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  Previously – in Bug Out! Texas Book 9


  As Book 9 opened, the Fort Stockton group was in a vicious firefight with the enemy, after they had destroyed the bridges over the Rio Grande on I-25, cutting the main route the enemy was using to move men and supplies from Mexico to Colorado. Their new allies - the Mescalero Tribe - arrived to save the day just as the Texas Patriots were running out of ammo. Amanda was kidnapped by enemy fighters from her bobtail truck, which was several hundred yards behind the battle lines. Curt and the others followed the tracks, finding her held by several Islamists. They attacked, getting Amanda back unharmed.


  General Hogan suggested that the Fort Stockton group disable I-40 as close to the Arizona border as possible, because this was a route that the enemy could switch to now that I-25 was destroyed. Governor Nelson agreed, but wanted the group back in Texas after that.


  The enemy saw that the RFID chips of their operatives at the South Padre Island DPS Base were gone, and set off charges they had placed there, blowing up the entire facility. Richardson and his team barely escaped death by diving into the water. They were left with no boat, no phone with the apps, and two pistols as they climbed out of the wreckage. Enemy choppers and boats approached.


  There were many RFID hits in the Gulf of Mexico, which was supposed to be patrolled by the US Navy. Director Wallis called his Navy contact and found out they had left the gulf to fight the EU Navy. Texas was again exposed on its coast. Nelson decided to use the Texas Air National Guard to strike enemy ships in the gulf, an act that had been forbidden before, knowing there might be consequences from the globalist empire.


  The Fort Stockton group saw enemy fighters surging towards the junction of I-25 and I-40, spreading to the west to protect that route. Eric suggested they could go into Arizona and travel up Highway 191 to hit I-40 just west of the New Mexico border. The plan was approved, and they moved forward.


  The DPS Patrol boaters were rescued from South Padre Island. They were taken to Corpus Christi, but ordered to move north to Canyon Lake, where a training facility was being built. Richardson and his team were to train as many new recruits for the DPS Patrol Boat force as possible, the plan after that being to take control of the Rio Grande by Big Bend National Park, which had become a huge border crossing point for the enemy. While they were in Corpus Christi, the city came under attack from thousands of enemy fighters. Wallis ordered them to flee, since they were the last of the DPS Patrol Boat service, essential to the rebuilding of that organization. They made it to Canyon Lake unharmed, after a road battle with Islamists who were attacking a car full of young women.


  The Fort Stockton Group began to execute the Arizona plan. Don and Sydney used their social media team to recruit people in Arizona for the fight there. The enemy noticed what they were doing and sent fighters up Highway 191, killing many Arizona civilians and taking women hostage. Jason and his team saw the activity on the apps and chose an alternative route to I-40. By that time Don and Sydney’s team had recruited over thirty thousand people, so Major General Gallagher took command of that group remotely, airlifting them modern weapons and giving them the RFID apps. The Fort Stockton group converged on Pie Town, New Mexico, planning to attack I-40 from there.


  General Hogan shared that the RFID apps were finished, and he provided the capability to the entire Texas Leadership team and all Texas combatants. This came just in the nick of time.


  The DPS Patrol Boat team got to their hotel on Canyon Lake, and found that the women they had rescued on the road were in the band who was playing at the hotel’s lounge. They also learned there had been two run-ins between the band and enemy fighters, the last one resulting in a severe beating of the Islamists by some Texas Patriots in New Braunfels. Richardson saw enemy fighters converging on that town, going from venue to venue looking for the band. At one of the venues, a patron told the enemy fighters the band was playing a gig at the Canyon Lake hotel. When Richardson saw the enemy fighters heading towards Canyon Lake, he notified Wallis, who ordered Richardson to flee, and dispatched a large National Guard force which was nearby. Richardson warned everybody at the hotel, and they made their escape before the enemy fighters arrived. The National Guard troops, now having the new RFID apps in their possession, ambushed the enemy fighters at the hotel, and then headed for a larger base, exposed by the apps, on the outskirts of San Antonio.


  The Fort Stockton caravan arrived at Pie Town. Everybody got there safe and sound except for the three tanks on flatbeds and the rigs of Jason and Kyle, who were guarding their rear. Scavengers on the road tricked the tank flatbeds into pulling over, and took the drivers prisoner. Jason, Kyle, and Kate walked up to see what was going on and got captured as well. Carrie remained in the rig with Chelsea, not knowing what was happening. After a while she sent a text message to Pie Town, saying that something was wrong. A group was dispatched to their location to check things out. They saw the scavengers from a high spot in the road, White Eagle hitting two of the three scavengers with his sniper rifle. They captured Jasper, the leader of the scavengers, and learned that he was friends with Phillip of the Williams Militia, who was bringing a team to buy the three tanks and take them back to Arizona. White Eagle and the others laid a trap for the militia, attacking and defeating them on the road a mile or two from where the tank flatbeds were parked. Meanwhile other scavengers snuck in and killed the flatbed drivers. Carrie and Kate, who were hiding in the rig behind the flatbeds, snuck up and saw the other scavengers. They attacked, Kate killing two but getting hit herself. Carrie opened fire on the remaining scavengers as Kate lay bleeding.


  Chapter 1 - Wounded


  Carrie fired several shots from her Mini 14, hitting the last two scavengers, one only in the leg. She knelt next to Kate, who lay unconscious on the blacktop, bleeding heavily from her side. “No no no!” she cried.


  She heard a noise and looked up to see a wounded scavenger crawling towards her, bowie knife in his mouth, his belt buckle rubbing the pavement as he moved. She reached for her gun, then saw Chelsea coming towards her from the corner of her eye.


  “Get back in the coach,” she screamed, but Chelsea kept coming towards her mother. When Carrie turned back to the scavenger, he was on his feet, charging her. She opened fire, hitting him several times. He continued towards her, his eyes glassy, hands at his side limp.


  “I’m gonna kill you, bitch,” he croaked. Carrie aimed the Mini 14 in a panic and pulled the trigger, but it just clicked. She scrambled to the BAR lying beside Kate, aiming and pulling the trigger, the 30-06 rounds blasting big holes in the man’s chest. He slumped to the ground and died as Chelsea got there.


  “I told you to get in the coach,” Carrie shouted. Chelsea looked at her, terrified, and ran back crying. Carrie snuck forward with the BAR, looking for more scavengers alive. She got to the bodies at the front of the flatbed, one of them moaning. It was Jasper. He turned towards her, his eyes barely open.


  “We’re gonna get you and your little bitch,” he said.


  “Not today,” Carrie said, firing several rounds into his head. She continued searching, finding the dead flatbed drivers. Then she pulled out her phone and called Jason.


  “Hey, honey,” he said. “We just finished up.”


  “More scavengers,” she said, barely getting the words out. “Kate’s down. Hit in the side. I don’t know how bad. I killed the rest.”


  “Oh, God,” Jason said. “We’ll be there in a few minutes. Get in the coach and protect Chelsea.” The call ended.


  “Chelsea,” she said to herself, turning and rushing back towards the motor home. She saw a dark shape running towards the door of the coach.


  “Stop!” she shouted. The man turned towards her with a pistol, and she opened fire with the BAR, killing him next to the rig, then racing into it and slamming the door. “Chelsea!”


  “I’m here,” she cried from the back. Tires screeched outside as Jason’s Jeep skidded to a stop, other vehicles following. Kyle jumped out and rushed to Kate’s side. Jason sprinted into the door of the coach, both Carrie and Chelsea rushing to him, embracing.


  “Daddy,” Chelsea said, trembling. “There were bad men here.”


  “They’re dead, honey,” Jason said.


  “I hope Kate doesn’t die,” Carrie whispered through sobs.


  “Rachel’s here,” Jason said. “She’s had some nursing school. Hope it’s enough until the ambulance gets here.”


  “You called one?”


  “Kyle did on the way. There should be paramedics from Pie Town here any second.”


  The sound of a siren floated towards them. “I hear it,” Carrie said, fainting in his arms. Jason picked her up and took her to the bed, Chelsea following close behind, getting on the bed next to her mother.


  “I’m okay,” Carrie said, eyes blinking. “The baby.”


  “Does it feel okay?” Jason asked, face showing panic.


  “Yes, but I’m so tired,” she said.


  Jason turned towards the windshield and saw the ambulance pull up. “They’re here.”


  “Go see if you can help,” Carrie said. “I’ll be okay in a second.”


  “I’ll stay with you, mommy,” Chelsea said, resolute. Jason and Carrie looked at each other in horror.


  “Go,” Carrie whispered.


  Jason nodded and ran out the door. Chelsea moved closer and put her hand gently onto her mother’s belly. “She’s gonna be all right, mommy. I know it.”


  Chapter 2 – Bad Dreams


  “Get out of the way!” shouted the paramedic as he rushed over, an EMT behind him pushing a gurney. He knelt next to Kate, checking the wound, then looking at the others. “What’s her name?”


  “Kate,” Kyle said.


  “Kate!” the paramedic yelled, his face just inches from hers. Kate’s eyes fluttered open, not sure where she was at first. She saw Kyle standing over her.


  “Watch out, honey,” she said softly. “There may be more around.”


  “Don’t talk,” Kyle said, watching as the paramedic lifted her shirt and looked at the wound.


  “It’s bad, isn’t it?” Kate asked.


  “It could’ve been a lot worse,” the paramedic said, motioning to the other two paramedics, who rolled the gurney closer and lowered it. The men picked her up carefully and put her on the gurney, then raised it. Two of them rolled her to the ambulance. The first paramedic stayed behind.


  “Is she gonna live?” Kyle asked, tears running down his cheeks.


  “I wasn’t kidding when I said it could’ve been a worse spot,” he said. “We’ve got a team standing by at the hospital. You can follow us over there.”


  “Take the Jeep,” Jason said, tossing his keys to Kyle. “I’ve got to drive Carrie back in the rig.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  Jason watched the ambulance roll away, Kyle making a U-turn in the Jeep and following.


  “Take your rig home,” Junior said. “Want me to drive Kyle’s rig back? Rachel can take this off-roader home.”


  “Yeah, I’ll do that, but I’m staying right with you guys,” Rachel said.


  “We’ve got enough people here to drive the flatbeds home,” Kelly said, glancing over at several of the others. “Most of you guys doubled up. Who knows how to run a big diesel like these?”


  “I know how,” Stanton Hunt said.


  Several other men raised their hands.


  “That’s enough,” Kelly said. “Let’s get the hell out of here before somebody else shows up.”


  “Seriously,” Stanton said.


  Jason nodded, turning to rush back to his rig, climbing up the steps. Carrie was out of bed, standing in the salon.


  “What’d they say?” she asked.


  “The paramedic said she could’ve been hit in a worse place,” Jason said. “Why aren’t you still lying down?”


  “I feel better,” she said. “Can we go?”


  “Yep, we’re leaving now. We got enough guys here to get the flatbeds home. Kyle took our Jeep to the hospital.”


  “Good,” Carrie said. “Let’s go.”


  Jason got behind the wheel and drove forward, following the flat beds, Junior behind them driving Kyle’s truck and trailer.


  “I hope she pulls through,” Carrie said, getting into the passenger seat after buckling Chelsea onto the couch.


  “Yeah, we can’t lose Kate,” Jason said. “You sure you’re feeling okay?”


  “Yes,” she said. “We should get a checkup while we’re here, but I think I’m fine.” She lowered her voice. “I’m more worried about the munchkin. She saw way too much.”


  “Oh no,” Jason said, glancing over at her. “She saw you kill people?”


  “Yes,” Carrie said, starting to shake as she cried. “I didn’t have a choice.”


  “We’ll watch her, but she seems okay now.”


  “She fell asleep already,” Carrie whispered after glancing back. “That’s unusual. Hope she’s not going into shock.”


  “Don’t go to the worst place,” Jason said. “You’ve got enough stress going.”


  “I know, but I can’t help it,” she said. “Wish these had bench seats so I could be closer to you.”


  “We’ll be home in no time,” Jason said.


  “Was that Phillip guy with the militia caravan?”


  “I don’t know,” Jason said. “We killed them all. They were barely armed, by the way. A few hunting guns and pistols.”


  “I wouldn’t assume that their entire force is like that,” Carrie said. “They thought they were meeting friends to buy tanks.”


  “Yeah, they were more interested in escape than fighting with us, that’s for sure.”


  “I’m glad you killed them.”


  “It was the best choice,” Jason said. “We might get hit by their friends, though. Glad they have RFID chips.”


  Carrie picked her phone up from the console and loaded the apps. She got buzzed right away, but saw that it was on the road.


  “Just got hits from the dead militia,” she said, changing to the long-range app.


  “What are you looking at?”


  “Arizona,” Carrie said. “Looking for signs that a team is on the way here.”


  “They have to drive through Pie Town to get here,” Jason said. “We’ll see them come and go. If it’s a small force, maybe we ought to take them out.”


  “There’s a lot of hits around the Grand Canyon.”


  Jason glanced at her. “We heard that Phillip was the head of the Williams Militia, and that town is pretty close to the Grand Canyon.”


  “I remember,” Carrie said. “There’s the wreckage of the militia vehicles.”


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “We probably should’ve kept at least one of those creeps alive. It was a tough decision. Came down to one thing.”


  “What was that?”


  “We couldn’t take a prisoner into our camp while they have a chip in them.”


  “Oh,” Carrie said. “Maybe some roadside surgery?”


  Jason’s eyebrows went up. “Wow, that’s grisly. You must be feeling better.”


  “I’m fine, really, now that I’ve settled down.”


  “Good,” Jason said. “Wish we could go faster.”


  “Don’t get too far ahead of those flatbeds, honey,” Carrie said. “Take your time. You can still see them back there, right?”


  “Only the first one. No, I see the other two now.”


  “Good,” Carrie said. “Don’t let them out of your sight. Slow down more if you have too.”


  “Thanks,” he said, looking at her, eyes misty. “I can’t imagine what Kyle must be going through.”


  “We’ll go to the hospital after we get settled,” Carrie said. “Unless some new crap starts up.”


  “Yeah,” Jason said, glancing at her again. “She’s family.”


  “Mommy!” Chelsea cried from the couch.


  “I’d better go ride with her,” Carrie whispered. “She’s having dreams already.”


  “Go,” Jason said. She left her seat. Jason looked at his mirrors, seeing he was too far ahead again. He slowed, then put cruise control on at 45 mph. They got to the Pie Town RV Park safely.


  Chapter 3 – Cherry Pie


  Richardson was at the wheel of his rented pickup truck, racing north on Highway 306, following Juan Carlos and Madison in their pickup. Brendan and Hannah were behind them. They were fleeing the Canyon Lake resort as the Islamists raced towards it.


  “Hope everybody got out in time,” Lita said.


  “They all got warned,” Richardson said. “Look, headlights coming on the southbound side. Those look like big vehicles.”


  They passed them, the wind pushing their truck towards the right side of the lane.


  “Wow, that’s a lot of troop transport trucks,” Lita said. “They’re going fast, too.”


  “Hope they watch their speed when they go through that town section we just left.”


  “You wish we were following them, don’t you?”


  “Well, kinda, yeah,” Richardson said. “That’s overwhelming force. It’s possible we’ll be able to go back to that hotel in a little while.”


  “If there’s blood and body parts lying around, I think I’d rather pick someplace else,” Lita said. “Even if it’s enemy blood and body parts.” She looked at Richardson and they both chuckled.


  “We wouldn’t have thought this was funny a few months ago,” Richardson said. “Hope the society can go back to being peaceful after this mess.”


  Lita nodded, watching out the windshield. “Those transports are still coming. That’s a lot of troops.”


  “Check the app. Are the enemy fighters at the hotel yet?”


  Lita looked at her phone, fingers moving on the screen. “There’s a swarm of hits at the hotel, and more coming up from Highway 306. Looks like about a hundred.”


  “And we have 200 well-armed National Guard troops on the way there. Those enemy slugs will crap their pants. Wish we could watch it on the satellite feed.”


  “Your boss will be, I suspect. Hope the enemy doesn’t have anything nasty up their sleeve.”


  “Like what?” Richardson asked.


  “Oh, I don’t know. Poison gas. Willie peter.”


  Richardson’s phone rang. He handed it to Lita, and she put it on speaker.


  “You believe this, dude?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Yeah, this is a large force,” Richardson said, “but they told us they were sending a couple hundred men.”


  “I guess that’s what two hundred men look like, then. Where’re we going?”


  “I’m getting tired,” Madison said.


  “I’ll look for possibilities,” Lita said. “Fair enough?”


  “Fair enough,” Madison said.


  “Okay, talk to you later,” Juan Carlos said. He ended the call.


  “Well, it has been a long day,” Richardson said. “I’m a little tired myself. It’s almost ten.”


  Lita looked at her phone for a few minutes as the convoy of troop transports continued past them. “How sure are you that the National Guard is gonna beat these guys?”


  “Really sure, given the numbers,” Richardson said. “If we didn’t have the apps, I wouldn’t say that. Why?”


  “There’s a place up ahead, not too far, but it’s still in the Canyon Lake area. It’s right off Highway 306.”


  “How far?”


  “Five miles,” she said. “You’d turn right on Longhorn Flats.”


  “We haven’t seen any enemy fighters to the north of us on Highway 306,” Richardson said, “and if any of them survive the battle at our hotel, they’ll flee south, more than likely. They don’t know we were there, anyway.”


  “We don’t think they knew,” Lita said.


  “How would they?”


  Lita shot him a deadpan look.


  “Okay, okay, you’re right,” Richardson said. “I’m not worried about the location, but if you are, we can go further.”


  “I’ll call them. They might not even have any vacancy.”


  “Do that,” Richardson said. Lita put the phone to her ear, having a hushed conversation for a moment. Then she gave a thumb up sign, making eye contact with Richardson, her eyebrows questioning. He nodded yes.


  Lita spoke a couple more minutes and hung up. “They have three rooms, and they’ll give a discount to DPS people.”


  “So we’re set?”


  “Yes,” Lita said. “I’ll text the others.”


  “Finally reached the end of the caravan,” Richardson said as the last of the trucks went by.


  “Maybe you can contact Wallis and ask how it went later. I’ll sleep better.”


  “Might be a little late to call him,” Richardson said.


  “You can at least text him, right?”


  “I will,” Richardson said, “and we’ve all got the apps, so if anybody shows up, we can high-tail it. Or ignore it, since they don’t know where we are.”


  “Fair enough,” Lita said. “They got the message. We’re gonna be on it soon, so keep your eyes open. This road is pretty dark now that we’re a few miles out of town.”


  “What’s the name of this place?”


  “Fisherman’s Hideaway,” she said.


  Richardson chuckled. “It’s kinda far from the water for that name.”


  “Be nice. I’ll watch the GPS so you don’t over-shoot.”


  “Thanks,” Richardson said.


  “We were lucky back there.”


  “Lucky we got away?” Richardson asked.


  “Yes, and lucky we figured it out and could report it to leadership,” Lita said. “I was all for hitting the sack before we figured out who the band was.”


  “Me too,” Richardson said. “Wonder where they ended up?”


  “Good question. We’re about half a mile from the road now, so be ready. Slow down a little.”


  Richardson nodded. He was just about to make the turn when his phone rang. “Dammit. Can’t reach it and make the turn.”


  “It’s a cell, you can see the number,” Lita said. “There goes Juan Carlos. Watch the road. That’s a sharp turn.”


  He made the right turn, then turned left into the driveway, parking next to Juan Carlos in front of the redwood-painted office building.


  “Home sweet home,” Lita said, pausing as Richardson put the phone to his ear, listening to the voice message. He smiled broadly, then slipped the phone back in his pocket.


  “The battle over already?”


  “No,” Richardson said. “Harley. He’s gonna be fine. He’ll rejoin us early next week.”


  “Thank God,” Lita said. “Let’s get out. Brendan and Hannah just parked.”


  Richardson leaned over and kissed her, then got out of the truck.


  “What are you grinning about?” Brendan asked as he walked up.


  “Harley. He’s gonna be fine.”


  “Excellent,” Brendan said.


  “That’s great, dude,” Juan Carlos said, meeting them on the walkway to the office. They went through the front door, into a combination coffee shop and motel office. An old man sat behind the counter with a slightly younger woman, both with gray hair, skin showing years of lake sun.


  “You Lita?” asked the man, sitting up straighter.


  “That’s me,” Lita said.


  “I’m Winston, and this is Nell,” he said. “Welcome to the Fisherman’s Hideaway.”


  “Glad you had vacancies,” Lita said.


  The couple glanced at each other and chuckled. Nell looked at Lita. “Honey, all we got is vacancies these days. Good thing we got low expenses.”


  “Seems like the way now,” Richardson said. “I’m Richardson—DPS. This is Brendan and Juan Carlos, and their wives Hannah and Madison.”


  “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Nell said. “Will you be staying long?”


  “Hopefully longer than the last place,” Brendan quipped.


  “Uh oh, you weren’t at the resort, were you?”


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “Got out before the enemy showed up.”


  “You didn’t want to stick around and fight them?” Winston asked.


  “We were ordered to leave,” Richardson said.


  “Why?” Winston asked.


  “We’re the last of the DPS Patrol Boaters, and we’re needed to train new recruits,” Brendan said. Richardson shot him a glance.


  “Long story, and we can’t tell you about it right now,” Richardson said. “I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this to yourselves.”


  “Wait, were you guys involved in the water dust-up in San Antonio a while back?” asked Winston.


  “No comment,” Lita said.


  “Honey, get out some of that cherry pie, and some ice cream too,” Winston said. “I want to treat our guests.”


  “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Richardson said.


  “Let them do it, dude,” Juan Carlos said. Madison snickered.


  “Home made today,” Nell said, getting up.


  “Thanks,” Richardson said.


  “I’ll give them their keys while you do that,” Winston said, working the machine as he grinned at them. “Real life celebrities. Maybe someday when this is over you can tell us your story.”


  “I don’t see why not,” Richardson said.


  He handed the keys over. “It’s rooms three, five, and seven. They’re next to each other and can be made adjoining if you want.”


  “Thanks,” Richardson said.


  “You want to put your stuff away, or have pie first?” Winston asked.


  “Pie,” Juan Carlos said.


  “How do you stay thin, man?” Brendan asked.


  “Go to that table over yonder,” Winston said, pointing to a large round table near the front windows.


  “Thanks so much,” Lita said, as the group went over and took seats.


  “I like this place,” Hannah said. “It’s homey, and it feels safe.”


  “Hope our guys win at the resort,” Madison said, “and I hope the enemy doesn’t know where we are.”


  “I know, our track record for avoiding trouble isn’t the greatest,” Lita said. “Almost passed on this place because it’s so close to the resort.”


  “Here comes the pie,” Juan Carlos said. Nell brought over a large tray with the six pieces, setting it down on the table next to them and handing them out.


  “Hope you all enjoy,” Nell said. She walked away as they dug in.


  “Oh my God,” Juan Carlos said, his eyes lighting up as he tasted it.


  “Yeah, it’s good,” Lita said after her first bite. The group was quiet while they ate, their weariness hitting them fast.


  “What next?” Madison asked, pushing the empty plate away.


  “Go to our rooms and sleep,” Juan Carlos said, “unless there’s more pie.”


  “No more for me,” Hannah said. “It’s already adding to my middle.”


  “Okay, I’ll text Wallis a little later to make sure our boys won the battle,” Richardson said. “We’ll let you guys know.”


  “Thanks, that’ll make me sleep better,” Madison said.


  “Me too,” Brendan said.


  “We ready?” Lita asked.


  Richardson nodded, and they all got up and headed for the doors, waving at Nell and Winston as they left.


  “Thanks for the pie,” Richardson said. “It was great!”


  “Come on in for breakfast in the morning, between eight and ten,” Nell said. “You’ll like it.”


  “Sounds good,” Lita said. “Thank you.”


  They walked outside. “Hear that?” Madison asked.


  “Gunfire in the distance,” Lita said. “I’ll never get used to that.”


  “Think we should bring the long guns in the rooms?” Juan Carlos asked.


  Richardson looked around. “Nobody here, so I think it’s okay if we do it fast.”


  The group got their stuff and went into their rooms.


  Chapter 4 – Waiting Room


  Kyle paced in the waiting area next to the emergency room, his eyes red from crying. It’d been almost two hours. The middle-aged woman at the reception desk wouldn’t tell him anything. He heard the door open, turning to see Jason and Carrie rush in with Chelsea. Junior and Rachel came in after them with Kelly, Brenda, Curt, and Amanda.


  “Hear anything?” Carrie asked.


  “No, all they’ll say is that the doctors are looking at her,” he said, brow furrowed. “Everybody get back to the RV park okay?”


  “Yep,” Amanda said. “Sydney and Don wanted to come, but we talked them into staying behind to work the social media operation.”


  “Good,” Kyle said.


  “Where’s Auntie Kate?” Chelsea asked.


  “She’s in with the doctor, sweetie,” Jason said, squatting next to her, brushing hair out of her eyes.


  The receptionist’s phone rang. She answered, glancing at Kyle, who rushed to the window. She nodded towards the door. He pulled it open and went inside.


  “I hope it’s good news,” Junior said. The group took seats in the waiting room.


  “I hope she’s okay,” Carrie said, trying to hide her tears from Chelsea.


  “There’s been movement around Williams, Arizona,” Junior said, looking at his phone.


  “Which way?” Jason asked.


  “East on I-40,” Junior said. Several of the others pulled their phones out. Chelsea leaned against Carrie and fell asleep.


  “Do we need to worry?” Rachel asked.


  “It’s not very many,” Kelly said, looking at his phone. “I see twenty or so.”


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “Wonder if the creeps we killed got word out that they were under attack?”


  “I’d say that’s likely,” Curt said. “If their team would’ve gotten the tanks, they’d still be several hours away from home, given the speed restriction of those flatbeds.”


  Junior snickered. “Those nasty grades to Flagstaff are between here and there. Wouldn’t be a fun place to drive those flatbeds.”


  “Seriously,” Curt said.


  Amanda looked at him. “I’ll bet they didn’t get word out, but they aren’t returning calls, and their RFID hits are just sitting out in the middle of nowhere.”


  “You think they can track their own chips?” Brenda asked.


  “Of course,” Kelly said. “Too bad this turned into such a mess. We probably could’ve drawn the militia into a fine kill zone with those chips, given a little time.”


  “Yeah,” Junior said. “I agree.”


  The door opened. Kyle came out with a big smile on his face.


  “She’s okay?” Carrie asked.


  “She’ll be fine,” he said. “Her side was just a flesh wound. Didn’t even nick any organs.”


  “Then why was she in there so long before they’d say anything?” Rachel asked.


  “She had a big goose egg on the back of her head from hitting the pavement,” he said. “They wanted to check that out, to make sure she didn’t have a concussion, or worse.”


  “Oh,” Carrie said. “How long does she have to stay?”


  “They want to keep her overnight, just to make sure no bleeding starts up,” Kyle said. “They’ll let me spend the night in the room they’re moving her too. You folks can go home and get some shut-eye.”


  “I’m so glad she’s okay,” Carrie said, not able to hold back tears anymore. Chelsea woke up from her shaking.


  “Did she die, mommy?” Chelsea asked, staring at her mother with worried eyes.


  “No, sweetie, she’s going to be fine,” Carrie said. “Mommy’s crying because she’s happy.”


  “Oh, good,” Chelsea said, hugging her mother.


  “We should go,” Kelly said. “Get some rest, and keep an eye on the apps.”


  “You see something?” Kyle asked.


  “About twenty hits, moving east from Williams,” Kelly said. “They’re probably wondering what happened to their people.”


  “I’ll keep my phone nearby, then,” Kyle said.


  The group said their goodbyes and left the hospital.


  “I’ll text the group and let them know she’s okay,” Carrie said as they walked out to their vehicles.


  Chapter 5 – Dallas Recruits


  Alex backed away from his PC, getting up to grab himself a beer. He looked out the window of the dingy apartment, missing the rolling golden hills around the MidPoint Café. It had been a few weeks since the battle. I-40 was destroyed, cutting off his restaurant. He was glad that the enemy was defeated, and he’d helped, but loss of the road killed his business. He locked it up and took his daughter Kitten with him, to participate in a battle down towards El Paso. After the Fort Stockton team left for New Mexico, the group slowly drifted apart. Alex and Kitten came to Jacksboro. They both found jobs at a local restaurant. He felt safe, but not happy.


  The front door opened. “Hey, dad,” Kitten said, coming in with her waitress uniform on. She’d lost a little weight, making her face even prettier than before, but she was still on the pudgy side, her light brown hair swaying as she walked.


  “How was work, honey?”


  “Boring,” she said, sitting down. “What are you up to?”


  “I was just looking at Don and Sydney’s page,” he said.


  Her face brightened. “Are they still in New Mexico?”


  “Doesn’t say,” Alex said. “Nothing about Chance, either.”


  “Stop it,” she said, face turning red.


  “I thought he would take you with him,” Alex said. “After the I-40 battle.”


  “That again,” she said, pulling off her white service shoes. “Would you have wanted me to go?”


  “I wish both of us would’ve gone,” Alex said, rubbing his bald head as he looked in the fridge. “Crap, out of beer.”


  “We need a few things from the market,” she said. “I’ll get you more beer. Why were you on Don and Sydney’s page?”


  “I got a recruitment message,” he said, sitting on the easy chair next to the couch.


  “Really? We gonna go?”


  “What’s this we stuff? You don’t want to fight.”


  “I was almost through my EMT training,” she said. “They could always use a medic, you know. I can do that.”


  “He’s not there,” Alex said, a smirk on his face. “He’s still in New Mexico.”


  “Stop,” she said. “What are they recruiting for?”


  “Dallas.”


  “There’s a big problem there?” she asked.


  “Sounds like it. They say we need three hundred thousand people to join the battle.”


  “Three hundred thousand?” she asked. “That’s a lot.”


  “It is,” Alex said, staring at the ceiling for a moment.


  “You want to go, don’t you?”


  He sighed. “Yes.”


  “Then let’s go. When would we have to leave?”


  “Tonight,” he said.


  Kitten sat quietly for a moment, her brow furrowed. “That means we can’t give any notice at the restaurant. Doug will be in trouble if both of us disappear.”


  “I know,” Alex said. “I’d need to chat with him.”


  “He’s working tonight,” Kitten said, standing up. She walked towards the bathroom. “If we’re gonna go talk to him, I’d better get in the shower and wash off this grease. I had to help out on the grill tonight.”


  “You were cooking?” Alex asked.


  “Troy and Juan both took off,” she said.


  Alex smiled. “Ten to one they’re getting involved. I heard them talking about it a few days ago. You know they were participants in the I-40 battle.”


  Kitten laughed. “That’s all they ever talk about.”


  “Take your shower,” Alex said. “Then let’s go talk to him. Okay?”


  She nodded yes and disappeared into the hallway.


  Alex got up as he heard the shower start, walking towards his bedroom. He pulled his AK-47 out of the closet, his mind flashing back to the dead Islamist he took it from. He’d been stockpiling ammo for weeks, and now had a few thousand rounds. The shower stopped, and Kitten rushed by his door wrapped in a towel, ducking into her bedroom.


  “Got your gun out?” she asked as she dressed.


  “Yeah,” Alex said. “I have plenty of ammo. Wish we had two guns.”


  “I still have my Mini 14 and my shotgun,” she said. “We’ll bring them too.”


  “I know.” Alex picked up the gun and took it into the living room, then went back and got his ammo, making several trips to put it all by the front door. Kitten came out, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, her damp hair hanging stringy around her shoulders.


  “Wow, you’ve stockpiled quite a bit,” she said, eyeing the surplus ammo boxes lined up by the door.


  “I’ve got more .223 for your Mini 14 too, but not that many shotgun shells.”


  “We can get more, I’m sure,” she said, turning to get her guns. “You aren’t bringing any hunting weapons?”


  “Nah,” Alex said. “What good are they really, when I’ve got an AK?”


  They got the guns and ammo loaded into the Tahoe, covering them with blankets, a tent, and sleeping bags.


  “Are we coming back here after?” Kitten asked.


  “Depends. Better grab your personal stuff. Stick it in the back seat.”


  “Okay,” she said.


  They finished loading and locked up the apartment, then headed down towards the Huddle Shack to talk to their boss. He was in the parking lot behind the restaurant when they got there, his bulky frame moving back and forth, loading something into the back of his Wrangler Unlimited.


  “Hey, Kitten. Hey Alex,” he said, watching them walk up. “I was going to call you.”


  “Why?” Alex asked, shaking hands with the large dark-haired man as he got to his vehicle. There were guns and supplies in the back. “Shit, you’re going too, aren’t you?”


  Doug eyed the two of them. “You were coming to tell me you’d be gone?”


  “Yep,” Kitten said.


  Doug grinned. “I was going to call you because I’m closing down for a few days.”


  “Dallas?” Kitten asked.


  “Yep,” Doug said. “Hope we have enough people. I’ve heard there’s a couple hundred thousand Islamists waiting to attack.”


  “You believe the stories about those apps?” Kitten asked.


  Doug shook his head yes. “Rumor has it that we get the apps if we join. Worth it just for that.”


  “This is gonna be interesting,” Alex said. “I’ve been reading about the apps for a couple weeks. Wasn’t sure if I believed it or not.”


  “Those folks you were with have them in New Mexico, apparently,” Doug said. “Don’t talk about it openly, though.”


  Alex nodded. “Which rendezvous point are you going to?”


  “Irving. You?”


  “Same,” Alex said. “I think we’re gathering by the Trinity River.”


  “We’re on the same message boards,” Doug said. “Want to go together?”


  “Might as well,” Alex said. Kitten shook her head in agreement.


  “I’m taking off in an hour. That work? You can come in and eat something before we leave. I’m shutting the doors in five minutes. We have food that needs to be eaten or dumped.”


  “I could eat,” Alex said. He and Kitten watched Doug close his tailgate, and they walked into the back door together.


  “Did you sign up yet?” Doug asked.


  “I was going to do it when we got there,” Alex said.


  “I’m about to go on their web page and do it, so I don’t have to wait in any long lines. Check it out, maybe you’d like to.”


  Alex nodded, as they went to the prep table in the kitchen. Doug pulled a tray out of the warmer with roast beef and new potatoes. “Help yourselves. You know where the plates and silverware are.”


  “Thanks, boss,” Alex said. He and Kitten watched as Doug pulled out his phone and went to the recruitment page.


  “Wow, this is easy,” Doug said. Then he froze, watching as two apps downloaded onto his phone. “Hey, this gets you the apps!”


  “We need to do that, dad,” Kitten said as she dished three plates of food up.


  “I’ll do it right now,” Alex said, grabbing his phone. Kitten did the same after she shoved plates in front of the two men. She took a bite of roast beef as she watched the apps download. Doug got finished first, and reviewed the instructions.


  “This is genius,” Doug said. “Here goes.” He clicked on the short-range app. It loaded. “No hits, just a map. Nobody within half a mile.”


  “Are we sure all the Islamists have RFID?” Kitten asked.


  “That’s what I’ve read, honey,” Alex said.


  “Holy shit,” Doug said as he looked at the long-range app. “Look at this!” he held up his phone, showing the Dallas area.


  “So, those stories were true after all,” Alex said. “They’ve been avoiding the video cameras pretty well, that’s for sure.”


  “They’re spread all over,” Kitten said, now looking at her phone. “Expand your map. They’re as far south as Route 12, and as far north as I-635.”


  “Two hundred thousand citizens might not be enough,” Doug said as he moved his finger on the screen. “This isn’t going to be one battle. This is going to be street to street, just like Mosul.”


  “I wish the Fort Stockton group was back here,” Alex said.


  “You heard from any of them?” Doug asked.


  “Not for quite a while,” Alex said.


  “We know they busted the bridges near Truth or Consequences,” Kitten said. “That was their main objective. Seems like they ought to be getting back pretty soon.” She moved her view to New Mexico. “I think I know why they’re still there.”


  “Why?” Alex asked.


  “Look along I-40. There’s a thick line of enemy fighters there. See?”


  “You think they need to break that road too, don’t you?” Doug asked.


  “Well, they got the north-south road, but the enemy can go around it,” Kitten said. “See that? They can come up through Arizona and cross over on I-40, above the spot on I-25 they blew up.”


