
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   the WESTERN FRONT
 
   Archer Garrett
 
    
 
    
 
   [to table of contents]
 
   


  
 

***
 
   This is a work of fiction.  All of the characters, organizations and events in this novel are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously; any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is entirely coincidental.
 
   ***
 
   Copyright © 2012 Archer Garrett.  
 
   All Rights Reserved.
 
   No Part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, copied or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   


  
 

***
 
   Acknowledgements:
 
   1 Chron. 29:13
 
   My wife, for her patience during this project.
 
   Nick Pagano at www.thinkdesignblog.com, for the cover artwork.
 
   ***
 
   Questions and comments can be sent to: acotwf@gmail.com
 
   Visit me on the web: www.acotwf.blogspot.com
 
   


  
 

***
 
   Other Works by Archer Garrett:
 
   The Western Front Series:
 
   Book 1:  The Western Front (Parts 1-3)
 
   Book 2:  Kratocracy
 
   Book 3:  Crescent City (prequel)
 
   Book 4:  the Nine of the North
 
   * * *
 
   The Blighted Series
 
   the Blighted, Book 1
 
   the Blighted, Book 2 (to be released Summer 2013)
 
   * * *
 
   Other:
 
   Phases
 
   Flashback
 
    
 
   Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted.

-Habakkuk 1:4
 
    
 
   


  
 

Table of Contents
 
   Prologue
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Chapter 4
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Chapter 8
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Chapter 11
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Chapter 13
 
   Chapter 14
 
   Chapter 15
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Chapter 18
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Chapter 20
 
   Chapter 21
 
   Chapter 22
 
   Chapter 23
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Chapter 25
 
   Chapter 26
 
   Chapter 27
 
   Chapter 28
 
   Chapter 29
 
   Chapter 30
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
   Barrett
 
   South Texas
 
    
 
   The south Texas sun had long since been replaced by the dull light of the harvest moon, but the day’s arid temperatures still lingered.  The bright orange disk in the night sky appeared so close that one might reach out and touch it.  The wind had refused to blow for days, only serving to amplify the heat.  Despite the miserable conditions, they were relieved.  This would be their final patrol before they returned to their redoubt on the tip of South Padre Island for a much-needed respite.  The members of the Texas State Guard’s First Regiment were indeed soldiers, but few of them had real combat experience prior to this.  The Alamo Guards were mostly known for their work in the aftermath of hurricanes and occasional support on the border.  They took their new role in stride, as best they could, but none of the men in the squad had signed up for action like this.  They had removed their name tapes early in the operation after reports surfaced that some of the soldiers’ families had received death threats.  Now, they communicated strictly with code names.
 
   The three-story adobe-style mansion rested on two acres just north of Lasara.  It had served as their forward operating base for the past week.  The estate was surrounded by fallow fields on three sides and the small southwestern town to the south.  The view atop the high, flat roof was better than anywhere else for miles.  The home’s cast-in-place concrete walls provided excellent protection from small-arms fire, and the surrounding eight-foot, brick wall afforded them additional cover and security.  In short, it was as perfect a location as was available.  They wondered who the previous owner was, and if there would ever be a time when he could return.  Pictures still hung on the wall:  group shots while on vacation, during holidays and other important moments in the life of the now displaced family that once dwelled there.
 
   The owner’s decision to install an indoor swimming pool was now a welcome reprieve for the weary soldiers, and a boost to morale in between patrols.  It helped wash away the memories of the south Texas heat, and fierce gun battles with men known for their vicious treatment of prisoners.  The Los Zetas and the Gulf Cartel had formed an uneasy alliance to push the gringos north.  Once the Americans were sufficiently broken, the cartels would divide the spoils and territory amongst themselves.  The Z-G, as they were commonly referred to as now, had developed a brutal reputation for flaying prisoners alive.  This infamy had resulted in a mass exodus of locals.
 
   The unit’s squad leader, now referred to simply as Barrett, leaned over the billiards table in the salon.  He examined several aerial, topographic and road maps spread out haphazardly in front of him.  Several of his officers stood on either side of him and discussed the specifics of their final patrol.  
 
   “…Our scouts’ve observed several hostile vehicles around Raymondville not long ago.  The Z-G rarely practice light discipline, so they should be easy enough to locate.  We head out in two hours; be ready.  We’ll locate, identify and engage the targets, if they are, in fact, Z-G.  Remember, all radio chatter is to be in coded Spanish.  If our communication is being monitored by them, or anyone else, hopefully it’ll sound like just another narco squabble over the airwaves.  We’re more likely to avoid a third party encounter or reinforcements that a’way.  I want redundant checks on all equipment, especially the infrared lighting on the Humvees.  This is our last night on vacation and we don’t need any surprises.  We’ve lost too many squads already, and I’m particularly partial to this one.”  
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   At 2100 hours, the sixteen guardsmen quietly pulled out of their lavish forward operating base and into the disputed borderlands that was once south Texas.  The mood of the men was probably not unlike the mood of a different group of Texans in a small, Spanish mission nearly two hundred years prior.  Barrett had even taken his namesake from a kindred soul that had fought and died in that same mission.  Their plight was not much different from their ancestors’ either.  
 
   The redoubt they had established on South Padre Island had been wildly successful in combating the cartels, but it was not going unnoticed.  With every ambush, their outpost grew more desirable as a narco target.  
 
   The Alamo Guards had planted moored mines in the Port Mansfield Cut, nearly forty miles to the north, effectively blocking the only safe passage into the waters beyond the barrier island.  Cartel operators on the water had only two options if they meant to reach the mainland.  They could travel north a hundred miles and battle Port Aransas, or bring the fight to South Padre Island.  They had decided on the latter.  
 
   The guardsmen had repelled several assaults from the causeway and the pass, but the attacks were growing fiercer and more unpredictable.  The Guards of South Padre Island knew it was only a matter of time before they would all die, if reinforcements and supplies did not arrive soon.
 
   After several minutes of searching, they located their quarry.  The Humvees’ were silent specters in the night.  The drivers guided the vehicles solely by way of their night vision equipment.  Ahead of them, four pickups cruised east on Highway 186 towards Raymondville.  
 
   The harvest moon illuminated all, taking favor with neither side.  An observant narco would soon detect the soldiers if they did not move quickly.
 
   “Ahora,” Barrett ordered.
 
   A guardsman opened the top hatch of the front Humvee and braced his elbows on the roof.  He peered through the darkness by the aid of his night vision.  The truck beds were filled with the silhouettes of riders and their easily recognizable Kalashnikov rifles.  He dropped back into the Humvee and said, “Scouts were right.  They ain’t cowboys.”
 
   Barrett keyed his radio and tapped his finger against the microphone twice slowly and twice quickly – the confirmation for hostiles.  The four Humvees lurched forward, accelerating as one.  Their engines roared like chupacabras.  
 
   By the time the cartels realized they were being pursued, the three-ton monsters were on top of them.   The men in the back of the pickups never considered returning fire.  They were too preoccupied with either bracing for impact or yelling, “Go, go!” in thick Spanish.
 
   The Humvees were four wide and nearing 70 MPH as they reached the two rear pickups.  The trucks’ drivers were trying to accelerate, but were hopelessly blocked by the slower reactions of the amigos in front of them.  
 
   The driver of one of the rear pickups aimed for a dusty farm road.  He suddenly jerked the wheel hard to the left.  The high-speed transition from asphalt to gravel spun the light rear-end of the truck around.  One of the narcos in the bed was flung from his perch and was engulfed by the shadows.  His long wail was suddenly and forebodingly cut short.  
 
   The remaining rear truck was no match for the two Humvees that slammed into it.  An explosion of screams and wrinkling of sheet metal pierced the night as the pickup lurched forward.  Again the pair connected with the truck and pushed it along the highway like some strange, landside barge and tugboat.  Two soldiers emerged from the top hatches of the Humvees and engaged the rear pickup with the top-mounted Miniguns.  They each let a long burst of 7.62 NATO loose and utterly annihilated the target.
 
   The two front pickups were now well aware of the fate that awaited them.  Their engines roared with desperation as they struggled to pull away.  Meanwhile, the two outside Humvees surged forward.  
 
   As Humvees neared their top speed, the trucks began to pull away.  The narcos in the back had all watched as the Miniguns eviscerated their friends.  They had no desire to elicit a similar response.  They suddenly disappeared below the walls of the trucks’ beds.  Barrett keyed up his radio and spoke to his squad in coded Spanish.
 
   “It’s okay, let ‘em pull off some.  Let’s see if they lead us somewhere.  It’s not like they can get away.”
 
   The pickups swerved in opposite directions at an intersecting dirt road.  The Humvees split up and began to gain back the lost ground.  The drivers realized the flaw in their maneuver, and within a mile were back on the straight asphalt drag of 186.  As they approached the city, they blew past a sign that read:  
 
   Raymondville City Limit
 
   Pop. 9733
 
   Welcome to God’s Country
 
   A mile into town, the Barrett’s radio squawked to life, “We’ve got company at our twelve up on the overpass.  Looks like friendlies.  What’re they doing here?”  
 
   “Yeah, I see ‘em.  They’re a long way from home. I haven’t seen outside forces south of Corpus in months.  Lead pair; get some men on your Mk 19s.  As soon as the narcos are under the pass, hit ‘em.  If a couple grenades under the feet of our boys up top don’t scare ‘em back to Corpus, then maybe they’re worth having around.”
 
   The lighter and faster pickups had a ten second lead on the Humvees as they approached the overpass.  They would occasionally slalom in the highway, as if the drivers anticipated another hailstorm from the Miniguns at any moment.  Their unease helped the Humvees maintain a closer tail than they otherwise could have.  Barrett gripped the radio fiercely in anticipation.  He preferred to use the old-style microphone while on patrol.  It reminded him of a different time when wars were fought in distant lands, rather than Texas farm towns.  
 
   Twenty seconds until the fireworks.
 
   Barrett leaned forward.   As he peered through the front windshield with his night vision goggles, a smirk crept across his face.  He keyed the mic, “Everybody ready up top?”  
 
   Two affirmatives echoed back at him.  
 
   “Hold for my order.”  He craned his head and studied the unexpected spectators atop the overpass.
 
   Fifteen seconds.
 
   The driver of the lead pickup was sweating and swearing profusely.  At this point, he had no promise of a next breath.  Their only hope, in his mind, was to make it to the overpass, swerve across two lanes and hop the highway’s edge curb.  From there, if he could manage to retain some semblance of control, he would guide the truck around the sharp onramp that would lead them south to Highway 77 – and survival.  All at about 80 MPH.  He knew the Humvees could never follow him.  If he was lucky, they would turn their attention to the other truck, while he made his way to Avondale and beyond.  
 
   Ten seconds.
 
     Barrett studied what he could now clearly identify as MRAP M-ATVs with their armaments pointed ominously downward.  
 
   Eight seconds.
 
   Barrett’s mind had been trying to process why they would allow friendlies to sweep under their barrels – unless, no – impossible.  He could plainly see the markings on the vehicles from this distance.  
 
   Seven seconds.
 
   They were obviously U.S. military.  Weren’t they?  And yet, something was wrong.  
 
   Six seconds.
 
   The driver of the lead pickup had maneuvered himself to the far right lane of the highway.  The onramp for 77 south was fast approaching.  His palms were sweaty on the wheel. He steadied his resolve and focused on the desperate plan.  He never even bothered to look up at the overpass.
 
   Five seconds.
 
   Barrett’s stomach was floating in his chest by the time he keyed the mic again.  He couldn’t risk the chance, and the time was now.  “Up top, back in the Humvee, now!  Now!”  
 
   The two men slid back into the cabins and slammed the top hatches shut.  They were confused, and more than a little irritated.  They were looking forward to rocking the world of the boys up top.  As they finished the thought, they saw the first of the tracers hit the pickups in front of them.  The trucks seemed to buckle from the hail of bullets.  Before they could react, a lead firestorm erupted all around them.  It seemed as if every square inch of their armored roof was clanging in unison.  At any moment, the Humvees would surely be torn apart.
 
   The lead pickup careened off the road, into the ditch and then sailed through the air.  Limp bodies were flung haphazardly from the bed of the flaming projectile.  The other truck had spun several times and looked as if it would stop in the middle of the highway, until the front two Humvees slammed it forcefully to the other shoulder.  The drivers of the rear Humvees had predicted the maneuver and braked abruptly to avoid a collision, while their team in the front blazed a path.  With the road ahead clear, they accelerated ferociously.
 
   Barrett quickly transitioned from shock to rage.  He keyed the mic up in English for the first time.  
 
   “Shee-yit!  We’re on the same team!”
 
   No response.
 
   “This is the unit commander for Alpha Squad, Texas State Guards, First Regiment, Padre Island.  Identify yourselves immediately or we will return fire.”
 
   Finally, a man responded, “Oh my God.  Sir, do you have any casualties?”  The voice of the squad leader was strained and audibly distraught.  All protocol had been forgotten.  
 
   The other Humvees had been following the exchange and responded to Barrett in code, “All clear, Sir.”  
 
   Barrett engaged the man atop the overpass again, “Negative on the casualties.  We’re taking up a defensive position.  I want you and your squad off that damn bridge and down here with me, on foot.  Now.  We’ve a lot to talk about.”
 
   “Affirmative, sir; we’re coming down.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Jake
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   He drifted in and out of that state of consciousness that was not quite asleep, but not quite awake.  The sun was beginning to crest the loblolly and slash pine tops and kiss the pasture beyond with its warmth.  As twilight fled once again, he was gently tugged away from his lull by the morning’s light.  Jake was not sure how long it had been since he had last heard the coffee perking, but even a bitter cup would be satisfying enough.  He grabbed the long-barreled revolver from the table beside him and slid it into the worn, leather holster.  He stretched his arms high overhead, before sauntering into the kitchen.  A smile crept across his face as he poured the cup and stirred in the smallest amount of creamer.  The percolator was just another small trespass against what was to be expected, and he relished that. 
 
   His stroll back outside was more purposeful as he began to feel the coffee’s effects.  Jake withdrew the revolver and slid it back onto the table.   He sipped the coffee as he surveyed the back of his property and the adjoining pastures.  It was peaceful and inviting, everything the world had ceased to be.  The spring fog acted like a thick blanket over a distant pond.  
 
   Several wood ducks quacked argumentatively amongst themselves as they meandered aimlessly across the water.  Occasionally they would dip beneath the surface for a hapless minnow, or perhaps some spongy bit of pond weed.  He could faintly see a few white oaks beyond the fog and the pines, as the fields eventually gave way to the stands of timber and finally the hardwood swamp beyond.  Satisfied with the serenity, he downed the last of his brew and stepped off the deck to scan the rest of the property, and reflect.
 
   He thought to himself, how did we ever get so far off the right path?  He knew the answer, even as he asked himself.  It was incremental.  The seemingly small and unrelated choices a people make are what ultimately destroy them.  The swings of society’s pendulum were almost always met with a near-equal and opposite force, but the culture’s rudder never got quite back on the true course.  
 
   It was the nudges in the wrong direction: the values of a wiser generation that never connected with their sons and daughters, or the lessons of history that were lost or rewritten.  He paused for a moment as he plucked a mandarin and rubbed his thumb across the leathery skin before continuing.  One day, a point of singularity is inevitably reached.  The nudges soon enough become shoves, and the worlds seems to change in a matter of days and weeks, rather than generations.  A paradigm shift occurs before one’s very eyes, if they so choose to see it.     
 
   In one motion he lobbed the unripe citrus and lifted his hand to wave to Franklin Thames, his neighbor.  Frank easily had three long and hard decades on Jake.  His skin was weathered by years of working the land.  The old man’s worldview was molded by the time spent in reflection of wars fought long ago, wars that he was too young to understand at the time.  
 
   Frank wore faded brown overalls with a dusty, western hat.  His right arm cradled an ancient, lever-action carbine, and his left hand pinched a hand-rolled cigarette.  The old man was standing over a heap in his pasture.  He motioned Jake his way.
 
   Sasha, Jake’s German shepherd, was already with the old man.   She looked to be contently occupied with something firmly held in her mouth.  Frank was the only other man Sasha would tolerate.  Jake had tried to break her from leaving, but if Frank was tending to the cattle, she would split time between the two.  Jake eventually relented, partly because he knew Frank appreciated her keeping watch for him while he worked.
 
   Jake spread the barbed wire wide enough to duck through and approached the two.  The heap on the ground was now obvious to him.  Frank took one last drag of the tobacco before stamping it out with the heel of his boot.
 
   “Jake, what’re we going to do?  This is the second time this month.”
 
   Jake examined what was left of the calf.  By the looks of it, he reasoned, it had been field dressed sometime the night before.  The object he had seen in Sasha’s mouth was a bone that she had retrieved from the remains.
 
   “Frank, I’m sorry; we never heard a thing.  How many calves does that leave you with?”
 
   “Ten, but I expect them to be gone before much longer if I don’t bring them closer to the house.  I don’t have the manpower to watch the livestock and defend the house.”
 
   “I heard from Mr. Gaston that a farm not far from here was attacked two nights ago.  There were six of them.  The gunfire woke the neighbors.  After they realized what was going on they rushed over and fought them off.  They hit one of them.  He ran off a ways, but bled out after his friends left him.  The family didn’t even realize he was there until the next morning; everyone was too afraid to go outside.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard about that.  The sheriff showed up and took the body, but they didn’t even investigate.  Son, they’re trying hard to stem the tide and losing ground every day.  We’re on our own out here.”
 
   The two men continued on with what might be considered the small talk of some strange new world.  Sasha playfully gnawed at her bone, occasionally looking up at the two and tilting her head to the side, as if to admit confusion at some bit of news or gossip.  The men mused about the farm, and how fortunate they were to actually have neighbors close enough to come to their aid.  Jake and Frank realized, without mention, the similarities between the farm and their own.
 
   Jake had bought twenty acres from Frank nearly a decade earlier.  The two had met through a realtor friend of Frank’s.  Frank needed the liquidity to continue running the farm, but didn’t want to openly list the property and deal with the numerous, random, potential buyers stalking through the tall ryegrass and under the aging pecan trees that dotted his winter pasture.  She told him that it was just part of the process, but he refused.  “You’ll know the right buyer when you meet him – and when you do, send him my way.”  And so she did.  
 
   Franklin Thames and Jake Sellers had a longneck and a long talk befitting old friends in Frank’s hayloft overlooking the property that first evening.  The next day they began the process of transferring the property.  It took another week to formalize the purchase, but to both men the handshake after that first evening was the true point of sale.  
 
   Relative to the other homesteads and farmhouses, Jake’s house was unusually close to Frank’s, but the two families from different eras enjoyed the friendship that blossomed from that closeness.
 
   The men exchanged a few final words and nodded as they parted.  Sasha stood to stretch, let out a high pitched whine and trotted off with Jake.  Jake and Sasha crossed the fence and continued to the back of the property to finish the morning outing.  
 
   The cool morning air was the first sign of autumn’s arrival.  The gentle breeze would soon rustle the pecans from their perches amongst the long rows of trees.  He looked forward to trading them for some of Mrs. Thames’ locally renowned pecan pies.  
 
   Jake’s pleasant thoughts wavered as he returned to the realities of his situation.  It had been peaceful enough for longer than any of them expected, but the problems of the cities and suburbs had finally reached their sleepy community.  
 
   Besides the price of everything rising by a factor of five and the mass unemployment, the first sign of the approaching storm had been the blackouts.  Originally, it seemed innocent enough; a sub-station failure during a thunderstorm that probably just needed a quick repair.  When the utility crew had arrived onsite, however, they were beaten and robbed.  By the second or third ambush, a worker was kidnapped and ransomed.  
 
   The crews eventually refused to perform any repairs without a police escort.  In the beginning this prolonged the blackouts by several hours.  As cities spiraled further into chaos, however, the delays became much longer.  This only seemed to escalate the cycle of violence and unrest, fueled by the deterioration of an expected quality of life.  
 
   Jake’s mind continued to wander as he approached the back of his house.  After several more steps, his wife’s silhouette appeared at the threshold of the back door.
 
   “Come on in hun, breakfast is almost ready.”  
 
   Jake stopped for a moment and grinned at her, his right hand instinctively coming to rest on the wooden grip of the .357.  Sasha poked her head between his legs, plopped down on her haunches and looked at Kate.   
 
   “What’re you two trouble makers staring at?”  Kate struggled to hold back the smile that was creeping across her face.  She playfully put her hands on her hips and feigned disdain.
 
   “We just wanted to take you in for a moment.  You look beautiful.”
 
   “Oh hush!” she quipped, still smiling, “I look like a wreck.  Save your smooth talk for when you need it!”  She spun abruptly, hiding her blushing cheeks from him, and marched back inside in an exaggerated manner.  
 
   Jake grinned and scratched Sasha behind her ears before continuing towards the house.  Her tail wagged in delight as she bounded along beside him.  
 
   Katelyn planted a loud kiss on Jake’s lips and smiled as she handed him two plates.  He winked before turning and carrying them to the rectangular table in the dining nook.  He admired her figure as she grabbed her plate and a fresh pot of coffee and turned towards him.  She shot him a wink before pouring the coffee into several cups already waiting on the table.
 
   Geram, Jake’s younger brother, was slowly dragging himself to the table with one eye still closed.  He stretched his arms to the ceiling, before slumping into the chair opposite of Jake.  “Bacon, eggs and home-grown blueberries, Kate you’re too good to this man.  Say, you got a sister?”
 
   She laughed, “Yes I am and you know she’s married, Geram.”
 
   “That’s alright, as long as you make an extra plate when you cook for this guy, I can cope.”  Geram grinned as he popped a blueberry in his mouth and took sip of his coffee.  
 
   “You’ll have a plate here as long as you want,” Jake added.  He finished his first egg, before continuing, “Mr. Thames lost a calf last night to some poachers.  They field dressed it in the pasture and left what they couldn’t carry.  Did you see anything last night?”
 
   “I had a dark SUV creep by us at about zero one hundred, but I never saw them come back.  I tried to get a number on the occupants with my binoculars, but it was too dark to see inside the vehicle, even with the full moon.”  
 
   Jake nodded, “The only vehicle I saw on my watch had the same description.  They passed by around 4, but they weren’t creeping.”
 
   “That would’ve given them enough time to get the calf.”  
 
   Jake nodded in agreement as he stabbed several blueberries with his fork.  The light banter at the beginning of breakfast had faded and the three were more solemn now.  Kate topped off the boys’ cups and left them alone as she went to feed Sasha some scraps.
 
   Jake pushed his plate aside and leaned forward.  He eyed Geram and said, “It’s been two days since you showed up.  They don’t let you just drop in on family while you’re in active duty.  You ready to talk yet, SEAL?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Clayton
 
   Washington County, Alabama
 
    
 
   The muddy waters of the Tombigbee and Alabama Rivers converged just north of Mt. Vernon.  The heavy rains upstate had caused the rivers to swell well past flood stage much earlier than normal.  They were set to crest in two days’ time.  Most of the logging roads that dutifully followed the ridges of the river swamp had several feet of water over them already.  The deer and hogs had long since retreated to higher and drier grounds.  Of all nights, this night deep in the backwaters should have been the domain of croaking bullfrogs and grunting alligators, but not tonight.
 
   A hush rolled across the cutoff that meandered between the two rivers.  In the distance, the ascending groan of an outboard motor could be heard.  The low moan had little to do with the unnatural hush across the swamp.  It was the blood-curdling howl that emanated from somewhere seemingly within it.  
 
   Immediately after, a second, more primal howl answered.  Finally, they cried out in unison.  This strange chorus of animal and mechanical baffled the lords and princes of this natural kingdom.  They felt compelled to their silence as they waited in anticipation for the appearance of the strange, midnight wayfarer.    
 
   Clayton threw his head back once again and let out a howl befitting some mythical beast, to the untrained ear at least.  He knew it drove Moses crazy.   The dog was already bounding to and fro in the custom-built, shallow-draft, aluminum boat.  Finally, Moses could abstain no longer.  He put his front paws on the bow and offered up his interpretation for any lycanthropes that may have been confused by Clayton’s less than perfect rendition.  
 
   Clayton let out a bellowing laugh at Moses, before leaning forward and banging the dry well in several quick successions.  Moses instinctively crawled into the bottom of the boat just as it performed a perfectly timed S-motion.  The two stumps were not visible even in the daylight hours, but Clayton knew exactly where they were.
 
   The swamp was his. 
 
   An onlooker would have been convinced of his lunacy, if not because of the spectacle of his howls, then absolutely because of his choice to brave the unpredictable floodwaters at night.  He roared forward at full-throttle by the light of a full moon, which was all but hidden by the thick canopy of willows and Spanish moss just above.  Clayton was no fool, though.  His homemade apparatus of a motorcycle helmet and night vision goggles transformed him from a mere mortal into a backwater demigod, and he reveled in it.
 
   The night was his. 
 
   After emerging from the darkened cutoff, they ducked low and cut a diagonal path across the moonlit river to a small tributary, commonly called a slough, on the other side.  In less than half a minute, they were back in the welcoming confines of the heavy canopy. 
 
   After they braved one final bend, Clay yanked the kill switch from the mud motor.  He leveraged the boat’s momentum to push it through the thick wall of vegetation and trees that grew along the submerged banks.  The craft drifted into a clearing a couple hundred feet beyond.  A shy snapping turtle on a nearby log dove into the murky depths as they passed.  
 
   Clayton crawled to the front of the boat, grasped the bow rope and tied a quick clove hitch to a nearby cypress tree.  As they waited and listened, he quietly opened the cooler and retrieved two biscuits and some sausage.  He tossed one of the biscuits to the cur and he caught it mid-air.  Clay flicked his folding knife open and split the sausage into two even portions.  Moses appreciated the gesture of equality; he licked Clayton’s hand before taking the salty meat.  While they enjoyed their snacks and listened for the sounds of any would-be followers, Clayton grabbed a wooden paddle and shoved it down into the black water.  
 
   The depth check was more of an old habit than a necessity.  His boat could take off from nine inches of muck without any problems.  Once on a plane, he needed less than a half inch of water over soft mud to navigate the swamp.  Clayton finished his biscuit and leaned back in his seat.   He quietly admired the wonder of his artificially green-hued surroundings.
 
   Clumps of Spanish moss and thick, gnarled vines hung from the cypress and white oaks that surrounded their hidden enclave.  Clayton counted six fox-squirrel nests that dotted the nearby oaks.  He noted several pairs of widely space eyes on the water, staring back at him.  
 
   The alligators’ curiosity was emboldened when Clayton made his night runs without lighting.  Often they would drift within several feet of the boat.  Their presence did not bother Clayton or Moses, as long as they were safe in the boat and the alligators remained in the water.  
 
   The cool night air was a welcome relief from the southern sun’s relentless barrage.  Clayton hoped the flood was a herald of an early winter.  They desperately needed a sharp frost to stunt the plague of insects.  Their boat was swarmed by mosquitos and gnats as soon as it drifted to a stop.
 
   They waited a half hour and failed to detect any indication of human life in the swamp.  Satisfied that they were indeed alone, Clayton tugged the knot loose from the cypress and eased the boat to an idle.  Slowly, they continued on their way.
 
   They idled along the slough for another half hour and then killed the motor again.  Clayton grabbed a long wooden pole and plunged it into the water.  He quietly pushed the boat through the thick vegetation at the slough’s edge until he could see through the cover on the other side.  He peered across the empty lake to the shore beyond.
 
   Sodium-vapor and halogen lamps pierced the darkness on the opposite shore.  They reflected off the lake’s surface, and were a poor celestial substitute for the starless sky.  Dozens of small camps supported by weathered, timber piling towered over the surrounding cypress knots.  Their roofs extended increasingly higher into the night air as they continued up the gentle slopes.  Many of the closest camps already had several feet of water beneath them.  Clayton was surprised to see the small community so well-illuminated; they had not had power for at least two weeks.  The small fishing communities were filled with survivors, however.  Perhaps they had a supply of natural gas to supplement their solar panels.   
 
   Clayton scanned the shore near the landing for any signs of movement, but found none.  He scratched Moses’ head and whispered “What about you, see anyone?”  
 
   Moses stood up on the bow and sniffed the sweet night air, before turning back and climbing over the dry well.  
 
   Clayton sighed and replied, “Me neither; maybe next week.  Let’s head home.”  
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Clayton’s demeanor was much more reserved on their way home.  He reflected on a past life in another world.  He had once been a successful contractor and entrepreneur.  His first million was hard-fought through long days, sleepless nights and relentless ambition.  He tried anything that he thought would turn a profit:  residential developments, industrial shutdowns, offshore – anything.  He particularly loved demolition work because he could get paid to remove the structure, crush the brick and concrete, and resell it as base material for roadways and parking lots.  Besides, slamming a four-ton wrecking ball into a building was about as much fun as a man could have without going to jail.  
 
   He soon realized the real money was in being a developer.  He would research an area, purchase the raw land, develop a shopping center, sell a few outlying parcels to help recoup his investment and lease the shops.  He had successfully repeated his formula multiple times.  
 
   The next several million were earned much easier than the first.  A new way of doing business came with the territory, however, and he despised it.  The permits, regulations and laws were countless and restrictive.  The government inspectors had an endless repertoire of building and environmental codes that they could deem a developer in violation of, regardless if he actually was or not, seemingly at their whim.  A single owl that was considered endangered could reduce a profitable endeavor to a crawl through red tape with the only light at the end of the tunnel a dim flicker of breaking even.  
 
   Of course, there was another way, a way to make all of the troubles disappear.  It started innocent enough and could almost be justified, if you remembered to check your morals at the door.  Before long, it was easier for him to count the people he was not paying off.  It seemed everyone wanted to stick their hands into his pockets.  Clayton Sellers grew to despise the realities of the ‘easy’ life he had sought for so long.
 
   It’s been said that every man should know his number.  He should have an amount, however large it may be, so that if he ever reaches it then he can consider himself a success and politely back away from the table with his soul intact.  If he does not know when cash out of the game, greed will slowly begin to creep in.  He will forsake everything, and everyone, in his pursuits.  The man with a number knows wealth to be a means; the man without knows it only as an end.
 
   Three years ago, Clayton reached his number.   He dumped it all:  the businesses, the swank properties in town, stocks, bonds and all the racketeers that had made a living off of his hard work.  They could keep their broken system.  He would fade away into his gulch, and he was not the only one that was leaving.  A groundswell of principled men were breaking away from the clutches of the leviathan that was crushing them.
 
   He bought two thousand acres in the middle of the river swamp for a song.  Even he was surprised that the timber company had accepted his lowball offer.  Apparently, they had been more desperate for cash than he thought.  It wasn’t prime land by any definition.  Most of the property flooded when the surrounding rivers swelled beyond their banks.  Clayton did not mind the inconvenience, however.
 
   In a typical year the property would flood just enough to foil the poachers.  The water was still shallow enough to limit access to all but the most specialized of vessels; a vessel much like his, own.  He leased the surrounding twenty thousand acres from the same timber company as a buffer.  Beyond that was mostly state wildlife reserve.  
 
   Clayton’s theory of life was one of irony:  sometimes the only way to spit oneself out of the beast was to feign defeat and allow it to swallow you whole, so that one day you might have the leverage to go forth and never look back.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After an uneventful ride back, they finally were within sight of home.  Home was a one-room camp on timber piles.  It was nestled in a grove of swamp oaks.  Their gnarled branches help to conceal the brown, metal roof from any prying eyes overhead.  Soon enough, winter would be here and he would be lying in his bed, listening to acorns clatter on the roof like errant golf balls.
 
   Clayton had to float in all of the building materials, which was a daunting task in its own right.  The work was made harder by the remoteness of the site and his determination to keep its location a secret.  It took nearly six months to build the camp.  Three of Clayton’s closest friends helped him with most of the work.  Actually, they were probably his only friends, if you were to ask him.  Everybody that knew Clayton liked him, but if he wasn’t certain he could trust a man with his life, they were just acquaintances to him.  The brothers Greene and Teddy Lawson he could trust, he was certain of that. 
 
   The screened porch wrapped around the entirety of the camp.  On the front, a wide staircase descended into the muddy waters below.  Clayton estimated the depth to be about two feet at the last step.  He killed the motor and drifted towards the camp.  Moses, who had been napping, awoke and bounded to the bow of the boat.  
 
   Clayton guided the vessel alongside the stairs with expert skill.  The boat gently came to a stop as he looped the stern rope around one of the rail posts.  He crawled to the bow and did the same, before climbing over the rails and onto solid footing.  
 
   Moses whined as he struggled to squeeze between two posts.  Clayton laughed at his friend’s expense and patted him on the side of his ever growing belly.  With Moses finally free, they turned and started up the stairs.  
 
   The smell of fresh cornbread wafted to Moses’ nose first.  He suddenly pushed off with his back paws and bounded to the top.  Clayton laughed as he caught a whiff. 
 
   “Son, if you eat any more I’ll have to leave you here next time.”  
 
   Moses turned and whined, before spinning back around and nudging the screened door with his wet nose.
 
   As Claire pushed the door open, the aroma from within was almost too much for Moses.  He burst into the camp and paced impatiently in front of the wood-burning stove.  Clayton greeted her with a weak smile and a kiss on the cheek.   By the look on her face, she shared his worry.  
 
   “No sign of them yet?”
 
   “No ma’am.”
 
   “They’ll turn up soon enough.  Come on in; I have fresh cornbread and catfish.”
 
   “Mmm, you sure know how to end a bad day on a good note.”  He dropped a filet in Moses’ open mouth and it disappeared with one gulp.
 
   Clayton grabbed three filets and two wedges cornbread, before sitting at the table across from Claire.  Moses had already devoured another filet and far too much cornbread.  Content, he plopped down in front of the door.  Clayton smiled; Moses knew his post.  Claire was reading her Bible by the blue hue of an LED lamp.  She cleared her throat, looked up and said, “Listen to this:    
 
   ‘But when they said, ‘Give us a king to lead us,’ this displeased Samuel; so he prayed to the Lord.  And the Lord told him: ‘Listen to all that the people are saying to you; it is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.  As they have done from the day I brought them up out of Egypt until this day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so they are doing to you.  Now listen to them; but warn them solemnly and let them know what the king who will reign over them will claim as his rights.’
 
   Samuel told all the words of the Lord to the people who were asking him for a king.  He said, ‘This is what the king who will reign over you will claim as his rights: He will take your sons and make them serve with his chariots and horses, and they will run in front of his chariots.  Some he will assign to be commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and others to plow his ground and reap his harvest, and still others to make weapons of war and equipment for his chariots.  He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers.  He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive groves and give them to his attendants.  He will take a tenth of your grain and of your vintage and give it to his officials and attendants.  Your male and female servants and the best of your cattle and donkeys he will take for his own use.  He will take a tenth of your flocks, and you yourselves will become his slaves.  When that day comes, you will cry out for relief from the king you have chosen, but the Lord will not answer you in that day.   ‘But the people refused to listen to Samuel. ‘No!’ they said. ‘We want a king over us.  Then we will be like all the other nations, with a king to lead us and to go out before us and fight our battles.’
 
   When Samuel heard all that the people said, he repeated it before the Lord.  The Lord answered, ‘Listen to them and give them a king.’”
 
   Clayton finished the last of his cornbread and sat in silence for a few minutes, considering the verses.  
 
   Claire watched him intensely.  Finally, she broke the silence, “Do you think we asked for this?”
 
   “I know I didn’t.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant, you know that.  We the people; society.  We.”
 
   He rubbed his scraggly beard and thought for a while before finally answering.  The playful demeanor from earlier was gone, “I’m not sure.  If we didn’t ask for it, we sure beat around the bush with Him.  If you believe in the Lord, you don’t go around acting like we have for the last hundred years or so without knowing you’re pissing Him off.  If you don’t believe in Him, you still don’t do it without knowing you’re screwing up the balance of ought and ought not.  So in that respect, I guess it was bound to happen.  We just lucked up and got to live through it.”  
 
   “Maybe we’re supposed to live through it.   You and I.  The family.”
 
   “Maybe so, babe.  I’ve always heard it said that you are where you are, and when you are for a reason, even if it is a bit part.  Hey, did I tell you that dinner was perfect?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe you did.”
 
   “Well it was.  I love you.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Jake
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   Geram took his time with his coffee, while he searched for the proper way to start.  He finally let out a deep sigh and began.
 
   “Tell me what you know about Texas and the border.”
 
   “Texas,” Jake thought for several moments, before continuing, “All we really get is what they want us to, since most of the internet’s been shut down.  There’re some pretty wild rumors floating around, but you can’t verify anything.  
 
   The news says the border is hot, but the local state guards are supporting the military and Border Patrol in hopes of containing it.  The ranchers are in big trouble, but everywhere else is basically the same as here:  the cities are full of rioters, the suburbs are getting dangerous and it’s starting to spill into rural areas.  Martial law and curfews abound.”
 
   Geram reared back in his chair and balanced on its back two back legs.  He closed his eyes and said, “It’s much worse bro, I’ve seen it myself.  The border isn’t hot, it’s on fire.  We’ve lost ground a hundred miles deep in most places.  San Antonio and Corpus Christi are on the front lines of the war, fighting in the streets for their southern suburbs.  Fort Bliss is an island, all but cut off from new supplies.  Tucson is behind enemy lines and Phoenix is split in half.  People are fleeing north like refugees to Houston, Dallas and Albuquerque.
 
   Many who’ve seen the worst aren’t even stopping there.  They’re leaving the Southwest altogether.  The folks down there are convinced the Feds are willing to cede their states, like some sort of pacification.  Besides, they say, we can’t afford or aren’t willing to push back hard enough for the cartels to fear us.”
 
   “War?  Like a real war?”
 
   “Yep, like a real war except it’s on our own soil; but wait, it gets worse.”  Geram’s eyes were wide open and he was leaning forward intensely.  “We were told that six Humvees had been stolen by the cartels from a National Guard armory, and it was our mission to search and destroy.  Their last known whereabouts was in Raymondville, that’s northwest of Brownsville, not far from the border.
 
   We headed south on 77 from Corpus in four MRAPs on a night run.  There were twelve of us.  It was eerie.  The northbound shoulder of 77 was lined with cars that’d broken down or just run out of fuel.  
 
   Some cars never made it to the shoulder.  People just left them in the highway.  Like I said, it was a real foreboding feeling.  It looked like I-10 after Katrina, except much worse.  The fact that our trucks were completely blacked out and we were viewing these scenes through night vision only added to the unease.
 
   Southbound 77 was wide open, so we made good time to Raymondville.  Jake, I swear this is the truth, the sign at the city limits was spray-painted with the words, ‘Gringo, turn back or die,’ and had a pike on each side of it.” 
 
   Geram paused for a moment as if to collect his thoughts, and continued. “There were heads on the pikes, human heads – Americans’ heads.   We slowed down to a more reserved speed and each put a man up top.  I was one of the four.  You could say we had the best, or maybe the worst, view.  I had an M2 Browning, and the rest of the guys had M240s. 
 
   Mission briefing said to be alert for signs of disputes between the Zetas and the Gulf Cartel, but that was an understatement.  It looked like a war zone: burned cars, buildings destroyed and piles of rubble – in America.
 
   But here’s where it didn’t make sense to us – we were ordered to stay on a secure frequency.  Command said several squads had been ambushed after being contacted by English-speaking hostiles posing as locals or friendly state patrols.  Under no circumstance were we to monitor outside communications.  The idea was ridiculous to our squad leader, to say the least.   His thought was we might as well have been blindfolded.  It wasn’t in his squad’s best interest, so it wasn’t in his playbook, and we weren’t about to argue with that. 
 
   Raymondville isn’t that big, so it didn’t take long to locate our targets.  We stopped on top of the overpass on the east side of town.  The view was commanding; I could see for miles.  We aimed three of the guns west, straight down 186. The fourth gun was covering our rear.
 
   The place was like a ghost town, so it was easy to detect movement.  The drive south had put us all on edge, and we were ready for a pound of flesh for what we’d seen.  From my vantage point I could see churches, restaurants and all sorts of stores and shops.  It was your typical small town.  My chest was burning with anger.  After about an hour, we saw them.
 
   It couldn’t’ve been any more perfect:  we heard their gunfire before we could even see ‘em.  After several moments, headlights appeared.  Two trucks were screaming east on 186, straight towards us.  They were approximately three miles out when we first had a good view.  Behind them were four of our Humvees in hot pursuit, but losing ground.  
 
   From that distance, we had a little over two minutes before they’d reach us.  The two cartels, or what we thought were two cartels, were focused on each other and never saw us.
 
   We were ordered by our squad leader to hold our fire until the last moment.  We would then send a wall of lead down at a sharp angle and let their momentum push them through it.  Any surviving vehicles could be picked off at our leisure on the other side by the fourth gun.
 
   We scanned the radio frequencies and heard what sounded like an exchange between the two groups.  It was fast-paced, heated Spanish peppered with expletives that even our translator couldn’t make sense of.  As they approached, we set our sights as ordered.   It seemed like we waited a lifetime.  
 
   Finally, we were given the order to fire.  I took a deep breath and engaged the butterfly trigger on the back of the weapon.  The world erupted around me in gunfire and explosions, but it took me a second or two to realize that it wasn’t coming from me.  I’d forgotten to remove the spent brass I had wedged behind the trigger as a safety!  By then it was too late, the vehicles were careening under the bridge.  The scene was one of bellowing smoke, dancing flames and screeching tires.
 
   One of the pickups veered off and slid sideways along the right shoulder of the highway.  The truck continued down into the ditch, then up and out as it performed a magnificent, flaming barrel roll, aided by a drain pipe’s headwall.  The second truck spun and almost managed to come to a complete stop in the middle of the highway, but was punted to the left shoulder as two of the Humvees slammed into its side.
 
   To our surprise the four Humvees accelerated out from underneath us two-wide, straddling the center of 186.  Our rear guard opened fire on them, but we never could’ve imagined what happened next.  A booming voice came across their radio.
 
   ‘Sheee-yit!  We’re on the same team!’
 
   The booming voice was in that undeniable west Texas cowboy drawl.  I immediately felt sick.  There was no doubt in my mind that we had American blood on our hands.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   William
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
    
 
   William Galleani smashed his first cigarette of the morning in the ashtray and rolled out of bed.  He crawled along the wall to the blinds and gingerly peaked through.  He had absolutely no desire to become a martyr for the cause.  He crawled a several feet from the window, before standing and walking the remaining distance to the bathroom.  
 
   He took a long look in the mirror to size himself up.  He was an unlikely leader.  William was short and diminutive, with the slightest bit of stubble beginning to show on his face and neck.  His short black hair was all but hidden beneath the fleece skullcap as he pulled it snugly onto his head.  The dark hair was such a stark contrast to his pale skin.  It exaggerated his look of etherealness.  His dark brown eyes were deeply set in his skull in a manner that made him look eternally exhausted.  After brushing his teeth, he stumbled into the meager kitchen and started a pot of coffee.    
 
   William had started SPARC (Socialists, Political Anarchists, Radicals and Communists) only five short years ago, and now he was a major player in the new political scene.  He had the ear of politicians, labor leaders and even several foreign diplomats that represented various countries from banana republics, to former cold-war superpowers, to modern-day players.  
 
   To be honest, which he seldom was, more of his organization’s financial support came from outside of the country than within.  His group had exploded on the scene a mere six months ago when the unrest first started in D.C.  While other groups’ leadership was apprehensive at first to openly challenge the police, SPARC would employ tactics to antagonize them into responding with force.  William would then flood social media with videos of their agents being beaten while they innocently bleated like lambs.
 
    The videos were soon picked up by the media establishment and delivered into the living rooms of Americans, and across the world.  These successful tactics led to the cannibalization of other organizations’ members.  SPARC’s ranks quickly swelled with young radicals of all stripes that were demoralized by the endless marching and shouting they had grown nauseatingly accustomed to.
 
   SPARC had branches in major cities all across the country, and they were adding to their ranks with each new clash with police.  William’s army of revolutionaries was potentially much larger, since copycat groups had popped up in the smaller cities where he did not yet have a presence.  He had plans for them as well.  If they did not assimilate under his wide umbrella of chaos when he came to town, he would use his powerful contacts to destroy them.
 
   He credited his charisma and powerful rhetoric as the source of his magnetism.  In a world of revolutionaries and activists as varied as the colors in the spectrum, he had managed to bring them together and focus their energy towards his goals.
 
   Apparently, his allies in congress were much more powerful than even he had anticipated.  He had expected a climactic, highly publicized exchange with the Federal government, but they had largely ignored him.  A handful of the more radical politicians praised him and were sometimes even spotted at his rallies.  Or, perhaps America had truly become a paper tiger, shackled by political correctness.  If that was so, it would make things much simpler for him.  The local and state governments alone were no match for his agents of chaos.  Their budgets were already broken, and their pensions were already drained.  All they could do was make idle threats at press conferences while SPARC gleefully burned their cities to the ground.  And if the city leaders or police decided to get too heavy handed, SPARC would make a house call and terrorize their families.  William did not want complete submission, however.  Violence begot more violence, and having an enemy worked to his benefit.
 
   The coffeemaker hissed and gurgled as it finished brewing.  William grabbed a day-old styrofoam cup and filled it to the top.  Today was an important day for him; today he would up the ante.  The riots had been successful in that they had brought him respect and power, but they had also provided him a platform to leverage so that he could transition to phase two.  
 
   There were two types of people in the streets, revolutionaries and opportunists.  The opportunists used the riots as an excuse to loot.  The revolutionaries of course looted as well, of course, but that was not their goal.  A paradigm shift was their end-game, a fundamental transformation to whatever radical ideology that they held dear to their hearts.  William needed a third type of person in the street, though.  He needed the opposition; the sons and daughters of ‘liberty’.  
 
   William simply called them the ‘opposition’.  There were dozens of derogatory terms out there he could have used, but he preferred to anesthetize them.  Therefore, if you have an opposition, a mere obstacle, you simply eradicate it.  Besides, euphemisms worked better around his more sophisticated supporters, so it was a matter of etiquette to settle on the term.
 
   For the most part, the opposition was nowhere to be seen, actually.  They mostly resided in suburban and rural settings and avoided the cities at all costs.  Those outlying areas were where SPARC was the weakest.  As long as their property was respected and their families were safe, they stayed home.  He had expected so much more out of these people.  They had been so vocal about rights and liberties; freedom and restoration.
 
   Even now, facing anarchy in the streets and the tightening grip of martial law, they pulled their curtains tight and barred their doors like cowards.  Ever the optimists, they hoped to weather the storm, wait for order to be restored, and maybe rebuild their country.  William was not going anywhere, anytime soon, though.  He needed something to strike fear into their hearts, a fear of losing what they held dear; the kind of fear that motivated men to act.
 
   The pre-paid cell phone vibrated on the counter, rudely interrupting his musings.  He strolled to the kitchen and topped off his cup as he checked the incoming number.  
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Hey, how are things there?”
 
   The pleasantries only seemed to annoy William.  The man should know by now.  
 
   “Fine; how is the procurement process?”
 
   There was a long pause, and then, “It’s… taking longer than we anticipated.  Everyone is paranoid.  This is serious, Will.”
 
   William rattled a cigarette from his soft pack and withdrew it with his lips.  His tone grew sarcastic and abrasive, “I know exactly how serious this is, I wouldn’t have called in my favor to you if it wasn’t.  I’m on a timeline and I need you to deliver me some results.  No more delays.  Now, tell me the status.”
 
   “Well, the secondary objective is complete and awaiting approval to proceed.  The primary is still being negotiated.  The talks are productive, but like I said, everybody is scared.  I think I can have the terms nailed down by the end of this week and delivery by the end of the following.”
 
   William lit the cigarette and took a long drag, allowing the realities of the conversation to sink in.  
 
   “That sounds acceptable.  Two weeks, not three, not five.  Two, got it?”
 
   He could hear the relief in the man’s voice, “Yes, got it.  Perfect.  Now, what about the secondary objective, should we execute?”
 
   “Absolutely not.  If everyone’s paranoid, then that might push them away from the table altogether.  Just keep pushing, but don’t push them away.  Call me in a week.  I’ll send you my new number.”  
 
   William smiled as he ended the call and took another long drag of the tobacco.  He strolled to the closet and rummaged for a minute before retrieving a dark hoodie and some jeans.  News like this called for a celebration.  
 
   After he pulled on the jeans he checked his watch, it was 6 AM.  He grabbed the land line and dialed.  The phone rang five or six times before a man’s voice groaned on the other end.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Great news, get up.  Meet me at the spot.”
 
   “What time is it?  I went to bed like four hours ago, I think.  I was torching storefronts and drinking Jägermeister all night.  I don’t even want to think about drinks.”
 
   “Yeah you do, now get up.  Meet me there in twenty minutes.”  
 
   Click.  
 
   Days like this were what it was all about.  He adjusted the Kevlar vest under the hoodie, before grabbing his Walther PPS and dashing out the door.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Barrett
 
   South Padre Island, Texas
 
    
 
   Barrett and Governor Baker pulled out of the heliport and turned north onto Channel View Loop in the four-wheel-drive buggy.  The area contained by the loop had been cleared of RVs to make room for the state guards’ equipment.
 
