,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Nah, I’ll take Uber or a taxi or something,” Richardson said. “Just send me the details.” 
 
    “Will do,” Brendan said as he left the dining room. 
 
    “Where’s the rental car place?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “There’s one a couple blocks from here, so let’s go,” Brendan said. “We’ll have to swing back by here and pick up the hardware.”  
 
    They headed out. 
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    Bonton 
 
   J ason drove his rig north on I-45. “I want Route 310, right?” 
 
    Carrie nodded yes. “Take Route 12 to 310. The interchange is coming up. I can already see it.” 
 
    “It’s gonna be almost dark by the time we get there,” Jason said. 
 
    “I think we’re pretty damn lucky to be getting here at all.” 
 
    “It was pretty scary,” Jason said. “I’m tired. I hope there’s no nonsense tonight. A good night’s sleep would be nice.” 
 
    Carrie rubbed her belly, which was showing more now. “Seriously. I’m beat.” 
 
    “You’re not getting baby kicks already, are you?” 
 
    “No, but the weight is taking a toll on my back. I feel pretty good, though.” 
 
    “Maybe we can get you a checkup while we’re here,” Jason said. 
 
    “I was under the impression that we’d be rushing into battle right away.” 
 
    “It might not be me taking you there,” Jason said. “There’s our turn.” He steered the rig to the right, getting through the interchange, rolling onto Route 12 and making the quick switch to Route 310 after under a thousand feet. 
 
    Carrie smiled. “We’re getting close. Take the transition to 175. Get off on 2nd Avenue and go north. It’ll be on your left, just before Dixon Avenue.” 
 
    “This is the huge truck lot, right?” 
 
    “Yes. We have other spots up and down 175, but this is the best place for the leadership to be.” 
 
    “Everybody know?” 
 
    Carrie nodded yes. “I sent out the text half an hour ago.” 
 
    “Good. The munchkin still asleep?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” Carrie said. “Glad she didn’t freak during that last battle, but I worry about how this is gonna affect her long term.” 
 
    “This is better than growing up without a loving family.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that,” Carrie said. “Believe me.” 
 
    “There’s 175.” Jason took the turn, following the ramp around. “Nobody on this road.” 
 
    “Not in front of us, but we’ve got a hell of a tail.” 
 
    “We ever get a decent count?” 
 
    “Not really,” Carrie said. “Sydney said there were close to a hundred thousand people at the various camp grounds around here already.” 
 
    “How many at the truck parking area?” 
 
    “Thirty thousand or so, from what they were seeing a while ago.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jason said. “Gotta love Texans.” 
 
    “Mommy, are we almost there?” Chelsea called from the couch. 
 
    “Yes, honey, we’re really close.” 
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Me too. I’ll give you something when we stop. I promise.” 
 
    “There’s 2nd Street already,” Jason said, moving over to take the turn. It curved under the road. “Almost dark.” 
 
    “Start slowing down. There’s a pretty tight turn to get onto this lot.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jason said, cutting down the speed. They both watched carefully in the dusk. 
 
    Carrie pointed. “There it is.” Jason made the turn, pulling down a long driveway. There were motorhomes, trailer rigs, trucks, and cars parked all over, but plenty of open spaces at the rear, all well-marked and pull-through, to make it easy for trucks to get in and out. 
 
    “This is perfect,” Jason said. 
 
    “Well, almost perfect. I don’t think we have any hookups.” 
 
    “We’ll just use the generators. That’s why I wanted everybody to top up their rigs.” He shut off the engine, as the others pulled in all around him. 
 
    “I’m gonna feed Chelsea. You want something?” 
 
    “I can just have a bar,” Jason said. “I have a feeling we’ll be busy for a while.” 
 
    “Okay, sounds good,” Carrie said, getting out of her seat and stretching. 
 
    “Can I undo my belt?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    “Sure, sweetie,” Jason said as he walked to the pantry. He grabbed a bottle of water and a bar, and headed for the door to chat with the others. 
 
    “This place is frigging huge,” Junior said, walking away from his Brave with Rachel. 
 
    “It’s big, but it’s ugly and dusty,” Rachel said. 
 
    “I just hope it’s safe enough for us to get a good night’s sleep,” Jason said. 
 
    Kyle and Kate came over. 
 
    “Where’s Carrie?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Feeding Chelsea. I’m sure she’d love some company if you want to go over.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, kissing Kyle and walking towards Jason’s rig. 
 
    “This looks big right now, but wait until everybody’s here,” Kyle said. “We doing anything tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe a brief informal chat, emphasis on the brief,” Jason said. “We’re all tired. It’s been a rough few days.” 
 
    Kelly walked over with Brenda. “Hell of a lot of people still coming in. Gonna take a few hours for everybody to get parked.” 
 
    “You got that right, brother,” Junior said. 
 
    “We need sleep,” Brenda said. 
 
    Kyle chuckled. “That’s what we were just talking about.” 
 
    Jason pulled out his phone and sent a text to Ramsey. 
 
    “Checking in with the boss?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m hoping they can leave that drone up there until morning.” 
 
    “Me too,” Junior said. “There’s the tank flatbeds.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do with those?” Rachel asked. “Take them into Dallas or use them to protect this site while we’re busy?” 
 
    “Good question,” Jason said. His phone dinged. 
 
    “Looks like good news,” Kyle said, looking at Jason’s smile. 
 
    “Yeah, the drone will be with us until mid-day tomorrow, when it’ll be replaced by another drone.” 
 
    “So we’ll have coverage the whole time, then,” Junior said. 
 
    “That’s not exactly what they said, but more than likely that’s what it’ll be,” Jason said. 
 
    “You want the tanks off the flatbeds?” Stanton asked, walking up with White Eagle and a few others. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jason said. “What do you guys think?” 
 
    “I’d take them off and park them in strategic positions, like we did at Fort Stockton,” Junior said. 
 
    “I’m gonna have to agree,” Stanton said. 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Jason said. “You guys up to that? Been a long day.” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” White Eagle said, “but let’s go get her done so we can relax.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Jason said. “Let us know if you need help.” 
 
    They turned and walked away. 
 
    “How did we pick who comes to this location, and who goes to the others?” Brenda asked. 
 
    “Don said they were routing everybody who was with us in the prior battles here,” Kyle said. “Heard him and Sydney talking about that when we were gassing up.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” Junior said. “I know quite a few. Probably wander around and say howdy before I hit the rack.” 
 
    “Not for too long, okay honey?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “No problem,” Junior said. “Let’s go get that started now.” 
 
    They walked away. 
 
    “Wonder how things are going with her pregnancy?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “She seems to be taking things well in stride,” Brenda said, “but I worry about it all the time.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Damn, I’m tired,” Jason said. “Maybe we should just pass the word that we’ll meet in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” Kyle said. “Let’s get the word started, and let the folks pass it around.” 
 
    Jason smiled. “Great idea.” They got started at that. Word spread quickly as more and more people showed up. Jason and Kyle went back to their rigs and settled in for the night. 
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    Historic Data 
 
   G overnor Nelson walked into the console room, where Hendrix and Ramsey were watching the high-res app.  
 
    “Where’s Maria?” he asked. 
 
    “She got tired,” Hendrix said. “Went to bed. I’ll be joining her soon. It’s getting late.” 
 
    “The Fort Stockton team in place?” 
 
    “The core team made it to the staging area several hours ago,” Ramsey said. “Jason and the others have turned in. Hopefully they’ll get some un-interrupted sleep.” 
 
    Nelson sat down, his brow furrowed. “I hope we haven’t lost half of them by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    “They’re smart,” Ramsey said. “We might lose a few, but I’d be shocked if we lost a lot of them.” 
 
    “How many of them are trained in this kind of fighting?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Are you talking formal or informal training?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    Hendrix chuckled. 
 
    “Both,” Nelson said, not in the mood to joke. 
 
    “Jason and Kyle were both on the SWAT team. So was Curt, as I remember, but his training was in San Antonio, not Austin, so I don’t know the quality level.” 
 
    “That’s all?”  
 
    “We’re talking just the core group, but there are a few things to keep in mind.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Nelson said. 
 
    “The rednecks and bikers are good at mixing it up,” Ramsey said. “We’ve seen them in action, and they’re battle hardened.” 
 
    “I was reading a little about the tribe,” Hendrix said. “They’ve got trained warriors, but I don’t know if they’ve had training in urban warfare.” 
 
    “One other thing to remember,” Ramsey said. “We have lots of recruits that have law enforcement or military training. Don and Sydney collect some demographic data when they sign people up. I’d say that number is at least 20%, and they’ll help the others.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot more encouraging than I expected,” Nelson said. “You’re not trying to instill confidence where there shouldn’t be confidence, are you?” 
 
    Hendrix smiled. “I wouldn’t say that. In fact, I’d say we’re being conservative. We have to consider our population.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Texas is a gun culture, and nearly everybody knows how to shoot,” Hendrix said. “Used to drive me crazy before this war started, but now I’m glad it’s this way. I think our recruits are going to perform well. No bullshit.” 
 
    Nelson eyed him for a moment, then looked over at Ramsey. “You agree with that?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Okay, good. What are you seeing on the app?” 
 
    “The Islamists in Dallas have settled in for the night,” Hendrix said. “That’s good, because our people need the rest.” 
 
    “Are the field hospitals still being harassed?” 
 
    Hendrix got a disgusted expression on his face. “The last action we saw in Dallas was another attack close to the main field hospital in the downtown area. Scumbags.” 
 
    The console beeped. 
 
    “Call coming in from Wallis and Gallagher,” Hendrix said. “I’ll pick it up.” 
 
    He went to the console and accepted the call. The two men’s faces showed up on the screen. 
 
    “You two look happy,” Nelson said. “Good news?” 
 
    “We just got off the line with General Hogan.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Ivan’s team in California developed a history mapping program that works with the apps, and they’ve been authorized to share it with Don and Sydney’s team,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “What does it do?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “It takes a snapshot of where the enemy RFID chips are every minute in a given region, saves the data to a bank of servers off-site, and reports it.” 
 
    “Why would we want to do that?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “It shows when RFID chips disappear,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Oh,” Ramsey said. “Shit. It’s advanced warning that shielded trucks are being loaded up.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gallagher said. “This has been a game changer in California, and it’ll be an even bigger game changer here.” 
 
    “Why would it be bigger here?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Because about half the problem in California is UN Peacekeepers who don’t have RFID chips,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “Oh. We’ve seen some of those here too,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Yes, but a tiny number,” Wallis said. “They have no pretext for entering the state. They have to sneak in.” 
 
    “If this is a history program, won’t it take a while to populate data?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of this,” Gallagher said. “The California team has been running it real wide for a while, because they were missing the Islamists coming in from Colorado. The range includes a lot of Texas, including Dallas.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nelson said, smiling for the first time that evening. “They can pass that data on to us?” 
 
    “Access has already been granted to Don and Sydney’s team,” Gallagher said, “for both the historic data and the application.” 
 
    “This is great news,” Ramsey said. “It’ll give us a giant edge.” 
 
    “Yes, it will,” Wallis said. “Add to that the lead procurement data we’ve already gotten from that team, and we’re gonna really tighten the screws on the enemy.” 
 
    “We’re helping them in return, I hope,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve shared Don and Sydney’s process for recruitment with them, and they were pretty happy about it,” Gallagher said. “We’re getting a good exchange of ideas.” 
 
    “Good, just what I wanted to hear,” Nelson said. 
 
    “That’s all we had, boss,” Wallis said. “I know it’s late. We’ll let you guys go.” 
 
    “All right,” Nelson said. “Thanks for letting us know. It’ll help me sleep a little better. I’ve been really worried about the Dallas operation. It’s completely different than the others.” 
 
    “It is, but we have a good team,” Wallis said. “I’m going to concentrate on the gulf issue tomorrow, unless I’m needed for the Dallas operation. We’ve got a problem down there.” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” Nelson said. “Do what you need to do.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Wallis said. They ended the call. 
 
    “Is it a good idea for Wallis to be focused on the gulf tomorrow?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “We’ll still have Gallagher,” Nelson said. “The gulf scares me. We’re pretty sure the small boats were trying to do suicide runs into the harbors with nukes. We’re still in danger of that.” 
 
    “Do we have anybody checking the boats we sank for that kind of weapon?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “That’s what Wallis is coordinating,” Nelson said. 
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    New Life 
 
   R ichardson was dozing in the big chair next to Lita’s bed. The sun was just coming up, shining through the windows of the room at Mainland Medical Center. The nurse walked in to check vitals. Richardson woke up. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” the nurse said, a Hispanic woman in her mid-forties. “I was trying to be quiet.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sound asleep, just dozing,” Richardson said. 
 
    “You should’ve gone home and slept,” she said, checking the charts. 
 
    “I don’t want her out of my sight,” Richardson said. 
 
    “You don’t think we can take care of her?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that, it’s the enemy. We’ve got some history.” 
 
    “Oh,” the nurse said. “She’ll be sleeping for a while longer. I’ll get another bed rolled in here, and you’re going to get into it and sleep. Understood?” 
 
    Richardson was too tired to argue, so he nodded yes. The bed arrived in a few minutes, and he got on it, asleep right after his head hit the pillow. He woke up a few hours later, when breakfast was being served on the floor,  not sure where he was. 
 
    “Good, you slept,” the nurse said as she came in. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Richardson said. “Is she still doing okay?” 
 
    “She’s doing fine. I expect her to be waking up within the hour. You can sleep until she does, you know. Three hours isn’t enough.” 
 
    “I’ll try, but I probably won’t be able to,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Suit yourself. We’ll bring food in when she wakes up.” 
 
    Richardson nodded and laid back down, drifting to sleep in a few minutes. Juan Carlos and Brendan woke him by accident about twenty minutes later, as they tried to sneak the guns out of the room. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. Juan Carlos turned to look at him. 
 
    “Go back to sleep, dude. The nurse clued us in.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brendan said. “We’re going back to the hotel. Thought we’d get the guns so you don’t have to deal with them.” 
 
    “Good morning,” Lita said softly from her bed. 
 
    “Oh, you woke up,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Yeah. We got rooms?” 
 
    “There’s one waiting for you guys,” Juan Carlos said. “We got a mini-van.” 
 
    “When do I get out of this dump?” Lita asked, her voice still weak. 
 
    “Later today, if you’re good,” Richardson said, walking over to her. He kissed her gently on the forehead. 
 
    “Okay, boss, we’re gonna take off,” Brendan said. “See you soon, hopefully.” 
 
    “Where’s Madison and Hannah?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “Waiting in the car,” Juan Carlos said. “See you guys.” He followed Brendan out the door. 
 
    “Do I really get to leave today?” Lita asked. 
 
    “That’s what they said. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I’ve got a dull throbbing pain in my thigh, but other than that, just a little groggy.” 
 
    “Good. We’ve got something to discuss.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” she said, a worried expression on her face. 
 
    “It’s not bad. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “New orders? Where are they sending us this time?” 
 
    Richardson chuckled. “You’re the only one of us who has new orders.” 
 
    She looked at him, questioning. 
 
    “You’re pregnant.” 
 
    Lita’s eyebrows went up. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You heard me. The doctor figured it out, told me last night.” 
 
    “Are you okay with this?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Are you?” 
 
    “I’d rather have waited until after this damn war is over, but I’m not ending the pregnancy, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “Good, sounds like we’re on the same page.” He got closer to her, kissing her on the lips this time, then looking into her eyes. “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too. It’s going to take time for this to sink in.” 
 
    “You said a mouthful there, but this is what I wanted. The timing isn’t perfect, but it’ll be okay.” 
 
    Lita searched his eyes. “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as you don’t worry too much.” 
 
    “That might be a tall order. I don’t feel any different.” 
 
    “The doctor said it’s still very early,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t even gotten to the normal notification,” she said, “but I haven’t been exactly regular during these crazy times. Probably why this happened.” 
 
    “We haven’t been using anything.” 
 
    “I know, it’s risky no matter what,” Lita said. “Crap, I’ve got to tell my mom.” 
 
    “Let’s wait on that until we get settled a little, okay? Especially since it’s so early.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement, but then paused. “I’ll try, but I might not be able to stand it.” 
 
    Richardson chuckled. “Well, sweetie, it’s up to you when you tell her, but you might not want to tell her about the baby and getting wounded yesterday at the same time.” 
 
    She smiled. “Okay, you’ve got a point.” 
 
    The nurse walked back in with the doctor. 
 
    “Did you tell her?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “Yep, just now.” 
 
    “You okay with it?” he asked Lita. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “We weren’t trying, but we haven’t been doing a serious job of avoiding it either.” 
 
    The nurse snickered. “Been there, done that.” 
 
    The doctor and nurse got to work checking Lita out and changing the dressing on her wound. When they were done, the nurse mentioned that food was coming. 
 
    “When do I get to leave?” Lita asked. 
 
    “I think late afternoon,” the doctor said on the way out, “but I want to check you one more time. Don’t be in too much of a rush.” 
 
    “Okay, doctor,” Lita said. 
 
    Richardson moved back to her side. “That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stay here the whole time, you know.” 
 
    “I’m exactly where I want to be,” Richardson said, giving her a kiss. 
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    Overflow Parking 
 
   I t was almost mid-morning at the base in Bonton. Don was hunched over his PC on the trailer’s dinette table, looking at the new history program that Ivan’s team just delivered. “Hey, honey, you’ve got to check this out. It’s genius.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” she said. “Almost dressed.” 
 
    Don searched the report for the last couple days. “Bingo!” 
 
    “What?” Sydney asked as she walked to the dinette. 
 
    “About two thousand enemy hits disappeared day before yesterday from Brownwood. Another thousand disappeared from Comanche early yesterday.” 
 
    Sydney sat down next to Don on the dinette seat. “They disappeared when they got into the shielded vehicles?” 
 
    “Yep,” Don said. “This report shows where they disappeared and where they reappeared. Hell, the payload data from the chips is available too.” 
 
    “Wow. Anything like that happen since? Are any chips missing right now?” 
 
    “Still looking,” Don said. “This is gonna be a game changer.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” Sydney said. She opened the door. Jason and Eric were standing out there, and she invited them in. 
 
    “Got your text,” Jason said. “Sounds like a good deal.” 
 
    “Big time,” Don said. “I can see exactly where those three thousand enemy fighters loaded into their shielded vehicles yesterday, and where they were exposed again. I’m scanning now to see if any more have disappeared near us.” 
 
    “What are you seeing so far?” Eric asked. 
 
    “Over the past couple days around Dallas, I’m seeing small numbers disappear and then reappear.” 
 
    “How small?” Jason asked. 
 
