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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

TERRANS

THE ORDER OF THE TEXAS KNIGHTS

SEAT/HEADQUARTERS: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna 

President: Jack Arthur Wallace/Artorius

Vice-President: Dominic Edward Smith/Erik the Red

Sergeant at Arms: John Frank Grabowski/Sampson

Founded: December 07, 2016 A.D.

SER JACK ARTHUR WALLACE/ARTORIUS: 37. American. Commander in Chief of Prescott County, Leader of Fort Libertas, President of the Order of Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Husband of Amanda (deceased), Father of Jaime and Marcus. Son of Jack Sr. (deceased) and Diane, Brother of Rebecca, Katie and David. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER DOMINIC EDWARD SMITH/ERIK THE RED: 36. American. Vice-President of the Order of the Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Husband of Catherine, Father of William, Henry and Vanessa, Son of Gregory (deceased) and Cynthia, Brother of Jason and Mark. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER JOHN FRANK GRABOWSKI/SAMSON: 35. American. Sergeant at Arms of the Order of the Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Husband of Tara, Father of Franklin and Sarah, Son of Ted and Mary, Brother of Tiffany and Maggie. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER PAUL KNOX WILLIAMS/CHAOS: 39. American. Master at Arms of the Order of the Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Husband of Angela, Father of Kiara and Dominique, Son of Jamison and Teresa, Brother of Devonte. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER DERAN ALEXANDER MARTIN/STEVE IRWIN: 36. American. Treasurer of the Order of the Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Husband of Crystal, Father of Elizabeth, Robert and Timothy, Son of Ralph and Tanya, Brother of Christopher. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER DAVID JACOB WALLACE/IRON BEAR: 30. American. Quartermaster of the Order of the Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Son of Jack Sr. (deceased) and Diane, Brother of Rebecca, Jack and Katie. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

TILL VALHALLA

SER BENJAMIN ANDREW RAMIREZ/DIAMONDBACK: Deceased. American. Former Chief/Recruiter of the Order of the Texas Knights, Founding Seven, Husband of Amy, Father of Cecilia. Place of Rest: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

THE ORDER OF THE LIONS OF LIBERTAS

Seat/Headquarters: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna

President: Carson Reed Prescott/Maverick

Vice-President: Jeffrey Francis Rodgers/Falcon

Sergeant at Arms: Trent Winston Edwards/Phantom

Founded: January 28, 2025 A.D.

SER CARSON REED PRESCOTT/MAVERICK: 35. American. President of the Order of the Lions of Libertas, Co-Leader of Blackwell, Deputy Sheriff of Prescott County, Son of Brad (deceased) and Beth (deceased). Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna. 

SER JEFFREY FRANCIS RODGERS/FALCON: 44. American. Vice-President of the Order of the Lions of Libertas, Husband of Tiffany, Father of Jennifer, Brother-in-law of John. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna. 

SER TRENT WINSTON EDWARDS/PHANTOM: 32. American. Sergeant at Arms of the Order of the Lion of Libertas. Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER JEREMY THOMAS PATTERSON/MERLIN: 35. American. Treasurer of the Order of the Lions of Libertas, Husband Rebecca, Father of Brianna. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER PAXON SAMUEL MCCALEB/MAC: 41. American. Intel Chief/Recruiter of the Order of the Lions of Libertas. Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER TERRY ANTHONY WILDER/APOLLO: 36. American. Master at Arms of the Order of the Lions of Libertas. Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER BRYCE JOSEPH KIRKPATRICK/GUY FAUX: 36. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Meredith. Former Deputy Chief for Criminal Investigations of the I.R.S. in Texas. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER RYAN RICHARD TORRES/COPPERHEAD: 30. American. Lion of Libertas, Son of Rick (deceased) and Victoria, Brother of Amanda (deceased) and Jasmine. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER JASON OLIVER SMITH/TALON: 31. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Shayna, Son of Gregory (deceased) and Cynthia, brother of Dominic and Mark. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER TED HENRY GRABOWSKI/TIMEKEEPER: 67. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Mary, Father of Tiffany, Maggie and John, Grandfather of Jennifer, Leslie, Franklin and Sarah. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER JAMISON XAVIER WILLIAMS/STONE BREAKER: 66. American. Reverand of Fort Libertas, Lion of Libertas, Husband of Angela, Father of Paul and Devonte, Grandfather of Kiara and Dominique. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER DEVONTE RAY WILLIAMS/EAGLE EYE: 29. American. Lion of Libertas, Son of Jamison and Angela, Brother of Paul. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER GARY CHARLES WILLIS/GRAY WOLF: 27. American. Lion of Libertas. Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER CODY JAY RICHARDS/PSYCHO: 27. American. Lion of Libertas. Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

TILL VALHALLA

SER RICK ANTONIO TORRES/IRONSAGE: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Victoria, Father of Amanda (deceased), Ryan and Jasmine, Grandfather of Jaime and Marcus. Place of Rest: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER MICHAEL SANTIAGO PEREZ/HABANERO: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Katie, Brother-in-law of Jack. Place of Rest: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER GREGORY ADAM SMITH/OLDFLAME: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Cynthia, Father of Dominic, Mark and Jason, Grandfather of William, Henry and Vanessa. Place of Rest: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER MORRISON JAMES HUDSON/SHARPSHOOTER: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas, Husband of Linda, Father of Tara, Grandfather of Franklin and Sarah. Place of Rest: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER BARRY MELVIN HOLMES/GRIZZLY: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas. Place of Rest: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER COLIN AVERY DENTON/WHISTLER: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas (Posthumous). Place of Rest: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna.

SER BRAD CARSON PRESCOTT/TEXAS RANGER: Deceased. American. Lion of Libertas (Posthumous). Former Leader and Deputy Sheriff of Blackwell, Husband of Beth (deceased), Father of Carson. Place of Rest: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

TASK FORCE PEGASUS 6TH SFOD-F MAJIC (INACTIVE)

Seat/Headquarters: Raven Rock Mountain Complex/Site R, U.S., Terra Interna

Commander: COL Jack Arthur Wallace Sr./Braveheart/Pegasus SIX

Executive Officer: MAJ Jackson Bennett/Steel/Pegasus WUN

Senior Enlisted Advisor: CSM Alex Turner/Razor/Pegasus SEV EN

Founded: September 17, 1990 A.D.

Deactivated: September 14, 2001 A.D.

COL JACK ARTHUR WALLACE SR./BRAVEHEART/PEGASUS SIX: American. Commander of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC, Husband of Diane, Father of Rebecca, Jack, Katie and David, Grandfather of Brianna, Jaime and Marcus. Status: Deceased.

GS-15 DR. KERRY ELLIS/ORACLE/PEGASUS TREE: American. Chief Scientific Officer of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Alive. Location: Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, Terra Interna.

LTC JACKSON BENNET/STEEL/PEGASUS WUN: American. Executive Officer of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Deceased.

LTC LISA JACOBS/LIFELINE/PEGASUS FOW ER: American. Chief Medical Officer of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status. Deceased.

GS-13 DR. JAMES REYNOLDS/CIPHER/PEGASUS TOO: American. Senior Analyst of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Deceased.

CSM ALEX TURNER/RAZOR/PEGASUS SEV EN: American. Senior Enlisted Advisor of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Deceased.

SM DAVID JOHNSON/BLOWTORCH/PEGASUS FIFE: American. Technical Specialist of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Deceased.

MSG MARTIN RODRIGUEZ/EAGLE EYE/PEGASUS AIT: American. Surveillance Expert of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Deceased.

MSG JASON PARKER/SLEUTH/PEGASUS NIN ER: American. Field Investigator of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Deceased.

MSG ETHAN PATEL/GIZMO/PEGASUS ZE RO: American. Cyber Security Expert of Task Force Pegasus 6TH SFOD-F-MAJIC. Status: Unknown.

MAJESTIC 12

Seat/Headquarters: Groom Lake/Area 23, U.S., Terra Interna

Director General: SES ES Level 1 Leander Orsini, Senior Executive in Charge of MJ-12. Location: Groom Lake, U.S., Terra Interna.