   The sky was cloudy but still beautiful.  The warm, salty air beckoned to everyone within its domain.  Padre Island’s wide beaches lay just beyond the edge of the pavement.  The waves were larger than normal.
 
   In another time, the island would have been saturated with tourists taking surfing lessons, snorkeling, fishing the jetty or simply basking in the south Texas sun.  Perhaps a beachfront wedding would be taking place behind one of the condos.  The bride and groom would be whisked away after the ceremony, leaving the guests to occupy their evening with fried oysters and draft beer at Louie’s.  Instead, the only visitors were the gulls and black skimmers that patrolled the waters for unsuspecting fish.  
 
   Governor Baker surveyed the six Amphibious Assault Vehicles and Strykers that he had begged from the Marines and Army a month ago.  The Army had loaned Texas ten Strykers and the Marines had offered up six AAVs.  The governor had sent three of each to the island after they were operable.  They were in miserable condition when Texas took delivery, obviously pulled from some repair queue.  It took nearly three weeks of working around the clock to get them serviceable.  Two of the “amtracks”, as the AAVs were also known, were still having mechanical issues.  Fortunately, there were several, experienced mechanics among the ranks of the guardsmen.  
 
   The AAVs were equipped with Bushmaster 25mm auto cannons, and the Strykers were equipped with 40mm automatic grenade launchers.  The arrival of the vehicles provided a much needed boost to the morale of the men on the island.  Before their arrival, all that the guardsmen had were their Humvees, and more recently, four MRAPs.  The official reason for the governor’s visit was to deliver the vehicles to the island, but Barrett knew better.    
 
   Barrett and the governor had simply shook hands after being introduced, and had not said more than two words since.  He knew the governor had not come into a war zone to shoot the breeze with a tired soldier.  He shifted in his seat uncomfortably as he waited for the governor to break the silence.  Finally, Governor Baker cleared his throat and casually motioned his hand towards the new vehicles.
 
   “Those ought to make a difference down here Sergeant… ah, I didn’t catch your last name.”
 
   “No sir, we don’t use our names down here.  It’s too dangerous for our families.  You’re welcome to call me Sergeant or Barrett, and yes sir, they’ll make a world of difference; thank you.”
 
   “My pleasure, Barrett.  I’m just sorry it didn’t happen sooner.”
 
   “I understand.  There’s more red tape than usual, I imagine.”
 
   The governor snorted in disgust, “I seem to be surrounded by it and at the top of everyone’s blacklist.  Texas can’t seem to catch a break.  If it ain’t trouble down here, it’s the wildfires, or the drought, or the riots, or the Feds,” he sighed and said, “I just don’t know anymore.”
 
   Barrett nodded in agreement as he followed the loop north.  They had almost made it back around to the heliport.  Governor Baker looked out over the crashing waves and motioned once again.
 
   “Turn off here.”
 
   They eased off the pavement and onto the beach.  The buggy easily managed the sandy terrain.  They navigated around the exposed pipeline that audaciously blocked the path.  Barrett drove out to the water’s edge to give them a smoother ride.  An occasional rogue wave would crash into the side of the buggy and splash the governor’s well-worn boots.  
 
   Baker smiled as he gazed out across the horizon, before he said, “I used to come here in the off season with my wife.  I’ve always loved this place.  As you’re coming over the causeway you feel like you’re leaving Texas.  Then you see the pipeline on the beach and you know you’re still at home.”
 
   Barrett grinned.
 
   “This is far enough,” Baker said, “stop here.”
 
   They had traveled nearly a mile north from where they turned on the beach.  They were parked in front of several large dunes nestled between two vacant resorts.  Barrett turned off the engine so that he could hear the waves crashing on the shore.  He listened to the calming sound and waited for the governor to speak.  
 
   “Barrett, I’m sure you know why I’m really here.”
 
   “Yes sir, but you probably should debrief them, or our commanding officer.  I don’t know how much I can help.”
 
   “That’ll come soon enough.  I wanted to talk to you first.”  Governor Baker stepped onto the beach and casually strolled to the water.  “So they’ve been locked up for about ten days?”
 
   “They’ve been on watch for eleven days, sir.  They’ve had free reign of one of the barracks.  They eat what we eat and have a deck of cards and some other things to keep them occupied.  We even gave them a radio so they can listen to Lonestar.” 
 
   Radio Lonestar was an initiative by the governor to get the truth out to Texans, as well as the citizens of the surrounding states.  The Federal government had effectively nationalized all media outlets and severely limited internet communications.  They had complete control over what information was disseminated.  Talking heads stiffly read from prompters and bantered back and forth in orchestrated displays like wooden marionettes.  Radio stations played loops of their respective genres without interruption from an on-air personality.  Talk radio had disappeared except for a few closely-monitored outlets.
 
   Radio Lonestar had been the first shot across the Fed’s bow.  Immediately after it began airing, the Federal government began to pull funding and military support from Texas.  All Federal air support had been withdrawn from the state.  Most of the ground forces had been removed, with the exception of a few strategic locations, such as Corpus Christi.  The Feds acted independently and refused to share intelligence with Texas.  Except for the support of a few neighboring states, mainly Oklahoma and Arkansas, Texas was on its own.  New Mexico and Arizona were sharing intelligence with their neighbor, but could offer no logistical or financial support because of their own problems.  The states that were helping were mostly doing so to prevent the border disaster from spilling into their own territory.
 
   The governor stood in silence for several moments.  Finally, he spoke. “There’re only six of them.  I was told there were originally twelve.  Where’re the rest?”
 
   Barrett expected the question and had been considering the best way to respond.  He had decided that the whole truth would be his best route.
 
   “We let six soldiers leave on a supply boat headed back to Pascagoula.”
 
   “That’s an awful brazen decision on the part of this facility, son.  I wasn’t informed of this prior to my arrival.  Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t discharge every officer on base, or worse.”
 
   “Sir, with all due respect, we tried for three days straight to contact command control at Camp Mabry.  We didn’t get a response until day five.   By then, they were gone.  I know Austin is under a lot of pressure right now, but we’re not getting any support.  It’s like we’ve been forgotten.  Some of the boys have taken to calling this place Alamo Island, for more than one reason.  Our situation is extremely dynamic.  We don’t have a week or so to make decisions down here.”
 
   “The whole damn state’s situation is ‘dynamic’ sergeant!  I’ve cities on fire and refugees on the roads.  Good people’re looting to keep from starving.  Petro is twenty dollars a gallon.  Trucks’ve quit their routes, shelves are empty and now I hear that the Feds may’ve tried to assassinate soldiers under my command and y’all let half of ‘em go!”  
 
   Governor Baker cursed furiously and kicked at the beach.  After a few moments of the uncharacteristic display, he carefully removed his aviator’s sunglasses and gently wiped the lenses on his buttoned shirt.  He closed his eyes and gathered his thoughts, before placing them back over his eyes.  
 
   “Look, I know it is tough down here.  We’re asking a lot from y’all.  I know support from Austin is abhorrent, but please tell me you’ve got a better excuse.”
 
   Barrett squared up with the governor in a respectful, but forceful stance.
 
   “Sir, I was a SEAL; those men are my brothers.  I’ve spent a lot of time in places that this government will deny that I ever visited.  I’ve captured and interrogated targets that are still officially wanted.  I lived for the extraction jobs, but interrogation was what I did best.  It wasn’t the kind of interrogation you’re thinking though.  I just sat and talked with them, usually before the advanced techniques started.  It’s the subtle tells that give us away; the words that make our eyes dart away or twitch, the questions that make our breathing change or our pulse quicken.  Places, names, dates – I could dissect someone without ever picking up a scalpel.  If you don’t believe it, ask anyone here to saddle up to a poker table with me.  Those men had no idea what they were being ordered to do.  I stake my honor on that.”
 
   “That’s a little better excuse.”  Governor Baker thought for a moment while examining the man beside him.  “So, you’re sure they’d no idea your men were in those Hummers?”
 
   “Yes sir, as far as they knew the Humvees were stolen by cartels.  They also couldn’t have known that we’d up-armored much of our fleet.  Had they known that, they would’ve showed up with heavier armaments.”
 
   “Why were they sent?  Why not just call in an air strike?”
 
   “Well, you did sign Amy’s Law after the incidents in Dallas.  Plus, the Feds know the border is flush with our own drones.  Even if they used jets, the Air Force has been gone so long they probably reasoned it’d raise a flag.  The Feds likely figured that some friendly fire casualties by ground troops could be explained away much easier than a calculated attack from above.  That’s my speculation, at least.”
 
   The incidents in Dallas three months back were three Federal drone crashes in one week.  The Federal government accused Texans of shooting them out of the sky, further escalating tensions.  The third crash killed a three year old girl named Amy Montenago and her mother in their loft apartment.  The state legislature drafted a bill overnight that banned all Federal drones in Texas airspace.  The local media took to calling the measure ‘Amy’s Law’.  The Feds threatened lawsuits and the withdrawal of transportation funding, but the damage was done; the public was outraged.  The Feds eventually relented because their problems were widespread already, and they did not want to risk a confrontation with the popular governor.  Baker was well known for his fiery speeches on states’ rights and individual liberties.   
 
   “Sounds like you’ve thought this through.”  Governor Baker turned and stared aimlessly down the beach, as if he was searching for guidance.  “I swear, if this holds up to scrutiny…” his voice trailed off until it was lost in the sounds of the waves.  “We have so much trouble coming our way.  I don’t even know where to begin.”   
 
   Barrett took a few steps back without saying a word and sunk into the seat of the buggy.  He let out a sigh and struggled to find the rights words, but nothing came.  The governor turned and slowly walked over.  As he reclaimed his seat, he said, “Let’s go.”
 
   Barrett cranked the engine and spun the wheels for a moment.  Finally, they gained traction.  
 
   As they rode down the beach, the governor looked at Barrett and asked, “But why let the six go? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Those men forfeited their lives when they refused to execute those orders, and they knew that.  They could’ve killed us all out there, but they chose a more honorable route. They’ll surely suffer for it.  All those men have left in this world are their families, and we couldn’t keep them from that.  And the men that stayed, all they’ve got is us.”
 
   Baker nodded.  “Fair enough.  Now, take me to the men that may’ve put the Republic back in Texas.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Jake
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   Service started at dusk, but the next date would not be set until the end of the meeting.  The church council randomly selected their meeting times; Tuesday morning, Friday night, Wednesday evening.  Sometimes they would just convene at a church member’s house instead.  Wherever they met, they parked their vehicles out of site of the highway.  They were afraid their homes would be targeted while they were gone, so they tried to keep the outsiders guessing.
 
   Church was more important than ever, but it wasn’t just the service they came for.  After song and worship, Reverend Lenton would preach a short sermon.  Then, the after-service meeting would begin.   The after-service meetings usually lasted about an hour, and mostly consisted of local word of mouth news.  
 
   Several in the congregations were HAM radio operators, so they were able to bring news from across the country and around the world.  The collection and distribution of information had truly become a vitally important service.  Communication items as basic as a scanner and a CB radio could be used to spread alerts through the community.  Given enough time, neighbors could be rallied, threats could be repelled and lives could be saved.   
 
   Jake and Geram had their rifles slung across their backs as they made the final preparations for the short trip.  The evening had brought with it unusually cool winds from the west.  The breeze stirred the oaks and maples in front of the house and whispered of the storm clouds that were gathering on the horizon.  Jake crossed the short distance between his home and Frank’s.  Kate cranked the Bronco and Geram hopped in the back seat. 
 
   Jake knocked on the door and yelled, “Frank, it’s Jake.  You ready?”
 
   Several moments later, the old man opened the door and asked, “Ready for what?”
 
   “Church is in twenty minutes.  Are you and Mrs. Thames riding with us?”
 
   “Oh, I forgot all about it.  I’m not used to the times always changing yet.  I guess I’m getting old.  I’m sorry, son; I already have dinner on the stove.  You go ahead and come back by here after you’re done.  Y’all can eat with us tonight and catch me up on the news.  Besides,” Frank said with a wink, “that’ll give me an excuse to eat twice.”  
 
   Jake chuckled and replied, “If the Misses knew of your plans, she’d send you with us and finish dinner herself.”
 
   “That’s why we’re not going to tell the Misses, Jake.”  
 
   They laughed.
 
   “Okay, okay; we’ll be back in about two hours.  See y’all then.”
 
   As Jake turned and walked off, Frank leaned outside and said, “Looks like a storm’s coming tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, I think we might get some rain, but the storm’s already here, Frank.”
 
   “I s’pose you’re right.”
 
   Jake stopped for a moment and considered his next words as he had a dozen times over the past few weeks.  He decided now was as good a time as any.
 
   “Frank, I don’t mean to offend you with what I’m trying to say.  You’ve weathered some tough things in your life and I know that, but why don’t you and Mrs. Thames move in with us for a while?  We’ve plenty of room.  Geram and I can put up some more fencing and move all the livestock closer in.  Our house is much more defensible, and you know Kate just adores you both.” Jake shrugged and looked down, “I guess what I’m mean to say is we’re worried about you.”
 
   Frank struggled for a moment to maintain his composure, before speaking, “I’d like that, Jake.  Let’s talk about it more tonight.”
 
   Jake smiled and nodded, before turning and walking towards the Bronco.  
 
   Frank stepped out on the covered front porch and spoke once again.  “Jake, thank you.  You’re more of a son than my own blood.  I’m glad you’re here.”  
 
   Jake looked back one last time and said, “That’s what we do, Frank; take care of our own.  We’ll see you in a couple hours.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jake thought Reverend Lenton was in perfect form.  His sermon had been on the dangers of idolatry.  The reverend identified idolatry as a good thing that becomes the ultimate thing.  Idolatry causes men to jump out of windows when stock markets crash.  It causes decent people to kick a chair out from underneath them when they lose their job or home.  The symptoms of idolatry were everywhere, and Jake reasoned they were likely the cause of much of the current suffering in the world.
 
   After the service, the ladies prepared coffee while the men talked of community-wide defensives.  It was Geram’s first meeting, and the men were particularly interested in hearing the opinions of the young soldier.  He reared back in his chair as he typically did before speaking his thoughts.
 
   “We’ve several choke points that the community should consider reinforcing so that we can keep ourselves safer.  We’ve got Miller’s Creek that crosses the road to the north and then hooks down to the east.  A few miles out to the west and south we have some bottoms that stay wet year-round.  
 
   At the bridges over Miller’s Creek, we could take a tractor with a bucket and dig out the approaches.  A trench several feet deep would cut us off from anyone bent on trouble. 
 
    We could do the same to the bottoms.  The more it rains, the more these cuts’ll erode and become even more difficult to cross.  People could still get by on foot of course, but not with vehicles.  
 
   The raids by vehicles are getting out of control.  I think we’d be a lot safer if we cut ourselves off and got more organized.  Plus, if we put the determined intruders to walking to get to us, they’ll be tired before they make it to our checkpoints, and that’ll give us one more advantage.”
 
   The ladies appeared with coffee for everyone as Geram finished his proposal.  Mr. Richardson interjected as the cups were being filled.
 
   “I like your thoughts Geram, but that’d completely cut us off from the outside world.  We could construct some timber bridges to cross the ditches if we had to, but they would have to be set in place with a tractor.  There would be no quick way out of here.  I can accept that, but everyone needs to consider what that means for themselves and their families.”
 
   A wiry old man with a long, white beard spoke up as Mr. Richardson trailed off.
 
   “That’s fine by me.  I’ve been talking with some folks on the HAM, and I can say it’s only getting worse out there.  The cities are hopeless.  People’ve run out of money and they ain’t got any means of earning more.  The emergency food centers are overwhelmed, and the military can barely keep them running smoothly when they do have food.  We’ve got plenty here to last us longer than most places.  I say we do it.”
 
   A teary-eyed old lady added, “I agree with Ron; things’re only getting worse.  I got a call from my daughter-in-law in Arlington a few days ago.  It was horrible.  She just cried and cried about how they should’ve left when they could.  They haven’t had power or running water for weeks.  Their phones were restored for a few minutes so she was able to call out, but I guess they’ve lost it again.  She’s hearing talk of a dollar devaluation soon.  She said that everyone up there is afraid that the whole thing is going to collapse and then they won’t have any food.  She said the government is worried that some states will try to pull together and leave the union.  She doesn’t think they have the ability to stop something like that at this point.”  
 
   Several nervous conversations erupted from within the group.  They discussed the rash of violent home invasions that had recently happened, and a string of house fires that could only be arson.   Of course, the old farmers settled on the topic of livestock thefts.  
 
   An old man in a dusty ball cap and a leathery face, worn from years of working the fields, interrupted the cacophony with a booming voice.
 
   “I believe it’s settled, then.  We’ll do our best to shut ourselves off from whatever’s out there.  If anyone within the sound of my voice disagrees, I give you the floor now.”  
 
   Silence.
 
   “Alright, we’ll start tomorrow.  I’ll offer up my tractor to help with the north bridge, is there anyone else willing to help with the others?”  
 
   Several hands shot up from amongst the group.  “Good.  Thank you.  We start work first thing tomorrow.  We’ll need all the help we can get.  If you’re able-bodied, we could use you.  Let’s end with a prayer, and plan on seeing everyone again in three days at noon.  Be careful; I want all of you back here with us next time.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   In the past, Kate thought the drive home from the church was peaceful and serene.  The countryside was mostly cotton, corn and soybean fields, depending on what stage the particular field was in its rotation.  When it wasn’t crops beyond the shoulder’s edge, it was open pastures with cattle dotting the rolling green sea of grass.  On any given day, the herds could be seen seeking relief from the heat in the shallow ponds, or clustering under the sparse stands of oaks and pecans.  
 
   An occasional cedar-planked barn or brick farm house interrupted the scenery.  Barbed-wire fencing seemed to go on forever; along the road, across the fields and around the old farm houses.  Tonight’s drive was tense, however.  Any time spent away from the safety of one’s home was a risk that had to be carefully weighed.  
 
   Kate captained Bronco while Jake leaned out the passenger window.  He scanned the shoulders with his spotlight for any signs of trouble.  They would slow down in front of the farmhouses and sweep the light across the front yards to check on their neighbors.  
 
   Geram sat in the back seat with the scoped, FN FAL .308 rifle that he had borrowed from his brother.  The optic was a first generation night vision scope.  The moon was waning but was still bright enough to provide ample light to compensate for the optic’s outdated technology.  
 
   Jake slowly scanned left and right, searching for inconsistences.  He looked for tire tracks in an abandoned driveway, an unfamiliar vehicle along the edge of the road, or anything that may warn of trouble up ahead.  He saw nothing of concern, though.  The only signs of bandits he could find were the occasional white eyes of a lone raccoon. 
 
   Kate turned onto their narrow, paved road that had more patches than original pavement.  Jake sighed with relief.  Soon they would be enjoying dinner at Frank’s house.  Afterwards, they could discuss moving arrangements over coffee and cake.
 
   Kate had squealed with excitement as he broke the news during the ride to church.  Mrs. Thames had helped fill a void she had struggled with since the loss of her own mother.  Mrs. Thames was grandmotherly in nature, and a master of everything from canning to crocheting.  Kate was looking forward to spending more time with her ‘adopted mother’.   
 
   As they drove under the final stretch of the live oak canopy that enveloped most of the road, Jake noticed a dark SUV parked in front of the Thames’ home.  Kate slammed hard on the brakes as Jake shouted to stop.  The front door was open and appeared to be sagging from the hinges.  
 
   Jake switched the spotlight off and fumbled for the AR pistol that was at his feet.  Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the darkness.  Geram had already slipped out of the back seat and was in position in the ditch alongside the road.  
 
   Kate turned off the headlights and look to Jake for guidance.  She began to tear up.  Jake leaned over and put his hand on hers.  He whispered in his most reassuring voice, “Baby, I’m going to get out now and go down to Geram.  We’ll watch the house for a moment and then decide what to do next.  I need you to turn around and go to the Richardson’s farm.  I need you to keep your headlights off if you can.  Okay?”  
 
   Kate whispered, “Okay.”  Her voice cracked with emotion.  
 
   “Good.  When you get to the Richardson’s, have him send his boys down here on horseback.  We might need their help.  Stay with Mr. Richardson until we come for you.”
 
   Kate began to gently sob and grasped his hand.  “Please be careful.”
 
   “I always am.  Now go and tell them to please hurry back.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Jake wanted to rush the house, but Geram kept urging him to wait for a little while longer.  The winds from earlier were growing fiercer.  Geram reasoned the temperature must have dropped five degrees from when they left the church.  The rain would be upon them soon.  Lightning was already illuminating the horizon.  
 
   He scanned the front of the house slowly with the night-vision scope, searching for any signs of movement.  He panned to the right of the house and then to the left.  He turned his attention to Jake’s front yard.  There was no movement to be found.  
 
   A single drop of rain landed on Geram’s forehead.  He turned and whispered to Jake, “I don’t see any movement in the windows or on either side of the house.  The right side of the place has only one window.  If you approach from that direction, you’ll have less chance of being spotted by someone inside.  
 
   I want you to stay low and move slow until you reach the front corner.  Once there, climb over the porch rail and stay along the wall.  Make sure you move under the windows, not in front of them.  Stop just shy of the front door.
 
   Once you’re in position I’ll come up behind you.  When I tap you on the shoulder, crouch low and push through the door.  At that point I want you to turn on your rifle light and swing right.  I’ll have to use my pistol at that point, so you’ll be our primary gun.  As I clear the door frame, I’ll turn on my light and swing left.  Got it?”
 
   Jake nodded and replied, “Got it.”  
 
   The rain intensified, while thunder rumbled in the distance.  
 
   “One more thing; you know the house as good as anyone.  As soon as we clear the entrance, move us to the next door that’ll get us through the house the safest, without exposing our backs to gunfire.  We go room to room and we don’t stop until the whole house is clear, even if we find them, Jake.  We have to save ourselves before we can save anyone else.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Remember, two shots center mass.  Not a double tap, we aim every shot.  No questions, no threats, just engage.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Okay bro, now get moving.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Frank
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   Franklin Thames waved to the Bronco as Kate drove off.  He shut the door and returned to the kitchen.  He took the remainder of the venison tenderloin out of the sink and began to slice it into thin steaks.  He dipped in a combination of yard eggs and fresh milk and then rolled them in flour.  Once they were thoroughly coated, he gently laid them in the cast-iron skillet.  The steaks crackled and popped in the hot oil.
 
   Frank opened the oak cabinet and retrieved a tumbler.  He grabbed a bottle from atop the cabinet, poured some scotch into the glass and swooshed it around before finally taking a sip.  Frank peered out of his dirty kitchen window at the pastures behind his home as he took another sip of the single-malt.  He afforded himself only an occasional drink.  He would have loved to indulge more often, but in such times one preserved the finer vestiges of life as long as one could.
 
   Frank flipped the steaks over in the skillet, before turning and rummaging through the pantry.  He searched among the various canned and dry goods for several moments before finally clutching the container of cane syrup.  The sweet solution was from a batch that was several years old.  It had been a gift from an old friend, an expert of the trade.  The half-empty jar was all that he had left from his friend.  Times had been hard on people.
 
   The syrup would go perfectly with the steaks he was frying and the biscuits that his wife had warming in the oven.  He placed the jar on the kitchen table and produced an old brass lighter from his pocket.  With it, he lit three large candles that occupied the center of the table, before sitting down.
 
   Mrs. Thames rested her hand on his shoulder to steady herself.  Slowly, she made her way to the stove.  She removed the last of the steaks from the skillet and placed them on a plate.
 
   “Are you cooking for an army, Franklin Thames?” she asked.
 
   “Jake and Kate and his brother are coming by after church.  I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you.”
 
   “It’s alright dear.  Things’ve been so different lately it’s easy to forget.  I’ll make some more biscuits.”  She placed the venison on the table in front them and sat down.  “What were you two talking about on the porch?”
 
   “Jake asked us to move in with them.  One house is easier to keep watch over and he said they’d help safe up the livestock.  I think we should do it, at least until things get better.”
 
   “I think it’s a wonderful idea, dear.”
 
   Frank arose and grabbed a small bowl to pour the syrup in.  They ate the few biscuits she had prepared as well as several of the steaks, before contently retiring to their living room.  Frank reclined in his leather chair and pulled a hand-rolled cigarette out of his shirt pocket.
 
   “I might let you get away with smoking in the house old man, but if I’ve known Kate Sellers a day, I know she certainly won’t.”
 
   “Maybe so woman, but I’m not in Kate’s house yet.”  Frank smiled at her as he lit the cigarette and took the first drag.  
 
   “You better watch your tone old man, or I’ll leave you here all by yourself.  Then who’ll listen to you bellyache?”
 
   They laughed.  Frank climbed out of his chair and disappeared into the kitchen.  He emerged with two tumblers, one half full and one with just a splash of scotch.
 
   “Here you go, my dear.”
 
   “What’s this?  You know I can’t stand the taste of that mess.”
 
   “I know, but this deserves a toast.”  He handed her the glass.  “To a house full of kids, again.”
 
   “I suppose I can drink to that, just this once.”  She smiled as they clinked their tumblers.  She took the tiniest sip of the caramel colored liquid.  “Please, tell me again how you drink this.”
 
   “One sip at a time, my dear.  I’m going to finish this glass and take a nap.  Wake me up in an hour or so, please.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll make some more biscuits and put up the steaks until they get here.”  She struggled to her feet, before slowly walking back into the kitchen.  Frank finished the scotch in two large gulps, smashed the cigarette in the ash tray and closed his eyes.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The headlights in the driveway awoke Frank from his nap.  He eased out of his leather recliner, walked to the window and peaked out of the blinds.  The vehicle’s silhouette was larger than what he had anticipated, but his mind was still foggy from his nap.  He stared out of the slit as he tried to process what he was seeing.
 
   Four armed men quietly slipped out of the dark SUV and carefully moved towards the front door.  His heart jumped and his pulse quickened.  His muddled mind finally understood.  He turned and moved towards the kitchen as quickly as his stiff body would allow.  Frank yelled to his wife, “Margaret, hide!  We’ve got trouble!”  
 
   There was no response.
 
   He fumbled about in the dark kitchen, searching for the lever action carbine he kept loaded and ready.  Where was it?
 
   Finally, he brushed against the walnut stock of the carbine.  Frank pulled it tightly to his shoulder as he heard something crash against the front door.  The reinforced frame held true and bought Frank a few extra moments to gather his thoughts and get in position behind the kitchen counter.  
 
   He welded cheek to the stock and peered down the barrel.  He steadied his aim.  The front sight was blurry to his old eyes, but the door was clear as ever.  The living room windows welcomed in the illumination of the large moon that still hung in the sky.  He said a silent prayer and counted his blessings, however small.  An hour later and the moon would likely have been hidden by the storm clouds that were drifting his way.
 
   Again, the intruder crashed into the door.  Frank fired two rounds through the door with brutal efficiency.  It sounded as if it had been a burst from a semi-automatic rifle.  The ancient carbine’s action was as smooth as butter.  Thames worked the lever forward, then back; forward, then back.  He heard a thud on the porch outside.  A man’s voice erupted with groans and curses as he writhed painfully on the wooden planks.  
 
   Another man tried to lean in and fire into the house, but Frank hit him squarely in the forehead.  The intruder never made a sound as his knees buckled and he slid down the wall, not the Frank could have heard anything.  His ears perceived nothing, save the high-pitched ringing that plagued them.
 
   He slid a counter drawer open and fumbled with the box of ammo that was inside. At the same time, he tried to maintain watch of the front door.  Frank had four rounds remaining in the carbine.
 
   Suddenly, a blur leaped past the opening of the door.   Immediately afterwards a fourth intruder pushed his rifle into the opening and fired a dozen rounds indiscriminately.  Frank pressed himself tightly against the floor.  He had dropped the box of ammo as the rounds had begun to fly.  Cartridges were strewn all about him.  He grabbed several of them and stuffed them in his pocket.  Frank found several more and pushed them into the carbine.
 
   He watched the drywall explode around him as the intruder’s rounds perforated his home.  Canning jars burst like bombs and debris flew through the air.  Dust and smoke filled the kitchen.  Frank tried to stand and return fire, but a second volley filled the air around him again.  He crawled out from behind the counter and along the wall until he reached the kitchen’s threshold.  From there, he could safely peer into the living room and beyond.
 
   His body ached from the awkward movements that it was not accustomed to.  He alternated between trying to count the number of rounds that were fired at him and praying for at least Margaret’s life to be spared, if not his own.  He leaned around the threshold and steadied his sights at the wall beside the front door.  As the intruder’s rifle swung into view for a third volley, Frank unloaded all seven rounds into an area the size of a tombstone in the wall.  He sighed with relief as he watched the rifle clatter to the porch.
 
   Thames rolled onto his side and coughed in pain.  Only then did he realize he had been shot in the legs and his shoulder.  Maybe he did not dive to the floor for cover, he thought to himself.  Perhaps he had collapsed.
 
   He never saw the figure that was watching him through the kitchen window.  He struggled to sit up against the wall and catch his breath, but never accomplished that final task.  He never felt the high-powered rifle round as it pierced his skull and killed him instantly.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The stranger smashed the butt of his rifle through the glass pane in the door.  He reached in with a gloved hand and unlocked the dead bolt.  He stepped into the kitchen in his black western boots and swaggered over to the old man.  He patted his lifeless body and found the hand-rolled cigarettes in his pocket.  He retrieved one and rolled it between his fingers for a moment, before lighting it.  Satisfied, he stepped over Frank’s body and strolled into the living room.  
 
   He stepped out onto the front porch and looked at the mess that lay before him.  Two of his associates were lying on the porch dead and the third was spitting and coughing up blood.  He removed the Beretta from his shoulder holster and rested it against the dying man’s head.  The man began to sob and beg for his life, but it mattered not.  The man in the black boots squeezed the trigger as if he was putting down a lame dog.  The body slumped onto the porch.
 
   The porch creaked noisily as he walked down to the corner and peered at Jake’s house.  No signs of anyone at home.  The assault had turned into a full-on disaster, no question about it.  He took one final drag of the cigarette and tossed it into the yard.  He reckoned it was time to find the old woman and force her to open the vault.  And if she refused, he would just have to kill her and open it himself.  Either way, it really didn’t matter.
 
   He strolled back into the living room and down the hallway.  His footfalls were loud on the pine floor.  He let his fingernails scrape against the hallway wall as he walked.   The intruder pushed the doors open with the tip of his barrel of his rifle.  He casually swept the rooms, each in turn, before proceeding.  The man in the black boots smirked as he reached the final door of the long hallway.  He stepped inside.
 
   She was sitting in a rocking-chair in the far corner of the room.  It had been her grandmother’s once, long ago.  The craftsmanship was apparent.  It was built to withstand the tests of time.  The walls around her were covered with hand-made crafts of her own and her foremothers.  In her lap rested a beautiful, half-finished quilt.  
 
   She wore a baby-blue dress with a pattern of smiling, yellow chicks.  She had made two others just like it for her sisters.  Sometimes they would all wear their dresses while they were out together.  The complements they received about the outfits from strangers always made her smile.
 
   The man in the black boots had forced himself into their home and killed the only man she had ever loved.  He was a man who could be hard and rough because his life had been, but Frank always tried to be gentle with her.  The intruder had taken the spiritual leader of their home.  For the first time since she could remember, she felt rage.  The man before her had destroyed her family, but she wasn’t dead yet.  This was her room.
 
   They never exchanged words as she pulled the trigger of the snub-nosed revolver that she had concealed beneath her quilt.  The muzzle blast burned the fabric.  The hollow-point bullet punched through the quilt and violently tore through the man’s flesh.  It fragmenting as it collided with his pelvis.  He groaned in pain and took a short step back, shifting his weight to his other leg.  He raised the rifle to his shoulder.  
 
   Her arthritic hands struggled painfully to re-cock the revolver, but she was too weak.  Finally, she gave up.  Mrs. Thames leaned defiantly toward him, as he leveled the barrel with her chest.  He fired three times. She groaned weakly, before slumping in the chair.  In her final breath she saw Frank waiting with an outstretched hand, and she smiled.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The man in the black boots cursed and coughed.  Nothing was going as planned.  The Thames were supposed to be at church.  He sat on a nearby bench and leaned against an old wooden piano.  He struggled to regain his composure.  His pelvis throbbed and his pants were beginning to stain crimson.  After several moments of rest, he stood and hobbled out into the hallway to try his luck with the vault.  
 
   As he turned the corner and looked up, a giant, dark blur sailed through the air and collided against his chest.  He shrieked as the beats sunk its sharp fangs deep into his cheek and then his neck.  The impact sent him reeling backwards.  His croaked in pain as he crashed against the floor, back in the room.  His face throbbed with pain from the bites.  He flailed about, searching for is rifle, but he had dropped it in the hall.  
 
   Sasha snarled and again to ripped at the man’s face.  He struggled to pry her off with his hands, but it only made her savage his gloves.  He wailed as she mangled his fingers.  
 
   The man mustered all of his remaining strength and arched back.  He worked his boots under Sasha’s chest as best he could.  Suddenly, he pushed as hard as he could with his legs.  Sasha growled and clacked her fangs as she sailed backwards.  She landed with a thud in the hall.  
 
   With a quick motion, he spun and grabbed the bottom of the door.  As he feverishly tried to push it shut, Sasha wedged her head between the door and the frame.  As he held the door with both hands, he spun and kicked Sasha in the center of her face.  She whimpered and stumbled backwards as the door slammed shut.  
 
   The man in the black boots writhed on the floor in agony.  He breathed in deeply as he tried to gather his resolve.  He could hear the beast still in the hall, snarling and scratching at the door.  He touched his face and neck to gauge the damage and immediately recoiled in horror.  Bits of bloody meat hung in tatters from his cheek and throat.  He crawled to the corner and grabbed an old, wooden cane that was propped against the wall.  He steadied himself between the cane and the piano pulled himself to his feet.  He hobbled over to Mrs. Thames and flung the quilt on the floor.  He pried the revolver from her hand, before turning and making his way to the window.  
 
   He climbed out and tumbled into the mud below.  He coughed and wheezed as the hard landing expelled the air from his lungs.  He weakly limped to the corner of the house to make his way back to the SUV.  When he peaked around to the front, he saw a figure slowly and purposefully moving towards the house.  He cursed under his breath and recoiled.  He was in no shape for another gun battle.  The man aimed for the deep swamp beyond the Thames’ pasture.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Jake
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   Jake didn’t notice the bodies on the front porch until he had already pressed himself against the wall of the house.  They were hidden from the view of the ditch and he had been focused on the windows.  He cursed himself for not noticing sooner.  He carefully climbed onto the porch and slowly moved along the wall, just like Geram had instructed.  He ducked under the windows and planned his steps purposefully to avoid making any errant noises.  Jake could feel his heart pounding in his chest and the adrenaline coursing through his veins.  He did not have the combat experience of his brother, so he had to focus very hard to remain calm.
 
   As he reached a point on the wall several feet from the door, he pressed his back against it and listened for any sounds from within the house.  He heard nothing.  He wanted to rush in and search for Frank, but instead he waited for his brother.
 
   He watched as Geram drifted like a ghost towards him.  Jake was amazed at how he moved within the shadows.  At times he would catch a glimpse, only for Geram to disappear.  Knowing his rear was covered, Jake rolled to face the door, and any trouble that may be coming their way.
 
   Jake stared at the three bodies that lay at his feet.  Someone, most likely Frank, had done quite well.  He hoped against hope that Frank was still inside somewhere, perhaps tending to a superficial wound.  He knew the odds were against his old friend, but he refused to entertain any other thoughts.  He noted the military-style weaponry the men had carried and thought of the old lever gun that Frank had likely used.  He was amazed at the damage the old man had managed to inflict.  
 
   Jake was momentarily startled by the tap on his left shoulder before realizing it was his brother.  Geram leaned in close and whispered softly, “Swing right, whenever you’re ready.”
 
   Jake crouched low.  He felt Geram lean in and steady his pistol over Jake’s left shoulder.  Geram had slung his rifle across his back.  The scope would be useless in the confined space of the house.  Jake counted to three, rolled around the door frame, into the living room.  He panned to the right, searching for threats.  Geram swung left immediately behind him.  They moved through the doorway as if they were but one.  
 
   Jake stayed low as they moved through the living room, past the large stone fireplace and towards the kitchen.  Geram followed closely behind as he fixed his pistol on the hallway to their right.  They stopped for a moment along the interior wall that separated the living room and kitchen.  Jake noted the bullet holes that riddled the wall around them.  He tilted his head back and mouthed, “Frank”, and then motioned with his head towards the kitchen.
 
   Geram nodded and considered the situation.  If they called out and revealed themselves, they would be compromised.  If they did not, and Frank was in the kitchen, either he or they could be shot.  Neither scenario was desirable.  Geram looked down at Jake and shook his head no.  They had to take their chances with the kitchen.
 
   As they swept into the room, Jake’s heart sunk.  He saw Frank’s body surrounded by a crimson pool.  He dropped to one knee and placed his hand on Frank’s shoulder.  Jake knew from the head wound that Frank had died immediately.  Geram grabbed Jake by the collar and pulled him back to his feet.  He shook his head no again and pointed to the rest of the house.  They had to ensure their own safety.  It was no time for mourning, not yet.  
 
   Once they were back in the living room, they prepared to perform the same clearing maneuver into the hallway.  As they readied themselves for the motion, they heard a low growl coming from the hall.  It grew louder as the beast bounded towards them.  They could hear the echo of its claws scratching against the wood flooring.  Jake held up his fist to Geram as if to say, ‘Hold!.  He hoped it was indeed Sasha.  They slowly backed away from the threshold to give themselves some standoff room.  Jake crouched low.
 
   As Sasha emerged from the hall, her fierce growl was replaced with a high-pitched whine.  She sprung at Jake and knocked him off balance.  He landed on his back with a gentle thud.  As she licked his face and neck, Jake forgot about Frank for a brief moment and smiled with relief.
 
   Geram walked over and dropped to one knee to rub her head.  He whispered to Jake, “If she was in that hall, I doubt there’s anyone left in this house.  We should still be careful, though.  Can you make her stay here?”
 
   “Yeah.”  
 
   “Okay, let’s finish this.”
 
   Jake whispered a command in Czech to Sasha and she plopped down on her haunches and stared at the front door, waiting patiently for her next order.  The men stood up and once again prepared to clear the remainder of the house.  In one fluid motion they cleared the hall. They continued to each room, until they were at the final door.  They noticed Sasha had clawed deep into the bottom of the door.
 
   Jake grasped the knob as quietly as possible and turned it slowly.  He held it in position until they were ready to rush the room.  He shouldered into the door and pushed it open.  Again, he swung right and Geram left.  Immediately he saw her body.  His heart broke as his worst fears were realized.  He gently laid her body out on the floor and covered it with the quilt.     
 
   Geram dropped down to one knee and whispered, “Bro, I’m so sorry for all of this; Frank and Mrs. Thames.  I can’t imagine the loss you’re feeling, but whoever did this is still alive.  Look at the window.”
 
   He pointed his pistol at the window.  The flashlight illuminated the broken glass and streaks of blood.  Jake shouted another command in Czech and Sasha bounded into the room.  He spoke again and she bolted to the window and inhaled the scent.  She turned, rushed out of the room and down the hall.  The men readied their weapons and chased after her.  
 
   As the three burst out of the house, they were met by Levi and Eli Richardson on horseback.  The twins had been nervously waiting in the heavy rain for Jake and Geram.  Levi called out to the brothers, “How bad is it?” 
 
   Jake order Sasha to stop and then responded, “They’re both gone, Levi.”
 
   “God help us. What about the men that did this?”
 
   “We think at least one of them is still alive, maybe more.  They went out the back window.  We’re going after them.”
 
   “We’re right behind you, lead the way.”
 
   Jake once again called out to Sasha, and she continued around to the back of the house.  As she reached the shattered back window, she planted her nose in the mud and blood where the intruder had fallen.  She growled menacingly and followed the trail towards the northern woods line.
 
   Levi and Eli dismounted at the first barbed wire fence, leaving their horses to search for shelter from the storm as the men continued onward.  Sasha was nearly twenty feet ahead of the men, her pace quickening as the blood became more abundant.  At the second fence, the men found a snub-nosed revolver lying in the mud.  Eli knelt and grabbed the small handgun, before burying it in the oversized pocket of his raincoat.  Levi stepped on the middle, barbed-wire strand with his boot and pushed down hard.  He grabbed the top strand and lifted up, allowing the other men to duck through the fence.
 
   The rain was falling at a sharp angle as the winds swirled around the men.  Lightning struck somewhere behind them and the boom of thunder followed immediately after.  They could hear the horses’ nervous whinnies somewhere in the night.  The few trees in the field, leafless and bare, looked like gnarled claws in the flashes of lightning.  
 
   The men’s boots sloshed against the saturated ground.  Their hair was matted to their foreheads and their clothing clung to their drenched bodies.  Suddenly, up ahead, Sasha stopped abruptly.  Her growl intensified as she circled a heap in the field just beyond.  Geram crouched and peered through the lens of the night-vision scope.  After a moment, he motioned the others ahead.
 
   Jake made it to Sasha first.  He rubbed her head and whispered, “Good girl.  Good girl,” before stepping past her and standing over the man’s body.  
 
   Eli was right behind Jake.  He dropped down in the mud and checked the man’s pulse.  “He’s still alive,” he croaked.
 
   “Good.”  Jake struck the man’s ribs with his boot with all of the strength he could muster.  The man groaned and coughed as he curled up to protect himself from a second blow. 
 
   “Jake!  You can’t do that!”
 
   “Why not?  Isn’t this the least that he deserves?”  Jake struck the man as hard as he could again.
 
   “Jake!  Enough!”  Levi wrapped his thick bicep around Jake’s throat and dragged him away from the man, “That’s not how we do it, Jake.  You know that.  We’re not like him.”
 
   Eli rolled the man over on his back and exclaimed, “Damn, look at his face – what did that?”
 
   Geram walked up behind the three men and offered, “Probably Sasha.  She was in the house when we got there.  Lord, she got him good.”
 
   The man’s face was barely recognizable, but Eli leaned in close with his flashlight nonetheless.  He studied the features for a moment before whispering, “It can’t be.”
 
   “What?  Who is it?” his brother replied.  
 
   “This is Sam Coleman, from across the creek.  He has the orchard over on Smithtown Road.  He must have known that church was tonight and thought we would all be away.  He – he looks pretty bad.  He’s lost a lot of blood.  I’m not sure he’ll make it.”
 
   “Good,” Jake replied, “Let him die.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Sam Coleman died not long after they found him.  The Richardson twins carried Sam out of the field and laid his body across the back of Eli’s horse.  They carried him to the Thames’ front porch and left him with the other bodies.  Mr. Richardson had already sent notice to the sheriff, and he had promised to be by in the next day or so.  He was on the other side of the county investigating yet another home invasion that had gone awry.
 
   Jake and Geram shook hands and exchanged farewells with the twins before leaving for Jake’s house.  As they walked back home Jake finally broke the silence.
 
   “I’m sorry about how I reacted back there.  It was out of my character.”
 
   “You don’t owe me an apology.  I probably would’ve done much worse.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t, but I still feel the need.”
 
   “Look brother, I know this is new for you.  You’re doing a lot better than I did my first time.  I know the full weight of it hasn’t come to bear yet, but it will, and you’ll find some way to cope.  The important thing is you’ve realized your mistakes.  That man, Sam, he lost his direction.  A year ago, if you would’ve told him he’d be dead in a field because he attacked one his neighbors, he probably would’ve swung at you.”
 
   “I thought it’d be different here.  I thought people would stand by each other.”
 
   “I don’t know if anywhere is safe anymore.”
 
   “We can’t stay, not anymore.  This is going to hit everyone hard.  Trust’ll be lost.  We might as well be on our own.”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “Three days.  For three days we’ll try and get some rest and gather as many supplies as we can.  We’ll pay our respects, have a service.  After that, we leave.”
 
   “Where you want to go, Jake?”
 
   “The only place I can think of that might be safe.”
 
   Geram smiled weakly and nodded in agreement as he draped his arm around Jake’s neck.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Senator Ames
 
   Decatur, Mississippi
 
    
 
   The tiny café nestled in the middle of the quaint downtown district bustled with activity.  Patrons crowded into the cramped booths and shoulder up to the counter.  Others leaned against the walls and sipped their coffee while they made idle conversation with their friends and neighbors.  This was no social gathering, however.  The café was full for one reason.  The restaurant’s generator was the most reliable in town.  No one wanted to miss the broadcast.  
 
   The café’s menu had been reduced to only the most spartan of offerings.   Stale coffee, fresh milk, yard eggs, smoked ham and biscuits were all that was available.  Most of the patrons did not seem to care, though.  The meal came with a sense of normalcy that they all dearly missed.  
 
   The quaint café was one of the few remaining businesses in town, as if Decatur had much to offer before.  Its population had been less than fifteen hundred before the world imploded.  There were probably less than a thousand residents remaining, though.  The ones who chose to stay certainly did not fault those that left.  Life had gotten much harder in Decatur, but the people who remained were strong willed, and looked out for each other.  Fortunately, folks had managed to pull together.  The town was probably more close-knit than ever before.
 
   Decatur, Mississippi was named after Stephen Decatur, Jr., the youngest man to ever reach the rank of captain in the history of the U.S. Navy.  Stephen Decatur fought in the Quasi-War, the Barbary Wars and the War of 1812.  He received numerous awards and accolades.  He was dubbed the Terror of the Foe.  One of his feats during a battle near Tripoli was described as, “the most bold and daring act of the Age,” by Lord Horatio Nelson.  Decatur the city had quickly learned that, if they were to survive, they would need to develop the attributes of their namesake.
 
   The people of Decatur waited anxiously this morning, like many across the nation, to hear the words of another man that they hoped would be a terror to some very different foes.  The nation had been beset by the foes of sovereign default, of disastrous foreign policies and endless wars, and the foes of incremental fascism.
 
   The administration had utterly failed to guide the nation through gentle, economic landing.  Instead, the country had experienced a violent crash.  Although extremely popular before, the president’s approval ratings were now horribly and permanently dismal.  People were suffering.  They longed for a champion.
 
   Senator Ames had been a relatively unknown politician from southern Ohio.  He had served one term in the House prior to running for Senate.  He had been largely ignored by the political and media establishment prior to his presidential bid because his strong, libertarian ideologies were not popular in the Washington circles.  One might even argue that he was an anathema of sorts.  But those same ideologies that had made him a Washington outsider now caused him to resonate with a public tired of government largesse and hungry for another way.  He was young, handsome, articulate and dazzlingly charismatic.  His powerful, rousing oratories seemed to energize crowds everywhere he spoke.
 
   Senator Ames stepped onto the scene under the radar and completely blindsided the establishment.  Voters flocked to his simple honesty, and he absolutely annihilated his competition.  By mid-February, he had won all but one of the primaries.  By the month’s end, all of the other hopefuls had withdrawn from the race and begrudgingly endorsed him.  The political machine and its allies in the media scrambled to find any skeletons in his closet, but there seemed to be none.  He was hailed as the last, honest man in politics.  His path to the presidency was not inevitable, but it appeared that limited government advocates and freedom lovers finally had a fighting chance.  That was of course, before the world changed.  
 
   First, Europe collapsed into the old hatreds and nationalists tendencies that had gripped it for centuries.  It was hardly noticeable at first, but then it began to accelerate exponentially.  Next, Japan defaulted on several major obligations and spiraled into hyperinflation.  
 
   With the world quickly disintegrating around it, Turkey left NATO and reclaimed the entirety of Cyprus as its own.  It then invaded Bulgaria, Armenia, Syria and half of Iran.  Iran’s remaining half had fallen into a bloody revolution that led to the slaughter of tens of thousands, and the rise of an even more ruthless regime than before.  Israel was surrounded by complete and total chaos.  They had nuclear weapons aimed in all directions, but particularly at Ankara.  Russia began to engulf Georgia and the other eastern bloc states.  The world had fallen into complete chaos.
 
   Then the inevitable happened, the tentacles that had been strangling the rest of the world finally spread across the Atlantic.  The troubled banking system in the states was already in total disarray, artificially subsisting on fiat created at will.  When the sovereign defaults of Europe began, it was all too much and too fast for the Federal Reserve to counter.  New bank failures were announced daily.  The FDIC’s insurance fund was emptied overnight.  People were unable to withdraw any amount of money.  Bank holidays became more common than days that they were actually open for business.  
 
   Then, in the third week of March, Black Thursday happened.  The markets lost over half of their value on Wednesday and Thursday of that week.  Some even believed it was part of a larger, coordinated, financial attack by a foreign government.  Malicious or not, massive amounts of wealth vanished in a matter of hours.  And so began the Greatest Depression’s American Spring.
 
   Now, people were not even sure there would be an election.  They were afraid the current administration would declare a state of emergency and simply forego a vote.  If so, it was doubtful congress would intervene.  Still, the senator campaigned relentlessly.  The crowds were smaller, but they still showed up for a glimmer of light in an increasingly dark world.
 