    “We’re talking van sized numbers. Eight to sixteen at a time.” 
 
    “Probably those creeps who’ve been attacking field hospitals,” Eric said. “Can’t wait to nail those guys.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Don said. “I think we’re gonna have company.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, what are you seeing?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “Owenwood. About five hundred just disappeared. That’s where the largest group has been hanging out, east of the Cotton Bowl stadium.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Jason said, whipping out his cellphone. 
 
    “There’s another two hundred,” Don said. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    Jason looked up from his phone screen. “We’re talking less than fifteen minutes away. Let’s get the word out.” 
 
    “There’s another three hundred now,” Don said. “Go get ready. I’ll use text messages to keep you guys updated.” 
 
    Jason sent a broadcast text, then turned to leave. He paused at the door. “Thanks, man, you probably just saved our butts.” 
 
    Don nodded. “The only way in here is 2nd Street. They’ll use Elsie Faye Heggins Street to get there. I’d get the tanks pointed in that direction.” 
 
    “Yep, exactly what I was thinking,” Jason said as he left the coach with Eric. 
 
    “They’ll try to keep us from getting into the Dallas battle over and over, I suspect,” Sydney said. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ll see them coming, and we still have air support. Send a text to Wallis. Tell him what’s going on, and see if we can have the drones watching the route between here and Owenwood.” 
 
    “On it,” she said, typing on her phone. 
 
    Chloe and Alyssa rushed in the open door. “You heard what’s going on?” 
 
    “We warned them,” Don said. “Send a text out to the recruits. Warn them, especially the ones who are on the road between here and Owenwood.” 
 
    “Sure, we’re on it, dad,” Alyssa said. They rushed back outside, headed for the rest of the team. 
 
    “Any more?” Sydney asked. She set up her laptop on the other side of the dinette table and sat down, watching it boot up. 
 
    “Not so far,” he said. “Looks like about a thousand total.” 
 
    “Can we fend off an attack of that size?” 
 
    Don glanced up from his screen. “There’s two hundred thousand people at this site alone. They can’t beat us, but that doesn’t mean they can’t do some damage.” 
 
    “Wonder if they know how many of us there are?” 
 
    Don didn’t look up from the screen. “There’s the most important question, in my mind. I suspect that they do. Maybe they think they can hold us off with these attacks, to give them more time.” 
 
    “More time for what?” 
 
    “For whatever they think they’re gonna do to win in Dallas,” Don said. “I actually hope they send a lot more people here.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s a whole lot easier to kill them in these trucks than it is to root them out building by building in Dallas.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sydney said. “That makes sense, actually.” 
 
    “Uh oh, another six hundred just dropped off. Same location as the last batch.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “Get on the GPS program and take a look at the satellite view of the area.” 
 
    “You think they’re in some yard full of trucks or something, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’d be nice to know what their resources are.” 
 
    “Gonna call it in to the leadership team so we can nail them with an air strike?” Sydney asked as she looked at her laptop screen. 
 
    “The leadership team already knows the coordinates. Sent a message after the first ones disappeared. I’m going to see if they like my idea of letting them attack us.” 
 
    “Did you mention that to Jason?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Don said. “What are you seeing at the site?” 
 
    “Just about there,” she said. “Oh. Wow.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Sydney had her eyes glued to the screen, moving her mouse around, then loading the high-res app and looking at the enemy hits in the area. 
 
    “Well?” Don asked. 
 
    “There’s a huge parking lot at Haskell and Beeman. Probably overflow parking for the fairgrounds and the Cotton Bowl. That’s right where your coordinates line up.” 
 
    “I was expecting something like that. This is where a lot of the enemy fighters in downtown Dallas have been coming from. Every one of these jerks that comes here instead of going to the city is gonna help us out.” 
 
    “You’d better bring your idea up with Jason,” Sydney said. “Before you get Wallis and Gallagher on the phone again. We need to agree on your idea.” 
 
    “My idea?” 
 
    “Not hitting the area with an air strike.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, I don’t think we want to send troops in there yet, either. I’ll send Jason a text.” 
 
    He typed on his phone, then went back to the history program. “More just disappeared. Looks like they’re sending at least two thousand to us.” 
 
    “I’ll send that little tidbit of info out,” Sydney said. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. “Come in, it’s unlocked,” Don said. 
 
    Jason came in. “Got your text. So what is it you’re thinking?” 
 
    “We’re up to about two thousand enemy fighters in shielded vehicles now. We know exactly where they’re loading people up. We could probably get Wallis to send in an air-strike, but maybe we don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Because it’ll be easier to kill them in those trucks and on the road than it will be in urban fighting,” Jason said. “I agree, but we need to talk to the leadership team, and we need better info than just they’re coming. We need to monitor their trucks with the drone.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Don said. “You want to call Wallis or should I?” 
 
    “I need to run this through Ramsey and the Governor, and then they’ll bring in Wallis and Gallagher,” Jason said, pulling his phone out. He hit Ramsey’s contact, then put the phone on speaker and set it down on the dinette table. It rang twice, and Ramsey picked up. 
 
    “Jason, what’s up?” Ramsey asked. “I’m here with the Governor and Kip Hendrix.” 
 
    Jason relayed the idea to them. There was silence on the line for a moment. 
 
    “We need to get Wallis and Gallagher on this call,” Nelson said in the background. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “I’ll get them on the console,” Maria said, a little too far from the speaker. “Let’s end the call with Jason and then patch him back in. Sound quality will be better.”  
 
    “Fine by me,” Jason said. “I’ll end my call.” He did that and then leaned back on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “How’s it going outside?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “The tanks are moving into position, and we’ve got the off-roaders warming up. I hope we can get a good view from the drone before they get here. There’s enough truck traffic on the roads to make identification a little tricky.” 
 
    Jason’s phone rang. He accepted the call and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hear me, Jason?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Hi, Jason,” Gallagher said. “Wallis is busy with the gulf situation, but I’ve got full access to the drone and the air power. The others briefed me. I like the idea you guys have. The more of these creeps we can kill off before we have to fight them in Dallas, the better.” 
 
    “How many are coming at you now?” Nelson asked. 
 
    Don looked up from his laptop screen. “I haven’t seen any more beyond the two thousand, but there have been several smaller groups loading up in an area northwest of there. I’d watch for more attacks behind our lines in the west side of downtown.” 
 
    “How many have disappeared?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Thirty-two, in groups of eight,” Don said. 
 
    “Okay, enough is enough,” Nelson said. “Kip, get with your friends in the Teamsters Union right now, please. Tell them they must either stop their trucks in and around Dallas immediately, or they must run with their trailer doors open. Same with smaller delivery vehicles which are enclosed. All the way down to vans. Tell them any enclosed trucks without the rear doors open are in danger of being attacked by citizens or the authorities.” 
 
    “They’ll love that,” Hendrix said, grinning as he walked away with his cell phone to his ear. 
 
    “That’s not going to get to everybody,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Put out an all-points bulletin through Dallas PD and the DPS. Same message, aimed at the independents. Anybody have an idea how we can get to the private citizens?” 
 
    “Radio and TV broadcasts on all local stations, and social media alerts,” Don said. “We can take care of the social media activity.” 
 
    “No, don’t you take the time for that,” Nelson said. “We’ve got people who can figure out how to address those to the right demographics. Keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Don, I just emailed you the URL and password for the drone that’s over your area,” Gallagher said, “and by the way, we see the trucks. Looks like four semi-rigs, dual trailer. They haven’t left the parking lot in Owenwood yet.” 
 
    “Good, that buys us a little time,” Jason said. “Sydney, can you pass the word to the others, please?” 
 
    Sydney nodded and picked up her phone. 
 
    “There’s the picture,” Don said, turning his laptop so it pointed at the end of the dinette table. Sydney and Jason took a look. 
 
    “How long will we have drone coverage?” Jason asked. 
 
    “We just swapped them out,” Gallagher said. “They can go about forty hours. This one has used two hours so far, so you’ve got all of today and part of tomorrow. We’ll have the other one ready to take over.” 
 
    “Wish we had more to put up there,” Hendrix said. “We can’t have them hitting our field hospitals and forward command posts over and over.” 
 
    “We do have more, don’t we?” Don asked. 
 
    “We do, but they’re down on the gulf,” Gallagher said. “We’ve got to keep an eye out there.” 
 
    “More attacks coming down there, huh?” Don asked. 
 
    “We’re afraid they’ll try to get a nuke close to Houston and light it off,” Ramsey said. “That’s what Wallis is working. It’s tough. We lost most of our DPS patrol boat capability yesterday.” 
 
    “How?” Jason asked. 
 
    “UN Peacekeepers disguised as tech support people,” Gallagher said. “Don’t spread that around. We aren’t sure how they got into Texas. We aren’t putting out our findings yet.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Nelson said. 
 
    “Who just texted you?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Later. We square, Jason?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Thanks.” 
 
    “Take care of yourselves,” Nelson said. “Talk to you later.” 
 
    The call ended abruptly. Jason, Sydney, and Don looked at each other. 
 
    “I didn’t like the way that call ended,” Sydney said. 
 
    Jason’s face was grim. “Seriously.” 
 
    “You know what it might be?” Don asked. 
 
    “Maybe. We’ve got enough to worry about. I’m gonna go back out there. Send me a text the minute those trucks move out, okay?” 
 
    “Will do,” Don said, watching Jason go through the door. 
 
    “This is bad,” Sydney said. “They never end calls that fast.” 
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    Spikes 
 
   N elson eyed Ramsey and Hendrix, still holding his phone. 
 
    “Well?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Two small nuclear devices have been recovered off the coast of New Orleans, and one in the channel between Bolivar Peninsula and Galveston.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Where are they getting all these?” Hendrix asked. “We’ve shut down Iran and North Korea. Did they stock way up before the war started?” 
 
    “I’ll bet the EU is handing them off,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “You think the EU would do that?” Hendrix asked. “They’re us, basically.” 
 
    Gallagher laughed. “We’re too used to fearing the intentions of only Asian and Middle Eastern powers. We’re standing in the way of goals Western Europe wants to achieve. They’re more dangerous to us than anyone else at this point. Hell, we’re closer to Russia than Western Europe at this point.” 
 
    “I’m having a hard time believing this,” Hendrix said. “We’re talking France, Belgium, Germany, the Scandinavian countries. Italy and Greece. Spain. You really believe that?” 
 
     “Don’t forget what their navy tried to do,” Gallagher said. “Hell, they were leading this operation, running flack for those little nuke-armed attack boats. You know that. We need to take a realistic view of the situation.” 
 
    “We need to remember what happened twice in the 20th Century too,” Nelson said. 
 
    Hendrix sat silently for a moment, then nodded in agreement, his expression solemn. Maria rolled her chair next to his, putting her hand on his arm and looking at him. He returned a smile. 
 
    “How do we respond?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “All we can do is play defense,” Nelson said. 
 
    “We can’t hit back?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    Hendrix looked over at Ramsey. “What do you want to do, nuke Berlin or Paris?” 
 
    “No, I’m not saying that,” Ramsey said. “It’s not like we have those kinds of weapons anyway. We’re just a state, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Oh, we have the weapons,” Gallagher said. “The ones we recovered. They might need a little repair, but I’m sure we could handle that.” 
 
    “Not a chance in hell,” Nelson said. “I want them dismantled. Right away.” 
 
    “I agree,” Hendrix said. 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “Sorry. You guys are right. Let’s dismantle them, and then work on a plan to stop the next wave.” 
 
    “They aren’t heading north yet,” Hendrix said. “They’re just hanging out in the northern Caribbean. See them?” 
 
    “They might never try to attack us again, you know,” Nelson said. “They might go back to the south. Apparently, there’s been a lot of resistance activity going on in Brazil and Argentina over the past forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “Hope you’re right, but I wouldn’t count on it,” Gallagher said. “We’re winning on several fronts. The enemy knows it. We’re going to see the fangs come out.” 
 
    “They’ll never subjugate the American people by blowing off nukes in our cities,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “They will if they have the strength to kill or jail enough citizens,” Hendrix said. “Not that I think they have any chance at that. Our armed population is too difficult to control. Non-Americans don’t really get that.” 
 
    Ramsey chuckled. “Changed your mind about the 2nd Amendment, huh?” 
 
    Hendrix shrugged. “Yes, from a macro viewpoint, I have. That doesn’t mean that I’m against gun control in certain areas. I think the jury is still out on the real impact, though. I’m willing to listen to all sides on this.” 
 
    “That’s what I love about you, Mr. Hendrix,” Nelson said. “Let’s sum up, and then get back to work. We’ll focus on defense in the gulf, and we’ll dismantle the nukes we’ve recovered.” 
 
    “Are we sure we’ve recovered all of them?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “That’d be a big fat no,” Gallagher said. “We may never be sure. Our DPS folks near Galveston stopped several small boats, and we’ve only found one device so far. Could be two or three more down there.” 
 
    “Comforting thought, that,” Nelson said. “We’ll continue to work that issue, but job one is to be vigilant, and ensure that there are no successful attacks along the gulf coast. Everybody agree?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Gallagher said. “I’ll go back to focusing on Dallas, but first I’ll pass along the results of this meeting to Wallis.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nelson said. The console screen went blank. “Maria, could you bring the detail app back up, and focus on the Dallas area please?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Maria said, making the change. “I can display the drone video on the smaller monitor if you’d like.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Nelson said. He turned towards Hendrix and Ramsey. “I sensed you two were getting a little angry. Do we need to talk that out? I can’t have two of my most important advisors in the middle of a feud.” 
 
    “No hard feelings on my side,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “I have no hard feelings either,” Hendrix said. “We can disagree on certain things, but our working relationship is solid, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “You agree?” Nelson asked, looking at Ramsey. 
 
    “One hundred percent,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Something going on?” Dr. Schultz asked as he walked into the console room, trying to shake off his nap. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve had some action here and there,” Nelson said. “I’ll fill you in later.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dr. Schultz said. “No hurry.” 
 
    “Good. I had an idea while we were talking about the drones.” 
 
    “What’s that, Governor?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “We need some way to look for suspicious vehicles approaching our command posts and our hospitals. We know we can’t bring in more drones, at least in the short term. How about setting up a perimeter of video cameras around each of these sensitive areas?” 
 
    “We should do that right away,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “I agree,” Ramsey said, “but I’ll take it one step further. Let’s set up checkpoints and put tire-damaging barriers up. We have some of those on hand.” 
 
    “Not sure I understand,” Schultz said. 
 
    “I know what he’s talking about,” Nelson said. “There was a big fight over funding for those before the war started. We only bought about half as many as I wanted, but we probably have enough.” 
 
    “I remember,” Hendrix said. “We were actually on the same side for those.” 
 
    “What are they?” Schultz asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen those barriers they put up in pay parking lots, over the exits, right? They have spikes that would stick into tires of any vehicles trying to enter the lots the wrong way.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Schultz said. 
 
    “That’s what these things are, but they’re portable, and we can raise and lower the spikes. They’re designed to control access at checkpoints if we’re having a major event in the city with security concerns.” 
 
    “Oh, I remember now,” Schultz said. “We were talking about that after the series of car and truck attacks in NYC, London, Paris, and other cities.” 
 
    “Yep,” Ramsey said. “We set them up at each entry point to an area. The default is spikes up. The guards at the checkpoint have to input a code to lower them. Gives us total control of vehicles coming into an area.” 
 
    “I like it,” Hendrix said. “Let’s get the map up there and see where we can put them to protect the field hospitals.” 
 
    “Hope we have enough,” Nelson said. 
 
    Ramsey pulled his phone out. “I’ll check how many we have. I know Dallas had lots of them. One thing to consider – we could put up old-fashioned barriers to block most of the approaching streets.” 
 
    “Old-fashioned barriers?” Dr. Schultz asked. 
 
    Ramsey chuckled. “You know, like K-rails or those huge potted trees or boulders or even big trucks.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Hendrix said, “and by the way, we ought to do the same for the roads approaching our bunkers here in Austin.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nelson said, “but first things first. Let’s look at Dallas. Can we take a snapshot and draw with that pen thing?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Maria said. “I’ll put us into annotation mode, but we’ll have to do that on the smaller monitor. The big one doesn’t have that capability.” 
 
    “No problem,” Nelson said. “I want us to do the first one, and then we’ll hand the rest off to Brian and the rest of my staff. They can collaborate on this remotely.” 
 
    The team got to work. 
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    Battle Plans 
 
   S ydney was chatting with Alyssa and Chloe outside her and Don’s trailer. 
 
    “You don’t want our people to attack that staging area, then?” Alyssa asked. “Even if they have a good plan?” 
 
    Sydney shook her head no. “We know what the enemy is trying to do, and we know there’s plenty more people they could send. We want to take advantage of the easier kills. They’ll get wise and move their operation or change what they’re trying to do, but if we can exploit this and kill off several thousand more without putting ourselves in too much danger, it’s worth it. Tell them the Governor agrees.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll sell it,” Chloe said. “C’mon, Alyssa.” 
 
    “See you two later. Stay on the property, we don’t know when the batch in the trucks is gonna start moving in this direction.” 
 
    “We will,” Alyssa said as they walked away. Sydney watched them for a moment, and then came back into the trailer. 
 
    “They’re getting so much more sophisticated,” she said, sitting back down in front of her laptop. 
 
    “I heard most of that,” Don said. “I’m proud of both of them.” 
 
    “Me too. Any more movement?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen any more disappear since that last batch of 32, but I am seeing a lot of icons moving northwest on Haskell. I think they’re trying to cut the city north of I-30 in half. They’ll probably try to clear out the area to the northeast of Haskell street by street. Hope we have enough people there to slow them down. We don’t want them to control that much real estate.” 
 
    “What good is this going to do them?” Sydney asked. “They know they can’t take over Texas. They have to know they can’t take over Dallas, either.” 
 
    “They’ve got a large force here, and they’re running the same playbook that ISIS used to take over large sections of Iraq and Syria. Take a neighborhood, consolidate power, then move on to the next one.” 
 
    “There were no Texans in Iraq or Syria,” Sydney said. 
 
    Don chuckled. “That is their biggest problem. Our enemies don’t understand Americans. We won’t fight a short time, then cower and give up, or switch sides whenever we think it’s good for us. These Islamists are the enemy, and we’ll kill them down to the last man. We’ll join with other Texans to do it, and completely forget our petty differences.” 
 
    “Good point. Those nuts in the middle east are too worried about killing whoever isn’t in their particular sect.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Don said. “Uh oh, the semi-trucks are pulling out of the parking lot.” He grabbed his phone and sent a broadcast text. 
 