Master Overseer of Research Initiatives: SES ES Level 2 Dr. Thomas Morning, Senior Research and Developer of MJ-12. Location: Fortitude Research Facility/Dulce Base, U.S., Terra Interna.

Founded: September 24, 1947 A.D.

TASK FORCE JADE WOLF 

Seat/Headquarters: D.H.S. Dallas District Office, Irving, TX, U.S., Terra Interna

Commander: Chief Director Arnold Green. True name: Duncan Roth

Former Members:

Special Agent White, True name: Unknown. Status: Deceased.

Special Agent Daniel Billings. Status: Deceased.

Founded: 1999 A.D.

PRESCOTT COUNTY

Former Name: Nolan County

Seat/Capital: Blackwell

Largest City/Town: Sweetwater

Named For: Brad Carson Prescott/Texas Ranger

Current Government: Martial Law

County Commissioner: Maurice Owen Hargrove

Commander in Chief: Jack Arthur Wallace II

Re-Founded: February 05, 2025 A.D.

Population: 10,987

Strength: 1,300

Area: 914 Square Miles

MAURICE OWEN HARGROVE: 48. American. County Commissioner of Prescott County, Leader of Blackwell, Former Mayor of Maryneal. Location: Blackwell, U.S., Terra Interna.

REUBEN MILES KINGSLEY: 55. American. De Facto Leader and former Mayor of Sweetwater. Location: Sweetwater, U.S., Terra Interna

MELINDA JANICE LIVINGSTON: 44. American. Leader of Maryneal, Deputy Sheriff of Prescott County. Location: Maryneal, U.S., Terra Interna.

MARVIN BENSON HAINES: 61. American. Leader of Hylton, Deputy Sheriff of Prescott County. Location: Hylton, U.S., Terra Interna.

BARRY DONALD CAMPOS: 54. American. Leader of Nolan. Location: Nolan, U.S., Terra Interna.

JONATHAN ISAAC BENTLEY: 47. American. Leader of Champion. Location: Champion, U.S., Terra Interna.

DENNIS CALVIN COOPER: 43. American. Leader of Sarasota, Deputy Sheriff of Prescott County. Location: Sarasota, U.S., Terra Interna. 

EDWARD RAUL LOPEZ: 50. American. Deputy Leader of Fort Libertas, Former Councilman of Roscoe. Location: Fort Libertas, U.S., Terra Interna. 

COKE COUNTY

Seat/Capital: Robert Lee

Largest City/Town: Robert Lee

Named For: Richard Coke

Current Government: Martial Law 

County Commissioner: Allen Timothy Westhold

Sheriff: Dean Matthew Barker

Founded: March 13, 1889 A.D.

Population: 3,856

Strength: 400

Area: 928 Square Miles

DEAN MATTHEW BARKER: 54. American. Sheriff of Coke County, Co-Leader of Robert Lee. Location: Robert Lee, U.S., Terra Interna. 
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NOVA ROMA

SEAT/CAPITAL: Nova Carthago

Provincias: 14 

Northern Provincias: 7

Novaria - Provincial Capital: Arcadia

Glacialis - Provincial Capital: Cloudreach

Bellator - Provincial Capital: Ironvale

Aurora - Provincial Capital: Starfall

Incendia - Provincial Capital: Volcania

Aquilania - Provincial Capital: Aquila Rupes

Silvatia - Provincial Capital: Gray Dawn

Southern Provincias: 7

Aeternia – Provincial Capital: Nova Carthago

Hadriana – Provincial Capital: Hadrianapolis

Riparia – Provincial Capital: Divergencia

Navalis – Provincial Capital: Pelagis

Litoralis – Provincial Capital: Oceana

Maripontis – Provincial Capital: Marispectra

Ferrum Rubrum – Provincial Capital: Rubicor Rock

Named for: Res Publica Romana/The Roman Republic

Current Government: Monarchical/Crowned Republic

Consuls: 

- Imperator Titus Julii Scipio/Shield of Arcadia

- Imperator Hannorius Barca/Flame of Carthage

Legislature:

- The Senate

- Princeps Senatus/First Man of the Senate: Propraetor Vitellius Cornelius Maximus

- Assemblies

Founded: XXIII III 574 A.U.C./ March 23, 179 B.C.

Population: 27,084,577

Strength: 658,400

- Praetigons: Eight


- Eight Praetorian Cavalry Guard Cohorts: 4,000 

- Legions: 40 = 234,000

- Two Praetorian Legion Guard: 9,000


- Provincia Auxilia Cohorts: 14 = 14,000

- Frumentarii Cohorts: 24 = 12,000

- Classis Navy: 


- Nautae Fleet Crew: 107,000


- Classis Fleets (8): 328 Ves/Vessels

- Grand Classis Fleet (1): 51 Ves/Vessels

- Romacarth Marines: 62,400


- Classiarii Marines: 52,400

- Classiarii Imperialis Marines: 10,000


- Palatine Equite Cavalry Guard: 84,000


- Provincial Capitals: 14 x 2,500 = 35,000 

- Provincial Cities 98 x 14 = 49,000


- Fabricae Engineer Cohorts: 14,000

Limitanei Frontier and Border Guard: 50,000

- Praesidium Urban Cohorts: 70,000

- Vigiles: 7,000

Area: 754,597 Square Miles

LEGATUS VALENTIA MARCELLA SCIPIO/LIONHEART: 35. Romacarth. Legatus of Legio VII Leones Mordere/The Lion’s Bite, Wife of Mago, Mother of Hannibal, Daughter of Titus and Aurelia, Sister of Octavius. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

LEGATUS MAGO BARCA II/EMPIRE BREAKER: 37. Romacarth. Legatus of Legio X Cohors Sacra /Sacred Band, Husband of Valentia, Father of Hannibal, Son of Hannorius and Amarissa (deceased), brother of Hanno and Bostar. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa.

LEGATUS HADRIAN TIBERIAS JULIUS/STORMBRINGER: 36. Romacarth. Legatus of Legio II Fulmen/Lighting Bolt, Son of Hadrian and Fameria, Brother of Sextus and Horatia. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa.

IMPERATOR TITUS JULII SCIPIO/SHIELD OF ARCADIA: 61. Romacarth. Consul of Nova Roma’s Northern Provincias, Imperator and Supreme Commander of Nova Roma’s Legions. Husband of Aurelia, Father of Octavius and Valentia. Location: Arcadia, Nova Roma, Terra Externa. 

IMPERATOR HANNORIUS BARCA/FLAME OF CARTHAGE: 64. Romacarth. Consul of Nova Roma’s Southern Provincias, Imperator and Magnus ArchAdmiralis of Nova Roma’s Naval Forces. Husband of Sorrenia. Former spouse: Amarissa (deceased), Father of Mago, Hanno and Bostar. Location: Nova Carthago, Nova Roma, Terra Externa. 

ADMIRALIS HADRIAN CORNELIUS JULIUS/BUTCHER OF TAURUS: 57. Romacarth. Admiralis of Classis Tempestras Domunus/Storm Master Fleet, Husband of Fameria. Father of Hadrian, Sextus and Horatia. Location: Hadrianapolis, Nova Roma, Terra Externa. 

ARCHTRIBUNE MARCUS JUNIUS VERUS/THE GOLDEN SENTINEL: 35. Romacarth. ArchTribune and Commander of Secundus (2nd) and Tertius (3rd) Cohorts, Legio VII Leones Mordere/The Lion’s Bite, Son of Manius and Livia, brother of Gnaeus. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

TRIBUNE GALLUS CELER FABIUS/THE FURY: 31. Romacarth. Military Tribune and Commander of Quartus (4th) and Quintus (5th) Cohorts, Legio VII Leones Mordere/The Lion’s Bite. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

CENTURION DOMITIA DRAXIA SABINA (FLAVIUS)/THE FIRST SPEAR: 39. Romacarth. Centurion of First Century and Commander of Prima (1st) Cohort, Leo Cor/Lionheart, Legio VII Leones Mordere/The Lion’s Bite. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

CAMP PREFECT LUCULLUS SERVILIUS: 47. Romacarth. Camp Prefect of Legio VII Leones Mordere/The Lion’s Bite. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa.