   Recently, he had begun an impromptu radio campaign.  Much of the internet was under the strictest of governmental controls, and the remaining media outlets were openly hostile to Ames’ policies on limited government.
 
   His radio broadcasts were recorded by HAM operators and independent stations and rebroadcast across the nation.  Some state-run programs, such as Radio Lonestar, carried them as well.  
 
   Today, however, was a rare live broadcast.  The café became increasingly crowded as the clock ticked ever closer to the scheduled nine o’clock start.  The waitresses squeezed through the crowd again and again with plates comprising the same order, as if they were stuck in some strange, breakfast time loop.  
 
   Suddenly, the café was filled with the sound of applause coming through the speakers.  The room’s bedlam of conversations was reduced to hushed whispers.   The patrons waited anxiously for the junior senator to calm the crowd and begin his speech.
 
   “Greetings Rapid City, South Dakota, and to everyone else within the sound of my voice.  I’m humbled and honored that you would sacrifice your time to hear me speak.  I hope that I don’t disappoint you today.  We’re living in unprecedented times.  As deplorable as the world’s condition is, I believe we’re merely standing at the precipice of an extended, dark period for humanity.
 
   I won’t lie to you; you’ve been lied to by so many others for so very long.  I don’t even know if it’s possible for us to turn back from this nightmare now.  We may’ve already embarked on a journey that is one-way in nature, at least for our generation.  I pray it’s not too late for our children to see freedom again, and I hope it is not too late for their children.  I know that I don’t have all of the answers, but I do believe the current administration certainly has none of the answers.
 
   Freedom, personal responsibility and charity, what do these words mean to us, as individuals?  As a people?  Have these words been distorted so egregiously, that we’ve forgotten their true meanings altogether?  It was, ‘We the people,’ not, ‘We the centrally-planned governance.’  We the people have the freedom to determine our own fate for better or worse.  We have a responsibility to ourselves, our families and our communities, not some bureaucrat ten states away.  We have a responsibility to the less fortunate than us.  We have a responsibility to support the needs of others through our churches and our civic organizations.  I know that when I give a dollar to my church, ninety cents makes it to the cause I chose to support.  What government dares boast such efficiency and integrity?
 
   There is a very real possibility that, after this election is over, you won’t get any help from the Federal government, regardless if I’m elected.  You have the responsibility of rebuilding your towns and cities.  And it starts in your living rooms with your own families.  You must elect honest, responsible, local leaders to guide your communities’ rebirth.  You must reestablish the rule of law and the sacred rights of property.  This election is not for who’ll govern you in the coming months, but for who will lay the foundation for a completely new government that will emerge in the coming years.  It will either dictate to you or be dictated by you.  You have a choice to make; continue on this reckless course or reign in your government before it consumes you whole.
 
   I leave you all with this scripture from Paul to the Ephesians, ‘Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.’  We’re not guaranteed tomorrow by this passage, but we’re guaranteed a life and legacy that is pleasing to the Lord, our God.  Thank you, and Godspeed.”  
 
   The crowd erupted with a standing ovation.  Their cheers resounded through the café’s speakers as the senator waved and left the stage.  The clamoring crowd began to wane until Senator Ames reemerged to the sounds of a classic rock anthem.  His encore appearance pressed the people into a fever.  The contagion affecting the group began to infect the café’s patrons; they also burst into a raucous display.  Coffee mugs clinked in makeshift toasts and forks were thrust high in the air.  
 
   After a minute or two of pandemonium, the café began to calm.  The mayor arose from a booth that also sat his wife and two children.  He raised a hand and addressed the patrons.
 
   “The man can work a crowd, can’t he?”  
 
   Applause and cheers erupted again.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, he is speaking my language, but let’s not get our hopes too high; he’s still just a man.  Just like the last one, and the one before him, they all sound good until they get into office.  Let us pray that Senator Ames is indeed the man we believe him to be, and we get a final chance to right this ship.  But for now, let’s enjoy the company of the finest people the world has to offer, each other.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Clayton
 
   Washington County, Alabama
 
    
 
   They had been lying in wait for nearly an hour in Hellcat Bayou.  Clayton had passed the time by whispering one-sided conversations to Moses and rubbing his furry head.  Eventually, his loyal friend finally retired to the bottom of the boat for a much-needed nap.  All alone, he lost himself in his own thoughts.
 
   They might as well have been invisible.  Even if it had been the middle of the day, the thick brush would have still concealed them from even the most observant of onlookers.  He patiently watched the narrow wooden pier that extended precariously out from the opposite bank.  The pier wasn’t much, but it still seemed out of place.  They were deep within the river swamp.
 
   Clay reasoned the top of the bank was probably eight feet above the water.  A steep slope led from the crest to the pier below.  Clayton did not particularly like the high bank.  He knew it afforded anyone opposite of him the high ground, and with that, the natural advantage.  Of course, if the situation ever did get out of control, he did not plan to stick around.  Besides, Clayton never left home without a few tricks of his own. 
 
    It was not that he expected any problems, he had known these men most of his life.  Times were different now, though.  Friendships were expendable if one’s situation became dire enough.  Still, he trusted Teddy and the deputy.  The arrangement benefited both sides too, so it was in everyone’s best interest to ensure it continued without any complications.
 
   Clayton usually met Teddy Lawson and Deputy Greene once or twice a month.  Most of the time, the transactions were completely legitimate.  He had taken receipt of everything from mail to medical supplies and transported them across the river.  He had even ferried a desperate family to the other side once or twice.  
 
   The trips across the river had become very lucrative for Clayton.  It was maybe fifteen miles from the pickup to the drop-off point.  The same trip by land would span over 70 miles, one way, and go as far north as the crossing in Claiborne.  One would have to pass through at least six desperate and struggling towns.  Safety would be compromised from the moment one was on the highway.  There were innumerable bridges that could be barricaded and choke points that could be leveraged to ambush a traveler.  Navigating by water was the only logical option if goods were to be moved from one side to the other.    
 
   The rivers and their adjoining sloughs and swamps were mostly void of other vessels, except for the occasional river barge that still shipped heaping loads of coal to the power plants along the river.  Canoes and kayaks could be seen checking trot lines or gill nets near civilization, but the high price of fuel restricted the deep reaches to all but a few motorized crafts.  Sometimes, he would go weeks without hearing another boat on the water.
 
   This delivery was not quite as legal as most, however.  Clay and Moses would be transporting sixty gallons of Washington County’s finest whiskey.  Since Deputy Greene was the brother of Sheriff Greene, Clayton reasoned there was not much to fear in getting caught; especially since much of it was made by the sheriff himself.  
 
   Besides, Clayton reasoned, how could the same government that destroyed commerce by engaging in such extraordinarily reckless behavior, now enforce laws that had to be broken just so a basic good could be made available?  At least that was his stance whenever he had to defend his whiskey runs to Claire.  It did not really matter what his stance was though, she won the argument anyway.  He just thanked the Lord she still considered him worth all the trouble.
 
   Clay examined his watch.  He should have company in just a few more minutes.
 
   He surveyed the opposite shore with his night-vision goggles and took an interest in the nocturnal ritual of a plump raccoon.  He watched as she washed an unfortunate crawfish in the muddy water.  After she finished, she clinched the mudbug in her jaws and scampered up the steep slope.  Clayton noticed several tiny heads peer over the top bank.  He smiled as he saw the kits and realized the meal was not for her after all.  She repeated the process several times, returning to the bank to retrieve an unlucky minnow, bullfrog or crawfish.
 
   Moses was still nestled in the bottom of the boat on an old blanket and sleeping peacefully.  Clayton chuckled under his breath as he watched his partner’s eyes dart rapidly under his eyelids.  Occasionally, he would snort or groan to himself.  Clay wondered what a Leopard Cur might dream of on such a night.  He admired his partner in crime as he slept.  Moses was, without a doubt, his best friend.  
 
   Moses was large for his breed, weighing nearly 110 pounds.  He had marbled, blue eyes and a short, slick coat that would dry in a matter of minutes after a swim.  His coat was blue with brown markings, with splashes of black around his eyes.  He was descended from the Wright line of curs, an old lineage that traced their roots to Hernando De Soto’s working dogs.  Many of the old breeders claimed the dogs had originally descended from red wolves.  Regardless of where he came from, Clayton knew Moses was as faithful a friend as could be desired.
 
   Clay began to hear the faint sound of an engine as it rumbled through the deep swamp.  He waited anxiously as the sound grew louder.  Suddenly, the low rumble stopped.  He heard two doors slam shut in unison.  Through the thick cover of foliage and Spanish moss, he watched the family of furry bandits slip away into the night.  Two figures warily made their way down the steep bank and towards the small pier.  
 
   The pier was often inundated by floodwaters and had developed a thin, slimy film of mildew over the years.  Clayton knew the floodwaters had left it even more perilous than normal.  He grinned in anticipation as he watched the men.  
 
   The rotund man in the lead gingerly plodded out onto one step at a time.  Suddenly, his left foot began to slide awkwardly away from him, like a child trying to ice skate.  The man thrust his arms out in a vain attempt to balance himself, but it was too late.  Clayton could see the panic on the man’s face.  Then, his right foot started to move as well.  He turned his head back to the direction of the bank, as if by seeing it he might somehow conjure himself back onto safer footing.  All at once, both feet swung straight out, then up.   The man landed so hard on the pier Clayton was afraid the entire structure would collapse into the water.  
 
   The loud crash aroused Moses from his deep slumber.  He growled in a low tone in the direction of the ruckus.  Clayton clenched his teeth to keep from exploding in laughter as he rubbed the back of Moses’ neck.  The two men were now waving their arms at each other and attempting to argue in hushed tones.  The second man eased out onto the pier and struggled to lift the other back onto his feet.  Once they were both precariously standing again, the portly man retrieved an infrared flashlight from his pocket and flashed it in Clay’s general direction.
 
   Clayton crawled to the front of the boat and twisted the hand throttle of the trolling motor.  The boat silently began to push through the thick cover and into the open waters of the slough.  As silent as a wraith, he drifted towards them.  When he was about thirty feet from the pair, he removed his helmet and lit a kerosene lantern that had been resting on the bow of the boat.  
 
   The portly man called out to the boat, “How are you, old friend?”
 
   “Better than you are, Teddy.  I doubt you’ll be able to get out of bed for a week.”
 
   Deputy Greene chuckled as Ted Lawson replied, “I had hoped you hadn’t seen that.”
 
   “Moses and I see everything.”
 
   “Give Teddy a break, Clayton, that’s the most exercise he’s had all month.”
 
   “Enough, the both of you, or next time I’ll make sure one of you breaks my fall.”
 
   Clay chuckled.  “Careful now Teddy, I wouldn’t want to see Deputy Greene arrest you for manslaughter.” 
 
   As he pulled alongside the bank, Clayton and the deputy laughed and continued the friendly banter, at Teddy’s expense.  Lawson smiled and laughed good-naturedly along with them.  
 
   The pair disappeared over the bank and returned with several 5-gallon jugs.  One by one, they handed them to Clay.  The boat squatted lower in the water with each additional jug.  A whiskey run was always perilous because the vessel’s ability to maneuver was greatly impeded.  Clayton would have to trust that the moonless sky and his night-vision would be enough to keep him safe.  They would also need to stop more often to make sure they were not being followed.
 
   After they finished loading the boat, the conversation turned to more serious topics.  They scheduled the date for the next transport and discussed what it would entail.  After the terms were agreed to, Teddy disappeared up the hill for a moment and returned with a long, wooden box.  Clayton grinned as he opened the box and gazed at the rifle.  
 
   He exclaimed, “Those four deliveries were definitely worth it.”
 
   “I’d say.  With this monster, you’re a force to be reckoned with on the water.”
 
   “Yep, but I hope I never have to use it.”
 
   “Peace through superior firepower, right Clay?”
 
   Clayton grinned, “That’s the idea.  I just hope Moses doesn’t bail off the boat if I ever use it.”  
 
   They all laughed as the cur rolled his head to the side and stared at the rifle in confusion.  
 
   “Here,” Clayton said, “help me mount it to the brackets on the dry well.”
 
   After they mounted the rifle in front of Clayton’s seat, they shook hands and exchanged goodbyes.  Clay checked his watch; he would have to hurry to make it across in time.  He would have to wait until later to try out the gun.  
 
   He gave the men a final wave and pushed off from the pier.   He extinguished the old lantern and pulled his helmet back over his head.  Together, he and Moses silently trolled back across the slough.  
 
   After he was back in the cover of the thick brush, he waited impatiently for the sound of the truck cranking.  Clay and Moses listened as Greene and Lawson bounced along the rough trail, eventually fading into the background noise of the swamp.  Once he was satisfied that the bootleggers were safely on their way, Clay cranked his motor and idled off into the night.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Clay couldn’t help but admire the bolt-action rifle that was now mounted in the center of his boat.  He had never felt inadequately armed with the M1 Garand that rested at his side, but having the fifty caliber gave him a completely different feeling while on the water.  With the shallow-water capabilities of the boat, the night vision gear and now the large bore rifle, he felt indomitable.  The fifty reduced nearly all cover on the river to merely decent concealment.
 
   They were much more careful than normal on the trip to the opposite side of the river.  The typically-nimble craft felt sluggish with the heavy load of whiskey.  Clayton had to plan his maneuvers well ahead of time to ensure he could navigate the meanderings of the rivers’ cutoff.  He would yank the motor’s tiller hard as they approached a curve, and then drift sideways as they skipped across their own wake.  
 
   Nights such as these always drove Moses wild.  He would pounce about the boat, searching for somewhere he would not slide about.  As soon as the cur felt satisfied with his new perch, they would begin to drift in the opposite direction as they navigated another bend.
 
   They burst out from underneath the dense, tunnel-like canopy of the cutoff and onto the open water at full throttle.  Clayton considered the final leg of the journey the most dangerous.  The banks’ bluffs were higher and there were fewer side sloughs and bayous to escape into.  Of course, now he had the fifty.  Moses shrank into the bottom of the boat as they blew past Wolf Gut, Silver Lake and countless other backwater lakes and tributaries.
 
   He scanned the high bluffs on either side, searching for any signs of trouble.  He noted the numerous oil rigs that were barely visible from his low vantage point.  He watched as the rigs’ traveling blocks moved through the varying stages of their up and down cycle.  He reasoned it was a small positive; at least the oil wells were still pumping.
 
   He hugged the opposite bank as they passed the wide sandbars just beyond Sibley Lake.  They passed several more sloughs and bayous before abruptly turning to the east.  He slowed to an idle and eased through a wall of dense brush.  Beyond was a narrow slough, invisible from the other side of the foliage.
 
   They crept along in an eastwardly direction for several hundred feet.   As they rounded a sharp bend, Clay killed the motor.  Moses perked his ears and listened for the sounds of any interlopers.  Nothing but the sounds of the swamp could be heard.
 
   After they were both satisfied with their solitude, Clay silently trolled deeper into the swamp.  They continued on for several hundred yards.  Finally, they drifted into a thick growth along the water’s edge.  
 
   Clayton plundered through his dry box until he found his coyote call.  He licked his lips and brought the call to his mouth.
 
    “Yip yip, hoooowwl!”
 
   Clay sat in silence for several moments.  Moses stared curiously at him all the while. 
 
   Again, he called, “Yip yip yip, hoooowwl!”
 
   Finally, not far ahead, something called back.
 
   “Yip-yip, hoooowwl!”
 
   The howl made Moses anxious, but to Clay it was a welcome relief.  It was the sound of another successful delivery.
 
   “Come on Moses, let’s go see our friends.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   William
 
   Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
 
    
 
   The riot police tried to contain the restless crowd, but it becoming rather obvious that the protesters had come in search of trouble.  The radicals were milling about Independence Park and clustering in small groups.  They restlessly listened to different speakers discuss varying topics ranging from what to do if you get arrested, to the weak points in a riot gear uniform.  The day was perfect for the event; the weather was mild and the sky was clear.  The turnout was larger than even the organizers had expected.
 
   Independence Park was over 55 acres.  It housed Independence Hall, the site where the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were fiercely debated and ultimately adopted.  The hall was built in the 18th century, and was the original home of the Liberty Bell.  The site was chosen as the rally point for the protest mostly because of the historical significance and the size of the area.
 
   The park was also chosen because the buildings that surrounded it were despised by many of the agitators in attendance.  The Philadelphia Mint, the National Museum of American-Jewish History, the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia and the Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit all towered over the park.  WHYY-TV was also just north of the site, so William’s event was certain to receive plenty of media coverage.  
 
   The area of the park that they had decided to occupy was slightly larger than five acres.  It was bounded by Arch Street to the north and Market Street to the south.  
 
   William was hiding in Christ Church Burial Ground.  He was in full disguise: a hoody, ball cap, gloves and sunglasses.  He did not prefer the company of his acolytes.  Most of them could not even articulate what they really believed in.  He supposed that was well enough, as long as they would help him accomplish his goals.
 
   He sat alone in the walled cemetery on a solitary bench and stared at the headstones of men who had been dead for hundreds of years.  He despised the values of the men that rested here, but he grudgingly admired their accomplishments.  
 
   The men in the ground around him helped mold an entire continent nearer to their heart’s desire.  If he should be so fortunate, he might one day mold it again.  If the world was to be remolded, it would take a hot forge and a stout hammer, and perhaps a little help.
 
   William knew he was not a good person, but he believed his goals were noble enough, perhaps even admirable.  In his society one would not be allowed to be poor. One would be forcibly fed, clothed, lodged, taught, and employed whether they liked it or not. If it were discovered that they had not character and industry enough to be worth all the trouble, they might possibly be executed in a kindly manner; but while they were permitted to live, they would have to live well.
 
   As long as the mementos of the past still endured, there would be no societal evolution.  As long as the names of the men and the documents they forged could still be remembered, there would always be those who would resist him.  The past would have to be destroyed, or the population would have to be made to forget.  Ignorance was indeed strength.
 
   Back at the park, a crowd was starting to gather around the main stage.  William was scheduled to address the throngs shortly.  The main stage was centrally located and faced south towards Independence Hall, affording him a commanding view of his disciples.  The large speakers that rested on the stage were playing “Ohio”, and feeding the angst of the attendants.
 
   A line of protesters along Market Street were hurling insults at the police.  The officers stared back in stoic opposition.  A steaming cup of coffee flew over the heads of the front-line agitators and exploded on an officer’s helmet.  The man roared and leapt forward, but his companions grabbed him by the back of his uniform and jerked him back in line.  The radicals erupted in loud jeers and catcalls that only served to escalate the tension.
 
   One defiant youth leaned forward within inches of an officer’s face and began to berate him relentlessly.  The crowd cheered him on as he continued with his audacious tirade.  Chants began to arise from the crowd and the youth stepped back and joined in the chorus.  The officer exhaled deeply and regained his composure.  It was going to be a long day.  Suddenly, the speakers thundered with the sound of deep bass beats.  William would be onstage soon.
 
   The mob squeezed in closer to the stage in anticipation of his appearance.  It had been several weeks since he had spoken at an event.  The crowd erupted in cheers as he emerged.  The beats reached a climax as he stopped at the center of the platform.  The music abruptly stopped as he thrust both arms skyward.
 
   Their enthusiasm empowered him.  He could feel their energy coursing through his body with electrifying intensity.  He was a fiendish parasite and they were his oblivious hosts.  He grabbed and spoke.
 
   “Greetings, Philadelphia.  I’m so glad you could make it to our little soiree.”
 
   The crowd roared with approval.  He allowed the applause to resonate until it naturally subsided, before continuing.
 
    “I won’t keep you long, Philly.  I know you didn’t come here for a lecture.  You came here for some action, or perhaps reaction.  I know I certainly did.  I’ve been watching you, and the time for talk and weak-handed protests in this city is long past over.
 
   I’ve watched as your leaders have stood idly by while your families starve in the streets.  They can afford to send out thugs to evict you and your children from your homes, but they can’t afford to feed your hungry?  How long do you have to suffer while they sleep comfortably in their beds with their pampered families safely down the hall?  Is this what you expect from your city?  Is this what you expect from your country?”
 
   “No!” The crowd roared back in unison.
 
   He questioned the crowd acrimoniously, “No?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “They fly their war toys – their drones – over your city like you’re rats.  Vermin!  Detritus!  Waiting to be tossed out!  They follow your every move and question your every motive.  ‘Papers, please!’ they demand.  As if you owe them anything!  What do you owe them?”
 
   “Nothing!”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “Nothing!” 
 
   “If they don’t approve of your actions, they kick down your door and assault your freedom – that is, if you even have a home anymore.  For the rest of you, they raid your tent cities and beat you like animals.  Is this what you expect from your city?  Is this what you expect from your country?”
 
   “No!”
 
   He mustered his finest sarcastic tone again, “No?”
 
   “No!”  They retorted.
 
   “They refuse to provide you with the healthcare you are owed.  They ignore your rights to an education.  They bail out every fat-cat capitalist that sticks his palm out, while you go to sleep every night fearful of what tomorrow might bring.  Your children and they’re hungry and ask you why you don’t love them anymore.  They have erased your future.  Your future!  Your children’s future!”
 
   The crowd hissed and booed at the comments as he continued.
 
   “They erect altars to terrorism all around you.  Look around you!  The ground you stand on is a monument to colonialism and imperialism!  Look at the towers around you.  Look there!” he pointed the Appeals Court, “a temple to the gods that enslave you.  And another, over there!”  He turned and pointed to the Federal Reserve, “The slave masters to whom they traded your freedom for their thirty denarii!”
 
   The crowd shouted and hurled threats and insults at the buildings.  High above the park, fearful figures peered down at the raucous crowds.  Many would be sleeping in their offices for the night.  They prayed the front doors would not be breached and they would not be dragged into the streets like some third world prisoner of war.  The last protest had quickly turned deadly as the crowd’s fury was directed at the few businessmen that still worked in the surrounding buildings.  
 
   He pointed to the southeast and continued with his fiery rhetoric, “And there, a museum for the history of the Zionists; the same wretched sub-humans that have caused so much of your suffering?  They have a shrine for their evil deeds, what do you have?”
 
   “Nothing!” The crowd hissed and jeered even louder than before at his inference.
 
   “Enough!”  He demanded.
 
   The spellbound crowd echoed his demand, “Enough!”
 
   William smiled; they were all his thralls now.  Through his conjurations of lies and evocations of hate he had ensnared their minds.   Now was the time for his black art theatrics.  He stomped the stage with fury and thrust his arms into the air once again as he thundered with passion to his thralldom, “Fangen wir einen Aufruhr. Ein Aufstand!“
 
   The crowd roared ever louder at the utterance of each word. 
 
   "Sie wollen damit zu kämpfen, geben wir ihnen einen Aufruhr!
 
   Oder vielleicht Revolution, eine Lösung!
 
   Verändern wir eine Nation, aber zuerst ein wenig Geduld.
 
   Ich möchte Aufruhr, geben wir ihnen einen Aufruhr!"
 
   The tempestuous crowd was at a boiling point, the energy was untameable by anyone but William.  As he uttered the last verse of his teutonic chant, he withdrew a gleaming knife and held it high above his head.  The crowd was in a frenzy. It clammored for a blood offering.  Finally, he acquiesced and slashed a shallow cut down the length of each of his forearms.  He raised each arm in turn and smeared the crimson across his cheeks and down his face.  When he finished the gesture he stomped the stage and thrust his arms skyward one final time, before bellowing a nightmarish howl.
 
   As William was performing his closing act, a dozen provocateurs filtered out from the back of the crowd and walked towards the line of police.  The officers were visibly unnerved by the scene.  Something wicked was brewing.  
 
   William jumped into the air.   As he landed, he pointed towards the police and roared, "Now!“  
 
   Fast-paced industrial music blared from the stage‘s sound system.  A dozen men simultaneously lit and launched their molotov cocktails at the police.  The bombs exploded all along the line, engulfing the panicked officers.
 
   Several cops dove on the ground and frantically rolled around in vain trying to extinguish the flames, but the hate-fueled fire was too great to be denied.  The blood frenzy of the crowd now had a focal point – the terror-stricken police.  The crowd fanned out in all directions, seeking anything or anyone to immolate.  All the while, William continued to shriek orders from atop the stage like some malevolent, planar fiend.  A ghastly smile engulfed his bloody face. 
 
   He had never felt more alive.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The Learjet was plush and relaxing, compliments of one of his many supporters.  William was half-way back to D.C. and on his second martini.  He could not have felt any better.  He stared out the window at Chesapeake Bay.  It was empty; there were no sailboats, no yachts – nothing.  The open water was desolate.
 
   From his comfortable, captain’s chair, he closed his eyes and envisioned the horror and suffering that was occuring far beneath him.  He did not feel sympathy to those below him.  He knew that it was a necessary transition that had to be endured to achieve his ends.  
 
   He could see the pain in many of the faces of the people who came to his protests.  They were searching for guidance from anyone that would give it.  He gave them his solutions and they believed him without question.  A fundamental ideological transformation would be required before he would allow things to return to some semblance of normalcy.
 
   His feet were propped up and he was beginning to fall asleep when his phone began to vibrate.  He ignored the first and second calls, but he finally relented and answered the third.
 
   “What?”
 
   “How was your little rally in Philly?”
 
   “It was so amazing, you wouldn’t believe it.  We brought that town to its knees.  We had over five thousand people show up and had probably another five thousand join in before I left, and it’s not over – not by a long shot.  They’ll be burning that town for a week.”
 
   “Did you do your German bit?”
 
   “Of course, they loved it.”
 
   “They’d love it so much more if they had a clue as to what it meant.”
 
   William laughed.
 
   “William, we need to meet soon.  I need to come to the city.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “I’m not talking about it over the phone.  I’ll be in town in a few days.  I’ll call you when I get there.  We can meet at Johnny’s spot.”
 
   “I better not be disappointed with this meeting.”
 
   The man sounded perturbed by his response, “See you in a few days, alright?”
 
   “Looking forward to it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Jake
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   Jake cautiously approached the front door with his AR pistol in his hand.  Again someone banged on the door.  He stopped several feet short and at a sharp angle.  He called out, “Who’s there?”
 
   Geram took up a defensive position in the hall with the short-barreled shotgun.  
 
   “Don’t shoot, it’s Levi Richardson.”
 
   Jake unlocked and opened the door, “Levi, is everyone alright?”
 
   “We’re fine.  There hasn’t been any trouble since we cut the roads, like Geram said.”
 
   “Good, have a seat.  I’ll get you some coffee.”
 
   Levi followed Jake inside and took a seat at the kitchen table.  Jake grabbed the coffee pot and several cups from the kitchen.  Geram appeared and slapped Levi on the back before taking a seat as well.  Jake returned and offered the men each a cup.
 
   “So,” Jake said, “you’ve got me worried.  Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Y’all are leaving tomorrow, right?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s too hard to step outside and see Frank’s empty house.  We need to move on.  Need a new start.”
 
   “I think you should leave tonight, Jake.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  You know how dangerous it is to be on the road at night.”
 
   “I know, but if you wait until the morning, you might not be able to leave.  Tonight at the meeting, the town discussed not letting anyone in or out anymore.  They don’t want people on the outside that know our weaknesses.  They’re planning on stationing several people at each road leading out of town.”
 
   Jake and Geram sat in silence for several moments.  Finally, Jake replied, “Thank you Levi; you didn’t owe us a warning, but I appreciate that you came.  You’re right, we’ll leave tonight.  I don’t want to risk a confrontation with people I respect.”
 
   “You’re welcome, and you’re wrong; I did owe it to you.  We’re family out here, all of us.  We always have been.  What they’re doing is wrong.”
 
   “They’re scared Levi, we understand.  If I was staying, I can’t say that I’d disagree.”
 
   The men sat and talked for several more minutes as they finished their coffee.  Afterwards, they exchanged goodbyes and walked Levi to the door.  They watched as he mounted his slender horse and trotted off into the night.
 
   Geram said, “I guess we should get moving.”  He paused and shook his head, before adding, “I sure was looking forward to some rest.”
 
   As they walked back inside, Jake retrieved a road map and laid it on the dining table.  He and Geram reexamined their chosen route.
 
   Jake said, “The shortest distance between two points may be a straight line, but the safest route seems to be an awkward arc through half of Mississippi.”
 
   “Sticking to the back roads and avoiding cities and interstates does make for a longer drive, but it’s our safest bet.”
 
   “It’s our only bet, trying to take I-10 would be suicidal.”
 
   “You’re sure the Bronco will have enough fuel for the trip?”
 
   “We should, but if we have to turn back too often to find other routes because of blocked roads, or worse, it could get close.  It would be great if we could find some fuel along the way.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it.  Most abandoned vehicles will probably be empty, and any fuel that was in their tanks was probably siphoned off long ago.  Most of the relatively safe, rural, gas stations have long since closed, and I don’t really want to get close enough to civilization to find a working gas pump.”
 
   “We’ll just have to hope for the best and see where we stand when we’re down to a quarter of a tank.”  Jake rolled the maps back up and handed them to Geram.  “Would you mind helping Kate finish loading the Bronco?  I’ve got something I need to do.”
 
   Geram nodded.
 
   Jake grabbed his AR and walked out the front door.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Kate eased the Bronco along the side of the house while Geram made last minute preparations for the long trip.  The back of the Bronco was filled with cases of water, canned and dry goods, ammo cans and countless other items that would be useful along the way.  Several 5 gallon containers of fuel were mounted to the back of the SUV.  Important paperwork, such as deeds, was stored inside the back seat, by means of a slit in the fabric that Kate had just finished sewing up.
 
   Sasha was waiting in the back seat of the Bronco.  She was quite excited about the journey they were about to embark on.  She wagged her tail in anticipation as Geram and Kate would approach with an armful of supplies, before whining with disappointment as they gave her a simple pat on the head and returned to more pressing duties.  
 
   While Kate loaded and organized the last of the supplies, Geram performed a detailed check of the Bronco.  Fluid levels, hoses, wiring and tire pressures were all meticulously inspected.  After he was satisfied that everything was in good working order, he sat down in the front seat and turned to give Sasha the attention she had been begging for.  When Kate finished with the last load, she sat in the back and asked, “Where’s Jake?”
 
   “He asked me to give him a minute alone; I don’t know what he’s doing.”
 
   “Oh.  He’s probably saying goodbye.” 
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Jake walked through the living room and into the dark hall.  The hardwood flooring creaked from the weight of his steps.  His flashlight was the only source of light.  Walking through the old house brought back a lot of memories for Jake, memories that hurt him to remember so soon after losing his friends.
 
   He recalled all the times he had helped Frank on his farm.  He remembered all the tricks he had learned from the old man about how to keep a homestead running and live comfortably off the fruits of the land.  He had helped with everything from baling hay to birthing calves.  Frank had taught him so much.  He felt there was still so much more he needed to learn, so much that he was not quite ready for.
 
   He paused for a moment and leaned against the wall.  His chest was tight with fear and anger and sorrow.  He allowed the memories to filter in, one by one.  Slowly, he reconciled the past with the present.  After a while, the tightness began to fade.  He took a deep breath and continued down the hall.
 
   He remembered when Frank had first mentioned it years ago.  He felt ashamed he had nothing to offer in return for the gesture.  He brushed it off and told Frank that he was too stubborn to die, nothing would ever happen to him, but it had.  Jake had never mentioned the conversation to anyone else.  Now, as he stood at the end of the hall, he felt guilty for being there.  He pushed the feelings aside; Frank had wanted him to do this.
 
   He opened the narrow closet door that was opposite of Mrs. Thames’ room.  It was filled with cardboard boxes of holiday decorations, crafts and old clothes.  He carefully removed the contents of the closet and placed them inside Mrs. Thames’ room until the musty closet was empty.
 
    A small steel door, maybe three feet wide and five feet tall, was all that remained in the space.  He spun the dial back and forth a few times before beginning:
 
   73-31-86
 
   He tried to turn the handle but nothing happened.  He thought for a moment and tried again:
 
   73-13-86
 
   He tried the handle again, but this time it spun freely.  He pulled the heavy door open and stepped into the darkness.  
 
   The small room was maybe eight feet square.  Everything was concrete:  the floor, walls, even the ceiling.  Jake noticed the temperature in the vault was much cooler than the rest of the house.  The walls were lined with steel shelving on all sides.  
 
   Jake shined his flashlight along the shelves and was amazed at everything he saw.  He knew Frank was a man that considered all possibilities, much like he, but he never imagined the completeness of his preparations.
 
   Most of the rifles Jake had seen before and were nothing remarkable.  He saw several old M1 carbines, some Garands, two ancient Mausers, numerous 1911 pistols, worn revolvers and several miscellaneous rifles and shotguns.  The amount of ammo for the weapons, however, was truly staggering.  One shelf was stacked with nothing but surplus ammo cans.
 
   The final shelf contained the items that interested Jake the most: night-vision gear, Kevlar vests and plate carriers for protection against rifle rounds.  There were also a couple of vests with numerous pouches for magazines and other supplies.  He panned the flashlight up the shelving and noticed several hand held radios and a radio frequency scanner.  Frank may not have subscribed to the advances in firearms technology, but in all other areas he seemed willing to embrace the fruits of the modern era.  
 
   Jake turned off the flashlight and stared at the ceiling for a moment, before saying aloud, “I don’t know what to say, Frank.  Thank you seems like an understatement.  Your foresight may save my life, or maybe Kate’s life.  You always thought ahead, my friend.”
 
   He paused for a minute as the tightness in his chest returned.
 
   “Why?  Why didn’t you use when you needed it most?”
 
   A wave of both sorrow and gratitude overtook him as a silent voice whispered in his mind, perhaps he never intended it for himself.
 
   He had pushed the grief aside for days.  The night they found Frank, the day of the funeral, the time spent preparing to leave – there was always something more important to be done.  Now, in the vault, he sat on the cold, hard floor and wept.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Geram noticed Jake before Kate did.  His face seemed more resolute than it had in the past several days.  He had something slung over his shoulder as he walked towards them.  Upon reaching the front, passenger door, he handed Geram the Kevlar vest and said, “There’re a few more things I need your help with before we go.” 
 
   Geram examined the vest, before replying, “If there’s any more of these, I don’t mind at all.”
 
   “Oh, you wouldn’t believe.”
 
   Jake walked over to Kate and leaned in the Bronco.  Sasha leaned forward and licked his forehead.  He put his hands on Kate’s shoulders and rested his head against hers as he whispered, “I think we’re going to be alright.  I love you.”
 
   She smiled, kissed his lips and replied, “I love you to, I’m glad you’re back.”
 
   “I was only gone a few minutes.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   He kissed her forehead and then shoved Geram as he made gagging sounds in the front seat.
 
   “I’m going to be sick if the whole trip is you two making out.”
 
   “Fine then, I’ll take that vest back.”
 
   “You know, it’s okay if I get a little queasy after all.”
 
   Jake laughed, “Just shut up and follow me.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   As Jake drove away, they stared through the darkness at the fields and farms that passed by them.  They knew that they would probably never return.  It saddened Kate to leave the home she loved so much.  She could name the families on every farm for miles.  She appreciated how the community had taken her in when they had first moved here.  Looking back, she remembered how young she was.  She could barely bake a cake, but the old ladies took her in and taught her everything they knew.  She embraced their generosity and eagerly absorbed their sage wisdom, hard earned from years of first-hand experiences.  She knew she would miss the people that had helped make her who she was.  Kate hoped against hope that one day they could come back.
 
   As they passed the last farm heading east, the road became much darker.  The open fields and pastures from before were replaced by thick walls of trees and vegetation on both sides of the road.  Much of the forest was stands of timber that had not received their prescribed burning as needed.  The undergrowth had become impossibly dense.  The road felt much safer when they were surrounded by the open fields.  Now, it seemed danger could be lurking just off of the shoulder of the road.
 
   As they topped the final hill before the bridge, they saw the orange tractor that had been used to cut the trench across the highway.  They also noticed an old four-wheel drive truck parked beside it.  Several figures stood in the center of the road with lanterns and rifles.
 
   Geram clenched the FN FAL and said, “I thought they weren’t coming out until in the morning?”
 
   “I guess they changed their minds.  Easy with the rifle, I know all of these men.  When I stop you can open your door and steady the rifle, but don’t get out where they can see it.  I want to talk to them first.  If any of them make a move on me, though, kill ‘em.”
 
   “Be careful, Jake.”  Kate pleaded.
 
   “Yeah Jake, listen to Kate.  This whole town is spooked ever since, well, you know.”
 
   “Believe me, I know.  I’ll be careful.”  Jake eased the Bronco to a stop about a hundred yards from the men and slowly climbed out.  He shoved the long-barreled revolver in his pants at the small of his back and clipped one of the hand-held radios to his back pocket.  Before he stepped forward, he shined his flashlight on himself and shouted, “It’s Jake Sellers, don’t shoot fellas.”
 
   “We know who it is, Jake,” the first man replied, “Come a little closer so we don’t have to shout.”
 
   Jake walked towards the men as casually as possible.  When he was a dozen yards away, he spoke again, “We’ve decided to leave.  We can’t stand to live next to the old Thames’ house, especially with the way that they died.  Do you mind helping me get across, Hank?”
 
   “Did Levi Richardson tell you?”
 
   “Levi?  No, haven’t seen him all day.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me Jake; I’ve known you for far too long.  We’ve decided to prohibit anyone from crossing the bridge.  No one in or out unless it’s an emergency, and Levi told you about our decision.  Old man Richardson sent word that the boy didn’t come home after church.  We all know where he went.”
 
   “Okay, so I lied.  You’re right – I admit it.  You’re right on two points though, you’ve known me for far too long; far too long to treat a friend this way, Hank.”
 
   “It’s nothing personal.  It is what it is.  We have to protect our own.  We can’t let someone like you, someone that knows this place so well, leave and compromise everyone else’s safety.”
 
   “You have my word, my oath.  I will never return and will never mention this place to anyone, ever.”
 
   “That’s just not good enough Jake.  I can’t let you leave.  It’s been decided.  Now please, just go home.”
 
   Jake exhaled deeply and moved his right foot into position, slightly ahead of his shoulders.  He leaned forward and put his weight on the front foot.  He rested both hands on his hips before speaking again, this time much more forcefully.
 
   “How long have you known me, all of you?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Jake it-”
 
   Jake cut the man off as he raised his voice to a shout, “I said - how long have you known me?”
 
   “Umm, maybe eight years?”
 
   “Ten years, Hank.  Ten years.  How many times have we shot together behind your barn?”
 
   “I don’t know; a lot.”
 
   “That’s right a lot.  Tell everybody here how fast my draw is.”
 
   “It’s pre-”
 
   Before Hank could finish the sentence, Jake had drawn and leveled the revolver even with his head.  The man began stammer.  Jake snarled once again, now in complete control of the encounter.
 
   “Damn it, Hank!  Is this what it is now?  Do I kill you in front of our friends?  Do not, nobody, do not move, or I will kill Hank McCaskill right where he stands.  Understand?”
 
   The three men nodded.
 
   Jake continued, “I know what you’re thinking, because I’m thinking it too.  I can’t kill all three of you.”  Jake grasped the radio with his other hand and pressed the button.  “Geram, if I shoot, I want you to kill everyone left standing.  Except me, don’t kill me.”  
 
   “Wilco.”
 
   He could hear Kate screaming in the background of the broadcast.
 
   With his point well made, Jake exhaled deeply and spoke in a more reserved voice.  “I’m going to ask each of you to, one at a time, put all of your weapons on the ground in front of you.  Then, you’re going to take ten steps back.  After that, I’ll have Geram pull ahead.  We’ll pat you down and then Hank will get on the tractor and lay those cross ties across the gap.  Then, we leave.  Once we’re over the gap, you’ll remove the cross ties.  We’ll leave your weapons on the bridge and you can come get them after we’re gone.  Understood?”
 
   The men quietly nodded and did as was ordered.
 
   Jake radioed Geram and he pulled the Bronco forward.  Hank climbed onto the tractor and pushed the creosote railroad ties over the trench.  Geram gathered up the men’s weapons and placed them on the front passenger seat of the SUV.  Jake followed behind on foot as Geram pulled the Bronco across the trench and onto the bridge beyond.
 
   Jake paused for a moment and turned to face the men.  “I’ll always remember this night, Hank.  This is the night this town went mad.  Not when Sam Coleman murdered Frank and Margaret, it was tonight.  You probably hate me right now.  You probably want me dead.  I want you to know something, I couldn’t’ve pulled that trigger.  Geram would’ve killed you, no doubt in my mind, but I couldn’t have done it.”  
 
   Jake cleared his throat and continued, “We’re living in a time that’ll be remembered for ages, believe me.  How we live, how we treat our neighbors, it’ll all be remembered.  We’ve been shoved into a forge, but we’ve a choice; we can melt into something that has no resemblance of who we were, or we can rise up and allow our imperfections to burn off and leave men of substance in its place.  It’s our choice.”
 
   As he turned to leave, Hank replied, “Jake, wait.”
 
   He paused and looked back.  “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m sorry, we’re sorry.  That’s all I can say.”
 
   He sighed and said, “It’s alright, I’m sorry to.”
 
   “If you ever – I mean, if things get better and you want to, you still have a home here.”
 
   “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.”
 
   “I do.  We do.”
 
   The other men nodded in agreement.
 
   “Thanks, all of you; maybe one day.  By the way, have someone go by Frank’s house and check the closet at the end of the hall.  I left it open.  I think there may be a few things in there that you’re going to need before this mess is over.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Barrett
 
   Brownsville, Texas
 
    
 
   Barrett listened as the sound of the Black Hawk faded into the east.  He turned back towards the group.  In a way, he thought, it was a joint mission.  The twelve member squad was evenly selected from the guardsmen and the SEALs; six of each.  The SEALs had the combat experience that was desperately needed, and the guards knew the area better than any.  At this point, however, the six operators were probably considered former SEALs by their employer.
 
   Officially, Barrett was the squad leader, but he had deferred many of the leadership roles to Holt, the code name adopted by the young SEAL Lieutenant.  Barrett had previously served as a SEAL, but never as a squad leader.  To him, the most experienced person should lead.  There was no room for ego in the field.    
 
   They had been dropped on a small wooded island just north of the intersection of 77 and University Boulevard, in Brownsville.  Their mission was to proceed southwest through the UT at Brownsville campus and the Fort Brown Memorial Golf Course, across the Rio Grande and into Matamoros, Mexico.  Once in Mexico they would recon de Parque Olimpico; Olympic Park.  
 
   Texan predator drones had recently picked up some unusual activity at the park.  Semi-trucks had been observed hauling canopied loads into the area.  An extensive array of large canvas hangars had begun to appear several days ago.  The park more closely resembled the terminal areas of an airport, rather than a public green space.
 
   The trucks’ cargo would remain covered until they pulled under one of the hangars.  Once unloaded, the trucks would leave empty.  Whatever was being delivered was intended to be hidden from prying eyes.  
 
        They spread out among the thicket in a wedge formation and rechecked their gear.  Barrett listened for any sounds of movement nearby.  The once-bustling city was eerily silent.  Occasionally a vehicle could be heard speeding down the highway, most likely a member of the Z-G.  Even Mexican nationals were rarely seen north of the border.  The cartels had become increasingly violent, and it was not always targeted at the gringos.  As bad as it was south of the border, just north of it was far worse.  The northern incursion by the cartels had brought with it a scorched earth policy as they plundered the spoils of the American southwest.
 
   After several minutes of uneventful silence, they began to slowly move west to the short causeway that led off the island.  They stayed off of the narrow asphalt pavement, preferring the concealment that the shadows afforded.  Their night-vision allowed them to move easily through the heavy blanket of darkness that enveloped the city – a symptom of a failed, or rather an abandoned, power grid.
 
   As they left the wooded sanctuary of the island, the backdrop quickly changed to the deserted, low-class suburbs of south Brownsville.  The squad navigated the block and took their second left onto East 24th Street.
 
   Barrett was horrified as he looked down the neighborhood street.  Brownsville had obviously received the full burden of the violence.  Most of the battered homes’ windows and doors were smashed and broken.  Several houses had been reduced to smoldering ruins, and an occasional, mangled body lay in a yard or on the sidewalk.  
 
   East 24th Street would have been dangerous to traverse had it not been for the numerous vehicles haphazardly abandoned in both lanes.  The street had been selected as their route precisely due to the large number of discarded vehicles it contained.  It would be impossible for the squad to be overtaken by a fast-moving truck full of banditos along the street.
 
   The bodies of his fellow countrymen particularly disturbed Barrett.  The men and women that died in this place died for one reason, they could not afford to flee.  As he passed the occasional body, he felt a strong sense of guilt.  Perhaps there was more that they should have done.  More evacuations, maybe forced evacuations?  He did not know the answer.  Ultimately, he knew that people were personally responsible for themselves and their families, but no one could have imagined the horrors of the tempest that had rolled across south Texas.  Like a dust-bowl sand storm, it had engulfed everything and everyone in its path.
 
   The squad moved with deft precision through the shadows of the vacant ward.  Occasional bursts of gunfire and barking dogs interrupted the foreboding silence that surrounded them.
 
   The sheer number of stray dogs was heartbreaking.  They were not wild dogs, but collared, starving, house pets that sensed the men’s advances through their territory.  Some would growl for a moment before shrinking away.  Others would simply rush blindly up to the men, seeking the affection they no longer received from the owners that had turned them loose before retreating northward.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The University of Texas at Brownsville was a stark contrast to the bleak neighborhoods to the north.  Despite the occasional indication of having been looted, and the obvious months-long lack of maintenance, the campus was still beautiful.  Amphitheaters, fountains and gardens, they all remained.  The Resaca, or oxbow lake, reflected the occasional star that shined through the cloudy, night sky.  The squad took full advantage of the broad shadows cast by the tall campus buildings as they continued south.
 
   As they crossed the narrow isthmus on Ringgold Road that connected the north and south sections of the campus, they heard the shattering of glass somewhere ahead.  The squad disappeared into the tall grass and shrubs along the shoulders of the road.  They readied their rifles and scanned ahead, looking for the source of the sound.  From behind a distant building, they saw a bottle fly through the air and shatter on the pavement in front of them.
 
   An engine rumbled to life.  Headlights flashed across the pavement.  A large, flatbed truck slowly appeared from around the building and turn north towards the squad.  The two amigos up front were scanning the road ahead, but the half-dozen soldados on the back were drinking and howling as they flung empty bottles at passing signs and windows.  Their rifles bounced and clattered on the bed of the truck beside them.  Unbeknownst to the men, a dozen rifles were trained at them from the darkness beyond.
 
   Barrett followed the driver with his M4 carbine, watching him as he drove the aging diesel unwittingly past a momentarily merciful angel of death.  He wondered what the men’s purpose was, meandering through the city.  Perhaps they were freelance thugs, scavenging the remains of the city.  He considered the thought and decided it was highly unlikely.  They were most likely part of the narco alliance.
 
   The flatbed sentries passed by without incident.  After several minutes, the squad resumed their trek down Ringgold Road.  They crossed University Boulevard, passed the student REK center and disappeared back down along the wooded shoreline of the oxbow lake, continually moving south.  
 
   Up ahead, they saw a ruined, smoldering building.  As they approached, Barrett was filled with rage.  He had heard that the National Guard Facility had fallen, but seeing the horrific results first hand was more than he could stand.
 
   The white building had gaping holes in its sides, and was blackened and charred with soot.  Several badly burned Humvees were scattered about, and many more were missing.  The red, white and blue flag that had flown over the facility had been replaced with a red, white and green standard.  The squad noticed the grisly pikes that were prominently displayed around the flag pole in front of the building.  They were adorned in the same macabre fashion as before.
 
   The squad paused upon seeing the horrific sight.  Several men made the sign of the cross, while others simply bowed their heads to say a solemn prayer for the brave souls that were lost.  
 
   In the distance, gunfire rang out somewhere in the city.  Barrett cursed himself for letting the driver of the flatbed pass through his sights and continue to wreak havoc.  The men turned and nodded to each other in an unspoken agreement.  They would not be as merciful next time.
 
   The team crossed River Levee Road and entered Fort Brown Memorial Golf Course.  The greens had seen two seasons without any maintenance.  The tall grass helped conceal the squad as they dashed through the night to the tree line.  They spotted a distant campfire on the far side of the course.  Apparently someone had sought the relative safety of the abandoned greens.  Still, the open campfire was a perilous luxury they had afforded themselves.  The squad maintained a watchful eye on dancing flames as they cut across the course.
 
   After several minutes, they were standing on the bank of the Rio Grande.  It had been decided that they would divide into three fire teams upon reaching the river.  The first team would remain on the American side of the river and provide observation, rear guard and long-range fire support.  The other teams would cross the Rio Grande.  The second team would remain in a defensive position on the Mexican side of the river, and the final team would perform the reconnaissance of the park.
 
   The first team found a high position that afforded them concealment and line of sight, while the other two teams readied themselves for the crossing.  Team Two reached the opposite bank first and got into a forward facing position.
 