    “So it begins,” Sydney said, getting onto her laptop. “How close are we going to let them get to our base?” 
 
    “Jason sent me a text a little while ago. We’ve got about forty thousand citizens set up along 2nd Street between here and Elsie Faye Heggins Street. They’re set up with M60s, grenade launchers, and mortars. We’ve got the tanks in place, and they can send cannon fire straight down 2nd Street.” 
 
    “We’ve got them right on the road?” 
 
    Don shook his head no. “They might have anti-tank weapons, and we don’t want to make it easy for them. They’re in the trees, with a good view of the road. They’re our second line of defense, in case the citizens can’t stop them. We’ve also got a barrier across the road before our driveway, so they’re not driving in here no matter what.” 
 
    “You look nervous,” Sydney said. “Why?” 
 
    “This is war, and anything can happen. We’ve got a lot of people in the north section of Bonton, next to that big pond. The enemy could bypass 2nd Street, keep going and turn left on Myrtle Street, then follow that around to Bexar Street. Take a look.” 
 
    Sydney came around to look at his screen. “Oh, I see. They could attack our people down there, or they could come in here from the back way.” 
 
    “They’d still have to get on 2nd Street, but from the opposite direction,” Don said. “We could move our people over in a hurry if we see them going that way, though, so I’m probably more worried about it than I should be.” 
 
    “What if they send two trucks one way, and the other two trucks the second way?” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be optimum, but we’ll still see them doing it. I’d better get back on that drone feed.” He switched the monitor back, his eyebrows going up. 
 
    “Oh, no, what’s happening?” 
 
    Don looked up at her. “They’re not coming here at all. They’re going to downtown Dallas.” 
 
    An alarm went off on his history program. 
 
    “What was that?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “I set an alarm in Seth’s history program to warn me if more than two hundred icons disappear. Text Jason while I check this out.” 
 
    Sydney nodded, picking up her phone and typing a text. 
 
    “Crap, different staging point this time. Another large parking lot, north of the state fairgrounds on Washington Street. Dammit, looks like at least three thousand for this one.” 
 
    Jason rushed in. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, take a look,” Don said, motioning him over to the dinette table. 
 
    Jason looked at the screen, then hit Ramsey’s contact, and put his phone on speaker. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “We called this one wrong, chief. Those first four trucks are headed for downtown Dallas on South Haskell. Probably making for Main Street. There’s also another group of about three thousand getting ready to take off from a parking lot just north of the fairgrounds.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Ramsey said. “I’ve got to talk to the others. Hold the line.” 
 
    “We’ve got quite a few citizen recruits still up there,” Sydney said. “Maybe we ought to have them open fire on these guys as they go by.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Jason said, “but let’s wait until the leadership team gets back on.” 
 
    “Jason?” Ramsey asked over the phone speaker. 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    “We see what you’re talking about. I’d say to rush over there, but that other group could come at you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, that thought crossed my mind,” Jason said. 
 
    Don nodded in agreement. “Me too.” 
 
    “Maybe we have to go to air support,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Nelson said. “We’re talking about an area with gobs of population density. Might kill more people doing that than waiting and letting our ground forces absorb the attack.” 
 
    “We might not have enough people in that area,” Gallagher said. 
 
    “The first four trucks just turned from South Haskell onto Parry Avenue, heading southwest.” 
 
    “If they get on I-30 we can hit them with air power,” Ramsey said. “We’ve got choppers in the air already.” 
 
    “They won’t be that stupid,” Gallagher said. “They’ll stay on surface streets, right in the middle of all those human shields. Watch and see.” 
 
    “They turned on 1st Avenue,” Don said. 
 
    “Which way?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “It’s a one-way street running north west,” Don said. “You guys don’t have the drone feed up?” 
 
    “I’ll switch back to that,” Maria said. “We’ll lose the picture of Gallagher.” 
 
    “Like staring at my ugly mug is worth anything,” Gallagher quipped. 
 
    “He’s right,” Don said. 
 
    “What? About my ugly mug?” 
 
    “No sir, they just passed the on-ramp to I-30. They’re staying on surface streets.” 
 
    “Yep, we see it,” Nelson said. “Dammit. They’re headed right for our command base and hospital again.” 
 
    “Hey, we’ve got a lot of recruits along Elm street,” Sydney said. “They were getting ready to come here. We should line them up. They can punch holes in those trucks, even if they can’t stop them. Then everybody will see them.” 
 
    “Tell them,” Gallagher said. 
 
    Jason nodded in agreement. “Yeah, do it. Why hasn’t that second group of trucks taken off yet?” 
 
    “They might still come here,” Don said. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t send anybody downtown until we’re sure,” Nelson said. 
 
    “I just texted Alyssa and Chloe to put out the word that the enemy is driving west on Elm Street,” Sydney said. “I also asked them to give me an approximate number of recruits we have along that corridor.” 
 
    “Good,” Gallagher said. 
 
    The door burst open, Chance coming in with Clancy, Dirk, Francis, and a few others. 
 
    “What’s up?” Jason said, eyeing them. 
 
    “Something going on there?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Some of our folks just came in,” Jason said. 
 
    “Shoot, is that the Governor?” Francis asked. “Sorry to burst in.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Nelson said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I want to go protect the field hospital,” Chance said, trying to catch his breath. “We’ve got a couple hundred thousand people here. Seems like we could send a small force.” 
 
    “All right, who do you know there?” Sydney asked. 
 
    “Kitten. You remember, daughter of the guy who owns MidPoint 66.” 
 
    “We need to wait until those other trucks take off,” Don said. “They might come here.” 
 
    “They aren’t sending two hundred thousand,” Chance said, face fraught with worry. 
 
    “Uh, guys, they aren’t going there,” Gallagher said. “Look at the feed. They’re following the first trucks.” 
 
    “How sure are we?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “We’ll know when they get on one of the west-bound avenues,” Jason said, watching the drone video feed. “Uh oh, they passed 1st Avenue. Still going southwest on Parry.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go anyway, even if I’m alone,” Chance said. 
 
    “Wait a minute, son,” Francis said gently. “They might still go towards downtown.” 
 
    Everybody watched the feed as the trucks followed Parry Avenue, which was curving to the southeast. 
 
    “Oh no, they are coming this way,” Sydney said. “They’ll be on 352 any second. 
 
    “No they aren’t, look!” Gallagher said. “They just turned right on Al Lipscomb Way.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna saddle up,” Chance said. 
 
    “You really want to get to this girl, don’t you?” Don asked. 
 
    “I think I’m in love with her,” he said. 
 
    Jason and Francis eyed each other. 
 
    “C’mon,” Chance said. 
 
    Jason still had eye contact with Francis. “Think you can hold it together?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied. “We can take 175 to I-45, then I-30. We’ll beat them there.” 
 
    “Take off,” Jason said. “Sydney, could you send a text to the off-roaders and Stanton Hunt? They can join him. That’ll put about five hundred people on the way there. We’ll be the next wave.” 
 
    “I will,” she said, “and by the way, we’ve got over a hundred thousand recruits along the Elm Street corridor. They’re setting up right now.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Gallagher said. “We’re gonna catch these cretins flat-footed if we hurry.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “What?” asked Nelson. 
 
    “We’ve already got thirty video cameras mounted around the command and field hospital areas, and the first of the crews has just finished setting up tire barriers on Elm and Caesar Chavez. They’re setting up on the other westbound streets now. Main, Commerce, Young, and some others.” 
 
    “Not all of those streets are westbound,” Don said. 
 
    Gallagher snickered. “I don’t think we can count on the enemy to observe one-way street signs at this point.” 
 
    Don chuckled. “Okay, General, you’ve got a point.” An alarm went off on his laptop. 
 
    “What was that?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “The alarm on the history program,” Don said. 
 
    “Oh no, are they loading up more?” Sydney asked. 
 
    Don grinned. “No, somebody must have poked holes in the trucks on Elm Street already. I can see the RFID hits now.” 
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    Surrounded 
 
   K itten was doing her rounds when gunfire erupted. “Oh, no, not again.” Her phone buzzed. Dr. Patel made eye contact, questioning. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kitten said to her, pulling out her phone. Dr. Patel did the same. 
 
    “Elm Street,” Dr. Patel said. “That’s just east of the freeway. Deep Ellum neighborhood.” 
 
    “How far is that from here?” 
 
    “Close as the crow flies,” Dr. Patel said. “It’ll take a while to walk here, though.” 
 
    “They’re still moving,” Kitten said after refreshing her phone. “They aren’t on foot. They’re still rolling in the trucks.” 
 
    The security guard looked up from the bank of monitors which had just been installed at his station. “More of those damn trucks, but they took some sniper fire from the surrounding buildings. The trucks are still rolling.” 
 
    “How many?” Kitten asked, the other medical staff people gathering around. 
 
    “Four dual-trailer semis,” he said. “There’s a hell of a lot of citizens in hot pursuit. Look at this!” 
 
    “My God,” shouted one of the staff members, a youngish man with red hair. “It looks like the marathon is running.” 
 
    “Except they’re firing guns,” Kitten said. Her phone rang. She looked at it. Chance. “Hey.” 
 
    “Kitten, you’re about to come under attack. I’m on my way with a whole lot of people.” 
 
    “We see them. Some citizens are already battling them right now. They’re on Elm Street.” 
 
    “That’s only the first group,” he said. “There’s another group the same size coming. They’re heading towards your area on Al Lipscomb Way.” 
 
    “Dr. Patel, where’s Al Lipscomb way?” Kitten shouted. 
 
    Dr. Patel’s eyes got wide. “South of here. It dead-ends at Lamar Street.” 
 
    “This Lamar Street?” 
 
    Dr. Patel shook her head yes, then had a fast conversation with the Security Guard.  
 
    “Where are you?” Chance asked. 
 
    “We’re at the corner of Young and Lamar streets,” she said. “That other group might come right up the street at us.” 
 
    “Crap,” Chance said. “I’d better text Jason about this. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “Don’t get killed,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’d better not either,” Chance said. 
 
    The call ended, and Kitten scurried over to Dr. Patel and the others. “That was Chance. There’s another four semi-trucks headed this way.” 
 
    “I just told them,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    “This is bad, if they choose to go all the way to Lamar before they turn in this direction,” the security guard said. “We’ve got barriers set up on all of the roads at Caesar Chavez, but nothing yet to the south of us. They could roll right into our laps.” 
 
    “The Fort Stockton team is on it’s way here right now,” Kitten said. 
 
    “No way,” the red-headed male nurse said. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, Chet, they’re coming,” Kitten said to him, “but we’d better be ready to fight.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the security guard said. “I’m calling this in now.” 
 
    Kitten checked her phone. “Look at the apps. That first group is still heading here. They’re at Elm and Griffin.” 
 
    “That’s only a few blocks away,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    Kitten rushed over to where her backpack and guns were, grabbing her pistol and her Mini-14. “If any of you have weapons, you’d better grab them.” 
 
    “What about the patients?” asked a nurse. 
 
    “If the enemy overruns us, the patients are all dead,” Dr. Patel said. She rushed to her stuff, picking up an ancient revolver and a bolt-action rifle. 
 
    “Be careful with those guns,” the security guard shouted. “There’s fifty armed men on their way here to guard the perimeter. They’ll be in SWAT gear. Don’t hit them!” 
 
    “There’s almost three thousand enemy fighters coming down Elm Street, and another three thousand coming up from the south,” Kitten said. 
 
    “Crap, we’re all gonna die, aren’t we?” another nurse cried. 
 
    “Shut up,” Chet said. He rushed to his stuff, picking up an AK-47 and checking his magazine. 
 
    There was machine gun fire to the northeast, and a loud crash, then more machine gun fire, other small arms fire going off now. 
 
    “We’ve got a running street battle,” the security guard shouted. “Take cover. They’re gonna be here any second.” 
 
    “The citizens are right behind them,” Chet said, watching the video feed on the monitors. “They’re dropping the enemy left and right.” 
 
    “Not fast enough,” Kitten said. 
 
    “You’ve been in battles before?” Chet asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I was in the battle on I-40.” 
 
    “Wow,” he said. “Good for you.” 
 
    The gunfire was getting closer and closer, stray bullets coming at the hospital now. 
 
    “Get down, dammit!” shouted the security guard. Then he froze, clutching his chest, falling to the ground dead. 
 
    “NO!” Dr Patel shouted, rushing to his side to check him. Chet got down on one knee behind the k-rails and fired his AK-47 at the horde of running enemy fighters coming down Lamar Street, fanning out onto the grass next to the old brick building across Wood Street. Kitten rushed over in a crouch, opening fire with her Mini-14, hitting as many as she could. Then the citizens caught up, opening fire on the enemy fighters with everything from shotguns to M60s, the Islamists diving for cover, moving their focus away from the hospital. 
 
    “We need some of those citizen fighters to be south of us, or we’re gonna get overrun,” Kitten said to Chet and Dr. Patel. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Chet said. “The guard said there were fifty armed men on the way. Wonder where he told them to go?” 
 
    Dr. Patel got down next to the guard’s body and pulled the walkie-talkie off his belt. She pushed the button. “Anybody there?” 
 
    There was a scratch from the speaker. “Davis, is that you?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Dr. Patel said. “I’m sorry. He said there were fifty armed men on the way. Do you know where they’re coming? We have no protection on the south side of the hospital, and we know there are more enemy fighters on the way.” 
 
    “How many?” scratched the radio. 
 
    “Three thousand, in semi-trucks like the first batch.” 
 
    “And how would you know this, mam?”  
 
    Dr. Patel started to get annoyed. “My head nurse is part of the Fort Stockton group. They can see them coming. The Fort Stockton group is on their way here, but the enemy might overrun us before they get here.” 
 
    “We’ll direct the men to the south side of the field hospital, along Young street. They ought to be there in about five minutes.” 
 
    “Hurry,” Dr. Patel said.  
 
    There was a large explosion north of them. 
 
    “What was that?” Chet yelled. “The enemy fighters are trying to run in that direction.” 
 
    “That’s where the field commanders were,” Dr. Patel said. “Shoot them.” She fired her bolt action rifle into the running Islamists as the citizens rose and opened fire too. Some of the Islamists stopped running, turning to fire at the citizens and the field hospital as the rest continued towards the command center. More explosions went off, but then the street was flooded with more citizens, running after the enemy fighters, dropping them by the dozen, the fight moving rapidly to the north. 
 
    “We might be okay for a few minutes,” Kitten said. 
 
    “We can’t see where that group to the south is,” Dr. Patel said. “Those fifty men might have been in the command center. They might all be dead now.” 
 
    “Perhaps we’d better focus in that direction,” Chet said, getting up and rushing in that direction. “This is bad. Lamar goes underneath the convention center. We won’t see the enemy until they’re almost on top of us.” 
 
    “You’re assuming they’ll take that route,” Dr. Patel said, getting down behind the k-rail next to him, Kitten joining them. “There are five or six streets this side of the freeway they could take from Al Lipscomb Way. They might come from the east on Young Street instead of from the south on Lamar.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Kitten said. “We can’t see jack.” 
 
    “We need snipers to punch holes in their semi-trailers, like they did on Elm Street,” Chet said. 
 
    Suddenly semi-trucks emerged from the tunnel under the convention center, racing north on Lamar. 
 
    “Oh, crap!” Kitten shouted. “Shoot them!” 
 
    “Don’t shoot the cabs,” Chet yelled. “That’ll stop the trucks before they get to the bulk of our forces. Wait till we get a clean shot at the trailers and punch holes. Then all our people will see them.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Dr. Patel said. “Get down so they don’t see us.” 
 
    They all hit the dirt, hidden behind the k-rails as the four trucks raced past Young Street. 
 
    “Now!” Kitten said, raising and firing the Mini-14, Chet and Dr. Patel joining in. Then more gunshots came from the west, and the SWAT team rushed in, firing M-4s and shotguns as they ran towards Lamar street from Wood street. The doors of the trailers flew open, Islamists flooding out, everybody’s phones buzzing like crazy. 
 
    “I don’t think these guns are big enough to punch holes in those trailers,” Chet said. “Let’s go back to the other side.” 
 
    “They’re heading this way,” Kitten said, rushing over with him in a crouch as bullets started to hit the sides of the tent and the k-rail, chips of cement and metal raining on the patients. 
 
    “Oh no, we’re in trouble!” Dr. Patel shouted as she fired her bolt action rifle. She ran out of ammo and struggled to reload as the SWAT team continued to fight, half of them lying dead on the street. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” Kitten shouted, quickly reloading her Mini-14. 
 
    There was the roar of engines coming from the south, and a collection of off-roaders, armed pickup trucks, and Jeeps flew through the tunnel, racing down Lamar at break-neck speed, machine guns and grenade launchers firing, the Islamists frozen, horror on their faces as they were attacked. They dived for cover as grenades flew into the trailers, still half-full of fighters. Dozens of pickup trucks stopped on Young Street, hundreds of warriors leaping out and running forward, guns blazing, more vehicles arriving every second, a second wave of off-roaders rushing in now, the air thick with lead. 
 
    “It’s them!” Kitten shouted. “Hold your fire. We don’t want to hit any good guys.” 
 
    They watched as the battle raged, more and more citizens joining the fray in armed vehicles and on foot. Suddenly there were guns on the rooftops of buildings firing down on enemy positions, forcing the fighters into the open, where they were cut to ribbons by those on the ground. The battle was over in less than ten minutes. Kitten watched as Chance, Francis, Dirk, and Cindy rushed towards the hospital. She dropped her gun, climbing over the k-rail and running into Chance’s arms, embracing and kissing him, both of their hearts hammering in their chests. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {24} 
 
    Motion Detector   
 
   C hance and Kitten were still in an embrace when his phone rang. 
 
    “Dammit,” he said, breaking the embrace to answer it. 
 
    “You guys made it in time, I see,” Don said. “She okay?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s okay, but we got here just in time.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Kitten asked. 
 
    “Don,” he said, looking at her for a moment, then putting the phone back to his ear. “What’s up?” 
 
    “This isn’t over. There’s two more groups loading up. Same numbers, same kind of trucks. We don’t know where they’re going yet.” 
 
    “Oh boy. Where?” 
 
    “Same staging places. I’ll let you know if they’re coming your direction. If they are, they aren’t too bright.” 
 
    “Roger that. I’ll make sure we’re ready.” He ended the call. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kitten asked, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    “Another group of enemy fighters are loading up,” he said. “We don’t know if they’re coming the same way or not.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” she said.  
 
    “Kitten, I’m gonna need you over here,” Dr. Patel shouted. “We’ve got wounded coming in fast.” 
 