CAVALRY PREFECT GAIUS LICINIUS AGRIPPA: 49. Romacarth. Cavalry Prefect Commander, Umbra Praetoriana/The Praetorian Shadow, Legio I Invictus/The Unconquered. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 
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ATLANTIS

SEAT/CAPITAL: Aqua Imperium

Largest City: Aquaria

Hydraliths: 10

Atlantoris – Hydralithian Capital: Aqua Imperium

Oceanis – Hydralithian Capital: Aquaria

Argyros – Hydralithian Capital: Argonath

Heliconis – Hydralithian Capital: Hyperion

Tritonia – Hydralithian Capital: Tridentorus

Celestara – Hydralithian Capital: Celestium

Abyssara – Hydralithian Capital: Deep Abysstra

Zephyra – Hydralithian Capital: Corallia

Hydralon – Hydralithian Capital: Hydrapolis

Icaria – Hydralithian Capital: Alantia Prime

Named for: Atlas

Current Government: Theocratic Technocracy/Enlightened Monarchy

Ruler: King Thalaxor Petridis/Seaheart

Legislature: 

- Atlantean High Council

- Citizen Assembly

Founded: 2487 B.C.

Population: 55,675,958

Strength: 2,454,000

- Phalanxes: 35 = 525,000

- Navy: 820,000

- Atlantean Marines = 710,000

- Skycraft Aeriel Navy: 339,000

- Tridentium Sentinel Guard: 60,000

Area: 1,228,400 Square Miles

STRATEGOS MAJORIS ARION/THE UNBREAKABLE: 63. Atlantean. Supreme Commander of the Citadel of Atlantium and Strategos of Sidera Phalanx/Iron Phalanx, Husband of Edora, Father of Dimitris, Daphne & Kostas, Grandfather of Nikolas, Theodoros, Fotni & Leonidas, Brother of Dimitrios. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

STRATEGOS TRITON PYRGOS/TRIDENT OF AQUARIA: 58. Atlantean. Supreme Commander of Aquaria and Strategos of Strategia III Furor Leviathani/Leviathan’s Rage, Husband of Althea, Father of Myrina. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

LOCHAGOS DAMIANOS PAPADAKIS: 48. Atlantean. Senior Toxotai Operator and Director of the Citadel Command Core. Location: Citadel of Atlantium, Atlantis, Terra Externa. 

PRIMORDIALS

URANUS/CAELUS/JOTUNHEIM

Seat/Capital: Drakemar, Drakenfyr Cryolith

Named for: Sky

Current Government: Oligarchic Clan Council

Ruler: Queen Gerd

Founded: 1654 B.C.

Area: 1,371,683 Square Miles

ATLAS: Titan. Former King of Atlantis, Consort of Pleione and Hesperis, Father of the Hesperides, the Hyades, the Pleiades, Hyas, Calypso and Dione, Son of Iapetus and Clymene, Brother of Prometheus, Epimetheus, Menoetius, Anchiale, Buphagus. Location: Caelus, Terra Externa. 

PROMETHEUS: Titan. Condemned to eternal torture by Zeus for stealing fire from Olympus and giving to Terrans, Consort of Hesione, Father of Deucalion, Son of Iapetus and Clymene, Brother of Atlas, Epimetheus, Menoetius and Anchiale. Location: Mount Elbrus, Russia, Terra Interna. 

OLYMPUS/JUPITER/VANAHEIM

Seat/Capital: Mount Olympus

Largest City: Mount Olympus

Named for: Divine Realm

Current Government: Hierarchical Polytheism

Ruler: King Zeus

Founded: 2345 B.C.

Area: 381,388 Square Miles

KING ZEUS: Olympian/Vanir. King of Olympus, Husband to Metis, Themis, Eurynome, Meter, Mnemosyne, Leto and Hera, Father to Apollo, Ares, Artemis, Athena, Dionysus, Eileithyia, Hebe, Helen of Troy, Hercules, Hermes, Hephaestus, Minos, Persephone, Perseus, the Charites, the Horae, the Muses, the Moirai and several others, Son to Cronus and Rhea, Brother to Hestia, Hades, Hera, Poseidon and Demeter. Location: Eternal Palace, Olympus, Terra Externa.

DUAT/SVARTALFHEIM

Seat/Capital: Nephtysia Veil

Largest City: Osirin Venomhaven

Named for: Egyptian Burial Ground

Current Government: Theocratic Militaristic Autocracy

Ruler: Ra The Sun god

Founded: 3489 B.C.

Area: 1,747,173 Square Miles

PRINCESS KEBECHET: Annunaki/Reptilian Dark Elf. goddess of Purification, Sixth Generation Princess of Duat, Daughter of Anubis and Anput. Location: Osirin Venomhaven, Duat, Terra Externa.

TARTARUS/UNDERWORLD

CRONUS: Titan. Former Sovereign of the Titans. Consort of Rhea, Father of Hestia, Hades, Demeter, Poseidon, Hera, Zeus and Chiron, Son of Uranus and Gaia, Brother of Hecatoncheires, Cyclopes, Crius, Coeus, Dione, Hyperion, Iapetus, Oceanus, Mnemosyne, Phebe, Rhea, Tethys, Theia and Themis. Location: Tartarus, Terra Subter.

HEAVEN ETERNAL

URIEL: Aetherion. Archangel Commander of the Seraphic Legion. Location: Heaven Eternal.

GABRIEL: Aetherion. Archangel Commander of Harbinger Legion. Location: Heaven Eternal.
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In memory of my father,

Who left me before I could find the words to thank him,

But whose voice echoes in every sentence I write.

“All That I Can, I Will”
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Feb 05, 2025 A.D.

My thumb hit her contact number and the phone rang once, twice, three times. Each ring felt like a lifetime. 

“Hello?” Bethany’s voice finally came through thick and soft, still half-buried in sleep. 

My stomach tightened. I kept my eyes locked on the road, knuckles white on the steering wheel.

“Hey babe,” I said, and hated how strained it sounded.

There was a pause, the kind that happens when someone hears your tone and their brain starts to wake up faster than their body.

“What, what’s going on?” she asked, groggy but already shifting into concern. “It’s... it’s three in the morning. Are you okay?”

The question hit me square in the chest. Are you okay? Like the answer wasn’t already bleeding through my voice.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. Too quickly. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important.” I swallowed. The Explorer drifted slightly and I corrected, forcing my breathing to stay steady. 

“I need you to do something for me right now.”

Bethany made a small sound, like she was sitting up in bed.

“Chris, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

I took a hard breath and said the phrase I’d drilled into her so many times she used to roll her eyes.

“I’m sorry babe. Nothing’s wrong,” I said, pushing the words out like glass. “But I think I left my truck unlocked in the driveway... and I need you to check it out.”

Silence.

Not normal silence. Not the sleepy lag of a spouse at 3:00AM. This was the kind of silence that told me she heard the code even if her brain hadn’t fully caught up. My pulse hammered in my ears, louder than the road noise.

“Chris?” she whispered. “I, I didn’t... I couldn’t hear you. What did you say?”

I clenched my jaw so hard my molars ached. My eyes flicked to the rearview mirror like I expected headlights to appear out of nowhere.

“I said,” I repeated, slower, firm, with an edge I couldn’t hide, “I think I left my truck unlocked in the driveway.”

I heard her inhale sharply. The sound alone confirmed she understood now. That phrase didn’t mean a truck. It didn’t mean a driveway. It meant something else entirely.

It meant: Do what we practiced. Don’t argue. Don’t ask questions. Don’t text me back. Act calm. Wake your brother. Get the kids ready. Grab our bags. Grab the essentials and throw them in the back of your Tahoe. Grab the dogs, grab the food totes. Grab my weapons. And get ready to leave our house. Forever.”

“Sure...sure I’ll go check your truck right now. When will you be home,” she whispered, voice suddenly higher, tight with panic. 

“I’m on I-45 right now,” I said, trying to stay calm. “I’ll be home in about 50 minutes. I’ll see you when I get home.” 

Bethany’s breathing got heavier. I could picture her. Hair a mess, eyes blinking, heart already racing as she swung her legs out of bed. 