   As the final team reached foreign soil, they stripped out of their wet battle dress uniforms and retrieved the dry civilian garbs from their packs.  The clothing was nondescript and typical for the area:  cotton pants and buttoned shirts with ball caps.  Two of the team members wore tattered sneakers.  The other two wore boots and serape capes loosely draped over their shirts.  The two SEALs concealed suppressed MP5s beneath their serapes, while the guardsmen abandoned their M4 carbines for Berretta pistols.  The two teams exchanged their goodbyes and slaps on the back, before the final team disappeared over the hill and into Matamoros.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Barrett, Holt and the two other members of the team climbed the steep wooded bank and crossed the empty street that followed the Rio Grande’s meanderings.  They strolled along the sidewalk nonchalantly, like locals familiar with the area.  They split up in pairs as they passed a pedestrian and remained a short distance apart as they continued onward.  After a block or so, they turned right onto Alhelíes.
 
   From their perspective, Matamoros was not unlike many other cities.  The buildings in the area were well maintained, and the sidewalks and streets were reasonably free of trash.  The streets were in rather poor condition, though.  They were cracked heavily and missing chunks of pavement in some areas.  Other sections were no more than a series of patches, the original pavement long since replaced.
 
   There was no access to any property beyond the sidewalks.  Fences, gates and buildings were constructed to the edge of the street’s right of way.  All windows were covered with bars to further protect the viviendas from any matόns that may be looking for an easy target.  Most of the streetlights were not working for one reason or another.  Alhelíes Street was dark, save for the occasional, dim, porch light.  Barrett preferred the darkness.  He knew that a nosy local would immediately make them for gringos.  
 
   The one-way street was lined with old, rusted Fords and Pontiacs.  An occasional Mercedes could be seen behind eight foot wrought-iron fencing with barb wire strung across the top.
 
   As they reached the end of the block, the young guardsman beside Barrett whispered, “There’re four men about a ways behind us.  I think we’re being followed.”
 
   “Yeah, they’re definitely following us.  They have been since we first stepped foot in the city.”
 
   “Well, what now?”
 
   “Just keep walking, we’ll round the corner and see what our options are.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The four gamberros had watched the fire team appear out of the thicket that covered the banks of the Rio Grande from several blocks away.  They were intrigued by the men and decided to shadow them for a short while.  The strangers seemed to blend into the area well enough, perhaps too well.  To anyone else, the men from the river would have likely been a passing blur in the night.  But to the gamberros, who lived on the streets, something was subtly foreign about the four.
 
   The small-time thugs survived by blade and barrel.  They were thieves, murderers and always for hire.   They terrorized the honest people that lived on the blocks that they laid claim to.  To the gamberros, it was simply the nature of things.  If they did not do it someone else would, so it may as well be them. 
 
   As the gamberros warily shadowed the men from a safe distance, the leader of the group retrieved the nickel-plated pistola from the small of his back.  His three compadres gripped their long-bladed puῆales in anticipation of the encounter.  They saw the men from the river glance sidelong and notice their presence.  The four, strange men quickened their pace as they prepared to turn onto Primera.
 
   After the men from the river rounded the corner, the gamberros quickened their pace as well.  Their pulses remained subdued, however.  To them, it was just another mugging.  The leader was the first around the corner with the three others in quick step behind him.  They noticed two of the men from the river, the two in sneakers, standing a half a block away.  The men in the serapes had mysteriously disappeared.  No worries though, they thought, two would be easier to subdue than four anyway.  
 
   They never considered casting a glance into the dark alcove as they rushed the two men from the river.  As they hurried past the shallow nook at the entrance of the shuttered store, several muffled shots cracked in quick succession.  The three compadres slumped and fell without uttering a word.  The wounded leader groaned as he turned and aimed his pistol into the darkness.  Before he could finish the motion, he was ventilated by another muffled volley.  
 
   He was caught by one of the men in sneakers before his body ever hit the ground.  The other three men from the river were already dragging the remaining bodies into the dark nook.  They stacked the gamberros neatly in the shadowy corner and piled several bags of trash that had rested at the storefront around them.  The team glanced around for onlookers, but found none.  The SEALs straightened their serapes and the team continued down Primera.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   After another fifteen minutes of travel through Matamoros, Barrett and the other men arrived at the crumbling apartment building.  It was three-stories tall – the tallest building in the area.  From the roof, one would have a clear view of Olympic Park, at least, they hoped.  Barrett peered around the corner from across the street.  He scanned the front of the old brick building and its surroundings.  Nothing looked to be out of order.  They waited several more minutes to ensure that they were alone on the street before venturing further.
 
   Barrett checked his watch; they were five minutes late.  Holt retrieved a pack of cigarettes from under his serape and offered them to his team members.  He struck a match with his thumbnail and lit each of the men’s smokes.  As the fourth cigarette was lit, a small lamp faintly flickered on in one of third story windows.  Immediately, it turned off again.  Barrett flicked the newly-lit cigarette onto the sidewalk and silently counted to thirty before stepping out from around the corner.
 
   As his left foot reached the stoop of the building, the steel security door opened before them.  They rushed inside without saying a word.  Barrett and the others chased after the nervous man.  He took them up several flights of stairs and down a long hall to a small, dirty flat.  As they entered the small apartment, the man silently motioned them to a worn, wooden table in the kitchen.  He leaned his head out of the doorway and peered up and down the hall, before easing the door shut.
 
   The studio apartment had one grimy window that looked eastward.  The walls were bare, except for several faded pictures of the man in times long past.  Beside him was a beautiful, dark-haired amiguita.   In all of the pictures they smiled lovingly and embraced one another with passion.  There were other pictures of the man and the woman with a young girl.
 
   Barrett walked over to the pictures and followed the progression of the young girl into a beautiful woman.  She looked just like her mother.  Her beauty was stunning.  He could not remember a face that was more angelic than hers.  Her hair was long, jet-black and fell just past her shoulders.  Her skin was light olive and radiant.  She was short, but not too short; thin, but not frail.  Barrett seemed to get lost for a moment in the picture.  For the first time in days, he smiled.
 
   A battered couch and loveseat adorned the living area.  A shower curtain was strung across the room on the far end of the flat to afford some meager bathroom privacy.  The kitchen was small and bare.  An ancient stove and a tiny, rusted refrigerator were the only appliances.
 
   The man hurried into the kitchen and opened the oven.  He retrieved a stack of plain maize tortillas that he had kept warming until their arrival.  He placed them on the table along with a bowl of rice, onions and peppers.  The men sat silently as he returned to the kitchen to retrieve a fresh pot of coffee and five cups.  Finally, he took a seat in an empty chair beside them.  As he poured the coffee, he looked up at Barrett and spoke in broken English, “It is good to see you, my friend.”
 
   Barrett sighed in relief, as if a blanket of apprehension had been lifted from him, “Likewise.  How’ve you been, Alex?”
 
   “Is okay.  Is not too good here now.  It is - how do you say?  Mucho peligroso.”
 
   Barrett translated for the others, “He says it’s very dangerous here nowadays.”
 
   The men nodded in agreement, thinking back to the encounter with the gamberros.
 
   “Yes, yes; very dangerous.”  Alex paused, before continuing, “Please eat, you must be hungry.”
 
   The men eagerly spooned the rice onto the tortillas as they discussed the condition of Matamoros and beyond.  Without the remittances from immigrant workers in the United States, many families once considered middle class were left hopelessly impoverished.  At one time, Mexican families received nearly thirty billion dollars from their sons and daughters that worked north of the border.  In an area where the average monthly income was barely over a hundred dollars, an envelope with several hundred mailed south afforded a family a means to live in moderate comfort.  Now, every day was a struggle to stay alive.
 
   The men finished the last of the warm tortillas and contently sipped the bitter coffee. Barrett retrieved a pouch of silver mercury dimes from his pocket and tossed it onto the table.
 
   “Here you go.  Twenty dollars face value in silver, as agreed.”
 
   Alejandro shook his head from side to side and replied, “No good, my friend.  No good.”
 
   “What do you mean?  Wasn’t that the agreement?”
 
   “Yes, but the rule change.  The plata not enough now.”
 
   “Alex, I’m sorry.  This is all I brought.”
 
   “Is okay; I go back with you.”
 
   The men silently watched the exchange.  Barrett rocked back in his chair, closed his eyes and spoke.  “Alex, ῆaῆo, amigo; it is too dangerous to take you with us.  You could be killed.  I can’t have anyone else’s death on my conciencia.”
 
   “I may die with you, but I know I will die here.  I go with you this night; it is settled.  Now, if your cuadrilla is ready, we will discuss the plan.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The two rooftop guards were sleepy and irritable.  They had been on sentry duty every night for two weeks.  There was nothing to watch for, and nothing to guard against.  Their only duty was to stay on the roof of the apartment building so that no one else could access it.  They had both gained several pounds during their time on the roof.  There was not much else to do except cook on the portable grill they had brought with them.
 
   They were not supposed to drink while on watch, but they had figured out the routine of their jefe.  If he had not checked in by eleven o’clock, he would not check in on them.  It was now some time past midnight.
 
   The first man was sprawled out on his uncomfortable cot, staring at the cloudy sky.  His amigo was crouched over the grill, alternating between sipping the tequila and splashing it on the chicken quarters.  The man on the cot stood up, stretched and strolled over to the other.  He snatched the bottle of tequila and took a long swig before handing it back.  He leaned over and smiled as he began to mutter something.  
 
   Suddenly, his jaw dropped and his knees buckled.  Blood sprayed on the second man as he froze in horror at the scene.  He was too inebriated to react, so he simply remained crouched over the grill in shock.  A moment later, he was lying on his side staring at several blurry figures as they rushed across the roof.  He wanted to scream, but he couldn’t.  He did not sense much pain, just numbness.  Slowly, his vision began to tunnel, until he decided to close his eyes to rest for just a moment.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Holt reached the sentries first and dropped down to one knee to check the pulse of each; they were both dead.  Three of the team members huddled in the center of the roof, while the fourth man stayed at the door to guard their rear.  The three retrieved their equipment from the small packs they had brought with them and crawled to the roof’s edge.  While they got into position, Alejandro grabbed the chicken quarters and the bottle of tequila and stuffed them into his canvas day pack.
 
   Holt peered through the night-vision binoculars at the Olympic Park.  He studied the scene for several moments, unable to articulate what he saw.  The other men waited anxiously for a report, but none came.  Barrett reached into Holt’s pack and retrieved the high definition camera to see for himself.  He cursed under his breath and rolled so his back now rested against the parapet wall along the building’s edge.  
 
   Holt handed the binoculars to the third man and finally said, “Well Barrett, what do you think they’re going to do with all of those?”
 
   “It’s pretty obvious, eh?”
 
   “How long do you think we have?”
 
   “Three days, maybe four at the most.  Not nearly long enough to muster an air strike, given Houston’s response time lately.”
 
   “We’ve got to try.  South Padre has the ear of Governor Baker now, so maybe we can contact him directly.  This is epic Barrett.  This is the lives of every man on the island.  And this won’t stop with the island; it could mean thousands of lives in Corpus.”
 
   “I know; we have some tough decisions to make.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Jake
 
   West Mississippi
 
    
 
   The imposters stuffed the bodies in the trunk and slammed it shut.  They pulled the bullet-riddled sedan farther down the side road so that it was out of view of the highway.  Performing ambushes on the narrow, red-dirt road afforded them the luxury of keeping their diversion on the highway free of the tell-tale signs of a struggle.
 
   After they parked the sedan alongside the minivan belonging to the previous victims, they rummaged through its interior looking for anything of value.  They found several hundred dollars that were nearly worthless.  The prolonged period of high inflation that had hung over the country had all but destroyed the currency.  They continued their search and found an old revolver, some ammo, food, water and a bottle of gin.  They passed the gin back and forth several times while continuing their search, before eventually giving up.  They gathered the few items of value and stuffed them into their satchels.
 
   The imposters walked back to the highway, disgusted with their poor showings so far.  They decided they would wait for one more carload of victims, before turning in for the night.  They passed the bottle of gin around several more times, before reloading their pistols and getting back into position.  They muttered how the next one had better be worth the wait.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The Bronco was quiet for maybe an hour after they left Hank and the other men.  Jake was lost in his thoughts as he drove.  Geram stared into the night, trying to locate any trouble before it lashed out at them.  Kate sat in the back and quietly rubbed Sasha’s head.  
 
   They drove by the light of the fog lamps, hoping the dimmer lights would be less noticeable.  Jake drove as fast as was safely possible, usually just a few miles over the speed limit.  The fog lamps greatly reduced his sight distance, but he reasoned the tradeoff for a slightly lower profile was equitable.
 
   The drive had been uneventful.  They had seen only a handful of vehicles abandoned on the side of the road and had encountered no one.  The highway was dead.  There didn’t seem to be another soul on the road.  
 
   Finally, Geram spoke. “Would you have shot them if they’d made a move on you?”
 
   Jake thought for several moments before replying, “I don’t know.  I told them I wouldn’t have, but maybe.  It’s hard to say what you’ll do.”
 
   “There may come a time when you have to shoot someone you don’t want to.”
 
   “If I don’t want to shoot them, I won’t.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.  What I’m saying is things are grey now.  Not every situation is going to be black and white, right and wrong.”
 
   Jake replied with an annoyed tone, “Things have always been black and white.  There’re absolute rights and absolute wrongs.  There’s no such thing as a grey situation.  Relativism is partly to blame for where we are now.”
 
   “I disagree, Jake.”
 
   “Okay, that’s your prerogative.”
 
   “Look, I’m sorry.  This was horrible timing.  I’ve always been bad at timing.”
 
   “I think it’s perfect timing.  Give me an example.”
 
   Kate interrupted, “Jake, please; not now.”
 
   “It’s alright; we’re fine.  Geram, give me an example.”
 
   He thought for several moments before replying, “So, you’ve got this farm, okay?  You’ve done everything right; you’ve prepared at the expense of luxuries in your past life.  Your family is well taken care of, but food is still scarce.  One morning, you catch the neighbor’s kid in your garden stealing food.  What do you do?”
 
   “I give her what I can spare.”
 
   “You don’t have any to spare, you’re already rationing what you have.”
 
   “Alright, I take her home and warn the family I can’t afford to spare anything, and they can’t steal from us.”
 
   “You catch her again the next day.”
 
   Jake sighed and said, “We take her in and we stretch what we have, even if it means adding sawdust to the flour; we make it work.  We help the father start his own garden but they’re on their own, they’re adults.”
 
   “What if he has five children?  What if you catch the father in the garden the next day?  Do you shoot him then?”
 
   Jake had become irritated.  He growled, “Geram, anybody can keep throwing ‘what ifs’ in until you’re left with no choice.  My point is stealing, murder, whatever, it’s always wrong, no matter the circumstance; there is never justification.  As far as being on the receiving end, you help out when you can, and you pray for guidance when you can’t.  You don’t kill someone over property.  If it escalates to violence, that’s another situation.”
 
   “If it’s property that’s keeping you alive-”
 
   Kate intervened again, “Please, this is not the time.  We need to be a team right now.  We’ve all been under a lot of stress.  We can’t take it out on each other.”
 
   The men did not respond.
 
   As they rounded a sharp curve in the road, they saw two sheriff’s cars that were parked trunk to trunk across both lanes.  Jake slammed on the brakes but they were already on top of the cruisers.  Before he came to a complete stop, two deputies had already climbed out of the cruisers and were quickly approaching the Bronco.  
 
   “What do we do?” Kate exclaimed.
 
   “It’s too late; they’re on top of us.  If I try to run now, they might open fire.  Just be ready for anything.”
 
   The deputies split up and approached both sides of the SUV.  Geram handed his rifle back to Kate and concealed his pistol under his leg.  Jake rolled down the window and waited for the officer to approach.  He studied the cruisers and uniforms; everything looked legitimate.  
 
   Geram whispered to Jake and Kate, “Something is off here; we’re in the middle of nowhere.  We haven’t seen any traffic the entire night and these guys set up a road block?”
 
   Jake nodded, “It doesn’t look good.  Their cruisers are blocking the entire road.  They don’t plan on letting us through.”
 
   Geram exhaled deeply, trying to remain calm.  “If you see an opportunity to get us out of this, take it.”
 
   The first officer reached Jake’s window and was polite but stern in his greeting.  “How’s everyone tonight?”
 
   Jake smiled and strived to project a feeling of calm confidence as he replied, “We’re fine, sir.  Is there a problem ahead?”
 
   “License and registration please.”
 
   Jake handed them over.  The officer studied the documents with his flashlight as he continued, “We’ve been having problems in this area with looters, Mr. Sellers.  Can you tell me your purpose for being on the road tonight?”
 
   “We’re going to stay with some family for a while.  We’ve had the same kind of problems not far down the road.”
 
   “I understand, not many places are safe these days.”  The officer motioned to his left, “Can I ask you to pull onto that side road so we can perform a quick, precautionary search of your vehicle before we get you on your way?  It’ll only take a minute.”
 
   “A search for what?”
 
   “Just for any contraband or stolen goods; it’s standard procedure.  We’ll have you folks back on the road in just a few minutes.”
 
   “Sir, with all due respect, we’ve broken no laws and there’s nothing suspicious about us.  We’ve a long drive ahead still.  Can’t you just let us go now?”
 
   Both officers brought their right hands to rest on their holsters.  The first officer leaned forward and spoke in a commanding tone, “That was not a request Mr. Sellers.  Pull off the highway immediately.”
 
   Jake cursed under his breath and stared straight ahead.  
 
   “What did you say?  Alright, we’ll drag you out one by one and do the search right here.”
 
   Both officers retrieved their pistols from their holsters and brought them up to the windows.  The first man reached into the Bronco with his free hand to grab Jake by his shirt.   As he broke the plane of the window, a vicious blur struck from the back seat.  It snarled and sunk its fangs deep into the stranger’s hand.  The man screamed in pain as he fought to free his hand from Sasha.  
 
   The louder he screamed and the harder he tugged, the deeper Sasha’s fangs sunk into him.  The officer’s partner recoiled in shock.  Geram slid his pistol out from under his leg and fired his entire magazine at the man.  The man screamed at first, then tumbled backwards into the ditch.  Geram slammed another magazine into the pistol and racked the slide, calmly readying himself for a follow up exchange.
 
   Jake had already jammed the accelerator to the floor.  The Bronco roared to life and lurched towards the parked cruisers.  He aimed for the point where the two back bumpers met in the center of the road.  Sasha still had the hand of the first officer in her vice-like jaws.  He screamed and pleaded for mercy as he was half-dragged alongside them.  Jake boomed a command in Czech and Sasha released her grip just as they reached the cruisers.  The momentum carried the man forward and he collided with a crunch into the rear door of the left vehicle.
 
   Kate wrapped her arms around Sasha to save her from being slung forward.  The light-weight rear-ends of the cruisers bounced forward as the Bronco’s winch connected with them.  The sound of metal scraping and ripping was all they could hear.  As they tore through the road block, Kate handed Geram his rifle.  He leaned out of his window and aimed at the cruisers.  Geram connected several well-aimed shots with their tires and hoods.  Satisfied with his work, he eased his back into the SUV.
 
   Jake and Geram stared at the road behind them through the mangled, side-view mirrors.  Kate rubbed Sasha and whispered soothingly to her.  As the adrenaline high they had experienced began to recede, they felt exhausted and anxious.  Kate was the first to speak. 
 
   “Were those really deputies?”
 
   “Impossible.” Geram replied.
 
   Jake concurred, “Geram’s right, their first victims were probably the owners of those cruisers.  If they were deputies, they’ve fallen a long way from grace.”
 
   “Are they – dead?” She asked.
 
   “I know mine is.  I must’ve hit him a half-dozen times in the torso at point-blank range.”
 
   “Mine may not be dead, but he’s probably down for the night,” Jake replied, “I think Sasha hit an artery, and I watched him hit the cruiser pretty hard.”
 
   “Yeah, your guy is in a world of hurt to say the least.  By the way, Jake, have I told you how awesome your dog is?”
 
   Jake smiled, “That’s my girl.”
 
   Kate interrupted, “Guys, we’ve got to get off this road until daylight.  This is too dangerous.”
 
   “You’re right; let’s see if we can find somewhere safe to stop for the night.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Jake’s radio finally barked to life with Geram’s voice. 
 
   “All clear; doesn’t look like anyone’s been here for months.  Bring the Bronco ‘round back; there’s a barn we can park it in.” 
 
    Jake cranked the SUV and eased it up to the abandoned plantation home.  The majestic, white house was nearly a mile off the road.  It was surrounded by pastureland.
 
   Jake warily followed the gravel drive as it meandered through the clearing.  The long driveway was enveloped by a canopy of live oaks, the only trees within sight except for the far woods line.  They drove out from under the oaks and onto a narrow dam that separated two large ponds.
 
   As the Bronco’s headlights illuminated the massive home, Kate exclaimed, “Wow, it’s beautiful.  I wonder why it’s abandoned.”
 
   “The people who lived here probably found this place to be a target after things got bad.”
 
   “Will we be safe?”
 
   “I think so.  The place has most likely been stripped of anything of value long ago.  Besides, we’ll all take turns on watch throughout the night.  The open fields and our night-vision will make it pretty difficult for anyone to surprise us.”
 
   The home sat atop a knoll that was dotted with magnolia and dogwood trees.  It was towering, with white columns along a wide, wrap-around porch.  The columns continued up to the second-floor balcony that also extended out from all sides.  Not far from the manor was a smaller, pool house that was still large enough for the average family.  As they passed the elegant, concrete fountain in front of the home, Jake pushed open the double doors and stepped out of the house.  He jogged ahead and directed them to the barn.
 
   As they climbed out of the Bronco, Geram walked up behind them and exclaimed, “I checked all of the buildings; no one here but us.”
 
   “Great,” Jake said, “This’ll be perfect for the night.”
 
   “I think so to.  You’ve got to see this place; it’s amazing.”
 
   As Geram stepped through the front doors to give Jake and Kate the grand tour, he declared, “Welcome to la casa de Geram.”
 
   They were overwhelmed by the immensity of their surroundings.  The scale of everything was striking.  Jake guessed that the ceilings in the foyer and parlor were at least twenty feet high.  An entire wall in the parlor was a single plate mirror, which created the illusion of an even greater space.  He grinned when he considered the chains that the chandeliers hung from could probably be used to tow a vehicle.
 
   They followed the spiral staircase up to the second floor and decided that they would stay there for the night.  They could easily walk the perimeter of the mansion from the safety of the balcony, and also have a commanding view of their surroundings.  After a night of misfortune, it appeared they had finally found a short respite.      
 
   Kate easily found a bedroom that suited her, and was asleep within several minutes.  She was exhausted from the long day and the even longer night.  After a short stroll around the perimeter, Jake and Geram settled into a pair of rocking chairs that faced the distant highway.  They gazed out over the ponds that flanked the gravel driveway.  The brothers enjoyed the quiet company of each other and listened to lily pad troubadours serenade the night.
 
   Geram spoke first.  “Jake, I’m sorry about earlier.  I guess Kate was right, I was stressed and maybe even looking for a fight.”
 
   “Forget it, you were never known for your tact anyway.  I wouldn’t mind continuing the talk again sometime.  That is an important discussion.  Often times we don’t know where we stand until we have to defend our beliefs.”
 
   “I don’t want you to think that I’m devoid of compassion for other people.”
 
   “I’m your brother; I know that’s not you.  It’s been a long night though, we’ll finish that later.  You know, I never got a chance to hear how you got back to us.  I know you were in south Texas, but how did you make it two states over when we can’t even get out of our own town without a fight?”
 
   “It’s kind of a long story.”
 
   Jake smiled, “I’ve nowhere to be.”
 
   Geram smirked and remarked, “You were warned.”  He leaned back in the chair, stretched, and then began, “Barrett, the squad leader for the guardsmen on South Padre, was a former SEAL, so we were very lucky in that respect.  The man exhibited enough restraint to communicate with us immediately after we tried to kill his entire squad.  I couldn’t have done that.  I was impressed by him from the moment we met.
 
   After he learned we were SEALs as well, I think he genuinely believed we’d been set up.  It probably didn’t hurt that we were feeling some unadulterated fury about our mission at that point.  He escorted us back to their station on the island for individual debriefings, or perhaps you could say interrogations.”
 
   Jake interrupted, “You’re certain none of your team knew about the mission?”
 
   “Absolutely, without a doubt, I am certain.  I know the character of those men, there is no way they would’ve knowingly killed an American citizen, much less a fellow soldier.”
 
   “Who do you think did know?”
 
   “I don’t know how high that goes, probably wherever the intelligence originated.”
 
   “Probably.  Okay, continue.”
 
   “So after the debriefings, we were basically free men.  They kept an eye on us and didn’t let us wander far, but we weren’t locked up.  Barrett and our squad leader got real close.  I think they saw a lot in each other they could relate to.
 
   After several days, a ship filled with supplies for the island showed up.  We were given the option of staying or being stow-aways for the trip back to Pascagoula.”
 
   “They just let everyone go?”
 
   “Those of us with families left.  The men that had no one chose to stay and fight.  By the end of it, we were still SEALs, but we were guardsmen as well.”
 
   “You said the ship was from Pascagoula?”
 
   “Apparently some guy who owns a shipyard there has a brother on the island.  He’s been sending supplies to them for quite a while.  I heard talk from the crew on the ride back that the next ship would have men – soldiers – bound for the island as well.  There’s a movement going on, bro.  People are choosing sides even as we speak.  The truth is getting out about the border.  People are livid at our government for not stepping in, so they’re taking it on themselves.  It’s mostly military men that’ve deserted out of disgust, but there’re some private contractor volunteers as well.  These are men that swore to defend the constitution and I guess they got tired of being made into liars.  Civilians are involved too, but they’re mostly in support roles, like the ship and safe houses.”
 
   “Safe houses?”
 
   “When we reached Pascagoula, they stuffed us in the back of a refrigerated truck, under what must have been a ton of shrimp and oysters.  Thank God they only drove for a few minutes before they let us out.  I didn’t know if I was going to get crushed or freeze to death, but I felt certain I was going to die in a seafood delivery truck.”
 
   Jake chuckled at the imagery as Geram continued, “We stayed hidden in the back of this little restaurant, Petit Bois, for several days.  We ate like kings – shrimp, oysters and tuna for every meal.  I know it was a safe house because they may’ve had a dozen customers the entire time we were there.  They definitely weren’t surviving on the patronage of their clientele.”
 
   “How bad was Pascagoula?”
 
   “I heard talk that it was bad elsewhere, but we were close to the shipyards and the industries on the water.  The National Guard or Homeland or someone must’ve been providing security, because it seemed safe enough from inside.  It’s not like I got out much though, they mostly kept us hidden in a supply closet in the back.
 
   Anyway, as trucks would leave the city for destinations close to where we were going, they would stop by and pick us up.   We’d ride out of town in the back with their freight.  I was the last one to leave.  I hitched a ride in a semi-truck hauling bottled water to Oxford.  The driver let me out about twenty miles from your house.  I traveled through the woods and followed the creek to the back of your property.”
 
   “That is unbelievable.”
 
   “Believe it.  I’m sitting here.”
 
   Jake yawned and stood to stretch as he said, “Well, I’m glad you’re sitting here.  It’d be tough without you.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.  Hey, go get some rest.  I’ll take the first shift of the night.”
 
   Jake smiled and said goodnight, before retreating back into the mansion.  Geram closed his eyes and listened to what sounded like the croaks of a million bullfrogs coming from the ponds.  He allowed his mind to wander over all of the events that had happened in the last few weeks.  He laughed at himself as he shivered at the thought of the ride in the frigid, seafood truck.  He slung his rifle over his back and grabbed his night-vision goggles as he prepared to walk the balcony perimeter.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   William
 
   Arlington, Virginia
 
    
 
   The heavy rain relentlessly assaulted the fire, but it refused to extinguish.  The eternal flame at the tomb of JFK had weathered worse storms than this one, but not many.  The site was centrally located in the cemetery, just east of the Arlington House.  The house was a Greek revival-style mansion that was once belonged to of Robert E. Lee.  During the Civil War, the grounds of Lee’s estate were selected as the site for Arlington National Cemetery by the Federal government as a means to ensure the general would never be able to return.
 
   The tomb was simple but elegant.  The burial plot for the four graves contained a pattern of rough-hewn, granite fieldstones that were in turn surrounded by a white-marble terrace.  The site was surrounded by magnolia, cherry and hawthorn trees.  The marbled terrace descended to a plaza that was encircled by a wall engraved with a few of Kennedy’s most memorable quotes.  
 
   William was the only cemetery’s visitor, and for good reason.  Anyone in their right mind would never be out in this weather, he thought to himself.  He had not gone mad; rather he preferred the privacy that the storm afforded.  
 
   William strolled along the plaza with his umbrella overhead.  He read the quotes as he waited impatiently.  He paused in front of one quote that particularly caught his attention and read it aloud with disdain.
 
   “In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger.  I do not shrink from this responsibility.  I welcome it.”  
 
   The foolish words of a forgotten generation, he regarded.
 
   He turned and watched a figure approach from the south, near Bobby’s grave.  The man was in a long trench coat and hat.  William reached his hand deep into his coat and gripped his Walther.  The figure in the trench coat saw the discrete movement and tipped his hat.  William relaxed his grip and started forward to meet the cloaked man.
 
   They met in the center of the plaza and shook hands.  Even in the darkness, William could still see the man’s bright, blue eyes blazing from underneath the hat.  The man with the blue eyes greeted William and remarked, “Isn’t this all such a waste?”
 
   “It’s a disgrace, a memorial to imperialism.  Where is the tomb of the unknown worker?  Or is he less honorable than a man who is paid to kill by his government?  I’ll be glad when all of this is gone.”
 
   “Well, I meant more like how it’s prime real estate wasted on a graveyard, but I can see your point.”
 
   William sighed and said, “I didn’t come out here for humor.”
 
   “You’re right; it’s probably not the best time, considering the weather.”  The man shifted his weight and looked around.  “Let’s walk; standing here makes me nervous.  Moving targets are harder to hit.”
 
   They strolled east toward Sheridan Drive.  William interrupted the man’s nervous glances and said, “So, did I come all the way out here for a walk, or did you have a reason?”
 
   “Look, you’ve gotten me in pretty deep.  The least you can give me is some patience.”
 
   William did not respond.
 
   “Fine,” the man said, “as I’ve said before, our secondary objective is procured.  We’ve more than enough for wherever you choose.”
 
   “This is all old news; tell me about the primary.”
 
   “Right, the primary…” the man paused for a moment before continuing, “Well, our contacts have pulled out.  No deal.”
 
   William stopped dead in his tracks; the fury was obvious in his expression.
 
   “But wait,” the man interjected, “there is some other news.  I’m just not sure if it is good or bad though.”
 
   “Not sure if it’s good or bad?”
 
   “I just don’t know what to make of it yet.”
 
   “Get to the point.”
 
   “Alright, alright.  So, the night the negotiations fell through, I got a call from someone.  He said he knew you, and he knew I was working for you.”  The man stopped, turned to William and said, “I thought no one was aware of our arrangement.”
 
   William replied defensively “No one does.”  He thought for a moment before adding, “Well… some people do.”
 
   “Who all knows?”
 
   “Just a handful - maybe four or five, but they had to know though.  They’re high up; it’s in confidence, I promise.  This wasn’t leaked through me.”
 
   “What’s wrong with you?  This is my life we’re talking about!  You know you can’t trust a politician!”
 
   “I didn’t say they were politicians.”
 
   The man cursed aloud and flung his arms skyward.  The volume of his own outburst startled the man.  He nervously darted his head back and forth, scrutinizing the shadows.
 
   William placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and tried to calm him, “Look, we’re fine – you’re fine.  I need you to relax.  Tell me what else was said.”
 
   The man took a deep breath and continued, “He said he’d heard our talks had fallen through.  He said he could help us with what we want, but he has his own terms.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “I told him he was making me more than a little paranoid and he should contact you.  He said you would just send him back to me, and he didn’t have time for that.  He said his ‘window of opportunity’ was narrow.”
 
   “Well he was right about what I would’ve done.  Everybody in this town deals in third parties for the sake of plausible deniability and I play along for their peace of mind.  What’re his terms?”
 
   “His people retain possession at all times, and he chooses the destination.  He wants our help with logistical and ground support.  His people aren’t familiar with the city and he knows we have contacts everywhere.  I got the impression his ‘people’ are foreign.”
 
   “What city?”  William asked.
 
   “Houston.”
 
   “Houston?  Absolutely not!”
 
   The man stopped and turned to William, “He promised me this, if we help him with Houston, the next time it’s all us.  He’ll deliver us whatever we want:  low grade, chemical, biological, you name it.  Oh, he wants us to meet with an associate of his real soon.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet, all I know is soon.  He said he’d be in touch.  If we agreed with the terms, he’d set up the meeting.”
 
   William considered the proposal for several moments before he replied, “It’s a risk.”
 
   “It’s a huge risk.”
 
   “I don’t want to make the decision here, in the rain, surrounded by a bunch of dead men; that seems like too much of a bad omen.  I’ll call you later tonight.  Did you pick up a new phone?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Alright, give me the number.  Oh, by the way, you’re doing great work.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   William climbed on his bike and eased through the cemetery.  The ride back would be miserable, but at least it would be short.  After several minutes he was on the Arlington Memorial Bridge.  The bridge was empty so he straddled the center line aimed for D.C.  
 
   He gazed up the Potomac towards the Teddy Roosevelt, but it was obscured by the heavy rain.  He still had not gotten used to the emptiness of the city.  Before, all of the bridges would have been aglow by the light of the lamps and cars, but not anymore.
 
   After crossing the river, he slowed down for the checkpoint.  He flashed his license to the soldier and was allowed back into the city proper.  If the nation was at war, D.C. was the green zone.  It was an island of stability in a sea of chaos.  Of all cities, it was determined to continue on.  The checkpoint soldiers were well known for their intolerance of the woes of the rest of the world.  And if they were not a strong enough deterrence, then the tanks that loomed behind them certainly were.  The security was so iron-fisted that he no longer held protests within the city for fear that even his connections would not be enough to protect him.
 
   He veered north around the Lincoln Memorial and the menacing tanks that flanked it.  William took 23rd north to George Washington University and cut through the campus.  He turned back south until he reached Quigley’s Pharmacy at the corner of G Street and 21st.  He parked in the back and walked around the corner to Tonic.
 
   After changing into some dry clothes in the bathroom and stuffing the riding suit into his backpack, he found an empty seat at the bar.  He a ordered a Guinness draft before scanning the candlelit establishment and taking in the scene.  The elegant bar was filled with staffers, aides and lobbyists, mingling after just another long day at the office.  In many ways, not much had changed in the city.  As long as you were in the green zone, life was good, all things considered.
 
   As he was enjoying the rich, draft brew, a young walked up and sat down beside him.  She took a sip of her cabernet sauvignon and then nudged him with her elbow.
 
   “Well, look who’s here,” she said.
 
   “Careful, what will all of your friends say when they see you over here with me?”
 
   She laughed, “Absolutely nothing, you know they’re terrified of you.”
 
   William turned and stared into her eyes.  “But what about you?  Do I frighten you?”
 
   She laughed again, louder this time, “Oh yeah, sure, I’m shaking in my Jimmy Choos.” She feigned distress for a moment, and then continued, “Come on, you know who my boss is, we’re practically on the same team.”
 
   “He’s a rather unique senator, isn’t he?”
 
   “I guess that’s one way to put it.”  She paused and sipped her drink.  “So what brings you here?  I know you only come around when you want my sage advice.”
 
   “You know me so well.”  He sarcastically rolled his eyes as he lifted the Guinness to his lips again.
 
   “Knowing people is my job, it’s why I am paid so very well.  Now, tell me about the dilemma that’s brought you to my bar.”
 
   “Well, I’ve got this project.  It’s a very important project and I knew the all parties very well.  It was a very comfortable scenario-“
 
   She interrupted his vague ramblings and said, “But?”
 
   “Yes, ‘but,’ things changed.  We couldn’t come to an agreement on how to proceed.  They had a lot of reservations about dealing with me, so they backed out.”
 
   She smiled, “Aww, that’s too bad.”
 
   “But here’s where it gets interesting: I’ve had a new player contact me.  I know nothing about him.  I don’t know if I can trust him, I don’t even know if it is a him.  He says he can fulfill all of the obligations of the other party, and much more, but I have to play by his rules.”
 
   “Enter the dark horse.”  She smiled.  She always enjoyed toying with William.  She knew that she intimidated him, and she found it intriguing.
 
   “A dark horse indeed, and I have absolutely no idea what I should do.”  He motioned for another beer and was promptly accommodated.
 
   She gently set her wine glass on the bar and placed her hand on his arm.  She turned her head and stared at the people in the bar.  They were smiling and laughing as they drank away the night while the rest of the world burned.  She concealed her resentment well, but he could see a glimmer of it.  She returned her gaze to him and said in a whisper, “William, Mr. Arayo can be trusted, but he will not wait long for an answer.  I suggest you leave now and call your friend, I believe he should be back in his room by now.”
 
   William stared at her incredulously, but she ignored him and swirled her drink about.
 
   He placed a crumpled hundred dollar bill on the bar and stood up to leave.  He squeezed through the dense crowd that continued to trickle in from the stormy night. As he reached the front door and turned around to wave goodbye, but she was already gone.
 
   As he stepped back outside into the rain, he retrieved his phone and dialed the man’s number.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Where’re you?”
 
   “I just got back to my room, why?”
 
   William paused.
 
   “William?  Are you there?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m here.  So, I thought about everything and, I want you to tell him we’re in.”
 
   “Are you sure?  I thought you were going to take the night to consider it.  This is a huge risk, remember?”
 
   “I’ve considered my options, I understand the risk and I’ve made my decision.  Also, prepare the secondary objective.  We’ll execute the plan as soon as possible.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Clayton
 
   Washington County, Alabama
 
    
 
   Clayton drifted alongside the narrow pier in Hellcat Bayou and looped his bow and stern ropes around the piles.  Another run had not been scheduled for a couple weeks, but he had made an exception.  Clay decided it best to leave Moses with Claire for the night.   The cur did not usually tolerate strangers in his boat.  Clayton had looked back at the porch as he idled away and watched his friend whine and protest the decision.
 
   The grief-stricken mother gingerly stepped out onto the pier with Teddy behind her to ensure she did not fall.  Clayton remembered the last time he was there and thought perhaps Deputy Greene should be the one helping her.  Clay took her hand and helped her balance as she stepped down into the boat.  Her two sons, sixteen and fourteen years old, followed behind Teddy on the pier.  Deputy Greene remained on the bank and aimed his flashlight at their feet.
 
   Her husband had been a diabetic before the world had changed.  As false stability gave way to uncertainty, it had become increasingly difficult to find the medicines he needed to regulate his condition.  When they were finally able to obtain insulin, the periods of extended power outages ensured that it could never be properly refrigerated.  Ultimately, it would be ruined by the heat.  After months without proper preventative medicines, his health began to decline.  His kidneys failed and slowly, over the course of several weeks, he succumbed to a very painful death.
 
   The slow death of a loving father and husband was unbearable for the young family to witness.  The agony he went through near the end had driven their mother into a deep depression.  He was the love of her life and a wonderful father, and now they were alone.  They had no one else on this side of the river.
 
   The remainder of their family resided not far from Clayton’s drop point on the opposite side.  He had arranged for several of his contacts to meet him at the usual location and escort the mother and her sons to her family’s homestead.  His contacts had dutifully agreed; it was the least they could do for one of their own.
 
   Once everyone was safely seated in Clayton’s boat, he untied the vessel and pushed off.  
 
   As the boat drifted away from the pier, Deputy Greene called out, “Clayton.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Be careful out there tonight.”
 
   “Why?  What’s the word?”
 
   “Well, we’ve been having some problems over the last week or so and it’s getting worse.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Mostly home invasions; a few people’ve been killed.  I could be wrong, but I’m afraid it’s going to turn up on the water soon enough.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it.  Think it’s outsiders?”
 
   “Not sure yet; we’ve been checking to see if anyone’s had family or friends move in from out of town, but so far we haven’t got any leads.”
 
   “Keep looking, you’ll find them.  It’s hard to cause trouble ‘round and stay hid for long.”
 
   “Agreed; anyway, be careful, Clay.”
 
   “Always do; take care, deputy.” Clayton started the motor and slipped on his helmet, before disappearing into the night.
 
    The stars were particularly bright.  They caught Clay’s attention, and he glanced up occasionally to marvel at them.  They sped under gnarled branches draped with Spanish moss.  The eerie limbs looked like the frail appendages of some underworld beast.  The slough beyond the lake began to narrow and wind more severely.  Clayton slowed the shallow-draft boat to a more reasonable pace so as not to frighten the already-grieving family.
 
   He watched as the mother stared blankly ahead into the darkness, unaware of his empathetic gaze.  Her boys sat on either side of her.  The elder son draped his arm around her while the younger clasped her hand tightly.  He admired the boys for their courage.  He knew their resilience was all that was holding their mother together.  He thought of his own children and hoped they had remembered all he had taught them.  He prayed that they were safe and that God would let him see them again.
 
   Clayton shut off the motor as they neared the mouth of the slough.  They sat in silence as he listened for any unnatural sounds, but heard none.  He watched as the youngest boy occasionally glanced up at his helmet and goggles.  Finally the boy broke the silence of the boat with a whisper.
 
   “Mister Clay?”
 
   “What is it, little man?”
 
   “What’re you wearing on your head?”
 
   “That’s his night vision,” the older brother replied.
 
   “Your brother’s right; it lets me see in the dark like a barn owl.”
 
   “Cool, can I try it?”
 
   “Joshua,” his mother scolded, “leave Mister Clayton alone.”
 
   “He’s fine Hanna; here you go, Josh.”  He pulled the helmet off of his head and plopped it onto the boy’s. “Try it out.”
 
   “Wow!” The boy gazed all about and laughed as he said, “I can see everything!”
 
   “That’s right,” Clayton replied as the Josh handed it back to him, “it’s my secret weapon.  Well, the coast sounds clear.  Let’s shoot across the river and back into the safety of the cutoff.  Is everybody ready?”
 
   The boys replied, but Hannah simply nodded.  Clayton started the motor again and twisted the tiller throttle as far as it would allow.  The boat roared to life and leapt forward as it began to plane across the water.  They burst forth at full speed from the slough and flew down the river towards the cutoff.
 
   Clayton squinted in an attempt to discern several objects that were barely visible along the bank in the approaching bend.  The closer he got, the more obvious it became as to what they were.  He yelled over the roar of the engine to the others, “Hannah, I want you and Josh to get in the bottom of the boat; get as low as you can.  Josh, try to keep your mother calm, alright?”
 
   “But-“
 
   “Do it, son; no time for questions.  Dale, I need you to come back here with me, okay?”
 
   Dale nodded and complied.  He stepped over the dry well to the back of the boat and stood beside Clayton.  Clay shouted over the motor again, “Open the dry well and grab some ear muffs, it’s about to get even louder.”  
 
   The boy did as he was ordered without question.  Clayton looked again and could now see several men in the two boats along the bank.  He knew it was only a matter of time.
 
   Suddenly, two spotlights shined from the boats and illuminated Clayton’s vessel.  Clay turned off his goggles to avoid being blinded and guided the boat by memory and moonlight until he could get away from the bright beams.  As they flew past the boats Dale cried, “They’re following us!”
 
   The boats were larger and faster than Clay’s, but they could never hang with him in the narrow sloughs.  Unfortunately, they were still at least a mile from the cutoff.  There was nowhere to hide, so Clayton continued to push hard and pray for Providence.
 
   “Get on the gun!” Clayton yelled, “Aim just below the lights so it doesn’t blind you.  Alternate between the boats to rattle them both; I need you to buy me some time.  I’m counting on you, Dale.  Your mother and brother are too.”
 
   Dale nodded and shouldered up to the fifty-caliber that was resting in the bracketed mount in the center of the boat.  He aimed slightly low just like he was told and squeezed the trigger.  He jerked the first shot for fear of the recoil.  The round sailed wide of the pursuers.  Much to his surprise, the kick was mostly absorbed by the home-made mount; all that he felt was the shockwave from the explosion in the chamber.
 
   Being downrange of the huge muzzle flash obviously surprised the pursuers.  They certainly had not expected such a forceful response.  They began to slalom back and forth to avoid being an easy target for the cannon.  Clayton smiled; they were giving him the time he needed.  He yelled again to Dale, “That’s it!  Keep it up!”  
 
   Thirty more seconds to the cutoff.
 
   Dale cycled the bolt action and aimed with a new confidence at the second boat.  The operators of the lights were having a rather difficult time following Clayton’s boat as they were swept back and forth in their evasive motions, so he turned the night vision back on.  
 
   Twenty five seconds.
 
   Dale peered down the rifle and slowly squeezed the trigger once again.  The hammer fell against the primer and set in motion the explosion inside the round.  The spark traveled down the flash hole of the cartridge and ignited the powder charge.  The burning gas propelled the seven-hundred-grain bullet forward with a deep resounding, Boom!  The bullet spun faster and faster as it traveled along the rifled barrel.  It exited the long barrel in a blinding flash and shot forth in an arc towards the second boat.  The bullet hit the water mere feet from its bow.  The operator panicked and jerked the boat hard to the right, nearly causing a catastrophic collision with his comrades.
 
   Fifteen seconds to the cutoff.
 
   The boats returned fire at Clay and the others, barely missing them.  Clay could feel the shots as they pierced the thick night air around him.  He ducked as low as he could in the vessel, minimizing his silhouette as much as possible.  Dale huddled tightly behind the large rifle and continued to search for his targets.  The wide sweeps taken by the pursuing boats made illuminating Clayton difficult, and accurate return fire more luck than skill.  He knew that if Dale had frozen in fear rather than engaging the assailants as he had, they would certainly be dead. 
 
   Ten seconds.
 
   Dale was finding a rhythm with the rifle.  He began to work the action more smoothly as he fired off a steady volley of rounds between the two boats.  He would alternate back and forth, back and forth, at his adversaries.  His shots were hitting closer to their marks each time, but the boats stubbornly continued their chase.  
 
   One round finally connected with the second boat.  The men panicked and slowed as the other boat shot past them at full speed.  After several moments, they throttled back up and continued the chase from at a distance.  
 
   Five seconds.
 
   Clayton could see his sanctuary rapidly approaching.  He swung wide into the middle of the river so that his angle of entry would be straighter and his boat would be easier to control in the narrow strait.  
 
   “Hold on!” he shouted as he performed the maneuver.  Dale wrapped his arms tightly around the rifle to keep from being slung from the boat. Clayton slowed only the slightest bit as he disappeared into river swamp.  The adrenaline rush forced a high pitched howl from deep within him as they were engulfed by the thick canopy.  
 
   The predator had now become the prey.
 
   With every additional bend and turn, the distance between the boats increased in Clayton’s favor.  He could have closed his eyes and navigated the stretch.  They had tried him on the open river and expected an easy victim.  Alone with only his old friend Moses, he would have been surely overtaken.  With the bold display from Dale, however, their ambush had been thoroughly repelled.  Now, if they were foolish enough to follow him into his sanctum, they would be his.
 
   A little over half way through the cutoff, he killed the motor and guided them into a cluster of thick brushwood.  He urged the three to remain quiet while he listened to the sounds of the boats as they ventured towards him on the dangerous waters.  He whispered to Dale to get down in the bottom of the boat and comfort his mother and brother, while he reached for the M1 Garand.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The boats foolishly pushed deeper into the cutoff, not realizing the snare that they had already stumbled into.  The rear boat had caught up with his companion vessel.  They were navigating the waters almost as one boat, blindly urging each other onward.  The crew of the front boat looked back just in time to see their compatriots collide with a submerged stump and turn skyward, before rolling towards the trees along the submerged bank.  The intense spotlight from the first boat found and tracked one of the victims as he was slung through the air in a sweeping arc.  The body collided with a cypress tree in a sickening crunch, before disappearing into the dark waters.
 
   The first boat slowed and spun around to rescue any survivors.  As they idled back to the scene of the accident, they panned their light and searched for their comrades.  They followed the sounds of the panicked screams and found the bobbing head of a lone man.  He thrashed violently in the water, terrified of unseen monsters that were surely lurking an arms-length away, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.  He pleaded desperately for them to pull him to the safety of the boat.
 
   As he reached the side of their boat, his friend stretched forth his arm and began to pull the hysterical survivor aboard.  As he tugged at the man for leverage, a shot rang from somewhere in the darkness.  The man went limp and fell headlong overboard; the survivor sunk back into the murky depths.
 
   He screamed in horror as two more reports echoed through the night.  Two more bodies collapsed on the boat somewhere nearby.  As one of the men fell, the spotlight he had been holding plunged into the water and was immediately extinguished.  Darkness rushed in and filled the swamp again.
 
   The man cried out for mercy as he struggled to climb into the boat.  As he pulled himself up and over the sidewall, eight more shots rang out.  The bullets perforated the boat and its motor.  Again, eight shots again rang out in the same manner, ravaging the vessel’s hull.  The panicked survivor pressed himself against the bottom of the craft.  He lay in complete silence, gasping for shallow breaths, fearful of another barrage.
 