    “I’ll let you get back to that,” Chance said. “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here,” Kitten said, kissing him again. Then she turned and trotted back to the field hospital, as the flow of stretchers started, the medical team racing into action. 
 
    “Well that was a dramatic sight,” Cindy said, walking up with Dirk. 
 
    “I missed her so much,” Chance said. “Just heard from Don.” 
 
    “We got the text message. Everybody’s reloading.” 
 
    Francis looked worried. “I hope they don’t turn around and head for our base.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of people and firepower there,” Dirk said. “Even with this group here. We only brought about fifty thousand total. They’re staking out cover spots throughout this corridor.” 
 
    “Well, we’d better not move a lot more from our base until we’re sure where the new group is going,” Chance said. “I don’t think these people are stupid. They just got their ass handed to them. They’ll at least try a different route.” 
 
    “Wonder why they’re trying to hit this area so hard?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “This is our base for attack on their part of town,” Francis said. “They need to either kill us or keep us busy here, so they can continue to take over streets to the east. I’ve had my eyes on the apps. They’re making some progress at that. We’re gonna have to hit them right where they live.” 
 
    “Yep,” Chance said. “I was watching that on the drive over here.” 
 
    Stanton trotted over to them with White Eagle and a few warriors. “We got that locked down. I don’t think they were expecting us to show up.” 
 
    “Yeah, we surprised them this time,” White Eagle said. “Not so sure we’ll continue to get away with that.” 
 
    “I wonder how their strategy will change when they realize we can watch them loading up?” Chance asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Stanton said. “Hear where that next wave is going yet?” 
 
    “Nope, Don said he’d get with us as soon as they had an idea. I hope they aren’t heading for Bonton.” 
 
    “You and me both,” White Eagle said. 
 
    Several SWAT team officers came over. 
 
    “I’m glad you folks showed up,” the first one said. “I’m Curtis. We just heard there might be more on the way.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s what our team is seeing,” Chance said. 
 
    “Isn’t there a more protected place to put the field hospital?” Cindy asked. “Lots of big buildings around here.” 
 
    “We’re working that,” Curtis said. “Lost twenty-four good men earlier while they were checking out a likely building. Damn heathens left a booby-trap. Place went up like the Fourth of July.” 
 
    “I hate these creeps,” Francis said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” another of the SWAT team members said. “You guys are the ones who were in Fort Stockton, right?” 
 
    “We’re a small part of that group,” Dirk said.  
 
    “The rest gonna join the party?” Curtis asked. 
 
    “They already have, even though not all of them are here,” Chance said. “Our intelligence team saw the enemy loading into the shielded vehicles.” 
 
    “How?” Curtis asked. “Video surveillance?” 
 
    “No, we have a history program that lets us know when RFID chips disappear,” Dirk said. 
 
    Chance looked at him, brow furrowed. “Maybe we shouldn’t be spreading that around.”  
 
    “This is the police. They’re on our side.” 
 
    “Only tell us what you’re comfortable telling us,” Curtis said. 
 
    “Sorry, I meant no offense,” Chance said. 
 
    “None taken,” Curtis said. “Let’s not forget that you folks saved our butts today. We’re in your debt.” 
 
    “That’s right,” one of the other SWAT team members said. 
 
    Several phones dinged. Chance, Dirk, and Francis pulled their phones right away, as did Stanton and White Eagle. 
 
    “They’re on the move,” Chance said. 
 
    “Here?” Curtis asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    Dirk grinned. “Looks like it.”  
 
    “That’s a good thing?” Curtis asked. 
 
    “They’re taking the freeway this time. Ramsey has already been made aware, as has Gallagher.” 
 
    “Yes!” Chance said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Curtis. 
 
    “That means that we can use air power to splatter them all over the road,” Dirk said. 
 
    “That air power better get here fast,” Francis said, watching the flow of text messages on his screen. “They’re already on I-30. They’ll get here in no time flat.” 
 
    “Looks to me like we need more doctors,” Chance said, watching as Kitten and the others tried to keep up with the flood of patients, the empty beds almost full now. 
 
    “The damn enemy considers hospitals to be fair targets,” Curtis said, spitting on the ground. “Pigs.” 
 
    Chance’s phone rang again. “Geez, what now?” He pulled it out, walking away with it to his ear. 
 
    “We’ve got problems,” Don said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The second wave of trucks were both on the freeway, but they got off before the airstrike could get them, and now there’s another set coming.” 
 
    “We still have some people on the way, though, right?” 
 
    “We do. They’ll be there soon, but maybe not soon enough. They aren’t core people either. They’re recruits. On the good side, many of them fought with us in the I-40 battle.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something,” Chance said. 
 
     “We need to find out exactly how many people are still there and how much ammo they have left.” 
 
    “So we’re gonna get hit with double the last batch—that’s about twelve thousand, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and I don’t think they’re done, Chance. We’re watching with the drones. They have more trucks lining up, ready to load.” 
 
    “Shit. We have several hundred thousand citizen recruits in Dallas, though, right?” 
 
    “We do, but they’re spread out along the routes, remember? And a lot of them are still here.” 
 
    “You guys are sending out texts, I hope?” 
 
    “Yes, but I wanted to get to you first. Get with Stanton and the others. Also with whatever locals there are. Try to estimate our strength there, then  get everybody ready to dig in. If there’s someplace indoors where we can move that hospital, it’d be good, but you probably only have about fifteen minutes before the fighting starts.” 
 
    “The folks along the road will stop some of them, hopefully.” 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    “Hey? You still there?” Chance asked. 
 
    “They’re loading trucks again now. We have reason to believe some of them are coming here.” 
 
    “How can you tell that?” 
 
    “Some of the smaller groups are heading this way now. About ten vehicles with roughly eight men in each.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Chance said. “I’ll go warn the group. Keep us posted.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Don said. 
 
    Chance trotted back over to the others. “The first six thousand who were on the freeway just got onto surface streets, and ought to be here in about fifteen minutes. Air power ain’t gonna get them.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Francis said. Curtis eyed them with worry. Stanton pulled out his phone and typed a text. 
 
    “It gets worse. There’s another set of trucks staging in the same place, plus ten of the smaller vehicles are headed towards our base.” 
 
    “This isn’t good,” Dirk said. “How close are the next group of recruits?” 
 
    “Not sure. Don thinks they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “How many recruits are we talking?” Curtis asked. 
 
    “I’m not a hundred percent sure,” he said, typing on his phone. It dinged a few seconds later. “Don says we’ve got about sixty-thousand in one group, and another thirty thousand after that.” 
 
    “That’s enough with what we have now, isn’t it?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, if they all get here on time,” Francis said. “I suspect we’ll have to hold them off for at least ten minutes, and that’s long enough to kill all of us.” 
 
    “The command center is still running, and we can get word out in a hurry,” Curtis said as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. “We’ve still got control of the video cameras and the barriers that we set up. It’s not as bad as you think.” 
 
    “Get on that, then,” Francis said. “Is there a place we can put the wounded so they’re not out on the street?” 
 
    “We were gonna try a building to the west, but we know the enemy was in there before we pushed them back during the Trinity River battle, and when we started getting more attacks we put that on the back burner.” 
 
    “Which one?” Francis asked.  
 
    Curtis pointed to the left. “That high rise right there, on Young and Market. It’s closed up but not barricaded, just like the others that had bombs in them.” 
 
    “I used to work in demolition, and I also know how to defuse explosives if they’re fairly simple. Learned that in the service.” 
 
    “I know a little too,” Dirk said. Cindy looked up at him with fear in her eyes. He tried to give her a reassuring glance. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Chance said. “Let’s go now. Somebody talk to the hospital staff. They’ll need to get ready. This has to happen fast.” 
 
    Curtis nodded. “I’ll do that, and I’ll send our bomb expert over there too. We only have one left, and he’s the least experienced. The others got blown up, so don’t take this lightly.” 
 
    “Believe me, we won’t,” Francis said, already heading towards the building. Dirk, Cindy, and Chance ran after him, catching up before they got onto the steps of the building. 
 
    “Don’t try to break the door down,” Francis shouted. “Look for trip wires.” They approached cautiously, peering in the windows of the lobby. The building was 1980s modern, but under remodel, with some of the scaffolding still up on the north side of the building, and paint tarps on the ground, having fallen from where they were hung. Bullet holes marred the sides, and some of the windows were broken. 
 
    “These guys are clever,” Francis said. “See the trip wire inside? It’s tied to the door. It’s a fake. I can see where it goes. It’s not connected to anything.” 
 
    “So how are the bombs being detonated?” Chance asked. 
 
    “See that motion sensor back there, above the information desk? It’s an el cheapo one. No way would they be used in a building like this. We need to go check the other entrances. Hopefully they only had time to rig the main doorway.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we just fire through the door and set off the motion detectors that way?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “We need this building to be usable,” Chance said. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Cindy said. “Sorry. Dumb question.” 
 
    “Let’s check for a side door,” Francis said. They headed to the north side of the building. The door there wasn’t glamorous like the wide glass front doors. It was steel, with windows on either side of it. 
 
    “I don’t see any fake trip wires,” Francis said, looking through the glass. “Don’t think the motion detectors can see us, either. Looks like there’s a wall between the front lobby and this area.” 
 
    “How are we gonna get through this door?” 
 
    “Make way,” Dirk said, stepping up. He looked at the door. “This isn’t that strong. Everybody get back, and I’ll shoot the lock.” 
 
    “What if it blows?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Then I’ll be dead, I guess. We don’t have time to mess around. Lots of lives are at stake.” 
 
    “I’m standing next to you,” she said. “The rest of you get back.” 
 
    “Cindy, no,” Dirk said softly. 
 
    “I’m in love with you, Dirk. If you’re gone, I don’t really care to be here.” 
 
    He looked at her, surprised. “You’ve never told me that.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to scare you away. Not worried about that now.” 
 
    “I’m in love with you too,” Dirk said. “I was afraid to say anything for the same reason.” 
 
    Cindy looked at him and laughed. “Blow the damn door.” 
 
    Dirk pulled his pistol and fired two rounds into the lock, then pulled on the door. It opened, and he peeked inside. 
 
    “Hey, Francis, this is a separate room, with a long hall. Maybe we can get the hospital moved in while we mess with that bomb.” 
 
    “That’s dangerous, isn’t it?” Chance asked. 
 
    “If we don’t get the move done in time, they’re gonna be dead anyway,” Francis said, rushing through the door, following Dirk and Cindy through the big meeting room and into a hall. 
 
    “Look, Francis, stairs and an elevator,” said Dirk. “There’s a parking structure down there. I’ll bet it’s plenty strong.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you’re right,” he replied. They pulled open the door and raced down the stairs. 
 
    “Well, the lights are on down here,” Chance said, following them down the stairs. “We need to check for electrical outlets. I’m sure they’ll need a lot of those. Might make this a bad choice.” 
 
    “Let’s check it out, then,” Cindy said as they arrived on the first level of the structure. 
 
    “You guys look around,” Francis said. “I’m going to see if I can figure out that bomb. Keep an eye on the time. Don’t spend more than five minutes looking around down here, okay?” 
 
    “I should go with you,” Dirk said. 
 
    “No, I’m going alone. If something goes wrong, we don’t want both of us to blow sky high.” 
 
    “But… ” 
 
    “Zip it,” Francis said, turning to run back up the stairs. He got to the ground floor and rushed towards the wall, looking for a door into the lobby. He could hear gunfire starting up in the distance, his heart hammering in his chest. There’s a door. He looked at it, then turned the knob. It was unlocked. He got down onto the floor, reached up, twisted the knob all the way, and slowly pushed the door open. Light flooded in from the windows of the lobby entrance. He could see the back wall of the reception desk, a nicely curved surface of lush mahogany. That’s when he saw it. A white cord, coming from high up on the far side of the structure, plugged into a wall socket low on the wooden wall. 
 
    “Could it be this easy?” Francis asked himself, crawling slowly on the polished stone floor, trying to keep his movements from reflecting enough to trigger the motion detector. He got there, putting his hand on the plug, sweat dripping off his forehead into his eyes, fighting the impulse to reach quickly to his face and wipe it out. Now or never. He pulled the plug out of the wall, expecting it to be the last thing he did. Nothing. Silence. He took a deep breath, looking all around for another unit. He didn’t see one, so he crawled up to the desk and peered around the corner. There was a wire running from the motion sensor to a huge amount of explosive. Only that one wire. He stood, rushing to it, pulling the wire out of the explosive, then using it to yank down the motion detector. Nothing. He got up and walked around the lobby, picking up the phony trip wire and searching for more explosives, finding nothing. He got on his phone and sent a broadcast text as the gunfire got closer. After a moment he heard the back door fly open, Chance, Dirk, and Cindy rushing in.  
 
    “Plenty of outlets up here, all over the place,” Francis called out. “The bomb is disabled. We ought to save the explosive and use it on our friends.” 
 
    “We will,” Dirk said. “Nice job.” 
 
    “Look, here comes the first of the wounded,” Chance said, rushing to the front doors and opening them wide. Dirk helped him block them open as gurneys and equipment flowed in, the gunfire sounding ever closer. 
 
    “Do the elevators work?” asked Chet, rushing in, pushing a gurney. 
 
    “Good question,” Chance said. He turned and ran towards the dual bank of elevators and pushed the up button. After a couple minutes one of the elevators opened. “Yeah, they work. Let’s see if there’s a big enough room up there. It’s gonna be safer during the battle.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. I’m Chet, by the way. You’re Kitten’s man, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I hope to be worthy of that,” Chance said. 
 
    “From what I can tell so far, you are. She’s quite a woman.” 
 
    They got off the elevator, which opened into an extremely wide hallway with double doors on either side, running the length of the building. They burst into the first one. It was a conference room, with electrical outlets on the floor every four feet or so. 
 
    “This is perfect!” Chet said, typing a quick text on his phone. 
 
    “I’ll go check the rest of the rooms. I’ll bet this is a whole conference center, and all of these rooms will work.” 
 
    “Hope so. I’m gonna go help people get up here with the equipment,” Chet said, running back to the elevators. 
 
    Chance found that the other rooms were the same basic layout, and blocked all the doors open. There was a kitchen in one room, that had several refrigerators, a sink, and a bank of microwave ovens. He heard the elevator doors opening, and the sound of gurneys rolling down the hall. He came out and saw them fanning out, gurneys with patients and carts with equipment. 
 
    Kitten saw him and rushed over. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Wasn’t just me,” he said, his arm going around her waist. “Francis defused the bomb downstairs. I’d better get down there and help with the moving.” 
 
    “We’ve got most of it in front of the building now,” Kitten said. “We decided to go for broke and assume you guys would fix it for us. We were right. She looked up at him, not being able to resist a short kiss.  
 
    Machine gun fire ramped up below, sounding like it was only around the block. 
 
    “Duty calls,” Chance said. “They need all the fighters they can get, and I’ve got one of the M60s. 
 
    “Don’t get killed,” she said. 
 
    “Stay away from the windows as much as you can, and tell others to do the same. I’d even close the blinds so nobody’s visible. We don’t want to advertise.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” Kitten said, giving him one last hug before he rushed down, joining his friends and running back to their weapons. 
 
    “Where are they?” he asked. 
 
    “Somebody said the Jackson and Lamar intersection,” Dirk said. “The second set of trucks hasn’t arrived yet. I’m not sure where they are. I think they got out of range of the drone.” 
 
    “Anything about the other trucks that were staging?” 
 
    “Don send out a text saying they were still just sitting there, and no more enemy fighters have disappeared.” 
 
    “They got back to the old field hospital, where the k-rails were already lined with citizen fighters, bristling with gun barrels. 
 
    “How many folks did we end up with here?” 
 
    “That I don’t know,” Dirk said, Cindy nodding in agreement. “We were with you most of the time, remember?” 
 
    Curtis ran over. “They can’t get past the citizens at Lamar and Jackson.” 
 
    Stanton rushed over. “Where do we expect those other trucks to come from?” 
 
    “We haven’t heard yet,” Chance said. 
 
    White Eagle joined them. “We’re beating that first group. Can’t believe how many recruits rushed in. Where’s the other trucks?” 
 
    “That’s what I just asked,” Stanton said. 
 
    Chance sent a text message to Don.  
 
    “You just texted the base?” White Eagle asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m not getting a response,” Chance said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    Suddenly four semi-trucks barreled down Lamar street, the men in the old field hospital opening fire. 
 
    “Shoot, we’re on,” Chance said, raising his M60 and opening fire, the others joining in, all of them getting buzzed by their phones as the big slugs blasted through the lead casing of the semi-trailers. 
 
    “Look, we got a lot of men on the roof above them. What kind of gun is that up there?” 
 
    The sound of extremely rapid fire filled the air, cutting into the far side of the first truck’s trailers, then blowing apart the Islamists trying to escape out the back. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s a mini gun,” Stanton said, pausing for a moment to watch as another one started up, several feet away from the first on the roof, cutting men practically in half.  
 
    “Hey, look alive!” Francis said. “This ain’t over yet.” 
 
    “He’s right,” White Eagle said. They looked for cover closer to the fighting and dropped to prone position, using the bi-pods on their machine guns. Their M60s wailed away at the enemy fighters who managed to escape the mini gun fire on the other side of the street. Then the area was flooded with citizens, on foot and motorcycles, guns blazing at the bewildered Islamists, some of them giving up and laying flat on the ground. The battle was over quickly, citizens finishing off enemy fighters who survived. 
 
    “Who the hell gave us the mini guns?” White Eagle asked. 
 
    “I heard we got some of those,” Curtis said, “but we didn’t know where they were getting set up. Gallagher probably coordinated it.” 
 
    “Anything from Don?” Francis asked. 
 
    “No, dammit,” Chance said, pulling his phone back out. He saw no reply to the text, so he tried a voice call. It went to voicemail right away. 
 
    “There were small groups of enemy fighters heading for the base last time I talked to Don,” Francis said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what he told me too,” Dirk said. 
 
    “I’ll bet they knocked out the cell towers nearby,” Chance said, fear in his eyes. “We need to get our butts back there right away.” 
 
    “Oh, crap, when the towers are down we can’t see the RFID chips via the long-range application,” Stanton said. “I forgot all about that.” 
 
    “They’ve still got the short-range apps, and the enemy can’t hide from them,” Chance said. “They’re peer to peer, and don’t need cell towers.” 
 
    “True, but that’s only a half mile range,” Dirk said. “C’mon, let’s get the hell out of here. I’m sending the text.” 
 
    “Leave some people here,” Chance said. 
 
    “Yeah, remember that there were more people at the base than we sent here, and more were arriving even as we were leaving,” Cindy said. 
 
    Chance called Kitten. She picked up after several rings. 
 
