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        “From the very beginning of Black Gold, you’re transported to a world much like the one we live in today. In fact, too close to reality.”

      

      

      

      
        
        “Bobby’s uncanny ability to take a topic of ‘what could happen’ and write an epic story about it is short of preternatural!”

        “Akart does a terrific job of wrapping his research in a fast-paced thrill ride!”
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      HACKERS DEMAND $70 MILLION TO END BIGGEST RANSOMWARE ATTACK ON RECORD

      

      ~ CBS News, July 6, 2021

      

      Cybersecurity teams are working feverishly to stem the impact of the single biggest global ransomware attack on record, with some details emerging about how the Russia-linked gang behind it breached the company whose software was the conduit.

      A broad array of businesses and public agencies were hit by the latest attack, apparently on all continents, including in financial services, travel and leisure and the public sector, though few large companies, the cybersecurity firm Sophos reported. Ransomware criminals infiltrate networks and sow malware that cripples them by scrambling all their data. Victims get a decoder key when they pay up.

      One cybersecurity specialist wore, "The level of sophistication here was extraordinary."

      

      COLONIAL PIPELINE ATTACKERS LINKED TO INFAMOUS REvil GROUP

      

      ~ Infosecurity Magazine, Summer 2021

      

      The DarkSide ransomware group blamed by the US government for a crippling attack on the Colonial fuel pipeline has been linked to a notorious variant used in extortion attacks against Apple and Quanta Computer. The DarkSide variant first appeared in around August 2020, but after a few months of operating it themselves, its Russian-speaking owners opened it up to affiliates to broaden the scope and reach of its attack.

      Researchers at Flashpoint claimed with “moderate confidence” that the owners of DarkSide are likely to have been former affiliates of REvil — short for Ransomware Evil, one of the most prolific cyber gangs in the world operating out of Russia.

      The ransomware gang, whose roots stem back to online environmental activism in 2002, has since focused efforts on profit-making motives.

      

      ‘WE WILL NOT STOP’: PIPELINE OPPONENTS READY FOR AMERICA’S BIGGEST ENVIRONMENTAL FIGHT

      

      ~ The UK Guardian, June 20, 2021

      

      As the sun set, more than a dozen young people carried a wooden bridge toward a narrow section of the Mississippi River. The bridge allowed the group to cross more easily from their camp to where the immense oil pipeline was being built on the other side.  They were cited for trespassing – but they had symbolically laid claim to the marshy landscape.

      Across the state of Minnesota, along the pipeline’s planned route of construction, activists have traveled from all over the country to do the same: many have locked themselves to construction equipment, and hundreds have been arrested.

      “We’re done messing around with the process and trusting that the process is going to work, because in the end, it failed us,” one of the activists said. “What am I trusting instead? The power of the people, and the creator.”

      

      EARTH FIRST! TACTICS IN FIGHT TO SAVE PLANET ANGER SOME, TICKLE OTHERS

      

      ~ Los Angeles Times, August 14, 1988

      

      The call went out to newspaper and television assignment editors one day last year: Position photographers at the state Department of Fish and Game office in downtown San Diego for a great picture of cow manure being dumped on a bureaucrat’s desk.

      The stunt, which necessarily required media cooperation, was meant to protest cattle grazing on public lands--a policy that affronts some conservationists as detrimental to Mother Earth’s fragile ecosystem, especially in terms of erosion and related problems caused by cattle near streams.

      And so it was that photographers from The Times and the Union-Tribune stationed themselves outside the DFG office at the appointed hour. Suddenly, two men, bandannas covering their faces, appeared out of a stairwell, ran into the lobby of the DFG office, dumped the manure on a desk and scurried off. Each photographer took a few quick pictures as office workers looked on, bewildered.
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        “It’s not whether you get knocked down. It’s whether you get up.”

        ~ Vince Lombardi, legendary coach of the Green Bay Packers
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        Belgium

      

      

      Spencer Gauthier hadn’t planned on murdering anyone that day much less catching the sea on fire. He was more of a chess player than a hired gun. In the digital realm where Gauthier roamed, battles began with opening moves, gambits, and stealth threats to the target. While combatants on the field of battle wielded knives or guns or bombs, Gauthier was capable of destroying his target with a few keystrokes on the computer.

      He’d arrived at the Brussels Airport after a rollicking flight amidst stormy weather that had beset Europe. He opted to take the train to Mons, a quaint city in southwest Belgium set on a knoll overlooking the Trouille and Haine rivers. The city of schools, as it was known, often hosted consortiums on a variety of topics, including the threat of cyber warfare. These gatherings were attended by corporate executives seeking to protect their trade secrets from prying eyes and white hat hackers, the so-called good guys, who offered protection from the likes of Spencer Gauthier.

      He exited the train station and fought his way through the throng of commuters, mainly students, who opted to live in the more vibrant city of Brussels without regard to the fifty-five-minute train ride that cost roughly fifteen dollars.

      Wind-driven rain came down in torrents, which added to the frantic activity at the entrance to the station. This didn’t bother Gauthier in the least. He lived in a world that thrived on distraction. Although he was a nameless, faceless cyber assassin, his paranoia and flair for the dramatic often forced him to move in the shadows as if he were a character in a spy novel.

      The fact was Gauthier had never been caught as he performed his trade. Not even close. He could execute cyber intrusions with the best the world had to offer, including state-sponsored groups like China’s Unit 61398, a division of the People’s Liberation Army, as well as the cyberterrorists who considered themselves patriots on behalf of their countries. While they weren’t state sponsored like PLA Unit 61398, they certainly enjoyed the tacit approval of their host countries, which didn’t attempt to ascertain their identities much less shut them down.

      Gauthier reached the street along with the masses of commuters, who began to peel off for one destination or another. He walked several blocks in the rain, making no effort to shield his head from the pelting drops like the other new arrivals to the city. His most prized possession, his laptop, was safely tucked under his arm in a nondescript, black zippered case. His thick, blond locks, along with his skull, protected his brain, which registered an intelligence quotient of one hundred eighty-seven. His IQ was deemed to be higher than the likes of Paul Allen, co-founder of Microsoft, and Stephen Hawking, the famed theoretical physicist.

      Truth be told, Gauthier would’ve fit right into the environs of Mons. He could have a top-level position at any of the universities or think tanks in the city. He could wear tweed jackets with suede elbow patches. A pipe would be by his side as well as a snifter of brandy. He could certainly play the part of an intellectual elite if he chose to do so.

      However, he sought a different path with his MENSA-worthy mind and superior cyber capabilities. First and foremost, he sought to make a profit from his activities. Second, but almost equally important, he wanted to leave a legacy. One appreciated by like-minded thinkers but not one that resulted in buildings being named after him or endowment funds being established.

      Spencer Gauthier was an idealist. And he wanted to save the planet.

      After walking several blocks, he found his destination. The rain had dissipated to a fine mist, which allowed his clothing to dry somewhat. It was a Friday in early September, and fall had arrived early. Evidence of leaves changing color to yellow surprised him. Yet it didn’t. Climate change was real, and Earth was in the midst of an environmental upheaval.

      Gauthier considered himself to be a foot soldier in the fight to protect the planet from the results of decades of fossil fuel use and mismanagement of natural resources. Certainly, getting paid for his services was at the top of the list. He’d learned at an early age there were philanthropists who’d pay handsomely to join the fight. In their minds, they, too, were soldiers, except they weren’t in the trenches like Gauthier. Not that he begrudged them for their hands-off approach. Armies needed funding, and who better than the world’s wealthy elite to ensure he had the financial means to continue.

      He was known as Janus on the dark web—the domain of hackers and cyber thieves. The dark web was the part of the internet invisible to search engines. It required specialized anonymizing browsers to be accessed. The dark web was completely legal, but a user browsed it at their own risk. Anyone capable of accessing it who was unfamiliar with the rules of the road would find themselves easy prey in waters inhabited by digital sharks.

      Gauthier often found the media portrayal of the dark web as an enterprise completely related to criminal activities. Hacking, for example, only represented five percent of the activities on the dark web. To be sure, it was the place to hire the most proficient hackers. White hat hackers, the ethical bunch who proclaimed to break the law for good reasons, could be found on the dark web but rarely offered their services for hire.

      The so-called gray hat hackers were a mix of the good guys and the bad. White and black combined resulted in gray. These hackers were akin to the accountants who went to work for the Internal Revenue Service as a bad guy, to some, only to switch teams to become a representative of taxpayers. They learned the inside game and used it to enable Americans to save money on their taxes. The gray hats find vulnerabilities in a computer system and reach out to the entity’s webmaster with an offer to make the repair, for a fee of course.

      Then there were the likes of Gauthier, aka Janus. He was a bad guy in the eyes of most people unless, of course, you needed him. The black hats were responsible for the creation of malware to gain access to networks and bypass computer security systems. Their motivation was typically financial gain or personal satisfaction. Even revenge was a common incentive for their actions.

      Gauthier had been contacted anonymously through the dark web using a Tor browser and a posting on Trojanforge. Gauthier was skeptical at first because they’d sought out Janus, his nom de plume, specifically. Using several intermediate servers to encrypt his interaction with the poster, Gauthier had successfully received the information he sought without revealing his identity or location. A meeting had been set, and now he was just hours away from the most important job interview of his life.

      He dashed into a department store to purchase some dry clothes, and then made his way to a hostel where he could pay cash for his stay. Like on the dark web, Gauthier moved in the shadows. It was safer that way.

      After checking in and sharing a shower with a leggy brunette from France who had no inhibitions whatsoever, he quickly dressed. Following a final check of his messages in Trojanforge, he entered the street again, thankful for the blue sky peeking through the storm clouds that began to move out of the region.

      Gauthier looked upward and smiled. The Earth was a beautiful place. Beauty that was worth fighting for. He was ready to do battle to protect her.
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        Sterling Oil Platform 42

        Devil’s Tower

        Gulf of Mexico

      

      

      It was a city that never slept. For decades, Sterling Oil Platform 42 rested high above the Gulf of Mexico, looming over passing oil tankers and freighters heading toward Galveston Bay. 42 worked diligently, in near silence, around the clock. Its inhabitants, some young and one pushing seventy, performed their functions in an unforgiving environment.

      Life on an oil rig was far from glamorous. It wasn’t even comfortable. There was downtime, to be sure, but it wasn’t occupied by partying and poker playing although those who worked the oil rigs of the Gulf were gamblers. They risked their lives daily to work in harsh conditions far away from shore while sitting atop water nearly two miles deep.

      Over the centuries, the demand for oil increased, and the Gulf of Mexico was seen as a prime location for open-water drilling. With the early successes of oil exploration in the Gulf, new fields were discovered in the North Sea and off the coast of Scotland.

      As humankind modernized, the need for energy increased exponentially. Consumers needed to power appliances, heat and cool their homes, and propel their vehicles for all manner of purposes. Businesses used the combustion engine to operate factories and utilities. Without fossil fuels, for the most part, the lights wouldn’t be on in our homes.

      Technology proved that fossil-fuel energy offered the highest rate of efficiency compared to its natural resource counterparts such as wind, hydropower, and solar-generated power sources. Over time, the demand for oil rose, and oil exploration expanded across the globe.

      The rig workers didn’t generally contemplate such heady matters. Their shifts were usually eight to twelve hours with brief breaks for meals. Offshore oil platforms ran twenty-four hours a day and required constant monitoring. Even those off duty tended to do their jobs out of sheer boredom. They passed the time until their three-week work session was over, which earned them three weeks off the rig. They enjoyed movies, internet access, and unlimited telephone calls to friends or family. For some, the isolation on the open water was a welcome respite from the drama and fast-paced way of life on the mainland.

      This was the case for Jeremiah Brown, a longtime employee of Sterling Petroleum, one of the largest independent oil producers in the state of Texas. Brown had started his career on the company’s oil rigs as a roustabout. The roustabout, or floorman as the job description was used today, was an unskilled manual laborer who, at the time Brown was hired, might’ve been on the run from the law or otherwise had nothing going for him.

      Brown had been a solid young man when he was hired by Sterling. He wanted to join the Army but was deemed medically disqualified. At the time he applied with Sterling, the oil business was booming, and the pay was better than land-based jobs. He lied about being eighteen, and at the ripe age of seventeen, he was sent out into the Gulf to clean drilling equipment, make repairs to the rig, and anything else asked of him.

      Over the years, he’d worked every job on the platform, from roughneck to tool pusher. He’d been elevated to drilling superintendent and eventually became the oil rig manager. With no education, Brown had learned through hands-on experience. He’d passed on years of experience to many men and women who sought careers with Sterling Energy. Now he was ready to hang up his hard hat.

      After fifty years, Jeremiah Brown was on the cusp of retirement. He’d never married and had devoted his life to Sterling Energy. His family consisted of the men and women aboard the rig he was assigned to, such as Sterling Oil Platform 42. At sixty-seven, he was Sterling’s longest-tenured employee in the company’s history other than its founder, Dutch Sterling.

      42 was a spar, a term used to describe an oil rig that supports several aspects of oil extraction, including drilling, production, and storage. The spar consisted of a large, vertical cylinder stretching deep toward the ocean floor. Perched atop the spar was a hull where the drilling equipment, production facilities, and living quarters were contained. The typical spar in the Gulf of Mexico sits more than a hundred feet out of the water and stretches six to seven hundred feet below the water’s surface.

      The main component of a spar was the deep-draft floating chamber. A hollow cylindrical hull, it was structurally designed to withstand the worst of oceanic conditions. Its center of gravity was at the bottom of the hull to ensure stability. The hull also acted as a storage facility for the enormous volume of oil or gas extracted from the bottom of the Gulf.

      42 was located in the Devil’s Tower Gas Field approximately one hundred forty miles southeast of New Orleans. When Sterling had obtained the rights to drill in the newly discovered oil field located in the Mississippi Canyon, Brown was tapped to run the operation. It would prove to be a challenge to drill down more than a mile and a half to reach the floor of the Gulf. Semisubmersibles were used to drill through the five different layers of sand. The herculean effort paid off for all the oil companies that took on the challenge. Over several decades, they’d barely tapped the estimated field reserves equivalent to one hundred to one hundred fifty million barrels of oil.

      Brown got the process started, and tonight, he was turning over the reins to the first female oil rig manager in Sterling Energy’s history. To commemorate Brown’s retirement and his last night aboard the platform, a party was thrown in his honor.

      It should’ve been one to remember.
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        Houston, Texas

      

      

      Only on rare occasions can the course of history be profoundly changed by a single event. However, Texas’s entrance into the Industrial Age took place with a rush when oil was discovered at Spindletop. On January 10, 1901, an enormous geyser of oil exploded from a drilling site at Spindletop Hill, a small mound created by an underground salt deposit near Beaumont in Southeastern Texas. Pure crude oil dating back to the Jurassic period when dinosaurs ruled the earth came gushing into the world, and as it did, the beginning of the modern petroleum industry began.

      Before that fateful day in 1901, Houston was home to farmers and cattle ranchers. It was filled with flat land and miles of shoreline along Galveston Bay, where the Port of Houston accepted ships full of tea, silk, coffee and spices from abroad while exporting cotton, tobacco, and animal pelts.

      Spindletop changed the face of Texas and the Gulf Coast region from New Orleans to Corpus Christi. As a hundred thousand barrels of oil were produced daily from Spindletop, exploration for the next big gusher began in earnest. The black gold rush had begun.

      Small towns that were nothing more than a stop for travelers began to lay claim to being the oil capital of Texas. Beaumont, Corsicana, Odessa, and Kilgore, to name a few, all experienced brief booms that could’ve catapulted them to prominence within the petroleum industry. It was Houston, however, that would ultimately take the prize of the oil and gas capital of the world.

      A land speculator named Jesse Jones began to gobble up land throughout Houston. He purchased the Bristol Hotel, the ten-story headquarters of the Houston Chronicle media conglomerate, and then built another ten-story building nearby to attract a tenant. Jones set his sights on the Texas Company and tendered a lease offer for $2,000 a month.

      Joseph Cullinan, the owner of the company, jumped at the opportunity and moved the Texas Company, now known as Texaco, to Houston. Their vision for the city came to fruition as the Houston Ship Channel was opened and refineries began to spring up nearby. Before long, every major oil company had a presence there, making Houston the energy capital of the world.

      Over forty-six hundred petroleum-related firms—including exploration, production, transmission, and technology—located their headquarters in Houston. Even small, independent oil producers maintained a presence there although most were late to arrive. Texas was an independent-minded state. As a result, many of the small operations remained closest to where their oil leases were located.

      Dutch Sterling might not have been a wealthy entrepreneur like Jones and Cullinan, but he was a visionary. Sterling was a cattleman, oilman, and Texas statesman who’d become well known around the state in an era when information was still being disseminated by word of mouth and other means like the Pony Express.

      Sterling was the largest landowner in the area northeast of Bryan, Texas, which included Brazos, Grimes, and Leon Counties. With the discovery of oil at Spindletop, and soon thereafter in the Permian Basin of West Texas, exploration took off. Early finds in Corsicana to the north of Bryan, found by accident while drilling a water well, continued in 1920 as a large oil field in nearby Mexia revealed itself. Sterling joined the black gold rush and set up wells throughout his properties while continuing to operate his cattle ranch.

      In just a matter of years, Sterling joked that he had nearly as many oil wells on his land as he had heads of cattle. During the twenties, Sterling Oil, as it was called then, became a highly respected producer of oil and created a number of relationships with refineries throughout Texas. He slowly grew, avoiding taking on debt and mortgaging the ranch. It turned out to be fortuitous.

      As the Great Depression brought down the nation’s economy, Sterling flourished by focusing on what he knew best—cattle, oil, and land. Through a combination of natural instincts, sheer will, and pure luck, Sterling rapidly expanded his company at a time when many were suffering. As farms and ranches failed around him, he entered into long-term oil leases with the families in order to give them an income. He hired most of them to work the land, and as a result, they were insulated from the financial devastation that beset other Americans.

      To be sure, Sterling profited from the business relationships he’d made with the families in financial trouble. At the same time, he enabled them to keep their farms and ranches out of foreclosure while feeding their children.

      During this era, there were many who profited, like the so-called Big Four oil barons bearing names like Hunt, Richardson, Cullen, and Murchison, each of whom at one point were either believed to be or perhaps actually was America’s richest man. Forbes magazine wrote that it was near impossible to determine which one held the mantle at any given time because it was wholly determined by which gusher rose the highest in the air at any given moment.

      Sterling also obtained leases from wildcatters who preyed upon the unsuspecting landowners. They were known to make big promises to ranchers, only to fail miserably during their exploration of areas not known to be oil fields.

      He was not a geologist by any stretch of the imagination; however, he knew Texas. He saw who was successful and who was not. He was able to use common sense to determine where a seam ran and where it didn’t. Sterling fashioned himself to be a creekologist, a pseudoscience that involved picking drilling locations by studying creek beds and hillsides. His nose for the land and what was under it, as well as his reputation for fairness, propelled Sterling Oil to become one of the top independent petroleum companies in Texas.

      While Hunt dominated the oil fields of East Texas and others flocked to the Permian Basin in the western part of the state, Sterling stayed put in the area around Bryan. Gradually, with the help of his son, he expanded the business toward their southwest into Fayette and Gonzalez Counties. They had limited success there at first, but Sterling and his son stayed the course.

      Then, as the twenty-first century arrived and the leadership at Sterling changed, one of the most significant events in the history of Texas oil exploration occurred—the discovery of Eagle Ford Shale.

      In 2008, Petrohawk drilled the first discovery well from Eagle Ford, a shale formation roughly fifty miles wide and four hundred miles long that ran through Sterling-controlled leased property. Under the careful tutelage of Dutch Sterling’s descendants, Sterling Oil had sufficient cash reserves and excellent relationships with its bankers to extract its share of the estimated three billion barrels of black gold trapped in the seams between the Buda Limestone and the Austin Chalk geologic formations.

      Sterling Oil, later rebranded as Sterling Energy, had reached its pinnacle of success under the watchful guidance of its founder’s granddaughter, Stephanie Sterling.
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        Sterling Ranch

        Brazos County, Texas

      

      

      Stephanie Sterling Millican took in the landscape as she slowed her horse to a stop outside one of fourteen barns on the family ranch. This particular barn, the largest, was attached to a series of corrals, pens, and chutes used to bring livestock onto the ranch and, later, to take them to auction to sell.

      The red barn and surrounding white ranch fencing were typical of thousands that dotted the Texas landscape. The galvanized metal roof, however, had the name Sterling emblazoned across both sides of the gable roof in twenty-foot-tall black lettering. It was a reminder to anyone who flew overhead that subtlety was a quality rarely invoked toward anything in the state of Texas.

      Certainly, there were parts of Texas where the landscape more resembled another planet than Earth, and therefore signs of life like big red barns, cattle, and oil rigs were rarely seen. Traveling across the state on Interstate 10 for eight hundred eighty miles would yield vistas reminiscent of old western movies, only to be replaced by unending strip malls and high-rise buildings through El Paso, San Antonio and especially Houston.

      Stephanie loved Texas and everything it represented. Like her fellow Texans, she saw herself as confident, hardworking, and free of the hang-ups that seemed to plague the rest of America. She scoffed when outsiders viewed Texas as a place full of rambunctious, unrestrained cowboys who rode hard during the day and drank all night.

      For those who’ve observed Texas from afar, primarily through the eyes of the media, they believed Texas to mindlessly celebrate their individualism and consider government to be some form of all-powerful monster intent upon impeding their lives. These strangers believed Texans were nothing more than a bunch of braggarts, careless with their lives, health, and welfare. They were gullible because they weren’t educated up East, as they say. Yet they were dangerous at the same time as they clung to religion and their guns to dictate the course of their lives.