  “You got a good point, honey,” Alex said as he looked at it. He glanced back at her face, which was fraught with worry. “You saw the contact link on Don and Sydney’s page. Leave a message. It’ll get to him. Give him your number.”


  “Isn’t it public?” she asked.


  “The link says private message,” Alex said.


  “Who’s he?” Doug asked.


  “Chance,” Alex said. “He was with the Fort Stockton group in our town. Got to know him and some of the others during the I-40 battle.”


  “You don’t have to leave your info,” Doug said. “Just leave your name. You can pass private messages on their site. It’s pretty nice.”


  “One thing at a time,” Kitten said.


  Alex smiled at her and shook his head. “Don’t be a chicken.”


  “He might be dead anyway,” Kitten said. “Some of them have died, you know. I’ve read about it.”


  “Wouldn’t it be better to know?” Doug asked.


  Kitten sat quietly for a moment. “Dad, you need to stop bugging me about this, okay? He wasn’t my last chance. We barely got to know each other.”


  “Okay, sorry,” Alex said, patting her shoulder. “Shall we take some of this food with us? I’ve got an ice chest.”


  “Yeah, me too,” Doug said, “and the ice maker is full. Let’s do it.”


  The two of them walked out of the kitchen, towards the back door. When they were out of sight, Kitten grabbed her phone and typed a quick message.


  Chapter 6 – Many Fronts


  Kip Hendrix, Governor Nelson, and Chief Ramsey sat in the console room, looking at the display of the long-range detailed app, making notes and sending texts. Maria came out of the living room with Dr. Schultz.


  “You guys should eat something,” Maria said.


  “You at a good stopping point?” Ramsey asked the other two men.


  “Not quite,” Kip said. “I want to finish mapping the Dallas area. We’re sending citizens there, and we’re not making any attempt to hide them.”


  “What are you doing?” Maria asked, sitting next to him.


  “I’ve broken the city into grids, and I’m recording how many hits in each. I’ll do this once an hour - got it set up so I can do it quickly.”


  “We need an automated way to do that,” Ramsey said.


  “I agree,” Governor Nelson said. “We should contact Brian. He’s good with that sort of thing.”


  “Is he back on the job?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yeah, but from home,” Nelson said, “until they put the capitol building back together. It sustained a lot of damage during the attack.”


  “He can come here if you want,” Hendrix said. “We’ve got the room and supplies.”


  “He doesn’t want to leave his family,” Nelson said. “Can’t say that I blame him.”


  The console beeped. Maria rushed to it and pulled out the keyboard, typing while watching the screen. “It’s Director Wallis and Major General Gallagher.”


  “Put them on,” Nelson said.


  “Just a sec, I need to capture one last area,” Hendrix said, writing notes furiously as he watched the screen. “Okay, go ahead.”


  “All right,” Maria said. She switched to the conference call mode. “I can cast the output of the detailed app to that other monitor, you know.”


  “Good idea,” Hendrix said.


  She nodded and did that as Gallagher and Wallis appeared on the screen. Neither looked happy.


  “Oh, crap, what now?” Nelson asked.


  “It shows, huh,” Wallis said. “EU Navy ships are heading for the gulf.”


  “Dammit,” Nelson said. “Have we gotten any messages?”


  “Nope,” Wallis said.


  “It gets worse,” Gallagher said. “Tell them, man.”


  “They’ve got HARM missiles. They can take out our radar installations along the gulf coast.”


  “We’ll have a hard time replacing those,” Gallagher said.


  Nelson leaned back in his chair for a moment. “Do you think this is retaliation for us attacking the enemy ships?”


  “I think we have to assume that,” Wallis said.


  “Maybe we should engage the EU Navy,” Ramsey said. “It’s not like they’re the US Navy.”


  “They chased the US Navy out of there,” Wallis said.


  “More like lured them out of there,” Hendrix said.


  “Either way, those boats could attack our coastal cities,” Gallagher said, “including Houston. It’s not very far from the water.”


  “Is there anything we can do to protect ourselves?” Hendrix asked. “Can we lock down our radar installations until they take off?”


  “That’s easier said than done,” Wallis said.


  “They got any aircraft carriers with them?”


  “Nothing like the US Navy has,” Wallis said. “They do have a few, but they only carry choppers, not fighter jets.”


  “Can we chat with the US Navy?” Nelson asked.


  “We’d have to go through General Hogan,” Wallis said. “They haven’t been taking my calls.”


  “What the hell is going on?” Nelson asked, getting up to pace. “See if we can get Hogan. Even if he can’t help us communicate, we can run ideas by him.”


  “I’ll try,” Wallis said. “Be right back.”


  He left the screen.


  “We hear anything new about the Fort Stockton group?” Gallagher asked as they waited.


  “I’m just about to call them,” Ramsey said. “Haven’t talked to them since the attempt on their tanks.”


  “We don’t know what happened to the core member who was wounded?” Gallagher asked.


  “Not yet,” Ramsey said. “I’ll send a text message while we’re waiting.” He pulled his phone out as the screen came up. Wallis was back.


  “He’s not available right now,” Wallis said. “They’re in the middle of an operation.”


  “Okay,” Nelson said. “Let’s keep going on our own, then.”


  “Want some good news?” Ramsey asked.


  “Are you kidding?” Nelson asked.


  “Kyle’s woman is okay,” Ramsey said. “She’ll be released from the hospital in the morning.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “That’s something, at least.”


  “We should push them to begin the next attack right away,” Wallis said. “We need them back here pronto.”


  “Dallas will start before they can get back here, even if they left now.”


  “Dallas won’t be one battle,” Hendrix said.


  “He’s right,” Gallagher said. “I’ve been studying the locations of enemy fighters. They’re spaced way too wide. They’ll hit us in an area, trying to draw us out, kill some of our people, and then retreat, only to open up a front in another area shortly thereafter.”


  “The slow bleed, huh?” Hendrix asked.


  “Yeah,” Gallagher said.


  “Do you think they know we can see them?” Ramsey asked.


  “I’d be a little surprised if they don’t know by now,” Gallagher said, “but we’ve been pretty careful. They might not.”


  “Should we continue to hide it?” Maria asked.


  “That’s the big question,” Wallis said. “The apps are going into wide release soon. Sometime this month. Then they’ll know for sure. Do we limit our reactions in Dallas to keep up a belief they might not even have anymore? Not sure what that buys us.”


  “I’m leaning towards not worrying about it,” Nelson said, “since it won’t be dangerous to General Hogan’s team at this point. Are we going through with distribution of the apps to the Dallas team?


  “Yep,” Gallagher said. “I gave Don and Sydney permission to put an auto-download feature on their recruitment site. If you volunteer, you get the apps.”


  “And they’re using that for Dallas?” Nelson asked. “Already?”


  “Yep,” Gallagher said. “Also in New Mexico and Arizona. And by the way, that group in Arizona has effectively shut down Highway 191 in the eastern part of the state. The enemy can no longer use that to travel to I-40.”


  “Does that mean that we can forget about hitting I-40 and bring our people home right away?” Ramsey asked.


  “No,” Gallagher said.


  “Why not?” Ramsey asked.


  “Highway 191 is so damn flat most of the way that the enemy can go around the damage,” Gallagher said. “They can’t get through now because the team is still together, and they’re blasting anybody who gets on the road. We can’t count on that for the long term.”


  Nelson got up and paced again, thinking. “What if we used that team to knock out I-40, instead of the Fort Stockton team?”


  “I think we should use both,” Gallagher said. “It’ll insure there’d be fewer casualties.”


  Nelson kept pacing, mind working a mile a minute.


  “This makes you nervous?” Dr. Schultz asked.


  “Don’t worry, not in that way,” Nelson said. “I’m trying to think, but I’m not overly agitated. Stay with me on this, guys. Why couldn’t the Arizona team take out I-40?”


  “They don’t have M-1 tanks,” Wallis said. Gallagher looked over at him and nodded in agreement.


  “Can we get any mobile artillery to them?” Nelson asked.


  “We’d have to capture some there, and I don’t know if there’s any around,” Gallagher said. “Moving that capability from Texas into Arizona would get us in trouble.”


  “If that’s true, why are we getting away with taking the tanks in there?” Hendrix asked.


  “Good point,” Nelson said.


  “We’d have to spend resources to move artillery there, and we know there are scavengers around with no RFID chips,” Wallis said.


  “Hmmm,” Nelson said. He finally sat down. “We’ve got the Fort Stockton team in place. We should let them finish the job quickly and get them back. Any mop-up could be done by the Arizona team. How does that sound?”


  “Sounds good to me,” Wallis said.


  “I’m okay with it,” Gallagher said. “If I can get a line on some artillery in Arizona, is it okay if I help them capture it?”


  “Yes, but be careful,” Nelson said. “Job one is guarding Highway 191, with the secondary possibility of them helping with I-40.”


  “You’re not sold on having them help more than that?” Gallagher asked.


  “Nope,” Nelson said. “The greatest help they can be at this point is holding back enemy forces from using Highway 191 and I-40 to stop our demolition strategy.”


  Gallagher was silent for a moment, then whispered something to Wallis. They both looked forward again. “Okay, Governor, we think that has merit. We’ll play it that way.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “Now, what about the EU Navy?”


  “If it were me, I’d hit them with air power,” Wallis said.


  “You know that’s a risk, though, right?” Hendrix asked.


  “I understand,” Wallis said. “They’re going to hit us anyway. It’d be self-defense, and we could send that out into the media.”


  “I want to think about this,” Nelson said. “How long until they get into a dangerous part of the gulf?”


  “The way they’ve been moving so far, a couple days,” Wallis said.


  “Good, then I can sleep on it,” Nelson said.


  Chapter 7 – Comfort Food


  Madison woke next to Juan Carlos, who was still sleeping. She watched his face, her love for him giving her a rush. He stirred, and his eyes fluttered open.


  “Hey, beautiful.”


  “Oh, please,” she said, smiling at him. She moved closer, putting her leg over his hip. “We made it through the night, anyway.”


  “We did.” He grabbed his phone, fired up the long-range app, and looked at the Canyon Lake area. “No hits nearby.”


  “Good,” she said, still watching his face.


  He moved his finger on the screen. “Whoa – very few hits left around that base by San Antonio. They must have hit it and burned the bodies.”


  “Maybe the enemy fled before they got there.”


  He scanned the areas surrounding the base. “Doesn’t look like it to me.” He set his phone back on the bedside table and turned towards her, his hand going to her waist, pulling her closer.


  “Eewww, my breath is gonna be bad,” she said.


  “Mine too.”


  “Let’s brush our teeth and get into the bath for a little while,” she said. “We can play in there. Is that okay?”


  “Was that a trick question?”


  She looked at him and snickered. “You and your movie references. No, it’s not a trick question. We need each other.”


  They got up and walked into the small master bath, Madison turning on the tub water, as Juan Carlos took their tooth brushes out of the zip-lock bag on the counter.


  “The tub in the last place was nicer,” she said as she joined him in front of the mirror, pulling her long t-shirt over her head.


  “You’re gonna brush naked, huh?”


  “Might as well get you good and primed.” She smirked as she picked up her toothbrush. Juan Carlos picked his up too. They were brushing when their phones dinged with text messages.


  “Crap,” Juan Carlos said with a mouthful of toothpaste, trying to spit it out fast. Madison giggled. He picked up his phone and looked at it as she finished.


  “Richardson?” she asked.


  “Yep. He asked if we could be downstairs in half an hour.”


  “Tell him forty-five minutes,” she said as she rinsed her toothbrush. He replied as she adjusted the bath water. “Might be a little hot.”


  Juan Carlos finished the reply and hit send, then set his phone down. He turned as Madison came up to him for a hug. They got into the tub together, their passion rising as they kissed and caressed, ending up back on the bed, making love frantically.


  “We were kinda loud,” Juan Carlos said between pants.


  Madison flashed him an embarrassed smile. “We’re still almost newlyweds, you know.”


  “Want to rinse in the tub? It’s probably still warm enough.”


  “Sure,” she said. They did that, then dressed.


  “We’re a little late,” Juan Carlos said, as he stuck the phone in his pocket and put his pistol in his belt.


  “They’ll live,” Madison said, brushing her blonde hair. They headed for the dining room. Richardson and Lita were sitting at the large round table they’d used the night before.


  “Brendan and Hannah aren’t here yet, huh?” Madison asked as they sat.


  “No, but they’ll be along in a minute,” Lita said. “Hannah just texted.”


  “Who’s the extra place setting for?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Probably me,” Harley said as he limped to their table.


  “Harley!” Richardson said, standing to shake his hand. “How are you feeling?”


  “Other than the limp, I’m good,” he said. “My memory of that mess is pretty fuzzy. You’ll have to tell me the story.”


  “Harley, you’re back!” Brendan said as he walked up with Hannah. She glanced at Madison, and both turned red. Lita noticed it and snickered.


  Nell walked over with an order pad. “This everyone?”


  “Sure is,” Richardson said. “This is Harley. Got anymore rooms?”


  “Land sakes yes,” she said. “You can stop by the counter after breakfast.”


  “Great, thanks,” Harley said as he sat down. They ordered, and Nell scurried away.


  “Glad you’re back with us,” Richardson said.


  “Seriously,” Juan Carlos said.


  “What are we gonna do now?” Hannah asked.


  “Set up shop,” Richardson said. “That action by the National Guard last night kicked the enemy out of the area.”


  “You know what happened at the base?” Brendan asked.


  “It was a rout, and we’ve gotten smarter. They had the whole place booby-trapped. Our folks caught that and defused the bombs.”


  “Did the bad guys escape?” Juan Carlos asked. “There are very few icons left there.”


  “They killed them and burned their bodies,” Richardson said. “Now the guard is heading for another base. Since we can see them it’s like shooting fish in a barrel.”


  “The enemy has to know about the apps by now,” Harley said.


  “Maybe not, because of that base attack,” Richardson said.


  “Why not?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Because the squad that attacked the hotel came from that base,” Richardson said. “They probably figured that one of their folks spilled the beans.”


  “Oh,” Harley said. “Makes sense. Where’s the next base?”


  “The biggest clump I’m seeing is around Goliad,” Richardson said. “in the southern half of the state, that is. Dallas is a bloodbath waiting to happen. Then there’s the gulf.”


  “Still enemy ships out there, huh?” Harley asked. “Damn US Navy deserted us, didn’t they?”


  “They were drawn away, from what we’ve been hearing,” Brendan said.


  “Drawn away by whom?” Harley asked.


  “The EU Navy,” Richardson said.


  “Really? We could destroy that navy in about twenty minutes.”


  “I agree, Harley, but we’re in a strange situation. The US Navy isn’t working for the Federal Government as it stands now, but they rely on bases all over the country—so they’re pushing but not too far. At least until the worm turns.”


  “The worm turns?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Release of the apps with names and other data, and the cleaning out of our Federal Government,” Richardson said.


  “Oh,” Harley said. “Yeah, we’d need names to clean out the government.”


  “I don’t understand why they put RFID chips in high-ranking people,” Juan Carlos said. “It’s not like they need battlefield command and control.”


  Richardson chuckled. “They do need to keep people from cutting and running. With the RFID chips, the high-ranking officers can’t run.”


  “And they can’t hide,” Lita said, smiling. “It’s very understandable when you think about it.”


  “Couldn’t they just go to their doctor and have them removed?” Harley asked.


  Juan Carlos shook his head. “We forced Federal employees into the healthcare system, remember? The government will get tipped off. They know every health detail about every one of us.”


  “Allowing that to happen was a huge mistake,” Brendan said. “When this war is settled, we need to get rid of that system once and for all.”


  “I agree,” Richardson said, “but we’ve got enough to worry about now.”


  The food arrived, and they all dug in, keeping quiet for a little while.


  “Damn, they have great food here,” Juan Carlos said. “Better than that foo-foo crap at the resort.”


  Madison chuckled. “This is comfort food. If you lived on this stuff, you’d be as wide as you are tall.”


  “That’s a fact,” Harley said. “My grandmother made food like this, and, come to think of it, she was as wide as she was tall.”


  “What are we doing today?” Lita asked.


  “Director Wallis said to call him after noon today for instructions. They expect to have the training center ready to occupy, and several boats ready to check out.”


  “That gives us almost four hours to relax,” Madison said. “They got a pool here?”


  “You got a swimsuit?” Hannah asked.


  “Dammit,” Madison said.


  Lita smiled. “I think my water sports are going to be restricted to the tub in my room.”


  “Already used that,” Madison said.


  “Yeah, we know,” Hannah said with a wicked grin.


  Madison laughed, her face turning red yet again. “Shut up, you’re no better.”


  “Okay, you found me out,” Hannah said. “Maybe we ought to go buy some clothes.”


  Richardson’s phone rang. He looked at it. “Wallis.” He got up and walked away, putting the phone to his ear. “Yes sir.”


  “Sorry I’m a little early. We’re gonna be busy soon, and I have the info now. Your base is a large barge with the capability to anchor or move. It’ll have enough dock space for ten patrol boats. Currently it’s anchored near the Randolph Air Force base facility, next to the Lake Canyon Yacht Club.”


  “A barge, huh? Interesting. Does it have armaments?”


  “M19 and mini-guns on turrets at the four corners of the roof. It’s a rectangle shape. The sides are armored against fire up to 7.62 cal, but if it gets hit with explosives or a mini-gun, it won’t last long. Should be fine for any small arms fire.”


  “Well, maybe that’s better than we’ve had before,” Richardson said. “Where are we supposed to live?”


  “Anywhere you like,” Wallis said. “You’ll all get an allowance. You could opt to stay on the barge. There are quarters. They’re small but not too bad, from the pictures I’ve seen. Five stateroom quarters and barracks for the trainees.”


  “Might be a good choice temporarily,” Richardson said, “but I don’t know how it’ll go over with the ladies. Harley is back with us, by the way. We just finished breakfast at our hotel.”


  “That’s great,” Wallis said.


  “How do we get there?”


  “Take 306 south to Jacob’s Creek Park Road,” Wallis said. “Make a left on Randolph AFB Road. Follow the signs down to the marina. You can’t miss it. You’ll have to take a water taxi out there. We’ve got people manning the dock station.”


  “Great,” Richardson said. “We’ll take off in a little while.”


  “Sounds good. Talk to you later, Richardson.”


  The call ended, and Richardson went back to the table.


  “Was that Wallis?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Yeah. Our training facility is ready. It’s on a barge. I’ve got directions.”


  “You guys are gonna be gone all day?” Hannah asked.


  “You can go with us,” Richardson said. “There are living quarters, which we could use temporarily, until we find places of our own. We get a housing allowance.”


  “Living on a barge?” Madison asked, her face not portraying excitement.


  “Let’s at least look at it,” Lita said. “It’s not like we can settle down somewhere for the long term anyway. Eventually we’ll be going to the Rio Grande, right?”


  “Eventually, but that might be a while,” Richardson said. “We have a lot of training to do.”


  “Okay, I say we go check it out,” Hannah said.


  “Let’s meet back down here in an hour,” Richardson said. “Does that work for everybody?”


  They nodded in agreement, and left the dining room.


  Chapter 8 – Demolition Plans


  Curt and Amanda left their rig, heading for the RV Park clubhouse. Others were slowly making their way there in the early afternoon sun.


  “Look, there’s Kyle and Kate,” Amanda said, pointing at Jason’s Jeep as it came through the gate. “She must have been given a clean bill of health.”


  “Good,” Curt said. “Hope we get on this last mission quick. I’m missing Texas.”


  “Me too, honey.”


  They entered the clubhouse, which was already half full. Jason and Clancy were messing around with a large-screen TV in the front of the room, sitting on a waist-high table.


  “Are we having special guests, pencil neck?” Curt asked has he approached the front of the room.


  “Gallagher and Wallis,” Jason said. “Maybe Governor Nelson and the others too. Things are happening fast in Texas. I think they’ll want us to move on I-40 very soon.”


  “What’s very soon?” Amanda asked.


  “This afternoon,” he said.


  “How far is the target?” Amanda asked.


  “Full speed, my GPS says an hour and a half,” Clancy said, coming around from the back of the TV set, screwdriver in hand. “Since we aren’t leaving the tanks behind again, it’ll probably take another forty-five minutes or so.”


  “That’s not so bad,” Curt said. “We can do that.”


  Jason looked at his phone. “We’re getting close. They’re gonna be on in less than five minutes.”


  “Everybody know to come over?” Amanda asked.


  “They all got a message,” Jason said.


  “Look, here comes Kyle and Kate,” Clancy said, nodding towards the door. Jason turned around, a big smile on his face. Carrie rushed to meet them from the middle of the room, where she was chatting with Brenda, Rachel, Kim, and Sydney. They all followed, doting on Kate as they came to the front.


  “How is she?” Jason asked Kyle as he walked up, Eric, Kelly, and Junior beside him.


  “She’ll be okay,” Kyle said. “I don’t ever want to go through that again.”


  “She was damn lucky,” Clancy said.


  “You got that right, pencil neck,” Curt said. Amanda shook her head and rushed over to the other women.


  “We’re gonna attack soon, aren’t we?” Kelly asked quietly.


  “Yep,” Jason said.


  “I’ve been looking at that spot in more detail,” Junior said. “It’s a good place to hit. I don’t think the terrain around that bridge is easy to drive on. It’s rocky as hell. It’ll be hard to get around our handiwork”


  “Yeah, I noticed that too,” Kyle said. “Was looking at it while Kate was asleep at the hospital.”


  “Does she know we’re about to take off?” Jason asked, shooting a glance at the women, who were chatting and smiling.


  “She does,” Kyle said.


  Jason’s phone dinged. He looked at the text message. “They’re ready. Let’s start it.”


  Clancy nodded and turned on the TV, then used the laptop to connect to the transmission. He cast the picture to the big screen, and plugged the microphone into the laptop. “You guys hear us okay?”


  “Yep,” Gallagher said. “You hear us?”


  “Sure do,” Clancy said. He turned to the crowd. “Gather around, folks, and keep side conversations down to a dull roar.”


  Gallagher and Wallis chuckled as the group approached. Stanton Hunt and White Eagle rushed through the door, hurrying to the front of the room.


  “Sorry we’re late,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “You aren’t late,” Jason said, smiling as they approached. The rest of the group was in place and quiet.


  “Let’s make this short,” Gallagher said. “We like the plans you sent us—we looked at some hi-res satellite photos of the bridge over that wash. The terrain is difficult. They won’t be able to bypass it easily—at least not if they need to move heavy trucks over it.”


  “Here’s the photo,” Wallis said, messing with his mouse for a minute. It showed up on the big screen. “See that black rock there? It’s volcanic; jagged and crumbly. It would be a challenge with a Jeep Rubicon. There is another challenge, though. Look at old Route 66.”


  “I was looking at that,” Junior said. “We’ll have to do something there, but it’s a small road. It’ll be easier to blow than I-40.”


  “Yeah, it’ll need some attention,” Clancy said. “Got a contact in town. Has a rental yard with a big dozer. I was planning to pick it up on the way. We could just trench that road in a few places, and it’ll keep traffic off it for a while. It’s not that long of a stretch. Just a little loop.”


  “Good idea,” Jason said, looking closely at the map. “Now back to the big job. Thoughts?”


  “Can we blow that with tank cannons?” Dirk asked. “Looks kinda solid.”


  “I’d use the plastic explosive, pack both tunnels full, then use the tanks to finish the job,” Gallagher said. “You the best demolition expert?”


  “Curt knows a lot too,” Dirk said. “And my brother Francis, and Clancy. We’ll be okay.”


  “How are we getting home?” Chance asked. “Also, we didn’t see any good places to blow Route 60, and if we don’t, they’ll use that to go around the bridges we blew up on I-25.”


  “The Arizona recruits are gonna blow up Route 60 on their side of the border, but it’s not the best place,” Gallagher said. “My suggestion is to blow these two bridges here, on Old Highway 60 and I-25.” He pointed it out on the satellite picture with his finger.


  Wallis nodded in agreement. “They go over an irrigation ditch. It’s not big like the Rio Grande, but you aren’t gonna be driving any trucks over it.”


  “Those bridges look pretty small,” Curt said. “Especially the old one. Ought to be easy to blow.”


  “Yeah, that looks like a short, easy job,” Dirk said. “We’re gonna need to save some tank rounds for that. Maybe some explosives, too.”


  “I’ve got a line on some dynamite,” Clancy said. “Same guy who has the dozer. We ought to stock up on the way out.”


  “Good idea,” Gallagher said. “You have enough gas for the round trip to I-40 and back?”


  “Yeah, we’ve got a bunch of Jerry cans already filled and ready to go,” Junior said.


  “Then it sounds like you’re ready,” Wallis said. “I’d take off soon, blow I-40 this afternoon, and find a place to camp for the night. You can blow Highway 60 in the morning, on the way back home.”


  “I like it,” Jason said. “Everybody ready for that?”


  “Hell yeah!” shouted somebody from the back. Several others said yes, and most people nodded in agreement.


  “Okay, we’ll let you guys go,” Gallagher said. “Good luck!”


  “Thank you, sir,” Jason said.


  The call ended, and Clancy went to work unhooking his equipment.


  “All right, everybody, let’s get out of here!” Kelly shouted.


  “I’ll stop and get the dozer and the dynamite,” Clancy said to Jason.


  “Make sure you have another vehicle or two with you, okay?” Jason asked.


  “You got it,” Clancy said.


  “I’ll go with him,” Stanton Hunt said.


  “Me too,” Chance said. “I’ll bring my truck. It’s got a good tow rating.”


  “Want me to tag along too?” Dirk asked.


  “Nah, two vehicles are enough for an escort,” Clancy said. “This is only gonna take about fifteen minutes.”


  Chance nodded, and then his phone dinged. He looked at it. Email message? From the recruiting site?


  “You okay, man?” Dirk asked.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s get going.”


  The group left the clubhouse.


  Chapter 9 - Stadium


  Alex was behind the wheel of the Tahoe, Kitten sleeping in the passenger seat. They blasted down I-820, closing on North Richland Hills, Doug’s Wrangler Unlimited ahead of them. Kitten’s phone dinged with an email. “Wonder who that could be?” he said to himself. Kitten stirred.


  “Whaaa?” she asked, eyes barely open.


  “Nothing,” Alex said. “We’re just over half-way there.”


  She sat up straight and shook her head, trying to wake up. “Where are we?”


  “Just about to North Richland Hills.”


  “Oh,” she said. “Remember to get off I-820 just past there. It goes south. We need to continue east on that toll road. Highway 183.”


  “I’m watching for it,” he said. “Glad you could sleep a little.”


  She stretched and shook her head again. “Wish you could sleep some.”


  “I took a nap while you were at work. All you had time to do was take a shower, remember?”


  “Yeah, I remember,” she said, picking her phone up from the center console.


  “I heard an email come in,” Alex said, glancing at her for a moment.


  “Really?” she asked, unlocking the screen. Her eyes got wide as she saw the email notification banner.


  “Somebody you know?” Alex asked.


  “I don’t know,” she said, tapping on the notification. The sender wasn’t a name. It was just a code. She tapped it, her heart racing as it opened.


  Kitten. Thank God. Are you okay? Don’t say where you are. This is supposed to be encrypted but I don’t trust it. I’ve missed you so much. We’ll be coming home soon. I want to see you again. Chance.


  She smiled to herself, tears running down her cheeks. Alex noticed.


  “Are you okay, honey?”


  “Yes, dad, I’m fine,” she said, wiping her eyes quickly. “I heard back from Chance.”


  “Oh, so you did send him a message,” Alex said, grinning at her.


  “Don’t tease me,” she said. “Please?”


  “Okay, no problem,” he said, watching the road as they took the interchange to Highway 183. “He’s fine?”


  “Yes, and he said they’re coming home soon.”


  “That’s great news,” Alex said. “I miss those folks. Wish we would’ve followed them into New Mexico.”


  “I know. We’d best focus on the job we have to do. It’s just as dangerous as what they’re doing, you know.”


  Alex was silent for a moment.


  “Dad?”


  “Oh, sorry,” he said. “Yes, it’ll be dangerous, and I don’t want you doing anything stupid, okay?”


  She rolled her eyes. “I’ll mainly be a medic, remember?”


  “They’re in the line of fire,” Alex said.


  “I know, but I have to do my part, and by the way, don’t you do anything stupid either.”


  They rode silently for a while, both in their own heads, the fear and excitement growing in them as they neared Irving.


  “Do you know what the address is?” Kitten asked.


  “Hasn’t come through yet,” he said. “We should be getting something soon.”


  “What if it doesn’t come before we get to Irving?”


  “We hang out for a while, I guess,” Alex said. “I could use a snack. Maybe even a nap if we’ve got time.”


  “You’ve got another fork in the road coming,” Kitten said. “Stay on Highway 183.”


  “Got it,” Alex said as they rolled through the interchange. “More traffic than I expected, and it’s going the same way we are.”


  “If we’ve really got a couple hundred thousand recruits coming, we’ll see lots of traffic.”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “Wonder who’s running the strategy?”


  “It doesn’t say on the recruiting page,” Kitten said.


  “Maybe it’s Don or Sydney,” Alex said.


  “I doubt it. Maybe one of the Texas Leadership team. They were pretty tight with the Fort Stockton group. Especially Jason and Kyle, remember?”


  “Austin PD,” Alex said. “They’re tied in through Chief Ramsey, who’s a close personal friend of Governor Nelson.”


  “That’s what Chance told me. We’re getting close to Irving.”


  “Wonder why Irving?” Alex asked. “Why not just cruise into Dallas?”


  Kitten put the phone to her face, moving her fingertips on the screen. “Judging by the long-range app, Irving has a good corridor to attack the closest large clump of enemy fighters.”


  “What corridor?”


  “The park along the Trinity River,” she said, “which is the southern boundary of a large industrial area. The first group of enemy fighters are camped out in warehouses there. We could enter from the park road. It’s out of the Dallas traffic.”


  “How big is the group of enemy fighters there?”


  “Looks like about fifty thousand at that first location. There’s a larger group further down along the same corridor. That one looks like around a hundred thousand.”


  “Geez,” Alex said. Both their phones dinged with text messages.


  “I’ll look,” she said, glancing at him as she went to her message app. “It’s the location.”


  “Where?”


  “Irving High School,” she said.


  “Which off-ramp?”


  “I’m looking at that now,” Kitten said. “There’s a cloverleaf coming up. Take the ramp onto Highway 356. It’s probably called West Irving Boulevard.”


  “Just saw a sign for that. We’re a few miles away yet.”


  “Good,” Kitten said. “That will dump onto Second Street. Take that, and then we have several routes to Sixth Street. The school complex is at Sixth and Lucille. That might be a good way. Looks pretty wide.”


  “Any enemy fighters around there?”


  “Nope, the closest ones are in that industrial area I was just talking about. As we get further into Dallas they’re spread out more. I’ll bet those industrial areas are staging points.”


  “Wonder if the enemy is still pumping fighters into the city?” Alex asked.


  “The recruitment page says they are, but they might say that to add urgency to the pitch.”


  Alex laughed. “Cynical already?”


  She looked at him and grinned. “You know it’s always good to take everything with a grain of salt. Part of the genius of Don and Sydney is the way they write copy. It’s good advertising.”


  “There’s our interchange,” Alex said, following Doug’s Wrangler. “Guess he figured out where to get off.”


  “I texted him.”


  Alex laughed. “Figures. You can be a take-charge woman when you want to be.”


  She turned and looked behind them. “There’s a large line of vehicles behind us. Wonder if they’re all recruits?”


  Alex glanced at his rearview mirror, eyes getting wide. “Wow. As far back as I can see, coming off the highway.”


  “Slow down, the road gets thinner coming up,” Kitten said, still looking at her phone. “You’ll have the choice to stay on West Irving or take the right-hand fork onto Second. Take Second.”


  “Got it,” Alex said, his eyes darting from the road ahead to the rearview mirror every few seconds. “There’s a lot of people ahead of us now.”


  “Yep,” Kitten said. “Doug just took the fork to Second Street.”


  Alex shot her a grin. “You tell him that too?”


  “Nope, he figured that one out by himself. Must suck to be driving without a passenger to navigate.”


  They got onto Second Street and slowed down, the area residential with homes, parks, stores, and churches lining both sides of the street.


  “Keep your eyes open for Lucille Street,” Kitten said. “With all these trees, the sign might be hard to see. Look for a church on the left. It’s big and it looks like Noah’s Ark.”


  Alex chuckled. “That ought to stick out like a sore thumb.”


  “There it is! See it?”


  Alex smiled, eyes not leaving the road. “Yeah, I see it. Look at all the cars turning there.”


  “Yeah, guess it’s not hard to miss after all.” They watched Doug make the right turn and followed him down the small residential street.


  “Which side is the school on?” Alex asked.


  “Left side. There’s a huge parking lot next to the stadium. Make a left on Sixth Street and go to the third driveway.”


  “Whoa,” Alex said, looking at the stoppage of cars ahead. “That doesn’t look good. Wonder what’s going on?”


  “Traffic jam,” Kitten said.


  “Hopefully this means we’ve gotten more than enough recruits.”


  Kitten looked at him, nodding in agreement, then going back to the phone app again. “No enemy around. It should be safe.”


  “There’s a guy on a bicycle coming,” Alex said. “He’s stopping at each of the cars up there.”


  They watched as he approached, spending a moment or two at each car in line. He finally got to them. Alex shut off his engine and rolled down his window.


  “Recruits?” the young man asked.


  “Yep,” Alex said. “There a problem up there?”


  He smiled. “The kind of problem we want. There’s not enough parking because more people showed than we expected. We’ve filled up all the parking lots and all the grassy areas except for the football stadium.”


  “You going to open that up?”


  “No, it’s a single lane to get in,” the young man said. “Too much of a trap. With as many people as we’ve got here, we’re liable to gain some attention we don’t want.”


  “What should we do?” Kitten asked.


  “Sit tight, and have patience,” he said. “We’ve got somebody directing traffic, and we’re looking for alternate spots to park. If you see an opening on the curb, grab it, but most of those were gone an hour ago.”


  “How many people do we have so far?” Alex asked.


  “Last count, about eighty thousand,” he said. “There’s more coming in, though. A lot more.”


  Alex smiled. “You’re right, it’s a good problem to have.”


  “We’ll be patient,” Kitten said.


  The young man nodded, smiling at her, and rode to the vehicle behind them. It was a dirty old pickup truck, the bed filled with young men.


  “This is insane,” Alex said. “Maybe bad planning. Hope not.”


  “I’ll bet it’s just an under-estimation of how many people wanted to join the fight.”


  Their phones dinged with text messages. They both read, since they were no longer moving.


  “Who’s Major General Gallagher?” Kitten asked.


  Alex looked over at her. “He’s one of the top military advisors on Governor Nelson’s staff.”


  “Oh. I remember now.”


  “Sounds like we’re walking the rest of the way,” Alex said. “It said bring a gun. Let’s go.” He got out, heading for the tailgate. Kitten joined him, and he handed the Mini 14 to her. He took the AK-47 and stuffed some ammo into his pockets. They joined the multitude walking to the school.


  “Can you believe this?” Doug asked as they caught up to him.


  “Insane,” Alex said.


  The school was only two blocks away. There was a young man in a National Guard uniform directing people to the football stadium.


  “So many volunteers,” Kitten said, looking around at the heavily armed people from all walks of life and all age groups, some smiling and laughing, others trudging along with grim determination.


  They made it to the football stadium, climbing onto the bleachers, sitting down about midway from the top.


  “These bleachers will fill up fast,” Doug said.


  “The other side is full already,” Kitten said. “Look at that. People are filling in on the track and the field.”


  “There’s a podium, on that little makeshift stage,” Alex said, “and look at those PA speakers.”


  They sat watching for almost ten minutes, as the stadium filled up, standing room only. Then several armed National Guard troops cleared a path on the field, helping somebody get to the podium. He came into view as he climbed on the stage, a grizzled old military man with an untidy uniform on, a cigar hanging out of his mouth.


  “That’s Gallagher,” Doug said. “I’ve seen his picture before.”


  “He’s got an imposing presence, doesn’t he?” Kitten asked, watching him get closer to the mike, turning to chat with one of his lieutenants.