    “Sorry, Chance, we’re really busy.” 
 
    “We’ve lost contact with the base. We’re gonna make a run back there. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Oh no, you can’t raise them?”  
 
    “Nope, but don’t worry. They’ve got several hundred thousand people there, plus the tanks and a lot of other firepower. They’re okay, but we think the cell towers are down, so they can’t see the enemy with the long-range app.” 
 
    “Be careful,” she said, “and come back soon if you can.” 
 
    “You be careful too. If you get into trouble, call me.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Chance ended the call, trotting to catch up with the others, who were running back to their vehicles. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {25} 
 
    High Tension 
 
   J ason, Curt, Kyle, and Eric were sitting in Jason’s rig, watching the drone video on one laptop and the video camera feed from downtown on another, the feed URL given to them my Chief Ramsey a few minutes before. 
 
    “Dammit, I wish those trucks would’ve stayed on the freeway,” Kyle said. “Now we’re gonna have to fight them.” 
 
    “Look, there’s the first batch,” Jason said. “It’s visible on the local video feeds now.” 
 
    “This is a screw up, in my book,” Curt said. “Those trucks were on the freeway long enough. Where the hell were our choppers?” 
 
    “Worry about that later,” Eric said. “What street is that?” 
 
    “Jackson,” Jason said, looking back and forth between his phone and the video feed on the laptop. 
 
    “Look, citizens on the roofs,” Kyle said, pointing to the video feed. “They’re firing at the trucks!” 
 
    Jason’s phone rang. He accepted it and put it on speaker. “What’s up, Don?” 
 
    “We’ve got ten groups of eight loaded up, and they’re headed this way. Check the drone feed. They’re vans.” 
 
    Jason moved over and peered at the drone video. “See them. Send out a warning text. Anymore large groups disappear?” 
 
    “Not since the batch that’s on the road now, but I saw another eight trucks pulling into the two staging areas. They’re getting ready.” 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed. “This is gonna go on for a while. Hope the downtown forces have enough ammo to keep this up.” 
 
    “Sydney just sent out the warning text about the vans on the way. Why didn’t we get those trucks when they were on the freeway?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jason said. “We need to discuss that with Gallagher after this battle is over, but right now we need to focus.” 
 
    “Are we sending more people downtown?” 
 
    “We just sent sixty thousand, and another thirty are getting ready as we speak. Bikers and a bunch more veterans of the I-40 battle.” 
 
    “Good,” Don said. “Talk with you later.” 
 
    Several gunshots went off. Everyone in Jason’s rig froze. 
 
    “That was too close,” Curt said, rushing to the front of the coach to check out the windshield. 
 
    “Seriously,” Eric said. He ran out the door. 
 
    “Who was that?” Kim asked him, sitting outside the coach with Carrie, Kate, Amanda, and Chelsea. 
 
    “Mommy, I’m scared.”  
 
    “Come sit on mommy’s lap,” Carrie said. 
 
    “We don’t see anything,” Kate said. “Maybe it’s some of the recruits doing target practice.” 
 
    “Hey, the long-range app isn’t working,” Kim said, looking at her phone.  
 
    Eric’s eyebrows raised. “Really? Have you rebooted your phone lately?” 
 
    “I’ll do that now.” 
 
    “Don’t bother, my phone says no service,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Hey, Eric, get in here,” Jason called out. He turned and went back inside. 
 
    “The video feed froze, and none of us have cell service.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Eric said. “The girls just lost service too. What if the enemy knocked out our cell tower?” 
 
    “If they did we’re blind, pencil neck,” Curt said, still watching out the windshield of the coach. “Our internet is coming from LTE, and that’s what runs the long-range apps too.” 
 
    “We’ll see the enemy in the short-range apps still, though, right?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “Yep, that’s peer to peer, but remember the range,” Eric said. “Only a half mile.” 
 
    “We can’t send text messages to the team,” Jason said. “We’re about to get hit. Let’s pass the word right now!” 
 
    They all rushed out of the coach just as Don arrived. “We’re blind as a bat with no cell coverage,” he said, panting from the run over. 
 
    “Spread the word. We’re about to get hit. We need to be ready.” 
 
    Curt jumped onto his off-roader, Amanda eyeing him. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    “To let the tanks know that we’re about to get hit,” he said. “Everybody spread the word, and get your guns. Children into my toy hauler.” 
 
    Amanda nodded and climbed onto the off-roader with him.  
 
    Carrie pushed Chelsea off her lap and took her by the hand. “Come on, honey.” 
 
    “It’s unlocked,” Amanda shouted as the off-roader rolled away. 
 
    “I’m gonna go get the Bronco,” Eric said. 
 
    “Yeah, do that,” Jason said. He went back into his coach and laid on the horn, watching as people ran over to see what was going on.  
 
    Clancy rushed over with a bull horn, climbing into Jason’s rig. “This hasn’t been used since we were at Moe’s park.” 
 
    “Perfect, thanks!” After a couple more minutes of the horn sounding, there were several hundred people gathered around the coach, with more on the way. Jason and Clancy rushed outside, climbing the ladder to the roof of the coach. Jason took the bull horn. 
 
    “As you know, somebody knocked out our cell towers. We know of at least eighty Islamists in small vans who are on the way – eight per vehicle. We also know that trucks were lined up at the enemy staging locations, ready to load. Four dual-trailer semis at both locations, each of which are capable of holding about five hundred fighters. We could potentially have four thousand enemy troops on their way here, so get ready. Spread the word to the entire group!” 
 
    Clancy grabbed the bullhorn. “Maybe some of the bikers could ride to the other locations and spread the word there?” 
 
    “We’ll do it,” yelled one of the bikers, his friends nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Great, thanks!” Clancy said. “Also keep your phones on. We don’t have cell coverage, but the short-range app is peer-to-peer and doesn’t need LTE to work. They can’t fight us unless they expose themselves, and then we’ll see them on the app. Everybody got it?” 
 
    The crowd roared in agreement, now numbering several hundred people. 
 
    Jason took the bullhorn back. “Okay, let’s get moving, everybody!” 
 
    The two men climbed off the roof of the coach. Kelly rolled up in his truck with Brenda. “Want a ride to the road? Junior and Rachel are already there. They followed Curt.” 
 
    “I’m gonna get my Jeep going. We can use the gun on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting my truck for the same reason,” Clancy said. “Unless they’re coming in off-road vehicles, the only way they can get into this facility is 2nd Street.” 
 
    “Yep,” Kelly said. “The back is protected by a creek, so even with off-roaders they’ll have a hard time.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Jason said. “Be careful. See you soon.” He ran towards his Jeep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Curt and Amanda finished chatting with the tank commanders. They got back in their off-roader just as Junior and Rachel showed up in theirs.  
 
    “Gonna go warn the folks dug in up there?” Junior asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Amanda said. “We’ll go north, you guys go south, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Junior said. They got on 2nd Street, going in opposite directions, warning the citizens who were dug in along the road. The word passed quickly. 
 
    “Hey, Curt,” Amanda said. “Look, in the distance, north on 2nd. Is that a van?” 
 
    “Yep,” Curt said, moving out of the road, onto the gas station lot across from the truck parking lot entrance. Gunfire erupted on the street, the citizens firing on the van. 
 
    “I just got buzzed,” Amanda said, pulling out her phone. “Yep, eight cretins.” 
 
    “Ten, counting the two in the front. Maybe eleven.” 
 
    Suddenly a van rushed in from the east on Dixon street, two more hot on its tail. 
 
    “Look out!” Amanda shouted, Curt whirling the M19 grenade launcher around, hitting all three of the vans before they could stop and unload, phones buzzing again. Islamists escaped the ruined vehicles, right into the fire from Amanda’s M60. Then citizens ran up from their spots on the road, blasting the enemy, killing them all before they realized what happened. 
 
    “Two coming from the south,” somebody yelled, rushing back to his position on the road as the Texans rose and filled the front of the incoming van with fire, phones buzzing again as the lead seal was broken. Two more vans followed that first one, but the men alongside the road saw it and stopped both of them, a firefight starting, the citizens overwhelming the enemy fighters in seconds. 
 
    “This can’t be all,” Amanda said, looking around. Then there was the loud blast of a tank cannon, causing Amanda and Curt to snap their heads around. A semi-truck on 2nd Street was off the road in flames, phones all around buzzing as enemy fighters flooded out of the trailers, the tank firing again, hitting the back trailer, throwing it into the air and down onto a small barbeque shack. 
 
    “That sucks,” Curt said. “Lots of good smells coming from that barbeque place yesterday.” 
 
    The cannon on another of the tanks fired, this time off to the east, and the phones went nuts, showing hundreds of hits in an instant as gunfire from the trees around the base erupted. 
 
    “This battle is on!” Curt shouted, wheeling the off-roader around and driving down the street, firing at the running Islamists as citizens continued shooting. 
 
    “Don’t get too deep in there, or we’ll be hit with friendly fire,” Amanda shouted. 
 
    “Good point,” Curt said, turning onto the dirt. Then their phones buzzed again. 
 
    “They’re getting wise,” Amanda said, looking at her screen. “There’s a bunch of enemy fighters getting out of a truck about a quarter mile from here, over in that direction.” She pointed at the neighborhood to the northeast of 2nd Street. Junior and Rachel appeared. 
 
    “Bunch of them over there, man,” Junior said as he went by. Curt nodded and took off after them, several other off-roaders joining in the pursuit. Eric’s Bronco flew into the scene, machine guns blazing as they approached the semis, both of them unloading fighters as fast as they could. 
 
    “There’s way too many folks here for us to take on,” Amanda shouted. 
 
    “More citizens will show, and we’ve got more off-roaders in the area too. Let’s soften them up.” 
 
    They joined the others, making quick runs by the trucks, firing into the bewildered enemy fighters, who were racing to find cover. One of the off-roaders was hit by machine gun fire behind them, practically taking the driver’s head off. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Amanda said. “Faster. They’re fighting back.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Curt said. “Look, they’re taking a mortar out of the back of that trailer. Curt flew towards them, pelting the men with grenade fire, setting off their box of mortar rounds, the explosions spreading to the cab of the second semi, which blew up big. The other off-roaders turned and fired into the panicked mass of men, and then citizens showed up, running down the tree-lined roads and between houses, firing on the run. 
 
    “That short-range app is telling our folks exactly where the enemy is!” Amanda shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet the enemy doesn’t know our capability still works without cell coverage.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to go find the cell towers and leave the fighting to the multitude.” 
 
    “You know, that’s a damn good idea. Our people downtown might be in trouble.” 
 
    “Where do you think it is?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s north of the base on 2nd Street. Lots of that kind of infrastructure along there.” 
 
    “Wait!” Amanda said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know where they are. Go south on 2nd Street.” 
 
    “South? Why?” 
 
    “Because there’s high-tension lines crossing there. We should check west, behind our base. There’s a right-of-way. They put cell antennas on those all the time.” 
 
    “Good point,” Curt said, wheeling the off-roader around and racing back to 2nd Street, firing at a few Islamists as he went. 
 
    “There’s the high-tension lines,” Amanda shouted, pointing ahead. 
 
    “I see them. You think the cell towers would be to the west, huh?” 
 
    “If they aren’t, we’ll check to the east.” 
 
    “Okay, here goes nothing.” Curt turned left off of 2nd Street, racing down the dirt surface below the high-tension lines, Amanda’s eyes peeled at the towers. Somebody shot at them from trees on the left side. 
 
    “See them?” Amanda asked. 
 
    Curt answered with several grenade rounds, which blew up the sniper’s hiding place, killing several, two taking off in a run across the right-of-way. Amanda blasted them with her M-60. 
 
    Curt chuckled. “I know why they were there. Look at the tower just past their position.” 
 
    “Yep, there it is,” she said. “You know how to fix those?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Curt said. “If they broke any of the antenna circuitry, we’re in trouble, but maybe they just broke a connection or something else simple.” 
 
    He spun the off-roader around, pointed down the right-of-way back to 2nd Street, then got out to climb up the high-tension tower. 
 
    “Don’t get fried,” Amanda shouted. 
 
    “Keep your eyes open. Use the grenade launcher if you need to. I’ll be back down in a few minutes.” 
 
    She nodded, watching him start his climb, then turning away, scanning the area in all directions, ready to fire at whoever showed up. 
 
    A shot rang out, hitting the tower with a clang. 
 
    “Shit!” Curt said. “Just missed my ass.” 
 
    Amanda opened fire with her M60, hitting the two enemy fighters that were rushing towards them. “They know what you’re trying to do. They’ll try to stop you. Maybe you’d better come down.” 
 
    “No way, just keep an eye out,” he said, still climbing, almost even with the cell antenna. 
 
    “Hurry,” she shouted. “If it’s not fixable, get down fast.” She opened fire again, hitting several more enemy fighters who were rushing towards them. 
 
    “This is gonna be easy,” Curt said, finding a power wire that had been severed. He pulled out his pocket knife, cutting off insulation on both sides and carefully twisting the wires together. 
 
    “Don’t get electrocuted,” Amanda shouted. 
 
    “This is DC,” he said. “Don’t worry about me. Watch for the enemy.” 
 
    “I am.” Her phone dinged with several text messages. “It worked, honey!” 
 
    “Yeah, it did,” he said, shimmying down the tower as fast as he could, Amanda firing again at more enemy fighters trying to get to them. 
 
    “Text Jason,” he said as he got back into the off-roader, just in time to fire a salvo of grenades at a group of Islamists who were on their way. “They’d like to disable this again. Maybe we’d better stick around and guard it.” 
 
    Amanda laughed. “That’s what Jason just said. He’s texting a bunch of recruits to fill this area, though, so we won’t be holding it for long.” 
 
    Several shots hit the high-tension tower again, from the dense trees, Curt firing more grenades in that direction. “I can’t see them.” 
 
    Citizens flooded the area, Curt pointing into the trees. They followed his direction, rushing inside, gunfire ramping up quickly, over after less than a minute. 
 
    “Should we hang around here?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “I’ll keep watch, you look at the long-range app. See what we’re up against.” 
 
    She nodded, raising the phone to her face. “No increase in numbers over what we expected from those semi-trucks. Some of the other semis did show up at the other location.” 
 
    “Are they moving?” 
 
    “I’m refreshing. Hard to tell. Very few of them appear to be moving.” 
 
    “How about downtown?” 
 
    “Just a second,” she said. “Let me do the refresh a few more times here. I think the battle is mostly over, because the gunfire is down to single shots, but let’s be sure, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, makes sense,” Curt said. “Wonder if we got the drone video feeds back?” 
 
    “I can’t access those on my phone.” 
 
    Curt typed a quick text to Don, struggling to keep his eyes on the surroundings more than on the phone. 
 
    “I think the enemy fighters at the western side of our base are dead, or at least hiding,” Amanda said. “They’re mostly dead over here, too.” 
 
    Curt’s phone dinged. He laughed. 
 
    “What?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Since that history program runs on a remote server and the cell towers around the enemy staging areas were still working, he can see everything that happened when we were down. They didn’t send any more fighters out. The batch that hit us was the last.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Amanda said. “What now?” 
 
    “When we’re sure the battle is over, I’ll need to climb back up that tower.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to wrap the connection with electrical tape. Look at the clouds up there. It’s liable to rain, and we’ll lose this antenna if the connection gets wet.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Good. I think this battle is over. You have some of this tape?” 
 
    “Yeah, in the toy hauler. Let’s go.” 
 
    Curt fired up the engine and rolled forward, stopping to tell the citizens what he was doing, asking them to stick around and guard the area just in case. Then he headed back to their rig. 
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    Back on Patrol 
 
   J uan Carlos woke up next to Madison in their hotel room. She was still sleeping, her back to him, blonde hair spilled over the pillow, the rise of her hips showing under the sheet. He moved closer, spooning into her. She stirred, moaning as she pushed against him harder. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “I slept well,” she said, turning her face around to see him. “It’s okay. Maybe we can play a little more.” 
 
    “I think you could twist my arm,” he said, his hands roaming on her now, his lips on the nape of her neck. She tilted her head to give him better access, trembling with excitement. Their passion rose to a fever pitch. 
 
    Afterwards they lay next to each other, Juan Carlos on his side facing her, his hand caressing her blonde mane. 
 
    “Happy?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’d be happier if this damn war was over.” 
 
    “Wonder if they released Lita last night?” 
 
    “Good question,” Madison said, sitting up. “My phone is on the dresser. I’ll get it.” Juan Carlos watched as she walked away, her naked curvy back getting him back into the mood. She heard him suck in a breath and turned around, showing her front to him.  
 
    “Oh, you’re liking this, huh?” 
 
    “You’re so hot. Can you go some more?” 
 
    “If there’s nothing bad on my phone,” she said, picking it up and pulling the charging cord off. She looked at the screen, finger scrolling. “They’re here, in room 206. Lita got released late last night, and the hospital gave them a ride.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Now get your skinny butt back here.” 
 
    “It’s not that skinny,” she said, walking back over, making her hips sway a little more than normal. 
 
    “You’re doing that on purpose,” he said as she climbed back into bed. They settled against each other, playful as they made love again, less urgent than the first time. They were startled by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Juan Carlos said. He reluctantly got out of bed and headed to the door, looking out the peep hole. “Room service?” 
 
    “We didn’t order room service,” Madison said, grabbing her phone. She sent a quick text to the others asking about it. “Don’t open the door until I get a response.” 
 
    Juan Carlos nodded, reaching over to the closet, picking up his pistol. Madison’s phone dinged with a text. 
 
    “It’s okay, Richardson ordered breakfast for all of us.” 
 
    “Good, I’m hungry,” he said, throwing on a robe and opening the door. Madison got under the covers. 
 
    After the food was delivered, Juan Carlos tipped the man and shut the door after him, putting on the security lock. 
 
    “This isn’t all good news,” Madison said, sitting up in bed now as Juan Carlos brought the tray of food over. “They’ve already got a patrol boat down there. Richardson says you guys have to man it. The boats with the RFID hits on them have been slowly moving in this direction.” 
 
    “They in the gulf yet?” 
 
    “The message doesn’t say. He wants to meet you and Brendan in an hour and a half, down in the lobby.” 
 
    “What about you girls?” 
 
    “He asked if Hannah and I could stay here and keep an eye on Lita. I don’t really like that, but I’ll go along.” 
 
    “Thanks, honey. There’s not enough room for all of us on one patrol boat anyway. They’re best for three people. You know that.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m gonna worry about you the whole time.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” he said. “Let’s finish this breakfast.” 
 
    They dug in, then Juan Carlos got dressed and left the room, Madison promising to go to Lita’s room after a shower. 
 