      Despite all of the negative media from both news and entertainment formats, Texas was the place to be. Sorry, Jed Clampett, Cousin Pearl Bodine gave you some bad advice back in the day. For decades, Californians have fled the state in droves, seeking the freedom and lifestyle Texans enjoyed. Three Texas cities—Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio—were firmly entrenched in the nation’s top ten most populated. While California still boasted ten million more residents, that was expected to change by 2050, if not sooner based on current trends.

      The Sterling-Millican family epitomized the stereotypical rural Texas family in many respects. Kids grew up on the ranch wearing boots, driving pickup trucks, and owning a variety of weapons. Each of them had an aura of confidence about them. A swagger that gave them their own identity.

      Stephanie was no different. However, the word that would best describe her was grounded. Now retired, her name had once been synonymous with Texas oil. Her husband was by far the most famous of the clan as far as household names go. Her two oldest children were known throughout Texas from the halls of government in Austin to the boardrooms of the major players in the petroleum industry. Her youngest son would likely follow in his father’s footsteps and was already one of the most sought-after high school football players in the nation.

      She was very much like her grandfather Dutch Sterling, the founder of Sterling Oil. He was more rancher than oilman. That was what Stephanie enjoyed. Slipping on a pair of jeans to go with her flannel shirt. Pulling on her Justin roper cowboy boots. Grabbing her cowboy hat off the peg near the front door of the ranch house and pulling it down over her eyes for her early morning ride.

      That Friday morning was no different. After tying off her horse, she slogged through the muck toward the inside of the barn. There had been a heavy rain the day before, leaving the already muddy conditions even worse. She could only imagine what the inside of the barn and the chutes looked like with all of the activity that was underway.

      “Good morning, ma’am.” Two of the ranch hands covered in mud exited the barn as she arrived. They tipped their hats and politely stood to the side to allow the boss to enter. Texans also minded their manners because, well, their parents taught them to.

      “Good morning, boys,” Stephanie said with a smile. She gave them the once-over and smiled. “Are you havin’ fun yet?”

      “Oh, yes, ma’am,” replied one.

      “Better than them calves, anyway,” said the other, drawing a laugh from the matriarch of the family.

      “I imagine so,” she added with a subtle wink as she moved inside the barn.

      It was the first Friday in September and the time of year most ranchers around the country were preparing their herds for auction. The Sterling Ranch operated year-round. Their fields produced an enormous amount of feed for the cattle they raised, and the number of barns enabled them to keep a herd well fed throughout the winter. This had provided Sterling Ranch a substantial income boost in the spring, as their beef was some of the most sought after in the southeastern part of the state.

      It also enabled Stephanie and her ranch foreman to pick up bargains on cattle at auction. This year, they’d bought an abundance of bull calves, which meant it was time to do some castration.

      Throughout her career, Stephanie had had to deal with all types of activists, from environmental to animal rights. Toward the end of her career before she turned the full-time operations of Sterling Energy over to her oldest child, she’d even arm-wrestled with gender activists.

      She chuckled to herself as she thought about the arguments made to her through the company’s head of human resources. She was told that the company needed to move into the twenty-first century and accept the fact that many people considered their gender to be fluid. At first, she was dumbfounded as the HR head explained to her what that meant. Then, ironically, she used the castration of these bulls as an analogy.

      “You either have a set or you don’t,” she’d said to the man. “Just ’cause we cut ’em off those bulls doesn’t make them a cow. It makes ’em a steer. Is that fluid enough for you?” Then she fired him.

      He later sued the company for wrongful termination, complaining that he was some protected status or another. Sterling’s six-figure settlement coupled with the negative publicity was one of the reasons Stephanie chose to retire while at the top of her game. The truth was that she wanted to enjoy ranch life before she got too old. She wanted to spend more time with her husband and her high-school-age son, who’d soon be moving out of the nest to go someplace like Tuscaloosa, Alabama, or Clemson, South Carolina.

      “Good morning, Miss Stephanie,” greeted Fernando Garcia, the ranch’s longtime foreman. He never took his eyes off the castration process as he guided the young bulls into the aluminum chute. Once the calf was in place between the side bars, he was secured in a head lock that utilized strong springs and a rounded handle for ease of operation.

      Fernando personally handled the most difficult, potentially dangerous part of the castration process. He expertly gripped the calf’s testicles to ensure they’d descended before he injected lidocaine to instantly numb the area. After a series of incisions were made to complete the castration, the new steer was given a tetanus shot before being released into a pen.

      There were many humane as well as business reasons to castrate the young bulls. For one, a rancher didn’t need a bull running around the ranch, impregnating his sisters. Nor did he need an ornery bull charging around his pasture. Second, the flavor, texture, and fat composition of the meat was considerably superior from a steer as opposed to a bull. Therefore, they commanded a higher price at auction.

      “I think we did a pretty good job at auction this year, Fernando. Whadya think?”

      “Yes, ma’am. These are gonna give us a nice profit in the spring. How are futures lookin’?”

      “Up again this morning. They keep talking about a projected decrease in beef production for next year. I try to keep a handle on this stuff, of course, and I’ll be danged if I can figure out why they’re saying it.”

      “Market manipulation,” muttered Fernando as he expertly removed another set of testicles and dropped them into a bucket. Some of the ranch hands would prepare them into calf fries, an innocent-enough-looking deep-fried meat served with flour gravy until the person partaking of the delicacy learned what it was they were eating. “I swear outfits like Cargill throw this stuff around the news to drive up prices.”

      “It’s no different than the oil industry. You wanna get more for a barrel of crude? Manufacture a crisis somewhere, and the market goes nuts.”

      “Miss Stephanie! Ma’am!” One of the ranch hands she’d passed earlier had returned and was hollering for her.

      She abruptly turned toward him to avoid causing the calves any more angst than they were already experiencing.

      “What is it?”

      “Ma’am, um, they’ve been trying to reach you by phone. There’s been an in-cee-dent at one of the oil wells.”

      Stephanie reached into her hip pocket and pulled out her phone. The display had been cracked by a horse that had stepped on it. This had happened so many times to her cell phone that she didn’t bother replacing the doggone thing until it ceased to function entirely. And even then, she took her sweet time about it. Somehow, she felt life was better without the annoying device. Now was one of those moments.

      “I don’t have a signal, but that’s not unusual at this part of the ranch. Do you know what happened?”

      “Vandals, ma’am. They spray-painted a bunch of graffiti on one of the pump jacks.”

      “Which one?”

      The young man hesitated because he was concerned it would have an emotional effect on his boss.

      Stephanie repeated the question. “Which one was it?”

      “Um, they said it was number one, ma’am.”

      Stephanie looked to the sky and shook her head in disbelief. Sterling Oil pump jack No. 1 was the first installed by her grandfather when he began drilling in the 1920s. It had ceased functioning decades ago and was nothing more than a symbol of the Sterlings’ legacy.

      Without saying another word, she stomped through the muck and untied her horse. She wanted to see for herself.
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        Sterling Energy

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      John Barron had been given his instructions. This was not to be a puff piece. He needed to get a headlines-grabbing quote. One that would bring attention to the upcoming issue of Forbes magazine featuring the most influential women in business. The outspoken subject of his interview certainly deserved to grace the cover of Forbes, just as her beauty would’ve justified a photo shoot in Vogue or Vanity Fair. The CEO of Sterling Energy was nowhere near the richest on the list, but her dynamic personality and successful career warranted the worldwide attention she’d receive from the article.

      Barron had been chosen to handle the interview for a reason. He was unafraid of the repercussions of his questioning. Unlike others on the staff of Forbes, a business magazine founded in 1917, Barron was not interested in endearing himself to the subject of his interviews. He’d taken on billionaires for decades. As a longtime political reporter with the Washington Post before joining Forbes, he’d covered presidents and world leaders, focusing on their financial holdings and whom they’d stepped on to acquire their wealth.

      During his preparations for the interview, Barron had studied every article and interview he could find on his subject. On the surface, she was certainly her mother’s daughter in many respects. Her mother was a pioneer, both in terms of the petroleum industry as well as an entrepreneur. She’d shattered the glass ceiling for many women, opening the door for the likes of Karen Lynch at CVS Health and Mary Barra at General Motors.

      Yet, while Stephanie Sterling Millican had been widely respected for her transparent handling of the energy conglomerate’s business affairs, her daughter had a sinister, dark side. Nothing had been proven, and only whispers surrounded her leadership of Sterling Energy. She got results and had elevated the Texas company to the undisputed top of everyone’s list of independent petroleum companies. Still, rumors persisted about her use of the proverbial iron fist as the chief executive officer of the company.

      Then, in a political climate that certainly suggested she mind her p’s and q’s, she was not one to mince words regarding her opinion of climate change and the effect the fossil-fuel industry had on the future of the planet. Most times, during television interviews, she’d catch herself and shoot the interviewer a sly grin as she batted her eyes as a disabling mechanism before deftly changing the subject. As part of his research for the interview, Barron had watched an interview she’d given CNBC over and over again. It was her tell, as they say in the poker business. A behavior or demeanor that gave a view into her soul. Barron was not afraid to look inside, even if it resulted in her baring her fangs.

      The interview took place at Sterling’s executive offices on the top floor of the Williams Tower at 2800 Post Oak Boulevard outside downtown Houston. In the early eighties when the sixty-four-story skyscraper had been built, Sterling was making the hyperjump from oil exploration and drilling to becoming a player in the petroleum industry. They gobbled up refineries, pipelines, and petroleum transportation companies.

      The Sterling family had elevated the stature of the company to rub elbows with the big guys who’d dominated the landscape of downtown Houston for decades. However, they wanted their own identity as an independent, so they’d executed long-term leases in the more suburban Williams Tower.

      Dutch Sterling and his son wanted to set themselves apart from the corporate giants. It was a David-and-Goliath approach that endeared themselves to small oil companies throughout Texas. The decision served them well over the years. While the two largest buildings in the city bore names like JPMorgan Chase and Wells Fargo, the third largest wasn’t named Sterling, but a quarter of its floors were occupied by the company.

      The large room at the end of the hallway overlooked the Galleria Mall and Houston’s cityscape in the background. At the other end of the hallway was Sterling’s boardroom, which contained an unobstructed view of the bedroom communities of Katy, Cypress and Tomball together with the vast ranch lands extending toward the family home in Bryan. This was by design. During their board meetings, the Sterlings wanted the focus to be where the oil was located, not the buildings housing those who profited greatly from it. It was a symbolic action designed to keep the company’s focus on what they did best—extract energy resources from the Earth.

      Several media outlets were invited to attend the interview. Local news outlets like KHOU and the Houston Chronicle had reporters there, filming and taking notes. On a national level, news crews from CNN and CNBC were in attendance. Each of the outlets agreed to give Forbes final authority on what was disseminated to the public before the magazine issue was released. Forbes hoped to create excitement for the full issue by allowing choice excerpts of the interview to be released in the media. It was a tactic they’d rarely used before but deemed necessary to boost the sagging sales of their publication.

      By design, the early questions put forth by Barron were softballs, as they say in the industry. They were designed to elicit content for the article and make the subject matter of the interview comfortable with the interviewer. Depending upon the journalist’s intent, the softball questions would continue until the interview concluded with an open-ended query that allowed the subject to say something profound.

      Today was different. Barron wanted to draw his subject into a false sense of security, then, when she least expected it, hit her with a haymaker designed to attain a truthful, unfiltered response rather than one full of equivocation. The cameras were rolling on his subject, who seemed to be bored with the back-and-forth. At one point, she even glanced at her stylish Rolex Cellini as if she had something more important to do. It was time to throw the first of a series of punches. He just hoped she didn’t hit him back. Literally.
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        Mons, Belgium

      

      

      Gauthier walked briskly through the city until he passed El Catiau, the city’s famous bell tower, which rose nearly three hundred feet into the sky atop a hill where a castle once stood. Its carillon of forty-seven bells played loudly, echoing off the ground against the low cloud ceiling. As instructed, he took a cobblestone alley that passed between a six-hundred-year-old church and residences nearly as old. The structures created a single-lane canyon of brick and stone with the occasional flower box hanging from upper-level windows.

      He spied the worn Italian flags hanging above the entrance to a pizzeria. The solid wooden door was open, allowing the smell of Italian delicacies to waft onto the street. The black door of the adjoining building was nondescript. The brass numbers, one-one, were in dire need of polishing and barely readable. That was by design, Gauthier thought as he approached the entry with trepidation.

      Stupidly, he tried the door handle to gain entry. These people don’t leave their door unlocked, he thought to himself as he slowly looked around the stone façade of the building. Only discernible after close scrutiny, Gauthier found two security cameras flanking the façade. There were no flashing red lights or any other indication they had detected his presence. He stood there, hesitant to knock and unsure as to how to proceed.

      Then, with a loud clank, metal on metal could be heard, and the door slowly opened with a loud creak. A gush of warm, stale air greeted him as he stepped toward the threshold. The interior was dark, and he could only make out a shadow awaiting him inside. In that moment, Gauthier found himself at the crossroads of becoming wealthy or disappearing without a trace.

      After he stepped in, he was suddenly grabbed from behind and turned toward the stone wall. A husky voice with a thick French accent ordered him to stay calm. He was expertly patted down and swept with a metal detection wand. As the two men stepped away from him, a dim lamp was illuminated, revealing the interior of the building. Gauthier breathed for the first time.

      “My apologies for the precautionary measures we’re required to take,” a woman said from down the hallway.

      Gauthier squinted his eyes to make out her features. She was tall, thin, and dressed in a black pantsuit. Her jet-black hair coupled with her attire gave her the appearance of a ninja rather than a soft-spoken, polite hostess.

      “Understandable. I take it I came to the right place?”

      “Time will tell, sir,” she replied. “This way, please.”

      Gauthier began walking toward her and was closely followed by two of the security personnel. He presumed they were armed, not that it mattered. If it was his day to die, there was nothing he could do about it at this point.

      Despite his apprehension, Gauthier remained relatively calm. The few beads of nervous perspiration that had emerged on his forehead were quickly vanquished as they moved deeper into the building. The stone hallway became cooler, and eventually, a dim light emanated from a door ahead. Gauthier strained his ears to hear any kind of sound emerging from the room. The woman’s heels clicking on the hard floor distracted him somewhat, as well as the heavy breathing of his two escorts.

      Unease overcame him again as his escort slowly pushed the door open, and the telltale glow of computer monitors was revealed to him. During the back-and-forth discussions on Trojanforge, Gauthier had provided his interviewers a specification list to make available at the audition. His contact had not dictated what was required of him. They simply asked that he provide them evidence of his capabilities.

      He had an idea of what they had in mind. Gauthier, as Janus, was credited with hacking into Glovo, Spain’s equivalent of Amazon. The two-billion-dollar Spanish retail delivery company had grown to fill the void in Europe when the European Union greatly restricted US-based Amazon’s activities there.

      Gauthier wasn’t able to access customers’ credit cards and payment methods, but he easily hacked into their Glovo accounts. He sold access to the accounts on the dark web, and within hours, the company was inundated with fraudulent orders ranging from gift cards to easily pawned merchandise like electronics. He was able to gain access through an outdated administration panel interface that hadn’t been removed by Glovo’s internet technology department.

      During the twenty-two hours that Gauthier was able to sell the information, he’d earned over one hundred thousand dollars paid in various forms of cryptocurrency, the preferred method of payment by hackers worldwide.

      As Janus, he’d also instituted a series of cyberattacks targeting television news networks in the US and Europe. He’d replaced their evening news broadcasts with computer-generated images of the planet on fire interspersed with disheartening photographs of animal life perishing in the flames. After nearly a minute of the images flooding viewers’ homes, he’d crashed the TV stations’ servers.

      The woman instructed the two security guards to wait in the hallway, and she shut the door behind them. The heavy steel and wooden door appeared to have been part of the structure since it was built in the 1600s. She then turned to Gauthier.

      “Before you take a seat, there will be a brief question-and-answer period.”

      Gauthier took a deep breath and turned toward the back of the room, which was devoid of light. He could feel the presence of powerful people most likely seated in plush chairs. They were deathly quiet as they studied him, making assessments based on first impressions. They knew little of his résumé or his background, other than rumor. They relied upon their own internet professionals to determine whether Janus had the capabilities they sought.

      As he understood the entreaty made to him via Trojanforge, after he put on a demonstration of his skills, there would be a bidding war between the attendees to hire him. He might receive multiple offers to perform tasks, or none at all. And, he was told, he might receive an exclusive offer that would take him off the market except for the use of one organization. The thought intrigued him. He could command a king’s ransom for his skills as well as the finest in computer hardware to perform his tasks. He could train proteges who would someday assist in his personal quest of protecting the planet.

      “How do you avoid detection?” asked a man with a heavy German accent.

      Gauthier proceeded carefully as he responded so he didn’t show insolence. He would not reveal the specifics of his techniques. For one thing, he wasn’t there to educate others. Secondly, the information he provided might enable someone to unmask his true identity at a later date.

      “For business or governmental entities, the key to deterring cyberattacks is to determine who ordered it, obviously. Nation-states have entered into treaties that require them to notify another nation of their intention to initiate an attack. These rules have been translated into the cybersphere, albeit aren’t respected. I take advantage of the fact that accomplishing a perfect attribution is near impossible. Nation-states frequently use false-flag operations meant to confuse their adversaries. Black hat hackers will use servers around the globe as conduits to avoid detection. In my case, depending on the goal, I will provide investigation teams enough information to lead them in the opposite direction of where they should be looking. Chasing their tails, if you will.”

      Several other general questions were asked, and Gauthier handled them with ease. It seemed that most in the room were interested in the demonstration he promised. The Q and A was useful to Gauthier to assess the level of knowledge of his prospective employers. The questions they asked could be researched by any high school student on the internet. He got the impression that those in attendance were not IT professionals but, rather, the money people. He was honored that they considered his talents worthy of their valuable time. By the time he got settled into his seat and became accustomed to his computer hardware, most of the attendees were sitting on the edge of their seats in anticipation of what he had in store for them.

      Like a surgeon working with a gallery of onlookers tucked behind a glass partition above the surgical center, Gauthier got to work and spoke to his interviewers as he quickly interacted with the keyboard. He used simple terms as he took on the role of storyteller, building tension and excitement within the room.

      He intended to end his audition with a grand finale that he hoped would impress his prospective employers. While the result was not as he’d planned, it most certainly impressed, especially the father and son who stood alone at the back of the darkened room.
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        Sterling Ranch

      

      

      Stephanie was not in a particular hurry as she rode across the ranch toward pump jack number one. It was not a functioning pumping unit, having been taken out of commission decades prior. But it was her grandfather’s first, and that truly pissed her off. The environmental wackos, as she liked to call them, had been a thorn in her side during her entire tenure as CEO of Sterling. Since her retirement, the activities of the extremists had continued, except they had become more brazen. It was a company-wide problem, but this was the first time their destructive actions had struck so close to home.

      It was more of an annoyance than anything else. Over the years, the ranch hands had maintained the pump jack to diminish rust and to keep it looking like new with frequent coats of paint. She tried to suppress her anger caused by the vandals and take in the scenery of this part of the ranch, where she hadn’t ridden in a while.

      She chuckled as she watched the operating pump jacks slowly rise up and down, creating an artificial lift that increased the pressure within the well below in order to pull oil to the surface. Slow. Methodical. Workmanlike. The multitude of pump jacks were frequently referred to by her grandfather as being part of an iron orchard on the ranch.

      Her mind wandered to so many years ago when as a young girl, she’d tagged along with Grandpa Dutch, as she called him. Her horse plodded along as she recalled the conversation that had changed the course of her life when she was only ten years old.

      Dutch had retired and turned over the company operations to his son, Stephanie’s father. Truthfully, he had a better relationship with his only grandchild than he did with his son. Jack Sterling wanted to run the company his way and preferred for his father, the founder of Sterling Oil, to stay in the background. That proved impossible for Dutch to do, so father and son frequently butted heads.

      Stephanie became her grandfather’s sounding board. A set of ears who’d listen to his stories and the words of wisdom he felt the need to impart about the oil business.

      “Black gold, young lady. You should never forget its importance. I’m not just talking about oil’s appearance as it comes out of the ground or the money it puts in our family’s pockets. I’m talking about what it’s done for our lives. Everyone’s life, for that matter.”

      “Whadya mean, Grandpa?”

      “Well, think about this for a moment. Railroads changed the lives of most Texans back in my day. Ranchers and farmers were only exposed to things that were a day’s ride by horse. They rarely rode off into the sunset and kept on going like you see in the movies. When the railroad was built, the world opened up for us.

      “However, it was the automobile that really connected us together. Roads were built, and the number of cars grew. These vehicles weren’t just for rich people, and pretty soon, by the 1920s, we all had one. However, they need gasoline, and that’s where us ranchers came in. We had land. Underneath that land, there was oil. We learned that the value of what was underneath was far more than the cattle that grazed above it.

      “Oil directly led to the invention of machinery, which in turn helped us expand manufacturing. It also gave us a fuel to propel airplanes all over the place, which also led scientists to imagine flying into space. Petroleum heats homes and generates electricity to turn on our lights. It’s used to pave the roads with asphalt and to create shingles to cover the roofs over our heads. Petroleum products make chemicals, plastics, and other materials that are in everything we use.”

      “I know all of this, Grandpa,” Stephanie interrupted.