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. I’ll go check right now. I’ll see you when you get home babe.”

There was a long beat where neither of us spoke, and in that beat, I felt the full, sick weight of what I was asking her to do alone in the dark.

“I love you,” Bethany said, voice breaking.

My throat tightened. 

“I love you too Beth.”

The call ended, leaving only the hum of the road and the pounding of blood in my ears. I stared ahead into the dark stretch of highway, the city lights bleeding across the windshield, and pressed harder onto the accelerator.

I exhaled so hard my chest hurt.

Bethany had answered. She’d understood the phrase. Thank God. I’d gone over it with her so many times it had become a running joke in our house, me playing the paranoid Lieutenant, her rolling her eyes and saying, “Yes, Chris, I know, your truck is always locked in the driveway. So, if you call saying it’s unlocked there is something wrong.” 

A thousand repetitions. A thousand little drills. Not because I enjoyed scaring her, but because I’d seen what happens to cops who think their badge makes them untouchable. I’d stood over too many bodies, good men, good women, who never imagined the danger would come to their door.

I hoped she stayed calm. Calm enough to wake the kids without panicking them, calm enough to move them where they needed to go without giving them nightmares that would follow them into adulthood. She’d do it. She was tougher than anyone gave her credit for. But I also knew how terror works. It doesn’t ask permission before it crawls under your skin.

And all of this was my fault.

I cursed under my breath and felt the words come out like poison.

I should’ve left.

I should’ve listened to Deran the first time he warned me. Hell, the second time. The third. I’d brushed it off with the arrogance that comes from a steady paycheck, a badge and a career built on the belief that if the world ever tilted sideways, I’d be one of the guys holding it up.

I was a prepper too, just not the same kind of prepper. Definitely more of an enthusiast than a true survivalist.

Deran and my cousin Jack... they believed in collapse the way Christians believe in God. True belief that it was real. They lived like it was already on the calendar. I stocked supplies, built redundancy, ran contingencies, but deep down I still assumed the system would stabilize, the adults would show up, the bad things would stay contained to the television screen.

That’s what I believed before.

Before the ‘Social Credit Score’ stopped being a crazy internet phrase and started showing up in my world with official logos and mandatory training modules.

I didn’t believe it at all until the department pushed out that online in-service questionnaire. Mandatory. No skipping. No, I’ll get to it next week.’ It landed in our inboxes with the same tone as annual compliance training, click-through slides, checkbox acknowledgments, a little quiz at the end.

Except this one wasn’t about use-of-force or de-escalation or H.I.P.A.A.

It was a list of dos and don’ts to avoid ‘flagging’ for strange behavior.

That word, flagging, had stuck to my brain like gum.

The questions were intrusive in a way I couldn’t quite articulate at the time. Not ‘Have you committed a crime?’ but ‘Do you associate with groups that promote anti-government sentiment? Do you have relatives that do?’ Not ‘Are you stable?’ but ‘Do you consume media that could be considered destabilizing?’ There were sections about online activity, concerning purchases,’ and ‘non-normative patterns,’ even ‘if religious’ and ‘interpersonal influence.’ It wasn’t written like an investigation.

It was written like a warning.

And I had answered exactly the way it wanted me to answer. Of course I did. I’m not stupid. 16 years in law enforcement teaches you that the wrong answer can turn you into an unpaid problem overnight. The military knew it. Law enforcement knew it.

But back then I told myself it was probably just some new risk management initiative. Some consultant nonsense. Another layer of bureaucracy. Something meant to check a box and justify a budget.

I didn’t realize it was a line being drawn.

But I ignored it and brushed it off. Life continued and it was normal again as the days passed.

Two days before Christmas, that line which was drawn, showed up in person.

It was a Monday, gray sky, damp cold, the kind of day where Houston feels like it’s holding its breath because anything could happen. I was at the H.C.S.O. Harris County Sheriff’s Office headquarters on Baker Street when unexpected visitors arrived.

Not patrol. Not brass. Outsiders.

Several ‘LE Consultants’ and specialized investigators from the T.C.O.L.E. Texas Commission on Law Enforcement walked in like they owned the building. They had badges, credentials, clipboards, smiles that didn’t touch their eyes. They didn’t introduce themselves the way people normally do when they step into a sheriff’s house. They were vague, polished, careful. Little shits how my sergeants referred to them.

They said there was a new ‘rating system’ coming for law enforcement nationwide.

Risk management on steroids, they called it.

Readiness metrics.

Behavioral integrity scores.

I remember standing there in the fluorescent light, coffee going cold on my desk, listening to words that sounded like corporate HR mixed with intelligence jargon. It wasn’t against policy. It wasn’t even aggressive. It was worse than that, it was clinical. Normalized. Pre-approved.

And with them, standing slightly behind, like a shadow that didn’t belong in the room, was the D.H.S. liaison overseeing the special investigators. The word was he was from the Dallas Field Office but he had Washington D.C. written all over him. 

His presence was something that made my stomach tighten.

In 16 years on the force, I’d seen D.H.S. in Harris County maybe twice. Big events. Major threats. Something external. They didn’t just stroll into Baker Street two days before Christmas because they were bored.

I remember thinking: Why are yall here? What aren’t yall saying?

And I remember clear as day feeling the first true crack in my confidence that this system would always behave like a system.

This time it wasn’t a stupid online questionnaire you could click through while you drank stale coffee and pretended it didn’t matter.

This time it was people.

Bodies.

Eyes.

Voices lowered to that artificial calm professionals use when they’re about to do something they don’t want you to resist.

It started that day mid-morning, right after roll call. No announcement. No email. No ‘all supervisors please report.’ Just the subtle shift of the building’s mood, the way deputies stopped laughing in the hallway, the way radios suddenly felt louder, the way everyone’s shoulders tightened like we’d all smelled smoke but couldn’t see fire.

They were pulling people into offices.

Not patrol. Not the rookies.

The Brass.

Lieutenants and above. Command staff. A few sergeants sprinkled in, which was strange, like they’d drawn a line somewhere between who mattered and who didn’t, and then they’d crossed it at random just to keep people guessing.

There was no schedule.

No list posted.

No notice.

You’d be walking down the hall, and someone would appear beside you, one of those consultant types from T.C.O.L.E., or an investigator with an unfamiliar badge clip, and you’d get that soft voice: ‘Lieutenant, can you come with me for a moment?’

Then you’d disappear into an empty office.

The door would close.

And the rest of us would pretend we weren’t watching.

What made it worse, what made my stomach knot, was the security by the exits.

They weren’t in uniform. No patch, no agency identifier, no unit designation. Just men in black suits and ties, earpieces, posture too squared away for corporate. Like S.S. agents. Their eyes didn’t move like cops’ eyes. They moved like people trained to control a space.

I walked up to them myself. I had to. I’m a Lieutenant, I don’t ignore unknown bodies controlling my building.

I still remember the conversation.

“Morning,” I said, casual voice, badge visible. “Who are you guys with?”

The closest one didn’t even blink. He held a clipboard with a printed list, names, neatly typed, columns, checkboxes. A do-not-leave list. Like it was a department-wide urinalysis, except it wasn’t piss they were hunting.

He said, “Lieutenant, we’re here to ensure compliance.”

“With what?” I asked.

He tapped the list with his pen. 

“Anyone on this list can’t leave the building.”

I felt my jaw tighten. 

“What if they have a family emergency?”

He looked at me the way a person looks at a broken appliance.

“Nobody on the list can leave.”

The words landed heavy. Cold. Absolute.

I stepped back before my anger betrayed me. 

“Copy that.”

I walked away with a bad taste in my mouth, like I’d swallowed metal. I told myself it was just a new policy. A new assessment. Some risk management garbage with a power trip attached. 

I remember tried to find my Captain, Billy Woods. If anyone could tell me what the hell was going on, it was him. He’d been around long enough to smell bullshit before it hit the air vents. I flagged one of the admin staff, asked where he was.

“He’s in an interview,” she said quietly, like the words hurt to say.

“Which office?”

She pointed down the hall.

“His own.”