    Brendan and Richardson were already in the lobby. 
 
    “Hey, dude, am I late?” 
 
    “No,” Richardson said. “We just got here a minute ago. Madison didn’t give you too much trouble, I hope.” 
 
    “Nah, she was fine. Where’s the boat?” 
 
    “At the dock that the barge was.” 
 
    “They must have cleaned it up, then,” Juan Carlos said. “It was a mess when we left.” 
 
    “We are good at leaving destruction in our wake, aren’t we,” Brendan quipped, looking almost proud. Richardson and Juan Carlos cracked up as they left the building, going to the rental car. 
 
    “Glad you only got one,” Richardson said. 
 
    “I don’t know, I kinda wish there was one here for the girls, just in case they need to high-tail it,” Brendan said. 
 
    Richardson shot him a knowing smile. “Nothing’s going to happen to them.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what we thought all the times that something did,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    They got into the small van, Richardson at the wheel. It only took about five minutes to drive through Texas City, which seemed eerie with it’s empty streets and sidewalks. 
 
    “Creepy as hell,” Brendan said, looking around as they got onto the dock driveway. 
 
    “There’s Lee, at his post just like I expected,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    They parked and walked over to him. Brendan noticed that the bus was on the lot. “Greely brought it back to you. Good.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was back here a couple hours after you left. Said he’d be back in a few days, when they deliver the new barge. How’s Lita?” 
 
    “She got out of the hospital,” Richardson said. “It wasn’t anything serious, thank God.” 
 
    Lee smiled. “Well, I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “I’m surprised we can use this dock after that explosion,” Brendan said. 
 
    Lee shrugged. “These docs are many feet of concrete. The explosion barely left a mark. Your patrol boat is ready to go. I’ve had my eye on it the whole time. You can see it from here.” He pointed. 
 
    “You didn’t have to watch it the whole time,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? They planted bombs on the last boat, remember? Nobody’s driven in here, but I wanted to make sure nobody floated in from the gulf either.” 
 
    “Well thanks, man,” Brendan said. 
 
    “No problem. It’s only been here for an hour and a half.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they didn’t wait with it,” Juan Carlos said. “Maybe we ought to give it the once over before we take off.” 
 
    “I was planning on that,” Richardson said. “Wallis knows this outfit, though, and he says the whole operation has been kept on the QT. No electronic communications about it at all.” 
 
    Juan Carlos shook his head. “We don’t know how that idiot with the Geiger counter knew to come here, do we?” 
 
    Richardson shook his head no. “That goes for the incidents in New Orleans and Corpus Christi, too. That’s why I’m gonna check it out.” 
 
    “Want me to get under the boat and take a look?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Not unless something looks suspicious. I want to check out the ignition system, and look for anything that shouldn’t be there. That’s all. Hard to hide anything on these patrol boats.” 
 
    “Is this an inboard?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Nope, it’s an outboard model,” Richardson said. 
 
    Brendan smiled. “Good, that’ll make it easier to check out. Let’s go.” 
 
    “See you, Lee. Thanks for everything.” Richardson shook his hand, and the three men walked down to the dock, looking around nervously. 
 
    “There’s still a fair amount of debris,” Juan Carlos said. “Look, over by the breakwater. Pieces of barge.” 
 
    “Yeah, what a mess,” Brendan said. They got to the boat and began looking her over. 
 
    “This thing is different,” Juan Carlos said. “Look at the side guns. What the hell are those?” 
 
    Richardson grinned. “Well I’ll be damned. Wallis pulled it off. He said he was gonna try.” 
 
    “Huh?” Brendan asked. “Mini guns?” 
 
    “Those are micro guns,” Richardson said. “The resistance in California has been using them.” 
 
    “They’re so small,” Juan Carlos said, eyeing them as he climbed into the boat. “Sixteen-inch barrels? And the grenade launcher still fits below it?” 
 
    “They fire .223,” Brendan said, looking at the ammo belts. “Are these a good idea for this application? Won’t they have a hard time breaking through hulls of enemy boats?” 
 
    “The volume of fire will take care of that,” Richardson said. “Plus we still have the grenade launchers, and the pilot gun is still the old type. We’ve got plenty of firepower for just about any situation.” 
 
    “Well, I hope we won’t get a chance to use them today,” Juan Carlos said. He pulled out his phone as Richardson and Brendan looked through all the nooks and crannies in the boat. 
 
    “Looks clean,” Richardson said. “Where’s the enemy?” 
 
    Juan Carlos looked up from his phone. “They’re a long way off, especially given the types of boats they are. At least a couple days out. They’re still south of Jamaica.” 
 
    Richardson’s brow furrowed. “Shit, last night they were down by Aruba. They’ve made some progress, and they are coming this way.” 
 
    “Should we notify Wallis?” 
 
    “He’s watching it himself, and he has a whole team on it as well,” Richardson said. 
 
    “Why are we patrolling, since they’re so far away?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Richardson shrugged. “We can’t assume that each and every boat have Islamist crews. Some of them might not have RFID. We’ve got a lot of aircraft patrols going on, but they still need a goalkeeper at each of the entrances to major population centers.” 
 
    “I think it makes sense,” Juan Carlos said, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “Are there still limits on pleasure boats along the gulf coast?” 
 
    “Yep,” Richardson said. “Same as before. They need to have a pass if they’re out there.” 
 
    Brendan looked up from his phone. “So we’ll have to board anybody we see in the harbor?” 
 
    “Yep, but I’ll be surprised if we see anybody.” 
 
    “How about outside, dude? We going out there?” 
 
    Richardson glanced at him. “Yes, but not for extended periods. We’ll mostly be hanging around the entrance, ready to stop anyone who tries to make a run into the channel and the bays. We’re here to protect the cities. The whole Houston area.” 
 
    “Okay, shall we?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    Richardson nodded yes, and Juan Carlos started the outboards. Brendan had the boat untied already, and they motored out, heading for the exit of the harbor, then into the bay, towards the large opening between Galveston and Bolivar Peninsula. 
 
    “Damn, this brings back bad memories,” Brendan said. “I thought we’d lost you and the girls.” 
 
    Richardson looked at him. “We’d have been in trouble if not for the trap door.” 
 
    “Hell, you’d have been in trouble if any of the depleted uranium rounds would have hit the bridge, dude.” 
 
    “You think that’s really what they used on us?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Richardson thought for a moment. “Hard to say. Something punched big holes in that armor. It was beyond a .50 cal.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” Brendan said. 
 
    Juan Carlos chuckled. “Because the EU Navy is getting it’s ass whipped right now?” 
 
    Richardson shook his head. “We don’t know what’s going on in the Atlantic.” 
 
    “My point is they won’t be back down here with that kind of hardware, unless they defeat the US Navy. Which one of you think that’s going to happen?” 
 
    Richardson nodded in agreement. “I agree with that, I guess, but who knows what this enemy will hit us with. For all we know they have subs in the area.” 
 
    “The US Navy Destroyers would’ve detected them,” Brendan said. 
 
    Richardson chuckled. “While they were here, they would’ve.” 
 
     “There’s the mouth,” Juan Carlos said. “You want me to go out a little ways now?” 
 
    “Sure, why not. Visibility is decent, and the water is still pretty smooth, but don’t get out of sight of the opening. We need to watch the conditions. There’s an advisory for later in the day.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Juan Carlos replied. He gave the boat a little more gas and drove out into the open gulf. 
 
    “How much longer do you think these guys can keep fighting?” Brendan asked. 
 
    Richardson laughed. “I asked Wallis the same thing when I talked to him this morning.” 
 
    “What’d he say?” 
 
    “He said a long time, but the battle will get easier as they lose strength. They aren’t replacing their fighters as easily now.” 
 
    “The apps,” Brendan said. “Hey, what’s that? See it? Caught a small reflection.” 
 
    Richardson reached into the storage compartment against the side of the boat and grabbed the binoculars, putting them to his eyes. “Looks like a floating beer can.” 
 
    “Why would that be out there so far, dude?” 
 
    Brendan snickered. “Hell, man, things drift a long way out here. Might have come from southeast Florida.” 
 
    Richardson typed a note on his phone. 
 
    “What’re you doing, boss?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “Just want to note that we saw it, and what time we saw it,” Richardson said. “No big deal.” 
 
    Juan Carlos rolled his eyes. 
 
    “No, man, he’s right to do that,” Brendan said. 
 
    “You’re the one who said it came from Florida.” 
 
    “I was kinda joking,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Juan Carlos quipped. “Don’t pussy out on us.” 
 
    “There’s something else floating out there, see it?” Richardson asked, his eyes still glued to the binoculars. 
 
    “Can’t see it with my naked eyes,” Brendan said. “Can I take a look?” 
 
    Richardson handed him the binoculars. 
 
    “That looks like part of a boat. Maybe it’s from our barge. That sucker blew up big.” 
 
    “Might be where the beer can came from, dude.” 
 
    “You drink any beer in that thing?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “No,” Juan Carlos said.  
 
    Brendan nodded. “There wasn’t any in the fridge. I looked.” 
 
    “We’re getting out too far,” Richardson said. “Let’s go back in and hang out by the mouth.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” Juan Carlos said, turning the wheel and giving the craft some gas. It jumped up on a plane and raced back to the bay. 
 
    They got back inside after a few minutes, and Juan Carlos killed the engines, letting them drift. 
 
    “Sure you want to do that?” Brendan asked. 
 
    “Why burn a bunch of gas, dude?” 
 
    Brendan noticed some men walking on Bolivar Peninsula. They stopped, and one of them raised binoculars to his eyes, scanning the port at Texas City. “Hey, what are those guys doing?” 
 
    Richardson looked where he was pointing, then grabbed the binoculars. “Nobody’s supposed to be out there right now.” 
 
    “Why?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    Brendan laughed. “Come on, man, there was just a battle there, remember? They’ve probably picked up all the body parts, but there’s a bunch of busted artillery there, and who knows what else.” 
 
    “I’m gonna check with Wallis,” Richardson said. “Maybe they’re on the cleanup detail, but it bothers me that they were looking over the port like that. They didn’t look like National Guard guys to me either.” He pulled his phone out and made a text. 
 
    “Probably is National Guard,” Brendan said. “That guy in the back has an M4, see it? He’s trying to hide it.” 
 
    Juan Carlos squinted, trying to focus. “Maybe they’re enemy fighters that survived the battle.” 
 
    “Then they’d have AK-47s,” Brendan said. 
 
    Richardson looked up from his phone. “Unless the M4 was from one of our artillery guys who bought it there. Wallis said to get close and make verbal contact.” 
 
    “We’re gonna roust these guys, huh?” Juan Carlos said, starting the engines. “I’m game.” He drove towards the beach. The men froze when they saw the boat. Richardson picked up the mic for the loudspeaker system. 
 
    “What is your business here? What agency are you with?” 
 
    The men looked at each other, then back at the patrol boat, which was about fifty yards from the beach now. 
 
    “Look out, dude, that guy is on the verge of aiming his weapon at us.” 
 
    “Not advisable,” Brendan said under his breath, hands on his gun. 
 
    “Please respond. Who are you and what are you doing there?” 
 
    The questions were answered with fire from the M4, as the men tried to run up the beach. 
 
    “Nail them,” Richardson shouted, turning the micro gun towards them and pulling the trigger, Brendan doing the same, all the men dropping as sand flew from the bullet impacts. 
 
    “Shit,” Brendan said. 
 
    Richardson typed a text again. 
 
    “You want us to beach it and go check things out?” Juan Carlos asked. 
 
    “No, Wallis said not to do that. He’s got a team on the way to secure that area. Let’s get back into goal-keeping mode. Stay sharp. Where there’s four, there might be more.” 
 
    Juan Carlos snickered. “Poetic.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {27} 
 
    Dallas Recap 
 
   I t was mid-morning. Maria heard the console beeping, and got up from the couch, accepting the call. Hendrix, Nelson, and Ramsey got there a few seconds later. Wallis and Gallagher’s faces filled the small screen, the detailed app running on the big screen. 
 
    “You’re all smiles,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “It’s been a good couple days, although it’s been a little scary at times,” Wallis said. 
 
    “Got a good post-mortem for me?” Nelson asked, sitting in a chair and rolling closer to the small monitor. 
 
    “You probably know most of it,” Wallis said. “The enemy sent a huge number of fighters at us in two locations and lost big.” 
 
    “This isn’t all good news,” Gallagher said. “I’m glad we have the victories, but now they’re back to concentrating on spreading themselves around the east part of Dallas, as we saw before. It’s going to be difficult and expensive to root them out of there, and the population is suffering. We can’t hang back much longer.” 
 
    “We knew the enemy would get wise,” Ramsey said. “We discussed it, remember? We got what we wanted from the exchanges. We killed a lot of their people.” 
 
    “How are we doing on the control of lead suppliers?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “As far as Texas goes, it’s completely shut down,” Wallis said. “We can’t do too much about suppliers outside of our borders.” 
 
    “We need to move from defense to offense in Dallas,” Gallagher said. “and that needs to happen quickly. The longer we stall on that, the more entrenched they’ll become. Every day we wait means more dead Texans.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Hendrix said, “but concentrating on their attempts to hit us paid off in a big way that we haven’t talked about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “We’ve depleted their supply of shielded vehicles while halting future procurements,” Hendrix said. “That means it’ll be very difficult for them to move forces out of Dallas. They’re trapped.” 
 
    Wallis chuckled. “He’s right, you know. Our strategy of the last couple days probably shortened the war.” 
 
    Gallagher was silent, thinking about it. “I agree, but we could’ve hit the whole area with air strikes and blown up their shielded vehicles that way.” 
 
    Hendrix shook his head. “That would’ve resulted in too much collateral damage, and we still don’t know where they were hiding those trucks. We didn’t ID them until they got them to the staging area and started loading them up. That being said, I agree that it’s time to root these folks out of their hiding places, and it’s going to be costly.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you guys to plan the details on that,” Nelson said to Wallis and Gallagher. “And you’re going to help, Chief.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded in agreement. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Good, but lets talk about the other areas for a few minutes,” Nelson said. “What’s going on in the gulf?” 
 
    “We got the patrol boat to Richardson’s team,” Wallis said, “and they just left for their first patrol a few minutes before this call started.” 
 
    “What’s their objective?” Ramsey asked. “Just patrol the area?” 
 
    “For now, I want them guarding the entrance to the Houston area,” Wallis said. “There are enemy boats with RFID slowly heading into the gulf, but they’re a few days away yet.” 
 
    Nelson looked at the screen. “We’ll take them out with air power when they get close, right?” 
 
    “We’ll try,” Wallis said. “I’m worried about boats that might not have RFID. Not all of the attack boats did. Some were manned by UN Peacekeepers.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that now?” Nelson asked. 
 
    Wallis nodded yes. “We’ve made some positive IDs. We need to beef up our capabilities down there, and fast. We’ve got ten more patrol boats leaving the assembly line today, and two barges will be ready tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good, keep on that,” Nelson said. “Any word on the US Navy?” 
 
    “They’re just about ready to attack in Norfolk, but they’re not giving any details,” Wallis said. “Need to know basis only, and Texans don’t need to know at this point.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nelson said. “Any chance they won’t win?” 
 
    Wallis snickered. “I think after the first battle starts, the problem will be catching the EU ships which try to flee.” 
 
    Wallis’s phone rang. He pulled it out and looked at it. “Sorry, I need to take this. Excuse me.” He walked out of the picture. 
 
    “Uh oh, hope that wasn’t something bad,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Maria said, scanning the big monitor for new RFID activity. “Nothing going on that I can see.” 
 
    Wallis came back. “Anything else? I need to go take care of something.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nelson asked. 
 
    “Richardson’s team just engaged some men on foot, on the beach at Bolivar Peninsula. They were looking at the port, and fired on Richardson when he asked for identification.” 
 
    “Nobody got hurt?” 
 
    “None of our team, but the enemy fighters are all dead. I’ve got to dispatch some commandos to Bolivar Peninsula right away.” 
 
    “Okay, let me know if we have something to worry about,” Nelson said. 
 
    Wallis left the screen. 
 
    “Enemy fighters that close are always something to worry about,” Hendrix said. 
 
    “Could be survivors from the battle,” Gallagher said. “The fact that they didn’t have RFID is the part that worries me the most, though.” 
 
    Nelson’s phone rang. He looked at it. “And now I’ve got to go. Talk to you guys later.” 
 
    “Something we should worry about?” Hendrix asked. 
 
    “Procurement deal,” Nelson said. “I’m trying to buy more drones.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess that’s it, then,” Gallagher said. “I’ll talk to you later. Ramsey, we need to get on a separate call with the Fort Stockton team, to get the assault on the enemy’s Dallas locations started. I’ll call you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Maria ended the call, then turned towards Hendrix. “Not sure if that meeting was good or bad.” 
 
    “Mostly good, I think,” Hendrix said. “Tough times ahead, though.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {28} 
 
    Alone at Last 
 
   K itten sat down, the lack of sleep getting to her. The new hospital location was much better than the parking lot, which was a big help. They’d had some problems with tripped breakers, but they learned how to distribute the equipment fairly quickly. The blinds were drawn most of the time, but there hadn’t been any sniper fire, and there was still a multitude of citizen fighters nearby. 
 
    “Kitten, you need to get some rest,” Dr. Patel said, walking over to her. “We’ve got plenty of staff now.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Pretty soon. I promise.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “If I try to sleep, I’m going to think about Chance and the others back at his base. At least it’s not on my mind every second when I’m busy.” 
 
    Dr. Patel smirked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He’s down in the lobby. You didn’t hear?” 
 
    Her eyebrows went up, and she fished the phone out of her pocket. “Dead battery. Geez.” 
 
    “Go see him,” Dr. Patel said. “He’s probably beat too. There’s a bunch of cots on the higher floors. Go to the ninth floor. They just took some up there, and I think it’s pretty empty right now.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m gonna do?” she asked, her face turning red. 
 
    “What ever the two of you need,” she said. “This is war. We’re on duty most of the time, but when we’re not, a little comfort is a good thing.” 
 
    She smiled. “That sounds a little naughty.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Dr. Patel said. “I’ll see you later. Don’t come back here for at least five hours. Got me?” 
 
    “What if we get more wounded?” 
 
    “We have enough people now. Go.” 
 
    Kitten turned and left the room, heading for the kitchen area, where her backpack and guns were. She picked them up and took the elevator down to the lobby. It was buzzing with people coming and going. 
 
    “Where is he?” she whispered to herself as she walked around. 
 
    “Hey, Kitten!” shouted somebody. It wasn’t Chance. She whirled around to see Doug hobbling over to her. 
 