      “Young lady, I know you do, but you should never forget, and here’s why. We’re going through a period when our way of life is being attacked as somehow being dangerous. Those of us in the petroleum industry are being accused of destroying a planet that we love with all of our hearts. The people who’d see our business destroyed are more than just idealists. They are powerful politicians and bureaucrats in high-powered positions at this new Environmental Protection Agency.”

      “The EPA, right, Grandpa?”

      “That’s right, darlin’,” he replied as he patted her on the head. “You’re smart, and clearly you have been payin’ attention to me rantin’ and ravin’ at the dinner table.”

      “Grandma wishes you wouldn’t,” said young Stephanie sheepishly.

      “I know, but sometimes I can’t help myself. Anyway, we can thank Nixon for the dang EPA. You see, there were a bunch of incompetent fools off the coast of California drilling, and they pulled the pipe out too soon. Oil gushed from the well and sent gassy, gray mud out into the air, soaking the men. To make matters worse, they didn’t know how to plug the blowout, and all kinds of mess floated into the Pacific. Now, mind you, none of them fellas were Texans. We’d never screw up like that.

      “Anyway, along comes Tricky Dick, as they called him. He thought the government needed to get involved to fix something that didn’t need fixin’. I know it was a mess and shouldn’t have happened, but he didn’t need to turn the whole petroleum world upside down. However, Nixon was newly elected, and he wanted to make a big splash with his pals in DC as well as his old environmental buddies in Cali. The result was the EPA, and they’ve been a thorn in our sides ever since.”

      “Like how?”

      “Regulations, honey. Lots of them. All designed to prevent us from doing what we do. And if their regulations and intrusions don’t slow us down, then there are these gnats constantly buzzing in our ears. You know, the environmentalists.”

      “That’s been a while, Grandpa. We’re still doin’ okay, right?”

      “Sometimes yes. Sometimes no. See, there are other factors to consider. While our own government puts constraints on our ability to drill and refine, other countries can do whatever they want. The Middle Easterners can pump and dump, driving our prices down if they want. Or when it suits ’em, they can issue embargos to use oil like a weapon. It’s all politics that makes it very difficult to do business.”

      Stephanie rode along beside her grandfather, contemplating his words. It was heady stuff for a ten-year-old, but she was able to absorb the points he was making. She felt he was trying to say something more, so, with confidence, she simply asked him.

      “Grandpa Dutch, you’re telling me all this for a reason, aren’t you?”

      Dutch laughed and buried his chin in his chest as he chuckled. Then he made eye contact with his granddaughter.

      “You have an intuition about you, Stephanie. It’s like a sixth sense, I suppose. Some folks got it, and some don’t. It’ll serve you well one day when you’re running my company.”

      His words hung in the air for a moment as Stephanie tried to determine whether her hearing had betrayed her. She squinted her eyes and adjusted her cowboy hat.

      “What?”

      “One day, young lady, you’ll be running Sterling Oil, and you need to—” he began before his granddaughter interrupted him.

      “Grandpa, that’s not gonna happen. Women don’t run oil companies.”

      Dutch grinned, his wrinkled, worn face exuding admiration toward his granddaughter. He pointed his gloved finger toward Stephanie. “This one will.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “That’s right, missy. Times are changin’. Do not doubt me on this. I’ve always been a maverick. Goin’ against the grain. I don’t follow. I lead. Some call me a maverick and not always in a respectful way. Call me independent or rebellious. I don’t really give a dang. I know this. In this male-dominated industry, someone like yourself will rewrite the rules and succeed in the process. Do not doubt me on this.”

      Do not doubt me on this.

      Stephanie recalled that she’d had her doubts. Not when she was ten, but when she’d just turned twenty-seven and her father suddenly died of a heart attack. Her grandfather had already passed away, and the void left in the family put tremendous stress on her dad. He’d begun to work extraordinarily long hours and spent most of his time at the corporate offices in Houston. There were rumors of excessive drinking and even an affair.

      Stephanie worked for the company, but her father didn’t have the same confidence in her abilities that Dutch had. He’d placed her in an administrative role as a liaison between public officials in Austin and Sterling. Stephanie was not bitter. Instead, she excelled at her job. She made friends with powerful politicians both in Austin and Washington. She made a point to become acquainted with well-connected lobbyists. By the time her father died, her excellent reputation within the petroleum industry and the corridors of Sterling Oil was indisputable.

      As she approached pump jack number one, she saw that the family’s fixer, Zeke Bass, had arrived on the scene. He generally spent his time traveling between her son’s office in Austin and Sterling headquarters in Houston.

      Stephanie eased up to the pump jack and studied the handiwork of the vandals. Across the walking beam, the long I-beam made of steel connected to a crank, they’d spray-painted the words planet killer on both sides. On the horsehead, the swivel device holding the polished bridle attached to the wellhead, a crude rendering of the planet was painted in green and blue. Drops of red paint depicting dripping blood were painted below the planet and onto the bridle. Finally, on the main bracket holding the entire apparatus to the concrete base, the words oil sux were written in white paint.

      In the moment, Stephanie surprised herself when she saw these words. The morons who’d vandalized her grandfather’s well drove to this point using gasoline derived from oil. They used spray paint made with petroleum solvents. They wore clothing made with machinery run by petroleum by-products most likely made in a country, China, known to be the biggest polluter on the planet. She was willing to bet nobody had the guts to vandalize their oil wells.

      “Hi, Stephanie,” said Zeke as she approached. “These people are a special kind of stupid.”

      “Can’t disagree with you, Zeke. Did you just happen to be in the area?”

      “Kinda sorta. Shuffling vehicles, actually. Mine was still here, and I’d taken the chopper to Houston. I brought the legal eagle’s truck back to the ranch ’cause he planned on ridin’ in the chopper this afternoon.”

      Stephanie studied Zeke, who was difficult to read, even after all these years. He had a muscular build and dark black facial hair to match the unkempt locks under his cowboy hat. He always wore dark sunglasses when he was outside. He claimed he was protecting his eyes from the brutal Texas sun. However, Stephanie believed he was hiding his thoughts from others’ prying eyes. He was mysterious and oftentimes considered a little too secretive. That said, Zeke did things for Sterling Energy that nobody needed to know about. When referring to Zeke, her son often quipped that the man’s middle name was plausible deniability.

      “So they’re both comin’ this afternoon?” asked Stephanie, referring to her children who ran Sterling Energy.

      “As far as I know,” he replied and then walked closer to the pump jack. He glanced up and down the gravel road leading from the highway. He gestured toward the gate. “They cut through the chain lock and came down through here. One of the dumbasses threw a spray-paint can in the field on the way out.”

      “Video?” asked Stephanie. Despite the miles of fencing that encircled the ranch, Zeke had insisted on positioning solar-powered security cameras in trees and on steel poles throughout the ranch in the event cattle rustlers made a move on the Angus cattle that were spread about. This was the first time vandals had struck their property.

      “I’m already on it,” he replied. “I’ve already sent the spray-paint can over to Hal Dolan. I’ll email him the security footage if it shows anything.”

      Hal Dolan was the special ranger and Region 5 supervisor for the Texas & Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association. The TSCRA boasted fifteen thousand ranchers across the state and was relied upon by the cattlemen to be their voice in Austin. Within the TSCRA were thirty commissioned peace officers who served as special rangers. They investigated agricultural crime cases, including stolen cattle incidents. He’d been a friend of the family for years and was very appreciative of the donations paid to him by Zeke.

      “Let me know what he finds out,” said Stephanie as she walked up to the pumper and shook her head in disgust.

      “Do you want me to have them arrested?” Zeke asked.

      “Let’s see who we’re dealing with first if we can.”

      “What about Houston? Should I bring them up to speed?”

      Stephanie grimaced. “Nah, I suspect they’ve got their hands full this afternoon.”
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        Houston, Texas

      

      

      “Isn’t it time to limit fossil fuels?” John Barron asked.

      Boom! There it was. The innocuous portion of the interview had come to an end, and now the game was on. Not surprisingly, she knew it would turn at some point, and whether the discussion became heated was totally up to her. She expected something like this would happen.

      On one side, an aging journalist was looking to make a big splash before he joined the pinky-extended, cocktail-party crowd of elitists on New York’s Upper East Side. On the other, there was the evil oil company executive whose callous approach to seeking profits threatened to destroy the world.

      She could only imagine how the other news media types in the room were sitting back and grabbing the popcorn. Finally, they were allowed a little entertainment after being stuck in the boring interview for an hour. When you think about it, humans aren’t much different from monkeys throwing feces at one another. After covering each other in shit, they’d beat their chest as a means of declaring victory.

      Like her interviewer, she too had done her research. Barron was far from an apolitical, fair and balanced journalist. His liberal bias bled through everything he wrote. Reporters like him just couldn’t help themselves. First and foremost, they wanted a coveted Pulitzer Prize. They knew who doled out awards like that. People who thought like they did. Second, they despised everything she stood for. Independence. Self-reliance. Generational wealth.

      And, most importantly, supposedly perpetuating America’s reliance on fossil fuels, resulting in the destruction of the planet and death of millions. Hey, more people died from being overweight sucking down Coca-Colas all day long. Why didn’t the journalists skewer them? Or take a shot at Starbucks, the supposedly most green corporation in the world. These people had a real short memory, she thought to herself. How soon they forget that the leftists had been firebombing Starbucks locations once upon a time to protest their expansion efforts.

      Regardless, Maverick Millican, a name chosen for her by her mother, allowed herself a slight smile. She’d come to expect the attacks. Her great-grandfather had taught her mom to expect it. The same knowledge had been passed on to her through hands-on guidance and DNA. However, like her mother, who was the first female chief executive officer of a major energy company, Maverick owed an unspoken duty to not ruin the opportunity for other women who would follow her. Maverick was also very much like her great-grandfather, who didn’t give a damn what people thought. She would give Mr. John Barron of Forbes magazine her opinion, eloquently and with carefully chosen words.

      “Well, John, it’s a good thing you and I weren’t having this conversation a century ago. We’d all be living in houses made of mud and cedar trees while riding our horses all day. Personally, I’d enjoy that, but I seriously doubt others could handle it.”

      “Ms. Millican, a report just came out by the International Energy Agency, providing a road map for holding back catastrophic global warming. Among the actions it deems necessary are an immediate halt to new oil and gas fields as well as an end to selling new cars that run on fossil fuel by 2035. Have you seen this report, and what are your thoughts?”

      “No, John, I haven’t seen it, nor have I read the thousands of other phony reports generated by the myriad of climate-change activists.”

      Barron interrupted her. “But it’s a breakthrough report that finds—” he began before she shut him off.

      “I’m sure it is. Just like the tens of thousands of others that spew this crap based on speculative science. When the temperature rises, it’s global warming’s fault. When the temperature drops. Well, guess what? That’s global warming’s fault, too.”

      “Climate change,” interjected Barron.

      “Oh, right. The term global warming doesn’t work anymore because it doesn’t fit the narrative. Climate change sounds better, I guess. Regardless, let’s look at two things.

      “This breakthrough report, as you call it, apparently calls for the end of gasoline- and diesel-powered engines. Let’s look at California for a moment. Every year, wildfires burn out of control. The governor calls on all residents to reduce their electricity usage. Oh my. How are we gonna plug in our electric cars? Hmm? But wait, global warming caused the wildfires, and we can’t save the planet using electric cars because of global warming.”

      Maverick was on an unfettered roll.

      “Around the country, there are people who can’t afford their power bills because the cost of energy is rising due to government regulation and taxation. I believe this is by design to advance the environmental left’s desire to limit the use of petroleum and its by-products.

      “Then they won’t let us utilize clean coal technologies as an alternative. And Heaven forbid we use nuclear power. The pacifist fools can’t differentiate between the benefits of nuclear energy and an atomic bomb.”

      “But—” Barron tried to bring her back to the question, but Maverick was undeterred. In hindsight, Barron would admit she’d given him everything he’d hoped to attain from the interview, and then some.

      She continued. “John, can you imagine a world without oil? Imagine that one night, without warning, just after a mom and dad tucked their kids to sleep, the world’s oil supply ran dry. Exploration and drilling stopped. The world’s untapped reserves remained in the ground. The supplies stored were spent.

      “The gasoline would be used up. The heating oil would be burned. Cars would stop running. Machines would sit idle. Homes in cold climates would be filled with frozen, dead bodies. But the environmental leftists would be cheering we saved the planet!

      “Wait, we have options, right? Wrong. Coal is a no-go. Nuclear power is too dangerous. How about wind power? That’s laughable. There are thousands of giant wind turbines in West Texas and into New Mexico that sit there, idle, waiting for a gust someday. Natural gas might be an option, but we’d have to retrofit every vehicle, piece of machinery, and substation in America to make that happen. It would take decades, and ninety percent of us would be dead by then. But, hey, the environmental left who demand population control would cheer that, too. Well, as long as it was not them, I guess.”

      Maverick finally caught her breath after unleashing a barrage of thoughts on Barron and a room of astonished media types. Barron appeared to be unsure as to how he should proceed. After a long, awkward moment of silence, he decided it was time to call it a day after a few photographs.

      The photographer for Forbes magazine moved in to take the shots. He nervously asked, “Ms. Millican, I need a couple of head shots. How about giving me a glimpse into that Sterling family intensity?”

      Maverick stared into the camera, lowering her eyes into a scowl. The photographer’s hands began to shake out of fear. He held his breath and made every effort to steady his nerves in order to get the shot. He failed.

      Maverick suddenly stood. She adjusted her suit and made eye contact with the stunned attendees. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, we ran a little long, and I’ve got a room full of men who are waiting for me to grace them with my presence.”

      She turned toward her assistant, who opened the door. She provided him a wink, and he tried to stifle a laugh. His boss was primed and ready for what was next on the agenda.
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      Dutch Millican II stood in the hallway outside the boardroom. He had greeted the attendees for the afternoon meeting, apologizing in advance for his older sister’s tardiness. He used his charm and inherent, smooth-talking ways befitting an attorney to entertain the seven men who’d traveled to Sterling Energy from around the state. Some were annoyed at the delay, complaining about the Friday afternoon travel home and the fact they didn’t believe the gathering was necessary. Dutch understood what his sister had in mind. She wanted to gather all the players in the same room so no one could point fingers of blame at another without being challenged. He expected the confrontation to be somewhat uncomfortable. He had no idea.

      Dutch wore a dark, pinstripe suit over a crisp, pinpoint oxford shirt. His blue-and-red chevron-patterned tie had been carefully chosen to appease everyone in attendance. This get-together would be somewhat political in nature. Some of those in attendance leaned blue and others red in their ideology. As the legal representative of Sterling Energy in Austin, the Texas state capital, Dutch had learned to be diplomatic right down to his choice of tie.

      He stood a little taller as he saw Maverick march down the hallway with two assistants in tow. She was providing them instructions on how to respond to the phone calls and emails she’d received during her interview.

      The Sterling logo, black lettering outlined in gold, was emblazoned across the double doors leading into the boardroom. Dutch waited until she was closer to address his sister. Her steely, businesslike demeanor was no different than it usually was when she was in the office, so he was unable to discern her frame of mind.

      “How did it go?” he asked in a quiet tone of voice as if there were prying ears on the other side of the ornate mahogany doors.

      Maverick managed a smile. “I suspect you’ll have some cleaning up to do. I was a little, um, unfiltered.”

      “Fabulous, Mav. It’s Friday, and the spin room is closed.”

      She adjusted the Windsor knot on his tie and patted him on the chest. “You’ll handle it. You always do. Is everybody here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Let’s get this over with.”

      Maverick threw the doors open, the Sterling logo splitting in two, followed by a swoosh of air created by the forcefulness of her actions. Dutch inwardly laughed. Some of these fellas were about to feel what it was like to be split in two.

      Maverick glanced past the extended-length conference table that seated twenty people. The sun was beginning to lower in the sky, marking the end of another day and another workweek. It had been eventful in many respects and was to be capped off with the Forbes interview, followed by this come-to-Jesus meeting.

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen. Let’s dispense with the preliminaries, shall we?”

      “Fine by me,” said one of the oil executives from Dallas. Frank Blake had been a business partner of Sterling’s since the days Stephanie ran the company. He’d made it abundantly clear that he preferred her mother’s approach to business over Maverick’s.

      “Good,” said Maverick. “I warned everyone in this room that we don’t have any friends in Washington, especially this new president. Many of you thought we could make the customary generous donations and buy her loyalty. The actions of this administration should show how wrong we were to follow the same approach to this president as her predecessors.”

      “She was born in Oklahoma, hardly a bastion of liberalism,” interjected one of the men. “Not to mention she was educated at UH.” He was referring to the president’s degree in speech pathology at the University of Houston.

      Maverick shook her head in disagreement. “She was indoctrinated at Rutgers and honed her craft in Massachusetts. There was nothing about the Green New Deal that she didn’t like. She lied during the campaign, just like I said she would, and now she’s totally embraced it and thrown in a few other things to pacify her base.”

      “Maverick, nobody thought she’d go so far as to cancel our oil and gas leases on public lands. It’s puttin’ the screws to the local governments, and the state for that matter, by taking a hundred million dollars out of their coffers. If it goes on, you know, permanently, it’ll cost them billions.”

      “That’s their damn problem,” Maverick shouted back. “Austin reeks of her kind of thinking thanks to all the transplants from California infiltrating the halls of the state house. Dutch has seen it unfold and warned everyone. Besides, governments adjust by printing more money or making backroom deals to fund their shortfalls. My concern is the financial impact on our companies.”

      “Maverick,” began one of the older attendees and a friend of her grandfather, “administrations come and go. The tide can turn in a few years, and we’ll have an ally back in office. We can make up the shortfall then.”

      “In the meantime, we have drilling and exploration infrastructure around the state covered in rust. I’m not prepared to take this lying down. We need to fight back both in the political arena and the legal one.”

      “Legal? Are you suggesting we sue the federal government? That’ll cost a fortune.”

      Maverick had carefully considered the legal course of action with Dutch. The lawsuit would be costly and time consuming. However, bowing down would have long-lasting effects.

      “How much will it cost us to allow them to run roughshod over us with their executive orders. Unilaterally canceling our leases violates the law enacted by Congress. At the very least, the federal government holds these leases quarterly. Suspending them immediately would form the basis of our lawsuit. Because we can establish a track record of profits from the leases, the judgment could cover a large part of our shortfall until the next election.”

      “Gentlemen.” Dutch spoke up for the first time. He sensed the pushback his sister was receiving. “This unofficial consortium we have here has served the Texas petroleum industry well for decades. When my namesake, Dutch Sterling, saw the importance of us sticking together to fend off hostile takeovers by the major oil companies, he had an insight into the future that provided a blueprint for half a century. Likewise, with the advent of these environmental challenges, we have to fight more than elected officials. We have to do battle with those firmly entrenched in government agencies who are the real rule makers and enforcers. We have to take a stand for self-preservation reasons. Big Oil won’t blink an eye at those bold moves by the president. We, however, will be blinded by it.”

      “All of this garbage is in the name of climate change,” opined one of the attendees. “She wants to ban fracking, too. It’s a matter of time before she shuts down our offshore operations.”

      “She means business, y’all,” began one of the newest members of the consortium. “She’s established a new green energy czar to spearhead the effort. There’s a national climate advisor and some kind of special climate advisor to the United Nations who believes all the pollution in the world is America’s fault.”

      “Here’s my favorite,” lamented another. “The illegal aliens streaming into Texas is because of climate change. Racial inequity? Climate change. The downturn in the economy since she took office? Yep. Climate change. You name the policy failure and they’ll pass the buck to climate change.”

      “Which falls directly in our lap,” interjected Maverick. “This is why we need to take a stand. A much-publicized one, at that. Our industry made this nation great, and I’m tired of being a punching bag for these global warming alarmists. Now, gentlemen, are you ready to join us?”

      One by one, reluctantly in some cases, the other oil industry executives agreed to move forward with a lawsuit. Maverick promised to have Sterling Energy take the lead on the litigation. She also made a promise to herself. She would protect her family’s company and legacy by whatever means necessary.
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      Gauthier was in his element although it was the first time he’d had a live audience. Under most circumstances, he operated alone. Oftentimes, he sat in the windowless basement of his home, surrounded by computers and their peripherals. Televisions were mounted on the walls of his home so that he could watch news reports of his activities unfold. Like any performer, he loved to watch others acknowledge his accomplishments.

      As his confidence grew, he became chattier. He appreciated the fact his hosts didn’t interrupt him with endless questions. He’d conducted similar interviews via chat forums in the past. To be sure, he received overtures all the time as his notoriety grew. He was not as famous as Kevin Mitnick, the wunderkind who’d hacked into the North American Defense Command, better known as NORAD, decades ago. Nor was he as flashy as the Zero Day Gamers, who recruited the best of the best out of MIT.

      He recalled the day he’d made it to the top echelon of the best black hat hackers in the world. A meeting had been arranged with a Russian agent named Dmitri. He was intrigued by the interlude, so he waited in Paris at the outdoor café on the Champs-Élysées. He studied everyone who approached his bistro table, ruling out anyone who didn’t appear to be a sketchy Russian agent. When the hottie secret agent slid into the chair across from him, he was at a loss for words.

      That encounter was better than anything the Chinese offered him, which was actually nothing. Once, he’d made overtures to them. However, they never responded. The Chinese didn’t need anyone outside the PLA. He’d opened up to the Cubans and even the Iranians, but initially both nations seemed too afraid to lock horns with the Americans, so they fell off the prospect board. Then there were the North Koreans. Talk about a country in disarray and replete with paranoia. He gave up any talks with them because their representatives changed constantly.