  “Hope they have good security here,” Alex said. “From what I’ve read, we need this guy.”


  “This thing on?” Gallagher asked, tapping the microphone, the sound filling the stadium.


  “We hear you, sir!” shouted somebody from the bleachers. A cheer roared from the crowd.


  “I guess that’s a yes,” Gallagher said, looking out over the crowd in all directions. “Thank you for coming to help Dallas. You have no idea how important you are.”


  The crowd cheered again.


  He watched, putting his cigar into his mouth for a long puff, then holding it and approaching the microphone again.


  “Most of you know what we’re up against. There are many thousands of invaders hidden in Dallas. We’re gonna hit their first staging point. There’s between forty and fifty thousand enemy troops there. We’re gonna soften up their position with grenade launchers mounted on our off-roaders. We’ll follow that up with mortar teams we’ve brought from the National Guard, and then it’ll be up to all of you to storm the area, occupy it, and get ready to hit the bigger target several blocks to the east.”


  The crowd followed his every word, with barely a murmur.


  “This isn’t our only rendezvous location,” Gallagher continued. “We have another to the north, one to the south, and one to the east of Dallas. We have effectively surrounded the city. We’ll catch the enemy with their pants down on this first attack, but after that, they’ll be ready for us, and will hit us with everything they’ve got. Some of you won’t live through today. Do you all understand?”


  “We understand!” shouted somebody from the field, the crowd rising to cheer again.


  “Let me at ‘em!” shouted somebody a couple rows up from Alex and the others.


  “We’ll meet in the park along the Trinity River, joining those heavily armed off-roaders I mentioned, and the National Guard mortar teams. They’ll go in first, you’ll follow. Those of you who’ve had military experience, show people around you what to do. We need to learn fast, and we’ll have to fight like our lives depend on it, because our lives do depend on it.”


  The crowd cheered again, Gallagher taking another long puff while he waited for it to die down. Then he started again.


  “We don’t need to tell you where the enemy is. You can see them on the apps. It’s the closest batch of RFID hits. We’ll take East Irving Boulevard to get to the park. There’s more than one way to get there. Use your GPS, but keep moving. As we’re almost across the river bed on the bridge, turn right and take the access road down. The gate has been removed. Park east of North Westmoreland Road. We’ll flood into the industrial area via several large openings, but know that you’ll get shot at, so keep your heads down and be aware of your surroundings at all times. Do you understand?”


  “When are we going to attack?” shouted somebody from the bleachers.


  “Now,” Gallagher said. “It’ll be a traffic mess getting out of here, so be patient. We’ll all get there.” He leaned to one of the other officers, having a hushed conversation.


  “New info?” Doug asked, watching the exchange on stage.


  “We’ll find out, I suspect,” Alex said. Gallagher got back in front of the microphone.


  “The enemy hasn’t budged from where they’ve been for the last twenty-four hours, so we probably still have surprise on our side. As we approach North Westmoreland Road, keep your voices down. If you’ve got loud vehicles, park them further back. Use the whole grassy area; there should be plenty of space. Good luck and Godspeed.”


  He waved as the crowd cheered and disappeared with the detail of National Guard troops.


  “Well, that’s our orders,” Doug said, standing. They headed back to their cars to join the flood of patriots.


  Chapter 10 – Battle Barge


  Brendan drove the truck, Hannah in the passenger seat. They were almost to their new base, taking the big curve down Randolph AFB Road.


  “Slow down, sweetie, there’s a gate,” Hannah said.


  “Wow, a manned gate, no less,” Brendan said as he rolled to a stop next to the guard shack. A man in uniform came to his window.


  “Are you with Captain Richardson’s detail?”


  “Yes sir,” Brendan said. “Same with the two trucks following me.”


  “Okay, follow this road and make a left where it ends. You can park your vehicle at the flat spot between the two sides of Jacobs Creek Park Road. There are wagons there to load your items, and a crew at the waterside to take you to the base.”


  “Thanks,” Brendan said. The guard nodded and pushed a button, raising the arm on the gate. He drove forward, Richardson pulling up behind and having a brief chat with the guard, then driving through the gate, the other trucks following. They met at the parking area.


  “Can’t see it from here,” Hannah said as she got out of the truck.


  “There are the wagons,” Brendan said, pulling one to his truck as the others parked. He loaded personal belongings, guns, and ammo, then waited for the others to do the same.


  “I thought this thing would be in the bay,” Lita said, walking to the wagons with Richardson. “Maybe it’s bigger than we’re thinking.”


  “Maybe so,” Richardson said. “Glad they have the wagons.”


  “You and me both, dude,” Juan Carlos said, joining them with Madison at his side.


  “Hope we aren’t sitting ducks out there,” she said.


  “It’s supposed to be bullet proof,” Lita said.


  “So are our patrol boats,” Madison said.


  Richardson tried a reassuring expression as he looked at them. “We’ll be fine.”


  They pulled their loaded wagons down the road to the dock, where a pontoon boat waited for them.


  “Good afternoon, sir,” the pilot of the boat said. He opened the side gate. “Sorry, we don’t have a ramp. We’ll have to lift these wagons onto the barge.”


  “They’re not that heavy,” Brendan said. The men helped each other get all three wagons onto the deck.


  “Are we going to a larger version of this boat?” Hannah asked.


  “It is a massive pontoon boat,” the man said. “With four outboards to move it around. You won’t break any speed records, but it’ll go about twelve knots given some time and smooth conditions.”


  “Wow, that’s faster than I expected,” Richardson said.


  “Any patrol boats there yet?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Just two, and an experimental,” the pilot said. He untied the pontoon boat, then fired up the engine and drove them out. They went past their side of the isthmus, beyond the point, and Lita gasped.


  “That thing is huge!” she said, looking at the rectangular barge with its turrets on top and decks ringing the hull.


  “We can’t move that thing around with the boats tied to it, can we?” Madison asked. Harley looked at her and laughed.


  The pilot chuckled from behind the wheel. “I wouldn’t advise that. It’d be best to tow them from the back end.”


  “Or have them follow with separate pilots,” Richardson said, “but I doubt we’ll be moving this thing around much.”


  “You don’t think the enemy is gonna find us, dude?” Juan Carlos asked. “They’ve done it before.”


  “We can see them coming,” Brendan said.


  “That’s true, but let’s not get over-confident,” Richardson said.


  “You got that right,” Harley said.


  They were approaching the barge quickly now.


  “I’ll man the bow line,” Juan Carlos said, looking at Brendan.


  “Got the stern.”


  “Think I’ll relax and supervise,” Richardson said, leaning back in his seat with his hands behind his head. Lita snickered.


  They had the pontoon boat tied up in seconds, then turned to moving the wagons onto the deck. When everybody was on the barge, the pilot waved and nodded at the ropes, which Brendan and Juan Carlos untied. The pontoon boat cruised away.


  Brendan cracked a smile. “Home sweet home.”


  “Bite your tongue,” Hannah said, looking around the strange structure. “Not much curb appeal.”


  “I think it’s bitchen, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “Always wanted to live on a houseboat.” Madison rolled her eyes.


  “Let’s go check this tub out,” Brendan said.


  “Tub?” Harley asked.


  “Always wanted to say that,” Brendan said with a sheepish grin.


  “We’d better get these wagons lifted from the dock to the deck,” Richardson said. “Wouldn’t want the chop to make them roll off.”


  “You got that right, man,” Brendan said. They got to work, lifting them aboard in a couple minutes.


  “Wow, thick armor,” Lita said, looking at the steel wall around the entire deck of the boat. “Too bad it’s only waist high.”


  “Perfect for shooting from,” Juan Carlos said. “The walls of the cabin are armored too, right?”


  “Yep,” Richardson said. “And the windows are bulletproof.”


  “Hope this thing is air-conditioned,” Madison said as they walked towards the stern. There was an overhang like a patio roof, double doors, and a wide deck covered with a rubbery material.


  “Good, the outboards are shielded,” Brendan said. “At least they learned that lesson.”


  “Indeed,” Richardson said. “The patrol boats are on the starboard side.”


  “Starboard?” Hannah asked. “Which side is that again?”


  “Passenger side,” Brendan said. Juan Carlos chuckled.


  Richardson jogged to the patrol boats, Brendan, Harley, and Juan Carlos hot on his heels, the women staying in the shade of the back roof.


  “Boys and their toys,” Hannah said. Madison and Lita laughed. “Shall we wait for them before we check out the inside?”


  “They’re coming back already,” Madison said.


  “Well?” Lita asked.


  “An inboard model and an outboard model,” Richardson said, “and something new. Didn’t expect that.”


  “What?” Lita asked.


  “A hovercraft.”


  “Shocked the hell out of me,” Harley said.


  “Yeah, wonder what that’s for?” Brendan asked. “It’s got weapons, but no armor.”


  “It had Kevlar all over it,” Richardson said. “Anxious to check that out. Might be a better choice on the Rio Grande. Imagine flying along the water and racing up onto the bank.”


  “And having your skirts shot out from under you,” Juan Carlos said. Brendan laughed.


  “It will be nice taking that to shore,” Harley said. “No muss, no fuss. We could pull it right next to our trucks.”


  Juan Carlos laughed. “That’s a good point.”


  “Let’s go check out the inside,” Madison said. “It’s hot out here. I hear an air conditioner.”


  They walked through the doors into a rush of cool air.


  “Thank God,” Lita said, pausing by a register so the cold air hit her full force.


  The stern room was a common area, with couches, chairs, tables, a TV set, and a galley.


  “Not so bad,” Lita said.


  “Wonder what that trap door is for?” Hannah asked. “Engine compartment?”


  Brendan laughed. “No, it’s got outboards back there.”


  Juan Carlos pulled it open. “It just leads down to the water. Last-ditch escape route.”


  “Lovely,” Madison said.


  “Spiral staircases,” Brendan said. “See, one in both corners of the wall.”


  “Roof access,” Richardson said, rushing to the starboard one. He climbed up the steps and opened the trap door, sticking his head through. There were mini guns at each corner, and M19 grenade launchers next to them, all shielded. A waist-high bullet proof wall extended above the roof all the way around. “Those can be fired with remote control. Look at the cables and gimbals.”


  The port trap door opened, Juan Carlos sticking his head out. “Bitchen, dude!” His head sank back into the room, replaced with Brendan’s, who looked around with a big grin on his face. Harley took Richardson’s place to look.


  “Boys, get down here,” Hannah yelled. Brendan and Harley came back inside, closing the trap doors behind them.


  “There’s two doors leading to the rest of the space,” Lita said. “Let’s go.”


  They went through the starboard door, which led to a long corridor with two doors, widely spaced, on the right, and four doors on the left, closer together. There was a single door at the end of the hallway.


  The first door on the right led to barracks, with three bunk beds and foot lockers. There was a door on one side, which Lita checked out. “Combo bathroom and shower stall,” she said. “Like I’ve seen in some RVs.”


  “Eewww,” Hannah said.


  “Enough for six men, huh?” Harley said. “Doesn’t seem like enough.”


  “There might be four rooms like this,” Richardson said, “if the port side is a mirror image of this side.


  “Let’s keep going,” Lita said.


  They left the room and went down the hall to the second door on the right.


  “Well, Richardson, you might be right,” Harley said as they entered the room. It was barracks just like the first room.


  “Yep,” Richardson said. They went back in the hallway. “Which door? The front or the left side?”


  “Front,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Fine with me,” Lita said. They went through the door.


  “The bridge,” Richardson said, looking at the windows in front, the bank of monitors across the wall just under the windows, and the pilot’s chair. There were gunnery stations on either side, and the room ran the entire width of the boats’ cabin.


  “So, those guns up there can be fired remotely,” Brendan said, rushing to one of the gunnery stations, with its seat and target reticle screen.


  “Yeah, all of them, dude,” Juan Carlos said, pointing to the gunnery console. “See the eight toggle switches?”


  “Damn,” Brendan said. “This sucker is like a water-going tank.”


  Richardson and Harley glanced at each other and cracked up.


  “We’ve got to go on the roof to reload,” Harley said.


  “Why do they have this land-locked in a lake?” Lita asked. “It ought to be near South Padre Island or Galveston.”


  “I have a feeling we’re testing this out, along with doing the patrol boat training,” Richardson said. “I’ll ask Wallis next time we chat.”


  “Could they trailer something this big out to the gulf?” Lita asked.


  “Maybe they built it on site,” Harley said. “It’s got a really wide beam. Tough to tow.”


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. “I’ll try to find out.”


  “Let’s check out the staterooms,” Lita said. “You boys can play later.”


  They went back into the hallway, taking the first door. It was an officer’s stateroom, with a double bed, a couple chairs, dressers and shelves, and a TV on the wall. There was a door on the far side of the room.


  “Not bad,” Lita said. “What’s that door?”


  “It’s another one of those bathroom and shower stalls,” Hannah said. “That’ll take some getting used to.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Madison said, “compared to how we’ve been living, this isn’t all that bad.”


  “I agree,” Lita said, looking over at Richardson. “What do you think, honey?”


  “I could live here with you, but remember that we’ll get an allowance to live on shore if we want to.”


  Madison was thinking, then looked at Juan Carlos. “You know, sweetie, there’s something to be said for living in a bullet-proof space.”


  Juan Carlos smiled at her. “I’m good where ever you want to be, honey. Really.”


  “The bullet-proof walls might not be that valuable if we get sunk,” Hannah said.


  “This won’t be easy to sink,” Harley said. “It’s got six pontoons under it, and they’re sectional. It’d be hard to hit anything but the outside pontoons, and they’ve got armor at least to the water line. I saw that when we got next to it. I’ll bet there are at least ten sealed sections to each of those pontoons. That means they’ll have to make a lot of big holes to ruin them, and that still won’t sink us because of the four pontoons between the outside two.”


  “We’ve also got an armored way off the barge with the patrol boats,” Richardson said. “We’ll be safer on this thing than we’ve been for a while.”


  “These beds are full size,” Hannah said. “Gonna be a little cozy compared to a queen or a king.”


  “I can do cozy,” Brendan said.


  Hannah rolled her eyes, smiling despite her best efforts to look stern.


  Lita laughed. “Let’s look at the rest of the boat.”


  They left that room through the Port side door, checking the other three staterooms, which were exactly like the first one. Then they looked at the doors on the left side of the port hallway. The back one was another barracks, the front a gym and recreation room.


  “So, we have enough room for eighteen trainees,” Harley said. “Not half bad, if we can pump out a group every four or five days.”


  “We’ll be lucky if we can get a flow of men that large, but it’ll be great if we can,” Richardson said.


  “Let’s check out the rest of the deck,” Brendan said.


  “You boys go ahead,” Lita said. “We’ll figure out which staterooms we want.”


  “I’m good with any,” Harley said.


  “We’ll put you in the back, okay?” Madison asked.


  “Perfect,” he said.


  “C’mon,” Juan Carlos said.


  The men went outside to the deck.


  “This is a good place to fight from right here, if we get some M60s,” Brendan said.


  “Definitely,” Harley said.


  “Let’s go to the bow,” Richardson said. “I saw a big container out there. I want to see if it’s ammo storage.”


  The others followed him as he walked up there. The box was in front of the pilot’s bridge, taking up the entire width of the cabin, and sticking out about four feet. There were doors on the front, and the top lifted. Richardson unlatched the doors, lifting the top, which had hydraulic arms to assist and hold the heavy door up. Double doors in front could then be open, allowing full access. The locker was full of ammo and firearms.


  “Wow, look at all those ammo belts for the mini guns.”


  “Looks like a lot,” Harley said, “but those things chew through ammo at an amazing rate. Lot of M19 grenade belts. Those will last longer.”


  Richardson was staring inside. “I’m surprised they gave us all the small arms. I see five M60s and at least fifteen M4s.”


  “Look, there’s a few SMAWs in there!” Brendan said, picking one up. “These things saved us more than once.”


  “That they did,” Richardson said. His phone dinged with a text message. He pulled it out and looked. “Wallis. He wants to do a conference call in an hour. He says the back room is set up for that, with microphones in the ceiling and a tie-in for the TV screen.”


  “Sounds good,” Harley said. “I’ve got a lot of questions.”


  “Me too,” Richardson said. He typed a reply and pocketed his phone. “We’ve got a little time to kill. Might as well get those wagons unloaded.”


  “I want to check out the patrol boats and that hovercraft,” Brendan said.


  “Yeah, dude,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Okay, no problem, but don’t take off with that hovercraft yet. We need to be checked out on that. Take the patrol boats for a spin if you want to.”


  “Bitchen,” Brendan said. They both headed for the starboard side, going through the gate onto the dock outside.


  “Kids,” Harley said, shaking his head.


  Richardson shot him a grin. “Best crew I’ve ever had.”


  Chapter 11 – Race Against Time


  Eric was at the wheel of his Class C motorhome, taking up the rear of the Fort Stockton caravan. They were heading northeast on Highway 117 in New Mexico. He glanced over at Kim, red hair blown by the wind of her open window, Paco on her lap.


  “You look worried, honey,” Kim said.


  “Clancy, Stanton, and Chance,” he said. “Seems like they should’ve caught up by now.”


  “Maybe towing the bulldozer is slowing them down.”


  “We’re all going slow because of the tanks,” Eric said. “I’m going forty-five right now. At least it’s better on the gas mileage.”


  “How much gas do we have?”


  Eric glanced at her, smiling. “Enough to get to I-40 and back, and then some.”


  “Why don’t I send them a text?”


  “Would you?”


  “Sure,” she said, pushing on Paco until he jumped off her lap. He came over to Eric, wagging his tail hopefully.


  “Sorry, boy, you know I can’t have you up here when I’m driving.”


  Seeming to understand, Paco walked slowly to his bed behind the passenger seat and settled in.


  “Poor Paco,” Kim said as she typed the text.


  “Which one are you sending it to?”


  “All of them,” she said.


  “Good.”


  After a moment, Kim’s phone rang. “It’s Chance. I’ll put it on speaker.” She set the phone on the center console. “Hear me?”


  “I do,” Chance said, background noise making his voice sound small. “No worries, we’re on the road. We just passed the fork onto Highway 117 about ten minutes ago. Where are you guys?”


  “We just passed the El Malpais Ranger Station about five minutes ago,” Eric said.


  “Closer to ten, honey,” Kim said.


  “What happened?” Eric asked.


  “That bulldozer is huge. None of our trucks could handle it. The owner of the dozer had a truck big enough, but it was rented out the day before, and was a little late getting back. Cost us about twenty minutes.”


  “Who’s driving it?” Eric asked. “Weren’t you all in your own vehicles?”


  “Yeah, the rental yard guy is driving it there, and he’ll take it back when we’re done. He’s a nice guy by the name of Hollis.”


  “He knows what we’re doing?” Kim asked.


  Chance laughed. “Yeah, he knew before we got there. Clancy has known this guy for a while.”


  “Wonder why Clancy didn’t say that before?”


  “He wasn’t sure how they’d get along. Clancy dated his sister years ago, and it didn’t end very well, apparently.”


  “Uh oh,” Eric said. “We’re not gonna have any drama, I hope.”


  “This guy is a stone-cold patriot,” Chance said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he stayed on, frankly.”


  “What about his rental business?” Kim asked.


  “His brother-in-law is part owner.”


  Eric snickered. “The same sister?”


  Chance laughed. “No, the sister Clancy was with lives in New Hampshire.”


  “Not a good place to be, from what I’ve heard,” Eric said.


  “Yeah, he said she was living under martial law, and the citizens were getting real antsy.”


  “I hope they get more than antsy,” Kim said.


  “Well thanks for the call, man,” Eric said.


  “No problem. We’re going almost fifty now. Probably faster than you guys are going.”


  “It is,” Eric said. “See you soon. Watch out for those scavengers. Don’t stop for anybody.”


  “Oh, we all discussed that, believe me.”


  “Good,” Eric said.


  The call ended.


  “Feel better?” Kim asked.


  “I’ll feel a whole lot better when I can see them,” he said.


  “Because of what happened to Carrie and Kate?”


  “Of course.”


  “Can’t say that I blame you,” she said, patting her lap. Paco appeared, tail wagging. He jumped up and turned around twice before settling in.


  “That dog loves you,” Eric said.


  “Yes, he does,” she said, petting his head. “We’re getting close to I-40. I think it’s only another twenty minutes.”


  “Then we’re on I-40 for another ten minutes, right?”


  “Give or take,” she said. “It’s actually not bad that Route 66 is so close. We can run the tanks over from there.”


  “I figured we’d just pull up to the bridges and stop right on I-40.”


  “We might, I suppose,” she said, “or a combination of the two.”


  “Yeah.”


  They rode silently for a while, Eric’s mind racing, thinking of all the things which could go wrong. The sight of Kate wounded on the blacktop kept playing out in his mind. Not Kim. He glanced at her, and saw her staring.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I could ask you the same thing,” she said. “I see the gears turning in your head.”


  “Just going over what we’re about to do,” he said.


  “This isn’t a battle. You looked scared.”


  He sighed. “Okay, okay. I keep seeing Kate lying there with Kyle kneeling next to her, and it really messes me up.”


  “She’s okay,” Kim said.


  “I know, thank God,” he said, glancing at her again, eyes misting.


  “You’re afraid I’ll get hit,” she said softly, “but Eric, this isn’t a battle.”


  “I know, but we’ve got so many battles coming. Nasty ones.”


  “Honey, you can’t get yourself into this mindset. We’ll be okay or we won’t. Worrying about it now isn’t gonna help. We’ve come through a lot already. We’ll be fine.”


  “I know,” he said. “I keep telling myself that, but then the images pop into my head.”


  “There’s I-40,” she said. “See, the front of the caravan is turning already.”


  “Forty-five seems like slow motion,” he said, trying to pull himself out of his thoughts.


  “Like you said, it’ll save gas.”


  Eric nodded, his eyes hitting the rearview mirror. He smiled.


  “What?” Kim asked.


  “Our friends are back there. Chance is right behind us. Wow, that’s a big bulldozer.”


  “Good,” Kim said. “See, I told you it’d be okay.”


  They made the turn onto I-40. Kim’s phone rang.


  “Carrie,” she said, hitting the speaker button.


  “Hey, Carrie, what’s up?”


  “Is that the others behind you?” Carrie asked.


  “Yep,” Kim said. “We just saw them. Eric’s been worried.”


  “I could imagine. Jason’s been grinding his teeth for half an hour at least.”


  “Oh, please,” Jason’s muffled voice said. Eric laughed.


  “What’s that big truck?” Carrie asked. “I don’t recognize it.”


  “Long story,” Kim said.


  “We’ve got time,” Carrie replied.


  “Okay, guess you’re right.” She told the story.


  “It might be good to have a big bulldozer like that,” Jason said.


  “I was thinking the same thing, man,” Eric said. “Sounds like this guy wants to be involved.”


  “We’ll talk to him,” Jason said.


  “I’d better get off the phone and plug it in,”

  Carrie said.


  “Okay, talk to you soon,” Kim said, ending the call.


  “How close are we?” Eric asked.


  She looked at her phone GPS. “Less than five minutes.”


  “Good,” Eric said. “I’ll be glad when the roads are destroyed.”


  “You and me both.”


  The caravan picked its way down I-40 towards the target bridges, the lead vehicles getting themselves there in a hurry.


  “We’re a long way back,” Kim said.


  “Yep,” Eric said. “Been on the apps lately?”


  “I’ll check now, she said, reaching for her phone, knocking Paco off her lap in the process.


  “You were right. I see the tank flat beds heading onto old Route 66.”


  “Really?” she said. “Probably to let us get closer. We need to be on this side of the bridges so we can turn around.”


  “Too bad we can’t just make for I-25. I saw a small road we could go down.”


  “I saw that. There’s no gas stations there for too long. We’d run out.”


  “Probably why Junior didn’t bring it up,” Eric said.


  “We’ve got some west-bound movement of enemy fighters on I-40,” Kim said.


  “You don’t look concerned about that.”


  “They’re a long way off,” Kim said. “We should be able to get our job done and be back on Highway 117 before they get this far.”


  “Hope you’re right.”


  “I’m sure everybody else has seen it,” Kim said.


  “The RVs are crossing over the center median and getting on the westbound side of I-40.”


  “Good,” Kim said.


  “Well, we’re moving anyway,” he said. They rolled slowly to the nice even spot on the median where everybody was turning, getting onto the westbound side and pulling up to the end of the line in the right-hand lane. Clancy’s pickup and the truck pulling the bulldozer kept going, crossing over to Route 66. Stanton Hunt and Chance parked behind Eric. They got out just as Dirk was walking over, pulling a cart with plastic explosives and detonating equipment. Cindy was with him.


  “Hey, guys,” Dirk said. “We need to hurry. You see those enemy slugs coming this way from Albuquerque?”


  “Yeah, we saw them,” Kim said. “They’re pretty far away.”


  “It’s only about forty guys, too,” Cindy said. “We still need to haul ass, though. We can only go forty-five with the damn tank flatbeds.”


  “You’re forgetting something, honey,” Dirk said.


  “I am?”


  “Yeah, we’re going to ruin the road. They’ll be on the wrong side of it.”


  “Oh,” she said. “True, but if they’re in four-wheel drive vehicles, they’ll get past that.”


  “Good point,” Eric said. “I’ll help you guys. Done some of this before too.”


  “I think I’ll hang out here, if that’s okay,” Kim said. “Maybe I’ll go keep Carrie company.”


  “Mind if I join you?” Cindy asked.


  “Not at all,” Kim said. They walked west on the road, towards Jason and Carrie’s motor home, passing Jason, Curt, Junior, Kelly, and others on the way.


  “Clancy has the dynamite in his truck, right?” Eric asked as they walked.


  “Yep, but we might not need that here,” Dirk said. “We still have those bridges near I-25 and Route 60.”


  “True that,” Eric said. The others caught up to them.


  “Hey, brother,” Eric said to Jason, who nodded back to him.


  “What’s up, pencil neck?” Curt asked, grinning at him. “Ready to blow some shit up?”


  “Damn straight,” Eric said.


  They were walking on Route 66, eyeing the black volcanic rock between that road and I-40.


  “These rock formations will keep vehicles from going around our mess on I-40,” Curt said, “but I’m a little worried about Route 66. This road is better than I thought.”


  “It’s starting to curve away from I-40 now,” Jason said. “We should be able to see the demolition team when we get past this.”


  “Hey, look up ahead,” Eric said. “There’s a bridge on Route 66! An old weak looking one, too.”


  “Well I’ll be damned,” Curt said. “I thought that was just a guard rail.”


  “We can blow that easy,” Eric said. “Not a good way around that.”


  “Well first things first,” Jason said as they walked across the small metal bridge. “See what we’ve got to deal with on I-40? That’s not going to be easy.”


  “Seriously,” Curt said. “That’s thick concrete tunnels, basically. We’ll need a lot of explosive. The tanks aren’t going to be able to handle it. They could probably blow this small bridge with one shot.”


  They got to the main team, who were discussing if they should get the tanks off the flatbeds or not.


  “I wouldn’t underestimate the cannons on those M-1s,” Hollis said, brushing his long gray hair away from his face, his wicker cowboy had holding the top of it down.


  “I’m thinking we ought to load the thing up with dynamite or plastic explosive,” Clancy said, “but the tanks are worth a try.”


  “It takes a fair amount of time to get the tanks on and off the flat beds, and we’ve got enemy on the way,” Francis said, standing next to White Eagle.


  “I suggest we try the tanks alone, and hurry up about it,” Jason said as he walked up. “You guys see that bridge back there on Route 66?”


  “Yeah, I thought that was just guard rail,” Francis said, shaking his head with a smile. “We’ll make short work of that sucker.”


  “C’mon, let’s get the tanks off, then,” White Eagle said. “Try a couple of shots. If it looks like we can chew through without using up all our ammo, we ought to do it.”


  “I agree,” Eric said.


  The men jumped into action, unhooking the heavy chains holding down the tanks.


  “Glad we were able to fix the third one,” Clancy said. “Wish we still had the fourth.”


  “Seriously,” Dirk said. “Okay, this one is un-hooked. You can bring her down.”


  “We’ve got this one unhooked too,” Francis said from the second flat bed. The third one was un-hooked within a few more minutes.


  “We should use what we’ve learned,” Jason said. “Aim all three and fire at once.”


  The first tank fired up its engine, backing off slowly.


  “Be careful on this rock,” White Eagle said.


  “Don’t take these off the road,” Francis said. “Getting closer isn’t going to help. These bridges are well within range.”


  “He’s right,” Curt said. “It’s a shame we couldn’t just leave them on the damn trailers.”


  “That would knock the flat beds on their sides,” Hollis said. “Trust me.”


  “Oh, almost forgot,” Clancy said. He introduced Hollis to the others.


  “I’ve heard great things about you guys,” Hollis said. “Glad to be with you for this little operation.”


  “Good to have you,” Jason said.


  The tanks were off the trailers within five minutes.


  Francis was looking at his phone. “Hey, guys, let’s pick this up,” he said. “The enemy is speeding up. They’ll be here in less than an hour.”


  “Let’s get a team planting charges on the Route 66 bridge,” Jason said.


  “I’ll work that,” Clancy said.


  “Me too,” Dirk said.


  They trotted off as the tanks all aimed at the bridge.


  “That bridge isn’t as thick as it looked like,” Curt said. “This might work.”


  Suddenly there was an ear-splitting roar as the three tanks fired, about half the length of the eastbound side of I-40 falling down.


  “Hell, that cut it down to less than one lane!” White Eagle shouted, looking through his binoculars.


  “Hit it again,” Curt shouted.


  The three tanks fired, and the remaining part of the eastbound road fell.


  “Hey, there’s water in that river!” White Eagle said. “It’s backing up behind the rubble.”


  “One down, one to go,” Curt said, as the three tanks fired again, this time taking a chunk of the westbound side down.


  “This is way easier than I expected,” Jason said.


  The three tanks fired again, taking all but the far side guard rail down.


  “We should use just one to finish that,” Francis said. “Maybe we should get the other two tanks back on the flat beds.”


  White Eagle nodded and trotted over to the tanks, passing the message on. Then one tank fired, taking the last piece of bridge down.


  “Yes!” Jason shouted. “Okay, let’s get these things loaded.”


  “Yeah, let’s haul ass,” Francis said. “Those enemy vehicles are really pushing, and it takes longer to put the tanks on those damn flatbeds than it does to get them off.”


  “Drive the tanks on the other side of the Route 66 bridge,” Curt shouted. “We can load them over there, so if it takes too long, we’ll be in a place the enemy can’t reach.”


  “That’s a good idea,” White Eagle said. He passed the word. The tanks took off west on Route 66, the flatbeds struggling to turn, but making it and heading towards the bridge.


  “We’ve got a good flood going down there,” Francis said, pointing to the water backing up.


  “Good, then it’ll make it hard even for off-roaders to get through,” Jason said. “C’mon, let’s get back and see if we can help the others with the small bridge.”


  The big truck pulling the bulldozer passed the Route 66 bridge, along with the other few vehicles who were there.


  Hollis stopped, looking at Route 66 for a moment. “Hey, see what we have next to the eastbound lane there? Somebody could drive that if there wasn’t water in the river, and we just made a dam.”


  “Shit, you’re right,” Jason said, looking at it.


  “Hey, we can blow this thing any time,” Clancy said, climbing up on the road with Dirk, stringing wires for the detonator.


  “Wait,” Hollis shouted. “We need to take the bulldozer on the other side and stop that up, or people will just drive through that wash there.”


  “Told you,” Dirk said.


  “There was a fair amount of water,” Clancy said.


  “Yeah, there will be some again, but when we broke the I-40 bridges it slowed the stream to a trickle,” Jason said.


  Hollis stood on the east side of the bridge. “I can use the Bulldozer to shove that guardrail over. That’ll block things up by itself, but I’ll knock some of those boulders down over there and bring them too. Should only take me ten minutes.”


  “Then let’s get on it, because the enemy will be here quick,” Francis said, still looking at his phone screen. “They’re really hauling ass. It’s like they can see what we’re doing.”


  “Okay,” Hollis said, running to his dozer. He and some others got it unhooked from the trailer, and he backed it off quickly, turning it east and rolling across the bridge. He pushed the guardrail with the scoop, the metal moaning, breaking loose from the timbers and slowly bending, blocking the path.


  “That worked well,” Eric said.


  “Yeah, but it’ll be too easy to fix,” Hollis shouted. He went to the stone wall next to the road and poked at it with the scoop, dust falling as the boulders wiggled. Then he backed up and moved forward, slamming into the wall, breaking a large chunk loose, which he pushed with the scoop over to the bent guard rail. He went back for more.


  “They’re getting close!” Francis shouted. “Let’s speed this up!”


  Hollis nodded and knocked another large boulder off the wall, which fell with a crash and rolled into a place that the dozer couldn’t reach.


  “Dammit,” Curt said.


  “I’ll try again,” Hollis shouted, breaking off another big piece of rock, which fell in a place he could reach. He moved it to the bent guardrail.


  “That’s gonna have to do it,” Francis shouted. “They’ll be in sight any minute, and they’ll probably start shooting.”


  “Roger that,” Hollis yelled, driving quickly back across the bridge. Clancy jumped into his large truck and pulled it and the trailer further from the bridge, the rest of them men running across, getting a safe distance away.


  “Okay, blow it, Clancy!” Jason shouted.


  “Fire in the hole!” Clancy shouted, pushing the plunger. Nothing.


  “Son of a bitch,” Dirk said.


  “Wait, it’s just a loose wire on the terminal,” Clancy said.


  “Well fix it, pencil neck!” Curt said, eyes scanning the east.


  “Fire in the hole again!” Clancy shouted. He pushed down the plunger and the bridge exploded into twisted metal and debris, falling onto the river bed below.


  A shot rang out, hitting the dirt next to one of the tank flatbeds.


  “Crap, get some M60s up there,” Eric said, grabbing his BAR and rushing to the end of the broken road. He laid down and aimed, firing a few short bursts, hitting a pickup truck that was barreling down Route 66 towards them.


  There was the squealing of tires up on I-40, a troop transport truck trying to stop before it went over the edge. It couldn’t stop in time, falling into the riverbed below, exploding into flames, which were put out by the raging water around the broken pieces of the road.


  “Those tanks loaded yet?” Jason shouted.


  “Almost,” White Eagle shouted back, Stanton Hunt next to him, fastening the chains on the last of the flat beds. Another shot rang out, a bullet hitting the tank. Curt and Eric answered the fire with their BAR and M60, strafing Route 66 to the east. Francis rushed over and fired at Islamists getting out of their troop transports on the east side of the ruined I-40 bridge.


  “Those guys are gonna come after us on foot,” Curt shouted. “We almost ready to go?”


  “Yeah,” Stanton Hunt yelled. “Send a message to the others to get going.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Jason yelled back, sending a broadcast text. Then he ran back to the vehicles, Curt, Francis, and Eric running to catch up, all of them jumping on vehicles to ride back to the main group. They got far enough away to be safe from enemy fire in a couple minutes.


  “Damn, that was close,” Francis said, sitting next to White Eagle on a flatbed.


  “You got that right, brother,” White Eagle said. “We did a good job, though. Screwed that route up good.”


  The main caravan was already on the move by the time they got back, all of them taking Route 66 to Highway 117.


  Chapter 12 – Trinity River


  “I can’t believe how many cars there are,” Kitten said, looking around the wide park with the Trinity River flowing down the center channel. “Glad this grass is dry enough to drive over.”


  “Yeah,” Alex said. “Hope there aren’t any fences to climb when we get there. I’m too old and fat.”


  Kitten giggled. “Will you stop with that, dad?”


  He shot her a grin as they kept on, the cars in many loose, uneven rows, at least ten abreast on the grass, the lighter-duty cars on the two dirt roads, stretching back beyond the driveway from Irving Boulevard. Off-roaders streamed forward on the uneven ground between the northernmost dirt road and the industrial buildings and walls.


  “We’re stopping,” Alex said. “That next bridge must be Westmoreland, up about four hundred yards.”


  “Geez, there must be five hundred vehicles in front of us, and a lot more behind,” Kitten said.


  “Look, everybody’s following instructions. Closing their car doors quietly and such.”


  “Why wouldn’t they?” Kitten asked.