    “You’re on your feet again!” she said, rushing over and hugging him. “When did they release you?” 
 
    “Earlier this morning,” he said. “Your dad will be out in about forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “I talked to him late last night,” she said. “He was feeling a lot better. I ran my phone out of battery, though. He’s probably left me a message by now.” 
 
    “Probably,” Doug said. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I wanted to help out, and they’ve moved the command post to this building. Most of them are in the room behind us. We’re working with your old friends from the Fort Stockton team.” 
 
    “I was looking for Chance,” Kitten said. 
 
    “Oh, the one you’re sweet on is here, huh?” He grinned. “Good. He’s probably through that door over there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Did my dad tell you what he’s doing when they release him?” 
 
    “He’s coming here to re-join.” 
 
    “He’s not going to fight again, is he?” Kitten asked. 
 
    Doug chuckled. “There’s things other than fighting that us old dudes can do, trust me. We’re setting up a command post on the third floor. Banks of computers are going in. We’re gonna have a bunch of people monitoring that high-res app, tied in with the video monitors that are being placed all over the city. It should be a good way to pin-point attacks. That’s what I’ll be helping with, and I suspect Alex will be involved too.” 
 
    “Well, that would be right up his alley,” Kitten said. “I’m gonna go find Chance. See you later.” She walked to the reception desk, going around the back. There was a door on the wall behind it, with two National Guard members standing on either side. 
 
    “Can I help you?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Hi, I’m one of the nurses from the field hospital,” Kitten said. “My friends from the Fort Stockton group are in there. I’d like to talk to them.” 
 
    “Who are you looking for, specifically?” 
 
    “Chance, Dirk, Cindy, or Francis. I’ve been told they’re helping out here.” 
 
    The officer grinned. “Dirk’s in there for sure. Not sure about the others. They might be up on the third floor, but go ahead and check.” They let her pass. 
 
    The room was a whirlwind of activity, people in uniform and street clothes rushing around, desks lined up on the walls and in the middle. She spotted Cindy near the rear and walked to her. 
 
    “Kitten!” Cindy said, getting up from the desk she was sitting at. 
 
    “Hi, Cindy. What are you doing?”  
 
    “Coordination of resources,” she said. “This building has become a pretty important place in the last few hours.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hope the enemy doesn’t attack it.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to get here now,” Cindy said. “We’ve got the west downtown area completely locked down and monitored, all the way to I-45 to the east and I-30 to the south.” 
 
    “Good,” Kitten said. “Where’s Chance?” 
 
    She grinned. “He’s on the third floor, working with Francis on the intelligence center. Go talk him into knocking off for a while. He hasn’t rested for almost 24 hours.” 
 
    “How about Francis and Dirk?” 
 
    “They slept on the way back here from base,” she said. 
 
    “What happened there?” 
 
    Cindy chuckled. “The enemy shut down the cell tower by the base, which made them blind. Then they attacked with six thousand fighters in those damn shielded trucks. They didn’t know that we’d been watching, and they probably didn’t know that the short-range app works without LTE. We creamed them. Lost very few people.” 
 
    “That’s great!” Kitten said. 
 
    “How’s your dad?” 
 
    “Getting out of the hospital in a couple days,” she said. “How did you know about him?” 
 
    “We chatted with your friend Dr. Patel a little while ago. She said very good things about you.” 
 
    “She’s too nice to me,” Kitten said. 
 
    Cindy rolled her eyes. “Modesty. No time for that now. Go get Chance. Make him rest. You know how. That man worships you.” 
 
    Kitten could feel her face turning red. She nodded in agreement and turned to leave. “See you soon, Cindy.” 
 
    “Take some time. The war will still be here when you wake up.” 
 
    Kitten nodded as she headed back to the lobby, catching the elevator. The third floor was as busy as the first floor was, people scurrying around with bundles of wire and computer equipment. 
 
    “Hey, Chance, look who’s here,” Francis called out, shooting Kitten a grin. “Now get your ass out of here and get some rest.” 
 
    Chance poked his head around the corner, making eye contact with Kitten. She smiled, rushing over to him. 
 
    “When were you going to come see me?” Kitten asked, touching his arm. He drew her into an embrace. 
 
    “I tried to call you a few times. Just went to voicemail, so I assumed you were busy with patients.” 
 
    She laughed and pulled out her phone, showing it to him. “The battery is deader than a doornail. Everybody’s telling me we both need some rest. There’s stuff set up on the ninth floor. Will you go with me?” 
 
    Chance nodded, then looked at the person he was working with. “I’m gonna take off for a while, okay?” 
 
    “It’s about time,” the man said. “See you later.” 
 
    “C’mon,” Kitten said, her heart beating faster as he took her hand. They got into the elevator, and couldn’t maintain anymore, kissing passionately until the door opened on the ninth floor. They left the elevator, looking up and down the hall. 
 
    “What’s supposed to be up here?” 
 
    “Places for the staff to sleep,” she said. “Guess we just start trying doors.” 
 
    Chance nodded, and tried the first one. It was locked. They walked down the hall and tried the next. It was open, but most of the folding beds and air mattresses were taken. 
 
    “Let’s find another one,” Kitten said. “Maybe further down the hall.” 
 
    They went to the end, and checked the door. It was a smaller room, half full of cubicles, with only a handful of air-mattresses on the floor, spread around wherever there was a little open floorspace. 
 
    “This look better?” Chance asked. 
 
    Kitten nodded yes and they went in, closing the door behind them. They went to the far corner, where there was a mattress behind two cubicles, next to the outside wall. “This will do,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll grab the one closest.” 
 
    “No, you’ll join me on this one,” she said. “If you don’t mind, that is.” 
 
    “I’d love that, but are you sure?” 
 
    “It was my idea, wasn’t it?” she asked softly. “C’mon. Let’s pull those chairs over here and hang our clothes on them. It’ll give us a little more privacy. Oh, and maybe I should plug in my phone.” 
 
    “There’s a good idea for both of us,” he said, fumbling to get his phone and charger out of his cargo pants. His heart was beating hard, but the warmth of being with her was calming him down. He moved the chairs over, then stood looking at her. 
 
    “Here,” she said, taking his flannel off him and hanging it. “Don’t be shy. You know we’re both ready for this.” She pulled his t-shirt over his head, setting it on the chair and pausing to caress his chest.  
 
    He sucked in air, then kissed her again, her arms roaming around his naked back. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “Are you gonna make me do all the work?” she asked, smiling at him. 
 
    He started undoing the buttons on the back of her white frock as she watched his eyes, moving her arms so he could pull it off, revealing her white bra. They helped each other out of their pants and stood looking at each other in their underwear for a moment. “This far enough?” 
 
    She shook her head no, reaching behind her back to undo her bra, taking it off, her full breasts coming into view, wobbling as she reached down to pull off her panties. Then she pulled down his briefs, looking at him with a mixture of lust and apprehension, then taking his hand. “You’re going to have to warm me up. It’s a little cold in here.” 
 
    Chance was frozen in time, looking at her luscious curves, all pink and white, following her down to the air mattress, Kitten pulling the blanket over them and snuggling close, their naked bodies touching for the first time. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, kissing him as their hands roamed on each other, both dizzy with passion. She pulled him over herself, spreading her legs. “We’re both ready. Do it.” 
 
    Chance sunk into her, beside himself now, then one with her as she arched back at him, a quiet whimper coming from her lips, eyes focused on his face. They moved slowly until they couldn’t stand it anymore, and then they were rolling the waves together, faster and harder, Kitten’s eyes rolling back as she thrashed beneath him, both reaching their peak and then settling down slowly. Chance rolled to her side, watching her eyes as they caught their breath. 
 
    “Wow,” he whispered. 
 
    She smiled at him. “That was better than I imagined.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They cradled each other, rocking slightly, drifting off to sleep. 
 
    They were awakened several hours later by the ding of a text message. Chance sat up quickly, startled, what happened between them rushing back into his brain. She looked up at him, smiling, touching his chest. “Yours or mine?” 
 
    He picked up his phone, seeing there was no message, then picked up hers and handed it to her. “Yours.” 
 
    She looked at it, then smiled. “My dad. He’s getting out early. He’ll be here in about three hours.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Chance said. 
 
    “Plug this in again, okay?” 
 
    He nodded and did that, then laid back down. She came over him, laying halfway on top. His hands went to her sides and back, the lust returning to them quickly. 
 
    “You don’t need more sleep?” he asked. 
 
    “I do, but more of this will help,” she said, moving all the way on top. “Tell me if I’m too heavy.” She kissed him, then stopped for a moment. “Sorry about my breath.” 
 
    “Same here,” he said. “I don’t care. It’s you.” 
 
    She kissed him again, deeper this time, getting back into position, mounting him and moving slowly. The couple locked eyes and stayed that way, moving more urgently, until Kitten went out of control. They fell asleep in each other’s arms, not waking up again until Dr. Patel called. 
 
    “That’s yours,” Chance said, reaching for her phone. He handed it to her. “You need to get back to work?” 
 
    She read the message. “My dad got here. He found Dr. Patel.” 
 
    “We should get up, then,” Chance said. 
 
    “It’s time anyway.” 
 
    They got dressed. 
 
    “Do you get to stay here for a while?” Kitten asked as they headed for the door. 
 
    He chuckled. “I think I’ve been hired by the intelligence team. Francis and me both. Maybe Dirk and Cindy too. How about you?” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” she said, looking him in the eye. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms. “I want to be with you, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll have you,” she said. “Let’s go see my dad.” 
 
    “He’s going to figure this out,” Chance said, sheepish grin on his face. 
 
    She laughed. “Are you kidding? He pushed me to call you over and over.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “He knew I wanted you.” 
 
    “Dirk and Francis were pushing me too,” Chance said.  
 
    “I figured, based on how Cindy talked to me earlier.” 
 
    They got into the elevator and rode it to the second floor. Alex was waiting in her ward, standing next to Dr. Patel. Kitten hugged him tight, sobbing after a moment, then looking at him as he wiped her tears away. Alex extended a hand to Chance, who took it. 
 
    “I’m so glad you two are together,” he said. 
 
    “So am I,” Chance said. 
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    The 2nd Street Corridor 
 
   J ason sat at the dinette in his rig, just off the phone. Carrie came in the door with Chelsea. 
 
    “You don’t look happy,” she said, sitting down next to him. “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    “Ramsey and Gallagher. We’re starting the hard part of the operation soon.” 
 
    “Oh. I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “Has to be done,” Jason said. “We’ve got a good plan, though. We’ve got a team of people on the long-range detailed app, and they’re tied into all the video cameras we’ve got set up.” 
 
    “They set up cameras even in the enemy areas?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Yep, we had several teams working that last night, under the cover of darkness. We still could use better coverage, but it’s good enough to start, and once we’ve taken over the first few streets, things will get easier.” 
 
    “Do you have to hold a meeting about this?” 
 
    “No, the principals were all on the call, so they know how this is gonna work. We need a bunch of blue-tooth headsets, though. Each principal will have direct, constant contact with members of the intelligence team, who will guide them from building to building. The intelligence folks will be monitoring the position of their principal using cell phone tracking.” 
 
    “Cell phone tracking?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Remember Find My Friends on your iPhone? They’ve duplicated that capability on their PCs.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “That’s a great idea.” 
 
    “It’ll help us. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “Who are the principals?” 
 
    “Our core team and some others,” Jason said. “Me, Kyle, Kate, Eric, Kim, Curt, Amanda, Stanton, White Eagle, Clancy, Kelly, Brenda, Junior, and Rachel.” 
 
    “Wait, are they each leading separate teams? You’re going to break up couples?” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “No, principals aren’t the same as team leads. Kyle, Kate, Eric, Kim, Curt, Amanda, and I are on one team with several thousand others. We’ll coordinate the attacks. We’re the eyes and ears.” 
 
    “So the rest are on another team?” 
 
    “Yeah, basically we have two main teams, and we’re working together as well. We’ll watch each other’s backs.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Jason got up and opened it. It was Curt and Amanda. 
 
    “Hey, pencil neck, we’ve got the blue tooth headsets. When we pulling out?” 
 
    “Now,” Jason said. He pulled out his phone and typed in a text. 
 
    “You’re taking the armed vehicles, right?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t see us using them for much once we get into the hot zone,” Amanda said. “This is a run and gun operation.” 
 
    “What about the tanks?” 
 
    Jason smiled. “The tanks are staying here to guard the base, along with sixty-thousand recruits. If things get dicey, get the children into Curt’s toy hauler. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. 
 
    “And have your gun on you every second,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Understand,” Carrie said, standing as Jason did. “Don’t get killed. Any of you.” 
 
    “That’s not part of the plan,” Curt said. They left the coach. Carrie sat down, put her head in her hands, and cried. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jason was at the wheel of his Jeep with several recruits, leading the first group in a caravan. Jax was with him, along with three others. 
 
    “The streets are empty,” Jax said. 
 
    “Expected. We’re going into the belly of the beast. Whatever citizens are still alive are probably hunkered down tight.” 
 
    “Are most of the bad guys still around the fairgrounds?” 
 
    Jason nodded yes. “We’ll try to draw a bunch in by hitting the buildings between Highway 352 and 2nd Street. They’re in every industrial building in that corridor, but they’ve expanded out between there and I-45.” 
 
    “We’ll be between a huge number of them near the Cotton Bowl and a huge number just east of I-45?” asked one of the men in the back seat, looking at his high-res app. “Do we have enough people to do that?” 
 
    “We’re bringing three-hundred thousand, and there’s already at least four-hundred thousand waiting to rush in from west of I-45,” Jason said. 
 
    “But they’ve got close to a million men.” 
 
    “They’re spread out all over the place,” Jax said. “We still have choppers on tap, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Jason said. “Governor Nelson got ten more drones, too, and they’re all up in the air. Our intelligence folks will use the video from those in areas where we don’t have cameras installed yet.” 
 
    “I heard some of the cameras we installed have already been found and disabled,” the man in the back said. 
 
    “That’s why we’ve got the drones,” Jason said. His phone rang. He put it on speaker. “Yeah” 
 
    “It’s Don. They’re loading up some shielded trucks again.” 
 
    “Oh, they still have some left?” 
 
    “Two-thousand have disappeared, and we see the trucks in the drone video. You’re gonna run right into them.” 
 
    “Whoa, maybe they’re planning another attack at the base,” Jax said. 
 
    “Where are they now?” Jason asked. 
 
    “2nd Street and Fitzhugh. I can see your location. 2nd and Pine.” 
 
    “Do we chase the trucks?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Not my call,” Don said. “You’ll be switching over to your intelligence person in less than a minute. I just wanted to let you know. I’m sending out a text to all the principals.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jason said. 
 
    “How’s your phone battery?” 
 
    “I’m still plugged into the dash,” Jason said. “Won’t take it off charge until we get out of the vehicle.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m getting off. You’ll be on with Francis.” 
 
    “Perfect, he’s usually the person I’m with in this Jeep.” 
 
    Don chuckled. “I know, he requested to be your guide. Talk to you later.” The call ended. 
 
    “When are you gonna put on the headset?” Jax asked. 
 
    “Last minute. Not sure what the battery life is on that, and we’ll need it when we get into the thick of things.” 
 
    “Mine lasted about six hours,” Jax said, “the one I used at work. Man, that seems like a different world.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    Jason’s phone rang again. He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Jason? It’s Francis. You ready to go?” 
 
    “Yep. Should I put on the headset yet?” 
 
    “I would. I’m gonna patch in Kyle, Kate, Eric, Kim, Curt, and Amanda. Dirk will be on with the principals on the other team. If we need to join both teams, Chance will facilitate that. Don told you about the semi, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said, pulling the headset out of his pocket. He put it on his right ear and turned it on, the device pairing with his phone right away. “Hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear you fine. The truck isn’t leaving yet. I can see it in the drone video. It’s just sitting there.” 
 
    “They do that for a while,” Jason said. “We’re just crossing 352 right now.” There were beeps as the rest of his sub-team got on the line. 
 
    “Curt here.” 
 
    “Eric.” 
 
    “Kim.” 
 
    “Amanda.” 
 
    “Kate.” 
 
    “Kyle.” 
 
    “Jason. Welcome aboard, everybody.” 
 
    “Same to you, pencil neck,” Curt quipped. 
 
    “Good, that’s everybody,” Francis said. “See the chicken place to your left?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said. “Doesn’t look open.” 
 
    “You won’t have time to eat.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Kyle cracked. 
 
    “Shut up, pencil neck.”  
 
    “Oh brother,” Francis said. “Across the street there are two small buildings connected by an old Quonset hut. See it?” 
 
    “Looks like an abandoned church and thrift shop,” Jason said. “Low rent.” 
 
    “There’s fifty enemy fighters in there. Blast them. That ought to get the ball rolling.” 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Jason said, turning into the parking lot of the abandoned church, firing grenades into the windows. The others rolled up and did the same, the building exploding into flames. “Everybody out!” 
 
    Jason and the others got out of the Jeep just as a large group of Islamists escaped out a door on the southwest side. Gunfire started, fighters on both sides diving for cover, Curt rolling up with his off-roader, pelting the enemy cover with grenade fire as Amanda wailed away at the fleeing men with her M60. Jason’s team jumped out of their cover, firing on the run, dropping all the Islamists. 
 
    “Here comes Eric,” Jason said, watching the Bronco roll past the building, doing half a donut and hitting the front of the Quonset hut, the machine gun fire turning the sheet metal into swiss cheese, Kyle right behind him in his truck, firing grenades into the broken structure. Secondary explosions went off inside, the building bursting into flames. 
 
    “All right, team, let’s move on to the next building,” Francis said. “Left side of the street, old parole office.” 
 
    “We don’t need to mop up over here?” Jason asked. 
 
    “There’s forty-thousand citizens about half a block from you. They’ll flood the area.” 
 
    Jason and the others jumped back into their Jeep and drove over, joining with Eric’s Bronco, Kyle’s truck, and Curt’s off-roader, firing into the building as Islamists fled, many of them out of the building before it was attacked, after hearing the battle across the street. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jax said, watching the flood of citizens rush into the area, some stopping at the first building to mop up, the others rushing across the street, chasing down the fleeing Islamists, killing most of them before they could reach cover. The parole building was on fire now, the crackle of ammo filling the area as the fire touched it off. 
 
    “I see Islamists running out of buildings up ahead,” Jason said. “Maybe we should go up further.” 
 
    “No, keep hitting each building, and let the citizens chase the enemy down,” Francis said. “They’ve brought supplies and ammo into all of those buildings. We need to blow it all up and ruin their cover. The next one is just past Jamaica Street, on the right side. Another Quonset hut with a squat brick building on the south side. Light it up.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Curt said, wheeling past the rest of the group, pelting both buildings with grenade fire as the other vehicles rushed in to help. 
 