      Of late, the Iranians had become a steady source of work for him. They paid well and only demanded information out of the U.S. State Department and Pentagon computers. Certainly, hacking the Americans posed a significant challenge, but Gauthier was capable. He, like the Iranians, had a particular distaste for the United States and everything it represented. Gauthier considered the American way of life as the root evil of all climate change. It made being employed by the Iranians a little more palatable. You know, the whole common-enemy thing.

      “At this moment, routers around the world are moving packets of data at my instruction and according to various preset protocols. Protocols are nothing more than a set of rules about how computers should communicate with each other over a network.

      “The data that is sent via these packets of one to three thousand characters will combine to create a message. I cause these packets to hop from one router to the next until they reach the destination.

      “Within these packets of data is code that I’ve written and modified to allow my access into the target computer. This was done before my arrival and took many hours to create. I have works in progress that have required years to write the code. IT professionals at the target servers change their firewalls, requiring frequent modifications on my part.

      “For those of you sitting closest to me, you can see the command-line utility traceroute showing all the hops between this computer and the various servers leading me to the destination. At times, I will generate false addresses, and I will also intentionally make the code appear to be disorganized. This is meant to distract the forensic experts who will later try to determine what happened to the host computer I am targeting.

      “You probably don’t recognize it, but in the midst of the code, I’m leaving markers to lead investigators to point fingers of blame. You know, the usual culprits like China, Russia, North Korea and the Iranians. Anybody but me. Or, I should say, my employer. For the purposes of today’s demonstration, all roads of this cyber intrusion will lead to a hostile competitor of the company I’m targeting. I chose an entity that the victim, if you want to call them that, will blame initially. It is human nature, is it not, to immediately look for the culprit?

      “Other markers serve the purpose of identifying which of my code is malicious so that it can be modified quickly in case I encounter surprises along the way. I may want to come back some evening and throw a little twist into the intrusion. You know, give the target a new twist such as disclosing the personnel records of a company’s executives to reveal their dirty, dark secrets onto the web.”

      Gauthier paused and took a deep breath. He furrowed his brow and sat a little taller in his chair. He took the opportunity to roll his wrists and flex his fingers. He glanced to his right as if he were at his workstation in his home. He scowled when he realized his jar of cannabis-infused balm wasn’t with him. That was okay. He’d soldier through without it. That was what cyber warriors did.

      “Moment of truth,” he mumbled as he continued the narration of his actions. “I’m going to use a RAT to gain access to the target computer. It’s an appropriately named acronym for remote access Trojan. It’s basically a malware program that includes a back door, a gateway, for administrative control over the target computer.

      “After scheduling this gathering, I successfully, and without much difficulty, I might add, installed a RAT into an email attachment directed at an underling who worked at the target facility. He only needed to glance at the image of the nude Brazilian woman for the malware to be inserted into the computer. Once the host system was compromised, it allowed me to distribute additional RATs to other vulnerable computers on the network to establish a botnet. In other words, they have their system, and now I’m a part of it as if I were sitting in the room with them.

      “RATs are the most effective weapons of choice of hackers. Are they illegal to possess? No. Does it allow me to control other computer networks? Yes, just like any intruder. At this moment, my RAT is a sneaky bastard that is having its way with the target computer, and it’s completely undetected. Now, let me explain what is going to happen next.”

      Gauthier navigated to three of the six monitors that were interconnected to the computer he was using. He brought up a fixed image of the target facility as well as two other live cams that were part of the facility’s security system. He made a few adjustments to the camera angles and zoomed out to provide a wider view of the facility. Satisfied with his work, he leaned back in his chair and smiled.

      “Now, friends, let’s watch as Sterling Platform number forty-two in the Gulf of Mexico has a really bad day.”
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        Sterling Oil Platform 42

        Devil’s Tower

        Gulf of Mexico

      

      

      “C’mon, Jeremiah! You need to get out of here and join the party. There’s a bunch of roughnecks who’ll be too drunk to remember what the damn hoopla’s all about if you don’t get your ass down there.”

      Sheila Branson was one of the boys for all intents and purposes. Like Brown, the man who mentored her, she was dedicated to overseeing the operations of 42. It had become her home just as it was Jeremiah’s.

      Branson had been a tool push prior to being elevated to the position of oil rig manager. Like so many other women who worked for Sterling Energy, she’d worked hard and achieved success in what used to be a man’s world. She’d excelled in overseeing the drilling operations of two other rigs before being assigned to her mentor.

      She and Brown stood in the operations room of 42, leaning against the windows overlooking the Gulf of Mexico over a hundred feet below. Brown remained in place, staring at the myriad of gauges and digital displays that monitored all aspects of the rig’s operations.

      Brown had a sixth sense about the functions and performance of an offshore oil rig. It was as if he could feel its pulse. Its beating heart. Every twinge of its muscles. Every ache of its joints. He felt something was off, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. It was that feeling a person gets when a cold was coming on. Scratchy throat. Mucus-filled coughs. Maybe a sniffle. In his gut, Brown sensed that 42 had caught a bug.

      “I’ll get down there in a minute,” he mumbled as he walked away from her. He slowly moseyed along the massive control panel, allowing the four fingers of his left hand to run along the console. He’d pinched off a thumb many years ago, lost to the dark water of the Gulf and likely a happy mackerel.

      “C’mon, Jeremiah. What are you thinkin’?” Branson assumed her mentor and friend was having difficulty coping with the prospect of retirement. He’d feigned excitement about the party, but she could see right through his façade. He was having difficulty letting go.

      Brown stopped and sighed. “I’m gonna miss this, you know. I’ve been here since the beginning.”

      “42’ll miss you,” said Branson as she patted her friend on the back. “You know she’ll be in good hands.”

      Brown chuckled. “She’d better be. I taught you everything I know. It’s not just that, Sheila. When you’ve done the same thing for fifty years, it’s hard to start over. Here, I know what to expect of each day. I have friends. I had purpose. On land, I sit around and watch brainless television until it’s time to come back on board 42. Hell, if corporate didn’t make me take the three-week leave, I’d stay here twenty-four seven, three sixty-five.”

      “Well, they’re right,” said Sheila. “You wouldn’t be the first old roughneck to go batshit crazy because you tried to live your life on an offshore rig. It would be like trying to live on the moon forever.”

      “I could do it if there was oil up there,” he said with a laugh.

      She squeezed his shoulder and guided him toward the door leading to the living quarters. “You’re gonna make new friends. Hell, you might even find some rich widow who’ll take up with your crusty old ass.”

      “Doubtful,” he said with a pout. “I’ll probably be hanging out by the chopper pad, holding a twelve-pack and a few bags of Buc-ee’s beaver nuggets, waiting for y’all to come ashore for leave.”

      “Nobody will complain about that,” said Sheila. She glanced over her shoulder one last time at the control panel. Her eyes darted around the room. She, too, felt something was amiss. “You head on downstairs to the party. I’ll catch up with you in a min—”

      Brown cut her off. “Oh, no. No way. You’re not gonna shuffle me off to pasture with the other glue horses and hang out alone. I need to pass the torch, and that can’t happen unless you’re there to accept it.”

      “What torch? Fire and oil rigs don’t mix, remember?”

      Brown turned to look his protégé in the eye. “Very funny. Listen, Miss Stephanie told me it was important. You know, a symbolic thing. Don’t forget my retirement after fifty years is only a part of what’s happening today. You’re the first, remember?”

      “I know. I’m just not big on declarations of first this, first that. People are looking for a reason to declare something to be a first.”

      Brown stopped at the head of the steel stairs leading to the next level. “You earned this. You aren’t some token choice elevated because you’re a woman. You’re very good at what you do, and the folks in Houston know it. I wouldn’t have pushed for you to take over if I didn’t believe it.”

      Branson sighed. She was well aware of Sterling Energy’s history of advancing women to positions typically held by men. She had confidence in her abilities, but there was always that hint of doubt. She hoped the passage of time aboard 42 would dissuade her own lack of confidence.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Let’s go down so you can pass your torch and get loaded. It’s your last night aboard 42, and you should go out with a bang.”
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      It was blistering hot in Bryan, Texas, that day. Temperatures flirted with triple digits by noon. J.D. Millican took a shower although he was fully aware that he’d be drenched with sweat within minutes of exiting his vehicle at Bryan High School that afternoon.

      It was going to be one of the most important days in an already eventful life that very few people had experienced. Certainly, marrying his high school sweetheart, Stephanie Sterling, was momentous. Every parent declares the birth of a child, or three, as was the case for the Millican family, to be a day to remember.

      However, on this day, J.D. reminisced about his accomplishments as a football player. He thought of the two Texas state championships he’d won while playing at Bryan High School. The excitement of the recruiting process and the media coverage he’d received when he signed a national letter of intent with Texas A&M university located across town in College Station.

      He’d won a national championship there and achieved first team All-American honors as a linebacker. His storied career continued when he joined the professional ranks as a second-round draft pick of the Dallas Cowboys. He’d never forget the phone call he’d received from his agent, Colton Ryman. The money he’d been offered was enough to buy his parents a new home as well as new Ford trucks for every member of his family.

      His career reached its pinnacle with two Super Bowl rings while with the Cowboys. He’d become a legend in Dallas and around the world as he played for the most popular football team in the NFL. His #55 jersey was retired, and he proudly joined the Cowboys’ Ring of Honor as only the second linebacker to be bestowed that honor in addition to Chuck Howley.

      He’d wanted to retire as a Cowboy and resisted the urge to seek lucrative one-year deals with other teams who needed someone of his abilities, albeit diminished, to fill a need. J.D. had seen many of his fellow players receive devastating, debilitating injuries at the tail end of their careers. He didn’t want his wife feeding him with a spoon because a spinal injury rendered him a paraplegic.

      Besides, J.D. had spent many years away from home during his kids’ formative years. Stephanie had often been tending to Sterling Energy business, which resulted in their three children being raised mostly by housekeepers. When he’d returned to the ranch after his playing days, Maverick and Dutch were preparing themselves for college, and their youngest, Brock, was still in grade school. With Stephanie at the helm of Sterling, J.D. played the role of father and mother in many respects.

      He was born and raised in Brazos County. In fact, the Millican family could be considered one of the founders of the county. In 1821, Moses Austin, the father of Stephen F. Austin, who was known as the Father of Texas, had received a permit from the Spanish government to settle three hundred families in Texas. His son, Stephen, issued the permits between 1823 and 1827 to families who later became known as the Old Three Hundred.

      Robert Millican was one of the three hundred, and he chose the rich bottomland of Brazos County. His eight sons and two daughters expanded their land holdings and eventually were instrumental in establishing the community in the 1860s.

      J.D. and Stephanie were the quintessential Texas high school couple that television shows were made of. He was the star football player whose heritage was rooted in Bryan’s past. Stephanie was the prom queen whose family was the largest landowners in the region. The match made in heaven culminated with a wedding following their senior year at Texas A&M. J.D. left for Dallas, and Stephanie joined her father in Houston. They never allowed the two hundred fifty miles that separated them to get in the way of their marriage or to allow for doubts that they loved one another. A love that was as strong on this day as any other.

      He studied himself in the mirror with a white towel wrapped around the soft belly that had once protruded with abdominal muscles. The six-pack abs had given way to a middle-age pooch, but former football star J.D. Millican, now in his late fifties, was still unashamed of his physique.

      He worked out often and spent a considerable amount of time tutoring his son in the fine points of playing middle linebacker. His reputation was well known in recruiting circles, and his mentoring of his son was considered a tremendous asset.

      J.D. was anxious about the upcoming season. It was Brock’s senior year, and he’d been receiving offers from every major Division I college football program. All of the major Southeastern Conference schools came calling, including Georgia, Alabama, Oklahoma, and Texas. Naturally, with J.D.’s contacts at Texas A&M, their desire for Brock to continue the Millican legacy in College Station was a given.

      A wrinkle had been introduced to the process that hadn’t confronted J.D. when he was in college. Years ago, the NCAA adopted a ruling that allowed college athletes to profit from their name, image and likeness. Known as NIL rights, the athletes could enter into agreements with companies that paid them for promoting their products, both directly and indirectly. Because the payment didn’t come directly from the college, it was not deemed to be a conflict of interest nor a recruiting tool.

      However, not all states approved the NIL policy, and not all colleges agreed to abide by it. As a result, some schools were at a disadvantage in the recruiting race. For Brock, the NIL was not as important as it was to others because his family was financially well off. What mattered most to him was playing time and attention by NFL scouts. He wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps and play professional ball. He’d choose the college that gave him the best opportunity to make an immediate impact. So he waited until his senior year to make the decision. While he tried to take his team to the state championships on Friday nights, he carefully watched college games on Saturdays to learn and make a decision about his future.

      Then in late July the team and the entire Bryan community was dealt a sudden loss. The longtime coach, who had been a teammate of J.D.’s during the successful quest to win a Class 5A state championship, suffered a heart attack on the field during those two-a-day practices in the brutal summer heat.

      The program was devastated. The boosters who relied upon the success of the team feared the worst for their businesses. The coach’s death made headlines statewide as the prep football community mourned his loss.

      But then Monday came, and reality set in for school administrators, players, and boosters. Who is gonna lead our team? There was significant handwringing in the community for two days as the players tried to practice but found themselves barely going through the motions. Then the editor of the Eagle, Bryan/College Station’s local newspaper, stirred the pot. The title of his article was a simple one.

      Why not J.D.?

      He didn’t have to add the last name Millican. The whole community knew whom he was referring to. Within hours of the online edition of the Eagle being uploaded, a groundswell of support raced through the community. Brock was in school, and J.D. was on the ranch, helping mend fences. KBTX-TV, the local CBS affiliate, dispatched their news helicopter to the Sterling ranch in search of J.D. They circled the property until an eagle-eyed reporter on board recognized him on the fence-mending crew. Without regard to the cattle that grazed nearby, they landed the chopper. The rotors were still whipping when the reporter, with a cameraman in tow, raced toward J.D. to get a comment from him on the coaching job.

      Naturally, J.D. was annoyed with the news crew for frightening the cattle but became dumbfounded at the suggestion he should be the new head coach. Nonetheless, the story was out there, and by the time he rode back to the house, messages filled his voicemail, and the housekeepers said there were so many cars attempting to enter the gates of the ranch that they’d called the sheriff to control traffic.

      You see, as fall arrived in Texas, every Friday night, high school football players laced up their cleats and played football. Small towns shut down, and the streets were vacated. Every member of the community donned the team’s colors and had the school’s mascot emblazoned on just about everything. Rivalries were real, and the stadiums were packed on game night. Traditions were passed down from generation to generation.

      J.D. knew this, as he’d lived it all his life. So when the formal offer was made to become the new head coach of the Bryan High Vikings, he couldn’t refuse.
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      Stephanie snuck into the bathroom and caught J.D. assessing himself in the mirror. She immediately busted him on something she tended to do at least twice a day.

      “If you’re deciding whether to take a selfie to text to your young hottie girlfriend, let me save you the trouble. I’ll hunt her down like a dog and open up my can of whoop-ass. Are we clear, Coach?”

      She laughed as she spoke and playfully yanked his towel away, leaving him naked.

      “Hey! Gimme that!” he shouted as he tried to hide himself from his wife of thirty-plus years and the mother of his three children.

      “Lemme see!”

      “No. I gotta focus on the game.”

      “Hmmm,” she mumbled as she ran her eyes up and down his body. “Don’t you wanna get lucky? You know, for good luck.”

      J.D. tried to push past her into the closet to get his clothes. All he did was fall into the evil clutches of his missus.

      “No, you evil temptress. I need to hold onto my luck,” he said as she continued to grasp his privates. “We’re gonna need it. Temple’s in town, remember?”

      “Oh, those Wildcats are no match for me, Coach,” she purred as she wrapped her arms around him and pressed her lips against his.

      The two exchanged a kiss until J.D. was able to wriggle away. As he hustled off, Stephanie quickly twisted his towel into a roll and snapped it off his white behind.

      “Touchdown!” she hollered with joy as he disappeared into the bedroom. Stephanie had an uproarious chuckle about the encounter, which helped her forget the foul mood the vandalism of her grandfather’s first well had placed her in.

      J.D. returned with his coaching shorts on and his purple coach’s shirt half-pulled over his head. “Let’s hope you say that early and often tonight.”

      She lovingly helped him pull the shirt over his shoulders as he struggled somewhat. J.D. rarely complained about the long-term injuries that had plagued him following his football career. Shoulders, knees, and pretty much any place there was a joint caused him agony at times.

      “Don’t worry, J.D. You’ve got this. No pressure.” She adjusted his collar and patted him gently on the chest.

      He took a deep breath and exhaled. “No pressure. You’re joking, right? That’s exactly what I thought when I agreed to do this for a year until they found someone permanent. I tried to tell myself they’d have low expectations. That they’d be glad I stepped up to help my old alma mater.”

      “It’s not that bad, is it?” she asked as she reached into the dresser and handed him a fresh pair of white socks. She snatched the dirty pair out of his hands that he’d planned on recycling from earlier in the day. He’s such a boy.

      “I feel like I have a million eyes on me. It’s like, um, well, it’s kinda like running Sterling.”

      Stephanie started laughing. “Oh, really? I don’t think so.”

      J.D. stood and tucked in his shirt. He searched the dresser for his sunglasses, but it was Stephanie who located them on the dresser near his athletic shoes. She handed him those as well.

      “It sure is, babe.”

      Stephanie shook her head. “Do you have a board of directors up your ass?”

      “Yeah, sort of. Actually, worse. You don’t think Jack at the Corner Market and Dr. Seaman haven’t been dropping hints about me taking the team to state? Every restaurant in town is expecting me to fill their seats with happy diners after a big win tonight. Hell, Lithia has half a dozen purple Dodge Challengers on the lot because they just know I’m gonna win every game.”

      Stephanie laughed. “Well, that’s just plum crazy.”

      “Har-har, very funny,” said J.D. as he wiped the sweat off his brow. This was from nerves. Soon, the heat would generate the rest.

      “You’re gonna be fine. You’re prepared. I know you’ve got the team ready. I assume Brock is ready to hit the gaps and wreak havoc in the backfield.”

      “Yeah, he is. He’s taking this opening game with Temple better than I am.” J.D. paused and rolled his head around his shoulders. The creaks and cracks were clearly audible. “You’re gonna sit with the boosters, right?”

      Stephanie walked away and studied her side of the closet as she contemplated what she was gonna pair up with the replica of her son’s jersey she planned on wearing. Wrangler jeans, of course.

      “Nope, the coaches’ wives.”

      “The wives? Honey, I need you to sit with the boosters to, you know, placate them.”

      “Placate? That’s a twenty-dollar word. You really mean kiss their asses.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      She took a moment to run her fingers through his thinning hair. “You’re a first-time head coach who needs all the support he can get from both boosters and his staff. You may not have noticed this, but there is more than one coach under you who thought they should’ve been offered the head coaching job. If you’re going to be undermined, it won’t be by the boosters. It’ll be by your coaching staff.”

      “You need to keep an eye on the coaches’ wives?”

      “Absolutely,” she replied. “Those women are a gossipy bunch anyway. They’re the ones who’ll stab you in the back and undercut you at every turn. Trust me on this. You need me in the den of the lionesses during this game in particular.”

      He kissed his wife on the cheek and mumbled, “Just shoot me. I need to grab a sandwich.”

      Stephanie followed him out of their bedroom toward the kitchen. She glanced at her watch. The house was empty. Brock was most likely hanging out with his girlfriend after school and probably would go straight to the stadium. She never expected the corporate warriors to come home early, even on a Friday. She hoped they’d show up, as J.D. seemed to have his doubts.

      “If Maverick and Dutch can’t make it, I’ll understand. Wasn’t today her big interview with Forbes?”

      “Yeah, but I haven’t heard anything from them. Excerpts from the interview will be on the news tomorrow night. Trust me, I plan on grilling her about it as soon as we get home from the game.”

      “Are they coming to the house?” asked J.D. as he slapped some ham and swiss cheese on a Hawaiian roll. He took a bite that consumed half the sandwich at once. “I’m not sure I can keep Brock away from the Burger House after the game, win or lose.”

      Suddenly, the thought of their bulgogi burger, sliced marinated beef with teriyaki sauce and Korean spices, made her mouth water. Stephanie wondered aloud, “Maybe I can convince them to let us join them there?”

      “Once upon a time, it used to be our hangout, too,” he said with a shrug.

      J.D. fixed another sandwich and polished it off with two bites. He was nervous eating, a habit that had earned him a little extra poundage around the midsection. The stress of the high school football job, which was supposed to be temporary and fun, was taking its toll.

      However, that self-induced stress could be resolved with a W over their district rival.
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      It was a festive atmosphere at Merrill Green Field in Bryan that Friday afternoon despite the ninety-eight-degree temperatures. The town had expanded and grown together with nearby College Station to create a metropolitan area with a population of just over two hundred fifty thousand.

      Despite the growth spurt Brazos County received as Texas A&M University grew in stature over the years, Bryan managed to maintain a small-town feel. From antique shops to family-owned restaurants, the downtown district, which had been founded more than one hundred fifty years ago, was known for its cultural activities, including giant block parties on the first Friday of each month, featuring street vendors, music, and other forms of entertainment. Many would take photographs in front of the historic Queen’s Theater while others eased over to the Cowboy Club to partake of their large selections of whiskey.

      On this Friday night, the downtown was a sea of Bryan Viking purple. Some of the youngsters dressed in Vikings costumes. Adults proudly wore the school colors, as many of them were graduates. Alumni gatherings took place in which former athletes squeezed themselves into their old uniforms or letterman jackets and recalled their glory days.

      They would enjoy the camaraderie and libations afforded them in town before descending upon the twelve-thousand-seat stadium named for longtime Bryan High School football coach Merrill Green. Coach Green had been a beloved figure in the community, where he’d spent twenty years coaching football.