  “People aren’t always careful.”


  Kitten chuckled. “The more noise, the more chance we’ll get shot at before we’re ready.”


  “Good point, honey bunch.”


  They got out of the car and grabbed their weapons, Kitten putting on a back pack.


  “What’s in there?” Doug asked as he walked to them.


  “Water and my first-aid kit from school,” she said. “In case anybody needs a medic.”


  “Oh, that’s right, you’ve had some training,” Alex said. “Hopefully not just enough to be dangerous,”


  “Dad!”


  “I’m messing with you,” Alex said. “C’mon. Let’s get into a good position, where we have a little cover.”


  Doug nodded. Kitten checked her gun, and they followed the multitude forward, spreading out as wide as they could once they got past the first row of cars, a few yards before Westmoreland.


  “They’re in the buildings on either side of Sharp Street,” Doug said, looking at his phone app, “but we’ll have to go past that a little. Then there are several wide paths to get through.”


  The off-roaders fired up and rolled forward.


  “Won’t be long now,” Alex said. He glanced at Kitten, who was looking more and more nervous. “It’ll be okay, honey, just keep your head down.”


  “I know,” Kitten said.


  They watched the four-wheeled off-roaders with M19 grenade launchers on gimbals rolling by, some single seat, others double, mixed in with armed Jeep Wranglers, passengers holding machine guns.


  “That’s a lot of firepower, but they look vulnerable,” Alex said.


  “Yeah, I’d rather be on foot,” Doug said.


  There were several loud booms, and machine gun fire started.


  “It’s on!” Alex said. The off-roaders were moving through several openings into the industrial area now, much faster, as the sound of explosions and gunfire increased.


  “Look, people are running through in a couple of spots now,” Doug said. “They should wait until the off-roaders are all through those openings.”


  “National Guard troops just rolled up there in some Humvees, and are holding the pedestrians back,” Alex said. “Look, they’re also getting out mortars and setting them up.”


  “Hope they don’t hit our people,” Kitten said.


  “They’re going to lob shells onto the roofs of those huge buildings,” Alex said, “not at the lots surrounding them.”


  “At least not yet,” Doug said, watching still more off-roaders driving through, the roar of gunfire getting much louder as they bunched up closer to the access points. The pop of mortar fire began, several going off almost at once, explosions rocking the industrial area, thick black smoke rising high enough for the people on foot to see.


  “We’re going in!” Alex said, as the stream of off-roaders slowed down, more mortar teams arriving at the same time in National Guard Humvees.


  “Yahooooo!” yelled somebody towards the front as armed citizens rushed through from several points. The gunfire ramped up. The mortars continued to pound the buildings, some rounds setting off secondary explosions.


  “Here we go,” Doug said as they got onto the access road, crossing over the barriers there and rushing around the buildings.


  “There they are,” Alex said, pointing towards the rush of Islamists flooding out of several burning buildings, their faces in shocked horror as they saw the multitude of patriots coming at them in vehicles and on foot. The Islamists opened fire, killing some citizens, other citizens diving into the battle behind them, firing everything from M60s to Winchesters and bolt-action rifles. Some Islamists broke and ran for their lives, getting to the far side of the building complex when they were met by patriots rushing in from the north, hit with lead so thick you couldn’t see clearly. The smell of gunpowder and smoke filled the air, the mortars still hitting the buildings, at least twenty of them firing round after round.


  Alex and Kitten rushed up from behind some shot-up cars, avoiding bodies as they got to the front line and opened fire, with Doug right behind them. Others forced their way up so they could see the enemy and fire at them. The Islamists had given up any chance of winning the battle now, and were just trying to find safety from the hail of gunfire as thousands more citizens ran in.


  “There’s some of our wounded,” Kitten said, pointing at several who were leaned up against the wall of a building, across Quebec Street from the enemy base. They watched warily as they bled. Kitten got up and ran towards them in a crouch, her Mini 14 still in her hand, getting next to them and ripping off her backpack. The first man had a huge chunk of his right thigh missing, his blood running down into the gutter at the edge of the parking lot.


  “You a doctor?” the man asked, eyes barely open.


  “Nurse in training,” Kitten said softly. “Let’s stop this bleeding.” She pulled a roll of heavy gauze out of her backpack and used it as a tourniquet, then quickly sprayed disinfectant in the wound and covered it. She moved on to the next person, seeing that he was dead, then to the next, who was missing his left arm below the elbow, putting a tourniquet on him as well, looking into his empty eyes, hoping shock wouldn’t kill him before help could arrive.


  “I’m okay, help Jack,” the next man said, nodding to his friend who was unconscious, a bloody gash on his abdomen. Kitten looked at the wound, then at the other man.


  “Is he gonna be all right?” the man asked.


  “He’s losing too much blood. Think you can apply pressure on the wound with this bandage?” She pulled out a good-sized package of gauze pads.


  “Yeah, I’m not hurt that bad,” the man said. “Got shot in the ankle. It’s not bleeding much, but I can’t walk.”


  “Okay, you hold this against your friend while I check your ankle.” She placed his hand on it. “Push firmly.”


  The man nodded, and Kitten got down to his ankle, rolling his pant leg up carefully. There was a bullet wound, but it was barely bleeding.


  “Is it bad?” he asked.


  “Looks like the bullet shattered some bones,” Kitten said. “You’ll probably be okay, but you’ll need surgery down there. You okay to keep up the pressure on Jack?”


  “I can handle it,” he said, smiling at her. “You’re an angel.”


  She smiled and moved onto the next man.


  Alex and Doug saw a group of Islamists trying to escape down Calvert street, and got up to join many others who ran after them.


  “They’re gonna take cover behind those semi-trailers,” Doug said as the group ran that way. “Don’t just rush out into the open when you get there.”


  “Seriously,” Alex said. “I’m too big a target.”


  “You and me both,” Doug said. They got on the ground and crawled up behind some parked cars as others rushed across Calvert, trying to get a bead on the Islamists. Shots rang out, some of the citizens taking hits, one man in the head.


  “Chauncy!” one of the men yelled, rushing back to help his friend, when he was hit with several shots to the torso.


  “Dammit,” Doug said, watching the carnage in horror.


  “Hey, man, I can see their feet,” Alex said. “There, under the trailers.” He was lying on his belly and fired, strafing the legs with his AK-47, Doug joining in, then killing several of them as they fell to the ground, their torsos now in view.


  “That worked,” Doug said, shooting him a grin, which dropped when several shots hit the cars they were laying next to. “Over there, see?”


  Alex already had, and fired, hitting two Islamists who were firing at them before Doug could aim.


  “Iced them both,” Alex said.


  “You’re pretty good with that thing.”


  “Look, more Islamists coming to help the enemy behind those semi-trailers,” Alex said, waiting until several more rushed in and then opening fire again, the Islamists screaming as they fell, only to be blown away by Doug and Alex when more than their legs were in view.


  “Where’s Kitten?” Doug asked as he reloaded.


  “She went to help some wounded citizens,” Alex said. “I think she’s behind our lines, on the other side of Quebec Street. At least I hope so.”


  “Look, the Islamists are in a flat-out run now, see them?” Doug asked.


  “Yeah,” Alex said. “You reloaded?”


  Doug shook his head yes.


  “Good, then cover me while I reload, and let’s go shoot some more of these thugs.”


  “Go for it, man,” Doug said.


  They got up when he was done, following a big group of citizens down Quebec street. Gunfire erupted from the grass area between two buildings, before Woodall Street. Several citizens fell.


  “Hold it!” Alex said, stopping in his tracks and then heading for the wall of the building. He was getting ready to sneak to the corner and return fire when several off-roaders roared up, pelting the grassy area with grenade fire.


  Doug made eye contact with one of the off-roader pilots, who nodded yes. “Let’s go,” he said, rushing to the corner and peering around, catching several Islamists running away. He fired, Alex getting next to him and firing as well, dropping half of the running men.


  “Want to chase them down?” Alex asked, trying to catch his breath. Then gunfire started up from the north end of the building, some of the Islamists dropping dead, the rest turning and running back towards him and Doug.


  “Guess we don’t have to,” Doug said, opening fire, killing the rest of the running men.


  The gunfire and explosions slowed down, Doug and Alex sitting against the building, checking their magazines, breathing hard.


  “I need to be in better shape,” Alex said. He grinned at Doug, who nodded in agreement.


  “How was this compared to the battle you were in on I-40?” Doug asked.


  “This was a lot scarier,” he said.


  “Why?”


  Alex shoved his magazine back into the AK. “The enemy is much more up-close and personal in this battle.”


  “That’s how Dallas is going to be,” said another man, sitting down next to them. “I’m Casey.”


  “Doug and Alex,” Doug said.


  “First battle?” Alex asked.


  “No, I was at San Antonio for the water battle,” the man said. “This is worse. I mostly shot at people from the roof in that one.”


  “Yeah, I was just telling Doug that this was worse than the I-40 battle.”


  “Same thing, huh?” Casey asked. “Distance was greater?”


  “Yep,” Alex said.


  There was a volley of gunfire. Both Alex and Doug put their hands on their guns.


  “Relax, they’re just shooting prisoners,” Casey said.


  “I thought that was against the Geneva Convention,” Doug said.


  Casey laughed. “These are terrorists who don’t follow the rules of warfare, and we don’t have the space or the manpower to keep them around. Hell, they’ll just find a way to get back here if we end up letting them go. You know how these nutcases are.”


  “I’m not sure I like this,” Doug said.


  “War is all hell,” Alex said. “Sherman was right. Maybe as we get the upper hand we can start taking prisoners, but like Casey here said, they don’t follow the Geneva Convention.”


  “Dad!” Kitten yelled.


  “Over here,” Alex shouted. She found her way to their side and sat down.


  “You’re okay?” Doug asked.


  “Not a scratch,” she said. “They’re setting up a field hospital, and one of the nurses asked me to go help them. You mind?”


  “Hell no, go do your thing,” Alex said.


  “You two are both okay?” she asked.


  “Never been better, honey.”


  “I’m fine too,” Doug said, “and this is Casey. Casey, this is Alex’s daughter Kitten.”


  “Nice to meet you,” he said, smiling at her. “I think it’s time to go find my friends.”


  “Good talking with you,” Alex said as he walked away.


  “They really shooting prisoners over there?” Doug asked Kitten.


  “Yep, and I have no problem with it,” Kitten said. “These are terrorists. Don’t ever forget that. I’ve seen what they do to people.”


  “Internet?” Doug asked.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “We’re gonna see worse before this is over,” Alex said.


  Somebody fired up a loudspeaker. “Attention!”


  “That sounds like Gallagher,” Doug said. “Wonder what’s up?”


  “Attention. Pass the word. The force that was about half a mile to the east is on their way here. It’s larger than this force, but we have another big group of folks coming in from the south. They might not make it until the enemy gets here, so check your weapons and find some good cover. We’ve got about twenty-five minutes, give or take.”


  “Well there you have it,” Alex said. “Better go to your hospital, but keep your gun handy.”


  Kitten nodded and took off with her backpack and her rifle.


  Chapter 13 – Carrier Group


  Governor Nelson and Kip Hendrix sat in the living room, watching TV coverage of the action in Dallas. Maria came in with Dr. Schultz and Ramsey, carrying a tray of ice cream in bowls.


  “You’re not helping my waistline, you guys,” Nelson said.


  “I can take it back to the freezer,” Maria said.


  “No!” he said quickly, raising a laugh from the others.


  “Looks like we won the first battle in Dallas,” Ramsey said.


  “So it would appear,” Hendrix said. “News coverage is not the greatest.”


  “We hamstrung them quite a bit,” Nelson said. “Don’t need to give the enemy free surveillance, so we grounded their news choppers. Hated to do that.”


  “No choice, really,” Ramsey said.


  “I understand,” Hendrix said, “as long as we respect the press when the crisis is over.”


  “That’s my intention,” Nelson said.


  They sat quietly as they ate their ice cream, watching reporters trying to discuss the operation with very little real info. The console buzzed.


  “Call coming in,” Maria said, getting up, setting her empty bowl back on the tray. “I’ll get us connected. You want to take it here or out there?”


  “Out there, so we can use the other monitor with the high-res app,” Nelson said.


  They followed Maria into the console room. The picture came up, Wallis sitting at the table, cup of coffee next to him.


  “Where’s Gallagher?” Nelson asked.


  “Changing his clothes,” Wallis said.


  “Was he out in the middle of the Dallas operation?” Nelson asked.


  Gallagher appeared in a fresh uniform, beaming. “Yes, boss, I was out there to rally the troops.”


  “Dammit, Gallagher, I can’t afford to lose you,” Nelson said.


  “It was worth the risk,” he said. “That battle is far from over, but we made a nice splash to start with.”


  “How many people did we lose?” Hendrix asked.


  “Not that many,” Gallagher said. “We caught the enemy flat-footed, but that larger group is on the way there now.”


  “Our folks gonna be able to handle them?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yeah, they’ll handle them,” Gallagher said, “but I did mention that the enemy would get there before another large group of citizens arrive.”


  “Why?” Hendrix asked.


  “I told them to find good cover to fight from,” Gallagher said. “Wanted to make sure they took that seriously. It’ll be close, in any event.”


  “How much do we outnumber the enemy by?” Hendrix asked.


  “In that location? Two to one currently, closer to three to one when the others arrive.”


  “How about the rest of Dallas?” Nelson asked.


  “We’ve got people in place at all of the main concentrations of enemy fighters, but I want to beef things up more. The group on the southeast side of the city is nearly three-hundred thousand strong now. When they finish here, there’s several other enemy hideouts that we can roll through in a hurry.”


  “Some of these enemy fighters are gonna flee,” Ramsey said.


  “Yep, and we need to channel them exactly where we want them. Get them into a good kill zone.”


  “What are we doing with prisoners?” Hendrix asked.


  “Shooting them right now,” Gallagher said. “We’ll lighten up on that as time goes on, of course, but we don’t want a situation where we have thousands of these folks in custody. They’ll eventually get released back to the middle east and elsewhere, and we’ll be right in the middle of problems again.”


  “I agree with what you’re doing right now,” Nelson said, “but be careful not to make it too savage, or we’ll run the risk of foreign intervention.”


  “That was the main reason for the call,” Wallis said.


  Nelson took a deep breath. “All right, go ahead and hit me with it.”


  “There are a number of EU Navy ships steaming towards the Gulf of Mexico,” Wallis said. “It was just a couple last time we talked. They’re planning something.”


  “How many is in a number?” Ramsey asked.


  “We see a carrier group,” Wallis said. “The carrier, supported by three cruisers, four destroyers, and the usual support vessels.”


  “Wait, I thought the EU Navy didn’t have any aircraft carriers,” Ramsey said.


  “They only have helicopter carriers,” Wallis said, “and they hold only about twenty choppers each. The initial danger is what we discussed earlier. They have several ships armed with HARM missiles, which could take out our radar stations.”


  “They can kill a lot of our people and blow up a lot of oil refinery equipment with twenty choppers,” Nelson said. “Are they good choppers?”


  “They aren’t Apache level,” Wallis said. “They’re closer to what we have. Our F-16s could splash them in a hurry, but that would create an international incident.”


  “And moving a foreign navy into US territory isn’t an international incident?” Ramsey asked.


  “It’s not if the Federal Government agreed to the operation,” Wallis said. “That’s the problem. Texas is still viewed as an outlaw state by much of the world’s leadership.”


  “Where’s the US Navy now?” Hendrix asked.


  “All over the damn place,” Wallis said, “and giving the EU Navy fits, apparently. They’re beefing up their patrols along the west and east coast, and turning away UN Peacekeeper transport ships.”


  “The EU Navy isn’t stopping that?” Hendrix asked.


  Wallis chuckled. “The EU Navy is only about 20% the size of the US Navy, and what’s left of the British Royal Navy has joined us. The EU Navy is out-matched.”


  Hendrix rubbed his chin, thinking. “The EU Navy might be trying to draw the US Navy to the gulf, to allow more UN transports through on the coasts.”


  “If that’s what they’re thinking, they ain’t too bright,” Gallagher said. “The US Navy could wait until those EU ships are in the gulf, and then block them in and destroy them all.”


  Hendrix laughed. “Frankly, I don’t think the folks running the EU military are bright at all. They thought they could take over the United States with Islamists and UN Peacekeepers. Think about that for a moment.”


  Nelson laughed. “He’s right. Here’s what we’ll do. If we get any attacks from choppers, any shelling of southern cities, or any damage to our radar installations, I approve use of our Air National Guard to defend Texas. Any questions?”


  “That’s what I wanted to hear,” Gallagher said. “We’ve got some artillery. Maybe we should tow it to the gulf coast. If they get close enough, we can sink their ships with those.”


  “Until they blow them up with their ship-board artillery,” Ramsey said.


  “Sure, they’ll be at some risk, but we’ll have certain advantages too,” Wallis said. “I like the idea.”


  “Then let’s do it,” Nelson said. “Move them down there. It’s not like we can use them in places like Dallas. Too much collateral damage.”


  “Exactly,” Gallagher said. “I don’t feel too good using them for our land border problems, either. Don’t want to be shelling Louisiana or New Mexico.”


  “All right, then let’s keep an eye on this and move the resources we mentioned into place. Anybody object?”


  Nobody spoke up.


  “Anything else we need to discuss?” Nelson asked. “What about the Fort Stockton Team? Any news?”


  “Shoot, been so busy that I haven’t checked recently,” Ramsey said. “I’ll see if I can raise one of them.” He walked out of the room, putting his cellphone to his ear.


  “Your people made it to the new floating base, right Wallis?” Hendrix asked.


  “Yes, they’re in place. We’ll have the first shipment of trainees there in three days.”


  “Good,” Nelson said.


  Ramsey came back in with a big grin on his face. “They were successful with I-40 and Route 66. They’re on their way south.”


  “Nobody tried to stop them?” Gallagher asked.


  “The enemy figured out what they were up to. They were on the way, but got there too late. There was a small skirmish, which the enemy lost.”


  “Did we destroy the roads in such a way that they can’t be reopened quickly?” Wallis asked.


  “Yeah, the bridges on I-40 were weaker than they expected,” Ramsey said. “They were able to knock them down with the tanks alone, and there was water in the river, which has now backed up into a mini-lake around the broken road. Oh, and the spot they were gonna tear up on Route 66 was actually an old bridge. They blew it with dynamite.”


  “Excellent,” Wallis said. “I’ll relay that to General Hogan. He’ll be happy.”


  “Good,” Nelson said. “I’m going to make some calls about the EU Navy coming to the gulf. Talk to you guys later.”


  Maria ended the call as Nelson got up and headed for his room.


  “Things seem to be going well,” she said.


  “For now,” Ramsey said.


  “We’re going out on a limb if we attack the EU Navy,” Hendrix said, “but I don’t think we have any choice.”


  Chapter 14 - Wide


  Don was behind the wheel of his truck, pulling the trailer, Sydney by his side looking at her phone.


  “Anybody close by?” Don asked.


  “There’s a swarm of enemy hits by the place we just blew,” she said. “Looks like they’re trying to figure out how to open it again.”


  “They will, but it won’t be a twenty-minute job. Maybe a month.”


  “Is that enough?” Sydney asked, looking at him in the dusk.


  “Hell, I don’t know,” Don said. “Between that, what we did to I-25, and what the folks we recruited did in Arizona, I think we’ve made a difference. Might be enough for General Hogan to get done what he needs to get done.”


  “All it’s really doing is slowing down the enemy reinforcements, though, right?”


  “Basically,” Don said. “We’re not that far from Pie Town. Heard anything from Jason yet?”


  “About what?”


  “If we’re going to continue our journey tonight, or stop where we were in Pie Town.”


  “Oh,” she said. “I think we’re gonna keep going, based on some chatter I was hearing.”


  “Chatter?”


  Sydney flashed him a smile, her dark hair swaying. “Yeah. Junior, Clancy, and Dirk were talking about stopping at some place called Magdalena. Apparently there’s a bridge east of there, in the middle of nowhere. Good place to blow Highway 60.”


  “Oh. They want to do that tonight?”


  “That’s what they said, but I didn’t hear a clear-cut agreement.” She moved her fingers over the screen. “It’s only a fifty-five-minute drive.”


  “No, it’s more, we’re only going forty-five, remember?”


  She nodded. “Oh yeah, forgot. Sorry.”


  “Any place to stop in Magdalena?”


  “Looking at it now,” she said, focused on her phone screen. “Tiny town, but not really any smaller than Pie Town. Maybe it’s even a little bigger.”


  “Pie Town was a mighty metropolis. I think it was less than two hundred people.”


  She chuckled. “Well, this is bigger than that. They have a massive nine hundred.”


  Don laughed. “Hope they have a gas station, at least.”


  “We should stop in Pie Town to get gas. We know they have a station.”


  “Anybody said anything yet?” Don asked.


  “Don’t know,” she said, “but I’ll float the question.”


  “Yeah, you do that, because we’re only about fifteen minutes from there now.”


  Sydney nodded as she typed in a text message and broadcast it to the group. Her phone dinged several times a few seconds later. “Several people would like to stop.”


  “Good,” Don said. “We’ve still got over half a tank, but you never know where it’s gonna be available in times like these.”


  Both their phones dinged. “I’ll check it,” Sydney said, bringing it up to her face again. “Jason. He said there is a gas station and a place to stay in Magdalena, and he’s good with blowing that bridge the others were talking about. He also said anybody running low on gas can stop in Pie Town if they want to, but he wants to know about it, so we don’t get separated too much.”


  “Good,” Don said. “Here comes Highway 603. We’re getting close.”


  “Crap, is that smoke up there?”


  “Oh, shit,” Don said. “Might be. Hard to tell in this light.”


  She typed on her phone, which dinged a few seconds later. “Others are seeing it too, honey.”


  “Check the apps,” he said. “Your gun up here?”


  “It’s behind the seat,” she said. “Should I get it out?”


  “Yeah. I can see lights on in town. It’s not totally blown away at least.”


  “The first of our vehicles made it there. They said the gas station is burned to the ground.”


  “Well, scratch getting fuel there,” Don said. “No enemy hits?”


  “Not a one,” she said. “Closest ones are in Arizona and back where we blew the bridges.”


  “Dammit, maybe it was more of those scavengers,” Don said. “Frigging inbreeds probably multiplied like rabbits.”


  Sydney cracked up. “That wasn’t very nice.”


  “I guess it wasn’t. Look, there’s a couple of our vehicles stopped ahead. Looks like they’re talking to the locals.”


  Don watched as they approached, waiting through a couple red lights before they got there. The town was shutting down for the night, the sun sitting on the horizon.


  “They’re moving again,” Sydney said. Their phones dinged. She took a look. “It was the scavengers. Pulled in and went on a revenge rampage, until a few of the men in town wasted them. The first thing they did was toss a Molotov Cocktail against the gas pumps. Whole place went up.”


  “We’d better watch it. This wasn’t just revenge. They wanted to make it difficult for us to refuel. They’re working with that militia.”


  “You think they’re setting up a trap?” Sydney asked.


  Don’s brow furrowed. “I think it’s possible.”


  “Should we say anything?”


  “Jason and the others are having the same thoughts,” Don said. “Let’s just make our way to the next town.”


  They passed the rest of the Pie Town buildings, heading into New Mexico desert again, the mountains in the distance looking beautiful as the sun sank lower.


  “It’s so pretty here,” Sydney said.


  “Yep, but I miss east Texas.”


  “What’s it like? I’ve been to Houston, but that’s the only part of east Texas I’ve seen.”


  “It’s lush and green,” Don said. “More humid, of course, but where I was the air was a lot better. Than Houston, that is.”


  “Do you want to go back there?”


  Don looked over at her for a moment. “That’s a joint decision now, wife.”


  She laughed. “I guess it is. We could live on the compound, if you don’t mind the Hill Country. Of course, the place could get raided due to our moonshine operation.”


  “What’s it like to live there?”


  “We were outside of Fredericksburg,” she said. “It’s a little hotter than Houston, but a little less humid too. Most of the Fort Stockton Group is from that general area.”


  “That’s right, you lived next door to Jason and Eric’s parents.”


  “Yep. I dated Eric when we were teens, you know.”


  “I remember,” he said.


  “It’s pretty there. Gentle rolling hills and oak trees. But don’t worry, we’ll check out both places before we decide what we want.”


  “I don’t have my heart set on moving back to east Texas, even though I miss it. That was another life. So many people I know were killed there when this mess started. We were lucky to get out alive.”


  The sun was almost down now, the couple quiet for a while, as the flat lands turned to hills with more foliage. It eventually leveled out, looking more like desert again, and they could see a town coming up.


  “What is that?” Don asked.


  “Checking,” Sydney said, looking at her phone. “Small town called Datil. It’s even smaller than Pie Town. Population is about fifty people.”


  Don chuckled. “Maybe they have a gas station.”


  “We’ll be lucky if they have a bathroom.”


  “You need to go? You can use the one in the trailer.”


  “I’m fine,” she said. They rolled into town. “Look, there is a gas station.”


  “Yeah, there’s a couple of our people at the pumps. Hopefully the inbreeds don’t show up here too.”


  “Jason and a few others are parked by the side of the road up there,” Sydney said.


  “See them,” Don said. “I’ll pull over.” He parked on the side of the road, behind Junior’s Brave, and they got out.


  “Anything wrong?” Sydney asked as they walked up. Junior turned, smiling, the others still talking amongst themselves.


  “The apps went wide,” Junior said. Rachel glanced at Sydney, grinning.


  Don smiled. “You’re kidding? When?”


  “Hours ago,” Junior said.


  “How’d we find out?” Sydney asked. Jason looked at her and nodded a greeting. “Carrie saw it on a couple message board postings. Within a few minutes everybody was talking about it.”


  “Well, this is good and bad,” Kyle said. “The enemy knows we can see them now.”


  “That’s true, pencil neck,” Curt said, walking over with Amanda. “It also gives us an army of millions that can see them. They’ll have nowhere to hide. Hanging out in the midst of cities like Dallas just got a whole lot more dangerous for them.”


  “Hey, sis,” Amanda said, getting next to Sydney.


  “Hey yourself,” Sydney replied. “Any thoughts about that gas station in Pie Town? Was that aimed at the town or at us?”


  “Now there’s a good question,” Kim said.


  “Is gas the only reason for this stop?” Don asked.


  “Some of us needed gas, and some needed the bathroom,” Jason said. “I don’t want us separated too much, especially after what happened before.”


  “You heard what I asked Amanda,” Sydney said. “Do you guys think it’s possible that the attack on the gas station was aimed at us.”


  “I do,” Kyle said, “and I’m gonna get gas here because of it.”


  “Yep, I agree,” Eric said.


  “Where’s Kate and Carrie?” Sydney asked.


  “Hanging out in our rig,” Jason said. “Tending to Chelsea’s dinner.”


  “We really gonna blow that bridge tonight?” Don asked.


  “I think it’s a good idea,” Jason said quietly.


  “What’s the matter?” Don asked, getting closer to Jason, Eric, Junior, and Curt.


  “We’re being hunted, man,” Eric said. “That blown gas station was not revenge on the town. No way. They didn’t help us. They want us running low on fuel.”


  “That’s what Sydney and I were thinking,” Don said. “So, you want to blow that bridge on Highway 60 and keep going, then?”


  “I do,” Curt said. “We’ll have to convince the tribe. Haven’t broached the subject yet.”


  “Where are they?” Don asked.


  “Further ahead,” Jason said. “I’m gonna get on the phone with them after we take off. I wouldn’t read too much into this, though.”


  “What do you mean?” Curt asked.


  “The scavengers didn’t know we’d be coming back there, for one thing, and they don’t know where we’re going now. You’ll notice that this gas station is still open, and it’s not that far away from Pie Town.”


  Curt chuckled. “Well, pencil neck, I hope you’re right, but I’d still like to get this job done and get the hell out of New Mexico.”


  “Me too, but for all the other reasons,” Jason said. “See you guys later.”


  “Well?” Don asked, walking back to his truck with Sydney.


  “You gonna gas up?”


  “Damn straight,” Don said. “Can you do a little looking around on social media once we get going? I want to know what’s happening now that the apps are out there.”


  “I was already planning on that,” she said, opening the passenger side door. Don got behind the wheel and pulled into the line at one of the gas islands.


  Chapter 15 - Snowballs


  It was early evening, the water on Canyon Lake calm, a slight wind ripple moving by from time to time. Lita and Richardson were relaxing on the stern deck.


  “I could get used to this,” Lita said. “Wish I had a bathing suit.”


  “We’re gonna have a bunch of young recruits here soon. I don’t think I want you prancing around in front of them with a bikini on.”


  She looked at him and laughed. “Good point, I guess.”


  “Oh, there you guys are,” Brendan said, walking out with Hannah. “The apps went wide.”


  “Really?” Richardson asked, sitting up. “When?”


  “Sometime today. There wasn’t an official announcement. They just appeared in a lot of places where you’d expect to see interest. It’s going viral fast, though.”


  Richardson stood up. “I need to look at the high-res app on the laptop.”


  “Right now?” Lita asked.


  “Yeah, because the enemy is gonna know about this in a hurry, and they’re liable to do some crazy shit.”


  “Seriously, man,” Brendan said.


  Hannah shook her head and followed Brendan into the main room. “Just when I thought we’d have a little peace.”


  “Maybe we ought to turn on the TV too,” Lita said. “This ought to be a big enough story to make the news broadcasts.”


  “I don’t trust any of those outlets anymore, but it’ll be interesting to see if they cover it,” Richardson said. “C’mon.” He extended his hand to help her up, and they went into the room.


  “Where’s Madison and Juan Carlos?” Lita asked Hannah as she walked over to the couch.


  “They went into their stateroom. Three guesses.”


  Brendan snickered. Richardson plugged in the laptop and turned it on. While it was firing up, he grabbed the remote and switched the TV on. Harley came out of his room.


  “Oh, you heard,” he said, stretching as he walked. He sat next to Richardson. “You gonna take a close look at the apps?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Probably going to look like a fire ant hill after you pour water on it.”


  “Turn on one of the cable news channels,” Brendan said.


  “Yeah,” Richardson said. “Don’t know what the channel lineup is around here.”


  “I’ll find it,” Harley said. “You work the laptop.”


  “Okay,” Richardson said, sliding the remote across the table to him.


  Harley flipped through channels. “CNS okay?”


  “Sure,” Richardson said. He watched as the high-res app loaded, then zoomed out to see their area. “Whoa.”


  “What?” Brendan asked, rushing over.


  “There’s a mass exodus of icons coming out of San Antonio.”


  “I didn’t know there were that many left there,” Harley said.


  “There’s been lots,” Lita said, walking over to the table, “but they were spread around in very small clumps.”


  “They don’t feel safe being alone anymore,” Richardson said. “They’re leaving the cities. They’re gonna find places to gather and make a stand.”


  “The only way they’ll be safe is to leave the country,” Harley said. “Look, there’s a story coming up now, but it’s not from Texas.”


  “Where is that?”


  “Minnesota,” Harley said.


  “Turn it up a little, okay?” Hannah asked.


  “What’s going on, dude?” Juan Carlos asked, coming out of the hallway.


  “The apps went wide,” Brendan said.


  “What happened to Madison?” Hannah quipped. “You break her?”


  “Funny,” Juan Carlos said. “She wanted to try the shower.”


  “Uh huh,” Hannah said. Brendan shot her a glance and snickered. “Maybe we ought to try the shower.”


  Madison walked out, her hair wrapped in a towel. “That shower isn’t so bad.”


  “Oh, crap, are you guys hearing this?” Harley asked.


  They gathered around, but the newsreader had finished talking, and there was video of a group of Muslim women crying.


  “What’d he say?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “A bunch of citizens came to the mosque and shot up about thirty men, claiming they had RFID chips. Of course their wives are saying they were good, upstanding citizens, and that’s the way the news broadcast is portraying it.”


  “This will be the enemy line,” Richardson said. “Anybody who has one of those RFID chips is a traitor, straight up.”


  “No doubt,” Harley said. “We can perform autopsies and prove it.”


  “Their families will say they didn’t mean it,” Lita said. “Wait and see. They got the chips to get over here, but never intended to be part of the invading army.”


  “Uh oh, something else is happening,” Harley said, nodding at the screen. A Special Bulletin banner replaced theIslamophobia in America banner which had been up seconds before .


  “The news reader is back,” Brendan said. “He doesn’t look happy.”


  “Several nuclear devices have been detonated along the Mississippi River. None of these were large devices, leading authorities to speculate that they came from tactical nuclear artillery warheads which were stolen several months ago. Cities hit were Minneapolis, Cedar Rapids, St. Louis, and Memphis. The blasts weren’t large enough to destroy any of these cities, but they have made the Mississippi River unusable for transit and shipping. Casualties are in the millions.”


  Everybody in the room froze, mesmerized as video of the devastation was shown.


  “Oh, God, not this again,” Lita said, her eyes brimming with tears.


  “Did they do this because of the apps?” Madison asked.


  “It is a hell of a diversion,” Richardson said, grinding his teeth in anger. “Those bastards.”


  “Those damn heathens are gonna wish they didn’t do this, dude,” Juan Carlos said, on the verge of tears.


  “Wonder if that son of a bitch newsreader is gonna keep claiming Islamophobia after this?” Brendan asked.


  Richardson was quiet, staring at his laptop screen as the others continued to discuss the bombing. Lita noticed, and sat next to him.


  “Are you too upset to talk, or do you see something?” she whispered.


  “Groups of Islamists are moving all over the place. It’s like a snowball. See, they’re picking up more as they go. There’s a group of them heading north on Highway 281.”


  “You don’t think they’re coming here, do you?”


  “No, but I’m watching them.”


  “How many?” she asked.


  “In this clump? About three hundred, and growing.”


  “What’s up, boss?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Nothing,” Richardson said, “just watching movement of enemy forces.”


  “Are they doing what you’d expect?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “You know, I never thought that much about what they’d do, and it is surprising me a little bit.”


  Juan Carlos got closer. “Are they trying to disappear into the woodwork?”


  “Too early to tell that, but they aren’t staying in small clumps. They’re joining with others, and getting on the road.”


  “Makes sense,” Juan Carlos said. “There’s more strength in numbers than there is alone.”


  “Some of them might try to dig the chips out,” Harley said. “We’ll be checking people for scars in the coming months, I suspect.”


  “Probably right,” Richardson said.


  “Look at that damage,” Brendan said, watching the TV, with Hannah sticking to him like glue.


  “The world just changed,” Hannah said. “It’s going to get more dangerous before the war is over.”


  “Hope they don’t have more nukes,” Madison said. “You know those people protesting Islamophobia at that mosque are probably dead or dying as we speak. One of the bombs went off in Minneapolis.”


  “They are dead,” Harley said, pointing at the TV. There was a picture of the reporter on the screen, the caption saying Veteran Reporter Killed in Attack. “That’s the guy who was doing the remote with the wives of the terrorists.”


  “Hell, the guys who killed those Islamists are probably dead too,” Brendan said.


  “Or will be soon, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “Fallout.”


  “If the enemy thinks that the nuke blasts are going to help them, they aren’t very bright,” Richardson said.


  “Why?” Lita asked.


  “That attack on the mosque would’ve built support for the UN and the EU to become more involved in the war,” Richardson said. “Let’s see them try to do that after what just happened on the Mississippi.”


  “There’s going to be a lot more of this,” Harley said.


  “Nukes?” Madison asked.


  “No, attacks on Islamists,” he said, “and the government-controlled media are gonna portray it as unfair, even a crime. Won’t fly in places like Texas, but wait till it happens in New England or the Mid-Atlantic.”


  “Don’t forget that a lot of non-Muslim enemy operatives have RFID,” Richardson said. “Even up to high government officials.”


  “Yeah, we should be seeing the government get cleaned out in a hurry,” Brendan said.


  Hannah got a hopeful look on her face. “Maybe that will end the war.”


  “If I was in the EU Navy, I’d want to get very far away from here in a hurry,” Richardson said. “Once the traitors are gone from DC, the US Navy and Air Force will be free to destroy them where they sit.”


  The TV screen went blank, then came back up as a test pattern.


  “Whoa,” Juan Carlos said. “Did they just take one of the government’s favorite mouthpieces off the air?”