   “Your friends’re all dead.  Their blood is already inviting all manner of creatures to this place.  I don’t have to tell you what’s coming, because you’ve already imagined them, eh?”
 
   The man remained in the bottom of the perforated boat, too afraid to respond.  Water was beginning to seep in.
 
   “Your boat’s disabled; it’s not going anywhere ‘cept straight down.  There’s nowhere to run and no one to hear your cries for help.  You’re surrounded by water on all sides.  Even if you could make it to higher ground, every river bend and every third tree in the swamp looks exactly the same.  But you’re too frightened to even consider making a run for it, so here you’ll stay.”
 
   The man said nothing.
 
   Clayton turned his boat back around and silently trolled away from the wreckage.  After several a short while, he climbed back to his seat and prepared to continue onward.  As he prepared to start the motor once again, a fearful voice cried out, “You’re not going to leave me here to die, are you?”
 
   “You wouldn’t be so lucky.  I’ve some business to attend to first, but I’ll be back.  Then we’re going to talk and talk, almost like old friends – almost.  I can’t wait to hear all about you and your friends.  But until then, don’t go anywhere.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Jake
 
   Mississippi
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake, Kate and Geram were having much better luck by the light of day.  They had been driving since dawn’s first light and had only seen a handful of vehicles on the road.  Parts were getting increasingly difficult to locate, so as vehicles started to break down, they were often simply abandoned.
 
   Besides the difficulties associated with repairs, fuel had priced out of reach of all but the wealthy, or the scarce few that were still employed.  The only people with jobs were the ones that worked for the government or critical infrastructure such as energy and utility companies.  Even those workers had seen their salaries eroded away, but at least it still provided them a meager income.  Some companies had forgone payment with currency altogether, and were compensating their employees with food and water.
 
   The families along their chosen route were probably faring better than most, Jake assumed.  They saw the occasional father and son tending to livestock, or a garden, or the numerous other activities associated with rural living that demanded daily attention.  They even saw a tractor being used sparingly by an old farmer.  The old man most likely had a large store of fuel on his farm that he was rationing as best he could.
 
   The scenery had not changed much during the day.  There were more forests now, but pastures and fields were still abundant enough.  They had noticed several country stores at some of the more major intersections that appeared abandoned, but they had not dared to stop and investigate.  The trials of the night before were still fresh on their minds.
 
   The Bronco had been mostly silent for the last hour or so.  The conversations of earlier had faded as each had turned to other preoccupations.  Kate quietly read her Bible in the back as Sasha rested her head in Kate’s lap.  Geram had relieved Jake of driving for a while so he could study the old Army Ranger Handbook that he had found in Frank’s vault.  Jake was currently reading about combat patrols.  Sasha lifted her head as Kate broke the silence and said, “Hey babe, listen to this:
 
   ‘The sun and moon stood still in the heavens at the glint of your flying arrows, at the lightning of your flashing spear.  In wrath you strode through the earth and in anger you threshed the nations.  You came out to deliver your people, to save your anointed one.  You crushed the leader of the land of wickedness; you stripped him from head to foot.  With his own spear you pierced his head when his warriors stormed out to scatter us, gloating as though about to devour the wretched who were in hiding. You trampled the sea with your horses, churning the great waters.  I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled. 
 
   Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.  Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior. 
 
   The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to tread on the heights.’”
 
   “Where is that from, Revelation?” Jake asked.
 
   “Nope, it’s from the Old Testament.”
 
   “Really?  What’s the story behind it?”
 
   “It’s pretty interesting,” she replied, “it’s from Habakkuk.  He was a minor prophet in the Bible but this wasn’t a prophecy, it was part of a debate between him and God.”
 
   “A debate?”
 
   “Yeah, he starts off questioning God as to why He wouldn’t do something about all of the evil in Judah.  God replied that He was going to send the Babylonians to conquer them.  This left Habakkuk even more confused.  He wondered why God would send a nation to destroy them that was even more corrupt than they were.”
 
   “I can see the man’s point.”  Geram interjected.
 
   “I know, right?” Kate replied, “What I read was from the end of the book.  He ultimately learned to trust God regardless of the circumstances.  Even though everything was failing around him, God still had a purpose and a reason.”
 
   Geram asked, “What was the purpose?”
 
   “It doesn’t say,” she said, “but I think that’s the point.  Habakkuk didn’t know the purpose, and we don’t either.  It’s not for us to know.”
 
   “Maybe the purpose was that Judah had run out of chances.”
 
   “Maybe so.”
 
   Suddenly, the radio-frequency scanner on the dash crackled to life. Jake grabbed it and turned up the volume.
 
   “…is Checkpoint Two, we’re under assault!  …taking heavy fire; may have to fall back!  Send reinforcements immediately!”  Gunfire was readily apparent in the background of the broadcast.
 
   Kate said, “What was that?”
 
   “Sounds like some locals’re under attack,” Jake replied, “We’re just a few miles outside of Decatur; it could be there.”
 
   Geram began searching the channels on the CB radio for any other communications.
 
   “What’re you doing?” Jake asked.
 
   “We need to find that channel.”  Geram scanned, but found nothing.  “Must be on some other frequency,” he reasoned, “Hopefully they’ve got a CB too.”
 
   “Wait,” Jake interjected, “is that safe?  We could be getting in over our heads.”
 
   The scanner chirped again.  “Checkpoint Two, this is Town Hall.  One is taking fire too.  I’m sorry, you’re on your own.  We’ve no one to spare.  Hold out as long as you can.”
 
   Geram turned to Jake and said, “That town is about to get overrun.  There’re innocent people that’ll die if we don’t help; I know that for sure.  I don’t know all the details, but I reckon we should help if we can.”
 
   Jake glanced back at Kate.  She nodded in agreement.  Finally, he relented.  “You’re right, let’s do what we can.”
 
   Geram keyed up the CB.  “Checkpoint Two this is a southbound civilian on Highway 15.   State your location and we’ll aid you.”
 
   He repeated the broadcast several times without any response.  Each time, he would flip to the next channel and repeat himself.   As he was about to change the channel again, a voice crackled through.
 
    “Civilian on Highway, 15 this is Town Hall, what’s your purpose?”
 
   “Town Hall, we wish to aid Checkpoint Two.   All you have is my word, but we mean you no harm.”
 
   “Describe yourself Civilian.”
 
   “We’re a tan Bronco southbound on Highway 15, approximately five miles north of Decatur.”
 
   “Continue south, Civilian; you’ll find them.  Will contact Checkpoint Two.”
 
   Immediately afterwards the scanner barked to life.
 
    “Checkpoint Two, this is Town Hall; you have alleged friendly support two miles to the north.  They’re in a tan, Ford Bronco and are willing to provide you aid.  Do you copy?”
 
   “Copy Town Hall, send them on; we’ll take what we can get.  It can’t get any worse.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After a short while, they approached the scene.  Checkpoint Two was several police cruisers parked across the highway.  The assailants were a dozen men hidden behind a deuce and a half with an M2 Browning mounted in the back of the truck.  Checkpoint Two was utterly and helplessly pinned to the ground by the machine gun’s fire.
 
   Geram pulled off the highway a little less than a thousand hundred yards from the attackers.  He eased the Bronco behind a thick stand of trees that acted as a wind break for one of the fields along the road.  Sasha whined in protest as they left her in the back seat.  
 
   They moved along the woods line on the right-of-way of the road.  The gunfire ahead of them was brutal.
 
   Geram explained his plan to Jake and Kate, “We stay low and out of the checkpoint’s line of fire as we approach.  When we get a couple hundred yards away, we find a safe position in the woods and start picking these guys off.  As long as they don’t see us coming, we should be fine.”
 
   As they neared the predetermined distance, they searched and found a fallen oak tree not far in the woods.   The thick trunk provided excellent cover.  There was a narrow gap between the ground and the tree that was suitable for firing through.  
 
   Geram removed the night-vision scope from the FAL and peered through the rear aperture sight.  He searched for the gunner on the M2 atop the deuce and a half.  Jake and Kate had matching, scoped AR-15s, and had already settled on their targets.  The assailants’ backs were fully exposed.  They were so confident in their superior firepower, and focused on overrunning the checkpoint, they failed to consider a counter-assault from the direction they had come from.
 
   On the count of three they fired simultaneously, downing their marks.  As the sound of the Browning faded, the raiders looked about in dismay.  One man left his position to climb up to the gun, but Geram caught him mid-stride.  Kate and Jake had also found and dropped their second targets.  The attackers were now in a full panic.  Half of their group and been killed in a matter of seconds and they had no idea where the gunfire was coming from.  One man tried to run to the woods on the opposite side of the road, but was downed by a member of Checkpoint Two.  
 
   The raiders’ resolve had been shattered.   They formed a circular pattern and began to frantically fire in all directions.  Two more of the assailants were gunned down by Checkpoint Two, before the remaining three flung their rifles sidelong and lay prone on the pavement.  As the gunfire subsided, a man from the checkpoint shouted, “Hold your fire, Bronco!  I think that’s all of them.”
 
   Geram shouted back in response, “You’ve got three down behind the deuce.  Go ahead and retrieve them; we’ll provide cover.”
 
   “Roger, coming forward.”
 
   The men of the checkpoint advanced and secured the remaining assailants in the back of one of the bullet-riddled cruisers.  Geram, Kate and Jake appeared from out of the woods with their rifles slung over their backs and their hands skyward.  Geram called out again, “Bronco, coming forward!”  
 
   “Hands down Bronco, that ain’t how we treat our friends.”  The man was tall, uniformed and in his late fifties.  Geram reasoned he was likely Decatur’s chief of police.
 
   “Bronco, I need to take several of my officers and check on the other side of town.  Do you mind staying here with a couple of my men ‘til we return?”
 
   “Go; hurry,” Geram replied, “We’ve got you covered.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Jake and Kate had already fueled up the Bronco from the town’s reserves and were enjoying the tiny café’s lavish, all-day breakfast menu.  Geram and the police chief were riding around town, discussing more appropriate defensive tactics. 
 
   “I think you’ve got to cut off some of these roads leading into town.  You can’t defend them all.  You’ve got how many, at least ten roads leading in?”
 
   The man nodded.  “We’ve considered it, but a lot of folks have been reluctant to barricade ourselves in like that.”
 
   “I think after today, they’ll have a change of heart.  If we hadn’t showed up when we-“
 
   “You’re right son, don’t even say it.  I’d rather forget the whole experience.  So, let’s say we block some of these roads; what’s the best way to do it?”
 
   “You want to go far enough out so that if someone abandons their vehicle and tries to hoof it in to town, they’ll be in no shape to fight by the time they reach you.  I’d say at least five miles, but ten is better.  Find a creek, a bridge, a bottom – a natural choke point.  Where we’re from, we cut trenches across the road at points like that.  You could also build an abatis, which might be even better.”
 
   The chief interrupted, “A what?”
 
   “An abatis – take for instance a wicker chair, you know how the material is woven?”
 
   The chief nodded.
 
   “Imagine that with ten or twelve trees across a road; you cut them so that they fall over each other and interlock, making a huge mess.”  Geram entwined his hands as an example.  “Nothing around here is going to drive over that, and it’d take some serious effort to clear it.”
 
   “I like it.”
 
   “Remember, anybody can get through anything, given enough time.  So don’t completely forget about these barricades, just focus your people elsewhere and check on them occasionally.”
 
   “Makes perfect sense; thanks.”  
 
   As they pulled up to the café, the mayor approached.  The chief lowered the window and the mayor leaned, in smiling widely.  “Is this one of the folks that saved my town?”
 
   Geram smiled, “We helped, but your men did a lot to.”
 
   “Don’t be modest, you saved us.  Come on in, I want to buy you lunch, ahh, breakfast.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   SPARC Team 2
 
   San Francisco, California
 
    
 
    
 
   The men approached the bridge wearing hiking boots and backpacks.  They split up and walked on opposite sides as they neared their destination.  They waited until there was no traffic, which didn’t take long at all.  They removed the ropes from their packs and fastened them to the side rails.
 
   After several deep breaths, they hopped over the edge and rappelled down to the bridge’s pile caps.   The men realized just how dizzyingly high they were.  They placed the matching packages on their respective pile caps, right next to the bearings that the bridge deck rested on.
 
   Once the packages were in place, they continued their rapid descent.  As they reached the water’s surface, a small skiff motored over and picked each man up in turn.  Once both men were in the boat, the operator throttled the motor and disappeared into the thick, foggy night.  The entire operation took less than an hour.
 
   


  
 

***
 
   SPARC Team 5
 
   Chicago, Illinois
 
    
 
    
 
   The driver pulled the ball cap down tightly over her face.  She followed the pre-described route that offered the least chance of passing through a checkpoint.  Even if she was pulled over and searched, they would have to empty the entire contents of the fully-packed, box truck to find anything of suspicion.  She rounded the final turn and took several deep breaths as she approached the end of her journey.  She passed under the large sign that read:
 
    
 
   Commercial Vehicles Only
 
    
 
   She pouted her lips and gave the security guard the most innocent smile she could muster.  He blushed as he checked her credentials, before smiling and waving her through.  She winked at him as she drove through the gate and into the delivery bay of the Federal building.  She wasn’t the normal driver, the guard realized, but she was just so cute.  A girl like that couldn’t possibly be dangerous.  Maybe he would stop her when she returned and ask for her number.
 
   She hopped out of the truck and glanced around.  Not a soul in sight.  She locked the door and trotted away.  A forklift driver rounded the corner and shouted, “Ma’am, can I help you?”
 
   “Oh!  I’m sorry; I just needed to use the restroom.  Is there one close by?”  She pouted her lips and flashed the same smile as before.
 
   “Oh, well, just up the hall and take a right.  But hurry back; I’ll get in trouble if the super shows up and you’re missing.”
 
   “Sure thing babe, see you in a flash.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
   SPARC Team 12
 
   Columbus, Ohio
 
    
 
    
 
   The mechanics performed their final safety checks on the planes before clearing them for takeoff.  They sealed the mechanical compartments and packed up their tools before leaving for their union-mandated break.  
 
   The planes taxied across the airport to their terminals and prepared for boarding.  In a matter of hours they would be spread across the entire nation, flying towards numerous major, metropolitan areas.  
 
   In a dozen other cities, at a dozen other facilities, packages were hidden or simply left in plain view in an unassuming briefcase or toolbox.  One by one the reports came in that the drops had been successful.  One by one the malefactors executed their missions and disappeared back into the shadows.
 
   


  
 

***
 
   William
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
    
 
    
 
   William flew down U.S. Route 1.  He frantically whipped around the roundabouts at Logan and Scott Circles and continued southwest.  He weaved in and out of the slower-moving traffic, down Connecticut Avenue and then onto K Street.  As he passed the statue of David Farragut in a blur of speed, he thought of the man’s famous quote and laughed.  “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!” had taken on quite a different meaning, as far as he was concerned.
 
   George Washington University soon came into view.  William looked down to check his watch – twenty minutes.  He had to hurry; he did not want to miss a moment of the action.  William wheeled the bike into the parking area behind Tonic and rushed up the sidewalk and into the bar.
 
   As he opened the door and stepped into the establishment, he was greeted by an ambiance that was immediately relaxing.  The temperature was perfect, the lighting was immaculate.  The music was obscure, but tasteful.  He loved everything about the place.  
 
   William made his way to the restroom and turned on the faucet.  He splashed water on his face and ran his fingers through his black hair.  He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing as he tried to rein it in, but it was to no avail.  He strolled across the empty room and into one of the stalls.  He sat down on the closed toilet seat, reached into his pocket and retrieved a prescription bottle and a small flask.  He rattled out a cocktail of pills of varying shapes and sizes from the bottle.  William chewed the pills up and washed the powder down his throat with the gin and tonic that was in the flask.  He checked his watch again – ten minutes.
 
   He closed his eyes again and allowed the chemicals to work their calming magic on his body.  Within several minutes, he began to relax.  His pulse slowed and his breathing returned to a more normal pace.  He was usually very relaxed, but the night had brought with it an anxiety that he had never experienced before.  Everything hinged on the actions that would be set into motion in a matter of minutes.  Soon, the world would begin to radically evolve, more so than even in the last six months.  Soon, he would hasten the transformation by tenfold.  
 
   He took one last look in the mirror.  He straightened his collar and tamed the messy helmet hair from the wild ride.  He exited the restroom with a newfound swagger.  His presence was more commanding as he strode to the bar.  People were beginning to filter in for a long night of drinking and reveling, or so they thought.
 
   She had watched him rush into the bar and disappear into the restroom for several minutes before reappearing as a completely different William, the William that she knew so well.  She aimed for him, her heels echoing on the hardwood floor with each purposeful stride.  As she reached him, he turned around with his usual Guinness in one hand and a cabernet sauvignon in his other.  
 
   She smiled.  “Were you expecting me?”
 
   He simply handed her the glass and returned the smile.  “Let’s have a seat in the corner tonight.”
 
   They walked over to the secluded nook and sat on the leather sofa.  A flat-screen television was hung above the couch opposite of him.  The television was a stark contrast to the elegantly rustic surroundings.  Normally the contradiction would have annoyed him, but, for the moment, he appreciated its strategic placement.  He sunk deep into the couch cushions and propped his feet on the antique coffee table in front of him.
 
   He brought the tall glass of the rich beer to his lips and savored the first mouthful.  He rolled it in his mouth like a fine wine before swallowing the liquid.  The pills’ effects were in full force now.  He smiled and placed his arm around her.
 
   “William,” she smiled playfully and said, “What kind of girl do you think I am?”
 
   “Shhh.” he replied, “Tonight’s not about you, babe; it’s all about me.”
 
   Breaking News flashed across the screen as the regularly scheduled propaganda from the marionettes was interrupted.  The feed was replaced with a new, solemn-faced puppet.  William grabbed the remote and turned the volume up as high as it would go.  Groups were beginning to converge around other televisions within the bar.
 
   “Greetings America,” the teary eyed broadcaster announced, “we have breaking developments from across the country.  Reports are still coming in as we speak, but it appears that a coordinated, terrorist attack has struck numerous targets from coast to coast.  Bridges have been attacked in New York and San Francisco – wait, this just coming in,” she cupped her ear for a moment before continuing, “-a third bridge has just collapsed in Chicago.
 
   The targets vary widely in nature, but appear to all be connected to a single party.  Federal buildings, water treatment facilities, passenger planes – there have been at least a dozen attacks, and more are being reported by the minute.” 
 
   She cupped her ear again, straining to hear the speaker, “Oh, we’re cutting to live footage now.”
 
   A camera with a bird’s-eye view circled the collapsed section of the San Mateo Bridge in San Francisco.  The sounds of the helicopter’s blades could faintly be heard behind the broadcaster’s narration of the destruction.  Cars were beginning to pile up on the bridge with nowhere to go.  Suddenly, a second section of the bridge collapsed into the bay.  The crowd in the bar gasped collectively at the horror as cars tumbled into the water.
 
   The footage changed to a scene of scattered wreckage and debris in downtown Boston.  Multiple buildings appeared to have been damaged by the sabotaged Boeing 747.  Hundreds were confirmed dead, but the reporter warned that casualties could reach a thousand before it was over, and there were other plane crashes as well.
 
   The screen returned to the reporter in the newsroom, now sitting behind a desk as other journalists and assistants ran frantically to and fro.  William reasoned it was a ploy to add a sense of drama and urgency to the newsroom, as if such was needed.
 
   “This just in,” the broadcaster announced, “an anonymous source from the Pentagon has reported that they believe the terror attacks have been committed by a right-wing extremist organization.  They further believe that the terror organization may even have ties with foreign governments, due to the complexity and the coordination required for the attacks,” She paused and exchanged a sidebar whisper with a man just off screen, before continuing, “The president has declared a state of emergency for all fifty states and will be mobilizing additional troops throughout the nation, especially in areas sensitive to further terror attacks.”
 
   Silence had fallen across the establishment as the young staffers and lobbyists were breathlessly glued to the reports.  The bartender did not even notice William walk behind the bar and refill the drinks.  He strolled back to the corner and eased back onto the couch.  He was smiling contently as he handed her the glass.
 
   “William,” she said, “I have to say, I’m impressed.  All of this - yours?”
 
     He propped his feet up and leaned back into the plush cushions of the couch before replying, “This is the opening act; I’m just getting started.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Reese
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
    
 
   The man with the blue eyes topped off his coffee and started brewing another pot.  It would surely be a very long night.  He had muted the television long ago.  He couldn’t listen to the ridiculous speculation and commentary from the marionettes anymore.  He didn’t need their opinions on who was behind the terror attacks; he knew exactly who had done this.  
 
   He had.
 
   He had acted as an intermediary for William and the counterparty.  He had carefully chosen each target:  the planes, Federal buildings, bridges and banks.  He had coordinated the strike teams and even given the order to proceed.  Then he had contacted his handler, and the agency had done nothing.
 
   The agency had done nothing.
 
   The devices were not even supposed to have been real.  They were supposed to be inert, inactive, neutralized. 
 
   This was not supposed to happen.
 
   His mind was racing.  His thoughts were confused and half developed.  It was as if his mind had just burst forth from the dam that had restrained it his entire life.  He wanted to rage around the room, but he was afraid to utter even a sound.  He wanted to go to Tonic and beat William with his bare hands, but he knew it was not all William’s fault.
 
   William was vile; everything he touched was poisoned by his warped ideologies, but he knew that if one was stung by a scorpion, one did not blame it.  William was doing exactly what was to be expected.  This was someone else’s fault; someone that was just as, or maybe more, nefarious than even Galleani.  
 
   This was the fault of someone he had trusted.
 
   He set his cup of coffee on the floor by the bed and closed his eyes.  He ran his clammy hands through his hair.  He tried to clear his mind so that he could focus on what he should do.  Even with his eyes closed, the images from the television still tortured him.  He saw them all:  the cars that had plummeted from the bridges into the waters below, the wreckages of the planes that had been detonated, and the ashen-faced men and women who searched for their loved ones in the rubble of the buildings.  Every image haunted him.  
 
   He stood up and looked around the room.   Clothing was strewn about, and every piece of furniture in the room was stacked against the door.  When he had checked in, he had argued to no avail for a room with a balcony.  At the moment, he was thankful to only have one point of entry.  His MP5 and Glock pistol were within arm’s reach on the bed beside him.  He paced in circles, recollecting the events once again.
 
   There were undoubtedly numerous teams from his agency involved in Operation Fireproof, he reasoned.  He was the face of the operation, negotiating with William and the counterparty.  There should have been a second team that acted as a foreign group and supplied the supposedly inert explosives to the counterparty.  There were numerous teams that should have acted simultaneously across the country to apprehend the terrorists during the placing of the devices.
 
   A strike against the counterparty should have occurred in at the same time as the other counterstrikes.  The group did not act as overtly as William, but their capture was just as important.   This was supposed to be a celebration, but instead it was wrought with uncertainty and paranoia.
 
   As far as he knew, none of the other teams had even mobilized against the threats.  The answer had to be one of three possibilities:  his handler had not transmitted his intel to the agency, someone within the agency had received the transmission from his handler and had failed to contact the other teams, or all of the other field teams had refused to act.
 
   He knew the field agents and his handler better than he knew anyone else.  By the nature of his profession, he trusted them with his life.  Since William had managed to obtain live explosives, he reasoned that the second possibility was most likely.  Somewhere in the Special Activities Division of the CIA, or SAD as it was referred to, there was a traitor, or perhaps traitors, of the highest order.
 
    He sat on the bed and dialed his handler.  The phone rang four or five times with no answer.  As he was about to hang up, he heard a man’s voice on the line.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   His heart sank and his stomach turned.  There was no doubt in his mind that Sofia was dead.  He searched for words, but found none.  He sat in silence.
 
   “Reese, is that you?  Speak up, old boy.”
 
   “I don’t know who you are, but I promise you I’ll find you; and when I do-“
 
   The man laughed with derision and interjected, “You’ll do what?  How do you find a ghost, Reese?  How do you kill a specter?  I’ve lain down before you in the mud and watched you with labored breaths.  I’ve whispered to your soul and dreamt of squeezing my trigger from a thousand yards away.  How do you win when you don’t know the players, or even the very game that’s being played?”
 
   “I’ll find you.”
 
   “You’ve no one left you can trust, and nowhere left to go, and I’m coming for you.”  
 
   Click.
 
   Reese found himself staring once again at the television as the call abruptly ended.  The man was right; he had nowhere to go and no one to trust.  He was alone in a city full of liars and thieves.  He had to assume that every one of his contracts was either a traitor or dead.  
 
   Or, maybe he did have someone left.  He grabbed a separate, pre-paid phone that was lying on the floor in the far corner of the room.  He rubbed his thumb across the keypad and closed his eyes as carefully considered the action.  Finally, he dialed the number.  Reese gathered his sparse belongings while the phone rang.
 
   “Who is it?” the voice demanded.
 
    Reese could hear the sense of victory in William’s voice, and it disgusted him.  “It’s me.  Can we talk?”
 
   “You know, I’m kind of busy at the moment.  You should come over here if you’re still in town.”
 
   “I don’t have time for that, Will.  I need to talk to you, in private, now.  Can we meet at Johnny’s spot?”
 
   “Johnny’s spot?”
 
   “I’m leaving now; I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   “Alright, alright,” William groaned, “give me thirty minutes.”
 
   Reese hung up the phone and walked to the bathroom.  He washed his hands and face, and then stared blankly at the mirror.  His blue eyes blazed back at him from the other side.  Finally, he whispered, “He’s your only hope.  You can kill William Galleani later, but tonight, he’s all you’ve got.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Reese nervously scanned the shadows from the highest point he could find, Lee’s mansion.  It had taken him nearly twenty minutes to travel the five short miles to Arlington cemetery.  He had doubled back a dozen times to ensure no one was following him.  Surely they would have considered that in his desperation he might contact William.  He had told no one of the locations where their meetings occurred, not even his handler, but that brought him little comfort.  
 
   The cemetery was once again free of any interlopers.  Countless crypts and monuments dotted the landscape.  It had seemed so safe when he thought he was in control of the situation.  Now, all he could see were the innumerable vantage points where someone could be waiting for him to step out of the shadows and into their crosshairs. 
 
   He continued to search the darkness for any adversaries until, finally, he saw William’s bike.  He first spotted solitary headlight on the front of the Ducati Monster as it was crossing the Potomac.  He hoped William would dim the light, or turn it off completely, but he never did.  Reese reasoned that, between the successful attacks and a night of celebratory drinking, William was likely feeling unstoppable.
 
   William guided the bike to the center of the plaza, just below Kennedy’s grave.  He shut it off and casually strolled up the steps to the eternal flame.  Reese watched as William reached into his jacket and retrieved something.  He fumbled with the item for a moment before bringing it up to his mouth – his flask, of course; William was still celebrating.  
 
   William crouched down low and warmed his hands over the small fire, waiting for Reese to appear.  Reese alternated between watching William, the cemetery and the bridge for several more minutes before finally crawling out from under the bushes and carefully making his way down the hill to the flame.  
 
   When William saw him, he raised both arms in victory.  Reese was too far away yet to see, but he could imagine the sickening smile that William had on his face.  As Reese reached the foot of the hill, William enthusiastically stepped forward to greet him.
 
   “Excellent work, excellent work.   You exceeded all expectations.  I thought at least two or three of our devices would be discovered, but I was wrong.  Your planning was flawless!”
 
   Reese’s breathing and pulse quickened at the sound of William’s voice.  He struggled to contain his rage.  He exhaled long and slow, and then replied with a smile, “They never saw us coming, eh comrade?”
 
   “Never indeed!  Here have a drink.”  William extended his flask to Reese; he accepted the gesture and took a deep gulp of the vodka.  The strong libation helped to calm his nerves.  Reese took a second gulp before handing it back.  
 
   “Now, comrade,” William continued, “what brings us here tonight?”
 
   “I’ve decided I want to go to Texas, to help.”
 
   “Relax, your job’s finished; you did well.  I have capable people on the ground.  They’re already helping our new friend’s team get everything into position.  Why would you want to fly across the country now, after just the other day you were up in arms over a phone call?”
 
   “Well,” Reese replied, “tonight was so – perfect.  I believe it could be the tipping point.  We’re on the cusp of something amazing William, can’t you feel it?  You need someone in Houston that you know can deliver.  I’ve thought about it and I want all in.  Besides, do we really need a couple of your underlings from Texas handling such a sensitive operation?”
 
   “I appreciate that, but things are moving so fast, I don’t know if you can even get there in time.  We’re talking a matter of days.”
 
   “How soon can I be on a plane?  I want this, Will.”
 
   “Alright, I can make some calls tomorrow morning.  I can probably have you on a private plane by tomorrow night.  I’ll let everyone know you‘re coming, but if something happens - we move without you.  I can’t let anything screw this up.  Is that fair enough?”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Good.”  William smiled, “Now go get some rest, you’ll need it; the next few days’ll be a wild ride.”
 
   “I’m sure they will.  Thank you.”
 
   William placed his hand on Reese’s shoulder for a moment as he smiled.  Reese could feel his stomach turning in revulsion at the gesture.  William turned and walked back down to his bike in the plaza.  Reese watched as he rode away and slowly disappeared over the Potomac.
 
   He turned in a slow circle and stared at the loneliness that surrounded him.  He felt a strong sense of foreboding, as if a thick cloud of evil had enveloped him.  He knew he could not return to his room for the night.  He had no choice but to stay here.  At least here, he would be surrounded by men whose loyalty was without question.  He set off to the west, to the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Barrett
 
   South Padre Island
 
    
 
   The armored vehicles had left Olympic Park in Matamoros less than thirty minutes ago.  Soon, they would be in Port Isabel and then on to South Padre Island.  There were nearly sixty of the ERC 90s.  They were three-wide on the highway, and their convoy stretched for nearly a tenth of a mile.  Each vehicle was armed with a 90 mm cannon and 7.62 mm machine guns.
 
   As they left the urban confines of Brownsville, Texas, the terrain became open and sandy.  They were surrounded by rivers, canals and lakes on both sides of Highway 48.  The warm, night air felt good on the soldados’ faces as they rode on the tops and sides of the fast-moving, six-wheeled vehicles.  Two-dozen tracked, armored personnel carriers, or APCs, followed several miles behind the swift-moving convoy.  They would only be needed after the ERC 90s had finished shelling the island.
 
   The Capitán Primero was anxious to engage the gringos.  He had lobbied hard to leave Matamoros sooner, but the Z-G lieutenants had denied his requests.  The cartels wanted to wait until the full force of the army was mobilized in Matamoros before proceeding.  Despite his reservations about their decision, he obliged them; they were his jefes now.  They paid much better than the government ever did, anyway.  Besides, even if he had wanted to, it was not as if he could resign from his post.
 
   As the convoy reached Queen Isabella Boulevard, three F-5 Tiger IIs screamed overhead in an echelon formation.  Within a matter of moments they were over Padre Island.  The lead jet unleashed both of his rocket pods simultaneously and battered the island with close to forty Hydra rockets.  His two wingmen released their payloads of Mk 80 bombs.  The island’s infrastructure was decimated.
 
   As the jets performed a cross turn and headed back to the west, the soldiers in the ERC 90s could see tracer rounds from multiple locations on the island.  The bullets flashed skyward in response to the attack.
 
   The convoy proceeded east down the boulevard and stopped in the center of Port Isabel.  Just ahead lay the long causeway that led to the guard’s redoubt.   They aimed their cannons eastward and began to shell the island.  
 
   South Padre once again flashed bright from the light of the explosions.  Buildings were erased from the horizon.  A dark cloud of smoke hung heavy in the distance.  With the aid of binoculars, a few peculiar looking units on the island could be seen mobilizing in groups and returning fire.  Soon the counterattack dissipated.  The soldados cheered enthusiastically at their overwhelming victory.
 
   After he was satisfied with the utter destruction of the island, the Capitán Primero ordered the convoy to cease fire.  The attack was violent and swift, and had apparently caught most of the guardsmen by surprise.  They had expected a fierce battle after finding the dead soldados on the roof of the apartment in Matamoros.  They were all but certain that the gringos had discovered their amassing army.  As it appeared, though, their fears were unfounded.
 
   The island was silent and empty in the distance.  The winds from the east began to blow the heavy, billowing smoke from the island over Laguna Madre, and into Port Isabel.  The Capitán opened the top hatch of one of the front vehicles and peered through his binoculars for several uneventful minutes.  Finally satisfied, he ducked back inside vehicle and gave the command to proceed over the causeway.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   “Golden eagle!  Golden eagle!”
 
   Barrett and his fellow guardsmen rushed to their positions as their radios squawked to life.   The code words from the SEAL scout team in Brownsville echoed in their heads.  The army in Matamoros was on the move, and they were coming to the island.
 
   They had been lying in wait for days.  Barrett had expected the assault much sooner, but Providence had withheld it.  The delay had afforded them the much-needed time to plead for reinforcements from Austin.  They had begged for air support from Camp Mabry, but were told none was available.  After a call to the governor’s office and a second call to command control, a plan began to form.  The more they discussed it, the more Barrett and Holt fell in love with it; and if they were lucky, it might even work.
 
   Command control had recently been informed of a discovery in a National Guard Armory; crate upon crate of aging, Dragon missiles had been found languishing in the back of a storage bunker.  It had been decided that the entire stockpile of the M47 Dragons would be sent to Padre Island, along with six of the state’s latest riot control vehicles.
 
   At less than 6’ in length and 4’ tall, the Gladiator tactical vehicle was perfect for urban crowd control.  The small, remotely-controlled vehicles could be outfitted with the SWARM weapon system.  When utilizing less-than-lethal rounds, the Gladiator could effortlessly repel even the most determined rioter.  They looked like miniature tanks as they rolled down the streets of Austin.  Before long, the mere presence of the Gladiators tended to disperse a group of potential protestors.
 
   But even when outfitted with a machine gun, the tiny land drones were still no match for the heavy armoring and large cannons of the ERC 90s.  They would be eradicated on sight without question, but perhaps they could serve another, more sacrificial purpose.  Perhaps they could lend the appearance of an occupied Padre Island.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Barrett and his teammates waited on the flat rooftops of the buildings along Queen Isabella Boulevard.  They hid atop Lone Star National and First National Bank.  They concealed themselves on the roofs of coffee shops and art galleries, of boutiques and antique stores and strip malls – no more than four men to a roof.  They would need rapid dominance – shock and awe – from all sides if they were to overcome the odds that were stacked against them.
 
   The boulevard was divided by a wide, grassy median dotted with the occasional palm tree and ornamental shrub.  Each side of the boulevard had two lanes, with an additional parking lane along the sidewalks.  There was ample room for the convoy to tighten their formation as they neared the causeway.  
 
   If the enemy proceeded through Port Isabel in a long, staggered line of vehicles without pause, Barrett would wait until they were over Laguna Madre before attacking.  This would not be optimal, but he believed they could use the causeway to trap the convoy.  Their casualties would likely be high, because Port Isabel would get shelled as well.  He prayed they would stop at the bridge approach before proceeding.  If they were clustered tightly in the center of town and not expecting an assault from behind, he knew he could decimate his opponent.
 
   It had been nearly ten minutes since the warning from the SEAL team.  They had reported over fifty of the ERC 90s traveling at approximately 50 mph.  Barrett stood atop the old Point Isabel Lighthouse, the tallest structure for miles.  He had a commanding view of the surrounding area as he leaned against the ancient railing atop the structure.  He waited impatiently; the soldados would be upon them at any moment.
 
   The sudden sound of jet engines startled Barrett.  He dashed back into the lantern room and radioed for everyone to find cover on the exposed roofs as best they could.  He grabbed the remote that controlled all six of the Gladiators and began to move them around the island.
 
   Three, low-flying F-5s streaked over Port Isabel and dropped the entirety of their payloads on South Padre.  Barrett stared at the explosions and held his breath.
 
   With the joystick he aimed the tiny tanks skyward and saw five sets of tracer rounds pierce the night sky.   Amazingly he had only lost one Gladiator.  He watched as the jets streaked back overhead, assumingly returning to base.  As he spun to watch them, he saw the endless line ERC 90s quietly approaching.   He radioed again, warning of their approach.
 
   They held their fire as the convoy rolled down the boulevard and stopped at the approach of the causeway.  The vehicles aimed their cannons eastward and began to shell the island mercilessly.  Barrett fumbled with the bulky remote and returned fire.  The Gladiators’ rounds were useless at point-blank range, much less from across the lagoon.  Their purpose was to merely ensure their enemy was sufficiently confident in his victory.
 
   One by one, the Gladiators were destroyed, their tracer fire to be seen no more.  Barrett radioed the men to ready their Dragons and wait for his order.  The scenario could not have been more perfect, he thought.  While the front vehicles were bombarding the island, the rear vehicles crowded forward to see the action, their lack of discipline now on display.  Several of the crews had even left their vehicles unattended while they scampered forward to see the destruction of the gringos that had harassed them for months.
 
   As the shelling stopped, a hatch opened on one of the front ERC 90s.  A man emerged and stared through his binoculars at the island for several minutes.  Satisfied with the destruction, he disappeared back into the vehicle.  
 
   This was the moment.
 
   Barrett stroked the button on the radio for a second or two, before pressing it and whispering, “Our turn.”
 
   In the first moments of the volley, ten Dragon missiles were launched from the rooftops nearby.  Before those missiles had even met their targets, another fifteen were being launched.  By the time the soldiers in the street could process the unexpected sights and sounds, thirty-five Dragons had been launched from less than two-hundred yards away.  The missiles screamed towards the unorganized cluster of ERC 90s.  
 
   The shock and terror below was apparent by the inaction of the vehicles that were not hit.  The ones that did react tried to retreat, but the wreckage around them foiled their attempts.  Within ten seconds, the two-man teams had attached the tubular firing system to a second missile, a drill they had performed hundreds of times in the past several days.  Their second volley annihilated the remaining vehicles.
 
   Within another twenty seconds, the slower, APCs had reached the point where the grassy median split Highway 100 into the expansive Queen Isabella Boulevard.  They were now within line of sight of the guardsmen, a mere four-hundred yards away.  The APCs had not even concerned themselves with the sounds of the violent, rooftop ambush.  They had assumed it was merely part of the island bombardment.  Besides, they had received no calls of distress.  A single, concerted barrage of Dragons from the rooftops ended the armored procession with an enormous ball of flame.  
 
   Heavy, white smoke hung thick in the air of Port Isabel, completely shrouding the base of the lighthouse.  Barrett stood atop the tower in awe of the complete and total victory.  He keyed the radio again and barked, “Well done, Dragon Slayers.  Gryphon, proceed with search and destroy.”
 
   Strykers, Humvees and AAVs streamed out from underneath the beach houses on Long Island to the south.  They crossed the swing bridge into town and dispersed amongst the side streets near the boulevard with their large spotlights illuminating the night.  The men on the rooftops had switched back to their rifles after readying the Dragons for a fourth volley, just in case.  They searched the alleys and streets below them for any remaining soldados.
 
   Barrett heard several shots ring out from the neighboring streets.  Not long thereafter, reports of ‘all clear’ began echoing from his radio.  
 
   “Alright,” he replied, “let’s move out.  They’re waiting for us in Port Mansfield.  It’s a good two-hour drive and I can’t wait to get out of here.”
 
   He smiled as he made his way down from his perch.  Tomorrow they could determine their strategy for the days to come, but for now they would celebrate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Reese
 
   Houston, Texas
 
    
 
   His tension began to subside as the Learjet lifted off the runway.  Reese had not slept any the night before in the sprawling cemetery.   He had forced himself to stay awake as he sat in the back of the cabin on the wide bench seat.  With the jet in the air, he reclined the bench until it was flat.  He stretched out and finally closed his eyes.  With no one but the pilot and himself onboard, Reese felt safe enough to rest during the three-hour flight.
 
   He drifted in and out of sleep during the turbulent flight, subconsciously reaching for his MP5 with every jerk and bounce of the jet.  He dreamed of wars in his past and in his future.  He recalled the harsh, winter nights spent in the rugged, Afghan terrain over ten years ago.
 
   Along with his Special Forces brothers, he was one of the first Americans to step foot on Afghan soil in 2001.  They had come to be known as the horse soldiers.  The men he fought alongside were more than elite warriors, they were soldier-emissaries sent into a region that had repelled the Brits in the 19th century and the Soviets in the 20th.  The American Empire would be just another ruined superpower unless they could find another way.
 
   In the early days of the war, they fought alongside the northern tribesmen like kinsmen.  They were an odd combination of modern super-soldiers and ancient guerillas.  They routed forces that outnumbered them by as much as forty to one.
 
   The irony of their mission was not lost on him.  The first battles in the 21st century’s War on Terror would be fought on the backs of Afghan ponies.  He recalled the frigid nights that they repelled from Chinooks that were hovering in altitudes higher than should have even been mechanically and mathematically possible, into the harsh lands below.  He thought of the cheering villagers in the mountaintop settlements where they stopped for rest and to seek support for the struggle against an oppressive and intolerant regime.
 
   He smiled as he recollected the men driving forward through some of the most rugged and desolate, almost otherworldly, landscapes on mere horses, with the world’s most sophisticated night-vision, weaponry and communications equipment.
 
   He remembered one battle in particular where they brazenly charged a group of Taliban soldiers, firing over the heads of their horses.  Suddenly, he was flung forward as his pony was shot out from underneath him.  Reese landed hard on the unforgiving ground while the other soldiers galloped past.  Without warning, he felt a hard tug and was slung upwards through the air and onto the back of a massive Afghani’s battle horse.  The man turned and flashed a toothless smile before continuing his fearless assault.
 
   He remembered lying on his back and staring at the stars, feeling a strong sense of connection with the kindred spirits of times long past.  He had often dreamt on those nights of riding alongside Mosby’s Men and the Rough Riders.  His brothers-in-arms often remarked that they felt as if they had been sent into the past to change the present.
 
   The war had dragged on through the years because of spineless politicians seven-thousand miles away, but he and his men never forgot.  They fought and died changing a nation.  Regardless of where America stood now in the eyes of the Afghani people, they had left as heroes in the eyes of the villagers in the north.  They had prayed for a champion and had been sent an entire cavalry of them from half a world away.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The sudden descent awoke Reese from his sleep.  He groggily peered out the window beside him and watched as the golf course below grew in size, until it seemed as if they would land on the eighth hole.  The jet buzzed the treetops and managed a fairly gentle landing on the cracked, asphalt runway.  The unexpected scenery disoriented Reese.  He grabbed his pack, cautiously walked up the narrow aisle to the cockpit and knocked on the door.
 
   “Yes sir?”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “West Houston Airport, sir.”
 
   “Why didn’t we fly in to Bush?”
 
   “Bush redirected us here.  Don’t worry, it’s about the same distance.  If I understand correctly, they’ve a driver waiting for you on the tarmac, so you’ll be off the plane and on your way.”
 
   “Okay, thanks.”
 
   Reese’s pulse quickened as the adrenaline began to course through his body.  From the moment he heard that they were landing in West Houston, he knew his true intentions had been discovered.  Either William had learned the truth, or he had been executed and the man Reese had spoken to on the phone in the hotel was running the show.  Reese hoped William was still in the picture.  He could handle a couple of punk revolutionaries much more easily than a rogue element within the CIA.
 
   West Houston Airport was situated on the edge of the Addicks and Barker reservoirs.  Together, they encompassed nearly 26,000 acres of dense forests and deep swamps, and prevented the downstream flooding of Houston.  The dark swamps contained therein were more than adequate to hide a body or two, if needed.
 
   As the jet came to a stop on the wet tarmac, Reese dug into his pack and retrieved a light rain jacket.  He stuffed his Smith and Wesson Airweight into the jacket pocket and slid the larger Glock into his shoulder holster.  He would be expected to be armed.  He hoped that with his hand firmly gripping the revolver in his pocket, ready to fire through the fabric if need be, would grant him a moment of surprise.  The visible, but undisturbed, Glock hanging from the shoulder holster would hopefully lull plant a glimmer of complacency within them.
 
   He opened the door of the jet, walked down the steps and onto the runway.  He saw the two men standing beside the black GMC Suburban in the misting rain and immediately knew he was not dealing with revolutionaries.  They were tall, muscular and had the high-speed, low-drag look down to the Oakley sunglasses.  Great, Reese thought, they’ve got the look, but let’s see if they’ve got the follow through.  He let out a deep breath, puffed his chest out and conjured up the most condescending attitude he could muster.  
 
   His pack was slung over his left shoulder, and his right hand was firmly gripping the revolver in his pocket.  As he approached the men, he eyed them cautiously.  One sudden move and he would empty the revolver in their direction.  He hoped he did not have to fire on them immediately.  He preferred to make his move away from the airport and any witnesses.  Reese needed all the time he could get before his friends in Washington were aware he had escaped, if he did manage to escape.  
 
   The driver was leaning against his door.  The second man was near the back, passenger side of the SUV, closest to Reese.  Before he could speak, Reese chucked his pack hard at the man.  As he caught in, Reese barked, “Throw it in the back and let’s get moving; I don’t have any time to waste.”
 
   The second man craned his head over his shoulder to look at the driver.  When he turned back around, Reese‘s face was inches from his own.  Reese growled at the man even more forcefully the second time.
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, boy?  Are you deaf or just too stupid to understand the words coming out of my mouth?  Move it, now!”
 
   The man spun and opened the rear passenger door and tossed the pack in the back of the Suburban.  Reese was already making his way to the rear, driver-side door.  He wanted to make sure he was behind the driver if at all possible.  The driver had already transitioned inside the vehicle and had cranked the engine.
 
   “Sir,” the second man said, “why don’t you have a seat over here?”
 
   Probably just field agents; they have no idea what they’re getting into.  My jet ride must’ve caught D.C. by surprise, and these two were the best he could come up with on short notice.  I wonder what story they’ve been fed about me.  God, have mercy on me, but I don’t have a choice.  Give me a way out; please give me an option.
 
   “Just shut up and get in, I don’t have time for you.”
 
   The man stood in defiance at first, but the driver glared back, finally giving an angry nod.  The man finally relented and climbed into the SUV.  Reese continued to bark orders as they drove away.  He wanted the ride to be as loud and confusing as possible.  He wanted them angry so their reactions would be clumsy and delayed.  The driver punched the gas and the Suburban sped away.  Somewhere beneath his angry scowl, Reese was smiling.
 
   Dusk was quickly fading to darkness as they pulled out of the airport and onto Groeschke Road.  Reese had settled into a momentary lull from his tirade as they approached the side road.  He had already anticipated the turn into Cullen Park.  The park led to the more secluded areas of the reservoir.  The driver continued to stare at Reese through the rear-view mirror, watching his every move.  He was scarcely paying attention the road ahead of him.  Having Reese sitting directly behind him was obviously not part of the plan.
 
   Up ahead at the edge of the woods, Reese saw a large doe poke her head out of the foliage and peer about.  He watched as she nervously eased down the slope and made her way towards the road.  The headlights blinded her and caused her to freeze on the shoulder.  Reese seized the moment.  He glared at the driver and said, “You got a problem up front?  Why don’t you turn around here so I can slap that cocky look off your face?”
 
   The second man tried to intervene, “Sir, you need to remain calm; we’re here to help-“
 
   The driver interrupted in a shout, “I’ve had enough of you!”  He spun around to face Reese and began to speak just as the doe decided to step into their lane.  Reese grinned as he buckled his seat belt at the last moment.  
 
   The Suburban slammed into her at full speed. The doe slid up the wide hood and smashed into the windshield. The loud crash and sudden jolt caught both of the agents by surprise.  The driver instinctively hit the brakes and jerked the steering wheel, only making matters worse.
 
   As they careened out of control on the slick pavement, Reese produced the revolver.  He struck the man beside him as hard as he could in his temple.  The man grunted and slumped in his seat.  Reese glanced up just in time to see the massive live oak less than twenty feet from the driver’s door as they slid sideways toward it.  He braced himself as they collided with the unmoving, unmerciful giant.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He awoke groggy, not knowing how long he had been unconscious.  He unbuckled himself and carefully rolled out of the SUV.  His ribs underneath the shoulder holster were painfully sore to the touch, but they did not seem to be broken.  Besides his throbbing ribs, everything else seemed to be unharmed.  He searched for his revolver but it was nowhere to be found.  He retrieved his pistol from the holster and circled the SUV, checking the status of the two men still inside.  
 
   The men had pulses, but were unconscious.  The driver looked to be in worse condition than the second man.  Reese searched their pockets and retrieved their wallets, weapons and phones.  He dragged the men from the Suburban and laid them on the shoulder of the road.  He once again circled the vehicle and surveyed the damage.  The hood was wrinkled and bloody, and the driver’s door was hopelessly smashed shut against the tree, but it looked operable.
 
   He turned the key in the ignition and the engine sputtered for a moment before roaring to life.  He selected 4wd low and slowly backed up onto the highway.  The sheet metal on the door scraped and scratched along the tree trunk as he eased out of the ditch.  He realized the steering wheel was turned about forty five degrees clockwise as he straightened the tires on the pavement.    
 