      J.D. sat on a tall director’s chair under a temporary tent set up for the media in the center of the field. Beneath him was the team logo, an imposing head of an intense, determined Viking complete with a horned helmet. Fans were already filing into the stadium, and the band practiced the Vikings’ fight song for the hundredth time.

      
        
        Fight onward, Vikings,

        Charge down the field,

        Show forth your blue and silver,

        Never, never yield.

        On to the goal line,

        Victory or die,

        Hold high your sword and shield,

        And fight for Bryan High!

      

      

      They played it over and over again with the same zeal as the time before. He’d sung along thousands of times in his lifetime. Despite all of his accomplishments on and off the football field, hearkening back to those glory days of high school always brought a smile to his face.

      The local reporter from the ABC affiliate interrupted his thoughts with a question. “You’ve been here many times, Coach, both as a student-athlete, as an alumnus, and as the father of star middle linebacker Brock Millican. Why is high school football king in Texas?”

      J.D. laughed as he responded, “Without a doubt, that’s the question I’ve had to answer the most often in my life other than, ‘Dad, can I borrow twenty bucks?’”

      Other reporters milling about the tent laughed along with J.D. If the press was ever going to be friendly to a public figure, it would be for the benefit of J.D. Millican.

      “High school football is so big in Texas, they moved Halloween one year,” he continued with a grin. “I kid you not. During my senior year, Halloween fell on Friday night. We had a big district home game against Killeen that night that was being televised on ESPN2. The town issued a proclamation officially moving Halloween to the next night so it didn’t conflict with the game. When Vikings football trumps Halloween, that’s what king looks like.

      “Look. We Texans appreciate things that are larger than life. A big state has big shoes to fill, and that includes what happens every Friday night in the fall. Players and fans are passionate about this sport. It could be pouring down rain in Galveston or snowing in Wichita Falls. It doesn’t matter that it’s dang near a hundred degrees in the shade. Fans come for the love of the game, and players throw their bodies into one another to draw cheers from those fans.”

      J.D. paused and wiped the sweat off his brow with a Vikings rally towel, one of a dozen he’d use throughout the evening. A young boy stood dutifully by and handed him a Gatorade squeeze bottle filled with electrolyte-infused water. J.D. took a squirt and appeared pensive.

      “It just dawned on me that I began to answer this question by pointing out I’d fielded it more than any other in my life. Yet I don’t have a canned response. I’d be willing to bet my answer varies every time because there are so many reasons.”

      The reporter smiled in appreciation. He glanced at the pregame clock located in the end zone and noticed it was nearing the time for the coach to join his players in the locker room. He had one final question.

      “Coach, you’ve inherited a team under the direst of circumstances. The death of your predecessor rocked this community. It should come as no surprise that it would have a devastating impact on your players’ psyches. What have you done to prepare this team for tonight’s big game against Temple and for the whole season for that matter?”

      J.D. furrowed his brow and smiled. “Well, naturally, I would’ve preferred to play against one of the local Pop Warner teams on opening night instead of a team that could compete with most Division III college football programs.

      “That said, in the short time I’ve worn this coach’s shirt, I’ve tried to teach these young men several lessons that I learned from spending most of my adult life around this great game. Lesson number one is that every member of our team needed to come together for a common goal. We’re a very diverse bunch of all shapes, sizes, colors, and backgrounds. None of that matters because we are all Bryan Vikings. We’ve practiced as a cohesive unit. We’ve been active in the community as a team. And if these young men bring the traits they’ve exhibited these last five weeks to this football game, I expect they’ll do just fine.”

      “So, Coach, are you predicting a win?”

      J.D. laughed. Ordinarily, he would never provide the opposition bulletin-board material such as guarantees of a win. He glanced up at the scoreboard and then noticed the Temple coaches were already making their way to the locker room.

      His eyes suddenly took on an intensity that only an athlete at the highest level of his game could understand. He looked directly into the camera.

      “You’re damn straight we’ll win.”
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      Tensions were high in the Vikings’ locker room as J.D. broke up his final meeting with his coaches before they were to take the field. All eyes were upon him as he returned to the locker room, where the players were checking their pads and discussing the game plan. The locker room fell deathly silent as J.D. stood before them.

      He took a moment to soak it in. It was game day. He had the nervous jitters, just as he was sure they did. Their opponents, fierce rivals and defending state champions, were confident that they’d be making that seventy-five-mile bus ride home that evening with a victory in their column. If J.D. were a bettin’ man, he’d have to agree.

      However, unlike the professional game, where skill and personnel tended to dictate winners and losers, at the high school and college level, emotions played a significant factor in determining outcomes. J.D. liked the intangibles surrounding tonight’s season opener.

      They were playing at home. Their opponent was cocky. There was a difference between confidence and cockiness. One involved a firm belief that success was at hand. The other was a brash opinion of their capabilities. Finally, his team had a rallying cry.

      “Gentlemen,” he began as he made eye contact with his team leaders and then other players, “we will all face personal adversity in our lives. As young men, you’ve witnessed it firsthand. On that hot afternoon in July, you, and our community, lost a man who was loved and respected. He was the glue that held this program together. You were struck with adversity from the first week of practice.

      “But let me tell you somethin’. I learned something about this football team the day I joined you on the practice field. Adversity may have knocked you down, but I watched you pick yourselves up again. Whether it’s in practice or on that field, you’re gonna get knocked down. They may score a touchdown as a result. That’s adversity on the field. However, like in life, what you do when faced with adversity determines what happens next.

      “You could’ve quit on this season back in the dog days of August when your coach passed and this new guy came on board to teach you a new system. When you get knocked down and get beat for a score tonight, you could throw your helmet in disgust and brood. All you’d be doing is beating yourself.

      “I know. I absolutely know that this football team won’t do that. I’ve seen you overcome loss. I’ve watched your determined faces as you fought through the emotions and practiced every day as if you were getting ready to play for the state championship game tonight. And let me tell you something. It may be ten years from now when you face the adversity of losing a job or thirty years from now when you lose a loved one. There is no doubt that what you’ve gone through these last five weeks will help you deal with the adversity thrown at you in life.”

      J.D. paused again. He allowed his words to soak in. He wanted to remind his team that they were already winners in life by overcoming the loss of their coach and persevering to bring them to this point.

      His eyes pierced those of his players. Some had their helmets on while others returned his gaze. Nobody shied away from the intensity building inside J.D. Millican.

      “I don’t know what the future holds for this football team, whether it be tonight or for the rest of the season. I do know who holds your future. You do. I know you’re capable of beating every team on our schedule. But we’re gonna take one team, one game at a time.

      “On this Friday night, and every one coming up, I want you to take that field and look at your opponents. Not as another high school from up the road. I want you to look at them and play this game as if they just smacked your momma with a two-by-four. Do you understand? I want you to take all of this adversity and frustration and determination that I see in your eyes and channel it at those guys across from you.

      “Let me tell you something. This bullshit about it’s not about winning, it’s how you play the game doesn’t fly with me. Winning is the result of your hard work and willingness to overcome the adversity you’ve faced.”

      Then their new coach pulled a single line from their fight song that he wanted to instill into them as players and young men. He said it softly at first, and then the players joined in as their words rose to a crescendo.

      “Never, never yield.”

      “Never, never yield.”

      “Never, never yield!”

      The players were jumping up and down, slapping one another on their helmets and shoulder pads. The temperature was rising in the locker room as their energy exuded from their pores. It was game time, and they surrounded their coach as if they were a single dynamo generating the power to light up the stadium.

      J.D. raised his hands to quieten down his team. “Gentlemen, one last thing. Perhaps the most important words I have for you. Let’s thank God and ask him for strength.”

      The players quietened down. Many held hands while others wrapped their arms around their teammates’ shoulders. All bowed their heads in prayer.

      “Dear Lord, we thank you for this opportunity to come together to play a game we love and to honor a coach who was taken too soon. I pray you give these young men the strength to overcome adversity and pursue excellence on the field of play. I pray you help them reach deep into themselves to draw upon their hard work, whether on the practice field or in the weight room or studying game films. Give them the confidence to know that when they leave it all on the field, they’ll be successful. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.”

      Once again, as the players rushed out of the locker room and through the tunnel under the stands, they began to chant the words—never, never yield.
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      J.D. ran onto the field, surrounded by his team. The enthusiasm of his players was infectious, and within seconds, the nervousness that had consumed him since the moment he’d told the boosters and the school he’d take the head coaching job disappeared.

      The team gathered on their sideline and formed a large huddle. The team’s leaders began to lead the players by chanting.

      “Twenty-four seven!” the captains chanted, followed by the team’s response.

      “Twenty-four seven!”

      “Three-sixty-five!”

      “Three-sixty-five!”

      “Let’s play!”

      “Let’s win!”

      “On three, all in!”

      “One, two, three—all in!”

      The fans exploded with the players, and the atmosphere was electrified with their exuberance. It was Friday night under the lights, and all of Bryan was ready for some football.

      J.D. took in the scene, and then he stepped aside to allow his assistant coaches to prepare their squad. He looked over the heads of Bryan High’s Spirit Squad in search of Stephanie. A smile broke out across his face as the two made eye contact. She gestured to her left and right, seeking approval for a job well done. She’d managed to find a seat directly between the booster section and where the coaches’ wives were seated. If nothing else, her experience at the helm of Sterling Energy had prepared her for high school political life.

      His eyes searched near her for Maverick and Dutch. They weren’t there although it appeared a couple of seats were reserved for them. The Millican family was not divided. They loved one another and truly cared about each other’s lives. However, Sterling Energy, the family’s business, was always the first topic of conversation. In a way, J.D. was fine with that. On this evening, however, he’d hoped all of his kids could be a part of the moment.

      “Dad! Dad!” Brock, who wore a jersey with the number 55 on it just like J.D. had when he’d played at Bryan, was trying to get his attention. The referees were approaching the center of the field and were summoning the team captains for the coin toss.

      J.D. pushed through the high-spirited players to reach his son. As he did, he looked toward both end zones to study the windsocks to determine which end zone they wanted to defend first. The flexible orange cylinders had withered under the heat of the day. With no wind, he opted to kick off and defend the end zone with the word Vikings spray-painted across the turf.

      Moments later, the home team fans, who outnumbered the folks from Temple by ten to one, erupted in cheers as Bryan won the coin toss and opted to go on defense first. J.D. began to pace the sidelines as he recalled the quote from legendary Alabama football coach Bear Bryant. Offense sells tickets. Defense wins championships.

      His team’s success would depend on the play of their defense, which was spearheaded by his son. Brock was an excellent athlete as well as an ardent student of the game. He had that unique combination of a mental grasp of the nuances coupled with the ability to react as a play unfolds that was the hallmark of the great linebackers of the game. Like father, like son, one recruiter had quipped during a visit to the ranch.

      J.D. glanced toward the press box perched high above the home team’s side of the field. He could identify the college recruiters by the colors of their apparel. The burnt orange of the Texas Longhorns. Alabama’s crimson shade of red. The navy blue and gold of Notre Dame. The maroon and white of his college alma mater, Texas A&M. He didn’t have to focus to recognize who the recruiters where. He’d met them all. He’d played against most of them in college or in the NFL. He also was keenly aware they weren’t all there to see his son play.

      His team was young, and the few seniors on the squad would have to settle for colleges nowhere near the top fifty Division I programs. Temple, however, boasted a treasure trove of highly sought-after talent on both sides of the ball. Eight of their players had received all-state honors as juniors. Last year’s departing seniors were projected to start at the colleges where they were enrolled now.

      At the end of the day, J.D. reminded himself, they wore their pads and cleats just like his players did. His job was to keep his kids focused and to execute the game plan he’d been working on since the day he became Coach Millican.

      To say the crowd was standing room only would be an understatement. Every seat was taken. The grassy hills near both end zones were full of students, who never sat down except during halftime. The band belted out their fight song after every play.

      Temple took the kickoff and returned it to their own twenty-seven-yard line. The venerable Temple offense came to the line. They were a no-frills team that relied upon their star running back, who’d led the state in rushing yards the year prior as a junior. J.D. expected to see them run the ball early and often, so he started out in a 5-2 defensive alignment consisting of five defensive lineman and two linebackers.

      Brock quarterbacked the defense. Regardless of the alignment J.D. chose, he trusted his son to make on-the-field adjustments based upon his read of the offensive formation. His dedication to studying his opponent’s game film together with the knowledge imparted upon him by his former All-Pro father enabled him to have an unsurpassed instinct as a play developed.

      The Vikings set up in their 5-2 alignment. Brock, the defensive field general, slowly walked behind the beefy lineman. He studied the quarterback’s eyes and the body language of their star running back. He’d seen this offensive formation before, and it didn’t surprise him that the ingenious coaching staff would attempt to catch his defense off guard.

      “Fly! Four! Fly! Four!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. He was calling an audible to change the defensive formation.

      He suspected Temple was planning on throwing the football on the opening play, as they presumed the Vikings would be expecting a run play involving their star tailback. Every great high school tailback had a bruising fullback leading the way through the holes created by their linemen. Brock had fought off many a fullback in his career as he tried to tackle the trailing back. This time, the Temple fullback remained on the sideline, and they’d inserted an additional wide receiver.

      The defense adjusted quickly, and Brock inched ever so slightly toward the line, staring deep into the soul of the Temple quarterback. He had plans to say hello to the adversary he’d squared off with for the last three years.

      The defensive adjustment worked. Temple snapped the ball, and the quarterback executed a play-action fake to the tailback, designed to freeze the linebackers in place or to draw in a duped cornerback.

      Brock wasn’t buying it. He was in the Wildcat backfield before the offensive guard was able to graze him with a shoulder pad. He pummeled the tailback, knocking him backwards. By the time the Temple quarterback squared his shoulders to search for a receiver, Brock had flung his body through the air with his arms outstretched. Not only had he successfully sacked the quarterback with the surprise blitz, he’d knocked the ball loose in the process. While he lay on top of the quarterback, who was frantically trying to recover the fumble, a Bryan defensive lineman fell on the ball and held it tight against his belly.

      Emotion. Overcoming adversity. Killer instinct.

      These were the game changers when young men of high school age squared off on the field. Brock had set the tone for what would become a slugfest of a night for the visitors from Temple, who came to Bryan ranked as the number one ranked 5A team in the state of Texas.
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      Maverick and Dutch sat patiently as the pilot prepared to lift the company’s Sikorsky helicopter off the helipad sitting atop the roof of Williams Tower. The revolving beacon of light swirled steadily, warning other choppers that might fly by not to strike the thousand-foot-tall structure. It was a beautiful Friday evening, and the sun was already setting over the horizon. The bright orange ball slowly sank, leaving the sky filled with hues of purple and blue.

      “I hope Dad’s not upset that we missed the opening kickoff,” Dutch commented as he grew impatient over the pilot’s preflight checks.

      Maverick checked her watch. “Yeah, I know. He’ll understand. We’ll see the second half.”

      The chopper slowly lifted off the helipad and began the quick, hundred-mile flight to Bryan High School, which would take about half an hour. There was an open soccer practice field where they could touch down adjacent to the stadium.

      “Good,” said a relieved Dutch. He loosened his tie and took off his jacket for the ride. He was concerned their father would be disappointed. J.D. always seemed to play second fiddle to the family business, which dominated conversations at the dinner table on the rare occasions everyone managed to share a meal.

      Maverick, however, always seemed to have a difficult time unplugging from Sterling Energy. Neither she nor her brother had ever dated anyone seriously. A fling or hookup here and there was the extent of their interaction with the opposite sex. Stephanie had resigned herself to the fact that her best chance to have grandchildren would come from her teenage son, Brock. She just hoped it didn’t happen before he graduated from college. He had a never-ending supply of potential girlfriends hanging onto him.

      She scrolled through a report prepared by Dutch and the Sterling legal team, providing her options on attorneys to undertake the litigation against the federal government. “Let’s mark Stinson off the list. They’re big and have offices around the country. However, not only are the partners not Texans, they don’t even have an office here, or Dallas for that matter.”

      “How about Norton, Rose, and Fulbright? They were founded in Houston and still maintain an office here.”

      “Along with a gazillion other offices around the world,” responded Maverick. “We need attorneys singularly focused on DC, not just from a litigation standpoint but also from a backroom dealing perspective.”

      “We have lobbyists for that,” said Dutch.

      “They play both sides of the fence. You know that. We need someone fiercely loyal who is also a like-minded thinker.”

      “Well, there’s Bracewell. They’re smaller in stature, but they are focused on energy law. They don’t represent Big Oil other than Phillips 66.”

      Maverick nodded, her reaction barely discernible in the soft glow emitted by the Sikorsky’s interior lighting. “Might be a good choice. They handled the spinoff from Conoco and kept the company in Westchase.”

      “They also have a strong environmental governance team. With this administration, we’re gonna need that.”

      “Who do you know over there?”

      “The managing partner of the energy division. We’ve worked together in Austin from time to time.”

      The chopper continued toward the lights of Bryan and nearby College Station. Maverick shut the laptop and stowed it away in her briefcase. “Make the call, Dutch. We need to move on this quickly. It’s time to lay down the gauntlet; otherwise we’re gonna become extinct like the damn dinosaurs.”

      As the pilot hovered over the field to slowly set the chopper down, Dutch leaned into his sister. “Let me give you a heads-up on something else.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Vandals were on the ranch in the last day or so. They sprayed graffiti all over number one.”

      Dutch didn’t have to explain more. Everyone in the family knew about pump jack number one and its significance.

      “Is Zeke looking into it?”

      Dutch nodded. “This kind of bullshit is increasing around the state. There was a time the environmental wackos, as Mom calls them, confined their actions to the West Coast. Then they started chaining themselves to pipelines like Keystone XL. They’re all over the place and seem to be willing to do things without fear of the repercussions.”

      “That’s because there aren’t any, Dutch. Law enforcement might arrest them, but the courts and prosecutors don’t hold them accountable. Eventually, the cops won’t bother.”

      “Well, I can’t believe they were bold enough to come on our property. I mean, how did they even know about number one?”

      “Don’t underestimate these ecoterrorists,” Maverick replied after a brief pause. “They’re committed and idealistic. Plus, their numbers are growing thanks to a public school system and college professors who fill their minds with this climate-change drivel. Never underestimate the powerful imagery a wayward polar bear on a hunk of ice might have on a developing mind.”

      Dutch took off his headset, as did his sister. As the chopper’s blades slowed to a safe speed, allowing them to exit, he added one more thing.

      “It bothers me that they struck so close to home. That’s all.”

      Maverick furrowed her brow and nodded in agreement. Her usual stoic demeanor refused to allow her to admit it bothered her as well.
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      Three Shiner beers and a few shots of Jose Cuervo Tequila was all it took for Jeremiah Brown to forget that he was spending his last evening on his beloved Sterling Platform 42. He’d passed the torch to Sheila Branson, and now he was enjoying being the center of attention. As the alcohol flowed, so did the jokes.

      “Three roughnecks were working on an oil rig. We’ll call ’em, um…” He glanced around the room and picked out three faces. “J.R., Lonnie, and Cletus. Anyway, that dumbass Cletus fell off the rig into the Gulf and didn’t make it.”

      “Dang, boss!” complained Cletus, who’d been with Sterling Energy for nearly two decades. “Why you gotta kill me off in your story?”

      “Somebody must die. That’s why. Now hush. Anyway, Cletus fell off the rig and was killed. The tool pusher had to pick someone to tell the old fool’s wife that he got drunk and fell off the rig.”

      “I ain’t married!” yelled Cletus.

      “Jeez Louise, man,” complained Lonnie, who sat to his left. “Would you let the boss finish the dang story?”

      Brown laughed and continued. “So, Lonnie here volunteered to tell his wife about her husband’s untimely demise.”

      “See, good choice of casting, boss. I’m good with the sensitive stuff.”

      A couple of people in the back of the break room faked a cough that sounded very much like the word bullshit. Lonnie swung his head around to determine who was besmirching his character as Brown continued.

      “Anyway, Lonnie goes onshore to deliver the bad news to Cletus’s wife, and a few hours later, he returns totin’ a case of Shiner.” Brown raised his bottle of Shiner beer, which had been brewed in the Texas town of the same name since 1909. He looked around the room at the eyes of the men and women who’d worked for him for years. He suppressed his emotions and continued to tell the joke as a coping mechanism.

      “J.R. asked him, ‘Where’d you get the beer?’ Lonnie told him Cletus’s wife gave it to him. J.R. wasn’t buyin’ it. He shot back, ‘Are you tellin’ me that you told the lady her husband was dead, and she gave you beer?’ ‘Not exactly,’ Lonnie replied. ‘When she answered the door, I asked her if she was Cletus’s widow. She says, nah, I’m not a widow. So, well, I said I’ll bet you a case of beer you are.’”

      The room was silent for a brief moment, and then everyone burst out laughing. The drunken ribbing of the three roughnecks who were a part of the story began. Lonnie’s insensitivity was mocked and served up as the reason he’d been married four times to three different women. Cletus insisted that his ex-wife would’ve run Lonnie off his porch.

      In the living quarters, the party continued. It was lively and full of jokes. However, what was happening within the control room was no joke.

      The flow rates and the pressure levels within 42’s pipelines were erratic. Then they began to tick lower. Ever so slightly at first. Not enough to sound any alarms. If someone had been in the control room, monitoring the gauges and the digital displays, corrections might have been attempted. Not that it mattered.