  “Let’s check some other channels,” Harley said, switching around. He tried the other cable news channels, finding all of them down.


  “Shit,” Brendan said. “Go local.”


  “Yeah,” Harley said, switching to the local network affiliates. “The big four are down,” he said as he clicked through. “Ah, here we go. This is an independent, out of San Antonio.”


  “Holy shit,” Richardson said, watching live video over Washington, DC, the damaged Capitol Building being surrounded, as well as the White House. He got on his laptop and checked that area with the high-res app.


  “Geez,” Lita said. “I didn’t think we were using the Capitol at all while it was being repaired from that bombing.”


  “There’s a bunch of bad guys there,” Richardson said. “More in the White House and other government buildings.”


  “This just in,” the news reader said, brow furrowed. “A list of government officials who have RFID chips has been published on several large internet outlets.” He paused, eyes full of terror. “You know what’s on here?”


  “Yes, go with it,” said a voice off-set. “It’s already out there. This ends now.”


  “Maybe we should let the big boys handle this.”


  “I said go with it, or I’ll get somebody up there who will,” the off-set voice said. “The big boys have all been taken off the air. They’re all infiltrated, just as I suspected. Controlled by enemy elements in the government who have been exposed.”


  “You’re the boss,” the newsreader said, loosening his tie. “The list of enemy agents in the government includes the heads of most committees in Congress, the President, Vice President, most of the cabinet, and half of the Supreme Court.” He paused again. “This is most of the US Government. As of now, we have no US Government.”


  “Hey, video coming from the Pentagon,” somebody shouted from off-set. “Going up in 3-2-1.” Video of a raging battle around the Pentagon came up, a mixture of uniformed military and civilians firing at the building. The newsreader just watched the feed, not saying anything.


  “I think this station is out of its depth,” Brendan said. Harley and Juan Carlos chuckled, as Richardson and Lita quietly watched the laptop.


  “What are you seeing?” Harley asked, leaning in to look at the laptop screen.


  “The bad guys just turned east on Highway 46,” Lita said.


  “Oh, God, are they coming here?” Madison asked.


  “That’s what I’m guessing,” Richardson said. “There’s no other destination that makes sense.”


  “Why would they bother?” Harley asked. “It’s not like they can hide out. It’s not remote.”


  “I know, I don’t get it,” Richardson said.


  “You don’t think they’re after us, do you dude?” Juan Carlos asked. “If they are, there’s still a plant somewhere.”


  “I can’t believe that,” Richardson said. “It’s got to be something else.”


  “It’s gonna be dark pretty soon,” Lita said. “There are a lot of places they can hide.”


  “But we can see them,” Brendan said. “Dark or not, we’ll know where to attack.”


  “There’s only a few of us,” Hannah said. “We aren’t gonna attack shit.”


  “Dammit,” Brendan said. “Start looking at the approaches to other large lakes.”


  “Why, honey?” Hannah asked.


  “Yeah, why dude?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “Remember what happened at Falcon Lake?”


  Richardson froze.


  “What, you mean that submarine weapon they used to take out the dam?” Juan Carlos asked. “There aren’t that many people below this dam. New Braunfels is there, but it’s not huge. It’d be easy to evacuate.”


  “If they take out that dam, we lose water and electrical generation,” Harley said, “that would be worse than you think.”


  “Shit,” Richardson said. “I see a group heading towards Lake Travis.”


  “You sure?” Harley asked.


  “Lot more people living around that one,” Brendan said. “Not as bad as some of those Dallas lakes.”


  “I need to call Director Wallis,” Richardson said, pulling out his phone. He hit the contact and put it on speaker. It rang five times, Wallis finally picking up.


  “Richardson, is this urgent? We’ve got our hands full.”


  “Yeah, it’s urgent.”


  “Okay, go ahead,” he said.


  “There’s a growing band of Islamists heading towards Canyon Lake.”


  “Why would they do that? They think they can hide out there?”


  “I also see a group heading towards Lake Travis.”


  “Look, honey,” Lita said. “Lake Conroe, north of Houston.”


  “What the hell?” Wallis asked.


  “Remember that submarine weapon the enemy used at Falcon Lake?” Richardson asked.


  “Oh, God,” Wallis said.


  “Lewisville Lake north of Dallas,” Lita said. “Same thing. They’re closer to that one.”


  “Thanks,” Wallis said. “I’d better call the governor. You might want to get off that lake.”


  “We’ll keep watching,” Richardson said. “We’ve got a very heavily armed barge, you know.”


  “Don’t get killed,” Wallis said. “Talk to you soon.”


  The call ended.


  “You aren’t really thinking we can stop them, are you?” Lita asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  Chapter 16 – Southern Retreat


  Maria was at the PC in the console room, looking at the roads leading into Lake Travis, then switching up to the lakes around Dallas.


  “See what I’m saying?” Wallis asked, his grim face on the console split-screen with Gallagher.


  “This could hurt us badly,” Nelson said. “Might be the enemy’s last big operation, but the impact to water resources alone would be devastating.”


  “Should we start evacuating?” Gallagher asked.


  “Might push them into speeding up their attack,” Hendrix said. “Hope there aren’t any nukes around here. How sure are we that they’ll be using those anti-sub weapons?”


  “We’re not sure at all,” Wallis said, “but we do know there were more bought on the Russian black market. We expected more attacks after Falcon Lake, remember?”


  “There’s still missing nukes,” Nelson said. “Had a conversation with one of the few FBI leaders who wasn’t dirty.”


  “That would make our water supply radioactive,” Gallagher said. “That mess on the Mississippi will impact this country for years.”


  “I’d rather concentrate on the problems we can do something about,” Nelson said. “Dammit. This is crazy. So much is going in a positive direction, but there’s so much danger too.”


  “We don’t even know who’s running the country right now, after what happened in DC earlier,” Wallis said.


  “Talked to General Hogan lately?” Hendrix asked.


  “He’s been too busy to take calls,” Wallis said.


  “Well, at least our hands are free to defend ourselves at this point,” Ramsey said. “There’s no Feds around to mess with us anymore.”


  “No, actually things are worse,” Hendrix said. “There’s a power vacuum with the Federal Government on the ropes. That might hand a true victory right to the UN or the EU by itself.”


  “That’s what I’m worried about,” Wallis said.


  “I’m not worried about that,” Gallagher said.


  “Why not?” Hendrix asked.


  “There are 340 million US citizens out there who are completely pissed off,” Gallagher said. “You really think we’re gonna sit still and let the UN or the EU take over? We’ll kill them all.”


  “Yeah, I agree,” Nelson said. “Spread the word to all of our forces to bomb the convoys of enemy fighters making for our lakes. Prioritize those which pose the largest danger in terms of loss of life when the dam comes down. Got it? Move on that right now.”


  “I’ll give the orders,” Gallagher said. “You know if we do that, we’ll lose our air cover in the gulf, and the EU Navy is still on the way.”


  Nelson sighed. “Yeah, I know. I’m less worried about that than I am about losing all of our fresh-water reserves.”


  “Who knows what’s going to happen there now, with the Federal Government gone,” Wallis said. “The EU Navy might high-tail it. They’re no match for the US Navy, and they know it. I don’t see a good reason for the US Navy to stand down anymore. I think they’re gonna go on a rampage.”


  “EU Navy ships are docked at several of the eastern ports now,” Hendrix said. “Started before the apps were released wide. They were welcomed as friends.”


  “And those who did the welcoming are probably dead now,” Gallagher said, “or in hiding.”


  “We need more info,” Nelson said, “and we also need to start thinking of ourselves in a different way.”


  “How so?” Ramsey asked.


  “We have to think less about Texas and more about being the southern gate into the United States,” Nelson said. “It’s time to work that transition, if we want our country back. California needs to do the same, and the other states where the enemy is on the run or gone.”


  “The enemy has lost control of all the ports south of Wilmington, North Carolina,” Wallis said. “The US Navy might base there and start running up the coast to take the EU Navy out.”


  “They can’t use Charleston anymore, though, can they?” Ramsey asked.


  “That was hit with one of the larger nukes early on,” Wallis said. “It’s a no-man's-land now. Will be for a long time. Pity.”


  “Okay, let’s refocus,” Nelson said. “Gallagher, get on that hunting operation pronto. Wallis will fill you in on anything else, okay?”


  “Yes sir,” Gallagher said, leaving the screen.


  “Let’s list the trouble spots,” Wallis said. “The lakes, which we’re working now. The Gulf. Dallas. The western border by Big Bend. The Louisiana Border to the east. I miss anything?”


  “The border issues will become the least of our problems,” Hendrix said. “The biggest problem we have are the enemy fighters trapped inside Texas.”


  “I don’t follow,” Wallis said.


  “The enemy knows we can see them,” Hendrix said. “They also know that we have a very good citizenry who will fight them to the death with little or no regard for the Islamophobia propaganda they tried to use in other parts of the country earlier today. Our people will kill them wholesale and get a pat on the back for it by everybody in this state.”


  “You’re saying that no Islamist in their right mind will want to move into the state?” Wallis asked.


  “Yeah, that’s basically what I’m saying,” Hendrix said. “The only places where that won’t hold true would be places where their situation is worse than it would be here, and off the top of my head, I can’t think of anywhere like that.”


  “Hell, he’s got a good point,” Ramsey said. “Louisiana would be a toss-up, but in general the enemy is safer in Mexico than they are here. That cuts out a lot of our problem right there.”


  “You’re suggesting that we concentrate on killing the enemy inside our borders,” Nelson said. “I agree. It is possible we’ll have enemy fighters fleeing General Hogan’s forces from the north, but they’re more likely to rush down through New Mexico and Arizona to the Mexican border.”


  Wallis laughed. “And we’ve just been spending time and resources blocking those roadways. That will trap the Islamists who are currently fighting Hogan’s forces.”


  “It will, but I think we did the right thing,” Hendrix said. “What the individual Islamist fighters want and what their leadership wants might not be the same. The enemy leadership would still love to send a massive number of fighters up that corridor to take on General Hogan. What else are they gonna do? If they just slink off into Mexico, we’re gonna get them eventually, and their war of conquest will be forever lost.”


  “What’s happening in Dallas?” Nelson asked.


  “Just a sec,” Maria said, moving her view over to that region. “They aren’t moving towards the site of the first battle anymore, but I see lots of them moving towards their base, also three other bases. They’re trying to take advantage of safety in numbers, since they can’t hide.”


  “Exactly what we’ve been seeing everyplace else,” Wallis said. “This will be difficult. We won’t win every battle, because we won’t be able to get enough of our forces to each place quick enough. Dallas is a good example. I see what Maria is talking about. The group we expected to attack us near Irving is building up in downtown Dallas. I’ll bet there’s skirmishes already starting, but they’re still moving, still snowballing. There’s another huge group by Mesquite, and another in Plano. Something big going on to the north, too, in McKinney.”


  “Dallas is the only large city where the enemy isn’t leaving,” Maria said. “Hardly any icons left in San Antonio, none in Austin, and very few in Houston at this point.”


  “We must keep an eye on them all,” Hendrix said.


  “I’m noticing that enemy fighters are leaving the gulf coast areas,” Maria said. “See this?” She moved her mouse cursor around, showing the stream of enemy fighters leaving that area.


  “What does that mean?” Ramsey asked.


  Nelson sat silently, looking at the coastal region. “Move over to the east.”


  Maria nodded, moving the view to Louisiana and Mississippi.


  “Son of a bitch,” Hendrix said, looking at the lines of enemy icons heading north. “Look, they’re even fleeing the Florida panhandle. What’s going on?”


  Nelson looked at it, brow furrowed, not looking away as he talked. “I need to know if that EU Navy convoy headed towards the gulf carries nuclear weapons.”


  Chapter 17 – Hospital Move


  Kitten was in the field hospital, assisting the doctors and nurses as they tended the wounded. A line of ambulances was forming on Quebec and Woodall Streets, and EMTs were loading patients as quickly as they could.


  “Do we have hospital space for all of them?” Kitten asked.


  An EMT looked at her as he and others lifted a wounded old man onto the gurney. “Filling up fast. This wasn’t the only battle. You going to the new location?”


  “What new location?”


  “The enemy isn’t coming back here,” he said. “They’re massing downtown. I think you guys are leaving for that area any minute now. Good luck.” He and the others rolled the gurney off to an ambulance, another team taking their place to pick up the next person.


  “Could you go with us to the new location?” asked a young woman doctor, turning from her patient for a moment.


  “Yes, thanks, but I didn’t even know we were leaving,” Kitten said. “The last thing I heard was that the enemy was on their way here to attack.”


  “Old news,” the woman said, walking away from the patient as a team of EMTs approached to take him. “The apps went wide a few hours ago, and now the enemy is rushing to get together for protection. They’re trying to lock down the court and detention facilities at Commerce and Riverfront. Killed everybody around there, from what I heard.”


  “Oh, geez,” Kitten said, pulling her phone out. She loaded the app. “There’s a lot of them there, and more streaming in from the north and east.”


  “Let’s see,” the doctor said. “I’m Dr. Cynthia Keaton, by the way. Kitten, is it? Very good job. We’re lucky to have you here.” She looked at Kitten’s phone for a moment.


  “I’m not doing anything more than the others,” she said, “but I’ll go help you, of course. My dad is part of the fighting group.”


  “Is he okay so far?”


  “I haven’t seen him for a couple hours, but the battle has been over for longer than that,” Kitten said.


  “Okay. There are trucks coming any minute. We’ll load up the hospital and move it to the parking lot at Houston and Ross.”


  “That’s right by Dealey Plaza,” Kitten said. “I’d better text my dad.”


  “I’m right here, honey,” Alex said, rushing over with Doug. “You heard we’re leaving. Are you staying with the hospital?”


  “Yes, I’ve been asked to,” she said. “You’re staying in this battle?”


  “Damn straight,” Alex said. “Know where you’re going?”


  “Houston and Ross. I’ll help with the move.”


  “Okay,” he said. “Hope that’s far enough away. When we hit the enemy at the detention facility, they’re liable to spread that way.”


  “We’ll have protection,” Dr. Keaton said. “You’re Kitten’s father? You should be proud. She’s saved lives today.”


  “I’m very proud of her,” Alex said. “Thanks.”


  “Hey, man, we got to go,” Doug said. “Let’s get our cars.”


  “Be right there,” Alex said. He hugged Kitten and kissed her forehead. “Be careful, honey.”


  “You too, dad,” she said. “I’m proud of you too, by the way.”


  He smiled, then left with Doug. The trucks arrived as the last of the ambulances took off. Kitten helped box up supplies and fold up portable beds, pushing them towards the sidewalk on Woodall street, a large group of men there to lift and load.


  “Which way are we going?” Kitten asked one of the men.


  “Irving to Riverfront to Continental, then south on Houston,” the man said. “Won’t take long.”


  She looked at her app. “There’s enemy fighters along part of that route.”


  “There’s enemy fighters everywhere,” the man said, “but they’re moving towards that detention center and the court buildings in a hurry. They’ll probably be away from our route by the time we get there.”


  “I hope so,” she said, turning to grab more supplies and rush them over to the open tailgate of the second semi-truck.


  The trucks were loaded in fifteen minutes, their engines starting. Dr. Keaton walked over to Kitten. “We’ve got a bus coming to take us to the new location.”


  “Great, thanks,” Kitten said. They walked to the main group, standing on the corner of Quebec and Woodall, watching the semis pull away.


  “There’s the bus,” somebody said. It drove up Quebec and turned left, getting close to the right side of the road, it’s door opening in front. The medical team climbed aboard.


  “There’s more of us than I realized,” Kitten said, picking a place to sit half way back on the driver’s side. Dr. Keaton sat next to her.


  “One thing about Texas. People pull together in a crisis here. Every time.”


  “Makes me feel good,” Kitten said. The bus pulled away, struggling to make the right turn on the Irving service road, then veering left onto Irving Boulevard. It sped up.


  “Geez, look at all the places on fire,” Dr. Keaton said.


  “What’s going on up north?” Kitten asked, pointing there. She took her phone out. “Big clump of bad guys up there. Bigger than the one in downtown.”


  “We might be seeing the last gasp of the enemy,” Dr. Keaton said. “Now that we can track them, they’re on the run.”


  “We can only hope. There’s no traffic. I’m surprised. Figured there’d be a lot of citizens rushing to where the enemy fighters are hiding.”


  “Most of the force is already on the way there, cruising down the Trinity River park,” Dr. Keaton said. “You came that way, didn’t you?”


  “Yes,” Kitten said.


  “Almost to Inwood Road already. We’re making good time.”


  “Look at I-35E. Why’s it so busy all of a sudden? Where are all those folks going?”


  Dr. Keaton looked at it. “Maybe we’ve got a lot of help coming for this attack. Or maybe there’s a roadblock to keep people away from the battle zone, and we’re getting a backup as a result.”


  “Nothing on the news outlets,” Kitten said, moving her fingers on the screen.


  “I thought they shut all of those news channels after the apps were released.”


  “Not the local ones,” Kitten said. “Nothing…wait. Crap.”


  “What?”


  “Evacuation orders,” she read off the screen. “They’re saying the dam at Lewisville Lake might fail.”


  “Fail? Really? There hasn’t been rain lately.”


  “Enemy operation,” Kitten said. “Glad we’re far away.”


  Dr. Keaton was quiet for moment, thinking. Then she pulled her phone out. “Call your dad. We need to spread the word for them to get out of the Trinity river bed park.”


  “Why? Lewisville Lake is miles away,” Kitten said as Dr. Keaton hit a contact.


  “The Trinity River comes out of that lake,” she said as she listened to the rings. “Nature will take its course. The water will race down that riverbed. Remember the floods in 2015? They threatened downtown Dallas. This will be worse. Lewisville Lake is huge.”


  Kitten turned white as a sheet and hit her dad’s contact in a panic. She listened to it ring, going to voicemail. “Dad, get out of the riverbed. The dam at Lewisville Lake is about to break.”


  She put down her phone and looked at Dr. Keaton, who had just finished letting her contact know.


  “You got through to somebody?” Kitten asked.


  “Yeah,” she said. “He’s going to spread the word. You didn’t get your dad?”


  “No, left him a message. He’s driving by himself in the truck, and it’s bouncy and noisy driving on the grass down there.”


  “The word will get around,” Dr. Keaton said. “Hope they can stop this. A lot of people are gonna get killed if that dam breaks. It’ll be worse further north than here, but it’ll still be dangerous for downtown.”


  “We just got on Riverfront. Won’t be long now.”


  There was the crack of gunfire. Both women snapped to, looking in all directions.


  “Nothing hit us,” Kitten said.


  “That’s not close to us. The enemy might be shooting at our guys in the riverbed.”


  “Dammit,” Kitten said. She tried her dad again. Still no answer.


  “We’re almost to Continental,” Dr. Keaton said. The gunfire ramped up, and the bus slowed down.


  “What’s the matter?” Kitten asked, looking up front. “Shit, is that one of our semis on its side up there?”


  Dr. Keaton looked forward, then got into the aisle and ran up to look. Suddenly the front windshield exploded, the driver’s head spewing blood as a sniper’s bullet ripped into it, Dr. Keaton hit by a second bullet as the bus slowly rolled into the middle of the intersection, bullets continuing to hit the passenger side of the bus, two people in the front hit in the neck and upper chest.


  “No!” Kitten shouted.


  “Where’s the emergency exits?” somebody shouted, silenced by a bullet to the neck.


  Kitten looked around, seeing that the emergency exit was behind her two rows. She got off her seat, crawling on the floor towards the rear as others panicked, trying to run to the front of the bus. The windows on the passenger side blew out one by one.


  “That’s the emergency exit,” Kitten shouted at the old woman sitting next to it, too shocked to move. “Get out of the way, dammit!” The woman just stared at her, and then her chest was hit, her body twisting in pain before her heart stopped. Kitten grabbed her legs and pulled as hard as she could as bullets hit the back of the seat she was sitting in only seconds before. She crawled over and reached the red emergency lever, pulling it hard, the side wall popping open. She rushed out and hit the ground, sheltered behind the bus as others crawled out, some getting hit on the way, others making it.


  “Thank you,” said a young woman who crawled up next to her. “Snipers on top of the detention center building.”


  “We need to make a run for it,” a young man said, crawling next to them. “See that bail bonds place over there? We’ll have some cover from the bus at least part of the way, but then we’re gonna have to haul ass and get behind the building.”


  Gunfire increased. Citizens in the river bed were firing at the top of the building, and somebody tried to fire a grenade up there, which blew up several floors below the roof, scaring the snipers enough to get down.


  “C’mon, they’re getting shot at by our guys now,” the young man said. “Let’s go while we have the chance.”


  Kitten and the others ran forward in a crouch, rifle bullets hitting the road around them as they ran, two of their group dropping dead on the street. Kitten made it to safety with two other women and the young man.


  “Anybody hit?” Kitten asked.


  Everybody nodded their head no, too shook up to speak.


  “What are we gonna do?” asked one of the women, on the verge of breaking down.


  “Pull yourself together,” Kitten said. “We’re not dead yet, and they can’t hit us here.”


  “They’ll come down and get us,” the woman said, her eyes darting around in near panic.


  “There’s about sixty-thousand citizens on the ground between us and them,” the young man said. “All they can do is snipe at us from that rooftop, and our guys will flood that building soon enough, or just blow the damn place up.”


  “Our guys need to get out of that riverbed,” Kitten said. “There’s a warning that the dam at Lewisville Lake is gonna fail. That’s why there was all that traffic on I-35E.”


  “Oh, that’s what it was,” the young man said. He was about six feet tall, lanky, with blonde hair and a scraggly beard.


  Kitten pulled her phone out. She hit her dad’s contact again, and he answered right away.


  “Kitten, where are you?”


  “Our bus got hit by the snipers on the roof of that big building up there,” she said. “You need to get out of the riverbed.”


  “Why?” he asked.


  “Something’s wrong at the Lewisville Lake dam. They’re evacuating people. From what I’ve heard, if the dam goes, the water is gonna run right down the Trinity River.”


  “Oh,” he said. “That wouldn’t be good. We’ll have a hard time getting out. The levies are high here, and that nest of snipers on top of the detention facility have us pinned down.”


  “Go backwards and climb out,” Kitten said, “and pass the word.”


  “Okay,” he said. “Where are you?”


  “Hiding behind a bail bond place at Continental and Riverfront Road. Most of the doctors and nurses got killed in that bus. The snipers are still firing at it.”


  “Stay out of sight,” he said. “I’m gonna reply to the broadcast text we got before we left. That ought to get the news about the dam to everybody.”


  “Okay, dad, be safe.”


  The call ended, and Kitten looked around. “Where else can we go?”


  “We’re kinda stuck,” the young man said. “I’m Greg, by the way.”


  “Kitten.” She looked at the other two women. The hysterical one was just staring into space now, leaned up against the white brick wall of the bail bonds office, her black face covered with sweat. The other woman looked up, trying to force a smile.


  “I’m Trish,” she said, brushing back her long black hair, her ears covered in earrings along the edges, her skin pale, dirt smudges on her cheeks. “I don’t know what her name is. She’s pretty out of it. We’ll probably have to leave her here.”


  “No, don’t leave me,” the black woman said quickly. She was in her mid-thirties, with delicate features and brown eyes that showed stark terror.


  “What’s your name?” Kitten asked softly.


  “I’m Vanessa. Don’t leave me here alone. Please.”


  “We won’t,” Kitten said, touching her hand in reassurance.


  “What about that door?” Greg asked, nodding towards a grey metal door on the back of the building. He walked to it and knocked. No answer. Then he tried the doorknob. It opened, and he stuck his head inside. “Hello?” There was silence. “I’m going in,” he said.


  “Stay away from the front windows,” Kitten called out.


  He nodded and got inside, walking through a storage room into a work area. It had a couple of cheap-looking cubicles covered with stacks of papers, and a coffee machine sitting on a metal tray. Nobody was there. He called out again. “Anybody here?”


  Kitten came in, followed by Vanessa and Trish.


  “Good, you got her moving,” Greg said, smiling at Vanessa. She smiled back, then he turned away quickly. “Stay here.” He poked his head into the next room, which was an office with a big desk and several chairs facing it, a bookshelf behind it holding handsome legal books. “Nobody in the office either.” He stepped out and walked down the short hallway to the waiting room in front, where the windows were. There was a large overweight man lying face down in front of a broken window, blood under him, and a small blonde woman with a perm hairstyle laying partially on top of him, blood all over the arm and waist of her pantsuit. She groaned.


  “The woman is alive,” Greg said, getting down on his hands and knees and sneaking to her, pulling her legs carefully, dragging her out of sight of the windows. He looked in her eyes and she stared back at him, too terrified to speak.


  “Is she gonna live?” Kitten asked, rushing over.


  “I need to see the wounds,” Greg said.


  “Are you an EMT?” Trish asked.


  “Med student,” he said. “You?”


  “Nurse,” she said.


  “Me too,” Vanessa said. “Give me something to do and I’ll snap out of this.”


  “Help me check out the wounds, then,” Greg said. They peeled off the coat of her pant suit at the waist. “As I thought, this isn’t her blood. It’s his.”


  “Isaac,” she said, starting to come out of her shock. “Is he dead?”


  Greg looked her in the eye and nodded yes. “I’m sorry. Let’s check out the arm.”


  Vanessa and Kitten helped her out of the coat. Her blouse was sleeveless. Greg took a close look.


  “You’ll be fine,” he smiled at her, “It’s just a flesh wound.”


  “I’ll see if there’s a first aid kit in here,” Trish said, rushing into the room where the coffee maker was.


  “There’s one in the desk drawer, lower right-hand side,” the woman said. “First cubicle.”


  “What’s your name?” Vanessa asked.


  “Mary,” she said.


  “You hear that?” Greg asked.


  Trish nodded and went into that room.


  Gunfire outside was increasing, and there were more explosions. Kitten looked towards the front of the building, wishing she could see.


  “Who’s out there that you’re worried about?” Greg asked.


  “My dad and my boss,” she said.


  “Well, let them take care of themselves,” Greg said. “We’ve got enough to deal with right here. We need to help the people in that bus. Not all of them are dead.”


  Chapter 18 - Magdalena


  Jason was at the wheel of their motorhome, Carrie dozing in the passenger seat. The desert was lit by eerie light from the full moon.


  “There’s the sign for Magdalena,” he said. Carrie stretched, looking over at him. “Already?”


  “You’ve been snoozing for a while,” Jason said. “The munchkin’s been asleep for quite a while, too.”


  “How many people are stopping for gas?”


  “Most, probably,” Jason said. “It’s a bigger town. There’s two good-sized gas stations right on Highway 60. The tribe has already been through and gassed up. They’re ahead of us now by about half an hour.”


  “Thought you didn’t want to be separated.”


  “We talked. Stanton suggested they get ahead a little so we wouldn’t have too much of a line at the gas pumps. We’ll stay closer for the rest of the trip.”


  “Are we going into Texas after this? Straight through?”


  “We’ll talk about that,” he said. “It’s a five-hour drive from Magdalena to the first town in Texas, and it’ll take some time to blow that bridge.”


  “Clancy said he could do it in about twenty minutes,” Carrie said.


  “I’ll allow an hour,” Jason said, smiling at her. “We’ll trade off driving if we do this, and we’ll also need to help anybody who’s driving by themselves.”


  “I don’t think we have much of that. Clancy and a couple of tribal people are all I know about.”


  “Some of the tribe’s vehicles have four people in them,” Jason said. “I’m sure Stanton and White Eagle have already figured something out.”


  “Hope so,” Carrie said. “I got some sleep, so I can drive whenever you’re ready.”


  “There’s the first gas station. It’s got an open spot. I’m going in.” He pulled the rig up to one of the gas islands, moving forward as far as he could. Eric got on the other side of the island with his Class C motorhome.


  “Hey, brother,” Jason said as he went to his gas filler.


  “Hey yourself,” Eric said. They got the fuel flowing and leaned against the back of Jason’s rig.


  “Tired?” Jason asked.


  “I’m okay, and Kim’s been sleeping. We’re still going into Texas tonight, right?”


  “I’m for it. It’s not a short drive, though. Five hours not counting the bridge operation.”


  “There’s Curt,” Eric said, pointing at his rig as it rolled down the street. “He must be going on to the second gas station.”


  “There’s only two, right?”


  “Yeah, I think so,” he said. “Might be another back in town someplace. I didn’t look very hard. Both these are big stations.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Jason said.


  “You been listening to the news?” Eric asked. “The shit is hitting the fan big-time now that the apps are wide. There were gun battles going on in DC, at the Capitol, the White House, and the Pentagon. All three places have been overrun.”


  “Really?” Jason asked. “Haven’t had the radio on. Chelsea got too scared when we were listening to the reports about those nukes on the Mississippi, so we shut it off.”


  “Probably just as well,” Eric said. His pump clunked to a stop, and he pulled the nozzle out. “I’d better let somebody else get in here. We’re just going on?”


  “Yeah. Mine’s done too.” He pulled the nozzle out, nodding to Eric as he walked towards the cab. “See you soon, man.”


  “Later,” Jason said. He got his receipt from the pump and went back into the rig.


  “That was fast,” Carrie said.


  “We weren’t even close to empty. That was a top-up.”


  “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Off we go again, huh?”


  “Yep. You looked at the apps since you woke up?”


  “No, but I’ll do it now,” she said, reaching for her phone on the console, which she unplugged from the charge cord. “Good, full charge.”


  “We should plug mine in,” Jason said, fishing it out of his pocket. He handed it to Carrie and fired up the engine.


  “I can start driving now, if you want,” she said.


  “I’m still good. Later, after we do the bridge. That okay?”


  “Sure,” Carrie said. “No enemy close by. We’ll have to keep an eye out, though. Some are a little south of Albuquerque.”


  “I-25?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “Wonder if they’re being pursued by the locals now that everybody has the apps?”


  “If they’re going south, I’d bet on it.”


  “Probably right,” Carrie said, watching out the window as they passed the second gas station, several of their friends at the pumps or in line. “How far is this bridge?”


  “Look at the text message from Junior,” Jason said. “The GPS coordinates are there.”


  Carrie picked up his phone, inputting his pin and looking. She typed the numbers into her map program. “Okay, I see it. Not much of a bridge, but he’s right, there’s no easy ground to drive over as a detour.”


  “Can you tell how many miles?”


  She moved her fingers on the screen for a few moments. “Well, it’s only twenty-six miles to I-25, so I guestimate we’re talking about five miles, seven at the outside.”


  “Good,” Jason said. “Stanton Hunt and his folks should already be there, then.”


  “Want me to call him?”


  “Sure,” Jason said. “Put it on speaker.”


  She hit the contact on her phone. It rang a few times, then clicked.


  “Carrie?” Stanton asked.


  “Yes,” she said. “You’re on speaker. Jason’s driving.”


  “Hi, Stanton,” Jason said.


  “Hello. Was just about to call you. We’re already at the bridge. This is gonna be a piece of cake, but I want to move some boulders on the road so nobody rolls off the end from either direction.”


  “I’m good with that,” Jason said. “Don’t want to be killing any civilians.”


  “The other jobs we did were visible from a long way off,” Stanton said. “This one won’t be, especially at night. I’ve got two of my guys rigging up charges already… oh, and Clancy is already here helping.”


  “He is? Didn’t know he was that far ahead. Good deal. How do you feel about going to Texas tonight?”


  “After seeing the enemy on I-25, I think we ought to.”


  “You saw them too, huh?” Carrie asked.


  “Yeah, I think they’re being chased. One of our guys was looking at a message board. The citizens of Albuquerque are hunting them with the apps. Sounds like they’ve killed a lot already. Maybe all this roadwork we’ve been doing won’t make much difference.”


  Jason chuckled. “I still want to do it, just in case. See you soon.”


  “Okay, my friend,” Stanton said. “This is only about fifteen minutes past the town, so it won’t be long.”


  The call ended, and Carrie picked the phone up again, putting it close to her face.


  “Checking the apps again?”


  She looked over and nodded yes. “I think they’re being killed on the road.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “There’s an ever-smaller number of icons the furthest south, and a trail of stationary ones behind them.”


  “What kind of numbers are we talking about?”


  “On the road?” Carrie asked.


  “In the lead on the road.”


  “Down to about forty,” she said. “There’s probably two hundred scattered on the road behind them. No reason for them to be sitting there if they’re alive.”


  “How about Albuquerque?”


  “I can’t really tell,” she said. “There’s about ten thousand hits there, but I haven’t seen any move since I woke from my nap.”


  “Probably dead or hiding,” Jason said.


  “I’d say some of both. Look, I see tail-light reflections. Way up ahead.”


  “Probably our friends,” Jason said. They continued rolling ahead silently for a while, getting closer and closer to the car lights.


  “There’s the bridge,” Jason said. “They’re all huddled around it. Everybody is parked past there.”


  “They’d better be,” Carrie said, smiling.


  “I’ll park on the westbound shoulder,” Jason said, crossing into the oncoming lane and pulling up, about fifty yards past the bridge.


  “Hey, isn’t this illegal?” Carrie smirked.


  He stood up and stretched. “No more illegal than blowing up a bridge.”


  “Funny,” she said. “I’ll stay here with Chelsea. You go ahead.”


  Jason nodded and went out the door, walking to the others. Stanton and White Eagle were sitting by the bridge with Clancy. They had boulders carried up to the side of the road. “Good, you’re all set,” Jason said.


  “Yep,” Stanton said.


  “Glad we don’t have to get the tanks off the flatbeds for this,” Clancy said. “That’s a pain in the neck.”


  “Speak of the devil,” White Eagle said, pointing to the approaching flatbeds. “Damn those things look huge.”


  “They are huge,” Clancy said.


  “You sure you got enough dynamite to blow this?” Jason asked.


  “Oh, yeah,” Clancy said. “No problema. Didn’t even use any of the plastic explosive. Thought we’d want it for the bridges by I-25 that the leadership team was talking about.”


  “Don’t think we need to do that,” Jason said. “I think we ought to forget it.”


  “Yes, I agree,” Stanton Hunt said. “Been watching the apps and talking to some of the warriors about the message boards. The people of Albuquerque are killing those invaders left and right. They’re even chasing them south on I-25 and killing them on the road.”


  “Same with west and eastbound I-40,” White Eagle said.


  “Serves the bastards right,” Clancy said.


  The tank flatbeds rolled by, getting to the end of the parked vehicles on the eastbound shoulder and pulling over to the side.


  “Hope that shoulder isn’t very soft,” White Eagle said. “Those suckers are heavy.”


  “You got that right, man,” Clancy said.


  “Here comes Curt,” Jason said. “Junior’s behind him, and several of the others.”


  “We’ll be done and on our way in no time,” Stanton said. The group watched as the rest of their friends rolled past the bridge.


  “That’s everybody,” Jason said.


  Clancy nodded. “I reckon it is. Shall we?”


  “Let’s do it,” Stanton said.


  Clancy picked up the detonator box and the wires sitting in the sand by his feet, walking back about sixty yards slowly as he felt for wires getting hung up. Then he twisted the wires on the terminals and tightened the nuts on each. “Ready?”


  “Hell yeah,” White Eagle said.


  He raised the plunger and shoved it down. The bridge blew up big, showering them with pebbles, a few larger rocks landing close to them.


  “Shit, we should’ve gotten back further,” Stanton said.


  “Maybe I used a tad too much dynamite,” Clancy said. “We’d better go check it and place those boulders.”


  The group ran back, seeing the bridge destroyed, jagged cement and rebar sticking out. They moved the boulders into place, two men on each of them, then turned to leave.


  “Hey, who’s that?” Clancy asked, pointing to approaching headlights. Two pickup trucks and a sheriff’s car squealed to a stop, several men jumping out, pointing guns at Jason and the others.


  “Drop your guns,” shouted a gruff-looking sheriff.


  Chapter 19 – The Swells


  “Where are they now, dude? You look worried.”


  Richardson was still sitting at the table with his laptop. He spoke to Juan Carlos without looking up. “They’re off Highway 46, and just got onto Cranes Mill Road. They’re definitely coming here.”


  “You going to call Wallis?” Brendan asked.


  “I’ve been texting him the whole time. This is happening all over the place. The main focus right now is Lewisville Lake in Dallas. Lot of people below that, plus there’s a big battle going on from the Trinity River park.