   He took one last look at the men before driving away.  He checked his watch and sighed as he realized it was already getting late.  Reese conceded that this was just the beginning of another, long night as he headed for Austin, and there were probably many more like it to come.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Senator Ames
 
   St. Ansgar, Iowa
 
    
 
   The people of St. Ansgar crowded around the station as they cheered and bid farewell to the senator.  He turned back and gave a final wave before stepping onto the train.  He had just concluded another powerful speech, but was unable to stay and mingle with his supporters.  Time was growing short and they still had a lot of stops ahead of them.  It was not easy campaigning 19th century style.  
 
   The shipping of goods by river and rail had begun to exhibit a marked resurgence in recent months.  It was much cheaper and safer to transport cargo by train or barge than by truck.  The senator chose rail as his means of transportation, because like his values and ideals, it was experiencing a rebirth of its own.
 
   They felt the jolt as the three diesel locomotives, two on the front and one in the rear, began to slowly push-pull the train from the station.  The payload consisted both of mixed freight and the senator’s passenger cars.  Ames had a dining car, the “war room” and three sleepers.  His advisers had argued vehemently against the use of the vulnerable train for transportation, but the senator insisted.  If it was his fate to die on the campaign trail, he accepted it.
 
   The senator stopped by the dining car to get some coffee before making his way to the war room.  In the center of the open carriage was a large oak table.  The surface was covered with laptops, half-empty coffee mugs and documents scribbled with notes.  Chairs and benches lined the walls, and the walls themselves were plastered with charts, diagrams and maps.
 
   His running mate, Governor Hawkins, and his staff were already busy at work when he arrived.  He approached the table and sunk into his plush leather chair.  He sat in silence for a while and stared out the window at the endless, Iowan fields occasionally interrupted by a solitary oak or a barbed-wire fence.  
 
   The campaign trail had been difficult for him.  The faces of the people he met were full of heartache and pain.  They had lost so much so abruptly; they were a broken people.  He could see in their eyes that they looked to him for the hope of a brighter future.  He would never admit it, but the burden of their expectations was utterly crushing his soul.  He knew he could not right a century of wrongs in four, eight, or probably even twenty years and had told them so, but still he could see the glimmers of hope in their eyes.  They wanted a savior, but try as he might he could never fill those shoes.
 
   To say his campaign had not been traditional was quite the understatement.  He had no polls analyze, no television personalities to chat with, and no presidential debates to square off in.  Some parts of the country had probably not heard anything from him in months.  Other people might have heard his name mentioned on the nationalized radio and television stations, but it would have been a complete take-down by the marionettes.  A few independent media outlets were bravely carrying the torch, but they were under constant assault by increasingly oppressive regulations aimed at elimination or assimilation.  The machine of disinformation was fully mobilized against freedom.
 
   In spite of, or maybe because of every concerted effort to silence or disparage him, the strength of his message grew in favor.  The truth of his words blazed like a wildfire across the nation.  Everywhere he went, he was met by people who longed to hear his vision of a new America, or rather a very old America – the original America.
 
   He had shied away from the urban areas of course; they were simply too chaotic for him to control.  He was afraid that agents of the opposition would try to sabotage his rallies and pervert them into violent clashes with protesters.  The small towns across America, however, had welcomed him lovingly and with open arms.  Every additional stop inspired him and burdened his soul at the same time.
 
   If there is an election, he thought.  If there is an election and it isn’t halted; if there is an election, and it isn’t halted, and if it is even reasonably close to being even reasonably fair, we just might have a chance.
 
   The rail turned east just above the tiny town of Floyd and followed the banks of the Cedar River for a short distance.  Occasionally Ames would catch a glimpse of the muddy waters between the thick growths of oaks and maples along the bank as he lost himself in his own thoughts.
 
   But there won’t be an election.  And if there is, it certainly won’t be free and fair.  So why am I still doing this?  But, I can’t quit now; there has to be a record that someone took a stand.  God will not hold us guiltless…
 
    The senator had just fallen asleep when his senior aide nudged his shoulder.
 
   “Sir, can we have a word?”
 
   The senator yawned and stretched his arms wide as he replied, “Of course, what is it?”
 
   “Let’s talk about this one alone.”
 
   Ames nodded and arose from his chair.
 
   “Folks, let’s break for the evening.  Go down to the dining car and get something to eat, or catch a couple hours of sleep in your room.  We’ll meet back here at eight o’clock to go over tomorrow’s agenda.”
 
   The group quickly dispersed, leaving only the senior aide and the head of the senator’s Secret Service detail.
 
   “Wade, tell me what’s going on?”
 
   Wade, his senior aide, sat across the table from him and began, “We don’t want to alarm you, but we’re starting to get some chatter about a possible attempt on you in the near future.”
 
   “We’ve been hearing that for weeks, maybe months.”
 
   The agent interjected, “Sir, this time it’s different.  I’m getting information from some of my contacts in the CIA this time.  We should take the utmost precaution until the election.  I recommend we abandon the train and transition to buses so that we can secure a wider perimeter of protection around you.”
 
   “We’ve been over this a dozen times; the answer is still ‘no’, guys.”
 
   His aide leaned in and pleaded, “Jackson, this is Wade your friend, not Wade your aide talking now, okay?  Please trust us on this one.”
 
   Jackson Ames sighed and stared at the ceiling for a few moments before replying, “I’ll consider it, but I have to hear the details.  I don’t need a handler; you can talk straight with me, you know that.  Now, tell me what you’re hearing.”
 
   Wade deferred to the agent.
 
   The man considered his words for a moment before beginning, “Sir, it’s not so much what I’m hearing, it’s who I’m hearing it from and how it’s being told to me.  If I put the intel in a report and submitted it to you, it wouldn’t appear that different.  On the surface it sounds like the same threats:  during your speeches and in between stops.  During the speeches we’re afraid of a sniper attack and in between stops it’s a strike against the train.”
 
   “All old news; I’ve heard it all before.  Lone wolf gunmen and unorganized revolutionaries don’t particularly worry me; that’s why you’re here.  So what is different about the chatter this time?”
 
   “It’s where I’m hearing it from, or rather, where I’m not hearing it from; none of it is coming from DHS or the Secret Service.  I’m getting the same warnings as usual from them, the lower-level threats like you mentioned.  What has me so concerned is how I’m getting the information from my friends in the CIA.  It’s coming through third parties, rather than the agents themselves.  It’s as if they’re afraid to openly contact me – and these aren’t the type of men and women that’re afraid of much.”
 
   “I’m still not hearing specifics; level with me.”
 
   The two men glanced ominously at each other.  Wade proceeded laconically, “We’ve got spooked spooks that’re sending us warnings that you’ll be the target of a high-level assassination attempt, and they’re going to act soon.”
 
   “Wait, what?  Who are they?”
 
   “The government, sir; or at least someone within the government.”
 
   “The govern-the government?  Our government?”
 
   “We’re being advised to pull you out of the campaign immediately.  That’s probably the only thing that will call it off, and our contacts aren’t even sure that’ll work.  You’re the closest thing we’ve had to a George Washington in a long time and they don’t want this to spiral out of control any more than it already has.  What if Washington had died at Yorktown, at the end of the war and the birth of the nation?  Can you imagine the chaos?  That’s what the agents that’re warning us are comparing it to, and it’s their job to war-game scenarios like this.  They’re not in the business of being sensational.”
 
   Ames rested his elbows on the table.  He closed his eyes as he massaged his temples.  He sighed deeply before opening them again and staring blankly past the two men.  The room was silent for what seemed like an eternity before the senator finally spoke.
 
   “How sure can you be that what you’re hearing is true?”
 
   “I wouldn’t believe a word, if it wasn’t for the men I’m hearing it from.  They've done their due diligence and must believe it themselves; that’s why they won’t contact us directly.  They don’t want to tip their hat to the people around them.”
 
   “Who’ve you told?”
 
   “Who can we tell?”
 
   The senator nodded.  He stood and shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his sport coat.  He paced the perimeter of the war room deep in thought.  The men stood and watched as he paced, waiting for direction.  Ames paused, dropped his head and stood in silence for a minute or two.  When he was finished, he opened his eyes and turned to them.
 
   “Even if I retreat, they’ll come after me?”
 
   “They might; we’re not sure.”
 
   “Oh, they will.  I’m scalped if I do and scalped if I don’t.”
 
   The two men stood in silence, not knowing what to say to a man with a mark on his head.
 
   “Washington, huh?”
 
   Confused, the two men nodded and cut their eyes to each other, not sure of the point the senator was making.
 
   He continued, “What do you know about the battle of Monongahela?”
 
   They both looked at the senator blankly before Wade replied, “I can’t even say that word.”
 
   “Apparently not much,” Ames murmured, “Okay, here’s a primer:  during the French and Indian War, a British force commanded by General Braddock was making its way to take Fort Duquesne.  The fort was essential to gaining control of the area.  Among his officers were Colonel Thomas Gage and a young George Washington.
 
   The path Braddock chose through the thick, Pennsylvanian forests was narrow and unaccommodating.  Their progress slowed to a crawl because of the widening of the path that was necessary to move the heavy artillery and supply wagons along it.  Ultimately, Braddock made the fatal decision of splitting his forces into two groups.  Gage was sent forward with over half of the forces.  The remainder of Braddock’s men stayed with the slow-moving supply train to continue the difficult task of clearing a path for them.
 
   Gage’s men were beset by a group of French and Canadian soldiers and Indian warriors.  The Indians used the forest to their advantage and engaged in guerilla tactics.  Gage and his men were routed.  The larger British force was surrounded and in complete disarray.  They withdrew back down the narrow path and collided headlong with Braddock’s remaining force, further adding to the chaos and confusion.
 
   The British forces faltered as the Indians surrounded them and began the massacre.  The scene was horrific; the Brits were scalped as they fell on the battlefield.  The Indians filled the air with the sounds of their whoops and wails, further adding to the terror.”
 
   “Psychological warfare at its best,” Wade interjected.
 
   “Without a doubt it was.  So, the Indians had learned to aim for the British officers.  The British had no noncommissioned officers.  If one fell in battle, there was no man trained to step in and take his position.  A fallen officer left a void that could not be replaced.  Out of eighty six British officers, twenty six were killed and thirty seven were wounded.  After Braddock was shot in the lung, the majority of the forces broke and retreated.
 
   The battle had been going on for hours at this point.  Washington’s had two horses shot out from under him, but he keeps grabbing another and to galloping up and down the ranks.  He’s shouting out orders and rallying men to hold their positions and to continue the fight.  While the other men are cowering or retreating outright, he is the focus of the battlefield.
 
   The Indians know he’s obviously an officer, so they focus their attack on him, but they can’t hit him.  Wide-open shots and they just can’t kill this man.  They’re in complete disbelief.  Realizing something is amiss, the chief calls off the attacks against Washington.  He realizes that this day is not the day Washington is to die; the Great Spirit has a plan for this man.
 
   Washington continues to hold the line while the wounded escape.  When he finally falls back, the Indian warriors set about scalping the dead and drinking the rum in the supply wagons, rather than pursuing the British.   Washington’s bravery and the scouts’ frenzy was all that saved the remaining troops.
 
   Washington later wrote to his brother and said that he found four bullet holes in his coat that day.  He couldn’t explain how he wasn’t hit, other than Providence.  Never, not then or ever, was he wounded in battle.”
 
   The room was silent for a few moments.
 
   Wade rubbed his scalp uncomfortably and finally replied, “That’s a really powerful story, but Jackson, we have to decide what we’re going to do.”
 
   “I just spent five minutes telling you what we’re going to do.”
 
   Confused and frustrated, his most senior aide and trusted friend threw his arms in the air and exclaimed, “You’re not making any sense; what are you talking about?”
 
   The senator crossed the distance to the two men with a purposeful stride.  He looked each man in the eye before continuing, “We hold the line; we rally as many as we can.  We give this wounded nation an opportunity to regroup.  We don’t dismount, we don’t flee.  I’ll live like Washington or die like Braddock, but I’ve no other option before me.  Now leave me, I need some time to myself.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
   Reese
 
   Austin, Texas
 
    
 
   The road to Austin had been a taxing, five-hour drive; much longer than it should have taken him.  The battered, GMC Suburban was not in as good of condition as Reese had originally surmised.  It had overheated twice during the trip.  He had eventually managed to exchange it for an old Dodge pickup that had been on the side of the road just east of Wyldwood.  The pickup smoked fiercely and emitted a loud knocking sound from under the hood if he drove it over 50 mph, but so far it had not failed him.
 
   The first checkpoint had been at the outskirts of Valle Del Rio.  Reese was glad he had exchanged the bloody and battered SUV for the old truck.  He did not need anything that would raise suspicion and slow his journey even more.  He had flashed his government credentials at the checkpoint and after a few minutes of private discussion between the sentries, and a radio conversation with their superior, he had been allowed into the city.  He hated to flash the badge because of the possibility of alerting Washington to his location, but he had no other choice.
 
   As he made his way through the city, he was amazed at the damage it had sustained.  It appeared half of the city had been burned to the ground.  Everywhere he looked, there were soldiers:  on the roofs, at intersections and blowing past him in heavily-armed convoys.  Austin apparently had it much worse at some point.  With the National Guard now purposefully visible at every street corner, order seemed to have been precariously restored.
 
   He circled the capitol grounds before making his move.  Reese noticed that the governor’s mansion had been completely gutted by a structure fire.  It was not the first time the mansion had been burned.  Less than ten years ago a Molotov cocktail nearly destroyed the mansion.  The arson was believed to have been perpetrated by a radical, anarchist group that also had planned to attack the Republican National Convention that same year.
 
   As he finished his lap around the capitol, he turned off of East 11th Street and onto the capitol’s south drive.  He was immediately met by several well-armed guardsmen at the gate.  He slammed the truck into park and hung both arms out of his window, while smiling politely at the soldiers as they approached.  The first sentry snatched the credentials from Reese’s right hand and scrutinized them warily.  The second man kept his carbine aimed at Reese.
 
   “You’re CIA, huh?”
 
   “Yes sir; Reese Byers, Special Operations Group within the Special Activities Division of the CIA.”
 
   The soldier scanned the truck.  “I presume this is not official business?”
 
   “Actually it’s strictly business.  I’m here to see the governor.”
 
   “I thought guys like you traveled in better style than this,” The soldier said as he continued to scrutinize the badge.
 
   “Look guys, I seriously don’t have time for this.  Please tell the governor that Agent Byers is here to see him.”
 
   “The governor is in a meeting, sir.”
 
   Reese was exhausted and irritable from the long drive and lack of sleep.  He snapped back, “Well interrupt the meeting kid.  I don’t think you understand the urgency of the situation.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand the urgency of my post, sir.  You’re not getting through this gate.”
 
   “Listen here you little-“
 
   The second soldier stepped in between the two men and tried to diffuse the situation before it escalated further. 
 
   “Sir, excuse me for a moment; what he means is that we need you to sit tight for a few minutes.  We need you to keep your arms fully outside of the vehicle at all times.  We’ll radio the capitol and if the governor knows who you are, they’ll send an escort out for you.  Until then, like I said, please sit tight.”
 
   “Thank you, that’s all I asked.”
 
   The first soldier shot an angry scowl at the second man, but he ignored it.  The second soldier was obviously quite used to his partner’s poor behavior.  Reese continued to hang out of the truck as instructed as he watched the second soldier walked back behind the gate and radio the capitol.  After several minutes of waiting, the man returned and said, “Governor Baker said to send you through without escort.  Pull straight ahead and park in front of the steps.  He’ll be waiting for you at the entrance.”
 
   The first soldier stood in astonishment as Reese shot him a wink and a smile as he pulled the battered truck through the gate.  Reese drove past the statues and fountains that dotted the green along the edge of the entrance drive.  As he parked in front of the towering Italian Renaissance Revival styled structure, Governor Baker stepped out and exclaimed, “Special Agent Reese Byers, government spook extraordinaire; how’ve you been?”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Baker and Reese talked as old friends do, while the governor gave an abbreviated tour on the way to his second office, seventy feet underground.  The original underground construction had been four floors and was completed in 1993.  After September 2001, a previous governor had decided to add two additional underground floors, bringing the total subsurface floor space to nearly three times the above ground area.  The underground facility was sprawling and unimaginable in size and scope.  It was truly a sight that had to be seen to be appreciated, Reese thought to himself.
 
   At the end of a long hall, the governor opened a door and led Reese into his “deep office” as he called it.  The room was surprisingly warm and inviting, unlike the rest of the underground facility.  The walls were rich with the history of the state.  There were pictures of Texas Rangers from long ago, Wild West lawmen and landmarks of the old republic.
 
   The governor retrieved a bottle of bourbon from the bottom desk drawer and poured two tumblers half-full of the rich, caramel-colored liquid.  Baker brought the glass to his lips and relished the strong drink, but Reese did not reach for his; he knew he could not allow his senses to be numbed any more than they were.
 
   “Reese, I’m glad you’re here; I thought you were dead.  I’ve been trying to reach you for quite a while now.”
 
   “I’ve been on assignment.  I had no communication with the outside world beyond my handler.   I’m here now; what was it that you needed?”
 
   Governor Baker sighed, “Things have been tough here, tougher than most places.  I’m sure you noticed that on your way through the city.”
 
   “Yeah, Austin looks more like a warzone.”
 
   “It’s the whole state.  God help us, it’s been worse than you can imagine.  We’re less than a hundred miles from the western front of a war zone.  San Antonio is a border town now.”
 
   “San Antonio?  What about Brownsville, Laredo, El Paso?”
 
   “All gone; they’re all gone, Reese.  But I’m afraid that’s not even the worst of our problems.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “We have a company of men down around the south point, in what I guess you could call enemy territory now.  These men are surrounded at all times and they’ve adapted incredibly.  They started off as just regular men, they weren’t even really soldiers; but now they’re guerillas, waging a war of attrition against an army of animals maybe twenty times their size.  They make me proud to be a Texan, but I’m afraid it might be a losing battle.  The cartels aren’t all they’re up against, I think.” The governor’s voice trailed off.  He traced the rim of his tumbler while he considered his next words.
 
   “Reese,” the governor continued, “I don’t know how to say this any other way, so I’ll just say it.  I think the Feds knowingly orchestrated an attack against these men on Texas soil.  By luck or grace, they failed.  That’s why I‘ve been trying to contact you.  You run in some pretty powerful circles, so I wanted you to look into it for me.”
 
   “This goes a lot farther than you think, Scott.  That’s the reason I’m here.  You know the terror attacks that they’re saying were committed by right-wing extremists?”
 
   “Yeah, how ridiculous – wait, what are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying the same people that you think attacked your men on the border are probably the same people that I know committed the largest act of terror in the history of this nation, and they’re just getting started.”
 
   “Just getting started?”
 
   “Soon, I don’t know how soon, but soon.  Maybe just a few days from now, I don’t know, there is going to be a nuclear device brought into Houston.  I don’t know what the target is and I don’t know who the people are.  I don’t even know how they’re bringing it into the city.  That’s why I’m here, to warn you.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Reese retrieved a flash drive from his pocket and placed it on the governor’s desk.
 
   “It’s all here – documents, audio of meetings, everything you need to know the truth.”
 
   “Oh, my God.  Reese, how do you stop something when you have no idea where to start?  We’ll have to canvas the entire city.  That’ll take hundreds, maybe thousands of people.  I don’t know if it can be done.”
 
   “We’ve got to try.  I spent all night thinking this over as I drove here and I don’t have much.  It seems pretty hopeless, but we have some options.”
 
   “Let me hear what you’ve got.”
 
   “First off, we lay all of our cards on the table; we show them what we’ve got.  We announce a full evacuation of the city, we don’t have to say that it’s a nuclear threat, but we’ll have to give a reason.  Maybe we just say it’s suspected terror activity and leave it at that.  We are as overt as possible with our checkpoints and search teams.  We want them to see our full force out on the streets.  We want to scare them into believing they’ll be apprehended, so maybe they will back off or delay the plan.  We have to buy ourselves some time to find these people.”
 
   “Alright, that’s the plan,” Baker replied, “We move on it now; we don’t have any time to waste.  I’ll meet with my staff immediately and then we’ll broadcast the evacuation order on Radio Lonestar.  We’ll mobilize every man we can find:  soldiers, police, firemen and willing citizens – from Odessa to Texarkana.  I’ll have the first team ready within the hour.”
 
   They stood up, headed out the door and down the hall.  As they made their way to the elevator, Baker said, “Reese, I want you to sit in on the staff meeting and help with the logistics of this.”
 
   “I’ll help with the logistics, but I’m doing it with the boots on the ground in Houston.  You need somebody in the field that can execute the plan, so get me a mobile communications unit and every man you can muster, and pray.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Jake
 
   Alabama
 
    
 
   Geram slipped quietly through the thicket with the side-folding AKM.  The shorter length of the folded weapon helped him avoid getting tangled up in the myriad of vines that hung from the trees.  It was still an hour before dawn.  He hoped the early morning approach would give him an advantage over any exhausted night watchmen.
 
   As he made it to the edge of the tree line, he peered out at the clearing before him.  Geram noted the house, the large metal building not far to the side and the fallow field beyond.  From his vantage point, the place look deserted, but he had learned that looks could be deceiving.
 
   He stayed within the tree line and slowly moved around the perimeter of the clearing.  From a distance, if he could have been seen from a distance, he would have looked like some strange, tree folk moving through the forest.  He had Spanish moss and small limbs woven through his vest and tied to his hat.  His steps were carefully chosen and without any rhythm.  He planned his movement so that he avoided snapping any errant branches on the ground.  If it took him along a path that was twice as long as what it could have been, it mattered not to Geram.  His goal was not to be swift in his approach, but to be alive.
 
   The sun was just beginning its morning ritual as he finished traversing the perimeter.  He had observed no signs of activity at the house or shed as he had made his way through the thickets.  The windowless side of the country house that faced him was less than a hundred yards from him.  He positioned himself strategically and crouched low as he prepared to burst forth from the woods to a windowless wall.
 
   With a sudden flash, he sprang forward as fast as his muscles would allow.  Each movement was fierce and strained.  Geram pushed his body as hard as he could.  He dashed from the woods and in between the fig trees in the clearing.  He slid low as he reached the exterior wall and slapped the folding stock into its extended position.  He struggled to control his breathing as he pressed his ear against the wall, listening for any sounds inside the home.
 
   He peered around the corner at the front of the house – nothing.  He slid along the wall to the back and transitioned around the corner.  He moved in a purposeful and efficient manner as he crept underneath the window sills to the back stoop.  He stayed low as he readied himself at the door.  With a sudden movement, he slammed the door open and quickly moved through the interior of the home, his barrel sweeping from corner to corner of each room before proceeding to the next.  The layout of the old house was seared into his memory.  
No inch was left unchecked by his deftly, precise movements.
 
   As he finished clearing the house, he relaxed somewhat and began to focus on the minute details around him.  He ran his finger along the kitchen counter and noted the thick layer of dust that blanketed it.  It appeared that the house had been empty for months.  He clutched his radio and simply said, “Jake.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “The house is clear.  No one has been here for weeks, maybe months.  I’m going to check the shed just to be sure.  Hold off until you hear from me again.”
 
   Jake sat impatiently in the Bronco with Kate and Sasha.  He rapped the steering wheel with his fingers as he waited to hear from Geram again.  Kate broke the silence in the SUV.
 
   “At least we know your dad made it out.”
 
   “Yeah, now we have to find a way to reach him.”
 
   The radio crackled to life again, “All clear.”
 
   Jake replied, “On my way in.”
 
   As he drove the Bronco down the long driveway to his father’s country home, he noticed something had been spray painted, like graffiti, on the front door.  It was a large white circle; inside the circle was the following:
 
   BLL
 
   H – 0100
 
   “What’s that?” Kate said as she noticed the front door.
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “It’s not what they put on doors after disasters, is it?”
 
   “I don’t think so; that’s usually an ‘X’.  I’m willing to bet this is a message from the old man, we just have to figure it out.”
 
   As they pulled up to the house, Geram stepped out of the metal shed and walked over to meet them.  Sasha hopped out of the back seat and stretched as she let out a whine.  She bounded across the yard and to the field beyond to explore the new territory.  As Jake and Kate exited the Bronco, Geram called out, “I’m going to draw some water out of the hand pump out back.  I for one am ready for a warm bath.”
 
   For each bath, they brought fresh water to a boil in a large, galvanized tub over an open fire, and then took turns relaxing in the clawfoot tub in the bathroom.  The power was out at the home, but the wood burning stove still functioned perfectly.  After they had all bathed, they warmed some canned goods on the stove and sat down to enjoy the odd breakfast.
 
   “So,” Geram said, “the door, what do you think it means?”
 
   “I’m sure it’s a message from Dad, I’m just not sure what he’s trying to say.”
 
   “Yeah, me neither.”
 
   They ate in silence for a while as they enjoyed the sense of normalcy brought on by the baths and a meal at a table.  As she finished her plate, Kate got up to retrieve the percolator from the stove and topped off their cups.
 
   “If you’re going to meet someone,” she said, “what all do you need to know?”
 
   “Well,” Jake said, “you need to know where to meet them.”
 
   Geram interrupted, “And when.”
 
   “Right,” Kate replied, “a time and a place; that’s all you need to know.  That door has the time and the place.  We’re already pretty sure of the place though, right?”
 
   “The landing.”
 
   “Yeah, the landing.”  She opened the door inward so that they could see the markings from the table.
 
   “You’re right Hun; BLL, that’s Bates Lake Landing.  Now we’re getting somewhere.”
 
   She smiled, “We know the place, now we just need a time.”
 
   “Too easy,” Geram replied, “0100 has got to be one in the morning.”
 
   Jake slammed the table with the palm of his hand as he exclaimed, “Thursday, one o’clock at the landing!”  They cheered and laughed as they deciphered the message that was lovingly left for them.
 
   “You know what this means,” Geram said, “Every week for months, Pop’s been coming to that landing to look for us.  He’s been waiting and watching for us since the crash.”
 
   Jake smiled, “That’s Dad.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Jake, Kate and Geram crept down to the landing with their weapons ready.  They had left the Bronco a mile or so up the dusty, red-dirt road to allow for a silent approach.  The ground at the landing sloped quickly down to the lake below.  The tiny fishing community was dotted with camp houses on timber pilings near the water’s edge.  They did not see a single light on the lake.  Apparently the landing was experiencing a blackout.
 
   Jake checked his watch, it was 12:45.  They sat on a stump close to the water that was concealed by a small stand of scrub trees.  The night was loud with the sounds of the swamp.  The frogs, owls, insects and other creatures serenaded the three as they waited for contact.  Sasha quietly followed several cold trails around the stump before giving up and stepping out into the lake.  She lay down in water nearly a foot deep and began lapping it up happily.
 
   Jake peered across the water but saw nothing.  He checked his watch again; 12:50.
 
   “What if he doesn’t show?”
 
   “He’ll show.”
 
   “I know he’ll show if he can, but what if something happened to them?”
 
   “I don’t even want to think about it.  I have no idea what we’d do.  I guess we’d just go back.”
 
   “Talk about an awkward return, and I don’t even know how we’d make it back.”
 
   Geram chuckled and replied, “None of that matters; he’ll show.”
 
   “We’ve got a lot of memories out here, you know.”
 
   “Tell me about it.  A lot of hunting and fishing and just being together, the three of us.”
 
   “I hope one day there’s time for that again.”
 
   “That might be a long time off.”
 
   “You’ve got to have something to hope for; something to live for.  Otherwise, what’s it all for?”
 
   Suddenly, they were illuminated by a spotlight from somewhere across the lake.  They jumped off the stump and crouched behind it.  Jake checked his watch; 12:59.
 
   “It’s him.”
 
   “It better be.”  Geram gripped the rifle tightly in his hands.  
 
   The boat silently trolled across the lake and landed just feet from the stump, its gentle wake lapping at the shore.  The brothers were met at the water’s edge by a bear of a man.  He grabbed each of them with tree trunk arms and pulled them to him.
 
   “My boys!  Thank you God for my boys!”
 
   “We’re all here.”
 
   “Kate!”  Clayton released them and grabbed her, lifting her off the ground with his giant hug.  “You been keeping ‘em straight, sweetie?”
 
   Kate laughed and replied, “They manage themselves; you’ve got good boys, Clay.”
 
   “Yeah I do, yeah I do.”
 
   Moses bounded out of the aluminum boat and greeted Sasha with a wagging tail.  He nuzzled her wet head with his.  She returned the affection of her new friend.  He jumped back in the boat and she followed immediately behind him.  They both took a seat in the front of the vessel.
 
   Clayton laughed at the dogs and said, “I have to agree with the pair, we should get going.  It’s safer on the water, and Claire won’t want to miss a minute of the reunion.”
 
   The night was starry and clear as they raced across the muddy waters.  The stars and moon reflected off of the open water all around them.  The brothers were flooded with memories as they recognized the landmarks from times long past.  The towering, solitary, cypress tree still stood like a colossus at the mouth of the lake.  The ancient, oak tree that grew horizontally and hung over the river still beckoned them to its domain.  The world had changed all around it, but the swamp had remained the same.
 
   Geram stared in awe at the rifle mounted in the center of the boat.   He looked up at Clayton and shouted over the sound of the motor, “You’re practically running a gunship here!”
 
   “What?”
 
   Geram simply pointed to the Barrett.  Clayton let out a bellowing laugh and exclaimed, “Isn’t it a work of art?  It’s already paid for itself in spades out here.”
 
   Geram huddled up to the gun and swung it left and right, testing it out.  He turned and said to Jake, “This thing is perfect, it puts you head and shoulders above anyone else out here.  A three-man team would be nearly invincible:  one on the gun, one with a rifle and the operator – I could get used to this.”
 
   Jake flashed a smile and shot back, “He always thinks of everything, doesn’t he?” 
 
   As they pulled alongside the staircase and tied the boat off, Claire stepped out the front door.  She squealed in delight upon seeing the three.  She rushed down the stairs and met them as they were coming up.  She wrapped her arms tightly around all three of them and wept with joy.
 
   Claire fixed a late night dinner of catfish and cornbread.  The family ate and laughed and talked about life in the past few months.  For a short while, the sorrows and realities of recent events disappeared.  Sasha and Moses were exhausted from the long night; they both lay head to tail in front of the door.  After several hours of celebration, Claire and Kate retired, so the men took their conversation outside.
 
   Clayton leaned against the railing and stared off into the faintly illuminated swamp.  The blue hour of twilight was just beginning to break the shadows of the night.  The brothers sat on the stairs in quiet contentment.  It felt strange to not have a goal or task that need completing in the morning.  They were where they had strived to be, their journey was over.
 
   “I know I’ve said it before, but I can’t tell you both how good it feels to have you here.”
 
   “It feels good to be here.”
 
   “We’ve worried about you so much.”
 
   “It’s over now; we’re here.  We can relax for a while.”
 
   Clayton moved closer and paused for several minutes, enjoying the silence before continuing, “I really don’t want to bring this up, not tonight, but I don’t have a choice.”
 
   “What is it, Dad?” Jake asked.
 
   “I’m not asking you boys to come.  It’s not your fight, but I have to go.  We’ve been planning it for several days now, the sheriff, several others and me.  Tomorrow night we’re raiding a camp just north of town.  Not long ago some people moved in and they’ve been causing a lot of trouble for everybody.  
 
   Several people in town’ve been killed and they tried their hardest to get me a little over a week ago.  They were foolish enough to follow me up into the swamp and I managed to take one alive.  By the time I got to him, he was ready to tell me his life story.  We’ll all be deputized and are going in under the pretense of making arrests, but if they try to fight back, all bets are off.”
 
   Geram interrupted, “So you’re telling me somebody tried to kill you last week and you’re going to get the people responsible for it, and we can just stay here?”
 
   “It’s not your fight.  I don’t want you to get involved.”
 
   “We’re already involved; it’s as much our fight as it is yours.  We’re in, like it or not.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Reese
 
   Houston, Texas
 
    
 
   The Humvee slowly drove down Main Street in downtown Houston.  Reese opened the top hatch and emerged with a megaphone.  He noticed how empty the city looked.  It was almost as if the city had already been evacuated.  No one went outside anymore; it was too dangerous these days.  Soon enough, he reasoned, the streets would be awash with panic-stricken mobs.
 
   “Attention residents of Houston, this is not a test, this is not a drill.  An imminent terror threat has been detected within the city.  The governor has declared a state of emergency.  By order of the governor, all citizens should evacuate immediately.  I repeat, all citizens should evacuate immediately.”
 
   He paused to listen for a moment.  It sounded as if his voice was echoing all across the city, but he knew it was not.  Those were the voices of nearly twenty other men in as many Humvees performing the same drill all over the Houston metropolitan area.  
 
   “Please do not panic.  Listen to the following instructions and perform them in a calm and orderly fashion.  If you do not have a means of evacuation, please report to the nearest METRORail station to be transported to Reliant Park for evacuation by bus.  Every able-bodied member of your family should pack a backpack or suitcase full of nonperishable food, toiletries, a change of undergarments and bottled water.
 
   If you do have transportation, please calmly evacuate the city.   First responders on the ground will direct you onto the evacuation route that is designated for your area.  Your cooperation is required and appreciated.  Thank you.”
 
   He paused to listen again and heard the varying instructions from the other distant megaphones, depending on the area of the city.  Those nearest to the METRORail would be directed to board it, but other areas would be collected by school bus or public transit.  A select few closest to the airports would be shuttled there and flown to DFW, and the remaining evacuees would be collected by freight trains, semis and flatbed trucks.  Those that were deemed able would be forced to walk out on foot.  They would continue this cycle until everyone was evacuated, the city fell into complete anarchy or the nuclear device was detonated.  Reese shivered at the thought.
 
   Before the start of the Greatest Depression, Houston was the fourth largest city in the country with over two million people.  It also had the fifth largest metropolitan area with over six million people.  No one knew how many people were left in the Houston area, but Reese reasoned at least four million, still far too many people to expect to follow the instructions without incident.
 
   He watched as the first of the panicked citizenry flooded out onto the streets, without any of the items that they were instructed to bring.  Reese knew the frenzy would spread chaos and terror among the others that would otherwise try to remain calm and act as instructed.  He prayed that they did not start to-
 
   He cursed as he watched the first storefront window shatter.  It was a small convenience store.  A mob of looters rushed in to grab anything they could.  Within mere moments, they began to fight each other over the sparse items remaining on the shelves.  It was a horrible start to their plan, and it was just the beginning.
 
   Reese radioed for reinforcements along Main Street as the anarchy intensified.  He shouted into the Humvee and was handed a pump shotgun chambered with less than lethal ammo.  He fired several quick volleys of rubber shot into the raucous crowds to disperse them.  The rounds were not deadly at the distance they were fired from, but they were still excruciatingly painful.  The crowd begrudgingly dispersed, for the time being.  He knew the sound of gunfire would be unnerving to those that were properly preparing for the evacuation as instructed, but the sight of chaos in the streets would have been even worse.
 
   Within several minutes, reinforcements arrived in Humvees and police cruisers to further disperse and control the crowds, just as they began to flare up again.  Reese breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of the mixed group of soldiers and officers.  He climbed out of the vehicle and handed the megaphone to a young guardsman that was to take over his post.  
 
   Families were beginning to filter out of the surrounding apartments and make their way to the METRORrail stations.  The presence of the armed officers and soldiers was both unnerving and comforting to them at the same time.  Reese flashed a nervous smile and a nod to some soldiers standing nearby as he walked to the back of a pickup truck with Harris County Sheriff’s Department emblazoned on the side.  Several officers were unloading the three motorcycles that he had requested off of a trailer.  He thanked them as he climbed on the first bike and sped away to the near east side of the city.  Two Texas Rangers followed closely behind him on the remaining bikes.
 
   The city’s light rail system, METRORail, was just beginning to collect the first of its passengers as Reese left on the bike.  The route started at the University of Houston-Downtown on Buffalo Bayou.  It led south eight miles through the vibrant downtown district along Main Street, past Herman Park, through the sprawling Texas Medical Center and ended at the aptly named Reliant Park.  From there, a portion of the city’s more than twelve hundred buses were staged to evacuate south along Highway 288, on several reserved lanes.  Once out of the city, the buses were routed to the coastal communities from Galveston to Corpus Christi.  
 
   The coordination and execution by METRORail was valiant, but the system was utterly overwhelmed as riders were squeezed onto standing room only trains, pushing the transport capacity of eight thousand people per hour to nearly twelve.  Despite the increased capacity, hysterical people were left waiting as the trains quickly filled up and moved on down the line.  The unfortunate evacuees that were left behind were infuriated and were beginning to clash with each other and police.
 
   As Reese sped across the city on the bike, he was able to clearly view several of the major highways leading out of Houston.  The evacuation routes were a nightmare on the grandest of scales.  Some had already abandoned their vehicles on the side of the road and had taken to walking out of the city.  The abandoned vehicles only added to the chaos.  Some were not even fully out of the travel lanes.  Frustration mounted as the remaining panicked motorists watched as entire families passed them on foot.
 
   Most gas stations had been long ago depleted because of the collapsing economy, but somehow the roads leading out of Houston were still gridlocked with traffic.  Reese imagined that most of the vehicles on the road had less than five gallons of gas in their tanks.  He reasoned that tempers would soon flare, and fights would erupt between motorists as affability was exchanged for anarchy.
 
   As he crossed over North Delano Street on Canal Street, the city presented a stark contrast.  The homes were old and battered, the streets were in horrible condition and trash blew like tumbleweeds through the neighborhood.  Security bars were on practically every door, and window-mounted air-conditioning units were caged in the Second Ward.  He noticed that the area was lacking of any vegetation.  Trees, bushes, and even grass was scarce in the bleak neighborhood.
 
   Reese and the two rangers avoided any side roads since they were alone and highly exposed on the bikes.  A scoped M4 carbine was slung across Reese’s back while his MP5 hung in front of him from a single point sling.  He leaned in close to the bike and slalomed between abandoned vehicles and errant trash cans.  The rangers, also equipped with M4s, followed closely behind his lead.
 
   Less than a mile ahead, Reese could see several Humvees and cruisers in the road.  Beyond them, he noticed several soldiers and officers sprinting for cover behind the vehicles.  As he eased off of the throttle, he began to hear the gunshots.
 
   He stopped several blocks back from the melee and shouldered his rifle to get a better view of the scene ahead.  The two rangers stopped their bikes on either side of him.  Reese saw an angry crowd of armed locals streaming towards the small group of emergency workers that were huddled behind the vehicles.  
 
   The assailants were taking cover behind front porch columns, crouching behind bullet riddled cars and leaning from the upper windows of nearby houses as they fired at the evacuation team.  The gunfire was intense.  The soldiers and officers were unable to retreat.  They were helplessly pinned behind their vehicles and quickly being surrounded.
 
   Reese got into position on a front porch that afforded him a protected view of the gunfight.  He searched the street with his scope until he found his first target, a twenty to thirty year old male with two pistols that was firing indiscriminately towards the evacuation team.  He exhaled slowly and squeezed the trigger in the lull between breaths.  He watched as the man stumbled and fell to the ground.  He panned right and then left, connecting with several more assailants before the assault began to wane.  The rangers also began to search and engage any armed residents that were a threat to the team ahead of them.
 
   They continued to fire over the heads of their comrades at anyone beyond that was brave or foolish enough to step out from behind their cover.  The suppressive fire afforded the pinned team the opportunity they desperately needed to retreat into their vehicles and escape from the scene.  As the fleeing vehicles approached their position, Reese and the men ran back to their bikes and whipped back onto Canal Street.  The merged in front of an approaching Humvee and used the silhouette of the larger vehicle to protect their backs as they fled the doomed Second Ward.
 
   When they reached Highway 59, they turned south and rallied at the large parking lot east of the Astro’s stadium.  The area was the site Reese had selected as the forward operating base for the evacuation.  It was awash with communication vans, Humvees and a myriad of other support vehicles.  Portable radio towers and generators were also visible.  Reese motored over to a group of black communication vans, opened the back door of the largest one and stepped inside.  The technicians looked to be under intense pressure.
 
   “Update me, guys.”
 
   A young guardsman, with thick eyeglasses, spun in his chair to face Reese and responded nervously, “Several of the evac teams are coming under fire from locals.  The highways leading out of the city are close to gridlock and many residents are simply refusing to leave and become refugees.”
 
   Reese let out a deep sigh and rested his hands on his head as he replied, “Do you have any good news?”
 
   “Only that the METRORail and city buses seem to be functioning as hoped.  They’ve evacuated close to thirty thousand people from downtown in a little over two hours.  The crowds are getting anxious though; we’re getting reports from team members on the ground that they’re not sure how long before depots fall into complete disorder.”
 
   “I don’t know if that’s good news, but I guess it’ll have to do.  Tell the teams working the rail and buses to keep a tight leash on any troublemakers.  If they need to make an example out of someone, do it.  If chaos breaks out, then the evacuation breaks down and lots of people die.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “Tell all teams that’re broadcasting evacuation orders that if they come under fire, they are to fall back and move to the next area on their agenda.  We don’t have the resources to perform a rescue of our own people.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “And have one of the choppers make a pass and see if they can locate any specific problem areas on the highways leading out of the city.  If they see any disabled vehicles or other obstructions that are blocking traffic and causing gridlock, send some teams to remove them.  We’ve got to keep traffic flowing.  If we don’t, we’re going to have even more of a nightmare on our hands if this bomb actually goes off.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   A second technician spun, thrust a phone towards Reese and said, “Agent Byers, it’s the governor.”
 
   Reese grabbed the phone and said, “Hey, it’s me.”
 
   “Reese, give me an update; how’s the city holding up?”
 
   Reese paused for a moment before replying, “It’s not good.  We need another day, maybe two to get everyone out, but I don’t think we’ve got that long.  I just hope it’s not in the city already.  Maybe we can intercept it.”
 
   “All we can do is work as hard as we can with the time we’ve been given.  I can’t tell you how grateful I am for what you’ve done already.”
 
   “This is what I do; the impossible.  This is where I should be.”
 
     “Well, you’re a hero to all of Texas.  Now, give me some updates on our objectives.”
 
   “The bomb squads are sweeping areas considered likely targets.  They haven’t found anything yet, but there is so much real estate to cover.  We’re talking sixty and seventy story skyscrapers, huge government buildings, sports arenas – they’ve got a daunting task.  
 
     The interstates and highways are already close to gridlock.  I never imagined there was enough fuel left in Houston to power this many cars.  The lanes are already operating on contraflow and we’re trying to locate any congestion zones that we can relieve.
 
   The METRORail and the buses are our bright spots, but they aren’t moving people quickly enough.  It’s building up to a frenzy.  In another couple of hours we may have riots at the depots.  I told the teams working these locations to get heavy handed if they have to.  We have to maintain order at the rail and bus stops.
 
   Some of our evacuation teams are getting fired at by residents.  They’ve been instructed to abandon an area if that happens.  A lot of people are simply refusing to leave.  Looters and vandals are taking to the streets also.”
 
   “Dear God, don’t these people know their lives are at stake?”
 
   The first technician waved another phone at Reese and mouthed, “Checkpoint Two.”
 
   “Scott, I have to let you go; I’m getting a call from one of the checkpoints.  I’ll try to call you in an hour or so and update you again.”
 
   Reese hung up the phone before Governor Baker could respond and transitioned to the second phone call, “Agent Byers here; go ahead, Checkpoint Two.”
 
   “Sir, we have a suspicious vehicle.  Are you available?”
 
   “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
   Reese stepped back out of the black van and walked to his motorcycle.  The rangers were still straddling their bikes with the engines idling loudly, waiting for their next instructions.  Reese nodded and pointed two fingers at them, meaning Checkpoint Two, as he climbed back on the bike and started it again.  The men nodded back and revved their engines in response.  The three bikes rumbled loudly as they sped out of the parking lot and flew down South Freeway to the checkpoint at the Sam Houston Parkway junction.
 
   Reese could see the box truck among the flashing blue lights of the cruisers in the distance ahead.  As he approached, Reese realized the truck was actually swarmed by cruisers nearly a mile south of the blockade.  By the look of the truck’s positioning, the driver had apparently tried to turn around upon seeing the checkpoint.  Unfortunately for him, it was already too late.
 
   As Reese and the rangers arrived at the box truck, he noted the logo on the side, Mountain Spring Water Company, Brownsville, TX.  The officers were just pulling two men out of the cab.  They were both about thirty years old and lanky.  Reese noted that all of the color had drained from their faces.  
 
   “What’s going on here?” he asked.
 
   One of the officers responded, “They tried to avoid our checkpoint but we got ‘em.  They said they were making a delivery to downtown.  When we asked to take a look in the back, they refused.  That’s as far as we got before you arrived.”
 
   Reese stared at the men for several seconds.  He could tell his gaze made them uncomfortable.
 
   “Open it up.”
 
   An officer walked to the back of the truck and said, “Somebody grab some bolt cutters, it’s padlocked.”
 
   A second officer retrieved some from cutters his trunk and rushed over.  As they cut the lock and began to open the door, a hail of gunfire suddenly erupted from within, hitting both officers in the chest and head.  The pair stumbled backwards and fell to the ground.
 
   The remaining team members jumped with surprise, caught completely off guard by the ambush.  Several men drew their service pistols and began to fire blindly into the side of the truck.  The two rangers shouldered their carbines and slowly began to make their way to the open back door.
 
   A second volley of gunfire exploded from within, this time in the direction of the pistol fire from the side.  The rifle rounds ripped through the thin shell of the truck and pierced the air all around the team.  The lanky driver was struck in the neck and sunk to his knees.  He brought his hand up to his neck to try and stop the blood from gushing from his ruptured, carotid artery.  His face was as white as the edge stripe on the pavement beside him.  He began to go into shock.
 
   A guardsman groaned in pain as he was struck in the shoulder.  He dropped to one knee as his uniform began to blossom red.  A deputy stumbled backwards and fell as a round hit him squarely in the chest.  Reese grabbed the deputy, rolled him onto his side and began to hold pressure on the wound.  In the confusion of the exchange, a voice could be heard shouting, “Hold your fire!” as a second voice called out repeatedly, “Medic!”
 
   The rangers slowly and methodically began to slice the interior of the box truck, searching for the attackers.  They tried not to focus on the large device that rested in the center of the freight area.  They had to locate and eliminate the threat first.  In spite of their focus, they could feel the hair on their arms and neck standing up.
 
   The rangers finally spotted two men in the far corner of the interior, indiscriminately firing through the walls of the truck in the direction of the wounded officers.  After two well-aimed taps from each rifle, the men dropped their guns and slumped in the back of the truck.
 
   Reese called a guardsman over to relieve him, before he rushed to the rangers’ side.  They stood motionless and speechless as they stared at the apparent, nuclear device.  Reese paused for a moment, and then rushed to the two men inside of the truck.  The men looked to be Hispanic.  One of them was dead already, and the second was gravely wounded.  Reese tossed the man’s rifle to the side, leaned in closely and growled in Spanish, “Who do you work for?”
 
   The man lay motionless and said nothing.
 
   Reese turned to yell for help carrying the man outside, but heard a faint whisper coming from the dying man.
 
   Reese turned back to face him as the man repeated the phrase.  His heart sunk as he recognized the language.  The clean shaven man was not Hispanic at all.  The dialect was Khaliji, or Gulf Arabic, as it was commonly called in the West.  Khaliji differed from other Arabic dialects in that it borrowed heavily from the Persians.  Reese knew without a doubt that the man was from somewhere along the shores of the Persian Gulf, most likely from Saudi Arabia, one of the gulf kingdoms or the southern coast of Iran.
 
   The man defiantly repeated the phrase a final time in his native tongue, as if it was a dying prayer meant for his god rather than for Reese.  Finally, his eyes rolled back in his head.  The words ran through Reese’s head in a frantic loop.  His head throbbed as the words echoed through it.
 
   Reese numbly stepped out of the truck and onto the pavement.  He was met by a guardsman that said, “Sir, we’ve called the bomb squad; they’ll be here in a few minutes.  We did it!  We saved the city!”
 
   The words were distant and hollow, as if they were coming from the far end of a tunnel.  Reese turned to the rangers and tried to speak, but could only manage a whisper.
 
   “I need you to get all members of the evacuation team out of the city immediately, and get me the governor on the phone, now.”
 
   The two men eyed him curiously for a moment, before turning to execute his orders.  
 
   Reese knelt on the ground and stared skyward as he simply whispered, “God, help us.”  The words of the dead man played on an endless loop in his head:
 
   Praise be to Allah, for the righteous fury of your left hand may be denied, but the wrath of your right shall not.  Before this hour has passed, the world shall witness your glory.
 
   Reese looked down at his watch; he had twenty minutes until four o’clock.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
   Clayton
 
   Washington County, Alabama
 
    
 
   They turned east onto the narrow, paved road from Highway 43.  The pavement was crumbling and hopelessly potholed.  The Sheriff navigated the road slowly to avoid damaging his SUV.  The shoulders were almost nonexistent.  The grassy swales on either side had long since been reclaimed by the dense forest.  The woods that the road dissected struggled to once again become whole.  The branches from both sides now intertwined with each other, creating a thick canopy above.  The overhanging branches made the moonless night even darker and more imposing.
 