That was strange. I had thought they were only picking random offices to remove people of authority from their seat of power. To make them uncomfortable. It’s what I would do. 

I headed toward Woods’ office and could hear voices, muffled but sharp. One of them was Woods. The other was calm, measured, the kind of tone people use when they’re trying to provoke you without raising their voice.

I reached the doorway and froze.

The D.H.S. liaison was sitting at Captain Woods’ chair like it was his desk. Feet planted, posture relaxed, a little too comfortable. Woods was seated in the chair near the door, the ‘guest chair,’ but his body language was all wrong. His shoulders were rigid, one hand clenched on the armrest like he was holding himself down.

As I stepped closer, Woods stood up so fast the chair scraped. His face was red. Veins visible in his neck. He pointed directly at the D.H.S. liaison and started shouting.

I couldn’t make out everything, not clearly, just fragments.

“...not your jurisdiction...”

“...this is my house...”

“...nobody would ever comply to that!”

It went on for a full minute, maybe two. Woods’ voice was controlled rage, the kind that comes from a man trying not to cross a line he can’t uncross. Then he stopped, breathing hard, and jabbed his finger at the door like it was a gun muzzle.

“Get out of my office.”

He stayed standing, unmoving.

The D.H.S. liaison rose slowly, smoothing his jacket like he’d just finished a pleasant conversation. There was a smug look on his face that made my blood heat. He walked out, calm as a priest leaving confession.

He made eye contact with me.

Then, like he was inspecting property, his eyes dropped to my shoulder and caught the gold bar rank. Then he checked his roster.

He smiled.

Not friendly. Not respectful.

“Lieutenant Martin, can you meet with me in that office over there in two minutes?”

He pointed down the hallway to an empty office with the door slightly ajar.

My pulse spiked.

I looked at the office. Then I looked at Woods.

My Captain stood there staring at nothing, jaw clenched so hard it looked like his teeth might crack. When his eyes flicked toward me, I saw something in them I’d never seen before.

Not anger.

Fear.

The kind that makes a man go quiet because if he speaks, he might break something he can’t repair.

I wanted to step inside Woods’ office. I wanted to ask what happened. I wanted him to tell me to tell the liaison to go to hell.

But Woods sank back into his chair and put his head in his hands.

And I knew, whatever just happened to him, was about to be told to me.

So I nodded once at the liaison. 

“Copy.”

He turned and walked down the hall like he already owned the outcome.

I waited the two minutes, because that’s what cops do when the rules change mid-game and you’re trying to understand who’s holding the gun. Then I walked to the indicated office, my footsteps suddenly too loud on the tile.

I cracked the door open.

The liaison looked up in my direction and gestured me in.

“Lieutenant,” he said, reaching his hand out to shake. “My name is Special Agent Adrian Black.”

Agent Black had the kind of smile that didn’t change the temperature in the room. It was polished. Practiced. The sort of expression you learn when your job is to deliver unwelcome news like it’s a weather report.

He stood when I entered, offered a hand like we were at some conference instead of an empty office with a shut door and two men who didn’t know each other. His suit was too clean, too crisp. Not a wrinkle. Hair cut close. Fingernails trimmed. Everything about him looked curated for authority.

I shook his hand. His grip was firm but not warm. I sat where he indicated, spine straight, hands on my thighs, eyes scanning automatically, exit, corners, window blinds, anything out of place in case he was trying to record me. The room smelled like stale coffee and copy paper, the kind of smell that clings empty offices like a second coat of paint.

He gestured to the chair across from him.

“Please have a seat Lieutenant Martin.”

Black sat across from me and opened a thin folder. No thick stack of papers. No interrogation binder. That alone made my stomach tighten. Thin folders meant they already had what they needed.

He glanced at me with that same calm.

“I won’t take too much of your time,” he said. “I’ll be as brief as possible.”

I nodded once, noncommittal.

“Do you recall the risk management training you took recently?” he asked.

The online module. The intrusive questions. Flagging. The weird language. I felt my jaw tighten.

“Yes,” I said.

Black’s eyes didn’t blink. 

“Good.”

He leaned back slightly, as if settling into a conversation about budget allocations.

“This isn’t easy to say,” he continued, and his tone suggested it was easy for him, just not for my feelings. “But the short version is this: local law enforcement will soon become federalized.”

I stared at him for a beat, waiting for the punchline that didn’t come.

Black kept going, unbothered. 

“Meaning you will fall under direct federal control, funding, authority, and operational command rather than state or county oversight.”

My brain did that thing where it tries to reject reality for a second before it lets it in. I felt my pulse tick up in my neck.

“A unitary policing system,” he added. “Moving away from decentralization.”

I frowned hard, not bothering to hide the confusion. 

“Agent Black... I’m assuming you didn’t come all the way here to make jokes.”

He gave a polite half-smile, like I was the one being dramatic.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I continued, choosing my words carefully. “And regardless, something like that would trigger a constitutional crisis overnight. It would be contested immediately under the Tenth Amendment.”

Black’s expression didn’t shift.

I pressed on, still keeping my tone as neutral as I could. I was a Lieutenant. I knew how to speak to brass without lighting myself on fire.

“It would directly contradict the constitutional sheriffs movement,” I said. “The position that local law enforcement, especially sheriffs, have supreme authority in their jurisdictions. Even above federal agencies. What you’re describing is unconstitutional. Not even the President can just change that. I am not giving a personal opinion but I feel like this can’t possibly be happening.”

Black nodded once, slowly, like I had just explained a minor obstacle in a construction plan.

“There won’t be a worry with that,” he said.

The words hit me wrong. Won’t be a worry. Like the Constitution was a traffic cone.

He continued, calm as ever. 

“With the new elections, we fully expect the Tenth Amendment to be overturned by a two-thirds vote in the House and Senate.”

My stomach dropped.

Overturned.

Like it was a policy memo. Like it was a paragraph you could delete and replace.

I stared at him. For a second I almost laughed, not because it was funny, but because it was insane.

Agent Black watched me like he was studying my reaction more than my face.

“I didn’t bring you in to debate whether this is legal,” he said. “I brought you in because you are the most effective Watch Commander in your division. In any division here from what I’m told. And it is going to happen.”

I felt my throat tighten. I forced myself to nod.

“Good,” he said softly, like we’d reached agreement.

He tapped the folder with one finger. 

“Officially, the transition becomes effective February 7th. Unofficially, it will begin within the next week or two.”

My mind flashed to my wife. My kids. Deran. His warnings. All the things I’d dismissed because I thought America had guardrails that couldn’t be moved.

Black’s voice stayed even. 

“Along with that transition, certain undesirables, primarily those identified as homegrown terrorists, will be rounded up. Preemptively. Hence the need to federalize local law enforcement to keep this consistent.” 

Undesirables.

The word crawled under my skin.

I kept my face neutral. Years in law enforcement teaches you how to keep your expression from giving away what your brain is doing. Inside, I felt something cold and sharp form in my chest.

Black’s eyes were steady. 

“I want to ensure we understand where your loyalties lie.”

There it was. The actual purpose of the meeting.

I cleared my throat, buying myself half a second. Then I delivered the line I’d trained myself to deliver in every high-stakes moment.

“I swore an oath, Agent Black. And I take it seriously. I will always follow and carry out the laws faithfully.”

Black smiled again, small, satisfied. Then he tilted his head, just slightly.

“Even if one of the undesirables was a fellow law enforcement officer?” he asked.

My stomach tightened again. I held my gaze straight ahead, voice controlled.

“Absolutely,” I said. “That is our mandate if they’re breaking the law of the land.”

Black nodded, as if checking a box.

“I don’t foresee it coming to that,” he said. “But I appreciate the clarity.”

He leaned forward, lowering his voice by a fraction even though the door was closed.

“Large scale operations will begin within the next few weeks once everyone’s feet get wet,” he said. “And your division as you know will play a significant role in that. You will be working under D.H.S.’s umbrella of guidance.”

I heard the words, but my brain was already racing ahead: Who? What list? What definition of terrorist? Who decides?

Black closed his folder with a gentle tap without even waiting for a response.

“That’s all for now,” he said. “You’ll receive further directives through your chain of command. Thank you for your time, Lieutenant.”