  “They’d better get the hell out of there if that dam goes, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “That riverbed fills up big time. Tall levies on either side.”


  Richardson nodded. “I’m not sure where the enemy is gonna hit the water, but I think we ought to get underway. It’s pretty obvious they’re going to the south side.”


  “Doesn’t matter which side,” Brendan said.


  “Honey, why don’t you take Madison and Hannah to shore in the small patrol boat?” Richardson asked Lita.


  “I’m not leaving,” she said. “I’m gonna fight. They know how to run the boat, if they want to leave.”


  “I’m not going anywhere either,” Madison said.


  “Same here,” Hannah said.


  Richardson nodded. “Okay, then let’s get the boats tied to the back of this beast and pull up the anchor.”


  “C’mon, man,” Brendan said, getting up.


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said. They both went outside, Hannah and Madison following them.


  “I’ll handle the anchor,” Harley said, going to the bow.


  “Do you think this is the right thing to do?” Lita asked. “You think Wallis would okay it?”


  “Not gonna mention it to Wallis,” Richardson said. “I don’t want them to destroy this lake. We need the water. You know how it gets around here, and we haven’t had much rain in the last couple years. We’re on the verge of a drought again.”


  “What if we don’t stop them?”


  “Then we’ll do what we did on Falcon Lake. We’ll make for shore, get stuck there as the water goes down. It’ll be scary, but we’ll probably survive it.”


  “Didn’t a bunch of boat crews die at Falcon Lake?”


  “Yeah, but we didn’t know what to expect,” Richardson said. “C’mon, let’s move this laptop up to the bridge and get the engines started. I suspect we’ll have to jockey a little to get the anchor pulled up.”


  She nodded, watching as Richardson picked up the laptop, then followed him down the hallway to the bridge.


  “Keep on the apps with your phone, okay?” Richardson asked. “We need to know which road they take. It’ll tell us what cove they’re going to.”


  “Will do,” she said. They rushed through the door into the bridge, Richardson setting up the laptop on a table against the back wall, then getting into the pilot’s seat. He hit the engine ignition and all four outboards started. The floor vibrated as they idled.


  Harley stuck his head in the side door. “The anchor is already on its way up. It wasn’t stuck very tight. Surprised it was holding us.”


  “Calm waters,” Richardson said. “How are the others doing?”


  “I think they’re just about done, but I’ll go check. You want us on the roof, or do you want us in the bridge?”


  “I think Juan Carlos and Brendan ought to be on the roof,” Richardson said. “The visibility will be crucial.”


  “Okay, good,” Harley said. “How about me?”


  “In here, but ready to get on the deck if we need it,” he said. “Oh, I know something you can do. Start carrying belts of mini-gun ammo up to the top, and get those things loaded.”


  Brendan and Juan Carlos rushed up the deck, with Madison and Hannah trying to keep up.


  “We all set back there?” Harley asked.


  “Yep,” Brendan said. “We’ll help with the ammo.”


  “Grab some of those M19 grenade belts,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Where do you guys want us?” Madison asked.


  “In the bridge, watching the gun sights,” Richardson said, “but don’t flip the control switch while Brendan and Juan Carlos are up there.”


  Brendan made eye contact with Richardson and mouthed thank you.


  “They’re making the jog to Canyon Bend Road,” Lita said. “They’ll be at the water in no time.”


  “Okay,” Richardson said. “I’ll get this puppy moving.” He pushed all four throttles forward, the engines whining as they pushed the massive barge forward. “Wow, this sucker handles okay for a big-ass tub.”


  Brendan chuckled, hearing him while he was at the ammo box.


  “They’ll see us coming, right?” Harley asked.


  “Yep, and that might be enough. I don’t want them getting into the water with that device. They’ll have to place it facing the dam, and they’ll need to be close. We’re gonna play defense. Think goalie, like in a hockey game.”


  “It’ll be a little easier than that,” Harley said. “It’ll be enough for us to keep them from getting onto the ice.”


  “Enough with the hockey metaphors,” Lita said, shaking her head. “At least use soccer.”


  “That’s not a real sport,” Harley quipped, getting an eye roll from Lita. “Be right back.” He walked by the door a moment later with .50 cal ammo belts on each shoulder, Juan Carlos and Brendan following with more.


  “Where are they now, sweetie?” Richardson asked.


  “Still on Canyon Bend. That dumps off at the launching ramp. Not a good situation there. It’s protected from where we are by a small isthmus.”


  “Show me,” Richardson said. Lita rushed over and showed her phone. “Dammit, they don’t have to be very far beyond that isthmus to get a clear shot at the dam.”


  Hannah came into the bridge with two SMAWs in her hands, Madison following with an M60 and an M4.


  Harley was back for another load of ammo as the boat cruised along. Richardson saw the SMAWs and smiled at Hannah. “Good idea.”


  “We need all the edge we can get,” she said.


  Harley came back inside. “Okay, I think we’re set with enough ammo up there. Brendan and Juan Carlos are loading the guns.”


  “Good,” Richardson said.


  “I’ll watch the laptop,” Harley said, rushing over to it and opening the lid. “This is so much clearer than the phone version.”


  “Yep,” Richardson said.


  Lita looked up from her phone. “Look, honey, a few of them split off.”


  “Yeah, I see that too,” Harley said. “Looks like five. No, six.”


  “How many are in the group headed for the launching ramp?” Lita asked. “Hard to tell with the phone app.”


  “Fifteen,” Harley said. “In five vehicles, it looks like. I suspect the lead vehicle is towing a boat.”


  “Why do you think that?” Richardson asked.


  “There’s two people in the front, and the nearest one behind is more than two car-lengths back. Oh, and all the others are shorter and have most of the people.”


  “Makes sense,” Lita said.


  Richardson’s phone dinged with a text.


  “Wallis?” Lita asked.


  “No, Brendan. They’ve got all the guns loaded. He wants a pair of binoculars.”


  “I’ll get it for him,” Hannah said. “I know where they are.”


  She rushed out the back door and down the hall.


  “We’re half way across the lake already,” Richardson said. “This sucker moves around just fine.”


  “Yeah, seems like it,” Harley said. “The small group is on the beach now, setting up about ten yards apart.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Richardson said. “They’re gonna see us in a hurry.”


  Madison stuck her head out the door. “Dammit, Hannah, get inside. We’re getting close, and the enemy will see us in a second.”


  “I’m coming,” Hannah yelled, her footsteps going from the front to the back of the roof. She appeared at the rear door with one of the binoculars in her hands, getting up to the front windows with them and looking. “I see them. They have to see us by now, but they probably don’t realize what we are.”


  “If they’ve got binoculars, they’ll see the guns up there, or maybe the patrol boats in back.”


  “At a glance we do look like a big, ugly houseboat, though,” Harley said. “I think they’re launching their boat.”


  “Shit,” Richardson said. “We need an intercom to the roof, so we can talk with Juan Carlos and Brendan.”


  “Call one of them and put your phone on speaker,” Harley said.


  “Good idea,” Richardson said, pulling out his phone. He dialed Juan Carlos, who answered after a couple rings.


  “What’s up, dude?”


  “Put your phone on speaker and set it someplace where we can talk back and forth.”


  “Okay,” he said, hitting the speaker button. Richardson could hear him set the phone down on something metallic.


  “You hear us in there?” Juan Carlos asked.


  Richardson smiled. “Yeah, hear me?”


  “Yeah, dude,” he said. “Hey, Brendan, we got a live call on my phone here.”


  “Good,” he said. “I’ll call you. Conference me in.”


  “That’s a great idea,” Hannah said.


  They did that, both connected to the bridge now.


  “We’re ready for battle,” Harley said. “The boat’s in the water, but I don’t think it’s off the trailer yet.”


  “How many in the boat?” Richardson asked.


  “Looks like four, with a few in the water next to it,” Harley said. “The rest are heading towards the point of that isthmus on foot.”


  Richardson moved closer to the phone. “Brendan, light up that far cove with grenade fire.”


  “I’ll give it a shot,” he said, aiming the M19 high and pulling the trigger, letting five grenades fly. He waited for a second to see where they landed…not quite far enough, so he adjusted and fired some more. The sides of the barge got pelted by machine gun fire.


  “We got their attention, dude,” Juan Carlos said, turning his M19 towards the close beach and letting loose with a salvo, the explosions killing two men and forcing the others off the beach.


  “We’re gonna need to use the mini guns for the boat,” Richardson said. “What’s going on at the launching ramp?”


  “They’re still there,” Harley said. “Pelt that area with more grenades!”


  “On it,” Brendan said, firing six more grenades in rapid succession, making an adjustment, then firing again, Juan Carlos joining him.


  “I think you got their launch vehicle,” Harley said. “You blew up the one that had one person in it, which was backing down the ramp. Now the others are swarming into the water.”


  Richardson laughed. “Maybe the boat was still tied to the trailer and it’s rolling under water.”


  “No such luck, the vehicle didn’t roll down. I’d see it because of the dead driver.”


  “Hit them again,” Richardson shouted, just as both Brendan and Juan Carlos let off another salvo of grenades. That brought more machine gun fire, hitting the sides of the boat.


  “Watch out!” yelled Madison.


  “We’re okay,” Juan Carlos yelled back. “Good shielding up here. Better than the patrol boats.”


  “The boat’s moving,” Harley said. “This is it. Better get that damn thing.”


  “Moving to the mini-guns,” Brendan shouted, his footsteps heard over their heads. Then the air was filled with loud machine gun fire, causing Madison to cover her ears. The other mini gun fired up too, strafing the beach where most of the enemy fighters had moved, cutting down about half of them in one pass.


  “This thing is awesome!” shouted Juan Carlos.


  “Stay on the target,” Richardson shouted. “Get that damn boat.”


  “It’s rounding the isthmus!” Hannah shouted, looking through the binoculars. “There’s the weapon. It’s on the deck. That’s just a Zodiac boat.”


  “I have you now,” Brendan said as he fired, cutting down the men and blowing massive holes in the rubber side, sinking the boat almost immediately.


  “Get those guys rushing towards the water!” shouted Hannah. Juan Carlos fired his mini gun, sweeping back and forth, the air thick with lead, all the enemy fighters hit, some flying backwards several feet, others cut nearly in half.


  “Oh, God, wish I wouldn’t have watched that,” Hannah said, taking the binoculars away from her eyes.


  “We need to recover the weapon,” Richardson said. “Harley, think anybody is left alive?”


  “There’s a guy running towards the bank,” Hannah yelled. “He’s got a device in his hands.”


  “Kill him!” Richardson shouted. Juan Carlos fired, hitting him, knocking him down, but then there was an explosion under the water, raising a huge dome, a large rolling wave coming.


  “My God, are we gonna die?” Hannah shouted as the barge lifted way up in the water.


  “It was pointed the wrong way!” Richardson shouted, watching the huge wave roll away from the dam, heading for the isthmus and cove to the north of their position, the wall of water crashing into the Canyon Park campground like it didn’t even exist, flowing over that and washing the Hill Country Yacht Club away, the debris moving at a breakneck pace towards the small airport and the homes to the east of it.


  “Oh, geez, those poor people,” Hannah said, watching out the side window with binoculars as homes were pushed off their foundations like cardboard boxes.


  “Are you seeing this, dude?” Juan Carlos shouted from the roof. “Damn, that’s insane. I hope there aren’t a lot of full-time residents there.”


  “It just took out the hotels,” Brendan shouted. “Even the one we stayed at. I can just barely see it.”


  “Did it knock the buildings down?” Madison asked.


  “No, it doesn’t look like it,” Brendan said, “but a lot of them are under water.”


  “Honey, isn’t the wave gonna come back this way?” Lita asked.


  “Dammit, you’re right,” Richardson said. “Let’s make for the cove those guys launched out of, and beach this sucker.”


  “It won’t knock down the dam, will it?” Madison asked.


  “I doubt it,” Richardson said. “Might send some water through the spillway, though.”


  “I’ll call Wallis, so he can get on that,” Harley said.


  Richardson nodded and hit the throttles, pushing them full bore. “Everybody hold on!”


  The huge barge plowed through the choppy water, it’s hull creaking and banging as they made their way towards the cove.


  “The water’s receding already,” Hannah shouted. “It’s coming this way!”


  “Brendan and Juan Carlos, keep on those guns. Kill anybody there who moves. Hell, fire on them if they’re lying there without any noticeable injuries.”


  “You got it,” Brendan shouted.


  “Look, here comes the swell, straight at us,” Madison said, looking out the window.


  “Close those doors,” Richardson shouted, Madison getting over to the port side door and pulling it shut, Hannah doing the same with the starboard side.


  “I’ll close the back,” Madison shouted, running towards the stern through the long hallway, Hannah right on her tail.


  The boat lifted when the swell got under her, just as they made it past the isthmus, heading for the beach on the northwest side of the cove. The mini gun fired above, Brendan strafing bodies that looked untouched near the enemy vehicles, one man getting up to run, hit by a short blip from Juan Carlos’s gun. The barge was continuing up higher, Richardson struggling to keep control, and then they were over the rocky shore, heading higher, the pontoons scraping the rocks, then knocking over the small trees in its path, finally stopping, the water flowing half way up the windows of the cabin before slowly receding. The boat dropped onto the uneven ground and skidded to a stop.


  “Everybody okay?” Richardson yelled, shutting down the engines.


  “We’re okay up here,” Juan Carlos shouted. “Holy shit.”


  “We’re okay,” Madison said, rushing back to the bridge with Hannah on her heels.


  “Those patrol boats are pretty messed up,” Hannah said. “We’ve been dragging one of them upside down the whole way.”


  “This boats gonna need a ton of screen doors,” Harley quipped. Richardson laughed, shaking his head.


  “You get Wallis?”


  “Yeah,” Harley said, “he’s alerted the locals. He yelled at me a little bit.”


  Richardson snickered. “Well, as bad as this was, we did the right thing.”


  “I think I’d rather not live on board now,” Lita said.


  Madison and Hannah looked at her and laughed, Richardson and Harley joining in.


  “What’s so funny?” Juan Carlos asked, coming into the bridge.


  “Yeah, what’d we miss?” Brendan asked.


  “We’re about to become landlubbers again,” Madison said.


  Chapter 20 – Radio Talk


  “I said drop your guns, mister,” the Sheriff said, his pistol out, walking towards the edge of the destroyed bridge, Jason and the others frozen.


  “We will not,” Jason said.


  “Oh, really,” the sheriff said. “If we fire, we’ll get most of you before you can do anything. You’ll be the first person shot, since you seem to be the leader.”


  “We don’t want to fight you,” Jason said. “Stand down. We’re working under orders from General Hogan.”


  “Oh, that asshole,” the sheriff said. A few of the men around him snickered. “That don’t fly here, boy.”


  “You really don’t want to tangle with us,” Stanton Hunt said. “Trust me.”


  “Oh, goody, an injun,” the sheriff said. “Maybe you’ll be the first one shot instead.”


  There was small engine noise, then a whir of electric motors, and an off-roader rolled into view, Junior at the controls, the big gun pointed right at the sheriff and his men.


  “Shit, James, I’m done with this,” said one of the men, dropping his shotgun and backing away.


  “What in tarnation is that?” the sheriff asked.


  “Please drop your guns,” Jason said. “We don’t want to hurt Americans. We’re here to fight the invaders, not folks like you.”


  The rest of the sheriff’s men dropped their guns. “Sheriff, you know who these guys are, right? They’re on our side. I’m not shooting at them.”


  “You frigging cowards,” he said.


  “C’mon, man,” another of his men said.


  The sheriff sighed, and holstered his weapon. “All right. Why the hell did you guys blow this bridge? Our town gets deliveries over that, since everything west of here is dangerous.”


  “We did that to stop the Islamists from getting to I-25, past where we took out bridges there,” Jason said.


  “Who’s gonna pay for this?” the sheriff asked.


  “The state, I reckon,” White Eagle said.


  The sheriff shrugged, starting to lose his menace. “Look, I’m sorry I called your friend an injun.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Stanton Hunt said. “I’d be pissed if somebody blew a bridge I was using too. It’s just war, man.”


  “Let’s go home,” one of the men said. “We’ll figure out how we get supplies through here tomorrow. Damn war is almost over now anyway. You know what happened today.”


  “Yeah, we have no Federal Government anymore,” the Sheriff said. “Don’t be expecting quick work on stuff like this.”


  “It’s a state road, James,” said another man.


  “So it is,” the Sheriff said. “You just became head of the town re-supply team. Enjoy the complaints we’re gonna get.”


  Curt snickered. Jason shot him a glance, and he shut up.


  “Okay, we’ll be going,” the Sheriff said. “You aren’t planning on any more demolition, are you?”


  Jason smiled. “No sir, we’re on our way back to Texas tonight.”


  “Texas, huh? Figures.” The group of men walked back to their vehicles, one man turning around and walking back, waiting a moment.


  “You want something?” Jason asked.


  “I know what you guys have been doing,” the man said. “Right frigging on.”


  With that, he turned and left.


  Curt laughed again, walking over to Jason. “Sorry, man.”


  Jason smiled. “That was a little weird. Oh, and thanks, Junior.”


  He grinned back from the seat of his off-roader. “Don’t mention it.”


  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Jason said in a loud voice. The group got back into their vehicles, Junior taking a few moments to hitch up the off-roader with some help from Kelly.


  “You know, Junior, one of these days you’re gonna pull a stunt like that and get yourself killed,” Kelly said. “I’d really rather you didn’t.”


  “I knew that guy wasn’t gonna shoot us,” Junior said. “Otherwise I would’ve left Rachel behind.


  “You would’ve tried,” she said. “Let’s get going. I’ll drive your baby for a while.”


  “Yeah, and I’m driving your rig, honey,” Brenda said from inside Kelly’s truck.


  “No problem,” he said.


  Junior opened the door of the Brave, letting Rachel go in first, following her inside. “I can drive for a while longer, you know.”


  “We’ll trade off again later,” Rachel said. “I can tell when you’re tired. Don’t worry, I won’t break your baby.”


  “I’m not worried about that,” he said.


  Rachel started the engine and followed Kelly and Brenda onto the road.


  “Those two are acting more and more like an old married couple,” Junior said.


  “I think it’s nice,” Rachel said, shooting him a glance. “People probably say the same thing about us.”


  “I kinda hope so,” Junior said. “I wish things would settle down a little bit. The war is wearing on me a tad.”


  She chuckled. “I’ve had enough of it, but it did bring us together.”


  “It did,” Junior said.


  “Mind if we turn on the radio?” she asked. “It’ll help me stay sharp.”


  “Sure, no problem,” Junior said. “Heard rumors that things went pretty crazy after the apps went wide.” He reached forward and switched it on, hit the seek button, and they heard static, with an occasional music station.


  “What the hell?” Rachel said. “There are always a lot of news stations. We listened to one on the way here, remember?”


  “Yeah, I remember. Network affiliate. That one is gone. We went by it a second ago.”


  “Stop on one of the music stations,” she said. “Maybe they’ll have a news update between blocks of songs.”


  Junior nodded, stopping the seek when a country-western station came on.


  “You like country?” Rachel asked.


  “Mostly,” Junior said. “You?”


  “Some,” she said. “I like that outlaw stuff from the seventies and early eighties.”


  “Waylon and Willie,” Junior said. “Damn straight.”


  They listened for a while as the convoy rolled east on Highway 60, closing in on I-25. Junior took a minute to look at the apps.


  Rachel glanced at him. “See anything?”


  “I think the enemy hits on I-25 south of Albuquerque are dead.”


  “Not surprising,” she said. “They’re completely exposed. What about Texas?”


  Junior moved the app view east, his brow furrowed. “Dallas is still a nest of heathens, but they seem to be moving into a smaller number of bigger clumps.”


  “Safety in numbers,” Rachel said.


  “Yeah. Something’s going on at the two biggest lakes near the city.”


  “Maybe they think they can hide out there.”


  “Those lakes are in very populated areas,” Junior said. “Don’t understand why they’d want to try that.”


  “Never been to any of them,” she said.


  “Whoa.”


  “What?”


  “The Gulf is full of icons, but all of the hits along the gulf coast are gone.”


  “You think boats picked them up?”


  He looked at the phone while he moved his finger on the screen. “No, I think they’re all moving north.”


  “Why would they do that? Oh, shit, I’ll bet the enemy navy is gonna do something bad.”


  “That’d be my guess.” He chuckled. “You know what’s no longer a problem?”


  “What?”


  “Big Bend. Hell, most of the border between Mexico and Texas is clear, and I see a lot of enemy fighters heading southwest.”


  “They’re fleeing back into Mexico?” Rachel asked.


  “Looks that way. It makes sense when you think about it. There are probably less people using the apps to hunt them in Mexico.”


  “We should be bombing the hell out of them,” Rachel said.


  The block of songs ended, and the DJ came on.


  “Some of you are probably wondering why none of the news outlets are working. You shouldn’t be…you should be listening to us.” Somebody in the background laughed.


  “Knock it off, Quincy.”


  “Just a little levity, folks,” Quincy said. “Here’s the best scoop we’ve got, fresh from the internet, which is the only source available.”


  “Careful, Quincy,” said the background voice.


  “No guts, no glory. Here’s what we’re seeing for those of you who aren’t online. The Federal Government is being run by somebody, and there’s some cleanup going on. All the major news outlets were colluding with the enemy. They’ve been temporarily shut down so the enemy operatives can be removed. Oh, and two of the owners of said outlets were stopped trying to leave the country this morning. Take it how you want.”


  “Tell them that isn’t the station’s opinion,” the background voice said.


  Junior snickered. “These guys ain’t very professional.”


  “Rather have it that way. We’ve had statist propaganda for long enough.”


  “Oh, I agree with that a hundred percent,” Junior said, shooting her a glance.


  “There’s rumors of open revolt in New England and the mid-Atlantic states today. Apparently the local governments tried to keep martial law going even as their leadership in the statehouses and DC were arrested or killed. The public didn’t cotton to that.”


  There was silence for a moment, and then a commercial for a local car dealership came on.


  “Well there you have it,” Junior said. “The worm has definitely turned.”


  “So it would appear.”


  “We’re in a dangerous time, though,” Junior said.


  “Seems like it’s getting safer.”


  “Think about it. Somebody in the Federal Government shut down the free press.”


  “That press hasn’t been independent of our ruling class for years,” Rachel said.


  “In most cases, I’ll agree,” Junior said, “but you’ll notice that we can’t even get non-mainstream outlets on the radio at this point. We need to make sure that the First Amendment is followed.”


  “Yeah, wonder why that producer sounded so worried about Quincy opening his mouth?”


  “Exactly,” Junior said, “but at least he got his comments out there.”


  “We’re close to I-25.”


  “I can almost smell Texas. Home sweet home.”


  Rachel laughed. “Yeah, I love her too, I gotta admit. We’re still quite a distance, though.”


  Junior moved his fingers on the screen, and typed in some characters. “Between four and five hours.”


  “That’s a big range,” she said.


  “Probably closer to five hours, given our speed. Maybe even a little longer.”


  “What does the map app say?” she asked.


  “Four hours and fifteen minutes. Don’t know what speed they base that on, but if it’s the speed limits for the roads we’re travelling, there’s quite a few 75 and 80 MPH stretches.”


  Rachel sighed. “We might as well settle in, then.”


  “Yep. How are you feeling? Let me know if it’s too hard not being able to shift position.”


  “I’m not that far along yet, you know,” Rachel said, shooting him a grin. “At least the morning sickness is slowing down, finally.”


  “I hope the war is over before things progress too far.”


  “You and me both, but I’m glad we did it,” she said.


  “Me too.”


  “Get some sleep, Junior.”


  Chapter 21 – The Trestle


  Alex and Doug were pinned down in the Trinity riverbed, hugging the giant levee as machine gun fire and mortar rounds pelted the area from the roofs of the court and prison complex.


  “We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” Alex said. “They’re gonna land a mortar round right up our butts.”


  “There are teams trying to get into the buildings,” Doug said.


  Somebody next to them laughed. “They have to break into a prison and fight their way up flights of stairs to get those guys. I’ve been in that building before.”


  “Resident?” Alex asked, shooting him a grin.


  “No comment,” the man deadpanned.


  There was a loud explosion only forty yards from where they were, a mortar round landing in the middle of huddled men, their bodies flying into pieces.


  “Dammit,” Doug said. “We need to leave now. They can’t get all of us if we start moving.”


  A group of men who were near the blast got up and ran, a few of them cut down by machine gun fire, but most of them making it a little past where Doug and Alex were, heading for the train trestle about twenty yards past them.


  “We’ve got to kill those men on the roof,” Alex said. “Wonder who has the mortars? I know we had some.” Another mortar round came down, a little further away from them than the last, more mangled pieces of men flying through the air. A larger group got up and ran to the east.


  “C’mon, here’s our chance,” Doug said, getting up, Alex joining him. They ran as fast as they could with the other men, the machine gun fire coming at them, some dropping as they went, Alex and Doug making it past the train trestle and diving to the ground.


  “I’m too slow for this kinda crap,” Alex said, breath coming hard and fast.


  “You’re doing fine,” Doug said, trying to catch his breath.


  The ground exploded near the spot they’d just left, killing more patriots. Alex looked at Doug with eyes wide.


  “Damn, good thing we left.”


  “You got that right,” Doug said. “Look, there’s a mortar team setting up a little further down.”


  “That spot is too damn exposed,” Alex said. “They’d better watch themselves.”


  They watched as the frantic team set up, but a machine gun fired, hitting two of the men, just missing the box of mortar rounds next to them.


  “Son of a bitch,” Alex said. “Let’s go help.”


  Doug nodded, sweat dripping off his forehead. They snuck over, where the last of the men was trying to finish setting the mortar up.


  “Move it closer this way, so we’ve got some cover,” Alex said. The man looked at him and nodded, and then he fell, a single sniper bullet to the head.


  Doug looked back at the tower, flashing the finger in that general area, and then rushed out, grabbing the mortar and yanking it back, a bullet crashing into his upper left arm.


  “Doug!” Alex shouted, crawling to him, grabbing his foot and pulling with all his might, getting him back behind the trestle. Doug still had a hand on the mortar, and now it was out of view of the tower.


  “Oh, God, this hurts,” Doug said. “We need that box of rounds.”


  “I’ll get it,” Alex said.


  “You’re too slow and fat,” said the man they’d talked to before they ran. He was wiry and young, and he scrambled to the box, grabbing it as a round passed right by him, hitting the body of a fallen man with a thud. He made it back.


  “Nice job,” Doug said. “What’s your name?”


  “Julio,” he said. “This is gonna be a hard shot. That’s why they had this thing where they did.”


  “I think it’s doable,” said another man, older, wounded in the calf. “We need a high arc anyway. How many rounds in that box?”


  “It looks full,” Doug said, looking inside. “There’s at least twenty.”


  “Might take that many to land one on the roof,” he said, crawling over. “I know how to set these up.”


  “Be my guest, man,” Julio said. “Let us know how we can help.”


  “What’s your name?” Alex asked.


  “Mark,” he said. “Hold it up while I get the legs positioned right. Wish it was flatter here.”


  “Seriously,” Doug said, wincing as he tried to move out of the way.


  “You’re losing a lot of blood,” Alex said. “I’ve got to put a tourniquet on there.”


  “Please do,” Doug said. “Rip something off my shirt.”


  Alex nodded and did that, then tied the piece of cloth as tight as he could above the wound, which slowed to a trickle. “Too tight?”


  “It needs to be tight,” Doug said. “Thanks.”


  “I’m ready to take a test shot,” Mark said.


  “Go for it,” Alex said.


  He nodded, dropping a round into the tube. It popped up, flew through the air, and exploded. Machine gun fire started up, smacking the trestle, a few rounds getting through, but nobody hit.


  “We need a spotter,” Mark said.


  “I’m on it,” Julio said, rushing up the hill, poking his head above the train tracks for a moment, then getting down fast as bullets whizzed in that direction. “You went past it. Hit the building two doors to the east. Crank it up a little higher and move it to the left a tad.”


  “Thanks,” Mark said, changing the range slightly. He dropped another round, which popped out and flew, the explosion breaking glass and starting a car alarm.


  Julio slipped his head up again for a quick look. “Much closer. Up a little higher, and still more to the left. You’ve almost got it.”


  Mark made the adjustment as more machine gun fire hit the trestle, a round getting through and hitting a man, who screamed in pain, his abdomen turning crimson through his white t-shirt.


  “Shit,” Doug said, watching in horror.


  Mark finished his adjustment and dropped a new round into the tube, this one exploding quicker, men screaming in Arabic.


  “Bullseye!” Julio said. “Hit them again in that spot, and then move it to the left a little more.” No gunfire chased Julio out of view this time. Mark fired another round, landing on the roof again, men screaming, secondary explosions starting, and then an enemy mortar round flew over their heads, right into a group of men about forty yards to the east of them.


  “Dammit!” Doug said. “We need to get east. The machine guns probably won’t hit us now.”


  Alex nodded, watching as Mark fired another round, more to the left, hitting the left side of the tower’s roof.


  “Nice shot,” Julio said. “Shoot two more and let’s get the hell out of here.”


  Another enemy mortar round flew, going a little wide, landing by the bank of the river, not hitting any men this time.


  “Where’s that mortar fire coming from?” Mark shouted.


  “Behind the building someplace,” Julio shouted. “I can’t see it. The whole roof is on fire now. Don’t have to lob any more up there.”


  Mark nodded as more men got up and rushed to the east, getting themselves out of mortar range as yet another round hit, this time taking out a group of about ten men who were further down the levee wall from the mortar position. Dirt and body parts rained on the men.


  “Shit,” Alex shouted, knocking a piece of red flesh off his forearm. Mark fired again, hitting the parking lot behind the towers, setting off car alarms, secondary explosions going off. They listened for several moments.


  “Hey, man, if you didn’t hit that mortar team, you at least made them move,” Julio said. “I say we get out of range.”


  More machine gun fire started, coming from the north.


  “Who’s that?” Doug shouted.


  Julio looked, turning back to them with a grin. “Our guys, coming into that facility. We got their asses.”


  The relieved men laid back for a moment, finally able to relax, and then they heard it. A low rumble coming towards them at breakneck pace.


  “Oh no, that’s water,” Doug cried, pointing with his good arm to the east, as water raced down the channel, men trying to climb the levee wall, scores getting dragged into the raging flood.


  “Quick, climb!” Julio shouted. Men scrambled up the wall as the water approached, Alex trying to pull Doug up with him.


  “Leave me,” Doug shouted. “I can’t get up there with my arm shot up.”


  “Bullshit,” Alex said, pulling harder on him, Mark reaching for Alex, pushing hard against the levee with his good leg, others trying to help. The water crashed into them, and they were spinning down the channel, trying to hold their breath, some smashing into the structure of the trestle, others grabbing support beams, their bodies flailing in the water as they tried to hold on with all their might. Alex lost Doug’s hand, then Mark’s as they tumbled with the water, debris, and broken men.


  Chapter 22 – Triage and Terror


  “They hit the top of the towers,” Greg said, rushing into the back of the bail bonds office from the waiting room. “It’s on fire. They hit it several times.”


  “Good, then let’s go check for survivors in the bus,” Kitten said, getting up.


  “Don’t go out there,” Mary said softly. “You’ll be shot.”


  “Our side killed the snipers,” Greg said. He looked at Vanessa, Kitten, and Trish, who nodded yes to him. They ran out to the bus, going to the shattered door.


  “Anybody alive in here?” Greg shouted.


  “Me,” said a woman’s voice towards the front.


  “I’m alive, barely,” croaked a man towards the back.


  “Help me,” said another woman.


  “C’mon, let’s get in there,” Greg said, leading the way, the team stepping around broken bodies and glass, blood thick on the floor. Kitten stopped by the woman in the front to assist Greg as Vanessa and Trish went further back. Gunfire sounded, shocking all of them down to the floor.


  “That’s too far away,” Greg said, “and it’s probably our guys anyway. That fast gun is an M60, and I don’t think the enemy has them.”


  “Hope not,” Kitten said. They looked at the first woman, who had bad wounds in her pelvis and thigh, blood still dripping down her leg.


  “Apply pressure here, while I look for some cloth to bandage it.


  “This man just died,” Vanessa said.


  “The woman back here is alive,” Trish said, “but she’s pinned under several bodies, and she’s got a glass shard sticking into her neck. Might be dangerous to remove… it’s close to her right external carotid artery.”


  “Don’t touch that,” Greg said. “See if you can move the bodies off her. I’m coming back there to help after I find something we can use on the woman up here.” He saw a shirt on a dead person that looked relatively clean, and tore a large piece from it, folding it several times and rushing it over to Kitten, who put it on the wound and pressed.


  “I know what to do,” Kitten said. “Go help Trish.”


  “I’m here too,” Vanessa said, reaching the pile of bodies, pulling the first one off the woman’s legs.


  “The gunfire is slowing down,” Kitten said.


  “Yeah, noticed that,” Vanessa said. “Maybe the battle here is just about over.”


  “Get down and be quiet,” Greg said, seeing a band of Islamists running down the street, close to the bus. The team froze with their heads down, trying to be silent, and then gunfire erupted, the Islamists falling on the street as citizen fighters ran up.


  “My God, look at that bus,” a citizen shouted. “That was the bus with the doctors. I saw it leave.”


  “We’ve got wounded in here,” Greg shouted, showing himself. The citizens rushed over to help.


  “Oh God, do you hear that?” one of the men said. “Rushing water.”


  “No!” Kitten said. “My dad’s in the riverbed.”


  “He might not be down there anymore,” Greg said. “Stay focused.”


  Kitten continued to apply pressure to the wound as several citizen fighters entered the bus, through the emergency door she had used earlier, helping to pull the rest of the bodies off the wounded woman in the back of the bus. The rushing water was louder now, the sounds of screaming and yelling coming from that direction.


  “Oh no,” Kitten said, tears running down her cheeks.


  “You don’t know if he’s still down there,” Vanessa shouted. “Stay focused, like you pushed me to be. You’re brave. You know what to do.”


  Greg and the others had the woman uncovered now. “Let’s see this glass shard.”


  “We’d better get to the Trinity and help people,” one of the citizens said.


  “Yes, go,” Greg said. “Thanks.”


  They nodded and left the bus in a hurry, racing towards the river bed.


  “I can get this out,” Greg said, looking closely. “It might hurt a little bit.”


  The woman’s eyes locked on his, scared but determined. She closed them, and Greg pulled it out, then put his hand over the wound to stop the bleeding. Trish and Vanessa found cloth they could use as a bandage, and they gave it to Greg, who applied it.


  “You’re going to be fine,” he said.


  “I think this woman is in trouble,” Kitten said. “She just passed out.”


  Greg rushed over, getting close to her face, then backed away. “She’s gone.”


  “Dammit,” Kitten said, letting go of the bandage.


  “Let’s take this woman inside, and get to the riverbed,” Greg said. “There’s gonna be a lot to deal with there.”


  “What about Mary?”


  “She’ll be okay,” Vanessa said. “Let’s go.” They helped the woman up and walked her slowly to the bail bonds office.


  “Good, you’re back,” Mary said, sitting up. “Anybody else alive out there? I can help.”


  “No, but we’re going to leave you with this one,” Greg said. He helped her lay on the floor next to the cubicles, then grabbed a sheet of paper and put a phone number on it, handing it to Mary. “If the bleeding starts up around her neck, call me and apply pressure.”


  “Where are you going?” Mary asked.


  “The riverbed,” he said. “The dam broke.”


  “Oh God,” Mary said. “Yes, go. Thanks so much for helping me.”


  Greg led the others out the front door. They trotted down Commerce Street to the bridge, stopping when they saw the water flowing, almost filling the entire area between the levees.


  “This is bad,” Kitten said, tears streaming down her face. “If my dad was down there, he’s gone.”


  “There’s lots of things to grab hold of,” Vanessa said. “Don’t go to the worst place. You don’t know.”


  “You’re right, you’re right,” she said, resolve coming back to her face. “Let’s go.”


  They sprinted across the bridge, heading for a large group of men who were trying to pull themselves up, citizens helping before they got there. There was still intense gunfire and explosions in the air, but it was to the east, sounding more and more distant.