   The sheriff’s Suburban was followed by two full-sized, four-wheel drive pickups.  Sheriff Greene had brought his three deputies and six volunteers with him on the raid.  The man that Clayton had managed to capture had told them that there would be eight men at the camp, but they were not certain if he had been truthful.  They could not even be certain that they were not being led into a trap.
 
   The men were all solemn faced and anxious.  Some of the men had lost loved ones because of the group of interlopers that had invaded their once-sleepy town.  One of the men had nearly lost his own life to them, but had successfully escaped.  The face of the intruder that had stood over him was still seared into his mind.
 
   Sheriff Greene had selected the men precisely because of what had happened to them or their families.  He needed men that had a reason to stand and fight, if it came to that.  He had also sternly warned the men that there would be no revenge killings.  They were deputized lawmen, not vigilantes.  None of his men were to fire unless it was in self-defense.  They were here to make arrests, not to satisfy vendettas.  The men had all swore an oath to the sheriff’s terms.  As far as Greene was concerned, this was not the Wild West, not yet.
 
   As they rounded the final curve of the paved section of the road, Sheriff Greene glanced over at the tiny graveyard that was nestled in a small grove to his left.  Spanish moss hung from every limb of the oak and maples that grew in the cemetery.  The headstones were crudely constructed and covered in green moss.  The markers mostly represented three or four families that had lived in the area during the nineteenth century.  The headstones bore deaths ranging from the 1830s to the 1870s.  The sheriff wondered what the men and women that chose to live in such an isolated place so long ago were like.  He wondered if the people who lived here now had the strength and courage to survive if a world like that was realized once again.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The shallow-draft boat silently trolled up the narrow slough nearly three meandering miles from its mouth at the river.  The slough had widened somewhat, but was still very constrictive.  The mouth of the slough was almost invisible along the river, unless one knew exactly where to look.  Clayton reasoned that of all the camps on the river that he knew of, and he knew of them all, this was one of the most secluded.  He had always admired the camp’s strategic location.  It was accessible by land in all but the worst of floods, the river never dropped low enough to restrict access of a boat like his and almost no one knew it existed.
 
   He could tell they were getting close as he began to notice various landmarks.  Clayton always made a point to remember unique features of the swamp around him such as peculiar looking trees or sharp bends.  He was not nearly as familiar with this area as his own enclave, but he was more familiar with it than most.
 
   He smiled as he looked at his boys sitting in front of him on the dry well.  Their presence made him feel complete.  Not knowing if they were safe during the past few months had left him with an emptiness that he had not been able to fill.  They each were wearing night-vision goggles and had their rifles resting beside them.  One would occasionally nudge the other as they pointed to some distant item of interest around them.  Despite their many differences, Clayton was amazed by how much their mannerisms were the same.  Their posture, gestures and facial expressions were nearly identical.
 
      After they rounded the final bend of their journey, Clayton silently eased the boat to the water’s edge and dropped anchor.  There was one final meander between them and the camp, but the water on each side of the sharp turn was merely separated by a narrow finger of land less than fifteen feet wide.  From their location, they could see through the tiny, wooded peninsula and to the camp nearly three hundred yards beyond.
 
   As Clayton dropped anchor, the brothers unfastened the dark-green kayak that had taken up nearly all of the room on the boat.  They had almost lost it earlier on the open waters of the main river as a gust of wind had gotten underneath it and threatened to blow it skyward like a plastic missile.  Jake had dove on top of the kayak to save it as Geram laughed and exclaimed that he was lucky Kate had been fattening him up, otherwise both he and the small boat might have blown away.  Jake simply grinned and slapped his flat stomach.  He knew that one of the few standards by which he could be called fat was by a Navy SEAL’s standards.
 
   The brothers eased the squat, twelve foot kayak into the dark water beside the boat and Geram gingerly transitioned into it.  The sit-on-top kayak would not track in a straight line for long or turn as easily as a traditional kayak, but it would be very stable and Geram would be able to transition in and out of the boat with ease.
 
   Geram silently paddled up the narrow slough to the rear of the camp.  Jake’s AR pistol was balanced across his lap.  The milk crate that was strapped to the back of the kayak behind him was filled with extra magazines and a first aid kit.  With a steady rhythm, the double-sided paddle cut through the water without a sound.  As he urged the boat forward, he surveyed the camp and its surroundings.  The unexpected size of the structure impressed him.
 
   The camp was built nearly thirty years ago for a hunting club that encompassed several thousand acres.  The club mostly consisted of doctors, lawyers and old money.  No expense had been spared in its construction.  It was on large timber piles that rose higher than normal from the muddy ground below.  Geram estimated the structure itself to be close to three-thousand square feet, not including the large wrap-around deck.
 
   The camp’s interior walls were beautiful, cedar planks.  Every couple of years the club would have them sanded so the rich smell, unique to the tree, would fill the rooms once again.  The floors and exterior railings were crafted from local cypress.  The rusty tin roof was still free of leaks and complemented the atmosphere of the camp.  Two wide staircases, one in the front and one in the rear, led from the high deck to the ground below.
 
   Geram could see several four-wheel drive trucks parked underneath the structure, and a pair of boats, too large to easily navigate the narrow slough, anchored close by.  As he got closer, he could hear loud voices coming from inside the candle-lit camp.  He paddled around to the boats, flicked open his folding knife and cut the fuel line leading to each of the outboard motors.
 
   Suddenly the camp’s back door flung open and two men burst into the night.  Geram crouched low behind the nearest boat and peered up at the men.  They roared with laughter as one slapped the other on his back.  The men turned up their bottles, before lighting their cigarettes and leaning against the railing.  Geram cursed under his breath; the drunk and raucous group would never give up without a fight, even if they were hopelessly surrounded.  On the other hand, at least their reactions and aim would be compromised.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Greene continued up the overgrown trail to the camp.  Slowly, they were closing in on their destination.  The aging sheriff followed the path for another several hundred yards before pulling off to one side.  He racked the slide of his shotgun, chambering a load of buckshot.
 
   While the other men carried varying, military-styled rifles and the newest semiautomatic pistols, the old man preferred the feel of his well-worn shotgun and 1911 pistol.  They were undoubtedly not the best choices for the situation at hand, but he could find his way around them like none other.  He carried what he was comfortable with, regardless of what anyone else thought.  The canvas hunting vest he wore contained some additional loads of buckshot as well as a few slugs, just in case.
 
   The group of officers, some newly deputized and others seasoned from years on the job, quietly covered the remaining several hundred yards to the camp on foot.  As it came into sight, the men took up positions that surrounded the front and sides of the camp.   As the last man got into position, the sheriff radioed Clayton.
 
   “We’re in position Clay, how about you?”
 
   “Ready and waiting.”
 
   The sheriff raised his megaphone and addressed the men inside.
 
   “Attention, this is the sheriff’s department.  You are surrounded.  You’re wanted for questioning.  Please exit the camp through the front door with your hands in the air.”
 
   Greene waited several minutes, but received no response.  As he lifted the megaphone to repeat his demand, several shots rang out from inside the camp.  One of the volunteer deputies was struck by the volley and rolled onto his side as he writhed in pain.  A second deputy was hit in the shoulder and growled as he spun back behind a tree.  The sheriff was amazed at the accurate fire that was being returned at them in the heavy darkness.  He shouted to his men to take cover and then radioed Clayton.
 
   “Clayton, we’re in trouble.”
 
   “Got it, we’re on it.  Hold tight, sheriff.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The men inside were drunk, but still very capable.  Three of them were positioned behind sandbags that were stacked underneath the front windows.  They had already located most of the sheriff’s men out front with the group’s night -vision equipment and were just waiting for the deputies to show themselves again.  The three remaining men inside had taken defensive positions facing the doors, ready for anyone foolish enough to make it up the stairs.  The two men on the outside had squatted shoulder to shoulder and hopelessly scanned the darkness below for any signs of movement.
 
   Geram had heard the broadcast between the sheriff and Clayton through his own earpiece and had already retrieved the silenced pistol from his shoulder holster.  The larger, AR pistol hung from the single-point sling at his side.  As he carefully made his way to the rear of the camp, he heard his father’s voice coming from the earpiece.
 
   “Be careful son, we’re watching you from here.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With the help of the night vision, the men in the camp were able to keep the sheriff and his deputies pinned to the ground.  They panned the area in front of the camp, laying down a steady hail of gunfire.  Greene and two of his deputies crawled into new positions and readied themselves for the counterattack.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Geram leaned against the tree about thirty paces from the two men above him.  Through his goggles, he could see their every move.  He dropped to one knee and took several deep breaths as he began to count to three.
 
   One.
 
   This had better be flawless, Geram.  
 
   Two.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sheriff shouted, “Now!” as he and his two deputies turned on their spotlights and illuminated the front windows.  The remaining men leaned out from behind their cover and unleashed a steady hail of gunfire.  The sheriff braced for the onslaught; he was now target number one.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three!
 
    Geram leaned out from behind the tree and fired two rapid shots at each man, before repeating the cycle.  As he ended the silent attack, he watched the two men collapse on the deck without uttering a sound.  He waited for a brief moment to see if anyone else had noticed, but no one appeared.  Geram stealthily rushed to the top of the stairs and took cover in the opposite corner from the men.  He glanced left and right, before whispering into the microphone, “Go.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The three men at the windows grinned as they fired upon the deputies.  It had been far too long since they had killed a cop.  Suddenly, it seemed as if they were staring directly at the sun; the light was so bright it was painful.  The blinded men retreated behind the sandbags.  Immediately after, the entire front of the house exploded with gunfire.  Bullets pierced the cedar walls all around them.  One of the men shrieked as two rounds tore through his gut.  Two men dashed for the back of the camp to make their escape.
 
   Geram was ready when the door flung open and the men burst forth.  He silently caught them midstride, hitting the first man in the side under his arm and the second man in his throat.  The men stumbled and fell headlong down the stairs and into the mud below.  Geram whispered into his mouthpiece again, “Light ‘em up.”
 
   The men inside the house were in a complete panic when their rear exploded as well.  The bullets from the back of the house weren’t the same though.  They were blowing massive chunks of the cedar planks into the air around them.  The men saw one of their friends explode in front of them as a fifty-caliber rounds connected with his upper torso.  Upon seeing the display of gore, several of the men flung their rifles and sprawled face down on the floor.  The final, armed man crawled across the debris-riddled interior to the back door.  He would die before laying down his gun.
 
   Geram was looking high and did not notice the man at first.  The sharp pain in his shoulder spun him slightly and caused him to drop the pistol.  He glanced down and saw the man peering out of the back door.  He winced as the man steadied his aim for the kill shot; Geram was all that stood between the man and his freedom.  The man exhaled and began to squeeze the trigger.
 
   The wooden deck exploded from the impact of one of Jake’s well-placed rounds directly in front of the man’s face; splinters flew everywhere.  The man rolled to shield his eyes as the pistol fired wide, just missing Geram’s head.  
 
   Geram fumbled with the AR momentarily as he reached down and grasped it.  As he brought it up level with his shoulder, he felt a wave of burning pain that caused him to cringe.  As he strained to steady his aim, a second round from the fifty connected reached the deck, connecting with the raider.  The result was gruesome. 
 
   Geram breathed heavily as he slid down the railing and sat on the deck, searching for the wound.  He could hear his father in his ear again, “Son, are you alright?  Where’re you hit?”
 
   “I don’t know; I can’t find it.”
 
   “We’re on our way, hold tight son.  You’re going to be alright.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Several of the deputies were making their way up the front stairs to the camp.  They split up as they kicked the door in and rushed the room.  They swept left and right, searching the interior for any remaining threats.  One of the deputies stayed to restrain the men that had surrendered. One by one, they shouted, “Clear!”  They radioed their report down to the remaining men.  
 
   Out front, Deputy Greene ran over to his brother, Sheriff Greene, to congratulate him.  “David!”  He exclaimed as he approached the sheriff, “Did you hear that?  The camp’s clear!  I just heard from Clayton that Geram’s been hit.  We need to get him some help quick.  Let’s go get the-“
 
   He gasped as he dropped to his knees and scooped his brother up in his arms.  The sheriff coughed hard from the sudden movement as blood trickled from his mouth.
 
   “No! No, no, no!  Help!  I need some help over here!”
 
   The sheriff grasped his baby brother’s hand and looked into his eyes.  He tried to smile, but the coughing began again.  He tilted his head back slightly and wheezed as he squeezed his brother’s hand tighter.  A single tear rolled down the old man’s face and then he closed his eyes.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
   Wyman
 
   Corpus Christi, TX
 
    
 
   The high-pitched whine of the F-16 Fighting Falcons, more commonly referred to as Vipers by their pilots, was like a drug to him.  Wyman zipped up his flight suit and walked out to his baby.  He gently ran his hand along the jet as he performed a final walk around, before climbing into the cockpit.  The ground crew was just finishing their checks, but he still preferred to inspect everything himself.  He glanced over and observed his wingman doing the same.
 
   The morning was fresh and crisp; perfect for flying.  He turned and took a final glance at the airfield before closing the cockpit.  As he pulled the helmet over his head, the ground crew got into position and went through the pre-flight functionality checks with him.
 
   He daydreamed as he obeyed the requests to move the various flaps, tabs and rudders on the wings and tail.  Wyman imagined his partner in the other jet was wide awake from the ‘go pills’ as he performed the same pre-flight procedures.  Wyman preferred to fly his missions with his natural sensibilities, unless the task was so difficult that it demanded more.  Not that today’s mission was not critical, but it should be simple enough.
 
   The crews removed the wheel chocks and marched a safe distance away from the aircraft, before turning and giving him the all clear sign.  Wyman taxied across the airfield to the runway.  Once in position, he accelerated rapidly down the pavement.  His exhaust glowed orange and the air behind him was wavy and distorted.  The roar of the engine was loud and powerful, and gave him a feeling like none other.  A few seconds later the jet gradually lifted into the air.  Wyman pulled the control stick closer to himself and the jet climbed rapidly into the cloudless sky.
 
   “Viper One, Texas Air National Guard, on the prowl.”
 
   “Viper Two right behind you, Viper One.”
 
   “Get up here and hold my hand, V2.”
 
   “Roger.”
 
   After leaving Corpus Christi, the two jets rolled east at a forty five degree angle until they were nearly ten miles off the coast.  They dropped within meters of the gulf waters and each other and aimed their noses due south.  The jets screamed over the water with perfect synchronization.  The shadows of the jets bobbed and danced across the waves underneath them as they streaked towards Mexico.  Wyman Wolfe, call sign Lobo, could not imagine a more beautiful or exhilarating place to be than right where he was.  He leaned back and enjoyed the ride.
 
   Guano, his aptly named wingman, was uncharacteristically quiet.  Lobo however, knew exactly what his old friend was up to.  Guano had slipped the buds of his music player into his ears and was in his own private, techno-trance world.  Lobo reasoned it was most likely one of three or four of the same, stupid songs; probably Danger by CIRC.  Lobo did not seem to mind Guano’s quirks, though.  Whatever kept him calm was a welcome addition.
 
   “Viper Two, What’s your status?”
 
   “Just working on my tan V1.  Permission to fence in?”
 
   “Cross the fence V2; V1 crossing as well.”
 
   Both pilots commenced the procedure of preparing their jets for combat.  The switches were one by one flipped up or down to the appropriate mode as they quickly approached their destination.
 
   “Turn off the chick music, sweetheart; we’re closing in.”
 
   “Roger Viper One, but I don’t come to your office and call you names while you’re working.”
 
   “Negative, you actually do that.”
 
   “Well, in that case...”
 
   “Alright Viper Two, let’s roll at a thirty and point it due west.  ETA two minutes, twenty seconds.”
 
   “Wilco.”
 
   The two jets rolled in a formation so perfect and tight, it was as if they were controlled by a single pilot.  They climbed to a couple hundred feet as they crossed the shoreline and flew into Mexico.  As they screamed towards Matamoros, their first target was the Soviet-era air-defense system that had been installed just east of the Olympic Park.  The jets were screaming forward faster than their approaching sound, they had the early morning sun directly behind them and were flying at elevations that were completely undetectable by the old SA-5 systems that were in place; they were invisible emissaries of death.
 
   “Target located and acquired, V1; awaiting command.”
 
   “Let’s rock their world.”
 
   The low-flying jets were below the effective range of the anti-aircraft missiles.  The SA-5 Gammon was helpless against the F-16s.  As the pilots released their HARM missiles, they banked hard to the north and briefly danced back into Texan airspace.  The missiles immediately detected the Gammon’s fire control radar signal.  The HARMs self-guided to their target, achieving MACH 1 prior to impact.  The explosion was massive and was amplified by the 500 pound warheads on each of the six anti-aircraft missiles.  The early morning impact shook the entire city from its slumber.  
 
   “Whoo!  Tango Uniform, V1!”
 
   “Roger that V2, let’s roll back south for another meet and greet.
 
   The jets once again banked hard and approached the second system, located several miles west of Olympic Park.  As they reached their target, they released another perfectly-timed volley of missiles.  Guano, unable to contain himself, roared in triumph.
 
   The jets turned vertical and climbed several thousand feet, before looping back and aiming themselves towards their main target, the park itself.  As they shrieked towards Olympic Park, the jets released their Maverick missiles and Mk 83 bombs.  The resulting explosions engulfed the entire area, utterly decimating the eighty-plus vehicles stationed there.
 
   “Good job V2, now we just have one final item; hold my hand and let’s pay our friends at the airport a visit.”
 
   “My pleasure; let’s go find some bandit cats.”
 
   As they flew their tight formation over General Servando Canales International Airport, they could see the pilots scrambling to six jets below.  The F-5s were over half of the Mexican Air Force’s entire fighter squadron.  They continued their path to the east, putting some distance between them and the F-5s and leading them over the gulf.  They slowed their pace, allowing the jets time to takeoff and gain some ground on them.  After several moments, the first of the blips appeared on their radar.
 
   “Are you going to let me have a dogfight, V1?”
 
   “Absolutely not on my watch; play with your food some other time.  Stay beyond visual range and let the am-rams do their thing.  Besides, there’s too many.”
 
   “Too many?  We might as well be fighting the Wright brothers!”
 
   “The answer is negative.”
 
   “Roger; speed and angels on the left.”
 
   “Speed and angels on the right.”
 
   Speed and angels was the confirmation for the predetermined altitude and velocity at which they would engage the hostiles.  They simultaneously rolled in opposite directions and met again, facing the distant but approaching F-5s.  They each released two volleys of AMRAAM missiles.  The “am-rams” were a fire and forget missile, capable of engaging the defenseless fighter jets from beyond visual range.  Nothing the F-5s had in their armament was capable of countering the attack.
 
   Within several seconds, four of the blips disappeared from the radar and Guano released another of his guttural roars.  As the F-16s streaked by the remaining two F-5s, one of the Mexican pilots abandoned his jet and ejected into the gulf, nearly a mile from the coast.  The abandoned fighter gradually lost altitude as it continued over the gulf, eventually slamming into the surface of the choppy waters.
 
   “I guess that hombre didn’t want to play.”
 
   “I’d hate to have to make that swim to shore.”
 
   “Give me the last one, Viper Lead.”
 
   “Roger; proceed with engagement, V2.”
 
   Guano made his final offensive maneuver and rolled once again to face the last aircraft.  With the push of a button, the am-ram was engaged and on its way to its target.  After several seconds, the final blip disappeared.
 
   “Sierra Hotel, V2!  Now, let’s wrap it up and head north.  We’ll need every bit of our juice to get back home.”
 
   “Roger that; lead the way.”
 
   “Drop it low and throttle up.  If I’m lucky, I’ll make it back in time for coffee.”
 
   “Should’ve had a go pill.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Nearly twenty of the ERC 90s managed to escape Olympic Park while the Gammon systems were being destroyed by the aircraft.  The park was engulfed by explosions as they pulled onto Constitucíon; they had barely escaped the carnage.  
 
   The six-wheeled vehicles fled south down Pedro Cárdenas Gutiérrez towards San Fernando.  The four-lane highway took the fleeing soldiers and sicarios through the dirty southern slums.  The loud explosions from the north had roused the sleepy locals.  They struggled outside into the morning light and stared in bewilderment at the black smoke billowing from the downtown district and surrounding areas.  They watched as the ERC 90s roared past them, forcing frightened vehicles out of the way and onto the muddy shoulders.
 
   The armored vehicles raced across the bridge at the southern border of the city.  The banks of the drainage ditch below them were already lined with families bathing and washing their clothes in the dirty water.  The intermittent infrastructure was becoming even less reliable than before.  The unsanitary conditions in the slums and the rest of the city were leading to an even higher rate of sickness and death, especially among children.
 
   As the lead vehicles barreled towards them, Barrett and Holt readied their teams on opposite sides of the highway.  The soldiers hid behind two concrete buildings and anxiously waited for their quarry.
 
   “Steady; steady,” Barrett whispered into the radio, “Just a few more seconds… Dragon Teams One and Two get ready…  Go!”
 
   Four anti-tank missiles exploded out of their launcher tubes and raced towards their quarry.  The launch caused one of the men to flinch hard, sending one of the rockets curving upward in a wide arc.
 
   The lead vehicle was hit low, near the front left tire.  As the rocket exploded, the ERC 90 flipped forward and slid across the pavement upside down.  The screeching sound of steel on asphalt was like fingernails on a chalkboard.  A deep gash in the pavement followed the tank wherever it slid.
 
   The second vehicle was sandwiched by two simultaneous rockets fired from opposite sides of the highway.  The top half of the ERC 90 was launched nearly thirty yards skyward and landed hard on the flat roof of a nearby residence.  The building collapsed inward from the force of the impact and sent a great plume of dust into the air.
 
   “Dragon Teams Three and Four – wait!  Hold your fire!”
 
   The remaining armored vehicles were doing something wholly unexpected.  As they swerved to the shoulders to avoid the wreckage ahead, they were sliding, some sideways, to a complete stop.  The top hatches were all popping open and the men inside were climbing out with their arms in the air – first one, then two and finally all of the men.  They were unarmed and terrified, their weapons left in the vehicles.  As they climbed out, they laid prostrate on the pavement.
 
   Barrett shouted to the men as he stepped out into the road, “Estás rodeado, todo el mundo al suelo! Ponga sus manos en el suelo delante de ti! Si alguien se mueve, vamos a disparar!”
 
   The men complied with the orders and continued to lay motionless in the dirty road.
 
   Holt radioed to Barrett, “What are we going to do with all of them?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We can’t take them; we certainly don’t have the resources to deal with them in Mansfield.  Besides, we barely have enough people to drive all these vehicles, much less tend to prisoners; there must be close to seventy of them.  Let’s get them lined up and I’ll address them.”
 
   The teams stepped out from behind their cover and corralled the prisoners, while Barrett paced along the line and addressed them, “Usted es libre de ir, seguir caminando hacia el sur y no volver aquí. No luchar de nuevo, la próxima vez no será tan indulgente.  Ahora Go!”
 
   The soldados and sicarios nodded graciously and marched past the teams in a single file line to the south, too afraid to look back.  They knew that they would have shot the guardsmen dead as they lay on the ground, if the roles had been reversed.  As the grateful men left, the soldiers under Barrett’s command inspected their newly-acquired rides.  
 
   “Well boys, if you didn’t consider yourself a guerilla before, you can’t deny it now.”  Barrett turned and said to Holt, “Can your men grab the Strykers?”
 
   “We’re on it.”
 
   “Good, let’s double time it.  I don’t know if anyone else might be coming our way and I sure don’t want to give these babies up.”
 
   Barrett keyed up his radio before climbing into his vehicle and said, “Dragon Warrior here, do you copy Cochise?”
 
   “Affirmative; go ahead DW.”
 
   “We’ve commandeered seventeen ERC 90s.  We’ll be following the Strykers out on the designated route.  Do not frat us Cochise.
 
   “Copy that, DW; thanks for the heads up.  I guess congratulations are in order.  If you can’t get your own tanks, then just steal the other guys; is that how it works now?”
 
   “I’ll take anything I can get at this point, Cochise.”
 
   “Roger that.  You better get moving, DW; we’re a few minutes out and closing fast.  See you round the campfire tonight.”
 
   “Affirmative, stay safe.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The rhythmic Whoof, Whoof, Whoof of the helos echoed off of the rooftops as the four, Apache Longbows crossed the Rio Grande from Brownsville into Matamoros.  Thanks to the successful strikes by Lobo and Guano earlier that morning, the four gunships’ mission was a walk in the park.  If Governor Baker had not sent the F-5s to eliminate the Mexican jets, the choppers would have been in for a very tough day.  Cochise grinned at the thought of the well-executed plan as he led his team of Longbows flew over downtown Matamoros.
 
   Cochise, the commander of the air-strike team, had taken his call sign from the nantan warrior of the same name.  Cochise lead the Chokonen band of Chiricahua Apaches in the latter years of the 19th century.  The Apache chief and his warriors battled both the Mexican and American governments’ intrusions into their lands in the Sonoran region of Mexico, southern Arizona and New Mexico.  They mastered the art of the guerilla during their struggle against annihilation.  The Mexican government often resorted to using American and Native American mercenaries against the Chiricahua, paying a bounty for each scalp they collected, regardless if it was man, woman or child.
 
   The modern day commander was of Lipan Apache lineage, from the Devil’s Backbone region in the central Texas Hill Country.  The ruthless displays of violence by the Zetas and Gulf cartels against the people along the border reminded him of the stories he had heard from his grandfather.  The acts of beheading, flaying and even scalping were becoming far too common these days for him.  His contempt for the cartels and those that supported them was great.  He loathed the depravity that they peddled, and he had seen what it had done to his own family.  
 
   “Alright cowboys, I want a quick flyover of the park to make sure everything was destroyed.  Not a single tank is leaving this place on my watch.”
 
   “Roger that, Chief.”
 
   The Longbow was the most advanced of the Apache gunships.  The main contrast between it and other variants was the large dome that was visible above the chopper’s four-blade rotor.  The dome housed sophisticated radar that allowed the Longbow to detect and engage targets while it was hidden behind cover, such as trees or buildings.  It also contained equipment that would allow multiple gunships to automatically engage a target that had been detected by a single Longbow.  Each chopper was also capable of controlling multiple UAVs from the air, affording them the ability to literally make dynamic, on the fly adjustments to the drones’ mission over the battlefield.
 
   As they flew over the Olympic Park, they engaged several vehicles that had somehow managed to escape the earlier bombardment unscathed.  The ERC 90s were no match for the Hellfire missiles launched from the choppers.
 
   “Excellent work.  Now, let’s do some real damage.”
 
   They continued over the sprawling city and encircled the aging, coal plant that supplied the city’s power grid.  They targeted the towering, rusted structure that housed the plant’s turbines and generators with the same deadly Hellfires.  As the plant collapsed in on itself, the Longbows rolled away from the immense heat of the blast and regrouped, before continuing on with their mission.  A spectacular ball of flames and thick black smoke rolled and churned skyward as the choppers disappeared to the south.
 
   Their final target, the airport, was all but abandoned after the earlier loss of the F-5s.  Apparently the staff had assumed that more trouble might be on its way, and they were right.  The choppers flattened the towers, hangars and terminals with the missiles and then strafed the runway with the remainder of their arsenal.  The nearly forty Hydra rockets fired from each Longbow peppered the solitary runway, rendering it completely unusable.
 
   “Alright boys, we’re all out of firecrackers; let’s get these birds back to the nest.  I don’t think our friends will be calling Matamoros home any time soon, and if I’m guessing correctly, we’ll be able to say the same thing about Reynosa in a couple days.  But until then, thank you fine pale-faces for a splendid day on the town.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   William
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
    
 
   He smashed his first cigarette of the day in the ashtray on the nightstand beside him and sat up in bed with a smile.  Over the past several days, he could not quit smiling even if he tried; everything was going perfectly.  He finally climbed out of bed and made his way to the tiny kitchen.  
 
   Houston had still been largely a success.  Although one of the nuclear devices had been discovered and disabled, the second had been detonated precisely as planned.  News had been slow to develop on the attack, perhaps because it had been so devastating.  Hopefully there would finally be some updates.
 
   William started the pot of coffee and sauntered across the room to a heap of wrinkled clothes that he had been robbing from over the past week.  He had been so busy stoking the destruction of the republic, there was scarcely time for the more mundane tasks.  He retrieved a pair of faded jeans and shook the wrinkles out of them before pulling them on.  He dug through the pile of clothing for a moment before finally locating his favorite brownshirt.  He stumbled back into the kitchen while he pulled it over his head.  William poured a tall cup of hot coffee and grabbed his coat and pistol, before trotting out the door.  
 
   He had viewed the city through new lenses over last few days.  Perhaps it was because he was seeing the fruits of his labor.  He had heard people begin to openly question the republic’s ability to protect its citizens.  Despite speculation on who had committed the terror strikes, no arrests had been made.  He was sowing the seeds of discord and polarization.  People were now beginning to blame the other.  The other was a powerful motivator to action; whether it was left wing or right wing, minorities or majorities, the one percent or the ninety nine, people were now beginning to turn on their neighbors.  He was clearing the way for hate.  Soon, the poison would destroy the fabric of society, so that it could be rebuilt in a new fashion.  So far, it was working quite well.
 
   He gazed around the half-empty city as he made his way to Tonic.  He admired the tall office buildings, the beautiful and historic churches, the old but majestic residences and complimentary architecture of George Washington University.  He had a newfound appreciation for D.C. that he had previously denied himself.  He chuckled at the thought.
 
   He was content.
 
   He stepped into Tonic and made his way through the empty establishment to his nook in the corner.  The bar was warm and inviting, a welcome reprieve from the cold air outside.  He ordered a bloody tonic and a plate of hummus and sprawled across the leather couch.  The heat from the hearth felt good on his face.  He shrugged out of his jacket and relaxed as he waited for his refreshments.
 
   After the bartender delivered his order, he gave her a hundred dollar tip.  One hundred dollars was not nearly what it was six months ago, but it was still better than what most patrons left.  He balanced the plate of hummus and pita bread on his stomach as he kicked off his boots.
 
   As he enjoyed his breakfast, he surveyed his surroundings.  The rustic establishment was completely empty except for him.  He grabbed the remote and flipped through the stations until he found a 24-hour news channel.  He turned up the volume and listened to the marionettes’ clueless commentary about Houston.
 
   “Sources in the Pentagon believe the attack was committed by radical, leftist revolutionaries.  Because the last several months have resulted in a mass exodus from urban areas, an accurate death toll is difficult to establish.  Nevertheless, experts believe it may be as high as 150,000, with nearly as many injured as well.”
 
   “That’s horrific, Rachel; have the authorities been able to determine the location of the blast?”
 
   “Authorities believe the device was detonated from the top floor of an eight-story parking garage.  The location was likely selected for the maximum distribution of destruction.  If the blast had occurred from ground level, more energy would have been absorbed at ground zero, but areas farther out in the blast zone would have fared much better.  Let’s go to our expert, Dr. Kahr, nuclear engineering professor from the University of California at Berkley.”
 
   “Thank you Rachel, and you are exactly right; the only way the blast would've been more deadly is if it would have been detonated over the city, for instance if it was launched with a missile.  As it was detonated, I would speculate that majority of the damages and injuries would have occurred within a three mile radius.”
 
   “Tell us about the blast, Dr. Kahr; what happened immediately after the explosion?”
 
   “In the moments immediately after, the expansion of gases would’ve caused a blast wave to form. The face of the blast wave would have behaved like a wall of highly compressed air.  This wall could’ve traveled as fast as 800 mph.”
 
   “What would this wall of air do to a building?”
 
   “To put it in simple terms, Rachel, when the wall collides with a structure, it would be like if you stomped on an empty cardboard box, except that, instead of it being your foot, it would be a blast wave that would rapidly exert pressure on and around the entire structure.
 
   Depending on the building, it may not be crushed. If it is a reinforced box, like an office building, the force might not be strong enough to crush it.  If the windows and doors are either open, or quickly break out, then the pressures on the outside wall may have less effect, because of high pressures rushing into the building, filling it with a balancing force.
 
   One difference between a conventional explosion and a nuclear explosion is the amount of energy that is released in the form of heat.  A conventional explosion may reach temperatures of only a few thousand degrees, whereas a nuclear explosion may reach tens of millions of degrees.  This is important to note because of secondary fires that will occur from the extreme heat.  Also, a majority of the injuries will be in the form of burns.  As I tell my students, the symbol of a nuclear event should not be a mushroom cloud, but a devastating firestorm.”
 
   “That is both fascinating and disheartening doctor. So, tell us about the nuclear fallout, where will the wind take it from Houston?”
 
   “Relatively speaking Rachel, we are fortunate.  Definitely coastal Louisiana, possibly coastal Mississippi and Alabama and some portion of the Florida panhandle.  Once it crosses Florida, depending on the winds, it may go up the eastern coast, but hopefully the prevailing winds will disperse it across the Atlantic.  I say we are fortunate because if this had happened somewhere in the Midwest like Cheyenne, Topeka, or even Des Moines, the fallout would’ve been devastating to some very densely-populated areas.”
 
   William changed the channel to see what was being said on the other stations; next time, he thought, next time we won’t be so fortunate, Dr. Kahr.  He finished his bloody tonic and ordered another, along with a cup of coffee.  He scanned the channels for a while, listening to numerous pundits, experts and anonymous government sources weigh in on the attack.  He swelled with pride; once again he was the talk of the town, though no one knew it but him.  As the morning turned into day, he transitioned from bloody tonics to Guinness drafts.
 
   She filtered into Tonic along with some of the late-lunch crowd.  She saw him in the corner, so she ordered a drink and then walked over to his tiny, rustic province.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Galleani.  How are you?”  She smiled as she sat down on the couch opposite of him.
 
   “I have to say, I’m feeling pretty good.”
 
   “How long’ve you been here?”
 
   “I don’t know; several hours, maybe.”
 
   “Would you mind some company for a while?  I can’t stay long.”
 
   “Not at all.  Say, are you hungry?  I was just about to order something.”
 
   “You must be a mind reader; I’m famished.”
 
   William smiled at her and motioned for the waitress.  They ordered Thai chicken satay and char Sui chicken pizza, and he instructed her to keep the drinks coming.  
 
   As the waitress left, the woman leaned across the coffee table and whispered, “I see you took my advice after all.”
 
    “What advice?”
 
   “Don’t be coy with me, William Galleani; you know exactly what I mean.”
 
   “I suppose I did.  Isn’t it such a beautiful disaster?”
 
   “Only if it moves the pieces on the board closer to where we want them.  Otherwise, I think it’s dreadful.”
 
   “Maybe so, but it’s just a bunch of hick cowboys anyway.  It’s not like they’re going to be on our side.  So in that respect, sooner or later we’d’ve had to deal with them.”
 
   “That’s a good point.”
 
   The waitress returned with their food and drinks and the conversation drifted into a lull while they ate.  The food was extraordinary, and they relished it.
 
   “So,” she said, “what’s next?”
 
   “Well, I guess I have to wait until I hear from my new friend again before I plan my next move.”
 
   “Mr. Arayo?”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t have any way to contact him, and I imagine that’s how he’s going to play the game.  Until then, I guess it’s more of the same; I visit a few cities and try to wreak as much havoc as possible.  Keep the fires burning, so to speak.”
 
   “When he does contact you, what then?”
 
   “Something in Los Angeles, probably.  I absolutely hate the west coast.  I don’t know if it will be nuclear though; they’ll be on the lookout for that.  Maybe biological, I haven’t decided on the specifics yet.”
 
   She laughed scornfully, “So you’re next target will be because you have a particular antipathy for a geographical region?  Isn’t that elementary?  This is supposed to be business, not petty personal distastes.”
 
   He scowled at her and retorted, “Hey, I’m the one sticking my neck out.  I’ll decide what’s petty and what isn’t.”
 
   “William, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   “Right; excuse me for a minute.”
 
   She watched him as he stumbled towards the restroom and disappeared around the corner.  She waited for several seconds before retrieving the tiny vial from her purse.  She emptied its contents into his drink and quietly slipped out of the bar.  When he finally reemerged, she was gone.  Good, he thought to himself, glad you got the point.  He sat back down on the couch and reached for his glass of Guinness.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   “William, wake up.  Wake up.  We’re closing; you’ve got to go home, dear.”
 
   He finally opened his eyes and stared up at the blur that he assumed was the bartender.  His head was pounding and the room was spinning.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s closing time; you’ve got to go, sweetie.  Are you alright?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine, I think; would you mind helping me up?”
 
   He stumbled and nearly fell as she helped him to his feet.  The spinning only got worse as he stood and looked around.  His head was pounding so hard he could scarcely think.
 
   “Are you sure you’re alright?  Do you need me to call you a cab?”
 
   No, I’ll be alright; I just need to get home and sleep it off.  It’s only a few blocks.
 
   “You must be having an off night, babe.  You haven’t had anything to drink in hours.  I didn’t even realize you were still here until I started cleaning up the place.”
 
   William groaned and rubbed his head as he slowly made his way to the door.  He did not want to talk anymore; it only hurt his head to speak.  He just wanted to go home.  The bartender helped him to the door and watched him stumble off into the night.  
 
   He had barely staggered a block east down G Street before the city began to spin too violently for him to stand.  William dropped to his knees and tried to wrest himself from the sickening feeling.  He crawled to the steps of The United Church and grasped the railing to steady himself.  He could feel himself getting sick as his mouth began to salivate.  He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths to help ward it off.  
 
   He heard a faint whistle, like a bird, somewhere in the distant darkness.  He tried to ignore the sound and focus on his breathing, but it only grew louder.  He suddenly felt a strong sense of a presence near him.  The deep, bass tone of the man’s voice startled him. 
 
   “Well hello, little hummingbird.  Feeling sick?”
 
    As William cautiously cracked his eyelids to peer up at the man, darkness suddenly enshrouded him.  He was jerked off the steps and carried over someone’s back to a vehicle not far away.  The air was expelled from his lungs as he landed hard in the floor of the van.  He curled into a ball and struggled to breathe, but his lungs refused him.  He could hear several men laughing as the engine roared and the tires squealed on the pavement beneath him.
 
   The sickness overwhelmed him and he retched in the hood that was still over his head.  He was too terrified to remove it, much less utter a word. Instead, he rolled around in the back of the van.  The smell only made him feel sicker, but there was nothing left in his stomach to purge.
 
   The vehicle turned so often, he had no idea which direction they were taking him.  He felt a sharp prick in his arm and tried to recoil, but a firm hand held him in place.  The muffled voices in the vehicle grew distant and his eyes became heavier by the moment.  William finally relented to the drug’s effects.
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   William awoke in a tiny, concrete cell void of anything.  The floors sloped gently to a small grate in the center of the cube.  The room was too small for him to stretch out completely, so he curled into a ball.  It was cold, so cold.  As he rubbed his arms with his hands to warm himself, he realized he was not wearing his shirt.  He ran his hands down his body and found that he was wearing nothing but his briefs.  His head still throbbed, though not as painfully as before.  William had no idea how long he had been there before he had awoken.
 
   He had never been in a room so dark and quiet.  The vacuous cell seemed as if it was beyond space and time.  William tried to count off the seconds as they passed, but before he could even reach thirty he felt as if he was going mad.  He resigned to lying motionless on the floor.  
 
   He did not know if he had been in the cell for hours or days when the light finally came on.  The illumination from the fluorescent tubes was unnatural and uncomfortable.  The light was too bright for his eyes, so he squinted until they could adjust, but they never did.  Immediately after the lights assaulted his eyes, a low hum to assail his ears.
 
   He heard the revolting sound of steel scraping against steel as a narrow plate at the floor level of the cell’s door slid open.  A long, thin knife clattered loudly on the concrete as it was tossed through the opening.  William recoiled as he heard the same deep voice as before.
 
   “Do me a favor, hummingbird; off yourself so I don’t have to.”
 
   In a moment of boldness that surprised even William, he stood up defiantly and shouted, “If I’m to be killed, let him who wants me dead do it himself!”
 
   “It’s not a man who wants you dead, babe; it’s a woman.”
 
   His heart sunk and his stomach turned again.  The woman’s voice was all too familiar.  He cried out as he pounded on the door, but they were already gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
   Senator Ames
 
   Indianapolis, Indiana
 
    
 
   Indianapolis was as close as the senator had been to Washington in months.  He did not want to admit it, but to be honest, he was afraid of the east coast.  In fact, he had every right to be; the urban areas throughout New England had become something out of a nightmare.
 
   Murder rates in the cities had skyrocketed, riots and looting were rampant, people were starving and no one was safe.  What made it even more dangerous for Ames was that people like him were being demonized for everything.  The same experts who had borrowed and regulated the world into crisis were now blaming the peoples’ woes on a lack of regulation and a fundamental ignorance of the way markets really worked.  It was treasonous in his eyes.  They had polarized the people.  Those who held contrarian beliefs were not considered political opponents, they were now public enemies.  The senator knew that one beat their opponents, but eliminated their enemies.  
 
   Ever since St. Ansgar, he had a new resolve; there would be an election, and they would win, or they would die trying.  It did not matter if a man was rich or poor, black or white, from San Francisco or San Antonio, the truth was the truth.  If a moral man was given the truth and was taught how to reason, he would choose correctly.  He had to choose correctly.  The senator’s ideals were founded on that principle.  Eventually, the people and they would realize their mistakes and correct them.  He would take his message all the way to Washington.  But if he did not make it there, then that was all part of a much greater plan and he could accept that.
 
   Let’s see if we’re bulletproof.   
 
   The site he had selected was a security nightmare; a shooter would have 360o of office towers and skyscrapers to choose from.  The senator’s back was all that would be protected at any given time.  Nonetheless, he had given his security detail nearly two weeks to prepare for the event.  If they were not ready now, they would never be.
 
   Ames wandered the halls of the museum that was beneath the Soldiers’ and Sailor’s Monument in the center of Indianapolis.  His Secret Service security detail shadowed him from across the empty room.  The halls were lined with the exposed buttresses that supported the towering monument above.  He was lost in his thoughts and not admiring anything in particular as he meandered here and there.
 
   “Senator, I’ve just received word that they’re ready for you up top.  Are you sure you don’t want to wear a vest?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Right this way then.”  The stoic agent turned and spoke into the microphone attached to the cuff of his jacket, “Negative, he’s still refusing the vest.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   “This is Katie O’Rourke with WIBC news radio Indianapolis, the independent voice.  I’m standing outside of our downtown studio where Jackson Ames, the Republican Senator from Ohio, is about to speak to a sprawling crowd in Monument Circle.  The crowd can hardly contain themselves.  This’ll be the first time in seven months the senator has spoken in Indiana.”
 
   “Thanks Katie, from what I understand this is the largest venue he has spoken at in months, and the farthest east he has been since very early in his campaign.  How is security there?  I’m sure he is a little nervous with the riots just over a mile away in Fletcher Square.  Today is the first day that police have regained the upper hand since they erupted nearly two weeks ago.”
 
   “Security is extremely tight and highly visible here, Scott.  The entire downtown district has been closed off; every floor of every building in the vicinity has been searched and everyone in attendance was required to pass through metal detectors and body scanners.  The city has taken every possible precaution to ensure the safety of the senator.  They lobbied very hard for this event and they don’t want any incidents.”
 
   “Speaking of incidents, I’ve heard there was a bit of a shakeup in the senator’s team, is that correct?”
 
   “That’s correct Scott; this is exclusive to WIBC.  We’re getting reports from an anonymous source within the Ames’ camp that earlier this week the senator’s senior advisor and long-time friend, Wade Anderson, resigned from his campaign.  Mr. Anderson resigned after the senator refused to wear body armor for today’s speech.  We’re still not sure how this will affect the senator’s campaign.  Mr. Anderson was known to be very influential with the senator and was a political force in his own right.”
 
   “That sounds like a very reckless move by Senator Ames, especially considering how dangerous the city has become.”
 
   “It does appear that way, Scott.  We’re not sure what political calculations were weighed by the senator to come to this decision, but we hope today will be a safe and uneventful affair.  Back to you, Scott.”
 
   “Thank you, the always wonderful, Katie O’Rourke.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   The senator walked onstage to the roar of the crowd.  They cheered and waved as he walked a lap around the monument’s platform, greeting all.  Ames waited for the wave of applause to subside before beginning his speech.
 
   “Indianapolis, it’s truly a pleasure.”
 
   He proceeded to circle the platform as they cheered once again.  
 
   “I’m sure you are tired of the same old speeches you’ve been hearing from me on the radio.”
 
   A resounding, “No!” came from the crowd.
 
   “Oh, really?  Well, in that case, I hope you’ll oblige me this opportunity to deliver a slightly different speech.  I’m afraid of the speed and direction in which we as a nation are moving, and I’d like to address this here with you today.”
 
   The crowd offered a more subdued applause as he continued to pace the stage.  He wanted to address as many people as possible on a personal level with eye contact.  He had a very important point to make.  As the applause subsided once again, he began his address.
 
   “During the final hours of the Revolutionary War, the republic was dangerously close to collapsing just as it was being born.  The officers under Washington’s command were furious over the failures of the Continental Congress to honor its promises to them.  Some officers had back pay owed to them for nearly six years of service, and none of them had been paid at all in the last several months. The officers had even heard that the government was on the verge of insolvency, and that they might try to dissolve the Continental army to avoid paying the debts at all.
 
   In March of 1783, a letter was circulated among the officers at Washington's camp at Newburgh. In it the author, identified only as “Brutus”, addressed the complaints and called for a clandestine meeting to be held the next day to discuss their next course of action.  Brutus’ arguments in the letter were well-reasoned and concise.  Ultimately, he contended, that their only remaining recourse would be at the tip of a bayonet.
 
   When Washington discovered the plan, he forbid them from holding the assemblage.  He scolded their plans of a covert meeting as disorderly and irregular.  Instead, he requested they meet a few days later at their regular meeting that he didn’t usually attend.  Upon hearing this, some officers began whispering that Washington was sympathetic to their cause and that he would help them lead a coup against the Congress.
 
   Washington was in a dilemma; was his duty to his army who had unarguably been wronged, or was it to the Congress who held jurisdiction over him?  Washington’s allies were wavering.  Many of his senior officers sided with Brutus, and the Congress offered no solutions to the growing problem.  He ultimately decided that he could not lead the officers’ insurrection.  As had often been the case in the long war, Washington was once again alone.
 
   On the day Washington requested, hundreds of officers gathered to discuss the fate of the republic.  General Gates, who would later admit to being Brutus, was in the midst of his opening words when the unexpected happened.  Washington emerged from a side door and strode onto the stage beside him.  Begrudgingly, Gates yielded to his superior.  
 
   Many of the officers were angry he had shown.  Others were excited, hoping he would rally them against those who had wronged them.  Still other officers were embarrassed to be seen there by their commander.  Regardless of their feelings concerning his presence, an ominous sense of estrangement hung heavy in the room; was he one of them?
 
    He had written a speech.  His aides had prepared his notes in large script so that his aging eyes could read them.  His bright blue eyes scanned the officers in front of him.  He knew most of these men by name and respected them greatly.  They had fought boldly alongside him against insurmountable odds.  How could they throw everything away now? He cleared his throat and began.
 
   His tone was angry and frustrated; he scornfully branded the anonymous dissenter a subversive and a coward.  He scolded Brutus for his lack of ‘regard to service’ and ‘love of country’.  He admitted that he understood the men’s complaints, but he completely dismissed their resolution.  ‘I have never left your side one moment,’ he said.  How could they question his loyalty and love for them now?
 
   He expressed his sympathy to Brutus’ many valid points, but pleaded with the officers’ to consider their families and property if they were to desert the republic or descend into civil war.  The British would surely use the chaos to wrest control from them once again.  A thousand victories and tens of thousands of American lives would all have been for naught.
 
   He pleaded with the men, called upon their senses of duty and honor, and begged for more time to correct the failures of the Congress.  As he gazed out at the crowd in front of him, he was overcome with a sense of defeat.  Brutus’ rhetoric had been far more eloquent than his own.  Washington had failed.
 
   In desperation, he retrieved a letter from his from his coat that was written by Congressman Jones.  The letter praised the brave men for their selfless duty and offered his utmost support to their cause.  The hastily written script of the letter was tiny and difficult for Washington to see.  His eyes failed to focus on the words and they blurred together.  He stumbled through the first few sentences of the letter.  The murmurs from the crowd were increasing, he had lost them completely.
 
   Washington stopped, embarrassed and broken, and removed a pair of spectacles from the pocket of his regimentals.  As he placed the glasses on his face, he said, ‘Gentlemen, you must pardon me. I have grown gray in your service, and now find myself growing blind.’  Very few of them even knew that he wore glasses.  They had always knew the man as the fearless, frontline commander, now they saw him for what he truly was.
 
   Washington was a man that had given the better part of his life to his country for future generations he would never know.  They had seen him exhausted before, but he now displayed the look of being worn and battered from the years of sacrifice.  He appeared vulnerable and heartbroken.  If he, who had given so much, could still have faith in the fledgling country, then who were they to question?
 