I stood. My legs felt strange, like my body was trying to stay seated while my rank forced me upright. We shook hands again. His grip didn’t change. He walked me to the door like this was a routine meeting.

I remember when I stepped back into the hallway, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, the building felt different. The walls felt tighter. The air felt thinner. I watched other Lieutenants walking past with forced smiles, joking too loudly, pretending this was just another day at work.

Later, when I finally got a chance to talk to a few of them, they laughed it off. Made it smaller than it was.

“Probably just red flag stuff,” one of them said. “Just an addendum to the Extreme Risk Protection Orders. They only handle Civil courts, not criminal.”

Another saying, “Yeah, man, it’s just paperwork with teeth. They’re not gonna round up ‘undesirables.’ That’s Hollywood.”

And I let their confidence wash over me like a sedative.

I wanted to believe them.

I wanted to believe the system couldn’t turn on itself. And the only reason I was feeling paranoid was because of Deran’s words to me. But he was always warning me about something and nothing ever happened.

I even considered walking into Captain Woods’ office and asking him what had happened, asking him what the D.H.S. liaison had said, what threats were made, what pressure was applied.

But I convinced myself it was just Captain Woods resisting change as the old angry man he was.

So I told myself that my fellow lieutenants were right. I told myself this was just another extension of policy. Another bureaucratic overreach that would get challenged, diluted, delayed. 

I told myself I was overreacting back then because I loved my life and I didn’t want it to change. 

And now, driving home in the dark at 3:00 A.M., my wife waking the kids, my brother’s warnings echoing in my head, I’ve now realized the truth.

That meeting wasn’t a warning.

It was a countdown.

After that, after my meeting with Special Agent Black, life had stayed... normal. That was the sick part. The world kept spinning like it hadn’t just been told it was about to be put on a leash. Work stayed business as usual. Calls. Paperwork. Shift Management. Resource Allocation. Evidence Integrity. Pursuit Authorization. Guys joking in the hallway like nothing could ever reach inside and change the rules.

Christmas came and went. Lights on houses. Families in matching pajamas. My kids laughing like the world was a safe place. Bethany smiling at me across the kitchen island while she wrapped presents. I played along because it was easier to pretend than to drag my family into the cold truth living in the back of my mind that I was denying.

Then came January 20th.

Marburg Day.

It was my day off. Normally I’d already be in uniform by sunrise, coffee in hand, in-car computer booting up while I reviewed the overnight logs. But that morning I let myself sleep. I remember that day clearly. How rare it was to sleep in, how Bethany had already taken the kids to school and kissed me on the cheek while I was half-asleep, how quiet the house felt after the door closed.

I woke up to my phone vibrating like it was possessed.

H.C.S.O. emergency mass notification.

My eyes focused slowly, still heavy with sleep, and then the words hit like a punch:

MANDATORY ALL HANDS EMERGENCY RECALL.

REPORT IMMEDIATELY TO HARRIS COUNTY EMERGENCY OPERATIONS CENTER.

No explanation. No details. 

My heart rate jumped so fast it felt like my body skipped steps. I sat up, already reaching for my pants, and called Bethany immediately.

The call didn’t go through.

I stared at the screen like it was lying to me and hit redial.

Nothing.

Again.

Nothing.

A hard, cold panic began to rise in my chest, not the kind you get during a chase, not the kind you get when you pull up to a shots-fired call. This was primal. Family panic. Something wrong in your gut before your mind even knows why.

I threw on clothes with shaking hands, grabbed my belt and badge, and was out the door in under three minutes. The morning air was damp and cold. My driveway lights flicked off behind me as I jumped into my unmarked Explorer.

The engine started. I logged into the onboard computer with muscle memory, fingers moving faster than my thoughts. I activated my department radio, keyed up dispatch, and forced my voice to sound steady.

“Dispatch, H.C.S.O. Lieutenant Martin, in service. Responding to emergency recall.”

I listened.

The radio traffic was already chaotic.

Units calling out en route. Supervisors asking for assignments. Patrols being redirected. A lot of them headed to schools.

Schools.

That word landed wrong in my mind. Too many units. Too much urgency.

I turned on the AM radio because sometimes the public news gets ahead of the official channels when things move this fast.

And when the voice crackled through the speakers, my stomach dropped out of my body.

“...Highly lethal filovirus... similar to Ebola... identified as Marburg... reports indicate release on the East Coast and multiple confirmed exposures...”

My hands tightened on the wheel.

Then came the detail that turned my blood to ice.

“...Schools this morning... children supposed to be receiving what was believed to be flu boosters... now believed to be contaminated...”

I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

Judith. Eight.

Brenden. Six.

My kids.

Bethany had taken them to school.

I started calling her again, over and over, my thumb mashing the screen like I could force the network to cooperate through sheer will.

No connection.

No ring.

Just dead air and error tones.

I told myself what I already knew. If this was nationwide, if this was real, millions of people were calling at once. Networks get overloaded. Towers choke. Systems fail. It was a predictable collapse of communication, the kind you see during hurricanes and mass casualty events, but this wasn’t a hurricane. It was far worse.

I prayed that Bethany hadn’t dropped them off yet.

I kept calling.

10 times.

11.

12.

On 13th attempt, the call finally pushed through.

“Chris?” Bethany answered, and I could hear panic in her voice.

“I don’t care about anything else,” I snapped. “Do you have the kids? Are they with you right now? Are yall ok?!”

There was a half-second pause and then she rushed out, “Yes! Yes, I have them. I was trying to call you, calls weren’t going through!”

“Are they okay?” I asked, my voice cracking. “Are they okay?!”

“They’re okay,” she said quickly. “They’re in the car. I got a F.E.M.A. Wireless Emergency Alert, and then I checked my ChirpChat and saw the D.H.S. message warning not to take kids to school. I turned around.”

I closed my eyes for a split second, relief so strong it almost made me nauseous.

“Thank you God,” I whispered.

Bethany was still talking, voice shaking. 

“Chris, what is happening? What is going on?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “I’m being recalled. I’ll find out. Listen to me, go straight home. Lock the house. Don’t open the door for anyone. Anyone.”

“Chris...”

“Do it! Please babe do it! I need you to do it!” I said, sharper than I meant to, but I couldn’t soften it. Not now. 

“And Call me when you get home.”

“Ok I love you,” she said, voice breaking.

“I love you too,” I said. “Tell Judith and Brenden I love them.”

“I will,” she whispered.

The call dropped immediately after, like the network couldn’t spare another second.

I flipped on my emergency lights and accelerated.

The roads were already changing. People driving erratically. Phones in hands. Cars pulling into gas stations, lines forming like it was a storm. I watched a woman step out of her car at a stoplight, screaming into her phone, slamming her fist against the roof like it would fix the world.

When I arrived at the Harris County E.O.C., Emergency Operations Center, it was chaos in the purest form.

Vehicles everywhere. Officers running. Deputies in patrol uniforms sprinting toward entrances. People shouting names. Clipboards. Radios screaming overlapping transmissions. The entire building felt like it was vibrating.

I scanned my credentials, checked in at the incident command post desk, and pushed into a secured room packed with leadership, command staff, partner agencies, county officials, and people I didn’t recognize with federal credentials clipped to their belts.

They pulled us into a situation briefing like we were being thrown into the middle of an unfolding nightmare.

They went over the dissemination: confirmed Marburg exposures tied to school clinics, vials stored in refrigeration units. Schools being secured. Perimeters being set. Contraband being seized under emergency public health powers through the Harris County Health Authority.

Hazmat protocols.

Quarantine enforcement.

Court orders being drafted for the Governor’s disaster proclamation.

And then the line that made my earlier meeting with Adrian Black slam into my mind like a door kicked open.

“Harris County Sheriff’s Office will no longer act independently.”

They said it like it was normal.

They said it like it was the only way.

Operational directives would now come from a unified command structure consisting of C.D.C., D.H.S., and the F.B.I.

The room swayed slightly. Not physically, mentally. Like the world had just shifted and everyone was pretending they hadn’t noticed.

Then they looked at me.

“You are assuming Law Enforcement Branch Director role effective immediately.”