  “Look at all of them,” Vanessa said as they ran, eyes bugged out, horror on her face. “This looks like that tsunami in the Indian Ocean.”


  They raced off the bridge, straight to the top level of tangled bodies, searching for anybody alive with the rest of the people there.


  “You guys the medical team?” asked somebody.


  “What’s left of it,” Greg said. “Most of us got shot by those jerks on the building before we could get off the bus.”


  “Oh no,” the man said. “So sorry to hear that.”


  “Where can we be the most help?” Kitten asked.


  “Half a block down Commerce Street,” he said. “There’s a few other doctors and nurses there. They were in a semi-truck with the equipment.”


  “Why so far down?” Trish asked.


  “In case you haven’t noticed, the water is still rising,” he said. “We don’t know how far it’s gonna go.”


  “Oh geez,” Vanessa said. “C’mon, let’s get over there.”


  The group ran over to a spot in front of the court house, with tarps on the lawn and rows of people, a handful of medical staff there.


  “Finally,” said one doctor, a thin middle-aged woman with black hair and tanned skin. “Where are the rest?”


  “You didn’t hear?” Greg asked as they got to work. “The bus got shot up by snipers.”


  “Oh no,” the woman said, tears in her eyes. “Do you know what happened to Dr. Keaton?”


  “She was next to me,” Kitten said. “She got killed. I’m so sorry.”


  “She’s dead?” the woman asked, starting to break down.


  Vanessa rushed over to her. “Dr. Patel, you have to focus. You can’t help Dr. Keaton now. We’ll mourn later.”


  Kitten worked her way down the row, when she saw a familiar shirt. “Dad?” She rushed over. Alex was lying there, unconscious but breathing, his head bruised and large scrapes on his right forearm and the left side of his neck. Kitten got down and hugged him tight, his wet clothes soaking her shirt.


  “You know him?” Dr. Patel asked.


  “He’s my father,” she said, looking up. “Is he gonna be okay?”


  “Depends on how his brain survived this,” she said. “He’s got a lot of bruising on his head. He might have a concussion or worse. We’re watching him closely. There’s ambulances on the way, and he’ll be one of the first taken.”


  Kitten nodded, kissing him, then getting up. “Where can I help?”


  “You can stay with him,” the doctor said.


  “No, I can’t do anything for him, and help is on the way. Somebody loves these other people too.”


  “Okay, come over here,” she said. “Your father should be proud.”


  Men came over with carts carrying more wounded people, laying them carefully on the tarps as the first group of ambulances drove up. There was a small explosion to the northwest, closer than the others.


  “Are they heading back this way?” Trish asked, standing to look around.


  “That was a commando team,” one citizen said, pulling the cart back to the road. “They were getting ready to blow the doors at the detention center when we went by.”


  Small arms fire drifted towards them, muffled by the sealed detention building.


  “They’re going in,” said another citizen. “Let’s go get the rest of the wounded. I want back into the fight. These guys have me powerful pissed off.”


  They left with the others, pushing their carts.


  Kitten saw her father being loaded onto a gurney. She rushed over. “Where are you taking him?”


  “Field hospital about four blocks from here,” the EMT said.


  “Not the hospital?”


  “The two that are closest have been destroyed,” he said, eyes glassing over with tears. “Lost several friends at one of them.”


  “Sorry,” Kitten said. She put a hand on her dad’s forehead, following as the EMTs rolled the gurney towards the ambulance. Alex’s eyes fluttered open, and he saw her.


  “Hi, honey,” he said.


  “Don’t talk. They’re going to get you some help.”


  “Did you see Doug?”


  “Not yet,” she said.


  “We were together until the current spun us too much.”


  “Don’t worry about it now. I’ll keep my eyes open, okay? I’ll see you soon.”


  “We have to leave now, miss,” the EMT said. She backed away. The gurney was lifted into the back, and the EMTs closed the doors and hit the back of the ambulance to notify the driver. It drove off, and they went to the next person. Kitten returned just as another group of wounded patriots was brought over, jumping in to help.


  Chapter 23 - Ranks


  Kip Hendrix backed away from the PC in the console room, rubbing his eyes. Maria came in looking for him.


  “What’s up?” she asked, her hands going to his shoulders, kneading his tight muscles. “It’s getting late.”


  He moaned as she worked the kinks out for a moment. “That feels good.”


  “The others are watching TV,” Maria said. “The Governor has been dozing. I think he’s going to bed soon.”


  “You want to do the same,” he said, turning towards her.


  “Whenever you’re ready. See anything interesting?”


  “Dallas is still raging,” he said. “Our forces have pushed the enemy east. The largest battle is in the industrial area just east of the Cotton Bowl complex.”


  “The news outlets are still down. It’s been a welcome relief, to tell you the truth.” She pulled a chair over and sat next to him. “Anything else going on?”


  “We’ve got a bunch of hits showing up in the gulf. Can’t tell if there’s any EU Navy ships there yet. The Islamists are probably on junk ships like we saw coming from Venezuela earlier.”


  “Where’s the US Navy?” Maria asked.


  “I don’t know. The story Wallis told us about Canyon Lake was something else.”


  “Seriously,” she said. “Why is that team of his such a magnet for trouble?”


  Hendrix chuckled. “I don’t know, but they’ve stumbled into victories over the enemy a lot of times. What they did at Canyon Lake saved us from a big problem.”


  “What’s happening with the other lakes around Dallas?”


  “The enemy fighters going to Lake Ray Hubbard got stopped in a big battle outside Garland. I don’t think we’re out of the woods yet. The body count from the Lewisville Lake disaster will be bad. Really bad.”


  “Any other danger spots around there?”


  “There’s a large group of Islamists coming from McKinney, heading right for Lavon Lake. We’ve got citizen fighters and National Guard troops heading out to meet them. Looks like the battle will happen around Lucas, but that might change. The enemy shut down for the night.”


  “We should ambush them, then,” Maria said.


  “Yep,” Hendrix said, “and we might be working that now. I’m understanding why Saladin wanted these RFID chips. I almost wish our people had them so we could see what’s going on from our side.”


  “Not worth it,” Maria said.


  He sighed. “You’re right, of course. It would help here, but the possibilities for abuse are too dangerous for my taste. My trust in governments has slipped quite a bit during this fracas.”


  “You’ll still be part of the opposition, though, right?”


  “After the war, yes,” he said, “but everybody who’s lived through this mess will be changed by it. Hopefully in good ways.”


  “It’ll be a mix,” Maria said. “Want to go to bed? I’ll make it worth your while.”


  He smiled, getting off the chair and pulling her into his arms for a kiss. They started towards the hallway, almost there when the console buzzer went off. Maria laughed, looking at Hendrix, who shrugged. Ramsey came in.


  “What now?” he asked.


  Maria rushed to the console and brought it up. “Wallis and Gallagher. It’s pretty late for a call.”


  “I’ll wake the Governor,” Ramsey said, going back into the living room. Nelson strode in with Dr. Schultz, both looking sleepy, Ramsey following them.


  Maria had the console video feed up, Wallis and Gallagher on the screen.


  “Something bad happen?” Nelson asked, pulling a chair over. He sat in front of the screen.


  “That EU Navy carrier group just arrived at Cuba,” Wallis said. “They’ve been spotted in Havana harbor, according to our sources.”


  “Wonderful,” Nelson said. “I was hoping they’d back off, since the enemy lost their operatives in DC.”


  “No such luck so far,” Wallis said.


  “Where’s the US Navy?” Hendrix asked.


  “There’s still a lot of ships around San Diego,” Gallagher said. “They were there to help with that border incursion the enemy tried a few weeks ago.”


  “That’s too far away from the gulf,” Ramsey said.


  “It’s in range of Navy aircraft,” Wallis said, “but that won’t be enough.”


  “We don’t know where the rest of the US Navy is?” Nelson asked.


  “Just hearsay,” Wallis said. “We still can’t raise General Hogan.”


  “He’s not dead or captured, is he?” Hendrix asked.


  “We don’t think so,” Gallagher said. “We think he’s closing in on the enemy. There’s been some action in Utah.”


  “Where?” Nelson asked.


  “Capitol Reef,” Gallagher said. “Hogan’s been real quiet since those nukes went off along the Mississippi.”


  “Maybe you should try calling him personally,” Ramsey said, looking at Nelson.


  “I have,” Nelson said. “Three times now.”


  “Sounds like he’s in trouble,” Hendrix said.


  “After the third call he sent a text which said not now. ”


  “When was that?” Hendrix asked.


  “This morning,” Nelson said.


  “Maybe it wasn’t him,” Ramsey said.


  “It was him,” Gallagher said. “I’ve got sources that said he’s alive and well, trying to finish off the enemy leadership in the southwest while being hunted by the best people Saladin has left.”


  “Shit, he might think we have somebody leaking info,” Hendrix said.


  “Well, not much we can do about that,” Nelson said. “What kind of defenses do we have in place along the gulf?”


  “All of the artillery we own is down there, being used as shore batteries. Some of them aren’t accurate enough to use against a modern ship. I’m just as concerned about these small enemy ships as I am about the EU Navy.”


  “At least we can see them,” Ramsey said.


  Hendrix sat silently, brow furrowed.


  “What is it?” Nelson asked, eyeing him.


  “Suppose they have more of those small nukes, like the ones used in the Mississippi.”


  “That’s what is keeping me up at night,” Nelson said, then chuckled. “Along with Dallas, New Mexico, the Louisiana border, the Rio Grande, and half a million enemy fighters spread around the state.”


  Gallagher laughed out loud, Wallis smirking at him.


  “Okay, so we still aren’t out of the woods,” Hendrix said, “but we are better off than we were a week ago. We know that pressure on the border is not much of a problem anymore.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Gallagher said. “I worry about those fighters getting re-supplied and coming right back. Maybe they have the clinic facilities they’d need to remove chips from most of their men.”


  “My list just got longer,” Nelson said. “Thanks.”


  Gallagher laughed. “Don’t mention it.”


  “This really isn’t funny,” Maria said.


  “I don’t buy that they’ll remove the chips in large numbers,” Gallagher said, “all kidding aside. If they do, a lot of their fighters will just disappear into the woodwork. They can’t be liking this war. We’ve slaughtered them wholesale, and this isn’t their land. Ideology and the promise of virgins when they die isn’t enough to keep soldiers fighting when it’s not their land. Protecting the homeland is much more compelling, and we’ve got that advantage.”


  “What about their leadership?” Ramsey asked. “They’ve got officer types pushing the troops.”


  “One reason they’re using RFID is to minimize command and control on the ground,” Hendrix said. “They probably have a tiny leadership structure compared to what most armies have.”


  “We can tell with the latest version of the apps, you know,” Wallis said. “It’s got names, ranks, and countries of origin.”


  “I’ve heard that, but I’m not seeing it,” Maria said.


  “You’ve got to turn it on,” Wallis said. “I was playing with it this afternoon. Go into settings and click the check boxes for each.”


  “Wonder why they didn’t set that on with the update?” Hendrix asked.


  “It’s too hard to read on the screen if all data types are selected,” Wallis said. “The most powerful thing about the new apps is that you can search by rank, or name, or country of origin. Only the icons that match show on the screen.”


  Maria moved to the PC and brought up the detailed app. “This works on the PC version, right?”


  “It works on both types of long-range app,” Wallis said.


  “I’ll search for Saladin first,” she said, inputting the name in the search window. The view moved to the center of Utah.


  “Capitol Reef, just like we thought,” Hendrix said. “Brilliant.”


  “Start checking for ranks,” Nelson said. “Let’s see if what we suspect is true.”


  Maria nodded and went back to the search window. “Which should I search by? I don’t know what these numbers mean.”


  “Display all and include the ranks first,” Hendrix said.


  “Good idea,” Nelson said.


  Maria did that, and a busy display came up. She zoomed in on Texas.


  “Looks like mostly low-ranking people here,” Hendrix said, looking closely at the big monitor. “Search by the highest one we have here.”


  “Looks like the highest rank is the lowest number,” Maria said. “We’ve got mostly 15s. The highest I see is a 5.”


  “There were some notes in the release,” Wallis said. “Remember Simon Orr? He was a 3.”


  “Simon Orr had a chip?” Ramsey asked.


  “Yep,” Wallis said. “I’m looking at the 5s now. Bring it up, Maria.”


  She nodded and searched by that number. “Hmmm, not very many. I count twenty-eight total. Half of them are in Dallas.”


  “Move the view down to northern Mexico,” Hendrix said.


  She nodded and did that. “Wow, more.”


  “Go down a number,” Gallagher said.


  “Still a lot at 4. I’ll check 3.” She input the change. “Seventeen of those.”


  “What’s Saladin?” Nelson asked.


  “Just a sec,” Maria said, changing the search and zooming in on New Mexico.


  “He’s a 2,” Nelson said. “Interesting. Search on 1.”


  Maria did that. “I don’t see any of those.”


  “Okay,” Nelson said. “We know there are very few leadership folks in Texas. That tells me that the command and control functionality of the RFID chips is vital to these folks.”


  “It’s great that we can see their data, but I wish there was a way we could block them from seeing it,” Hendrix said.


  “Probably impossible,” Wallis said, “but that doesn’t matter now. The main thing I wanted to tell you guys about was the EU Navy in Havana harbor. You’ve been seeing the small enemy ships, I assume?”


  “Yes, and we’ve been watching the exodus of enemy fighters from the gulf coast,” Nelson said. “Did you find out if the EU Navy has nukes?”


  “Still working on that,” Wallis said. “I’ve found that all the ships have the capability, but it’s a matter of routine that not all ships are armed with them.”


  “We have to assume they do have them,” Nelson said.


  “I think we also have to assume that any one of those smaller craft manned by Islamists could have a tactical nuke,” Gallagher said, “and they’ll have to float them to the target, but they’ll most likely be visible.”


  “Yes,” Nelson said. “We need to watch for these small boats heading into any port on the gulf coast. Spread the word.”


  “Will do,” Wallis said.


  “Okay, is there anything else we need to discuss tonight?” Nelson asked.


  “Nope,” Wallis said. “We’ve got people watching the EU Navy closely. I’ll let you know if they get on the move, or if they launch any choppers.”


  “Thanks,” Nelson said.


  Maria ended the call.


  “All right, folks, I’m hitting the sack,” Nelson said, getting up. “I’d get to bed soon if I were you. Tomorrow will be insane.”


  “I’m afraid you’re right,” Hendrix said.


  Chapter 24 – Shore Meeting


  Richardson stirred, his head pounding.


  Lita woke when he tried to get up, losing his balance and falling back onto the bed. She chuckled. “I almost fell down getting to the bathroom, and by the way, the toilet isn’t so hot when we’re not level. I can smell the tank.”


  “We’re at a ten-degree angle on this beach,” Richardson said. “Surprising how hard it is to walk around like this.”


  “I probably slept about two hours,” Lita said, trying to get up. “What are we gonna do?”


  “Wallis said there’d be a crew here this morning to check out the barge.”


  “Think she’s still sea worthy?”


  “That’s a good question,” Richardson said.


  There was a bump in the next room, and the muffled sound of somebody cursing. Richardson and Lita glanced at each other and laughed.


  “Juan Carlos fell down,” Lita whispered.


  “Sounds like it,” he said. “I’m getting up. Gonna miss coffee.”


  “Seriously,” Lita said. “I’ll be out in a second.”


  Richardson nodded, stopping to put on his pants and shorts. The walk downhill into the stern was difficult, Richardson’s hands on the wall for most of the distance. Harley was sitting in a chair, turned to face into the upward tilt, drinking a diet cola.


  “How’d you sleep?” Richardson asked. They both laughed.


  “This is insane,” he said. “Amazing how much difference a few degrees make.”


  “I’ll bet we’d get used to it after a while, and then have problems with level floors.”


  “Doubt that,” Harley said. “What are we doing? The boat crew still showing up at about nine?”


  “Far as I know,” he said, grabbing a bottle of water out of the pantry. “Damn, messy in there. Something broke.”


  “Big jar of pickles,” Harley said. “Gonna be hard to get that stink out.”


  “Think they’ll have to scrap this puppy?”


  “Nah,” Harley said. “They’ll fix her. Wonder how many got killed across the lake when the weapon went off?”


  Richardson heard somebody walking around on the rocky bank outside, and grabbed an M4 that was sitting on the table.


  “Relax, that’s Brendan and Hannah,” Harley said. “They’re out there looking at the damage.”


  A small engine started up, sounding like a chainsaw. “What the hell is that?” Richardson asked. He went out to the deck. Brendan was playing with the hovercraft, trying to get it moving up the bank as Hannah looked on.


  “Hey, what the hell are you doing?” Richardson shouted.


  Brendan grinned at him. “Morning, boss. Sleep well?”


  “Shut up,” Richardson said, Hannah laughing at the two of them.


  “This thing still works,” Brendan said, shutting down the engine. “I’m not very good at piloting it, but everything seems to be okay.”


  “Well don’t drive it out over the water,” Richardson said.


  “Hey, dude, what are you doing?” Juan Carlos asked, joining Richardson on the deck.


  “What’s it look like?” Brendan asked. “This thing is frigging awesome.”


  “What about the patrol boats, dude?”


  Brendan shook his head no. “The inboard model got dragged upside down. That one’s toast. The water was bad enough, but it went up the bank that way too. The other one was dragged up on the hull. It might be fixable without too much work. Outboards were up, so they didn’t get damaged.”


  “That’s amazing,” Richardson said. “You look at the barge?”


  “I think it’s in pretty good shape,” Brendan said. “None of the pontoons are ruptured, from what I could see. The stringers holding them there are intact. One of the outboards has a broken keel, and all of them need new props. Might be internal damage, though. The props were stainless, so they transmitted everything through the drive train.”


  “It’s easy enough to swap out outboards,” Harley said, “as long as you don’t have to pay for it.”


  Juan Carlos chuckled. “That’s true, dude.”


  “Anybody been on the apps this morning?” Richardson asked.


  “I was just looking,” Lita said. “There’s a small group of them near Fischer, which is straight north of here.”


  “Are they moving?”


  “Too early to tell,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye on them. Too bad the laptop fell off that shelf when we hit. It’s not working.”


  “Crap, forgot about that,” Richardson said. “Dammit.”


  “Any other bad guys around?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “There’s still a pretty large number along the gulf coast. They’re all at least sixty miles inland now, some of them more than that.”


  “Does it look like they’re getting ready for an attack?”


  “No,” Lita said. “They’re avoiding the population centers, for one thing. I’m worried about this. Glad we’re not down there. Lots of enemy ship hits.”


  “They could have more of those small nukes,” Harley said.


  Lita nodded. “Exactly.”


  “Don’t jump to that conclusion yet,” Richardson said.


  “I’m not jumping to any conclusions, I’m just worried,” Lita said. “Tell me you’re not.”


  “Fair enough,” Richardson said. “You’ve got a point. Still seeing the northern movement outside Texas?”


  “Yep. Lots of them in Louisiana and Mississippi. Growing number going north from the Florida panhandle into Alabama and Georgia too.”


  “Hear that?” Hannah asked.


  “Choppers,” Harley said. “Should we get on the mini guns?”


  “It’s probably the folks Wallis was sending,” Richardson said.


  “They’re coming across the water, see?” Madison said, coming out onto the stern deck with binoculars. “Who knows what kind are friendly?”


  “I do,” Harley said, taking the binoculars from her. He looked. “Those are ours.”


  “Good,” Hannah said. “Maybe they’ll take us off this damn beach.”


  “I wouldn’t even call it a beach,” Madison said. “It’s all rocks.”


  The choppers continued to approach as they watched.


  “They’re gonna land up there, where it flattens out,” Lita said. One chopper slowed, banking left to avoid going right over them, then setting down where Lita had said. They watched as several men got out of the back. The other chopper stayed in the air, circling.


  “Shit, that’s Director Wallis,” Harley said.


  The group walked over to meet them, Wallis shaking Richardson’s hand, then the others.


  “Your team did well,” Wallis said, smiling.


  “There was still a lot of damage,” Richardson said.


  “True, but we saved the water, and the people below the dam,” Wallis said, “and you guys alerted us to the problem. We couldn’t stop Lewisville, unfortunately, but we have stopped the others so far.”


  “Sorry about the barge,” Richardson said.


  Wallis chuckled. “Are you kidding? That’s the least of my concerns.”


  “What’s next?” Harley asked.


  “Yeah, we gonna wait while this rig gets fixed?” Juan Carlos asked.


  “We’re sending you to the gulf,” Wallis said. “It’s a dangerous mission, but we don’t have a choice at this point.”


  “Oh God,” Lita said.


  “I’m sorry,” Wallis said. “Millions of lives may be at stake.”


  “It’s those enemy boats we’re seeing, isn’t it?” Richardson asked.


  “Yes,” Wallis said, his expression grim. “We’re afraid that one or more of them might have small nukes aboard, like we saw on the Mississippi.”


  “We’ll be goal-keeping again,” Brendan said.


  “I beg your pardon?” Wallis asked.


  Richardson smiled. “That’s what we were doing here. Playing goalie, stopping the enemy from getting to the dam with that anti-sub weapon.”


  “Oh, I see,” Wallis said. “Yes, that’s exactly what you’ll be doing.”


  “In what?” Juan Carlos asked. “We have new patrol boats there?”


  “There are three more rigs just like this one,” Wallis said, “with the same capabilities.”


  “More of these barges?” Lita asked.


  “Yes,” Wallis said.


  “They won’t be much good if the gulf gets rough,” Harley said.


  “You won’t be in the gulf, you’ll be in Galveston Bay, protecting Houston.”


  “Oh, I get it,” Richardson said. “Who’s manning the other two?”


  “We dug up some DPS retirees. They were already fighting with the citizens. We made them a deal.”


  “Where will they be?” Richardson asked.


  “One in Corpus Christi, the other in Lake Borgne,” Wallis said.


  “Lake Borgne isn’t in Texas,” Lita said.


  Wallis nodded. “Nope. Governor Nelson is working with the other gulf states now. Since the bad guys have been run out of the Federal Government, we’re moving some of our focus to serving the United States, instead of just Texas. New Orleans has a large population. It’s more important than the balance of the Texas gulf areas.”


  “Even South Padre Island?” Lita asked.


  “After the apps went wide, enemy fighters near the border have been moving south into Mexico. They left South Padre Island in a hurry.”


  “I figured that was gonna happen,” Harley said. “That means we don’t need to worry as much about Big Bend on the Rio Grande.”


  Wallis smiled. “Yep, we’re pulling people away from there.”


  “How come you came out here personally?” Richardson asked.


  “Your team has been through a lot, and this is the most dangerous mission yet. I wanted to talk to you about it in person.”


  “If a nuke goes off, we’re all gonna die,” Madison said, look of resolve on her face. “That means we have to be perfect.”


  “If you want to leave your women home, Richardson, we’ll understand. We’ve got others you can bring in.”


  “I’m going,” Lita said. She looked at Madison and Hannah. “That doesn’t mean we all have to go.”


  “Oh, please,” Hannah said. “I’m not letting Brendan out of my sight.”


  “Honey, maybe it’s better that you don’t come this time,” Brendan said.


  “I’m going too,” Madison said.


  Juan Carlos nodded yes silently.


  “You’re not going to push back at all?” Brendan asked.


  “C’mon, dude, I know it won’t do any good,” Juan Carlos said.


  “Glad we got that settled,” Madison said. “Do we have to drive down there?”


  “Not a chance,” Wallis said. “There’s way too many enemy operatives moving away from the gulf coast now. I’m not running you through that gauntlet. You’ll be flown out.”


  “When?” Richardson asked.


  “Another chopper will be here in about ten minutes. Get the items you want to bring up here.”


  “Should we take guns and ammo?” Harley asked.


  “No need for the heavy stuff,” Wallis said. “It’s already on the new barge. You can take small arms and some ammo if it makes you feel safer.”


  “We’ll do that,” Richardson said. “Just in case.”


  “Good, then I’ll get out of your hair. I’ve got others to talk to. Thank you.”


  “No problem,” Richardson said. “Be careful. There’s still a lot of enemy around.”


  “We’re keeping pretty close track,” Wallis said. He got back into the chopper, the group watching as it took off and flew north.


  “We’ll be lucky to live through this,” Richardson said. “I really wish you ladies would stay clear of this one.”


  “Will you stay clear?” Lita asked.


  “It’s my job,” Richardson said.


  “And it’s my country, and my man,” Lita said. “End of discussion. Let’s get our stuff. Ten minutes is gonna go fast, and it’s hard to rush around on the deck of that damn barge when it’s at that angle.”


  They hurried back to the boat and got to work.


  Chapter 25 – Border Crossing


  Jason took the wheel of the motorhome from Carrie. She was exhausted after the monotony of nighttime driving through New Mexico. Chelsea was sitting in the passenger seat now, Carrie trying to get some sleep on the sofa. The sun, still low in the eastern sky, was blazing at them as they drove.


  “It’s too sunny up here,” Chelsea said.


  “Look down at your book, then,” Jason said.


  “Can’t I go be with mommy?”


  “No, she needs her sleep,” Jason said. “Guess what?”


  “What?”


  Jason glanced at her and smiled. “We’ll be in Texas soon.”


  “Do I get to go back to my bedroom? I miss my playhouse and my kitchen.”


  “It’ll take us a little while to get to Dripping Springs, honey,” Jason said. “I don’t know what happened to our house since we left.”


  “If it’s gone, will you get me a new playhouse?”


  “Of course, honey,” he said. “Maybe we’ll stay at Grandpa and Grandma’s house instead.”


  “That’s not in Dripping Springs?”


  “No, sweetie, that’s in Fredericksburg,” Jason said, wondering if he could deal with the memories of the awful night when he found his parents.


  His phone rang. He accepted the call and put it on speaker.


  “Hey, brother,” Eric said, the background noise of his class C motorhome coming through.


  “Hey yourself,” Jason said.


  “Hi, Uncle Eric,” Chelsea said.


  “Chelsea, how are you this morning?”


  “I’m bored,” she said. “Daddy said we’re almost home.”


  “Well, we’re almost to Texas,” Eric said. “Jason, hold the phone to your ear, okay?”


  “Will do,” Jason said, fumbling with the phone, taking it off speaker and holding it to his ear, driving the motorhome with one hand.


  “No fair,” Chelsea said. Jason shot her a be quiet look.


  “Hear me okay?” Jason asked.


  “Yeah,” Eric said. “It’s straight for a while. Can you one-hand it?”


  “Sure. What’s up?”


  “Something’s happening, man,” Eric said. “The enemy is changing course.”


  “Nearby?”


  “There’s a large group heading south from Colorado,” Eric said. “They were headed into Kansas, but they turned south on Highway 287. Some of them have made it onto Highway 385. They’re moving fast.”


  “You think they’re coming to Texas?”


  “They’ll at least be in Texas for a little while, since we’ve screwed up I-25 for them in New Mexico. That’s not all.”


  “Oh shit,” Jason said.


  “Daddy, that’s a bad word,” Chelsea said.


  “Sorry, honey,” Jason said. Eric was chuckling in the background.


  “Where were we?” Jason asked.


  “The enemy is leaving Utah, too.”


  “Capitol Reef?”


  “Everywhere,” Eric said. “Some have disappeared, and some are coming southwest on Highway 12. Looks like they’re making for Arizona.”


  “They might be trying to get south of the border, now that the apps are wide,” Jason said.


  “We’ll need to watch what the group from Colorado does.”


  “You think they might head for Dallas to aid in that battle?” Jason asked.


  “Wouldn’t put it past them. If they make a turn towards the east anywhere from Highway 385, I think we can assume that they’re headed to Dallas.”


  Jason started to say something, then stopped himself.


  “What was that?” Eric asked.


  Jason chuckled. “Almost said another bad word. We’ll just have to keep our eyes open. We’re almost to Clovis.”


  “Where are we stopping tonight?”


  “Wish we could just keep going, but everybody’s too tired,” Jason said. “I’m gonna suggest we get as close to Lubbock as we can, but that might be too far.”


  “That’s not so bad. Kim just punched it into the map app. It’s an hour and forty minutes from Clovis.”


  “Double that, given our speed,” Jason said.


  “Oh yeah. A little over three hours. I think we ought to go for it.”


  “Me too,” Jason said. “You need to stop in Clovis?”


  “Nope, planning to gas up in Muleshoe, on Highway 84 where it crosses Highway 214.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Jason said. “Anything else?”


  “Nope,” Eric said. “I’ll spread the word about this conversation.”


  “Thanks, I’m by myself right now.”


  “I’m here,” Chelsea said.


  “Yes, I know, sweetie,” he said, “but I’m talking about grownups.”


  Eric chuckled. “Talk to you later.”


  “All right,” Jason said, ending the call. He put his phone back on the dash.


  “Did he tell you something scary?” Chelsea asked.


  “No, not really. We’ll be okay. After this next town, we’ll be going into Texas.”


  


  ***


  Kelly was driving his truck through the eastern side of Clovis, the rig rumbling over a harsh bump in the road. Brenda stirred, looking at him, then out the window.


  “What town is this?” she asked, her eyes groggy.


  “Clovis,” Kelly said.


  “We’re almost to Texas,” she said. “Bright sun. Surprised I slept as long as I did with this shining in my face.”


  “Been a little hard to deal with, but it’s higher in the sky than it was an hour ago.”


  “How far are we going?”


  “Lubbock,” he said, “another three hours or so, according to the text that Eric just sent.”


  “Wish we could go faster.”


  “You and me both, honey,” Kelly said. “Can’t wait. I’m Texas through and through. Glad to be getting back.”


  They cruised through the final few miles, farm land on either side of the road. Kelly could see a multitude of vehicles in front and behind.


  Brenda brought her phone to her face. “Wonder if anybody’s been calling about a place to spend the night in Lubbock?”


  “Don’t know, honey,” Kelly said. “Maybe not. One person driving, the other sleeping. Makes that hard.”


  “I’ve slept enough, so I’ll take a look,” she said. “Know how long we’ll be there?”


  “Not really,” Kelly said. “Probably depends on what’s going on in Dallas. There’s still a battle there, from what I’ve heard.”


  “Can we make that much of a difference?”


  “Hell yeah,” Kelly said.


  “There are a lot of RV Parks in Lubbock,” Brenda said. “How sure are you that we’re heading on to Dallas?”


  “It’s what I’m expecting. I’d say run it past Jason, but he’s driving while Carrie is sleeping. Probably won’t answer very fast.”


  “I’m gonna assume we’re going that way, then. There’s a place just past Lubbock on Highway 84. I’ll call them.”


  Kelly nodded as she made the call, having a hushed conversation, her brow furrowing. “I’ll get back to you,” she said.


  “Uh oh, problems with their prices, or do they not have open spaces?”


  “They’ve got plenty of spaces,” she said, “and I don’t care what it costs.”


  “What, then?”


  “They’ve been watching the apps, now that everybody’s got them. There’s a large enemy force headed for this end of Texas. Everybody’s nervous about it.”


  Kelly shook his head. “Figures it’d be a bumpy ride getting into Texas. Are you checking the apps?”


  “Looking now,” she said. “Shit.”


  “Where?”


  “Coming south on Highway 385,” she said. “They’re not in Texas yet, though. Hell, they aren’t even to the Oklahoma panhandle yet.”


  “They could go a number of directions from that road,” Kelly said. “No guarantee that they’ll head right into Lubbock.”


  “That’s not totally true. Remember what we did to I-25 and the other roads in New Mexico. They’re gonna be heading south through Texas because of that.”


  “But that doesn’t mean they’ll attack the cities in this region.”


  “The smaller ones might be in danger,” Brenda said. “There’s a couple hundred thousand enemy fighters on the road, and they might need to forage. A small city might be open to plunder.”


  “We need to discuss this,” Kelly said. “Send a broadcast text. Maybe we can pull over to the side of the road someplace.”


  Brenda nodded and did that.


  “Here comes the Texas border,” Kelly said. His phone rang. “Dammit.” He struggled to get it out of his pocket, and hit the speaker button just as they passed the Welcome to Texas sign.


  “Yeeeeehaaawwwww!” came over the phone speaker.


  Brenda cracked up. “Gee, wonder who that is?”


  “Junior, you’re nuts,” Kelly said. “I ever tell you that? And yeah, I’m glad to be back too, but I’m a little more refined about it than you are.”


  Rachel laughed in the background. “Oh brother.”


  “It’s great to be home, man,” Junior said. “Finally. Where are we stopping?”


  “Watch for a broadcast text from Brenda. We have some things to chat about. We’ll probably need to pull over or something.”


  “I’m about to send it,” Brenda said.


  “Then I’ll get off the line,” Junior said. “Later.” The call ended.


  “He’s so crazy,” Brenda said.


  “I know, but I feel the same way. You can take the man out of Texas, but you can’t take Texas out of the man.”


  “Or something like that,” Brenda said. “Text is away.”


  “Good,” Kelly said. “Hope things get easier for a while.”


  “Texas is still a mess, honey,” she said. “Oh shit.”


  “What now?” Kelly asked.


  “Give me your phone.”


  He fished it out of his pocket and handed it to her. She input the pin and moved her fingers on the screen, looking more and more worried.


  “What is it?” Kelly asked.


  “The apps just went dead,” she said. “All the enemy icons are gone.”


  “Where?”


  “Looks like everywhere,” she said, her eyes filled with horror.


  Chapter 26 – Long Live the Republic


  Maria was looking at the high-res app on the PC in the console room, when the icons disappeared. She re-started the app, but the icons were still gone.


  “Hey, guys, something’s wrong,” she shouted. Hendrix rushed in with Ramsey.


  “What’s the matter?” Hendrix asked.


  “Something happened to the app. All the icons went away.”


  “What was that?” Nelson asked, rushing in with Dr. Schultz.


  “The high-res app,” she said. “It quit working.”


  Hendrix pulled the phone out of his pocket and loaded the long-range app. “Dammit. Nothing on the phone version either.”


  “We’ve gone blind?” Ramsey asked. “That’s not good.”


  “Tell me about it,” Maria said. She refreshed again, and the icons appeared. “They’re back. Look!”


  “Thank God,” Hendrix said, refreshing his phone app. “The icons are back here too.”


  “You know, this happened once when I was watching my phone,” Ramsey said. “A few days ago.”


  “You didn’t say anything?” Nelson asked.


  “No, I rebooted my phone and they showed up when I got the app loaded again. I have to reboot this sucker about once a week or it goes haywire.”


  “Yeah, my phone does that too,” Hendrix said, “but this was something else.”


  “I agree,” Nelson said. “It happened to the PC program and the phone apps at the same time, and I didn’t see any of us reboot our phones, either.”


  “Why were you looking just now, Maria?” Dr. Schultz asked.


  “There’s some weird things going on,” she said. “I went on to see if the enemy fighters were still going north from the gulf coast, then looked around more. There’s a big group leaving Denver, heading west, and somethings going on around the Grand Canyon as well.”


  “This is bugging you more than the normal enemy troop movements,” Nelson said.


  “Yeah,” she said. “There’s a large group heading south from Colorado, and I’m afraid they might be heading for Texas.”


  “Dammit,” Nelson said.


  “Oh, and there was a large group building in central Mexico, too. I noticed it early this morning.”


  “I saw them last night,” Nelson said.


  “You didn’t say anything?” Hendrix asked. Nelson shook his head no.


  “I didn’t either, because they weren’t heading this way,” she said. “Now they’re gone. I haven’t been able to find them anywhere.”


  “They must have moved someplace,” Hendrix said.


  “Think they’ve got a bunch of lead-lined vehicles?” Ramsey asked.


  “That would take a lot of vehicles,” Nelson said, “Unlikely they could pull it off. Semi-trucks aren’t all that big.”


  “Maybe lead-lined railroad cars,” Dr. Schultz said.


  The console beeped, startling everybody in the room.


  “Shit,” Ramsey said, shaking his head.


  “I’ll get it,” Maria said, rushing over to start the meeting. Gallagher and Wallis came up on the screen.


  “Gentlemen,” Nelson said. “What’s on your mind?”


  “We’ve got a special guest,” Gallagher said. The console beeped again, and General Hogan appeared.


  “General!” Nelson said. “So good to see you. We’ve been worried.”