   His words mattered little from that point on.  The emotion that he displayed was what moved the men.  Some sat in silent shame for their actions, while others wept openly for the burdens that the man standing in front of them had silently borne for years.  As he finished the letter, he quietly left through the side door from which he came.  His head hung low in sorrow and defeat.
 
   Gates never had an opportunity to reclaim the men in the room.  The emotion displayed by Washington had moved them greatly.  They decided on a new resolution that expressed their ‘unshaken confidence’ in Washington and the Congress.
 
   Ultimately, Congress failed Washington and the army.  The debts were never paid in full.  Despite the egregious failure, an important precedence was established.  The men, who had sacrificed so much, chose to sacrifice once again.  They decided against a second revolution out of love of country.  For out of revolution, the prospect of an even greater tyranny is always at hand.
 
   I’ve heard the murmurs among the crowds I’ve spoken to for another revolution, a bloody revolution against the tyrannies of the day.  Friends, let us not rush headlong into this.  If we carelessly cast reason aside, we may invite a tyranny even greater than we can imagine.  We must stand firmly rooted in our values and principles.  I agree it will cost many of us our lives, fortunes and sacred honor – just as it cost the men of the Revolution, countless men who gave all, and died broken and penniless.  We still have recourse though; we’ve not exhausted our options.  It’ll take great sacrifice to right our course, but it can be done.  Let us not give in yet.  I will lead you, if you will have me.”
 
   The crowd’s reaction was mixed; most cheered enthusiastically, but some were disappointed with his words.  Despite the misgivings of the few, the circle echoed with the sound of applause and roars of support.  Ames continued to enthusiastically walk the monument steps as they applauded, spurring them along and cheering with them as tears began to fill his eyes.
 
   They never heard the report from the high-powered rifle, but they watched the senator collapse before them.  The display seemed almost surreal and in slow motion.  He was quickly swarmed by men in suits, their weapons drawn.  The head of his security detail reached the body of the senator first.  He shouted into the cuff of his jacket in a desperate voice, “Oh God, oh God; he’s gone.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Governor Baker
 
   Austin, Texas
 
    
 
   Governor Baker walked the long hall in solitude.  The underground wings of the capitol building were institutional and spartan in appearance and nature.  There were no decorations or furnishings other than a few pictures that hung on the wall.  Somewhere behind him a rogue fluorescent light flickered occasionally, compounding the bleakness of the place.  The gloomy atmosphere magnified his somber mood.
 
   He had sent everyone home for the next several days – his advisors, their staff, maintenance, everyone except security.  He wanted them to have a few nights at home with their families, for there would be scarce time for that when they returned.  As he reached the end of the hall, he turned the knob and entered his office.
 
   He sat behind his desk and turned on the small television that hung on the wall.  He muted it while the marionettes bantered back and forth in anticipation of the president’s address from the oval office.  He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples to try and help relieve some of the tension.  He sat in silence for a while as he tried to forget the events of the last few weeks, if only for a moment, but he could not.
 
   When Baker opened his eyes, the screen had changed to a scene in the oval office.  The president was solemnly sitting behind the Resolute Desk.  The desk was crafted from salvaged timbers taken from the British ship, the HMS Resolute.  It had been a gift from Queen Victoria to President Hayes in 1880.
 
   The governor had always found the story of the desk fascinating.  The Resolute was part of a squadron sent from Britain in 1852 to search for a missing explorer.  Sir John Franklin had left Britain in search of a passage through the Canadian Arctic.  During the expedition, several of his ships became trapped in ice packs and were left by their captains, who ultimately faced a court-martial for their acts of abandonment.  In 1855, an American whaler from Connecticut saw the Resolute adrift off the coast of Cape Walsingham. He divided his crew and sailed her home, arriving on Christmas Eve.
 
   In the meantime, the relationship between Britain and America was at a breaking point.  The two countries were once again at the brink of war.  The president had ceased diplomatic relations with Britain and had closed all British embassies. Escalating threats from each side only served to increase the tension between the nations.
 
   Just as the relationship appeared irreconcilable, and war inevitable, a senator from Virginia proposed that America refurbish the Resolute and sail her back to Britain as a gesture of goodwill.  The British were so taken by the gesture, the talks of war ceased.  Years later, the Queen would return the favor with the gift of the desk as the ship was being decommissioned.  The desk would serve as a reminder of a nation that valued her allies and resolved to war only when necessary.
 
   Governor Baker unmuted the television as the president began his speech.
 
   “My fellows Americans, I come to you with a heavy heart.  These are trying times that we face.  Our nation hasn’t weathered a crisis of this scale since its birth.  Yesterday, Senator Jackson Ames was assassinated in Indianapolis by a member of a radical, communist group.  I express my deepest condolences to the Ames family.  I deeply respected the man and looked forward to facing him in the election.  Please take comfort in knowing that we have apprehended the individual responsible for this reprehensible act.
 
   Senator Ames’ running mate, Governor Hawkins of Florida, released a statement earlier today stating he had no desire to continue the campaign in place of the senator.  Until a new candidate can be selected, Congress has passed a resolution to postpone the election until further notice.
 
   Several weeks ago, we were the victim of what was the largest, coordinated, terror attack in our nation’s history.  Numerous buildings, bridges and planes were targeted with horrific precision.  A group of right-wing extremists have been identified as the perpetrators of the heinous act that claimed nearly ten thousand lives.
 
   And finally, earlier this week as you know, Houston was decimated by the most heinous act of all.  A nuclear device was detonated in the city’s downtown district.  Current estimates put the number dead at over two hundred thousand with just as many wounded.  The FBI has determined that radical leftists targeted the city because of the stance the state of Texas has taken on the border.
 
   My fellow Americans, I will not tolerate extremism from either side of the political spectrum.  I will not allow our great nation to be destroyed by the radical elements in the population.  We are a nation of moderation, and we shall remain as such.
 
   Last night a nationwide raid was conducted against the perpetrators of these three acts of terror.   Over three hundred domestic terrorists were killed or captured.  Those that were captured will face a military tribunal in an undisclosed location to determine their fate.  In addition to this, it was discovered that some of the terror groups were funded by powerful corporate interests.
 
   Among those captured were Gregory Strasser of Spire Dynamics, Eric Schleicher of Global Robotics and Kurt Ernst of The Gladius Group.  These men and any others within their corporations that are found to be knowledgeable of the terror funding will be tried for treason.  Until further notice, these corporations will be placed under the direct control of the Department of Homeland Security and their counterpart, the Department of Domestic Protections.
 
   In last night’s pivotal hour of retribution, I was responsible for the fate of the American people, and thereby I became their supreme judge.  I gave the order to kill or capture those responsible for these treasonous acts, and I further gave the order to cauterize down to the raw flesh the ulcers of the poisoning of the wells in our domestic life.  Let the nation know that its existence—which depends on its internal order and security—cannot be threatened with impunity by anyone.  Let it be known for all time to come that if anyone raises his hand to strike the State, then certain death is his lot.
 
   This morning, Congress passed the Self-Defense of the State Act, which retroactively legalizes the necessary measures that were taken.  The Justice Department has also drafted an opinion that outlines the legal precedence of the actions.  The Attorney General will be distributing this letter throughout the media for dissemination later this evening.
 
   Despite the attacks that have been launched against our liberty, please remember this, we have weathered grave difficulties before.  I have complete faith that this nation and its people will remain standing and rebuild even stronger.  I ask for your faith and support, for though we will persevere against those that strive to dismantle us, the days ahead will be difficult ones.  Until we speak again, stay vigilant.”
 
   The governor, astonished at what he had just heard, said aloud to the empty room, “And so goes the republic.  God help us.”
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   i
 
    
 
   Governor Baker straightened the notes in front of him as he waited in the underground media room.  His staff was making last minute preparations prior to the broadcast.  His pulse was racing and he felt lightheaded.  He was living in the defining moments of his life.  No matter what he did from this point on, he would always be remembered for this speech.
 
   The lead broadcast engineer for Radio Lonestar tapped the glass that separated the control room from the media room to signal the governor that his cue was approaching.  The governor watched in slow motion as the man’s fingers counted off to the start:
 
   Three.
 
   Two.
 
   One.
 
   “Greetings Texans, and to everyone else within the sound of my voice.  I trust you all are aware of the recent events that have plagued our nation; the terror strikes, the attack on Houston and most recently, the death of Senator Ames.  I trust by now you’ve all heard of the president’s actions and his remarks that were made two days ago.  Before I go any further, I would first like to address the citizens of Houston.
 
   My heart breaks for you.  We can never replace those that we’ve lost, never.  All we can do is honor their memory; I promise I will always strive to honor those we’ve lost.  If I fail to do so, it is your duty to hold me accountable.  
 
   I would like to take this opportunity to present the Texas Medal of Honor to a hero and dear friend of mine.  Special Agent Reese Byers led the emergency evacuation effort in your city.  He successfully located and disarmed one of the nuclear devices, but perished trying to disable the second.  He inspired the emergency personnel to risk their lives for people they’d never met, and ultimately gave his own life so that many of you might live.  He is survived by his father and mother, Jonah and Rebecca Byers.  Special Agent Reese Byers, you are a hero and a true Texan.  You will be greatly missed in this hour of need.”
 
   The governor paused for a moment to regain his composure, before continuing.
 
   “Citizens of Texas, you have been lied to by your government.  They would have you believe that the attack in Houston was committed by SPARC.  This is wholly untrue.  I have in front of me, evidence that proves otherwise.  SPARC was used by people in positions of great power within our own government to execute a false flag event so that they might consolidate their power, and you were used as a pawn.
 
   I also have proof that the same people in our government that used a radical organization as cover to detonate a nuclear bomb in an American city, also orchestrated the terror attacks that rocked the nation several weeks prior.  So if I have evidence that proves otherwise in regards to Houston and the terror strikes, what should I believe about Senator Ames?  What should I believe about the three hundred American citizens that were captured or killed by their own government?
 
   These are the times that try men's souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly: it is dearness only that gives everything its value. Heaven knows how to put a proper price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed if so celestial an article as freedom should not be highly rated.
 
   As of this broadcast, you are no longer citizens of the United States; you are citizens of Texas.  If this assaults your sensibilities, you are free to leave.  Otherwise, citizens of Texas, the republic is dead; long live the republic.
 
   Mr. President, you’ve either purposely lied to the American people or you have been lied to by your friends.  I invite you to the sovereign Republic of Texas to see the proof for yourself.”
 
   The man stood up from his chair, walked over to the governor and extended his hand.  The governor grasped his hand firmly as he shook it.  The technicians in the control room beside them had erupted into cheers and applause.
 
   “I’m proud of you; you were perfect.”
 
   “Thanks.  I can barely breathe.”
 
   “It’ll pass.”
 
   “Let’s go to my office for a few minutes.”
 
   They walked down the hall in silence, the weight of the broadcast still hung heavy on the two men.  He shut the door behind him and sat down across from the governor.  
 
   “How did it feel, killing me that is?”
 
   “It felt rather strange, staring at you and all.”
 
   “It’ll buy me a lot of time, get Washington off my back.  I’m sure by now they know I’m the one that’s responsible for the secession.”
 
   “You’re not responsible Reese, they are.”
 
   “I know, but tell that to them.”
 
   The governor leaned back in his chair and contemplated the future during the lull in the conversation.  He retrieved the bottle of scotch and poured it into two glasses.
 
    “What you did in Afghanistan, do you think it’s repeatable on the border?”
 
   “With the right people, most definitely.”
 
   “I believe I have the right people, they just need someone who has the experience.  I’ve been here a long time, Reese; talked to a lot of community leaders across the border over my years.  They despise these cartels and their do-nothing government as much as we do.  We started out with a conventional war down there, but I don’t think we can win it like that.  If we do, we’ll lose a lot of lives in the process.  That’s why I need you.”
 
   “Tell me about how you’ve been fighting them so far.”
 
   “Well, we bombed Matamoros.”
 
   “That’s going to complicate the situation tremendously.”
 
   “Get some rest; I know you haven’t slept in days.  You can strategize later.”
 
   “I’ll go get my stuff together; I can sleep on the way.”
 
   


  
 

i i
 
    
 
   Barrett stared down into the vast expanse of nothing in front of him.  The distant sounds of a flock of sheep could be heard somewhere beyond the horizon.  The valley below them was blanketed with yellow and white wildflowers, and dotted with prickly pears.  The occasional Mexican-olive and mesquite tree towered over the barren surroundings.  
 
   He climbed out of the Humvee and walked to the front.  He leaned against the hood and continued to survey the South Texas plains.  Barrett watched a family of Mexican prairie dogs scamper to and fro, searching for an evening meal.
 
   “What’re you looking at amigo?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe a year, maybe more.”
 
   “No lo entiendo, amigo.”
 
   “Alex, do you know where we can get some horses?”
 
   “Sí.”
 
   “We’ll probably need about twenty, maybe more; I don’t know yet.”
 
   “For what motivo, amigo?
 
   “We’re going south; how far, I don’t know.  For how long, I don’t know.  We need smart, sure-footed, long-distance horses.”
 
   “Is no problem, amigo; I can get.  You know, eh, how do you say, Araloosa?”
 
   “Appaloosa?”
 
   “No, Araloosa.  Is what you want; I can get.”
 
   “I need one more thing; I need a translator, someone who can speak to the locals and explain that we mean well.”
 
   “Sí, I can get that to.”
 
   “No, I mean-“
 
   Alejandro laughed at his friend’s nervous response and replied, “I will go; ¡desde luego.”
 
   Barrett chuckled at the humor and smiled at Alex.  They watched at the low hanging sun rapidly approached the end of its daily ritual.  The comfortable silence of two old friends felt good to Barrett, almost like home.  It had been far too long; he was glad the old grudge seemed to be fading away.
 
   “How bad will Matamoros hurt us?”
 
   “Is bad, but los carteles do much worse to pueblo.  Acciones, no palabras”
 
   “Actions, not words?”
 
   “Sí, is what I say.”
 
   The conversation lulled until the sun sank below the distant hills.  As darkness began to envelop the plains, Barrett walked back to the Humvee’s side and climbed in.  Alex followed suit and did the same.  As they began the long drive back to Port Mansfield, Barrett asked, “Do you still miss her?”
 
   “Sí, todos los días.”
 
   “Do you ever think it’ll ever get easier?”
 
   “No.  Do you still miss her?”
 
   “Sí, todos los días,” Barrett replied.
 
   “Do you think it get easier?”
 
   “I don’t expect it does, friend.  I don’t expect it does.”
 
   


  
 

i i i
 
    
 
   The crisp, October weather could not have been more perfect.  The combination of the cool wind and the warm rays of the sun felt rejuvenating to Jake. He was perched in the bow of the boat as Clayton navigated the flooded logging road with deft skill.  They had spent the last hour or so tying and baiting the lines, but now came the fun part.
 
   They passed by the first few lines without event.  Jake, unhappy with the slow start, turned and shot a scowl at Clay, but he only laughed and shouted, “Give it time, son; you’re too impatient.”
 
   “Always have been.”
 
   As they rounded the next bend, Jake watched the braided line that hung from the oak limb.  The line was tied to a point on the branch about three feet from the top of the water.  It continued down into the murk another foot or two before terminating at the heavy hook.
 
   At first the line looked like the others, hanging at ever so slightly an angle from the tug of the current.  When they were several dozen feet away from the line, Clayton slipped the motor in neutral and revved it loudly.  The limb suddenly disappeared below the water.  Jake let out a roar of approval at the sight.  Clayton eased him closer so he could retrieve the catch.
 
   Jake plunged his hand into the water and searched for the submerged branch and line.  Finally, he grasped it and began to pull it out of the water.  The lack of resistance surprised him.  Without warning, the line tugged him with unexpected force.  Jake momentarily lost his balance and almost fell out of the boat.  Clayton laughed at the predicament as he watched his son.  
 
   “Quit laughing and throw me the net, old man.”
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry, but I can’t help it – here!” He tried in vain to restrain his laughter.
 
   Jake pulled the line up again, this time with the net in the other hand.  When he saw the slimy head through the muddy water, he scooped the net towards it.  As the massive catfish struggled to escape, he flared his tines, only entangling himself further.  Jake had committed himself and leaned halfway out of the boat.  He had seen the size of the beast and refused to let it escape.  Clayton quit laughing as he saw the giant tail swirl the top of the water.
 
   “Get over here and give me a hand!”
 
   “Okay, okay!  Just don’t lose him!”
 
   “Grab the back half; be careful!”
 
   “Okay!  On three!”
 
   They heaved the thrashing beast into the boat on three and stepped back to avoid getting pierced by one of the fish’s pointy tines.  They stared in awe of the giant fish.
 
   “Wow!  He must weigh what, sixty, seventy pounds?”
 
   “Maybe more; he’s a big one.”
 
   “What do we do with him?  There’s no way he’ll fit in your ice chest.”
 
   “Let’s let him go.”  
 
   “What?”
 
   “Maybe I’m getting soft, but I have a sort of respect for the big ones.  They’re survivors; they’ve made it through a lot.  I don’t feel like it’s my place anymore to take that from them.  Besides, the big ones don’t taste as good anyway.”
 
   “Kate’ll never believe me if I tell her we let a seventy pound catfish go.”
 
   “That’s why they’re fish stories, son.  Besides,” Clayton winked as he continued, “in the story, he can be a hundred pounds.  Now, help me get this thing back in the water.”
 
   


  
 

***
 
    
 
   Moses’ barking awoke Kate from her nap on the secluded sandbar.  The recent floods had nearly submerged it, but a small finger remained.  Her skin was warm and pink from the sun’s rays.  Great, sunburnt in October; just my luck.  She grabbed a bottle of water from her pack and stood to stretch.  
 
   Kate called out to Claire, “Do you need anything while I’m up?”
 
   “Oh no dear, I’m fine.  Ooh, you’re going to be burned.”
 
   “I know; just my luck.”
 
   Sasha padded after Kate as she strolled across the beach to Moses.  She scratched him behind his ears while he continued to bark.
 
   “How’s your shoulder feel today?”
 
   “It’s better.  It hurts a little when I cast, but other than that it’s as good as new.”
 
   “That’s good.  What’s Moses barking at?”
 
   “He thinks I’ve got a fish.  He hates fish – well, he hates fish that aren’t deep fried at least.”
 
   Kate laughed, “I think by the time we leave this place, we’ll all hate fish.”
 
   “You know what?”  Geram smiled and said, “I do believe you’re right.”
 
   Kate sat on the bank beside him as he continued to work the spinner bait through the water.
 
   “What happened that night; how’d you get shot?”
 
   “I lost focus for just a second, and the next thing I knew I was hit.  I guess it just wasn’t my lucky night.  If it hadn’t been for Jake…” his voice trailed off.
 
   “I think you were very lucky that night.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “Have you ever been shot before?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   She sat in silence for a while as he occasionally cast the rod and began the cycle of reeling it anew.
 
   “It gives you some perspective, doesn’t it?”
 
   “It does.  I’ve had several dreams about that moment where I stared at his barrel.  I wasn’t ready to die – on so many levels, I wasn’t ready to die.”
 
   “I had a dream the other night about my mother.  It’s the only dream I’ve had about her since she passed.”
 
   Geram placed the rod on the bank as he sat down in the sand and faced her.
 
   “What was it about?”
 
   “We were in this beautiful restaurant at this beautiful table.  There were candles and the reflections of the flames danced on the silverware and china.  We were the only people in the place.  Mom looked angelic, like I’d never seen her before; her face was so radiant.  She never said anything; she just smiled at me with the most amazing smile.  Behind her was this sculpture.  I don’t remember what it was, but I remember being in complete awe of it.  The detail was indescribable, the curves and lines were perfect; I couldn’t take my eyes off of it.  
 
   I asked her who made it, but she didn’t answer.  She just kept smiling at me like an angel.  It made me feel so warm and safe to see her smile like that.
 
   I never saw who it was, but when I asked her again, a hand reached across my shoulder and pointed at Mom.  I was like, ‘Mom!  You made this?’ But she never said a word; she just kept smiling back at me like she’d never been happier.”
 
   Geram thought for a while, before asking, “What do you think it meant, Kate?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I know of all people, Mom was not an artist,” Kate smiled at the memory of her mother.
 
   They sat in silence as they waited for Jake and Clayton to return, the distant sound of their motor was barely audible.
 
   “Maybe,” she said, “maybe it was supposed to mean that there’s something more.”
 
   “Maybe it was.”
 
   Kate buried her feet in the sand and looked away.  “Things are going to get bad, aren’t they?”
 
   “Yeah, they are.”
 
   “But there’s something more.”
 
   “Yeah, there’s something more.”
 
   “Then I can accept that.”
 
   


  
 

A note from the author:
 
   I hope you enjoyed the first book in the series; if you did, please leave a review on Amazon and spread the word; it would be greatly appreciated.  The sequel to The Western Front, Kratocracy, is also available on Amazon.  I’ve included an excerpt from the book on the following pages.
 
   Regards, -Archer Garrett
 
   


  
 

KRATOCRACY
 
   Kratocracy (Kra-toc-ra-cy) [kruh-tok-ruh-see] (Origin: Greek, krateros, strong) (noun, plural – Kra-toc-ra-cies) (similar: Kratocrat –noun; Kratocratic –adjective):  Government by those who are strong enough to seize power through force or cunning. (Montague.)
 
   
 
 
   


  
 

One
 
   The four grey SUVs cautiously approached the outskirts of Viejo Guerrero, known to the gringos as Old Warrior City.  The vehicles were dented and dusted thoroughly, with the occasional rusted bullet hole in a door or fender; the windshields were cracked and caked with dirt and grime in the areas beyond the reach of the dry-rotted wiper blades.
 
   The cartel soldados in the vehicles were anxious to make the delivery, but were fearful of what may lie between them and Falcon Lake.  They gripped their rifles tightly as they peered out the windows of the vehicles at the abandoned structures and barren landscape.  Dread was a new emotion for many of the halcones and sicarios; they were more accustomed to inflicting terror than being gripped by it.  
 
   The ones they feared were surrounded by myth and mystique; most reasoned the source to be gringo irregulars, but some of the more superstitious among them told stories around campfires about the spirits that roamed the borderlands.  These spirits, they would say in hushed voices, were angered by the choices of those in their ancient bloodline; the drug trade was destroying the delicate borderland, and the spirits were angry.  
 
   Who could blame these men for their superstitions?  The borderlands were a place steeped in centuries of bloodshed and wars, and nearly every man had a tale of a strange encounter that either they, or someone they dearly trusted had experienced.  Now there was incessant talk of the mysterious riders that were haunting the soldiers of the cartels.
 
   They referred to them as the jinetes fantasma, the phantom horsemen.  Entire parties of soldados had disappeared without a trace, never to be heard from again; the few men that had escaped certain death told fantastical tales of the dark riders.  The riders would only materialize between dusk and dawn because they feared the light; they would appear from seemingly nowhere, abduct the narco scouts and overwhelm the defenseless encampment.  The cartels had sent teams of hardened, experienced men to the borderlands for the sole purpose of finding and eliminating the source of the attacks, but to date, none had been heard from again.
 
   If any place invited the talk of spirits and times long forgotten, Viejo Guerrero was it.  Founded in 1750 as a Spanish colonial town, more than twenty years before the American Revolution, it was the capital of one of the many republics, including the Republic of Texas, that rebelled against the subversive centralization of Mexico and the dissolution of the Mexican constitution by the Santa Anna government.
 
   Journal remnants from an expedition in the nineteenth century observed that, “Guerrero is a fine looking and well-constructed town.  The houses are built of a kind of marble or stone, with flat roofs, surrounded by a wall. The streets and public squares (of which there are two) are well laid off, and the whole place presents an appearance of elegance and neatness. There is one cathedral in the place and several large public buildings. The inhabitants have fine gardens and throughout the place there are numerous groves of orange trees that give it a most luxuriant and smiling appearance.”
 
   Viejo Guerrero, like many other towns and villages in the area, had been abandoned when the Falcon Dam was constructed on the Rio Grande; a new city was built nearly twenty miles to the southeast on higher ground, not far from the dam.  Viejo Guerrero was left to its fate, to be consumed by the rising waters of Falcon Lake.  The lake’s waters had advanced into and receded from the ghost town numerous times since the dam’s construction; the current water level left a little more than half of the city back on dry land.  
 
   As twilight yielded to dusk, the sky was painted with oranges and yellows; the thin, wispy cirrus clouds reflected an array of colors, from bright purple to dull gray.  The cool, inviting temperature and the gentle breeze made a picturesque sky even more perfect.  The men in the SUVs would have greatly preferred to be tending a warm fire back at camp and trading tall stories as the last vestiges of the day disappeared, rather than meeting the mules in these forgotten ruins, far from any signs of civilization.
 
   The road narrowed for a period, as the mesquite, huisache and wild olives crowded the ruins around them.  The hairs on the soldados’ necks stood on end as the shrill screams of a herd of javelinas could be heard somewhere in the tall shadows of the distance.  After several hundred feet of tense silence, the restrictive thicket relented to the dusty, open trail that lay beyond.
 
   As they made a final turn, they could see the aluminum boats and their operators at the water’s edge, beyond the open plaza.  The four drug mules wore long serapes and hoods over their heads; they preferred to remain as anonymous as possible on nights like these; each of the mules had dim oil lanterns that served as a beacon for the SUVs.  The eerie scene made some of the men rather uneasy.  The stone ruins of a centuries-old village with dark, ghoulish figures on the edge of a black water lake conjured images of Charon towering over the banks of the River Acheron, as he waited to the ferry damned souls across to their eternity.  All they needed now was an obolus in their mouth to pay the toll, they gloomily thought to themselves.
 
   The darkness was in full effect as they rounded the plaza, now merely several hundred feet from the figures and the rendezvous point.  One by one, the cloaked mules extinguished their lanterns and faded into the darkness around them.  The vehicles slowed as the men inside were perplexed by the odd behavior from their contacts; they peered into the darkness, but the cloaked men were gone.
 
   


  
 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
   Reese, Barrett and the two rangers from Houston stood waiting by the water, just east of the plaza; the bodies of the previous owners rested in the bottom of the boats beside them.  Their lanterns were turned down low so that they would be noticed by the cartel soldados, but little else could be discerned; the dull glow from the flames danced on the dark waters behind them as gentle waves lapped the shore.
 
   Barrett leaned over to Reese and whispered, “Sure hope they don’t get spooked and shoot on sight.”
 
   “We’ll probably be fine.”
 
   “Probably?”
 
   Reese smirked and replied, “Sorry, I forget you’ve been out here a while; seriously though, sometimes a sense of humor is all that gets you through the hard times, and we are due some hard times.  Look, over there, we’ve got company.”
 
   Reese and his three teammates watched as the headlights illuminated the south edge of the plaza; they could hear the sounds of the distant vehicles’ tires crunching along the loose cobblestone alley as they slowly approached.  A frightened covey of quail could be heard scattering somewhere across the plaza as the SUVs approached.
 
   The vehicles finally appeared from the depths of the alley, at the far corner of the plaza.  The remnants of an old tower and several stone benches and fountains in the open square were all that separated Reese and his team from their prey.  An M4 carbine hung from a single point sling underneath each of the men’s serapes as they held their lanterns.  They watched as the vehicles turned northeast and followed the perimeter of the plaza; before the SUVs were able to turn south and illuminate the four men, they quenched the flames and disappeared into the shadows.  The men dropped the lanterns and pulled the night vision goggles that had been hidden under their hoods down over their eyes; they dashed through the darkness to several piles of stone rubble that dotted the shoreline just west of the boats.  
 
   


  
 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
   Holt and nearly a dozen other men slunk back into the shadows of the roofless stone ruins, as the headlights shined below them on the road, and illuminated the fine particulates of dust that hung heavy in the air.  Viejo Guerrero was the perfect venue for an ambush; it had the cover, the ambience to unnerve the superstitious among their quarry, and the bait to lull the others into complacency.
 
   As he focused his attention on the approaching SUVs, the unexpected rushing sounds from the panicked covey of quails caused Holt’s heart to flutter in his chest, as quails are quite apt to do.  Adrenaline coursed through his veins for the moment he was uncertain of the source; his momentary fright had not gone unnoticed by the men around him as they grinned silently and continued to scan the plaza below.  Holt sighed to himself and thought, I will surely hear about this later.
 
   Holt and the other men in the ruins began to ease back into position from the deep recesses as the SUVs slowly passed them without event.  The dozen men under Holt’s command were divided into three fire teams; in addition to two riflemen, each team had a grenadier and a man equipped with a squad automatic weapon, or SAW.
 
   Holt and the fire teams watched from the various ruins around the plaza, as the vehicles advanced along the perimeter road to meet the drug mules by the shore.  As the vehicles prepared to navigate the final turn around the north corner of the open square, the dim lanterns by the shore faded away; Holt slowly counted to five in his head and then whispered into the microphone, “Now.”
 
   As the grenadiers fired a volley of 40 mm grenades from their launchers, attached to the underside of their carbines, the SAW operators unleashed a deafening hailstorm of lead and fury on the four vehicles.  One of the grenades sailed perfectly into an open rear window and landed in the passenger’s lap; the soldados tried to dive from the vehicle, but it was too late.  The windows of the vehicle blew outward simultaneously as the interior of the SUV was decimated; a small fire began to smolder in the back seat as the men in the rear vehicle stared on in shock.
 
   A second grenade landed on another vehicle’s hood as the blast shattered the front windshield, killing the driver and front passenger; the terrified amigo in the back seat rolled out onto the ground and plunged headlong into the darkness.  Amazingly, the fleeing man was able to avoid the wall of lead from the SAWs that was battering the ground and sending plumes of dust into the air all around him.
 
   “Let him go,” Holt radioed, “I have plans for him; finish off the others.”
 
   Meanwhile, the remaining grenades exploded around the other vehicles, wrinkling sheet metal and sending shards of glass and debris into the faces of the stunned soldados.  The SAWs ventilated the SUVs relentlessly as the soldiers with M4 carbines targeted any amigos that had survived the onslaught up to that point and tried to return fire.  The men whooped like a Comanche war band as they fired at the narco soldados; their war cries only served to fan the flames of terror and confusion that consumed the amigos in the plaza below.  Within several seconds of the start of the overwhelmingly violent ambush, it was over; only one soldado remained as he fled into the night.
 
   Holt radioed again, “Send out the riders.” 
 
   


  
 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
   The terrified amigo tore blindly through the thick brush and shrubs that surrounded the plaza; he groaned as the thorny mesquite, blackbrush and huisache cut his arms and pricked his hands.  The poisonous thorns burned and throbbed as they broke off in his skin, but he did not care; all that mattered was to escape.  
 
   As he pushed through the edge of the thicket, he stumbled and fell headlong into the dusty alley beyond.  A sharp pain shot through his body as his head smashed against a large stone block; he curled his body into a tight ball and cursed the ruins of this place as he writhed in pain.  As he pushed himself up from the ground he staggered about momentarily, his head still dazed from the blow.  
 
   Clip, clop!  Clip, clop!  He lurched forward and nearly fell again as the sounds of the hooves could be heard somewhere behind him.  He turned and dashed up the narrow dirt alley, searching in vain for somewhere to hide from the dark riders.  
 
   Clip, clop!  Clip, clop!  As he reached the intersection, he darted to the left and ran to the southwest, parallel with and several hundred feet from the shoreline.  The yips and barks of two distant coyotes echoed through the night air as they exchanged their nocturnal discourse.  He fumbled at his side for his nickel plated revolver, but it was nowhere to be found.
 
   Clip, clop!  Clip, clop!  The sound of the horse’s hooves grew louder as the rider bore down on him.  He could feel the rider’s presence somewhere in the shadows; he knew at any moment, the ghoul would gun him down, or worse.  The thickets began to crowd the alley on either side of him once again; he would dive back into the thorny underbrush and hide like a desert cottontail from his pursuers. 
 
   Clip, clop!  Clip, clop!  It felt as if the rider was on top of him now, this was his last chance.  As he passed through the second intersection and prepared to dive into the dense stand of huisache, his heart sank as he saw the rider.  Everything was moving so quickly, it was hard for his mind to process; it had to be a second rider, because he was approaching from the other road.  It mattered not how many there was at this point, they had him; he would fight them though, he would not go easy.  He unsheathed his long cuchilla and prepared for the encounter.
 
   The high pitched squeal of the horse was deafening in his ears and terrifying to his senses; he could feel its hot breath on his face as its nostrils passed within inches of him.  He slashed wildly at the beast, but his wrist was denied the motion as it connected painfully with a quick thrust from a steel-toed, flat-tipped, western boot.  He shrieked in agony and gripped the throbbing hand with the other as the cuchilla clattered to the ground.  The horse slung his head in the direction of the man as it flared its nostrils and snorted menacingly at him.  
 
   The rider had watched the soldado flee down the alley in shades of dull green, over the tops of the thickets from his high perch.  He had seen the other rider swiftly approaching the amigo from behind. He had cut down the perpendicular alley and timed his approach perfectly so that he would collide with the man in the intersection.  
 
   He flipped his rifle around so that he was holding it by the barrel, as he met the terrified soldado in the dusty junction; as he effortlessly deflected the man’s blind slice, he swung the rifle in a downward arc as a templar knight might swing a mace.  The pointed end of the triangular collapsible stock connected with the side of the amigo’s head, snapping it harshly to the side and sending him into a sidelong tumble.  The hombre’s head slammed against the ground with his jaw slack and eyes rolled far back in his head.
 
   “Let’s get him back to camp; Agent Byers will surely want a word with our friend, if he ever wakes up.”
 
   “Wait; do you hear that?”  He motioned with his rifle as he held onto the reins with the other, “Go around the thicket; I’ll meet you on the other side.”
 
   


  
 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
   As the riders returned to the plaza with their quarries, several men from the unit were finishing the task of sinking the SUVs in the lake.  They used the two vehicles that were still operable to tow the others into the lake, and then ferried each out into the dark waters with the four aluminum boats, until the depth was sufficient to completely cover the SUVs.  Reese preferred to leave no trace of their assaults; the mysterious disappearances only fueled their legend, but it also served more practical purposes.  If the cartels did not know who their enemy was, they could not adapt.  If they could not adapt, they would not survive.
 
   It has been said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you will not be imperiled in a hundred battles; Reese had every intention of remaining unknown for as long as possible.  He needed time to wound the cartels enough to convince the locals in the region that they could resist and win.
 
   As the last of the vehicles disappeared beneath the surface of the lake, the men began to gather inside del Iglesia de Nuestra Señora del Refugio, the Church of Our Lady of Refuge, on the edge of the plaza.  The church’s architecture was distinctly that of a Spanish Mission; its origins could be traced back to the early years of the town, sometime in the eighteenth century.  
 
   The roof of the church had been restored years ago in an attempt to preserve the historical structure; aided by the arid climate, the timber rafters were still in respectable shape.  The walls and columns of the iglesia, as well as the other ruins in the villa, were constructed without the use of any mortar; the stones were cut and shaped so that they would fit together perfectly; the fact that many of the structures still stood despite the decades of neglect was a testament to the artisans that labored here long ago.  The men found the sanctuary austere but alluring as they stepped through the arched entrance; their usually hard demeanors were reduced to reverence and deference as they entered the anointed templo.
 
   In the center of the open sanctuary, the men of the unit clustered around the small fire that crackled and popped, as it cast tall shadows that danced on the sandstone walls and arched columns.  The confines of the iglesia would hide the glow of the fire that would otherwise be visible for miles on the open plains; poor light discipline in the borderlands was an open invitation for marauders or cartel scouts.  After weeks under the stars, the church was a welcome enclave for the men; the warmth of a fire always seemed to improve morale.
 
   Reese surveyed the group of men as they filtered into the church; they were a mixture of the best that Texas had to offer him.  The men had already fallen into the practice of assuming call signs to protect their identities; nearly all of the men had taken their names from the fallen defenders of the Alamo Mission.
 
   The group was eclectic and diverse; the three branches of the Texas military were represented – the State Guardsmen from South Padre Island, Army National Guard and Air National Guard – the latter two were jokingly referred to as the TANGs.  There were the six SEALs that opted to stay and defend the island with the guardsmen, the two Texas Rangers that had followed Reese from Houston, and Alejandro, their interpreter and the key to gaining local support.
 
   Reese glanced across the fire at Wash and Pagan, the rangers that never left his side in Houston, and who had insisted on following him to the border.  They were aloof and cautious, and preferred to scout ahead of the party when they were on the plains, so that they could enjoy the solitude it offered.  Though the others were still rather uncertain of them, Reese had seen their loyalty in action in the doomed city of Houston; he trusted them as much as any and was glad they had come.  They were tall and sinewy, with long Texas drawls and quick pistol draws.  Reese surmised that they would have fared just fine had they been born two hundred years prior; perhaps, he reasoned, they may have preferred it.
 
   Reese glanced behind him as the men in the room erupted into applause; the two riders dropped the heavy boar in the dirt just outside the church.
 
   “This is how you do Thanksgiving, boys.  We downed several sows as well; they’re back where we flushed this one out.  We need a couple more to give us a hand getting them back and cleaning them; any volunteers?”
 
   


  
 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
 
   A small, windowless, stone structure beside the church had been selected as the site of the four fires needed to cook the javelinas.  The entire plaza was filled with the sweet smell of the wild meat; the sentries on the roof of the church struggled to maintain their post as their mouths watered from the aroma that wafted up to them.  A smiling soldier peeked in the church and shouted to the group of men inside, “It’s ready; come and get it.”
 
   Reese replied, “Men, get your share of the feast and let’s meet back in here before we eat; I have a few words I want to say first.”
 
   The aroma of the pig hung heavy in the church as the eager men filtered back in and found their place around the fire.  As the last man took his place, Reese stood and spoke.
 
   “Tomorrow is Thanksgiving, but we’ve been granted an opportunity to celebrate a day early.  The world seems like it is dying around us, but we have so much to be thankful for.  We’ve been out here three weeks without so much as a scratch.  It’s always harder in the beginning because you’re still learning your horse and the men around you; trust me I know.  For that, I am thankful.
 
   We’re riding some of the best horses I’ve ever had the pleasure of saddling,” he turned and smiled at Alex, “you did well Alejandro, better than I ever imagined; we’re only as good as the horses under us.  For that, I am thankful.
 
   Men, we’re in a forgotten church that has weathered centuries in an abandoned villa that stood in defiance against the dictator, General Santa Anna himself.  You’ve all taken your names from the rebels at the Alamo who resisted the same man; isn’t that profound?  Look around you; imagine the others that have sat in this same place just as we are, and resisted the evil of their day.  I can’t stand here and tell you that I believe it all to be coincidence.”
 
   He flashed a smile as he continued, “I’m not here to get preachy on you; Lord knows I’m not Reverend Byers.”
 
   The men grinned in response as they listened contently, their appetites nearly forgotten.
 
   “But the fact is I’m an old soldier, and often old soldiers find faith, or maybe it’s that faith finds them, I don’t know.  What you believe is your own business, but if you aren’t a believing man, I ask you to do this; tonight when you’re alone, it’s dark and there’s not a sound in the air but the wails of the chicharra grandes, just contemplate it for a moment.  We’ve been lucky so far, but we’re going to ride through the gates of hell before this is over; we’re going to need something greater than our sum to bring us back.
 
   For now, let’s celebrate another overwhelming victory, enjoy some good company and be thankful for our good fortunes.”
 
   The men applauded and cheered as they began their feast.  Reese stood up, walked over to Barrett and whispered to him, “How’s your Español?”
 
   “Good enough, socio.”
 
   “Let’s have a talk with our friend.”
 
   


  
 

Two
 
    “Senator Engels’ office, how may I direct your call?”
 
   “Hi Becky it’s Angela, office of the President.  Is Senator Engels available?”
 
   “Angela!  The senator is available; could you hold for one second?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Senator Engels was not quite the eldest statesman on The Hill, but he was the most powerful, at least behind closed doors.  His public persona was reserved and almost timid in nature.  He avoided press conferences and speeches if at all possible; rarely did he ever make appearances in his district.  Despite his elusiveness and aloofness, his seat in the Senate had never been threatened by a serious challenger, for long at least.
 
   His challengers always seemed to be plagued by scandal; exposés about their connections to unsavory individuals, embarrassing trysts with staff members or unethical campaign practices always seemed to surface at the most inopportune moments.  If all else failed, an old acquaintance from the past would resurface for an anecdotal character assassination.  At the height of the controversy, the grandfatherly senator would shuffle onto a stage and implore that civility be exercised during the very private, but now quite public, matter of his opponent; like an old friend, the tactic came through for the senator every time it was employed.  The challenger would fade into infamy and Senator Engels would continue to tirelessly toil away for his beloved constituency, and toil for them he did.
 
   The devoted Senator Engels garnered more than ten times as much pork as the average member of the Senate.  Despite all the funds that he brought home to his state, his colleagues jealously regarded him for a different feat.
 
   The Lion of K Street, as he was known, was the darling of every dishonest power broker, corrupt foundation and political organization with questionable loyalties, and he used his power and influence with them to destroy anyone that resisted him.  The Lion ensured that his counterparts in the House pushed his allies’ tome sized pieces of legislation and then ensured its passing in the Senate.  For his unwavering support, his allies granted him the power to destroy anyone he desired.  In back room meetings, far from the public eye, the senator shed his façade of the timid patriarch for his true nature, an abusive and demeaning manipulator that would stop at nothing to have what he desired – more power and influence.
 
   After several moments on hold, a man’s voice answered the phone.
 
   “Angela, how are you dear?”
 
   “I’m well sir!  How are you?”
 
   “All things considered, I’m alright.”
 
   “Great!  Hold for one second; I’ll connect you with the President.”
 
   The senator waited impatiently on the phone.  Why am I the one waiting, when he’s the one that called me?
 
   “Fred?  Sorry about the wait.”
 
   “Not a problem Mr. President, for what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
   “Fred, I have some news I wanted to tell you myself, before you hear it somewhere else.”
 
   Senator Engels’s face flushed hot with fury; he already suspected what the President was going to say.
 
   “I’ve accepted Governor Baker’s offer; the Vice President and I will be leaving for Austin in two days.”
 
   “Mr. President, I can’t tell you how disappointed I am.  This is an egregious error in judgment; you and your successor would be going into what one could only consider a hostile and unpredictable rogue state.  You do remember they seceded from the union?”
 
   “Fred, I understand your concerns.  I don’t agree with Baker on anything at all, you know that; but he’s not going to let anything happen to us, and he’s surely not going to try anything himself.  Baker is fiery and radical in his views, but he isn’t our enemy.”
 
   Senator Engels tried rein in his rage, but it was becoming apparent.
 
   “Might I ask why you’re doing this?”
 
   “Baker claims he has proof that the terror attacks and the assassination were perpetrated by people other than who the CIA and FBI claims are responsible.”
 
   “Mr. President, you almost sound like you believe this nonsense!  I assure you he has nothing of the sort; the CIA’s investigation is airtight.  This is a political ploy of some sort by the governor to embarrass you!”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right, but Baker truly believes he has proof and he’s on the verge of causing a full blown regional secession; we’ve got rumors about states from Louisiana to Utah saying they are going to throw in with Austin if we try anything rash.”
 
   “It’s all a bluff sir; can’t you see what they’re doing?”
 
   The President’s tone had changed from cordial to confrontational; the senator cursed to himself, he had pushed too hard and too fast.
 
   “It’s not a bluff, Fred!  I trusted you; I trusted your counsel!  We’ve really screwed up on the border; you’ve really screwed up the border, admit it!  I will not be the President that presides over a civil war; I will not be another Lincoln!”
 
   “Look, Mr. President, you need to remain calm-“
 
   “No; I’m tired of being calm; being calm and towing your line is what got us here!  Everything that you and your people have told me has blown up in my face; the border, the economy, the speech – that damned speech was a disaster Fred!”
 
   “Some very gifted and knowledgeable experts contributed to that speech sir.  Look, I know things aren’t going as expected, but we have to give these things time.  Until then, I have to advise against the trip to Texas.”
 
   “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t go; the notion that this is political wrangling by the governor isn’t good enough.”
 
   The senator struggled to develop a riposte, but words failed him.  Before he could respond, the President continued.
 
   “That’s exactly what I thought, Fred.  I’m going to Texas, the decision has been made; and when I get there, if that ignorant, cowboy governor has anything resembling evidence that what we released to the American public was false,” the President paused for a moment and took a deep breath, “heads will roll Fred, and yours will be one of them, do you understand me?”
 
   “Mr. President with all due respect, I believe this trip may be very dangerous for you if you choose to follow through with it.”
 
   “Is that a threat, senator?”
 
   “Absolutely not, sir.  How could you suggest such a-”
 
   “When I return, some things are going to change in this town; I want a meeting scheduled with you and your policy makers when I get back.”
 
   “I’ll have Becky set it up with Angela, sir.  Have a safe trip.”
 
   “Oh Fred, one more thing; the governor told me something strange in our last conversation.  He said he knew I would get a lot of grief if I made this trip; but he also said he had a message for anyone in my inner circle whose objections to this were without reason or justification.”
 
   “Oh?  What’s our governor’s message?”
 
   “He said, ‘It’s a buyer’s market,’ do you know what that means?”
 
   “It’s a what?”
 
   “Buyer’s market.”
 
   “Sounds like all the other senseless bilge that is pumped from his mouth; I have no idea what he’s talking about.”
 
   “Well, never mind then; I look forward to our meeting when I return, senator.”
 
   “Likewise, sir.”
 
   Click.
 
   The senator slammed the phone against his desk repeatedly as he roared with acrimony over the conversation.  Who does he think he is!  He glanced down and noticed the President’s biography that lay on his desk; he flung his hand in a fierce sweeping motion and sent the book sailing across the room.  The book collided with an antique lamp atop an even older end table, and sent it crashing to the floor; the broken lamp only exacerbated the senator’s rage.  His secretary cautiously cracked the door to check on the senator.
 
   “Is everything alright sir?”
 
   “Get out!”
 
   The senator closed his eyes and tried to regain his composure; this was not the time to lose his senses.  He paced the office while he gathered his thoughts; there was not much to consider, he knew he had only one recourse remaining.
 
   He retrieved the phone and dialed Becky.
 
   “Yes sir?”
 
   “Becky, bring me some coffee with three splashes of Irish cream.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “And Becky, I’ll be on a conference call for the next hour; no disruptions, alright?”
 
   “Yes sir; be right there with your coffee.”
 
   He sat on the plush couch and waited impatiently for Becky to bring his drink.  After several minutes, she arrived with a nervous smile and handed it to him; he took it without a word and waited until she left before transitioning back to his desk.  
 
   He procrastinated by tidying his desk and taking several sips of the concoction Becky had brought him.  Finally, he picked up the phone and dialed a number; the phone rang several times before her heard a man’s voice on the other end of the line.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “I know who it is.”
 
   “The President and Vice President are going to Texas; I tried to dissuade him but he’s determined to go.”
 
   “That’s no good, senator.”
 
   “That’s not even the worst part; the governor of Texas sent us a message.  I think the President garbled it, which is understandable; he wouldn’t have known what it meant.”
 
   “Don’t keep me waiting, what was the message?”
 
   “I believe he was trying to say, ‘Byers marked it.’”
 
   The other end of the line was silent for several moments before responding.
 
   “So Byers is alive?”
 
   “I don’t know; we know he spoke to the governor before going to Houston, so that may have been when Baker got the information he has.  My men on the ground haven’t seen any sign of him.  If he’s alive, he’s in deep cover.”
 
   “I would suppose that means Baker has substantial evidence.”
 
   “It appears that way.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll see what I can do about the President’s trip.”
 
   “What about the Speaker?”
 
   “I don’t suppose that coward will be a problem for us.”
 
   “What about Byers?”
 
   “What can we do?  We don’t even know if he is alive; just keep looking, if he’s still breathing he’ll turn up eventually.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “Call me in several days.” 
 
   Click.
 
   The senator reclined in his leather chair as he reflected on the conversation.  This would be the largest and most dangerous offensive maneuver of his long and storied career.  As he noticed the blinking light on the phone, he leaned forward and dialed Becky again.
 
   “Sorry to disturb you sir; is your conference call complete?”
 
   “I’m on the phone with you, aren’t I?”
 
   “Oh, right; um, your ten o’clock is here, shall I send her in?”
 
   “You may.  Thank you Becky.”
 
   She walked in without saying a word and took a seat in the chair across from him.  He had a look of annoyance as he stared at her, so she waited for him to speak.
 
   “Why is William Galleani still alive?”
 
   She shrugged, “I don’t know; no particular reason, really.  I’ve just grown fond of tormenting him, I suppose.”
 
   “I think a month in that hole is enough; he’s probably close to insanity.”
 
   She giggled, “Oh, we crossed that bridge a couple weeks back.”
 
   “Just finish it, okay?”
 
   “Fine; is there anything else you need?”
 
   “The next few days may get precarious; I need you to lay low.  Better yet, just stay home altogether.  I need William eliminated today though; I don’t need him alive knowing what he knows.”
 
   “Consider it done; I apologize for waiting this long.”
 
   “It’s alright; now, go.  Check back with me after the news breaks.”
 
   “What news?”
 
   “You’ll know it when you see it.”
 
   Kratocracy
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