I stared back, hearing the words but not fully processing them. My mouth went dry.

I’d been through hurricanes. Harrison. Mike. I’d seen Katherine coverage and trained for that kind of collapse. I’d worked mass casualty drills. Active shooter drills. Pandemic tabletop exercises. Virus NX-19 that locked down the country the last several years.

Nothing, nothing, felt like this.

Because this wasn’t just fear.

This was fear with certainty. Fear with a ticking clock. Fear with children involved. Our children.

And then the reports started coming in fast.

Three schools destroyed by arson in San Antonio.

Multiple shootings at clinic sites.

Roadblocks forming spontaneously as citizens tried to stop ‘government vans’ from entering neighborhoods.

Rumors spreading faster than any official statement could keep up. People believed this was either a foreign country attack or our own government. 

And all I could think, sitting there in that briefing room with maps and numbers and federal liaisons talking about quarantine zones, was one brutal truth.

The world had crossed a line.

And there was no going back.

Everything changed after Marburg Day.

Not gradually. Not in phases. It was like someone reached down and flipped a switch labeled NORMAL and the entire city fell off a cliff. By the end of that first week, the calendar meant nothing. Sleep meant nothing. The idea that there were rules you could rely on, shift schedules, staffing ratios, mutual aid plans became a joke so dark nobody even tried to laugh.

We were told, officially, that 15 shifts were the new minimum. On paper. In reality, most of us were pulling 18, 20... I did a few 24-hour stretches so long I started losing track of what day it was. You’d stumble into the bathroom at the E.O.C. or the substation and see your own face in the mirror, eyes bloodshot, cheeks hollow, uniform stained with sweat and dried grime, and you wouldn’t recognize yourself. I looked like a man on his third combat deployment, not a sheriff’s lieutenant in Harris County.

Houston is a beast even on a calm day. More than five million people spread across the city and the county, with a thin blue line that was never thick enough to begin with. In normal times, even with Houston Police and H.C.S.O. combined, you could feel the imbalance, seven thousand officers trying to keep order in a place that big. After Marburg Day, when panic became contagious alongside the virus, that imbalance turned fatal. The city didn’t just become undermanned. It became ungovernable.

We started rolling armored vehicles everywhere because patrol cars stopped being protection and started being coffins.

Lenco BearCats became as common as cruisers. Big, squared-off armored trucks with high ground clearance and reinforced doors, designed to take hits and keep moving. Officially they’re ‘armored rescue vehicles.’ 

In the last two weeks, they were the only way to move through certain corridors without getting ripped apart. We supplemented with military M.R.A.P.s Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles out of E.F.J.R.B, Ellingsworth Field Joint Reserve Base, which were built for war zones. Thick V-shaped hulls, heavy armor, wheels as tall as some people’s shoulders. They weren’t subtle. They didn’t need to be. Subtlety died when the first mob tore open a pharmacy and trampled a clerk because the rumor was there were antibiotics inside.

What I always thought was strange which my cousin Jack had pointed out to me, was that these large military type vehicles were supposedly issued to law enforcement departments after what happened with 9/11. He pointed out that these vehicles started showing up a month before in August 2001 before 9/11 occurred. He said it wasn’t a coincidence and I never wanted to believe it but now I kind of do.

We also used The Rook, the first time I saw it rolling down a Houston street, I felt my throat tighten. It looked like a machine that didn’t belong in a city: an armored, tracked loader with a low profile and a protective shell, built to push into tight spaces and give teams cover during breaches. Caterpillar tracks that could climb debris and broken curbs. Heavy armored shields mounted up front. It moved like a steel animal, slow and relentless, the kind of equipment you expect to see on the news when a foreign army rolls into a capital, not in Harris County.

And every one of us was armored up like infantry. Plate carriers became standard issue. Level IV ceramic plates, real ones, not the flimsy stuff people buy online, rated to stop large rifle rounds, even armor-piercing .30-06. You’d feel that weight by hour 12, the straps digging into your shoulders, the plates pressing into your ribs every time you bent down. But you wore them anyway, because the city had become a place where a traffic stop could turn into an ambush in two seconds, and the people shooting at you didn’t care about your badge.

The first domino that really told me we were done, that the old world was gone, wasn’t even the violence.

It was the supply chain.

Modern cities live on just-in-time delivery like a body lives on oxygen. Grocery stores and pharmacies keep two to four days of inventory on hand because trucks are always coming. When those trucks stop coming, you don’t ‘run low.’ You empty out.

The moment Marburg was declared a public health emergency, the C.D.C. and the federal government triggered port quarantine protocols. The C.B.P., U.S. Citizen and Boundary Protection and the Coast Guard began holding incoming maritime freight. Ships arriving at port were ordered to wait offshore, 21 days before offloading could even be considered. Some were never allowed to offload at all. The crews would sit out there like floating prisons, staring at a skyline that might as well have been another planet.

Then the private sector folded in on itself. UPS, FedEx, grounded fleets, reduced routes, ‘temporary suspensions’ that became permanent within days. Insurance companies suspended coverage for cargo entering quarantine zones, both maritime and inland. No coverage meant no shipments; no shipments meant no inventory; no inventory meant the illusion of stability was over. Truck drivers refused to enter hot zones. And I didn’t blame them. You can’t pay a man enough to drive into a city where he might get shot for a pallet of baby formula and then die of a hemorrhagic fever in a parking lot.

Fuel followed food. Tanker drivers refused to deliver. Gas stations ran dry. Lines turned into riots. People were siphoning gas from cars in broad daylight. The mayor issued an emergency declaration and seized remaining commercial fuel reserves at regional distribution hubs, municipal depots, even gas station tanks if they had anything left. The same happened with nonperishable food. It was triage, distribution lines, rationing, all of it happening at the same time as mass panic and armed looting.

Our assignments shifted from law enforcement to infrastructure defense overnight.

Water purification plants became fortresses. Hospitals and clinics became targets. Pharmacies that weren’t protected were stripped clean within hours. Food caches were guarded like gold. Distribution centers were treated like military objectives. We posted deputies at water plants with rifles. We ran convoys for medical supplies like we were escorting diplomats through Fallujah. We put armored units at intersections to keep mobs from overrunning relief points.

And then the gangs smelled it.

When the system weakens, predators stop hiding.

Gangs didn’t just loot, they organized. They hijacked supply vehicles. They ambushed distribution centers. They ran armed roadblocks and stripped cars. They moved in packs with rifles and handguns like they were militia, not street crews. And our rules of engagement shifted whether we admitted it out loud or not.

If we encountered armed looters actively participating, especially those engaged in ambushes or hijackings, we hit them with overwhelming force. Not because we wanted to be brutal. Because if we didn’t, we wouldn’t make it to the next call. And we had too many calls. Too many desperate people. Too much territory. Too few of us.

Only four days previously we fought an actual battle against one of the most dangerous gangs in the city. MS-13, also known as La Mara Salvatrucha. They were a notoriously violent transnational criminal organization, founded in Los Angeles in the 1980s by Salvadoran refugees before expanding throughout the U.S. and Central America. Comprised of thousands of members, they are known for extreme violence often using machetes and operate primarily through local cliques engaged in extortion, drug trafficking, murder, and human trafficking, frequently targeting Central American immigrant communities.

I still have trouble calling it an ‘operation’ without my stomach twisting.

Before Marburg Day, our intel estimated around 300 MS-13 members in the Houston area. That number already felt insane, but it was contained, surveillance, warrants, gang units playing the long game. Then everything broke, and MS-13 did what violent organizations do best: they absorbed chaos. Hundreds of displaced, undocumented young men flooded into the city from neighboring regions, hungry, angry, desperate, and ready to belong to something. MS-13 recruited them like a wildfire finding dry brush.

Within days, their localized strength swelled to nearly 2,500 members.

They took over a large amount of the apartment complexes in southwest Houston, the Richmond and Gessner corridors, turning half a square mile into a fortress of concrete and stairwells. 105 apartment buildings. Tight hallways. Narrow courtyards. Rooftops. Balconies. Windows that became firing positions.

After it happened, I felt like I was Afghanistan.