  “Sorry, couldn’t be helped. I’ve got a lot to tell you. Have a little time?”


  “Of course,” Nelson said. “You know why the apps went dead a little while ago?”


  “Yours came back up, didn’t they?” Hogan asked.


  “Yeah,” Hendrix said. “What was that?”


  “The enemy has been changing their encryption routine, trying to knock us off their feed,” Hogan said. “They did it a few days ago, and again today.”


  “I thought so,” Ramsey said. “Noticed it a few days ago. Thought it was just my phone needing a reboot.”


  “Our programmer knew they’d try this when they figured out we could see them,” Hogan said. “The app will adjust automatically after they make the change. Can take a minute or two, but the app learns, so it should get faster and faster each time they try it.”


  “Interesting,” Nelson said. “Glad we have code in place to protect against that.”


  “Yes, it was essential,” Hogan said.


  “Was that the main thing you need to tell us?” Wallis asked.


  Hogan chuckled. “No, that’s the least of it. And by the way, all of this is top secret, understand?”


  “Yes sir,” Nelson said.


  “Good,” Hogan said, taking a breath. “Okay. First, Saladin is dead. We’ve got him in the freezer, at the Kansas base.”


  “Really?” Wallis asked. “How? We still see his icon in Capitol Reef.”


  Hogan chuckled. “Tricky bastard cut out his chip and put it into one of his dead fighters, to allow him to escape our attack.”


  “But he didn’t escape, right?” Hendrix asked.


  “Right,” Hogan said. “He was in the big cave at Capitol Reef when we sent several fire bombs in there.”


  “Burned him to a crisp, huh?” Ramsey asked. “Good.”


  “He was still alive,” Hogan said. “We brought him back to the base, but he was so badly burned that we couldn’t save him. We pumped him for info, and got one tidbit you need to know about.”


  “What’s that, General?” Nelson asked.


  “They may try to release weaponized Small Pox.”


  “Oh, crap,” Maria said. “You don’t look worried about it.”


  “I know why,” Nelson said. “During the terror attacks of the early 2000s, we began to stockpile vaccine for that. We’ve got gobs of it, even here in Texas.”


  “Yep,” Hogan said. “I wouldn’t start passing it out just yet. We have a feeling that statement might have been bluster, but keep it in mind, just in case. If it starts to appear in the population, we’ll have a large logistical job getting everybody vaccinated.”


  “There’s more, isn’t there?” Gallagher asked.


  “Yes,” the general said. “You might have noticed that a very large group of enemy fighters disappeared from central Mexico earlier.”


  “I did,” Maria said.


  “We were just trying to brainstorm what they could’ve done,” Ramsey said. “Maybe more of the lead-lined vehicles.”


  “Keep that in mind,” Hogan said, “they’ve tried that on a much larger scale than we thought they could against my forces, and they might try it with you guys. That’s not what I was going to tell you, though.”


  “Go ahead,” Nelson said.


  “We used tactical nukes on the forces down there,” Hogan said.


  “Nukes?” Hendrix asked. “Really? Why?”


  “They were killing off too many of the US Army forces down there,” Hogan said, “and we had bigger things to worry about, so we pulled our forces out of the way and let them have it. They’re no longer a threat.”


  “Whose decision was it to do that?” Hendrix asked.


  “It was a joint decision between the acting government in Washington DC and the government of Mexico.”


  “My God, Mexico went along with that?” Hendrix asked.


  “They saw the handwriting on the wall,” Hogan said. “Nobody liked the idea, but we didn’t see any choice.”


  “There’s always a choice,” Hendrix said.


  “Well, that’s one for the historians to deal with,” Hogan said, “and the battle over it will rage long after we’re gone, I suspect.”


  “Probably right,” Nelson said. “There’s something else.”


  “This is the hard part,” Hogan said. “We’ve got the US Air Force and Navy back on line, and they’ve been helping us a lot. They took out what was left of the big militia in Williams, Arizona, and they’ve also been bombing a corridor along the Canadian border that was a new route for Islamists to cross into the states.”


  “What’s hard about that?” Ramsey asked.


  General Hogan cleared his throat. “You will need their help in the gulf, and you’ll get it, but there’s one giant condition you have to meet before they’ll join in.”


  “I think I know what’s coming,” Nelson said.


  “What?” Hendrix asked.


  Hogan smiled. “Texas will need to renounce the Republic and declare that they are re-joining the United States.”


  You could hear a pin drop in the console room.


  “Do you understand?” General Hogan asked.


  Nelson nodded yes. “General, it was always my intention to re-join the union, just as soon as the enemy was rooted out of the Federal Government. Have they been?”


  “Yes,” he said, “Completely. We’ll be holding off-schedule elections, of course, but the enemy is gone. There are problems brewing though, just so you know.”


  “What kind of problems?” Nelson asked.


  “The EU and the UN don’t want to give up on their globalist plans. We might have to fight them.”


  “We’ll kick their asses,” Gallagher quipped.


  “I know, but things can get out of hand in a hurry,” Hogan said. “So I wanted to mention it. If you’re back with the USA and we declare war on the EU, you’ll be right in the middle of it.”


  “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Nelson said. “I’ll prepare to make a formal announcement in the next few hours. You can pass along the promise that we are re-joining the union, effective immediately.”


  “Perfect,” Hogan said. “I’ve got to go. We’re still trying to track down some folks. First priority is a certain Belgian we all know and love.”


  Wallis snickered. “Not sure I’d put it that way. Go get him, General Hogan. Let us know if we can help.”


  “Thank you,” General Hogan said. “Good bye.”


  His face left the screen.


  “Wow,” Wallis said.


  Hendrix grinned with relief. “How does it feel to be demoted to a governor, Governor?”


  “Suits me right down to the ground,” Nelson said.


  Chapter 27 – Field Hospital


  The battle in Dallas had settled into street-to-street fighting, the Texas patriots rooting the enemy out of downtown buildings. Kitten had been working eyeball to eyeball with Dr. Patel. The new location for the field hospital was in the downtown area, now cleared of enemy fighters, between Elm Street and Pacific Avenue, east of Market Street. Fighting was raging to the north and east, some of the enemy troops fleeing south, stopped by a huge citizen army who’d just entered the city via I-45. The field hospital was getting more victims from the riverbed disaster than from the fighting now.


  “Kitten!” said a man, being wheeled in on a gurney, covered with mud and bloody wounds.


  “Doug!” Kitten cried, rushing over.


  “Your dad?”


  “He was still alive last I heard,” she said. “They moved him twice – last was to one of the few hospitals still operating. They’re worried about his brain. His head made a lot of hard contacts in the water.”


  “He held my hand until we were spinning too much,” Doug said.


  “Where are you hurt?” Dr. Patel asked, coming up behind Kitten.


  “I’ve got a bullet wound on the upper left arm. It’d be worse if not for Kitten’s dad. He put the tourniquet on shortly before the water hit us.”


  “Yes, that was good,” Dr. Patel said, looking. “You didn’t get injured in the water?”


  He chuckled. “Hell, I’m bruised and battered all over, but don’t feel anything too serious.”


  “Hey, man,” said a wiry young Hispanic man, handling one side of a stretcher. “Where’s your buddy Alex?”


  “Julio!” Doug said. “I’m so glad you made it. Alex is in the hospital.”


  “I’m his daughter,” Kitten said.


  “This man spotted for the mortar,” Doug said as Dr. Patel peeled back his wet clothes, searching for other injuries.


  “Did you really?” Kitten asked. “You guys saved us. Our bus got shot up by the snipers on that tower. We were pinned down until the mortars blasted it.”


  “Your dad, a guy name Mark, and I fired the mortar,” Doug said proudly.


  Julio’s expression went grim. “Mark didn’t make it. Went head first into something hard. Split is skull clean open, man. It was horrible.”


  “Oh no, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Doug said.


  “I hope Alex is gonna be okay,” Julio said. “Guess I’d better get back to work.” He rushed away.


  “He’s good people,” Doug said. “So was Mark.”


  “Kitten, you can clean Doug’s wound, then put a dressing on it,” Dr. Patel said.


  Kitten nodded as she walked away, then got to work.


  “Where is Alex?” Doug asked.


  “He’s at a small hospital on Harry Hines Boulevard,” she said as she worked. “The ones close by here were all attacked by the enemy.”


  “All of them? Even Parkland?”


  “Every one between Medical District Drive and Inwood Road,” she said. “This might sting a little bit.”


  “Ouch!” he said as the disinfectant streamed into his wound. “They did that on purpose, didn’t they?”


  “What?”


  “Taking out all those hospitals like that.”


  “Oh,” she said, wiping the excess running down his forearm. “You’re lucky, the bullet went all the way through.”


  “Yeah,” he said, watching her cut gauze.


  “Parkland sounds familiar,” Kitten said.


  “That’s where they took JFK,” he said. “I hope they didn’t ruin the history. You know how those bastards are.”


  “They probably had no idea,” Dr. Patel said, coming back over. “You almost done with that, Kitten?”


  “Yep. Got another one for me?”


  “I do,” Dr. Patel said. “Five beds to the left. Another head trauma.”


  “I’ll be right there,” she said, taping the dressing in place. “See you soon, Doug. Try to sleep.”


  “Thank you. Let me know if you hear anything about Alex, okay?”


  “Will do,” she said, rushing to the next patient.


  The work went on for the next several hours, as person after person was brought up from the river bed, streams of ambulances rushing patients away for further treatment. More battle wounded came in from the fighting to the east, which was ramping up as the enemy got more desperate and citizens flooded into the battle. Kitten was startled by her phone, buzzing with a call. Her first thought was about her father. She hadn’t heard anything since he arrived at the hospital, and the worry was nagging her.


  “Hello?” she said into the phone, not even looking at the number.


  “Kitten? It’s Chance.”


  Her eyes lit up. “Hi, how are you?”


  “We got back into Texas this morning,” he said. “You weren’t in the middle of that mess in Dallas, I hope.”


  “I’m right in the middle of it,” she said. “Working in the field hospital downtown.”


  “Oh, geez,” he said. “You haven’t been wounded or anything?”


  “I got shot at. Our bus was attacked as we were moving the field hospital to a new place. Almost everybody on board got killed.”


  “Oh no. You’re safe now, though, right?”


  “The fighting is to the north and east,” she said.


  “Who’s winning?”


  “I think we are,” Kitten said, “but it’s house to house, even man to man.”


  “Your dad?”


  “He’s at the hospital,” Kitten said, trembling, trying to hide it in her voice. “He was in the riverbed when the flood came down. Head injuries. I don’t know how bad yet. They took him for an MRI.”


  “Oh God,” he said. “I wish I was there with you.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Almost to Lubbock,” he said. “I think we’re headed to Dallas after a night’s sleep. We’ve been on the road for quite a few hours.”


  “Kitten, we need you over here,” Dr. Patel shouted.


  “Uh oh, I’ve got to go. More victims just came in. Is this a phone I can reach you on?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Hopefully I’ll see you soon.”


  “I hope so too. Bye.” She ended the call and rushed over to Dr. Patel.


  Chapter 28 - Lubbock


  Carrie woke up after sleeping for a couple hours. She made her way to the front of the motorhome. “Need me to take over again?”


  “Nah, we’ll be in Lubbock in about ten minutes,” he said. “Chelsea, move so your mom can sit down, okay?”


  “No fair,” she said.


  “You hungry, sweetheart?” Carrie asked. Chelsea’s eyes lit up, and she nodded yes.


  “Okay, I’ll get you something. Get in the dinette and put on the seatbelt.”


  She scampered there as Carrie went to the fridge and got her some food.


  “We’re on the outskirts of Lubbock already,” Jason said. Carrie joined him after a moment.


  “What’d I miss?” Carrie asked.


  “Brenda got us a place to stay, but the locals are nervous as hell.”


  “Because of us?”


  “No, because there’s a couple hundred thousand Islamists coming down Highway 385 from Colorado,” Jason said.


  Carrie eyed him, then picked up her phone and loaded the app. “I see them. They’re not trying to hide themselves. They’re in the Oklahoma panhandle, but they’ll be in Texas soon.”


  “Yeah,” Jason said. “Don and Sydney’s team are already working recruitment, but it’s slower going than normal, since so many of the folks around here went to fight in Dallas.”


  “The enemy fighters aren’t near Big Bend anymore,” Carrie said, moving her fingers on the screen. “Weren’t there a lot of Texans there to hold that area?”


  “This is why I love you,” he said. “Text that to Don and Sydney.”


  She did that, laughing at the reply. “They hadn’t thought about that either. They’re on it.” Her brow furrowed. “That’s a five-hour drive. The enemy is under four hours away from Lubbock right now.”


  “Shit,” Jason said under his breath. “We’re gonna be down to the wire again. Maybe we can hold off the force until the reinforcements arrive.”


  “With the tribe here, we’ve got a lot of people.”


  “I know, but it’s a far cry from two hundred thousand,” Jason said. Their phones both dinged.


  Carrie looked. “Brenda.”


  “Directions to the RV Park?”


  “Yep,” she said. “It’s on Highway 84, a few miles past Lubbock. Get off at Woodrow.”


  “Got it.”


  “If taking on this enemy force is too dangerous, we should move towards Dallas and tie in with the larger group there,” Carrie said. “I don’t want us to get killed right after we get back on Texas soil.”


  “Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing,” he said. “It’s already mid-afternoon. It’s possible that the enemy force will bed down for the night instead of driving right through. They’ve done that before.”


  “I don’t think we can count on that,” Carrie said, reading her phone. “It’s possible they’re being chased. They got defeated in Colorado.”


  “Where?”


  “Denver, Colorado Springs, and Pueblo,” she said. “It’s possible that we might have more help than we think following them down, too.”


  “Assuming they don’t stop at the Colorado border. Maybe they just want them the hell out of their state.”


  “That’s possible,” Carrie said. “Wow, we’re past the main part of the city already. Thought Lubbock was bigger.”


  “We’ll need to have a quick meeting when we get there.”


  “I know,” she said. “I was hoping we’d have a soft landing.”


  “It’ll be okay,” Jason said. “There’s our turnoff.” He took the off-ramp, following the line of coaches and other vehicles through the left turn and under Highway 84, then turning right into the park.


  “This doesn’t look big enough for everybody,” Carrie said, looking around as they got into line. An old man came out and directed coaches into empty spaces.


  “They have additional parking across the street there, at that truck-stop,” Jason said, stopping the coach where he was directed.


  “Can we go outside?” Chelsea asked.


  “Yes,” Carrie said, standing up. Jason opened the door, and the three of them came out, meeting the others.


  “Kind of a small place, pencil neck,” Curt said, walking up with Amanda.


  She rolled her eyes. “You didn’t read the text, did you?”


  “I was driving,” he said.


  “There’s a bunch of extra parking across Woodrow,” she said. “I heard we’re gonna meet pretty quick.”


  “Yeah,” Jason said, “but hopefully not for too long.”


  The others gathered around. Jason walked to the office. An old woman was behind the counter, smiling through cigarette smoke. She was slight of build with stringy silver hair, wearing a wrinkled shirt and jeans.


  “Hi,” Jason said. “Thanks for taking us on.”


  She cackled, screwing the cigarette out in a massive ash tray beside her. “Are you kidding? We’re dying for business. Even if it’s just one night. I’m Jean.”


  “War kinda knocked down your trade, huh?” Stanton asked, joining Jason. Kyle followed, with Don and a few others.


  “It’s better than it was, but yeah, the damn war really screwed things up around here. My hubby doing okay with his directions out there?”


  “Yeah, no problem,” Kyle said.


  “Is there a clubhouse we could use for a meeting?” Jason asked.


  “Sure, but you might have to brush away cobwebs.” She laughed. “I’ll give you a good deal on some catered food if you all are hungry. My sister-in-law has a business on this end of town.”


  “That might be good,” Don said.


  Jason nodded in agreement. “Is the clubhouse locked?”


  “Nope, it’s wide open. Just tell Chuck that I said it was okay.”


  “Your hubby?” Kyle asked.


  “The one and only,” she said. “We’ll settle up on the spaces later.”


  “Sounds good,” Jason said. He led the others out the door, seeing the crowd assembled on the flat ground in front of the office. “We’re gonna have a quick meeting, folks, in the clubhouse.”


  “I’ll help you,” said the old man, with a bald head, wearing battered overalls. “I’m Chuck.”


  “Good to meet you,” Jason said, shaking his rough hand. “Jean told me who you were. Said to tell you she gave us the okay to use it.”


  “Good,” he said. “Ain’t been cleaned lately. Sorry about that. We’d have done it if we’da known.”


  “No problem, we just need to have a quick conversation.”


  “Where are you coming from, friend?” Chuck asked as they walked.


  “New Mexico,” Jason said.


  The man slowed down and turned to them. “You aren’t those Fort Stockton folks, are you?”


  “Why, would that be a problem?” Kyle asked.


  The man laughed, looking at all of them. “Hell, I love you guys. Know all about what you’ve been up to. Make yourselves at home. Want some beer?”


  Stanton laughed.


  “Maybe in a while, thanks,” Jason said.


  “Well, here it is,” Chuck said, opening the doors and turning the lights on.


  “Wow, this is huge,” Kyle said as they walked in. “I thought you said this was a mess. Looks okay to me.”


  “It’s dusty as hell, and look out for scorpions,” Chuck said. “Little buggers have a way of getting in here.”


  “Thanks,” Jason said. “Stick around, if you want.”


  “There’s a flat-screen over there if you need it. I can crank up some coffee if anybody’s interested.


  “That would be great, thanks,” Stanton said.


  Chuck nodded and shuffled into the kitchen as the rest of the group filed in, filling the massive room after a few minutes. Jason stood on a chair to address them.


  “Everybody here?” he asked.


  “Most,” White Eagle said, “Some of our people are setting up camp across the street, but I’ll fill them in.”


  “Sounds good,” Jason said. “You’ve been watching the apps, right?”


  “Yeah, pencil neck, we see the slugs coming down Highway 385,” Curt said. “We gonna go after them?”


  Jason shook his head. “Don and Sydney, how’s the recruitment going?”


  Don stood on another chair. “We were in trouble until Carrie reminded us of the forces by Big Bend. They’re on their way, but they’re about an hour further than the enemy.”


  “Might not be a problem,” Dirk said. “The enemy stopped in the Oklahoma panhandle. I think they’re down for the night.”


  “That would help us a lot,” Sydney said. “If they aren’t coming here, are we gonna chase them?”


  “Possibly,” Jason said. His phone rang. He looked at it. “Got to take this—it’s Chief Ramsey. Keep going.”


  He got down. “Hi, Chief.”


  “Hey, Jason. You in Texas yet?”


  “We’re in an RV park southeast of Lubbock.”


  “Got a TV nearby?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  “Turn it on. Governor Nelson is about to speak. You’ll want to hear what he has to say.”


  “Okay, we’ll turn it on,” Jason said.


  “Great, I’ll talk to you soon.” The call ended, and Jason got back up on the chair.


  “Governor Nelson is going on TV. Chief Ramsey said we should watch.”


  “I heard ya,” Chuck said. He shuffled over to the TV and switched it on. “Which channel?”


  “Probably anything that carries news.”


  “Most of them been off for a few days,” Chuck said, watching the picture come up. “Hey, they’re back. That’s the state seal. Probably where we want to be.” He went back to the coffee maker, then cursed, and dumped the coffee from the basket back into the can.


  “What’s wrong?” Amanda asked.


  “Lost count of the scoops,” he said, shrugging as he started again.


  “Here he comes,” Kyle said, grabbing the remote to turn the sound way up.


  “He looks tired,” Sydney said.


  “So do we,” Kim quipped. A few people laughed, quieting down as he got behind the podium.


  “Hello, fellow Texans,” he began. “Hope this hour finds you well. A special thanks to those who rose to the challenge in Dallas. The fight is still going on, but we’ll win. It’s not the last of the battles. Our hearts go out to those who have been killed or wounded. We know that number is large, made so much worse by the Lewisville Lake dam disaster.”


  The crowd murmured as he paused, taking a drink of water.


  “I have an important announcement to make. Effective immediately, I’m declaring that Texas is no longer a sovereign republic. We are re-joining the United States of America, now that our government is out of enemy hands.”


  “Whoa,” Clancy said, others murmuring, their eyes darting around to each other.


  “This was always the plan, but I know there are some citizens who will not be happy. Please have an open mind. There are some very important reasons why we’ve made the move at this time.”


  “Wonder what those reasons are?” Francis asked.


  “We’re about to find out, I suspect,” Chance said.


  “Since we are once again part of the United States, an attack on Texas is an attack on said United States,” Nelson said. “The US Army, Navy, and Air Force are now tasked with insuring our safety, and we will work with them closely in the coming weeks. The biggest immediate danger is the gulf coast. Remnants of the Venezuelan Navy are approaching, supported by an EU Navy carrier group, which is currently anchored in Havana Harbor. We can now count on the US Navy and Air Force to support us in our efforts to repel the enemy on our southern coast.”


  “Good,” Junior said. “The EU Navy is no match for the US Navy, that’s for damn sure.”


  “Please understand that the United States is not out of the woods yet. There are still over a million enemy fighters inside our borders, and open battle is still going on, not only in our state, but also on the eastern seaboard, California, the greater southwest, and parts of the Midwest. It’s likely that the EU and the UN will stay actively involved. We may find ourselves at war for a considerable period. I ask that all of you do what you can to aid the war effort and help Texas to be a shining star in the great United States of America.”


  “They don’t stand a chance,” Dirk muttered.


  “We’ve been weakened quite a bit as a nation,” Clancy said. “We’re all going to be in this fight for a while.”


  Dirk nodded in agreement.


  “I’ll close with a few remarks about Texas,” Nelson said, choking up, his eyes glassy with tears. “The people of this state have saved us all. Your bravery and sacrifice will be lauded for hundreds of years. We were attacked mercilessly and we took the fight right back to the invaders. Many have distinguished themselves all over the country in this war, but none more than the great patriots of Texas. For that, you have my everlasting admiration, respect, and love. Thank you, and God Bless Texas.”


  People in the crowd were openly weeping now, hugging each other, watching as Governor Nelson left the podium.


  “Right back at you, Governor Nelson,” Junior shouted. A cheer went up in the room.


  “What a great man,” Stanton Hunt said to Jason. “Almost makes me want to become a Texan.”


  Jason smiled, then his phone rang. “Chief Ramsey again. Better take it.” He walked away with the phone to his ear.


  “That was quite the speech,” Jason said.


  “Yeah, the old man had us all in tears,” Ramsey said. “Listen, about those enemy fighters coming down Highway 385.”


  “Uh oh,” Jason said.


  Ramsey chuckled. “Those frigging idiots were camped out in an unpopulated area, south of Boise, Oklahoma. They’re being pounded by the US Air Force right now. They’ll all be dead within the next twenty minutes.”


  “Excellent,” Jason said. “What do you want us to do next?”


  “Get a good night’s sleep, and head for Dallas in the morning. Seems like the enemy from the north half of Texas is heading there as fast as they can. They’re gonna try a last stand. We’ll need everything we have to defeat them.”


  “Yeah, can’t be bombing the hell out of them around there,” Jason said. “Understood. We’ll be on the road again tomorrow.”


  “Thanks, Jason,” Ramsey said. “Look, about those comments Nelson made. It’s been people like you and your team who have made the difference. It will be remembered.”


  “I’m a Texan,” Jason said. “It’s what we do.”


  “Yes,” Ramsey said. “Take care. I’ll talk to you sometime tomorrow.”


  The call ended. Jason got back up on the chair.


  “Listen up everybody!”


  The crowd stopped milling around and turned in his direction.


  “That large group of enemy fighters is being pounded by the US Air Force right now. Chief Ramsey just called me. We won’t have to fight them. They’ll be dead before they get anywhere near Texas.”


  A cheer erupted from the crowd.


  “What are we doing now, pencil neck?” Curt asked.


  “Get a good night’s sleep. We’re heading for Dallas in the morning. More enemy fighters are heading there as we speak. We’re gonna ruin their day.” He turned to Chuck. “Chuck, let’s talk about that caterer that Jean mentioned. We could use a good meal.”


  “Sounds good,” Chuck said. “Let’s go to the office. Coffee’s brewing, everybody.”


  Jason left with Chuck and a few others.


  Chapter 29 – Galveston Bay


  Lita eyed the armed barge as the launch took them through the waters of Trinity Bay.


  “We’re going right towards the opening into Galveston Bay,” Harley said. “Wish we had more than one of these damn barges.”


  “It’ll be enough, I think,” Richardson said. “Remember that the US Navy is free to get involved now.”


  “Yeah, dude, but will they?” Juan Carlos asked. “There’s a lot going on, from what I’m reading on the message boards. The damn EU Navy is working with the enemies now.”


  “That’s nothing new, but our main battle is gonna be with the crappy ships of the Venezuelan Navy,” Richardson said.


  “They’re liable to light off one of their nukes outside the bay if they can’t get in,” Madison said. “We’ll be dead either way.”


  “We’ll kill them before they can do that,” Brendan said.


  “Or die trying,” Juan Carlos quipped, laughing nervously.


  “Thanks,” Madison said.


  The launch pulled up along the port side docks, and the group got off.


  “Thanks,” Richardson said to the young man at the wheel. He nodded and went back towards the Galveston docks.


  “We’ve got two patrol boats and a hovercraft again,” Brendan said as he looked at the deck.


  “Maybe it’s standard issue,” Juan Carlos quipped.


  “There’s nothing standard about these barges,” Harley said. “Kinda miss blasting around in the patrol boats, though. I feel safer when we can move.”


  “I hear you,” Richardson said. “Somebody check the apps for the enemy positions, while we get the guns loaded.”


  “I’ll do that,” Lita said, taking out her phone as they walked into the stern room, sitting on a couch. Brendan and Juan Carlos were at the front ammo locker, joined by Harley after a moment. They put belts of .50 cal rounds and grenades over their shoulders and climbed onto the roof.


  “I feel like our butts are hanging out in the wind,” Brendan said. “I think we ought to check out the patrol boats and the hovercraft, just to make sure they’re ready to go. We should load their weapons, too.”


  “The main gun on the big patrol boat was loaded already,” Juan Carlos said. “Saw it.”


  “The small one too,” Harley said, “but you can’t outrun a nuke.”


  “It’s possible there’s no nukes aboard any of these Venezuelan boats,” Brendan said.


  “You know that and I know that, but we’d better assume that they’re packing,” Harley said.


  “Yeah,” Juan Carlos said. “What he said.”


  “Okay, okay, I get it,” Brendan said.


  “Check out the artillery,” Harley said, pointing to the rows of massive guns on Galveston and Goat Island, pointing into the gulf. “That’s old stuff. Gonna be hard to hit boats with it.”


  “Hopefully the US Navy will get here before the EU Navy does, dude,” Juan Carlos said. “My guns are loaded.”


  “Check the apps,” Brendan said as he finished loading his.


  Juan Carlos nodded, pulling his phone out.


  “How’s it going up there?” Richardson shouted from the stern deck.


  “Almost loaded,” Brendan said.


  “Check out the patrol boats,” Harley said.


  “Great minds think alike,” Richardson said as he was walking towards them. He climbed into each, got the engines running, and checked the guns to make sure they were loaded. Then he shut them down.


  “Dude,” Juan Carlos said, staring at the phone.


  “What, man?” Brendan asked, rushing to his side.


  “They’re only a few miles out, and closing. This is gonna happen fast.”


  “How many?”


  “At least twenty small boats, judging from the icons I’m seeing,” Juan Carlos said.


  “We can’t even see the damn EU ships,” Harley said.


  “Yeah we can,” Brendan said, eyes squinting as he looked out over the water. “I have visual contact right now.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Harley shouted. “Hey, Richardson, we got incoming already.”


  “We’re gonna have company,” Lita shouted from inside the stern room. “We’d better get to the bridge.”


  “Yeah,” Harley said. “That’s where the better optics are. I think I’ll stay up here, where we can see better.”


  There were a series of ear-splitting booms.


  “Whoa, the artillery sees those EU Destroyers,” Brendan shouted.


  “Well I hope they get them,” Richardson shouted. “One shot from a destroyer will splatter this tub all over Galveston Bay.”


  “I’ve got visual contact of small boats, heading towards the mouth of the bay,” Harley shouted.


  “Fire at will,” Richardson shouted. “We’ve got enough range to hit anything near that opening. I’m going to the bridge.”


  “Hey, boss, there’s intercoms up here,” Brendan shouted. “You mention that to somebody?”


  “Really?” Richardson shouted, on his way to the bridge. “Yeah, I did. Surprised they got them so fast. Turn them all on.”


  “You got it,” Brendan shouted, rushing to them and flipping the switches.


  Juan Carlos fired several grenades towards a pair of boats making for the mouth of the bay, hitting one, missing the other. Harley fired with his mini gun, splitting the hull of the small craft. It sank in a few seconds.


  There was a whistling sound in the air, followed by a boom in the distance, and a large explosion on Goat Island, taking out several of the artillery, the others still firing at the boat.


  “Dammit,” Harley shouted. “Look, now there’s a third big boat out there!”


  “Don’t worry about those, concentrate on the little guys,” Juan Carlos shouted, firing grenades at another group of approaching small craft, who were firing machine guns at them now. Bullets pelted the wall around the roof and the shields on Juan Carlos’s gun.


  “Watch it, man!” Brendan shouted, firing the mini gun, taking out the boat that was firing on them, as Harley and Juan Carlos filled the air with grenades, some hitting pay dirt, others exploding in the water. The artillery was still firing, not hitting any of the EU Navy ships yet, the water churning around them.


  “Hear that?” Harley shouted. “Choppers!”


  There was a scratch on the intercom speakers. “If those choppers get close, get the hell off the roof,” Richardson said.


  “Hey, guys, Madison and I brought a bunch more ammo to the spiral staircases inside the stern room,” Hannah said. “We’ll carry it up when you need it.”


  “Thanks,” Brendan shouted. “Stay inside while this is going on!”


  There was a huge explosion and fire on one of the destroyers, hit with a round from one of the artillery pieces. A cheer came up from Goat Island.


  “Yes!” shouted Harley.


  “Here come the choppers,” Brendan said.


  “Get down here,” Hannah said.


  “No, they’re not coming here, they’re going to try for the remaining artillery on Goat Island.” He was cut off by Harley’s mini gun, firing at the chopper, hitting it broadside, wreckage hitting the water a hundred yards from the artillery line.


  “That got their attention,” Juan Carlos shouted, moving from the grenade launcher to the mini gun as Brendan took out too more small boats with grenades.


  “Get ready,” Harley shouted, the chopper heading their way, firing their machine guns. Both mini guns fired, cutting the chopper almost in half, pieces of it landing not quite twenty yards from the starboard side of the barge.


  “Juan Carlos!” Madison shouted.


  “I’m okay,” he said. “I don’t think we could hit the choppers from inside, and they can blow us up if they get close. I’m staying out here to fight them.”


  There were several more whistles, cannon rounds from the un-damaged destroyer slamming into both Goat Island and Galveston Island as the ground artillery continued to return fire.


  “Shit, they’re going to nail all of our artillery,” Harley shouted.


  “Concentrate on those small boats,” Richardson shouted. “I see more of them coming, from two different directions.”


  “Yeah, I see them,” yelled Brendan, firing grenades, Harley and Juan Carlos joining in as more bullets hit the sides of the barge.


  “Glad we got good armor, dude,” Juan Carlos said, watching another group of small boats come in. “Look, that bigger one has something in the back. You don’t think that’s a nuke, do you?”


  “Shit, I don’t know,” Harley shouted.


  “Sink that bastard!” shouted Richardson over the intercom. All three men fired, two with grenades, one with a mini gun, sinking the boat about forty yards from the mouth of the bay, the other two boats with it turning around to retreat, rushing out to meet another of the larger boats, Juan Carlos landing a grenade right onto the rear deck of one, blowing it sky high.


  “Nice shooting, man!” Brendan shouted.


  More cannon rounds whistled over their heads, slamming into Texas City behind them, blowing up fuel storage tanks. The remaining artillery pieces fired back, but there were only three of them left.


  “More choppers,” Harley shouted.


  “Shit, we’ve got boats coming at the same time. How do we pick?”


  “You two get the boats,” Harley said. “I’ll use the mini gun on the choppers.”


  “We’re gonna get nailed if we don’t watch out!” Brendan shouted, firing the mini gun, hitting one of the smaller boats, Juan Carlos concentrating on the bigger one.


  “There’s one of those things in the back again,” Juan Carlos shouted, firing like mad with the grenade launcher, as Harley fired at the choppers.


  “Sink that thing,” Brendan said, firing his mini gun at it while the second chopper approached, Harley’s mini gun firing. They heard bullets rip into the deck, and Harley’s gun stopped, just as Brendan hit the larger boat.


  “We just lost Harley,” Juan Carlos shouted, seeing his bloody body on the deck behind the mini gun.


  “I’m gonna control that gun from inside,” Richardson shouted. “Stay sharp!”


  “I’ve got you, asshole,” Brendan said, firing his mini gun, hitting the chopper right through the front windshield as it approached, pieces of it landing on the bow, still on fire.


  “Son of a bitch, dude,” Juan Carlos said. The destroyer’s cannon fired three more times, one round coming at them but missing, the other two slamming into Galveston Island, destroying the last couple of artillery pieces.


  Brendan went into a rage, firing a volley of grenades at the big ship, which wasn’t far away now, all of them pelting the deck, starting a small fire.


  “Don’t waste grenades,” Richardson shouted. “Stay on those small boats. Remember the mission.”


  “Roger that,” Brendan said, seeing another set of three small boats coming in, the big one being protected by the little ones. He and Juan Carlos fired, hitting both before they got close to the mouth, none of them even getting off a shot. Then a large gun fired, rounds hitting the side of the barge, breaking through the armor. Madison screamed, and fire erupted from the port side.


  “Oh no!” Juan Carlos shouted. “What was that?”


  “Something on that destroyer,” Brendan shouted, firing more grenades at it, hitting something that set off an explosion.


  “You guys okay down there?” Juan Carlos shouted into the intercom. No reply.


  “Son of a bitch,” Brendan said. “More of those damn little boats. Get them!”


  Both fired, hitting the small boats, the bigger one slipping past the mouth of the bay, Juan Carlos following it with the mini gun when another shot hit the side of the barge, exploding big, fire coming off the port side again, the boat shuddering beneath them.


  “Let’s grab the girls and get away from this thing!” shouted Brendan. Then there was a large flash out in the gulf. Brendan froze, looking at Juan Carlos, his eyes wide with terror.
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  Major General Gallagher – head of Texas Army National Guard. Old-time soldier, tough and strong, unafraid. Loved by his men. Mid 60s.


   


  Major General Landry – head of Texas Air National Guard. Cocky but cautious about using his resources, almost to a fault. Late 40s.


   


  General Walker – US Army General, stationed in Texas until the war broke out. Near genius intelligence, charismatic, uncanny ability to turn a defeat into a victory. Feared by the enemy. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series. Mid 50s.


   


  General Hogan – US Army General, friend of General Walker. Black man, loved by his men, tough, no-nonsense. Strategic thinker, takes risks, understands people. Fine leader. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series. Mid 50s.


   


  Saladin – evil leader of the Islamist forces in the western states. He is not in Texas, but the Texas leadership is aware of him and his plans. Crossover character from original Bug Out! Series.


   


  Franklin – operative in the federal Attorney General’s office. He’s trying to blackmail Kip Hendrix into giving him info.


   


  Blake – US Attorney General. In on planning for the globalists.


   


  President Simpson – current President of the United States.


   


  Major Josh Carlson – Second in command over the Texas Air National Guard. Right Hand Man of Major General Landry.


   


  Celia – beautiful but troubled sister of Maria. Mental issues; depression and addiction.


   


  Private Ken Brown – General Hogan’s son. On special assignment to help the Fort Stockton team.


   


  Private Jose Sanchez – on General Hogan’s staff. Childhood friend of Private Brown. On special assignment to help the Fort Stockton team.


   


  Captain Smith – near genius Texas Army National Guard officer with rank of Captain. Pilots effort to mass-produce Curt’s gimbal system for vehicles. Designs adjustable mounts for mini-guns.
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