    “Hell, we aren’t even gonna have to get out of the vehicle,” Amanda said, eyeing the multitude of citizens rushing in with guns blazing, chasing the panicked Islamists down the street, killing them as they fled for their lives. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Francis said. “The enemy knows what’s happening. They just unloaded the two-thousand troops from that semi-truck. It’s about three blocks past your next target.” 
 
    “What is the next target, pencil neck? I’m done with this one.” 
 
    “Skating rink complex across from Hamilton Avenue. It’s a big building on the left side of the street, just past Metropolitan.” 
 
    “Don’t see much that’s metropolitan in this area,” Amanda cracked. “There it is honey, see it?” 
 
    Eric raced by them in the Bronco, hitting the south side of the building, Curt catching up and firing grenades. This time they had fire returned at them from the roof, Kyle rushing in, pelting the area with grenade fire, Jason joining him. 
 
    “Head for cover in the trees along Hamilton!” Francis shouted over the line. 
 
    All the vehicles except Eric’s Bronco did that, firing machine guns and grenades at the building from behind the trees, most of the enemy fighters on the roof dead or climbing down due to the fire. 
 
    “What the hell is Eric doing?” Jason asked between shots. 
 
    Francis chuckled. “There’s vacant dirt around that building, and the back end is soft. He just hung a wicked donut and opened fire on the door as the last of the enemy fighters were flooding out.” 
 
    “Here come the citizens again,” Kate said. “Wow, I think there’s more of them now.” 
 
    “Where’s the two thousand?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I’m watching them,” Francis said. “They crossed 2nd Street and are filling in around the last building with enemy fighters along this corridor. It’s the cultural center on Fitzhugh and 352. There are a lot of enemy fighters inside that building. More than two hundred.” 
 
    “There were quite a few in that skate rink,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Seventy-five,” Francis said. “Be sharp, you’re going against twenty-two hundred at the end of that street.” 
 
    “The citizens are rushing down both 2nd and 352 now,” Jason said, watching them. “I just texted them about the location. They all know.” 
 
    “They can see them on the apps, pencil neck. Short or long-range.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got buzzed when the truck unloaded,” Kim said. 
 
    “We all did,” Jason said, “but it’s harder to tell when you’re rolling.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Curt said, roaring through the cover, crossing Carl Street and getting between a dry-cleaning building and another abandoned church. He fired grenades until he ran out, Amanda pulling out another belt and reloading quickly as the others rolled out, pelting the whole area. Then the enemy fighters rose from their cover, trying to run across the street and overwhelm them, but the citizens had gotten there by now, firing at will from thousands of rifles. 
 
    “Get those vehicles away from there,” Francis said. “You can’t fire into the fray or you’ll kill citizens. Cross Fitzhugh and blast those semi-trucks. Take away their escape.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jason said, leading the vehicles through the cover behind the church and across Fitzhugh. Enemy troops were guarding the trucks on the big parking lot, but they fled for their lives when the armed vehicles came into view, grenades exploding the vehicles before they could get all the way clear, Eric racing over in the Bronco with his machine gun blazing, killing the survivors. 
 
    “I’m out,” Eric said, pulling over to the side behind some trees. He loaded a fresh ammo belt while Kim kept watch. 
 
    “Where’s the next target?” Jason asked. 
 
    “There are three buildings coming up, but the other team is starting on those from the far side,” Francis said. “The buildings are on Pennsylvania Avenue. The biggest is to the west of 352, an old Fiesta Mart. There are two athletic centers across the street, bordering the fairground complex.” 
 
    “So you’re saying Kelly and Junior’s group is gonna hit those buildings?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ll get a response from the huge group of enemy fighters in the fairground complex,” Francis said. “I’m gonna suggest you guys block for that, and wait for your group of citizen recruits to finish off that last batch.” 
 
    “They’re just about done with that.” Curt said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Eric said. “They’re already heading this way. You want to send them a text about this?” 
 
    “Doing that now,” Francis said. “Hang tight and reload everything. It’s gonna get crazy.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {30} 
 
    Fishing Boats 
 
   R ichardson and his men were on their patrol boat, sitting by the mouth of the bay, eyes peeled. The water had gotten rougher outside the harbor, whitecaps rolling past the opening, waves lapping up faster on the shore of Bolivar Peninsula. 
 
    “When’s that commando team gonna show up?” Brendan asked. “Seems like we should’ve seen something by now.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing, dude.” 
 
    Richardson’s phone rang. Wallis. He answered. “Hello, Sir.” 
 
    “Everything looking okay?” 
 
    “Yes, except we haven’t seen any of your commando team on the Bolivar Peninsula yet. The men we killed earlier are still lying on the beach.” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to contact the main group either,” Wallis said. “We’re starting to get concerned. Nelson got some more drones, so one is on the way there as we speak.” 
 
    “We haven’t heard any gunfire.” 
 
    “Well that’s good. Maybe they had a vehicle problem.” 
 
    “How were they coming in?” Richardson asked.  
 
    “Down Highway 124, then west on Highway 87. We had a small team go in a boat from Smith Point to Goat Island, mainly to check out what’s left of the artillery. They were supposed to link up with the bigger group. They just called saying they haven’t seen them yet either.” 
 
    “I smell a rat,” Richardson said. “Want us to do anything?” 
 
    “No, stay where you are. Guard that entrance.” 
 
    “What if there’s enemy boats operating in the East Bay?” 
 
    “There aren’t any boats in there,” Wallis said. “We checked it with a fine-toothed comb before we set up the artillery, and the small team on Goat Island can see the entire bay. Remember we had a lot of people there before the big battle. Several thousand.” 
 
    “Really? We didn’t lose that many people, did we?” 
 
    “No, most of them were there to set up the artillery. They left before the battle started. No reason for them to stay.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Richardson said. “You know something you aren’t telling me. You’re pretty worried about us guarding this entrance point.” 
 
    “There was a problem along the Louisiana coast,” Wallis said. “We’re investigating it now. Didn’t want to bring it up until I knew more.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” 
 
    “Boats stolen. Some men disappeared while trying to investigate.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Richardson said. “How far to the east?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing. It’s east of Port Fourchon, but as you can probably see, the gulf is whipping up pretty good. These were small boats. They won’t attempt to go as far as your area in that kind of soup.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be my first choice, but depending on the boats it’s possible. Do you know what kind of boats?” 
 
    “I’ll check and get back with you. I won’t tell you not to worry about it, but chances are that you’re safe until the weather dies down. How is it inside the bay?” 
 
    “Not too bad, but we’ve had to run the engines more to keep our position.” 
 
    “You good on fuel?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not like we have to run them all the time. We fire them up about once every fifteen or twenty minutes, reposition, and then shut them down. We could do that for days and not run out of gas.” 
 
    “Grady White.” 
 
    “What?” Richardson asked. 
 
    “The boats that disappeared. There were five Grady White fishing boats.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. Grady White? What kind? Big ones?” 
 
    “Twenty-three and twenty-seven foot. Center console. Don’t have the distribution.” 
 
    “Those could make it through this soup with no problem.” 
 
    “You sure? There’s an advisory.” 
 
    “Yeah, this boat could maneuver out there, and it’s no more capable than a Grady White.” 
 
    “Well, glad we talked, then. Keep your eyes open.” 
 
    “They’ll be faster than this boat,” Richardson said. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “They aren’t loaded down with armor and guns,” Richardson said. 
 
    “We don’t even know if the enemy has them. They might have been stolen by folks who are unrelated to the enemy.” 
 
    “That’s not a wise assumption to make, sir.” 
 
    Wallis chuckled. “And that’s why I want you where you are. I have to explain everything to you guys. Guess that’s okay, you’ve been through the ringer more than once.” 
 
    “Sorry, Director, no offense.” 
 
    “None taken. Keep your eyes open. I’ll chase down that commando team.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    “I didn’t like the sound of that, man,” Brendan said. 
 
    Juan Carlos nodded. “Yeah, seriously.” 
 
    “Nor did I. Here’s the scoop. The main commando team was supposed to be cruising in this direction on Highway 87. They’re late. There was a smaller team waiting for them by Goat Island who haven’t seen them yet.” 
 
    “The main team is dead or captured,” Brendan said. 
 
    “Don’t jump to that conclusion yet. Maybe it was vehicle problems or something. Remember that the whole damn peninsula got shot all to hell a few days ago.” 
 
    Juan Carlos shook his head. “Don’t play us like Wallis was trying to play you, dude.” 
 
    Richardson looked at Juan Carlos and laughed. “Okay, you made your point.” 
 
    “What about the Grady Whites?” 
 
    “There were five stolen, east of here. The team sent to investigate the theft disappeared.” 
 
    “Dammit, we need more than one boat to guard this opening,” Brendan said. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Richardson said. 
 
    They sat quietly for a while, all in their own thoughts, drifting too fast. 
 
    “Hey, man, we’re getting too close to the peninsula,” Brendan said, snapping Juan Carlos out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, firing up the engine. Then he froze. “Look, trucks just drove down to the end of Highway 87. See them?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s Wallis’s team,” Richardson said, grabbing his binoculars. He looked at them for a moment, then turned to Juan Carlos. “Get the engine started. They’re setting up a machine gun, and it doesn’t look like one of ours.” 
 
    “Should I blast them?” Brendan asked. He was answered by machine gun fire hitting the hull of the boat, bouncing off the armor. 
 
    “Dammit, they’re gonna try to run boats in here again,” Richardson said. “Get back. We need to be between the breakwater and the peninsula. If those guys are shooting at us, we won’t be able to maneuver.” 
 
    “Roger that, dude,” Juan Carlos said, hitting the throttle and turning the boat, racing further into the bay as Brendan fired the micro gun, Richardson sending a volley of grenades towards the enemy. 
 
    “We’re too far from them,” Brendan said. 
 
    “How’s this spot?” Juan Carlos asked, slowing the boat. 
 
    “Get back a little further.” 
 
    “What if they go the other way?” Brendan asked. “Towards Texas City.” 
 
    “They want to hit a bigger target,” Richardson said. 
 
    Suddenly five boats came into view in a sweeping curve from the east, racing into the bay. 
 
    “Get ready!” Richardson shouted. Juan Carlos turned the boat around to face the enemy, a few bullets from the men on shore hitting the water in front of the bow. 
 
    “Dammit, they can still see us,” Juan Carlos shouted. 
 
    “They’re too far away to get a good shot,” Richardson said. “Keep your eyes on those boats. Forget about the creeps on the beach.” 
 
    Brendan nodded. “Yeah, goal keeping, remember?”  
 
    The boats were racing towards them, almost in range, but then they split up, zig-zagging back and forth. 
 
    “They’re gonna be hard to tag,” Juan Carlos said. 
 
    “Fire!” Richardson said. All three guns fired, one of the boats hit in the center console, killing the pilot, another crew member getting into his place. They kept coming. 
 
    “Dammit, we need to damage the boats,” Richardson said, switching to grenades. He missed with three but then landed one on the first boat they hit, blowing it sky high. 
 
    “Bingo!” Brendan shouted, firing his micro gun at a second boat, strafing across the bow, taking out all but one of the crew members, who scurried to the pilot seat and resumed, Juan Carlos trying to hit it with grenades. 
 
    “Dammit, they’re hard to hit,” he shouted. 
 
    Richardson got a bead on it and fired a grenade, blowing that boat up. The three that were left sped up. 
 
    “Geez, they’re fast,” Brendan shouted, trying to hit the first of the remaining three, hitting the pilot but nobody else, another man getting behind the wheel. All three of them were firing now, the enemy boats zig-zagging like crazy. Then one of them got past the patrol boat. 
 
    “Dammit!” Juan Carlos said. “Hold on.” He floored the engines, racing towards the boat that was heading deeper into the bay, firing his gun as Brendan and Richardson fired at the two boats who were now behind them, getting closer and closer, trying for a clear shot. 
 
    “He’s too fast,” Juan Carlos said. Then he screamed in pain, Richardson looking around to see him slump to the deck, blood running out around his left thigh. 
 
    “No!” Brendan yelled, firing in rage at the boat that hit him, landing a grenade on the bow, the boat blowing sky high, the other one barely avoiding it, getting ever closer. Richardson took over the wheel, steering towards the fleeing enemy boat as Brendan continued firing at the last of the pursuing boats. Then Richardson cried out, his upper arm bloodied. 
 
    “You’re hit!” Brendan shouted. 
 
    “Keep on that boat. I can handle it!” 
 
    Brendan turned back to the pursuing boat, now only twenty yards behind them, hitting the driver in the face with micro gun fire, another getting up to take the wheel, Brendan firing again. He ran out of ammo and was switching to the grenade launcher when Richardson cried out again, falling to his knees, still trying to steer, watching around the side of the pilot console. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    {31} 
 
    Body Dump  
 
   J unior was leading the way, racing south on 352, Kelly and Brenda behind him in their truck, then Stanton, White Eagle, and another seventy-thousand recruits, fresh from slaughtering Islamist hideouts along Parry Avenue to the north. “We’re just about to the rendezvous point,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, I see your position,” Dirk said over the phone. “Lots of enemy fighters gathering closer to 2nd Street from the fairgrounds. Get ready.” 
 
    “Do we have enough citizens to handle this?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dirk said. 
 
    “The group with Jason is more than twice the size of the group behind you,” Chance said. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Chance, good to hear from you,” Junior said. “So if you’re on, we’re just about to join up with the others.” 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “This operation is going well.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get this done and go have a cold one,” Kelly said. Brenda snickered in the background. 
 
    “Don’t relax just yet,” Chance said. “There’s an enormous group of enemy fighters in that fairgrounds. You guys can beat them but it’s gonna be dangerous as hell.” 
 
    “Where’s our next targets?” Stanton asked. 
 
    “Along Pennsylvania Avenue,” Dirk said. “You guys all reloaded?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Junior said. 
 
    “I am,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Me too,” Stanton said. 
 
    Suddenly there was gunfire coming from a building on 2nd Street. 
 
    “What the hell?” Junior asked, turning towards the building. “That’s the museum, across the parking lot. He fired, hitting some men who were running on the roof of the building, Kelly wheeling his truck around and firing the grenade launcher as Brenda leveled her AK-47 and fired. 
 
    “They aren’t returning fire,” Rachel said. 
 
    “Why didn’t we see RFID there?” Junior asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Chance said. “Maybe they’ve got people up there without chips. You know they’ve been yanking them out for the drivers of these semi-trucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve cut off their supply of trucks,” Kelly said. “Maybe they’ve been re-assigned.” 
 
    “You want us to go hit that museum?” Junior asked. 
 
    “Negative, keep going to the pre-determined targets,” Chance said. “We’ll need you guys for the onslaught we’ll get from the fairgrounds.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dirk said. “The enemy fighters are literally running in that direction now, from the Cotton Bowl, the Midway area, and that big fountain to the north.” 
 
    The group continued down 352, passing Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard. 
 
    “That’s the first of the buildings, right?” Junior asked. “The Fiesta Mart.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s it,” Dirk said. “Take that one out. It’s the biggest.” 
 
    “I see Jason’s group down the street,” Brenda said. “My God, that’s a lot of people.” 
 
    “Look at the glass front on that Fiesta Mart,” Stanton said. “This is gonna be fun.” 
 
    The vehicles flew onto the parking lot, firing grenades and machine guns at the front of the store, the inside blowing up, glass flying in every direction. 
 
    “Where’s the running Islamists and the return fire?” Rachel asked. 
 
    The building was on fire towards the back now, Junior rolling up closer. “Something’s wrong here. I’m gonna go take a look. Stay here and man the gun, honey.” 
 
    Rachel shot him a worried glance but nodded yes. Junior got out of the off-roader and trotted over to the front of the store, which was fully engulfed in flames now. He could see bodies littering the floor everywhere, some of them already burning, the sickening smell starting to fill the air. 
 
    “Hey, Dirk and Chance, that building is full of dead Islamists. We didn’t do it. Some of them are pretty ripe.” 
 
    “Shit,” Chance said. “This might be a trap. Watch yourselves.” 
 
    “Yeah, something’s fishy,” Stanton said. “With that amount of ordinance going off, we should be seeing the enemy fight back at us or at least flee.” 
 
    “Get away from there,” Chance said. “It might be set to blow.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Junior said, racing back to the off-roader, getting back on, and driving quickly off the lot, the others following. 
 
    “Should we hit the other buildings?” Kelly asked. “We’re right in front of the second one. A lot of the citizens are here already. They’re waiting.” 
 
    “Where’s the big group of enemy fighters?” Stanton asked. 
 
    “Still coming, but on foot,” Dirk said. “Something doesn’t smell right to me.” 
 
    “Hit the buildings with grenades,” Chance said. “Let’s see what happens.” 
 
    “Maybe this is where they’ve been storing their dead,” Dirk said. “Might not be what we think it is.” 
 
    “No way are we that lucky,” Brenda said. 
 
    “Let’s hit the building across the street,” Kelly said. “It’s got a lot of windows too.” He drove his truck over to that side, firing the grenade launcher as he went, sending half a dozen through the front windows, the explosions blowing out other windows. 
 
    “Here we go again,” Brenda said. “Nobody’s shooting back.” 
 
    “The enemy fighters in the fairgrounds are moving faster now,” Chance said. 
 
    Jason’s group was near them, rolling down 2nd Street, looking around in confusion. 
 
    “I’m gonna go check that building,” Kelly said. “You still see RFID hits in there, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, the fire isn’t hot enough to wipe them out yet,” Chance said. “Most of the chips in the Fiesta Mart are already gone.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m having a look,” Kelly said, getting out of his truck, about forty of the recruits hot on his heels as he ran over to it. 
 
    “What do you see?” Dirk asked. 
 
    “Shit, there’s a bunch of ripening bodies in here too,” Kelly said. “Something doesn’t feel right about this.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a huge explosion, engulfing everybody near the building, Kelly’s truck rolling away as it was hit with the blast, many of the citizens on the street knocked off their feet. 
 
    “Kelly!” Dirk shouted into the phone. 
 
    “My God,” Junior said, his voice trembling, turning to sobs. “Kelly!” 
 
    “Where’s Brenda?” Rachel cried. 
 
    “The truck rolled when it was hit with the blast,” Stanton said. “I’m gonna go see if she’s alive.” 
 
    “You guys better get ready,” Chance said. “The enemy fighters are gonna hit you any minute at the rate they’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued, in Bug Out! Texas Book 12, available now! 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


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


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