Not metaphorically. Not ‘it felt like.’

It was urban warfare.

We surrounded the area with 700 law enforcement officers and 200 reserve Marines that lived locally who were activated from 1st Battalion, 23rd Marines out of E.F.J.R.B. I remember seeing those Marines step off trucks, young faces, hard eyes, rifles held like they’d been born with them. Some of my deputies were ex-military, and I saw something in their posture shift when the Marines arrived. Like their bodies remembered a different life.

We rolled in at 0300 hours.

We deployed an L.R.A.D., Long Range Acoustic Device because standard megaphones don’t punch through concrete and closed windows. L.R.A.D.s do. They emit a crystal-clear, highly directional voice command over massive distances. The sound feels like it vibrates your bones when you’re too close.

We issued the warnings.

We gave them a chance.

Noncombatants were ordered to surrender unarmed and report to the nearest checkpoint. They were given 90 minutes to vacate. 90 to decide whether to live or be counted as a threat. Some came out. Many didn’t. Some were forced to stay. Some chose to stay. In that kind of chaos, truth becomes a luxury.

When the time expired, we moved.

BearCats rolled forward first, heavy tires grinding over curbs and debris. Military MRAPs took flanks. Some of the M.R.A.P.s had mounted weapons, manual .50 caliber machine guns and remote C.R.O.W.S. systems. C.R.O.W.S., Common Remotely Operated Weapon Stations are stabilized turrets controlled from inside the armored cabin. The operator sits behind armor, looking at a screen, using a joystick, and targeting interface to aim and fire without exposing themselves. Some platforms also carried 40mm automatic grenade launchers, capable of sending explosive rounds in controlled arcs to suppress fortified positions.

That’s what it had come to.

Machine guns and grenade launchers in Houston.

The first shots snapped from a rooftop before we even hit the first building line. Then windows lit up, muzzle flashes blooming like malignant fireflies. You could hear rounds cracking off armor and concrete, popping like someone smashing boards. The Marines advanced in disciplined bounds. Deputies moved behind armored cover. The Rook crawled forward, shields up, pushing into tight corridors where a BearCat couldn’t fit.

The Battle of H Town which it had begun to be called lasted 13 hours.

13 hours of stairwells and doorways. 13 hours of screams and smoke. 13 hours of trying to tell the difference between someone with a weapon and someone holding a child. 13 hours of hearing radio calls that still haunt me: ‘Officer down.’ ‘Need medic.’ ‘Taking fire from third floor.’ ‘They’re in the courtyard.’ ‘Rooftop shooter.” ‘I.E.D. possible, stand by.’ ‘Waste them!’

It was chaos layered on chaos. The rules of engagement plummeted even further that day. Nearly everything that moved was wiped out. People, animals. 

The casualty count that came out afterward didn’t even feel real.

Over 5,000 casualties.

117 from law enforcement and military casualties.

Over half a billion in property damage.

Half a square mile looked like it had been bombed. Buildings burned. Walls pocked with rounds. Stairwells collapsed. Glass everywhere. Blood in hallways. The smell, God, the smell, burnt plastic, cordite, sewage, smoke, and something sweet underneath it that you never forget once you’ve smelled it.

And that was wasn’t the worst of it. The bodies. The smell. The carnage. It looked like the Soviets and the Nazi’s just finished the siege of Leningrad.

The After Action Reports that were given to the media were lies. Everything was screened by the D.H.S. before any information was disseminated. Reports were there were minimal civilian casualties. But I was there. Men, women, the old, the young, children. Entire families wiped out. 

And in the middle of all of it, I remember thinking: This is what Agent Black meant.

Federalized. Unified command. Undesirables. Rounding up.

The city wasn’t being policed anymore.

It was being pacified.

I was close to breaking long before I admitted it to myself.

After the MS-13 purge, I stopped counting hours and started counting the moments where my hands weren’t shaking. I’d been inside enough hurricanes, enough active scenes, seen enough body bags to know what fatigue looked like, but this wasn’t just fatigue. This was the slow collapse of the part of your mind that believes there’s a line the government won’t cross and a line the public won’t step over. Houston had become a war zone, and we were treating it like one because there wasn’t any other way to keep the city from eating itself alive.

Every day I worried about my family up at Lake Conroe. Every day. Bethany and the kids were my only fixed point, the only reason I didn’t let the rage in my chest turn into something reckless. My wife’s brother Diego had moved in with us, thank God. He lived with us and kept eyes on the property, did the prepper work I should’ve insisted on sooner. The only comfort I had was knowing there was a man I trusted watching my front door while I was out there pretending I could hold a collapsing city together with checklists and radios.

The final breaking point came for me two hours ago.

Houston P.D. had a couple tactical raids planned, one of those rolling ‘clean-up’ actions that had become normal since Marburg Day, where criminal investigation and public order enforcement blurred into a single exhausting beast. H.C.S.O. was called in as backup. I was already stretched thin, already running on fumes and caffeine and the stubbornness of duty. Then I got a direct call. Agent Black wanted me there as the Scene Commander.

That alone was enough to make my stomach tighten. Black didn’t request, you just didn’t see his hands pushing the board unless he wanted something specific.

When I punched the address into my tactical computer, I felt the blood drain from my face.

It was my captain’s house.

Billy Woods.

My own damn captain.

For a second I thought I had keyed it wrong. I checked it twice. Then a third time, hoping the digits would rearrange themselves out of mercy. They didn’t.

On the way there I got on the tac channel with SWAT. Sergeant Jacob Baker, my friend, was running the team. His voice came through clipped, professional, the sound of a man who’d learned how to put fear in a box and work around it.

“Intel coordinator says maybe one to two armed personnel inside,” Baker told me. “Possibly holding Captain Woods and his family. Likely gang retaliation, somebody got his address.”

That made sense. Almost. Except nothing made sense anymore, and my gut had learned to mistrust sense.

I rolled onto the block and everything looked textbook. Perimeter already locked. Hard containment. Vehicles staged with discipline. No lights or warnings. No civilians wandering. Street barricaded at both ends. The kind of scene that proved back in the day we own the night. Not criminals. With how the world was now, no longer.

I stepped out and my boots hit the pavement, and I forced myself into checklist mode, the only thing that kept panic from hijacking my brain. Verify containment ring. Verify backdoor coverage. Verify rooftops. Verify crossfire lanes. Verify med staged. Verify breacher tools. Verify less-lethal ready if hostages visible. Verify comms.

I walked into the mobile incident command post two blocks away, one of those trailers that had become as common as patrol cars since Marburg. Screens glowing. Digital map up. Blue icons for our units. Red overlays marking the containment arcs. I ran my eyes over it and confirmed what they told me: the ring was sealed. No gaps.

Before stepping near any stack, I demanded a final update. Not because I didn’t trust Baker, I trusted him with my life, but I didn’t trust the information. All reports were coming from D.H.S. now instead of our own analysis. Something about this felt wrong in a way I couldn’t define.

The SWAT Intelligence Coordinator who had been replaced by D.H.S. and the lead case detective stepped up with the updated operations plan. Barricaded suspect. Possible hostage situation. They handed me the packet like it was routine.

Outside the trailer, Baker’s team waited in a tight, silent stack against the side of the transport vehicle, Level IV plate carriers, helmets, comms, M4s already chambered. They weren’t relaxed. They were coiled. Controlled aggression, trained men waiting for the one word that would turn them into violence.

Then the climate shattered.

A blacked-out federal SUV rolled in like it owned the street. No markings. Tinted windows. The kind of vehicle that never brings good news.

Special Agent Adrian Black stepped out.

He didn’t look at the briefing sheets. Didn’t ask for the plan. Didn’t ask about hostages. He walked up like the conclusion was already decided.

“We are blowing the doors right now,” he ordered, sharp enough that heads turned. “Full dynamic breach. We don’t have time to deploy your Liberty Defense HEXWAVE arrays, and I’m bypassing the Camero-Tech Xaver scans. Put boots through the door.”

My whole body went hot.

I stepped directly into his path before I could talk myself out of it. 

“Sir,” I said tightly, “bypassing those systems is a massive tactical error.”

Black’s eyes didn’t soften
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