      At this point, nobody on Sterling Oil Platform 42 was in control of anything. Spencer Gauthier was running things from five thousand miles away. He’d disabled any warning system. He’d cut off the intranet feed between 42 and Sterling’s operations center in Houston. And, while the party was in full swing on the lower decks of the rig, a catastrophe was unfolding within the bowels of 42.

      The pressure levels continued to trend downward even though the operations of 42 dictated that tremendous volumes of filtered water be injected into the sand a mile and a half below the rig to force the black gold upward into the spar. The water continued to pump until it had reached its maximum flow rate. With the pressure levels in the pipelines dropping to dangerously low levels, something had to give.

      At first, 42 began to shudder. Ever so slightly. Imperceptibly. The type of shake that was not unusual considering seismic activity in the Gulf of Mexico was no different than any other place on Earth.

      Deep below the seabed, the carbide drill bit extended from the end of a thick pipe, burrowing through the layers of sand as part of the constant drilling process employed by 42. Churning through layers of sand, silt, and salt domes in search of oil and natural gas, the powerful drill continued to do its job. However, the rest of the rig was shutting down.

      The pressure was building below the seabed as the continuous drilling failed to extract the oil while the water continued to be injected at an extraordinary rate. Tapping the oil at this point would result in a sudden release of energy known as a blowout—the instantaneous, uncontrolled release of crude oil when the pressure systems failed.

      Brown had just finished his sixth beer and another tequila shot when 42 began to vibrate continuously. The massive structure was no longer emitting the slight shake that all of the workers had grown accustomed to. The vibration was growing to the point beer bottles traveled across countertops and tequila swayed in shot glasses.

      “What the hell?” shouted one of the roughnecks.

      “Earthquake?” asked another.

      Brown thought for a moment. Hidden underwater landslides had plagued the Gulf of Mexico in recent years. Earthquakes hundreds of miles away in the New Madrid Seismic Zone were known to trigger submarine mudslides around offshore oil rigs. A spill that had been gushing for sixteen years off the coast of Louisiana had occurred when an oil-production platform had been destroyed by an underwater landslide.

      With over two thousand platforms dotting the Gulf, undersea avalanches had become more common. Seismic activity had breached the tens of thousands of miles of oil and gas pipelines that transported fossil fuels to shore. The landslides triggered by the quakes were a constant threat to the structural integrity of any offshore platform, regardless of size.

      Brown thought the massive structure he’d worked on for decades could withstand the threat of underwater landslides. He’d sensed the seismic activity before, and it usually passed within a minute or less. However, this was different.

      He made eye contact with Branson, who nodded to him. The two pushed their way through the revelers and exited the break room without saying a word. A handful of the roughnecks noticed their departure but, in their inebriated state, didn’t question their intentions.

      They stopped briefly in the hallway. Brown gently placed the palms of his hands on the steel outer wall of the structure. He closed his eyes. He immediately reached a conclusion without studying a gauge or a digital display.

      They were on the verge of a blowout.
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      “We have to hurry!” he shouted to Branson. Brown raced through the hallway and shoved the outer door open, which flung outward until its hinges caused it to recoil back toward him. The edge of the door hit Brown hard in his sixty-seven-year-old arthritic shoulder, causing him to groan in pain. While he recovered, Branson ran past him and was taking the steel stairs upward toward the control room two at a time before Brown knew she’d passed him.

      Because of the enormous costs and dangers associated with oil well blowouts, especially on an offshore platform, many of the safety measures adopted by the petroleum industry revolved around prevention and avoidance. A blowout only takes a brief moment to occur, so the computer programs designed to detect the situation and shut down the rig were heavily relied upon. On the economic level, an oil well gushing thousands or even millions of barrels of oil not only cost the company financial loss from lost profits, but in the case of offshore drilling, environmental cleanup and penalties, too.

      Moreover, blowouts created the most life-threatening scenario on any oil rig. Even more so for the offshore platforms because of the cramped quarters. Emergency drills were conducted often to ensure the workers on the oil platforms understood their roles in finding safety and helping others. Awaiting help from land-based firefighters was not usually an option. The raging inferno could consume a platform in a matter of minutes. While Sterling Oil Platform 42 had its own firefighting capabilities, they were wholly inadequate in the event the rig became fully engulfed.

      The two of them rushed into the control room. Shockingly, there were no alarms sounding. No flashing red lights. No horns blaring. Not even the high-pitched whine of a control panel alarm. Nothing.

      But the gauges didn’t lie.

      “Pressure is building in the collection grid!” said Branson excitedly. “Fourteen thousand psi and climbing.”

      “Fourteen?” asked Brown, who glanced over at the digital display to confirm it for himself. By the time he focused on the red numbers, the pressure had reached fifteen thousand. He looked to his left, searching for another digital display. “Heat’s building up in the main line. We gotta shut off the injectors!”

      “I’m on it,” said Branson. She began to frantically pound on the keyboard. “Dammit! It’s not responding. I don’t understand!” She dropped to her knees and traced the USB cord from the keyboard through a hole in a panel beneath the desktop. She gave it a slight tug. It resisted but clearly wasn’t disconnected.

      Brown hunched over the desk at another terminal. He tried to make several entries. His computer was unresponsive as well.

      “What the hell, Sheila? Has this thing locked us out? It’s not asking for our password.”

      “I don’t know, but we gotta do something. We’re at seventeen K psi.”

      Brown fumbled in his pocket for his keys. He made his way across the room and unlocked the manual control panel used to make emergency adjustments in the event of a total power loss.

      Sheila stood away from the control panel and stared into the darkness of the Gulf as if she were searching for answers. “Jeremiah, we’re at nineteen K. The automatic shutoff valve has failed. If we don’t vent this sucker, the whole line is gonna blow.”

      Brown’s hand hovered over the emergency pressure release lever. He took a deep breath and pulled it downward. He quickly turned to Branson.

      “Warn the others. Tell them to prepare for emergency abandonment procedures.”

      She hesitated. “But won’t this provide relief to—”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’ve never imagined pressure reaching twenty thousand.” He pointed toward the digital display as he spoke.

      As Branson grabbed the microphone and began to issue instructions according to their emergency protocols, Brown slowly approached the windows overlooking the center of the platform. He took a deep breath and exhaled as he waited. Below the spar, deep under the surface of the Gulf, a vast maze of crisscrossing pipes connected together to become the complex oil extraction system of 42. These pipes then traveled underwater to other nearby wells operated by Sterling to form the collection grid. They were intertwined, so a catastrophic event at one could potentially affect them all.

      Whether Brown’s act to relieve the pressure occurred in time would soon reveal itself. Powerful halogen lights illuminated the water of the Gulf sufficient enough for him to see the result. At critical points along the network of pipes, large valves were designed to open, releasing the extraordinary gas pressure into the water. Brown waited, expecting to see a massive but harmless release of bubbles breaching the surface as the vents opened one by one.

      Instead, 42 emitted an angry growl. It was guttural. Primal. Threatening.

      “We’ve got fire on the water, boss!” shouted one of the roughnecks who suddenly appeared in the control room.

      Brown spun around and rushed to the side of the man who stood half-in and half-out of the steel door. In the large gap between 42 and the closest oil platform, a towering blaze spiraled upward out of the Gulf. Like a multi-tentacled creature crawling from its lair in hell, the fire twisted and turned across the surface in a slithering motion, rising and falling with the waves that rollicked by.

      Within seconds, the fire had spread as it found fuel in the form of oil that had covered the surface. The brightness of the blaze lit up the night sky, making the threat all the more visible to Brown and his subordinates.

      “My god,” Branson gasped. “It’s—it’s surrounding us.”

      “Seal the rig, Sheila. Order everyone inside, now!”

      Brown pushed the roughneck out of the way and ran onto the catwalk overlooking the lower levels. He tried to shout over the raging inferno that had now engulfed the water below 42.

      “Everyone inside! Seal the rig. Hurry!”

      Suddenly, as he was waving to his employees to get inside, a mountainous flame shot upward through the center of the spar. It emerged from the water like a mushroom cloud resulting from a nuclear detonation.

      The flames were merciless as they caught clothing on fire and incinerated the bodies inside. Some of his crew tried to jump into the water below to avoid the hellish outburst from the Gulf. If the crushing effect of the ten-story drop didn’t kill them, the burning water below them did.

      Branson was shouting his name. “Jeremiah! Jeremiah!”

      He rushed back to the control room, where he found her sweating from the enormous heat, her eyes wide with fear.

      “What?”

      “The pressure spike in the well has resulted in a blowout failure. The well pressure gauges are off the chart. Maxed out.”

      Brown was frozen in place. He knew what this meant.
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      From a mile and a half below the surface water, an enormous gas bubble exploded through the blowout preventer. Not unlike a tiny bubble of oxygen that would find its way upward to join its fellow, less dense brethren in the atmosphere, the gas did the same. Only, it was much larger, and it was also highly flammable. When it reached the surface and joined with oxygen in the air, it would strike 42 with the power of a thousand-pound bomb.

      Brown ran back outside and looked in all directions. Every inch of water surrounding 42 was in flames. There was no escaping the impact of the massive gas bubble making its way toward them.

      He shouted for Branson. “We have to get down two levels into the storage room. There are three layers of steel walls between us and the outside. Hurry!”

      They chased other roughnecks down the steel stairs. One of the men lost his footing as he hastily tried to round the corner of the stairwell, causing a massive pileup of bodies against the rail. Bones broke, and skin scraped, leaving a bloody mess, yet they quickly recovered and made their way toward the storage room.

      “Which way?” one of the men shouted, as they were now surrounded by thick, oily smoke. Visibility was minimal at best, but Brown knew 42 and could find his way around it blindfolded.

      “Follow us!” he yelled in return.

      Now a human train of eight closely followed one another with their hands resting on each other’s shoulders. They made their way inside and slammed the steel door behind them. One of the men turned the handle shut to seal the door, as if that would keep the flaming monster from getting at them.

      “In here!” yelled Branson, who was barely visible in the dim emergency lighting. The power to the platform had failed, making the quest for safety all the more difficult.

      One by one, the group ducked into the storage area and sought a place of safety. A few more had the same idea and joined them. Once settled, everyone sat on the floor. Most pulled their knees close to their chest and wrapped their arms around their legs to emulate a seated fetal position. Primal fear coursed through them as they waited. Their breathing was heavy and shallow. Their fright consumed them as they waited.

      Beads of sweat poured off Brown’s face. The temperature had risen to near one hundred twenty degrees inside the oil platform’s steel superstructure. His mind raced as he first tried to picture all of the employees aboard Sterling Oil Platform 42 at the moment.

      Then he had flashbacks of important moments in his tenure with Sterling, from the day he had been hired until the day he’d personally met Stephanie Sterling. It had been a proud moment for him when the CEO of Sterling not only knew his name but was fully aware of his background with the company. He’d had a few communications with her via email after that. He admired and respected her for staying in touch with the employees who kept her company running. And when Maverick took over, that tradition continued.

      Brown was deep in thought when the gas bubble breached the surface and exploded. The impact shook 42 to its core. Everyone in the storage room screamed and began to sob as the spar tried to hold itself together. As a wave of energy swept over them, the structure shook violently and began to sway from side to side.

      Brown knew what that meant. 42’s structural integrity had been compromised. The once mighty oil platform, the largest of its kind, was nearing the end. He reached in the darkness and took Branson’s hand. She was sobbing uncontrollably. He wasn’t sure if she understood what was about to happen, but he did his best to offer her words of comfort.

      “Sheila, I’m so sorry that I’ve failed you. Turning over the operations of 42 was one of the proudest accomplishments of my life.”

      She coughed in fits and tried to control her emotions. All she could do was nod and sniffle. Her words, it’s okay, were barely discernible.

      Brown apologized to those members of the crew who could hear him. “I’m so sorry, everyone. It was an honor working with you all. I love you like family.” His chin dropped to his chest, and he hugged Branson. He began to cry, and for the first time in his adult life, Brown prayed to God for forgiveness and strength.

      The final moment of their lives happened in slow motion. The platform began to list as its structural supports gave way. The hundred-plus-ton structure was succumbing to gravity as it toppled to the side.

      Slowly at first. And then with a rush, it came crashing downward into the fiery hot, boiling water of the Gulf, where it became a funeral pyre.
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      The first half ended with a sudden turn of events that threatened to derail the postgame parties everyone had planned. Bryan’s quarterback, a senior, had rarely played a down with the varsity during his freshmen and sophomore years. The Vikings quarterback had been a solid performer and was a multipronged threat in the backfield as a junior. He’d received a scholarship offer from SMU in Dallas because he excelled at academics in addition to being a quality young man.

      Temple’s considerable depth at every position took its toll on the Vikings squad during the final two series of the half. The first miscue occurred when the Vikings QB fumbled the snap. He tried to recover and run with the ball but was ultimately swarmed over by the quick Temple defense. The ball broke loose again, and a Temple Wildcat scooped it up and ran it in for a touchdown.

      On the next series, faced with a third down and eleven yards to go to get the first, the Vikings quarterback threw what’s known in football as a pick six—an interception to the opposing team that ran it into the end zone for a touchdown. The Vikings’ seventeen-point lead was erased, and more importantly, the momentum of the game had changed in favor of the visiting defending state champs.

      Just as J.D. was leading his team back onto the field to accept the kickoff for the second half, every head in the stadium craned their neck to catch a glimpse of the helicopter that circled overhead and then gently set itself down in the soccer field near the stadium adjacent to Walmart. He never saw the markings on the chopper indicating it was the Sterling corporate aircraft, but he had little doubt Maverick and Dutch had arrived to catch the second half of the game.

      He was certain the two had no intention of making a grand entrance. They were busy executives, and he was fortunate they could break away to watch a high school football game. However, he could only imagine the jealous commentary that rolled through the stadium as the two exited to join their mother.

      J.D. was keenly aware that not everyone in Brazos County was enamored of the presence of Sterling Ranch and its multitude of oil rigs dotting the landscape. The nation’s political climate had worsened year after year. Americans were bitterly divided on a number of issues, including environmental ones dealing with fossil fuels. He wanted no part of the debate because he considered himself separate from the family business. His past revolved around football, and Brock’s future did as well. Debates over carbon emissions and fracking could be left to others within his family.

      The second half started out with a bang and not in a good way. With thousands of Bryan faithful screaming, encouraging their team to victory, the opening kickoff sailed high into the air to the goal line. The team’s best wide receiver also was a top kick returner in the district, averaging just over thirty yards per return. Unlike most coaches who’d instruct their returner to allow the ball to sail into the end zone, J.D. felt the need to make things happen in order for his undermatched team to be competitive.

      The deep man fielded the kickoff cleanly and was racing up the far sidelines in front of the Temple bench. He had an opening, and soon he’d hit full stride as he passed his own twenty-yard line. Many in the stands followed the play-by-play on Sports Radio 1150 The Zone, a local AM station. David Campbell called the action.

      “LaRon Jennings patiently waits for the high, deep kick to come back to Earth. He’s gonna field this one, folks. It’s a clean catch, and he immediately looks upfield for his wedge of blockers.

      “This special teams unit for the Vikings spends a lot of time in practice setting up blockers for this young man, who absolutely flies like the wind. He’s found a seam on the right side of the field.

      “He’s to the twenty. His strides carry him several yards at a time as he leans his head back. Man, oh man, can this kid fly. He’s found a seam and evaded a tackler as he races up the sidelines.

      “He’s across the thirty. Wow! What a block! He’s got open field now. The forty. Across midfield. One of the Wildcats has an angle on him. Jennings is down to the forty. One man to beat!”

      Suddenly, Campbell fell silent. Jennings took a shot as he tried to stiff-arm the tackler, who delivered a hit that reverberated throughout the stadium despite the crowd noise inching above eighty-five decibels. The tackler lowered his head and rammed his helmet into the side of his left knee. The crack of Jennings’s femur and tibia could be heard by every player on the field. The ripped tendons and ligaments were later revealed by an MRI. A hush fell over the crowd until he was taken off the field, and the obligatory clapping honored the fallen player. Jennings was carted off the field and removed by ambulance to College Station to be treated by the sports medicine specialists at Texas A&M.

      Adversity.

      J.D. had to give himself the pregame pep talk to lift his spirits after he witnessed the season-ending injury to the young man. He joined players and coaches from both teams in the center of the field as they knelt in solidarity to pray for Jennings. Afterwards, the game continued with the Bryan fan base somewhat subdued. It was time for J.D., and his young football team, to reach deep inside themselves to overcome Jennings’s gruesome injury and finish what they started.
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      “Come on, Vikings!” shouted Dutch, who’d rolled up his sleeves as he cheered on the team. Unlike his father, the cool and collected attorney rarely broke a sweat. He was in excellent physical condition and had taught himself to remain calm in the tensest of situations. He plopped in his seat between Maverick and their mother.

      It was symbolic of the many times he’d found himself playing peacemaker between the two throughout his life. Both women were successful and headstrong. Stephanie possessed a diplomacy that was unequal in her peers. Maverick enjoyed blowing things up. One might use the analogy of oil and water not mixing. Dutch looked at their relationship as mixing baking soda with vinegar in a science class volcano experiment. Explosive.

      Tonight, however, everyone was rowing in the same direction. He intended to enjoy the moment, as he imagined tomorrow might change if his mom commented on Maverick’s interview. He was certain she would disapprove of Maverick’s unfiltered response to the media questioning. Now was not the time, she’d say, to draw unwanted scrutiny from their enemies—the regulators in Washington.

      “Hey, Dutch, I appreciate the enthusiasm, but how much do you have riding on this game?” asked Maverick teasingly.

      Dutch decided to throw it right back at her. “Okay. Truth be told, I do have a friendly wager on the outcome with a state legislator from Temple. No real money involved.”

      “What did you bet?” asked Stephanie.

      He hesitated. “Well, it was a straight-up win-or-lose bet. If Bryan wins, he buys pizzas from DeSano’s in Austin for my staff.”

      “What if Temple wins?” his mother asked.

      “Then he gets a date with Maverick.”

      Stephanie laughed, but Maverick scoffed. “Fat chance. I’d eat that puny politician alive. Temple’s not gonna win anyway, and if they do, you and your boyfriend can enjoy a night on the town. I’ll pay for it. How’s that?”

      The play-by-play announcer could be heard from a fan’s radio sitting behind them. “Bryan comes out in a passing formation as they face a third and long. The third quarter is winding down as the two teams are engaged in a defensive battle. The Vikings need to cross the fifty to get a first down.

      “Here’s the snap. Romero drops back to pass. He’s feeling the pressure from his blind side. He eludes the pass rush and rolls out to his right. He’s scanning the field.

      “He’s gonna let it fly. He’s got a man open along the sideline. Grant Watson tiptoes against the sideline while stretching his head backwards to pick up the flight of the ball.

      “He’s got it! Helluva throw and catch. Lawd, you’d think that kid had eyes on his chin as he cradled that ball against his chest. It’s a thirty-nine-yard gain for the Vikings and a first down!”

      The fans had come back to life. J.D. was jumping up and down, waving his clipboard in a whirling, circular motion. The Temple defense was starting to tire, and they walked slowly down the field to where the official had placed the ball before indicating it was first down.

      Meanwhile, the Bryan offense rushed ahead to get set up to run a play without a huddle. J.D. had lured the Temple coaching staff into a false sense of security. While they scrambled to get into position, J.D. called the play from the sideline.

      Bryan’s quarterback, who’d recovered from the disastrous ending to the first half, was now playing with renewed confidence. He took the snap and faked a handoff to his tailback. He dropped back to pass again. He kept his feet moving and his eyes roving as he read the defensive secondary. He had time. His line fought off the rush of Temple defenders.

      There!

      Players, coaches and fans followed the ball sailing toward the end zone. Bryan’s receiver leapt high into the air, fighting off the smaller free safety to snag the pass.

      Dave Campbell could be heard through the headphones of those sitting in the stands.

      “Touchdown! Touchdown! Bryan extends its lead over the number-one-ranked Temple Wildcats as the third quarter comes to an end. Oh my!”

      The stadium erupted once again, and the Vikings players congratulated one another. Dutch, Stephanie, and the usually reserved Maverick jumped up and down, joining the fans around them in jubilant celebration.

      Despite the outburst of excitement, Dutch was able to feel the vibration of his cell phone in his pocket. At first, he considered ignoring it, but his duties at Sterling Energy never ended. He studied the text message.

      Zeke: We’ve got a situation. Dutch, it’s bad. Call me!

      Dutch looked around to determine the best way to exit the stands and find a quiet location to place the call. He told his mother and sister he’d be right back, choosing not to alarm them until he knew what Zeke had texted about.

      Five minutes later, Dutch learned that Sterling Oil Platform 42 had disappeared into the Gulf, and the water around it was on fire. There were no survivors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Merrill Green Field

        Bryan High School

        Bryan, Texas

      

      

      Dutch was unaware of the pregame pep talk his father had given the young men in the locker room regarding overcoming adversity. The Sterling Energy family had just suffered an unspeakable tragedy. The economic loss and the environmental catastrophe resulting from the demise of Platform 42 was unfathomable. It could either destroy them as a company or make them bitter as they questioned how the disaster could happen.

      Dutch stood underneath the stands after disconnecting the call with Zeke. He paced back and forth as sweat soaked his once pristine starched shirt. After the fans began to cheer again and stomp their feet in the grandstands, he recalled the words that were attributed to his great-grandfather, his namesake.

      Out of every tragedy comes new strength.

      He adjusted his clothing and took a deep breath, allowing the air in his lungs to be released slowly as if he were trying to hold onto life as well. He marched up the ramp and took in the scene. Over ten thousand football fans and the squads they supported were oblivious to the tragedies of others.

      For the moment, their focus was on the epic struggle between two teams who were throwing their bodies at one another in an attempt to win a football game. Dutch sighed as he made eye contact with his mother. He felt like a child with a terrible, dark secret he was trying to hide from her. He had never been able to manage to block her out of his mind when he was growing up, and even from a distance, as the two locked eyes, his facial expression wasn’t capable of deceiving her.

      Stephanie mouthed the word what? Dutch grimaced and then gulped. She’d take the news much harder than her business-minded daughter, who seemingly had ice water in her veins. His mom personally knew Jeremiah Brown. She’d take his loss harder than the destruction of the oil platform.

      He glanced at the field and then at the scoreboard. The game was in the middle of the fourth quarter, and Bryan was holding onto a three-point lead. He searched the sideline for his father, who exhibited a level of intensity that Dutch had rarely witnessed. The opportunity to coach his high school alma mater was more important to him than he’d let on. He wanted to win, and the Vikings were on the cusp of an upset. It sucked that the tragedy at 42 might overshadow his dad’s big night.
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        * * *

      

      J.D. nervously strutted up and down the sideline as an injury timeout paused the Temple advance into Viking territory. His defense had spent a considerable amount of time on the field and were showing signs of fatigue. While trainers attended to the injured player, J.D. motioned for Brock to join him on the sideline.

      “How’re ya doin’, son?”

      “Fine, Dad. The linemen are winded and can’t seem to catch up. We’re hardly getting any kind of rush on the passer. He’s got all kinds of time.”

      J.D. stared across the sideline at the opposing coach. He watched Temple make several personnel changes. “They’ve been holding the tailback in the backfield to protect the QB. With his extra protection, he’s got plenty of time to make his reads.”

      “Dad, I think they’re settin’ us up. I know a lead draw play is coming.”

      J.D. studied his son and then looked past the taller young man toward the Temple coach again. “You may be right. They’ve all but taken their best offensive weapon out of the game plan.”

      “Dad, they have a play I picked up while studying film. They ran it in the first half, and it might’ve been designed as a setup for now.”

      “The fullback toss in the second quarter?”

      “Yeah. Last year, they did the same thing. They set up in a classic I-formation with the tight end on the right side. The toss was to the fullback to the strong side. Standard play. Late in the game against Killeen, they set up the same formation. Instead, they ran a lead draw. They blew through the line and scored.”

      J.D. thought for a moment. It was fourth down. It would be a risky call, but if they were correct, they’d stop the Temple drive and take over the ball, which would allow them to run out the clock. The player was being helped off the field, so the players from both teams were returning to their respective huddles.

      “Call an audible. If they line up in the I-formation and set the tight end on the right side, switch from a 3-4 to a 5-2. Stack the line, son.”

      Brock took a deep breath and exhaled. He stared his father in the eye. “I’ll let ’em know in the huddle. I’m gonna call it last second so their QB can’t change his play. But, Dad, if we’re wrong, our D-backs are gonna get torched.”

      J.D. nodded. This was why they paid him the big bucks.

      “Do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dutch eased back into his seat. Both of the women in his life studied his demeanor. He leaned over to whisper, “Zeke received a report that Platform 42 suffered a catastrophic failure.”

      Stephanie interrupted. “Catastrophic in what sense?”

      “We don’t have all the details, Mom. But it appears some type of explosion and fire came through the center of the platform.”

      “How bad is it?” asked Maverick, who became impatient with her brother.

      “It’s gone. The entire platform collapsed and fell into the water.”

      “Jesus,” muttered Maverick as she looked toward the heavens.

      “There’s more,” continued Dutch. “The spur and the containment wells were compromised. The Gulf of Mexico has a spill that’s miles wide, and the surface water is on fire. Zeke said it looked like an eye of fire in the middle of the dark water.”

      “We’ve gotta go, Dutch,” Maverick said as she stood.

      Dutch nodded and turned to his mother. “Tell Dad we’re sorry we had to miss the ending.”

      Stephanie was in shock. She’d been instrumental in making Sterling Oil Platform 42 a model that had been followed by most major offshore oil companies. She was also struck by the fact Jeremiah Brown might have been on board.

      “Son, that’s Jeremiah’s rig. Was he …?” Her voice trailed off as she became emotional.

      Dutch nodded as he placed his hand on his mother’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Mom. Zeke confirmed Jeremiah was still with his team for his final night. Tomorrow, he would’ve been retired.”

      Maverick and Dutch left their mother alone in the stands as they hustled off to the helicopter. Both of them were speaking on their cell phones as they rushed out of the stadium and across the nearby field. Just as they closed the chopper door, the crowd erupted, but the two Sterling Energy executives wouldn’t learn of the outcome until the next day.
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        * * *

      

      Dave Campbell, voice of the Vikings, gave the play-by-play to thousands of faithful fans within the region and to those who watched the play unfold in slow motion.

      “Well, folks, it’s come down to this. It’s fourth and eight for the Temple Wildcats. They’ve had limited success throwing the football, but they’ll have to connect on this play to keep their drive alive.

      “Our Vikings have broken the huddle and are setting up on the defensive side of the ball in their three-four alignment. Our defensive lineman are sucking wind as they try to find the strength to make one last play. Hands on hips and chests heavin’, they’re staring at the Wildcats across the line of scrimmage.

      “Brock Millican is studying the Temple QB and his offensive backfield. Their quarterback comes up under center and slowly backs away from the line of scrimmage into the shotgun position. He raised his right knee, an indication to his tight end to go in motion. Eighty-nine hustles behind the down lineman to set up outside the right tackle.

      “Wait! Millican is calling an audible. He’s running back and forth, slapping his linemen on the backs while shifting them to the side. He and another linebacker have filled the gap and created a five-two front.

      “Temple takes the snap. The fullback flares out to the strong side. The quarterback fakes a pitch and slowly eases the handoff to the tailback.”

      Throughout the screams of the fans, Brock could be heard shouting at the top of his lungs, “Draw! Draw! Draw!”

      The Temple tailback was a sitting duck. He tried a head fake to throw the charging lineman off balance. Brock wasn’t buying it. His eyes were laser-focused on the tailback’s numbers. Temple’s high school all-American tailback never had a chance.

      “Man! What a hit! Millican has nailed the ball carrier in the backfield. The ball is loose, and we’ve recovered the fumble. Ladies and gentlemen, I’m tellin’ ya that was a helluva gamble, and it paid off. Coach J.D. Millican needs to haul his cookies to Vegas ’cause he certainly has luck on his side. Man, oh man!”

      The Bryan players danced and hugged and exchanged high fives. The cheer squad couldn’t wave their arms fast enough as they encouraged the Vikings faithful to join in the celebration. J.D. congratulated his defensive unit as they made their way off the field.

      Then he turned to seek out his wife and other children. He wanted to join them in celebrating the big play that led them to victory. Just as he found Stephanie among the jubilant fans, he heard the helicopter take off and soar towards Houston.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mons, Belgium

      

      

      The astonished attendees watched the monitors as the inferno raged. Until the glass on the lenses melted, they were able to see bodies aflame as they threw themselves over the railings of the oil rig into the Gulf of Mexico. The Sterling Oil platform fire was so intense, it spread across the Gulf for miles. It was easily seen from space as well as from the shoreline of four states.

      Gauthier was glad that the room was darkened. He’d pushed his chair away from the computer and its array of monitors as the events unfolded so every one of his prospective employers could have a view. It had not been his intention to carry it this far. Had he taken more time to understand Sterling’s software system, he might have modified his approach to avoid the catastrophe.

      The loss of life didn’t bother him. As far as he was concerned, the men and women who worked that rig were enemy combatants in the fight for the planet’s survival. It was the fire spreading in all directions across the Gulf waters that saddened him. He worried about the impact on the marine life. He knew the environmental disaster would come ashore eventually and require a massive toxic waste cleanup. He wondered how it would affect seabirds and plant life. This was far worse than the BP Oil spill in 2010.

      Gauthier closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head from side to side. He’d unintentionally gone too far, giving new meaning to a scorched-earth approach. Before the cameras failed and the live video streams went dark, it looked like the gates of hell had opened up.

      He didn’t have to turn around to sense the reaction of his interviewers. Some mumbled words of disgust. Others muttered the equivalent of no thanks. Chairs slid across the stone floor, and the sounds of leather-soled shoes shuffling across the room toward the exit door could be heard. There were no accolades. No thank-yous. And certainly, he didn’t expect any offers to be forthcoming.

      He was wrong.

      In the back of the room, two men stood stoic throughout his presentation. They whispered between themselves and never engaged the other attendees. When the other representatives in the room turned their heads in disgust, the two men in the back nodded approvingly.

      A dejected Gauthier stared at the monitors, unsure of what to do. The woman who escorted him into the room appeared to have left. The two burly security guards had not entered to escort him out, or kill him, for that matter. Yet he sensed he was not alone.

      He stood from his chair and backed away from the workstation and its array of monitors. He slowly approached the first row of leather club chairs, all of which were empty. In the darkness, he could make out two figures standing against the wall.

      “Young man,” a gravelly voice with a strong Eastern European accent began, startling Gauthier. He tried to place the man’s nationality. Romanian perhaps. Or maybe Hungarian. The man who remained in the shadows continued. “The greatest threat to our planet has always been the assumption that someone else will save it. That’s no longer the case. We’ve been inhabiting Earth as if we have a spare to use in case it no longer suits our purpose. We are the most intelligent creatures to ever inhabit this planet, yet we are the ones guilty of destroying it. That has to stop. Now.”

      The man paused, and Gauthier allowed his words to soak in. Gauthier was tempted to speak but was unsure if it was his turn, or even necessary.

      The older man continued. “Those responsible need to be held accountable. They need to be punished one offender at a time. However, to do so, we need more soldiers. More assets. More weapons in our arsenal. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you really?” the man asked. “My contemporaries were shocked by this display. They left in disgust, repulsed by the result. Not I. I want you to understand what I’m asking of you. Join us, and we will provide you all the tools you need. But make no mistake, we never question our motives, young man. Never. Megért?” For a single word, the man switched to his native Hungarian tongue to ask Gauthier if he understood the ramifications of what he was saying.

      “Um, yes,” replied Gauthier, who had just witnessed many dozens of people burn to death as a result of his actions. Somehow, he understood the man’s intent from the tone and tenor of his statement.

      For the first time, the older man’s companion spoke up. “There is a secure cellular phone with encryption technology sitting on a table against this wall. There is also an envelope with your first assignment. Get prepared and await further instructions.”

      “I will.”

      György Schwartz spoke in a hushed tone to his son, Jonathan. “The path is clear. Provide this young man everything he needs. Personnel. Technology. Information. Money. There is no reason to delay our goals any further.”

      “I will, Father,” he said before turning his attention back to Gauthier. “Janus, you will never know our true identities. You will always be contacted by our surrogates. If you require something, you will deal with them. However, if you do not succeed in the tasks assigned to you, you will be replaced. Please know this. We do not negotiate exit packages or buyouts. Am I clear?”

      “Yes. Crystal clear.”

      Gauthier listened for further instructions; however, none came. Schwartz, one of the world’s preeminent financiers and champions of environmental and social justice, exited through a door at the back of the room without another word.
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        You can’t stop the gears of capitalism.

        However, you can always be a pain in its ass.

        ~ Jarett Kobek, Author of I Hate the Internet
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      The family stayed around the house the day after the big game. Maverick and Dutch worked late into the night, trying to gather information as to the cause of the disaster at Platform 42. J.D.’s postgame celebration was short-lived. Stephanie waited until they were home to tell him what had happened and only after he inquired as to why his other two children had departed during that crucial moment in the fourth quarter.

      Brock went out to purchase half a dozen copies of the Saturday edition of the local paper, which featured a photo of the triumphant father and son on the front page. Although the gathering without Maverick and Dutch was subdued, Stephanie wanted J.D. to continue to bask in the successful opening night win.

      Brock had won district player of the week honors for his efforts on the field and for the gutsy audible he’d called to dash Temple’s hopes of a comeback. It was one of many such honors he’d achieved during his high school playing career. As he read the news article, he skipped over any reference to himself as he kept the focus on his dad.

      “After retiring from the National Football League following nineteen seasons as a Dallas Cowboy, J.D. Millican prepared himself for a life on the ranch with his recently retired wife, Stephanie.

      “When he was approached by Bryan High School to take over the reins as head coach following the untimely death of his predecessor, Millican reluctantly accepted. This paper’s editorial team was the first to float his name as a viable prospect for the new job.

      “Millican’s successful career, which began in Bryan, led him to this moment. His poise under pressure as he opened his career against the top-ranked Temple Wildcats helped lead him to victory. It also assisted him during his postgame interview, during which he reflected on the win with enough constructive self-criticism to make him sound like a seasoned head football coach.”

      “Humble, right, hon?” asked Stephanie as she brought her husband another cup of coffee. She was thrilled that he’d committed to taking the day off with his family rather than rushing into his study to watch game film.

      J.D. laughed as he pointed at the paper. “Of course they’re gonna pump me up. You heard that line about their editorial staff suggesting me for the job. They wanna take credit for the whole doggone thing.”

      Brock continued. “Coach Millican said, ‘It was a good win. We did some things a little sloppy that I’m glad Temple didn’t capitalize on. I expected miscues considering it’s our first game and with what these young men had been through over the summer. But, all in all, we had a lot of players see action, and they gave it their all. Our offense clicked well against that number-one-ranked Temple defense. However, I will say this. Ultimately, we won this game on the backs of our defense. They’ve set the tone and laid down the gauntlet for the rest of the teams in our district.’

      “When asked if this Bryan squad was good enough to go to state, Coach Millican responded, ‘Listen, tonight’s game was special. I’m coaching my alma mater. My son’s playing his heart out. I see my wife and other two kids in the stands, rooting us on. It’s hard to imagine what has happened in these thirty-some years.

      “‘We’re gonna let this win soak in. Monday, we’ll talk about what we did right and wrong. And then we’ll suit up and prepare for another district rival from Belton.’”

      Brock smiled and folded the paper to isolate the picture of the two of them. “Mom, can we frame this? Honestly, this is the biggest win of my career.”

      “Mine too, son. Stephanie? Can you get it framed?”

      “I already planned on it, guys,” she said with a smile. She tried to nonchalantly glance at the grandfather clock, a gesture that didn’t go unnoticed by the guys.

      “Are they gonna make it for supper?” asked Brock.

      “I think so, bud,” his mom replied. “This is a bad situation for the company and all of us on a personal level. I knew several of the people who died. Your brother and sister are gathering facts. This afternoon, we’ll talk about what happens next.”

      Despite their best efforts, the trio couldn’t shake the tragedy from their minds. J.D. set aside his feelings stemming from the upset over their rival in his first game as head coach to support his wife and the Sterling Energy half of the family. The rest of the afternoon, Brock spent time in his room on the phone or interacting on social media. J.D. and Stephanie settled onto the sofa to watch Texas A&M’s home opener against Vanderbilt. The Aggies were destroying the outgunned Commodores in the third quarter when the sound of the Sterling helicopter could be heard approaching from a distance.

      The parents met Maverick and Dutch on the front lawn, nervously anticipating more details of the devastating collapse of 42 as well as hoping for news of survivors. Before they’d entered the house, they learned that only a few partially burned corpses had been found. The rest had likely been incinerated by the superheated fires that surrounded the oil platform’s location.

      Everyone gathered in the living room, where Brock had emerged with his iPad. He turned the volume down on the game while accepting hugs from his brother and sister.

      Maverick turned to her parents. Her face exhibited sadness, a level of emotional angst Stephanie had never witnessed in her daughter. The usually stoic, tough exterior Maverick maintained had collapsed.

      With a sigh, Stephanie said, “I think this family could use a drink.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” said Dutch as he dropped his briefcase in a side chair. “Whiskey for me.”

      Stephanie looked in Maverick’s direction.

      “Same for me, Mom. Just ice, please.”

      J.D. stepped forward. “I’ll make the drinks, and y’all get comfortable. Brock and I’ll get some brisket cookin’. How’s that sound?”

      “Sounds great, Dad,” said Dutch. As J.D. turned toward the bar, Dutch added, “Dad, we’re both sorry to miss the end of the game. Seriously, congrats on your first win.”

      J.D. paused and smiled. “It’s completely understandable, son. I’m glad you two got to see part of the action. Your brother was the real hero last night. He made the read and suggested the defensive adjustment. Then he executed. I was very proud of him.”

      “Enough for me to celebrate with a Shiner?” asked Brock hopefully. Since 1909, the Spoetzl Brewery in Shiner, Texas, had brewed its signature beer, Shiner Bock. Today, the tiny brewery ships nearly seven million cases of its beer throughout the country.

      “Um, nope,” replied his mother.

      Moments later, J.D. returned with four crystal highball glasses, a bucket of ice, and a rare bottle of Ben Milam single-barrel bourbon whiskey. In tiny Blanco, Texas, Marsha Milam and the producers of Ben Milam Whiskey had rebranded to Milam & Greene when Milam took on a new partner, master blender Heather Greene. The two women had successfully relaunched the well-known brand of premium whiskey about the time Stephanie was making a name for herself as the head of Sterling Energy. The trio of women had joined other female entrepreneurs for an issue of Texas Monthly magazine. The Milam contingent had given Stephanie a gift of several cases of their original whiskey, which took the Double Gold honor at the World Spirits competition in 2017. J.D. thought today was a reason to break open a bottle of the good stuff, as they say.

      After the drinks were poured, Stephanie raised her glass. “My grandaddy once said that the idea is not to live forever but to create a lasting legacy that will. He warned me we’d experience loss and tragedy over the years. We’d also achieve successes. Today, we celebrate J.D.’s success, but we also mourn the dead and their loved ones who are suffering.”

      She raised her glass, and the adults gently touched them together. After a long swig, J.D. topped his drink off and headed for the kitchen to prepare the brisket. The rest made their way into the living room overlooking the vast ranchlands dotted with oil pumpers.

      Maverick brought her mother up to speed on the final death count and the damages sustained not only to Platform 42 but the containment wells. They’d been fortunate to avoid a larger catastrophe, as safety measures had prevented the fires from reaching adjoining oil platforms through the interconnected containment well system.

      “What could have caused this?” asked Stephanie. It was a question on everybody’s minds, including state and local governments. The environmental disaster was the news headline of the day, largely overshadowing the loss of life.

      “We’ve had our operations team working on it nonstop, Mom,” replied Maverick. “It’s beyond me as to how something like this, whether a technical malfunction or even sabotage, could go unnoticed to the point of total destruction.”

      Stephanie was perplexed. “Sabotage? Why would you think that?”

      “We can’t rule anything out, Mom,” answered Dutch. “Listen, the EPA is already up our ass. There are Louisiana congressmen from both sides of the aisle rippin’ us because we’re a Texas-based company that has polluted their waters. They’re talking House investigations. They want the FBI involved. From a company standpoint, we’re gonna be attacked from all sides.”

      “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet, and they’ve already brought out the torches and pitchforks,” added Maverick.

      Stephanie gave her daughter a disapproving look. “Honey, after yesterday’s interview, you made yourself an easy target. The media would love to make a villain out of you.”

      “I can’t help what people think,” Maverick responded. “But, um, I take it you and Dad watched the raw footage I sent you from yesterday.”

      “I did. Fortunately, your father forgot about it. I try to keep him separated from the drama surrounding Sterling Energy. I wanted him to enjoy his moment for as long as possible without lying to him. Hopefully, he won’t see it because he’d agree with me.”

      “Mom, it doesn’t matter. I’ve got bigger problems now. Fortunately, this happened on a Friday night when most people stop paying attention to the news. With a little luck, a bigger story will break over the next couple of days. I’m sick of seeing that image from the International Space Station that literally looks like a seventy-mile-wide eye of fire in the Gulf.”

      Stephanie grimaced as she swallowed the rest of her whiskey. She needed another drink, and Dutch quickly took her glass to provide a refill. There was an awkward silence in the living room, as the two women wanted desperately to talk about something else but couldn’t. Dutch, as he was adept at doing, shifted the focus back to the sabotage possibility.

      “We’re in damage-control mode, Mom. We need a narrative that shifts responsibility away from our own ineptitude if that’s what it turns out to be. Our operations people tell us Jeremiah’s going-away party was in full swing at the time the crisis unfolded. If there were alarms in 42’s control room, it was possible nobody noticed until it was too late.”

      “They monitor those things from Houston. When we pull our people from the offshore platforms during major hurricanes, we can still monitor the vitals of the facility.”

      “That’s just the thing, Mom. Houston is telling us that they lost contact with 42 seven minutes before the first explosion. They tried to reach Jeremiah or anyone else on 42 and couldn’t.”

      “How could that happen?” asked Stephanie.

      Dutch was about to respond when he noticed Zeke pulling into a parking space in front of the house. He nodded out the window. “Hopefully, he’s got some answers for us.”
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      Zeke Bass was viewed as an old-school Texas outlaw. His more noteworthy ancestor was the infamous bank robber, Sam Bass, who rained terror on the Southwest in the late 1800s until his apprehension by a special company of Texas Rangers that included legendary lawman John Barclay Armstrong.

      Zeke and Dutch were childhood friends dating back to grade school. Dutch’s family had been wealthy and well known. Zeke’s family had lived in the country and struggled to make ends meet. When Dutch went off to law school, Zeke went to the school of hard knocks as a Marine serving in the Middle East. After six years, he built a résumé that included demolitions expertise as well as intelligence training as a 0211 Counterintelligence/Human Intelligence Specialist.

      As an intelligence specialist, he was responsible for gathering information from locals and interrogating enemy combatants. Zeke would roll his eyes with disdain if someone referred to him as a spy, as his job wasn’t clandestine. He liked to refer to himself as an extractor of information. The nomenclature used to describe his work after the questioning of a prisoner began was dependent upon the attitude and level of cooperation of the individual he was interrogating.

      After he left the Marines, he returned home to Bryan although his parents had moved on. Bryan was the only home he’d ever known, so it made sense for him to either reenlist or find a job stateside. He almost gave up during his job search and was about to sign on for another tour of duty when he ran across his old friend Dutch.

      It didn’t take long for the two men to catch up on their nearly six years apart. Dutch, who was beginning to do battle with environmental activists around the state, saw a need for someone of Zeke’s expertise. Plus, Zeke’s intelligence background enabled Dutch to have the upper hand when twisting the arms of legislators regarding a bill he wanted passed or killed. All lawmakers had skeletons in their closet. Zeke excelled at finding them and, if there weren’t any, concocting scenarios that created a few.

      Over the years, Zeke had tapped into some deep-state resources within the federal government. He parlayed those contacts into establishing dark relationships at the state capital in Austin. One of Dutch’s greatest pleasures was to aimlessly walk the halls of the State House with Zeke. It was amazing how many powerful politicians would cower in the dark recesses of a doorway or suddenly find a need to dash into a restroom.

      Zeke had become an important part of the Millican family as well, and not just from a Sterling Energy perspective. There were occasions in which ranch hands stole from them. Zeke addressed the issue with the thieves personally. When a fifteen-year-old girl swore on her life that Brock had gotten her pregnant, it was Zeke who was able to see through the lie and prove it by gaining access to fraudulent medical records generated by the girl’s uncle.

      He was, in every sense of the word, the family’s fixer, and above all, he was fiercely loyal.

      Dutch greeted his friend at the door, and the men slapped one another on the back. Zeke was an imposing figure with shoulders appearing as broad as the entry door. He took off his black cowboy hat and rested it on a chair near the door. He ran his fingers through his jet-black hair and exhaled. His brow revealed beads of sweat as the hundred-degree temperatures continued across Texas.

      “Hi, Zeke,” greeted Stephanie as she stood to refresh her drink. “Can I pour you one?”

      He hesitated for a moment and made eye contact with Maverick. She provided him an imperceptible nod, indicating it was not too early to partake of whiskey. Zeke never knew if he was going to be sent out to take care of a matter, so he liked to keep his wits about him.

      “What’s the latest?” asked Maverick. She peered over the top of the glass and studied Zeke’s demeanor to get a sense of whether he was concerned. The man’s poker face didn’t betray his feelings.

      “Nothing from operations or our investigators,” he began in his reply. “I need to make you aware of a couple of things. One is that the administration is looking for a scalp.”

      “This is a tragedy,” said Maverick angrily. “Can’t they at least let us bury the dead? Or, you know, have a service for them.”

      “It’s the timing of things,” continued Zeke. “The president is pushing her Green New Deal agenda, and she’s having trouble strong-arming members of her own party in oil-producing states. Congressmen who would ordinarily support her policies can’t put their name on legislation that might destroy the oil industry.”

      “They’re not stupid,” quipped Dutch. “Plus, we funnel a lot of campaign dollars their way, not to mention the indirect personal perks they enjoy.”

      “Is there a scalp to give them?” asked Maverick. Everyone in the room stared at her but said nothing. “Wait. Mine? They want my scalp? They can kiss my ass. Scalp that!”

      Dutch understood. “Here’s the reality. This president blames everything on climate change, from mass migration to wildfires to terrorism. Like the rest of them, the biggest contributor to this so-called existential threat is the fossil-fuel industry. Big oil has been their target for years. Now they’re starting to look at midsized companies like ours.”

      Maverick shook her head and chuckled. “I’m not resigning because of an accident. What else have you learned?”

      Zeke raised his chin and continued. “I just learned that an emergency hearing is scheduled for this evening at six in Washington.”

      “Congress?” asked Dutch.

      “No, administrative,” replied Zeke. “The EPA.”

      Maverick rolled her eyes. “They’ll just do what they always do. Blather on about global warming and issue hollow suggestions coupled with unenforceable directives. Dutch has been battling those guys for years.”

      Stephanie lowered her eyes. The new head of the Environmental Protection Agency was a bird of a different feather. While past administrators were scientists who did their level best to convince the American electorate that climate change was real and needed immediate attention, the new person was tough. In fact, she had barely been confirmed by the Senate because of her ties to environmental terror groups in the past.

      She’d once assisted a group of ecoterrorists in driving steel spikes into the base of trees to damage chainsaws when a forest was cleared. In one instance, a lumberjack’s powerful Stihl chainsaw struck the spike, causing it to recoil and sever the femoral artery in his leg. He died within minutes.

      At first, she lied on her Senate questionnaire and stated under oath that she’d never been the subject of an investigation. When the news came out, she amended her response, swearing that she’d never been convicted. That was true. She’d turned state’s evidence and avoided a prison term. Despite her involvement in the activity, she was approved by the Senate in a narrow vote with the vice president breaking a tie. Now she was the head of the EPA, and she wielded her power over energy producers like a massive club.

      “When is this hearing?” asked Stephanie.

      “Tonight at six,” replied Zeke. “It’ll be on C-SPAN.”

      Maverick sighed and shook her head in disbelief. “Well, Zeke, wanna stay for dinner? We missed out on most of Dad’s game last night. Maybe we can catch all of this one?”
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        Portland, Oregon

      

      

      The Icelandair flight from Brussels to Portland, Oregon, took nearly thirteen hours, a daunting task for someone like Gauthier, who rarely sat still for more than ten minutes unless he was settled in behind a keyboard. The first-class seat purchased for him by his new employer made the flight more tolerable, as well as the high-speed internet he was given access to during the flight.

      He declined the complimentary cocktail offered by the flight attendant and decided to humor himself in other ways, such as hacking into the plane’s computerized flight-control system. You know, just for grins and giggles because he could.

      Then he got down to business. He studied the packet of materials he’d been given during the mysterious encounter in Mons. He nervously looked around him to see if he’d drawn the attention of a nosy passenger. His laptop sat on the empty seat beside him, a not-so-coincidental vacancy considering the flight was full.

      Gauthier was beginning to believe his employer was capable of anticipating every contingency. They held themselves to a high standard and certainly expected the same from him. Failure was not an option for Schwartz and his son.

      Channeling a scene from Mission Impossible, he emptied the contents of the envelope he was provided onto his tray table. Except for the cash. The five stacks of hundred-dollar bills, each of which measured only half an inch tall, totaling fifty-thousand dollars, appeared impressive, although Gauthier thought that many Benjamins would’ve created a bigger pile.

      Gauthier was used to dealing in Bitcoin, the cryptocurrency that had become the currency of choice for cybercriminals like himself. The use of Bitcoin had become increasingly more difficult as governments around the world began to dip their regulatory paws into its trading practices. First, they demanded their cut in the form of taxes on profits or wages. Then they wanted accountability in the name of homeland security. In reality, this was nothing more than a seemingly well-intentioned ruse to address rule number one—collect taxes.

      He had multiple passports and vehicle operator’s licenses from America, his native France, and Canada. Credit cards from a variety of banks and in names matching his false identification had hefty limits befitting someone with an eight-hundred-plus credit score. Gauthier twirled the sapphire blue credit card issued by Chase Bank in his fingers. He’d never owned a credit card. He’d never had a bank account. He didn’t have a credit score. He was a ghost as far as the financial world was concerned.

      He shoved all of the identification and financial tools provided him back into the envelope before settling in with the fun stuff. He had been provided a USB flash drive containing information on his first assignment once he arrived in Portland. He hesitated before he inserted it. It might contain malware or a keystroke logger that was accessed anytime he entered the World Wide Web. What if it burned up within ten seconds like in the movies, accidentally ruining his laptop?

      With another glance behind his seat and across the aisle at the slumbering passengers, he inserted the flash drive and immediately ran a Shell Scanner. The scan result screen appeared in less than two seconds. There were eighty-nine files scanned as well as the boot sector. It was clean.

      The files were named and numbered like chapters in an eBook although letters like “a” were substituted with symbols such as @. Again, Gauthier presumed his employers were trying to camouflage the actual title from prying eyes on his flight. They presumed he’d be studying the files while traveling to America. However, they underestimated his paranoia. If Gauthier was anything, he was careful.

      “Meet Johnny Phan,” he mouthed the words but emitted no sound. “Well, aren’t you an interesting character. Son of environmental activists who were professors at Cal-Berkeley. You learned from the best.”

      Gauthier continued to read. Phan’s parents were members of the Earth Liberation Front, once considered by the FBI to be America’s number one domestic terrorist threat. Gauthier chuckled to himself. My, how times have changed. Now white supremacists held the number one slot.

      Naturally, Gauthier knew of ELF and truly admired the work of the Elves, the collective name for the activists who’d formed covert cells around the world. He’d assisted them in some of their endeavors until they got reckless and started throwing his nom de plume, Janus, around when threatening government officials.

      They were a band of idealists without a leader. He liked their approach to saving the planet, which was to take the profit motive out of destroying the environment by hitting big oil where it hurt the most—their bank accounts. Property damage. Production delays. Protests. All means of resistance that only rarely resulted in loss of life.

      As he considered the Elves’ tactics, he closed his eyes and tried to imagine the loss of life he’d caused on the random oil platform he’d chosen to prove his capabilities. His intent had been to force a complete shutdown of the offshore rig’s operations. He’d unintentionally taken it too far, and news reports indicated over a hundred people had died as a result.

      If America’s FBI considered the Earth Liberation Front to be a domestic terror threat, what in the world would they consider him? Public enemy number one? Would there be a blacked-out avatar with the name Janus underneath hanging on every post office in America? He thought about it for a moment and vowed to swing by a post office if time permitted. Just to see.

      Johnny Phan had grown up in a household of self-avowed Elves and followed in their footsteps at Cal-Berkeley. He never graduated from college, however. He was there to become part of something bigger.

      Phan had joined another group of well-known ecoterrorists. Earth First! was a radical environmental advocacy group similar to ELF that rose to prominence in the eighties. Their activities ranged from sabotaging oil pipelines to harassing ski resort operators. Like ELF, the activists following Earth First! remained leaderless and autonomous from one another by design. With the advent of conspiracy laws being expanded in the United States to fight drug trafficking, environmental groups chose not to establish an organizational hierarchy. Besides, that would make them like every other capitalistic animal that sought to rule the planet.

      Phan had participated in publishing a group that disseminated a how-to guide for activists to follow against energy producers around the world. Known as DAM, an acronym for Direct Action Manual, the guide was available in PDF format online. Phan’s contribution to the three-hundred-page guide was aptly titled Making Life Hell.

      Gauthier inwardly laughed at the title. Life was already hell. The idea was to make it so hellish that others stopped their action and begged their god for forgiveness.

      Phan wrote “the possibilities are really endless, and you should let your imagination run wild. Do they only value money and property? Some slashed tires, paint stripper, and sand in the gas tank can certainly make them think twice about whether their choices are worth it.”

      As Gauthier continued to read Phan’s manifesto, he realized why Schwartz had hired him in Belgium. These people were thinking too small. For decades, they’d been nothing more than gnats in the ears of big oil. ExxonMobil didn’t give a damn about flat tires or spray paint on their shiny new trucks. When these activists zip-tied themselves to a pipeline, it became law enforcement’s problem. When they lay down in front of a bulldozer, the sixty-five-dollar-an-hour bulldozer operator would just sit there and eat a baloney sandwich until the cops came to drag away the feckless protestors.

      Schwartz wanted action, and Gauthier had proven he could bring the heat. Phan had written about making life hell for the fossil-fuel industry. That was a joke in Gauthier’s mind. He was gonna show the young man how to set the world on fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Houston, Texas

      

      

      While Johnny Phan sat in a federal detention center, awaiting trial on Monday, he continued to orchestrate the activities of his faithful through his attorney. In the weeks leading up to his trial on incitement, conspiracy and federal terrorism charges, he often met with his attorneys to prepare for the weeklong ordeal that was to begin on Monday.

      Federal prosecutors were attempting to hold Phan directly responsible for violent attacks on a railroad carrying steel pipe to the Dakotas to expand the Keystone XL pipeline. The actual perpetrators had detonated explosives on the track as the train approached, causing it to derail. Unfortunately, their reckless action resulted in injuries to a woman and her young child, who’d stopped at a railroad crossing, awaiting the train to pass. Both were hospitalized for weeks and faced a long-term recovery.

      Digital evidence was obtained that linked Phan to the group, and prosecutors maintained his involvement in the publication of DAM directly led to the crime. To their credit, none of the other defendants were prepared to testify to Phan’s involvement. In fact, unlike drug defendants tied together by conspiracy laws, nobody snitched on the other participants. Phan’s entire case was built upon a digital record.

      He was facing a thirty-year sentence when convicted. To a criminal defendant, the phrase if convicted was far more palatable than when convicted, which had an air of certainty about it. Johnny Phan hadn’t planned the attack or participated in its implementation. However, as the prosecution claimed, he’d certainly lit the fuse, and they were ready to prove it through digital forensic evidence.

      That didn’t deter Phan from continuing his activities. He believed the climate movement should itself enact, through direct action, the means to tear down the fossil-fuel industry’s infrastructure. He wanted to dismantle pipelines, disrupt the operations of power plants, and damage transportation equipment so badly as to make its continued operation unprofitable. By destabilizing all aspects of the petroleum industry, for example, the climate-change activists firmly believed they could force the consuming public into using alternative, clean energy. To stand by and do nothing or to simply participate in peaceful protests, in Phan’s mind, would be tantamount to complicity as the Earth became less habitable to human life.

      When he saw the news reports about the collapse of Sterling Oil Platform 42, he immediately summoned his attorney and passed along a message to his cell of activists located in Houston. They mobilized quickly, rallying existing members within their contact lists as well as local college students sympathetic to their cause. Soon, over a hundred of them lined the banks of the Houston Ship Channel near the Fred Hartman Bridge.

      The Port of Houston was one of the busiest in the world and arguably the most used by the major petrochemical companies. It was always congested as massive oceangoing vessels made their way into Galveston Bay at the channel’s entrance between the Bolivar Peninsula and Galveston Island. The channel narrowed considerably towards its entry to the Port of Houston. Once ships entered Tabbs Bay and made their way toward Buffalo Bayou, they passed under the Hartman Bridge.

      This was Phan’s target. His instructions included asking a dozen of the more daring believers in the cause to tie themselves to rappelling gear and drop themselves over the railing so they were dangling in the air above the channel. Then anyone was welcome to bring their boat, not gas-operated of course, to create a blockade across the channel.

      Within minutes, activists had dropped themselves off the bridge, swaying slightly in the breeze with their feet dangling forty feet above the water. Below them, all manner of watercraft from kayaks and canoes to sailboats and even a solar-powered pontoon boat began to pour into the ship channel. They organized themselves and tied their vessels together, bow to stern, until they’d created two rows stretching from one side of the Hartman Bridge to another.

      Then those who didn’t participate directly called in their friendly media contacts. Within an hour, every news station in the region had camera crews stationed on the bridge and in the air to report on the story.

      As the sun began to set in Houston, the protestors were settled in for the long haul. Police were perplexed as to how to handle the situation. Government officials were concerned about harming the protestors by removing them from the bridge by force. The potential for drowning was an issue as they discussed how to dismantle the floating blockade.

      The protestors, considering the short notice they were given, came prepared with food, water, and cell phone cameras that livestreamed their activities on social media platforms around the world. Within hours, like-minded activists flocked to Houston to join in and began to form blockades inland along Buffalo Bayou. Others, using cover of darkness, flattened the tires of law enforcement vehicles and the first responders on-site.

      The entire exercise, orchestrated by Phan from a detention center in Portland, Oregon, was a huge success for raising awareness to the evils of the fossil-fuel industry. While the fire continued to burn in the Gulf of Mexico following the collapse of Sterling Oil Platform 42, these environmental champions of the planet risked their lives to draw worldwide attention.

      All the while, ships were held in the Gulf while others were directed to locations in Galveston Bay to drop anchor, a daunting task for mega-ships. Later, the economic loss sustained by the shipping companies and the petroleum industry would be calculated in the tens of millions. However, it was what happened during the blockade that shocked the world.
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        Portland, Oregon

      

      

      Gauthier arrived safely to a rain-soaked Portland International Airport. He had nothing more than a duffel bag containing his laptop and the contents of the envelope from his new employer. He’d been provided an address to an apartment that would be home for as long as he was needed in Portland. He also understood the location to be a mixed-use building, including office space and loft-style residences.

      His Uber ride to the downtown area allowed him to take in the unfamiliar surroundings. Gauthier’s personal life didn’t involve outdoor recreation like so many of his compatriots. He was happy spending time on his laptop, oftentimes in coffee shops or public parks. He was introverted, so social interactions via friendships or parties didn’t really interest him.

      Once he was delivered to his building located in East Portland, overlooking the Willamette River, he spoke to the facility’s superintendent and was given the keys to his studio apartment. The furnishings were relatively new and more than adequate to provide him sanctuary. A welcome packet was on the kitchen island and included a list of businesses that would deliver just about anything he needed. There was even a walking map of the area that led to shopping, restaurants, and night life.

      After a shower, he wrapped himself in a towel and washed his clothes in the stackable washer and dryer tucked away in a closet. He ordered Thai food delivered, then settled in with his laptop to scan the news of the day and to check his messages on the dark web.

      The story dominating his Google newsfeed came from the Southeastern states, where the oil-platform collapse was now being coupled together with the blockage of the Houston Ship Channel by environmental activists. He laughed out loud and shouted well done as the report detailed how quickly the activists had mobilized to shut down all ship traffic in and out of the Port of Houston.

      At the time, he was unaware the blockage had been orchestrated by Phan. As he perused the news accounts, Gauthier furrowed his brow as he contemplated what he might suggest to the activists to further draw attention to their cause. A sly, sinister grin came across his face. Perhaps, he thought, they’d reached the limit of their ability to raise awareness. Maybe they needed a little help from a new friend?

      The Thai food arrived, and he enjoyed reading the speculation online concerning the demise of the oil platform. He wondered if they’d ever determine what the true cause was, not that it mattered. There were only a few digital tracks that would lead back to him. He did, however, feel bad for the owner of the Mons pizzeria next door to where he’d conducted the cyberattack. Over time, an astute forensic cyber expert would be able to track his activity back to the pizzeria’s internet protocol address as the source of the cyber intrusion.

      As darkness approached, there was a rough rapping on his door. It was strong, deliberate, and somewhat menacing as if it was law enforcement there to serve a warrant. He dared not approach the door, as he didn’t want the setting sun to cast a shadow of his body across the peephole or the door’s threshold.

      He held his breath and waited. He was nervous, as evidenced by his sweaty palms. Paranoia crept in as the knocking began again. Gauthier jumped and stepped backwards into the hallway leading to his bedroom. He contemplated an exit strategy and realized there were no options. Then he heard it. A scratching sound at first and then the sound of an object sliding across the polished concrete floor.

      He dropped to his hands and knees and eased up to the end of the hallway to get a look at the open foyer. A plain manilla envelope lay barely six feet away. There were no markings on the front, and it was fairly thin, which enabled it to fit under the door. Careful not to make a noise, he slowly crawled across the floor until he could reach the envelope to pull it towards him. He scampered back into the hallway and leaned against the wall, his chest heaving for air, as he’d held his breath throughout the ordeal.

      With heart racing, he focused his eyes on the envelope in the growing darkness. He cursed under his breath at his inability to see, so he made his way into the bathroom and shut the door. There, he could turn on the lights without the light being seen from either the outside corridor or the buildings across the way. Careful or paranoid? he thought to himself.

      Sitting on the toilet, he opened the envelope and removed the sheets of paper stapled together. He glanced at the first page and then thumbed through several pages thereafter. He chuckled and then tossed the paperwork on the vanity next to him while he relieved himself in the toilet, grateful that his irrationally anxious state of mind hadn’t caused him to urinate into the towel wrapped around his waist during the pounding on the door.

      After washing his hands, Gauthier stared at himself in the mirror. He spoke to himself although his words were intended for his employer.

      “You didn’t tell me Johnny Phan was in jail. A minor detail, I realize. But, hey! Thanks for the heads-up.”

      It was true. None of the resource materials found on the USB drive had mentioned Phan’s criminal charges and imminent federal trial. Once again, Gauthier questioned his employer’s intentions and motives from withholding that fact from him. Once he read the details provided in the manilla envelope, he understood. Especially the final instruction, which was to shred the documents he’d been given and flush them out to sea.

      Someone was knocking on his door again, and he immediately grew apprehensive. “Now what?” he asked himself under his breath.

      “Sir, I have your food order,” the Uber Eats driver announced through the door. “I can leave it in the hallway for you.”

      Gauthier didn’t respond.

      “Sir, um, what do you want me to do?”

      “Leave it,” he replied brusquely.

      “Sure. Fine, whatever.”

      Gauthier heard the sacks hit the floor, and he slowly approached the peephole to confirm the driver was leaving. He’d never be able to get over his suspicious nature, which would now kick into overdrive. He was already considering getting out of the game once this gig was over, disregarding the warning from Schwartz and his son that leaving wasn’t an option. Gauthier shrugged the threat off. He’d managed to hide his identity from the world thus far. He was sure he could do it again, especially if he abandoned the internet for a spell.

      While he ate, he reviewed the information provided him. As instructed, he flushed bits and pieces of the document down the toilet as the night progressed. He researched Phan’s case online, including the evidence submitted to the grand jury to obtain the indictment against Phan, all of which had been published online via PACER, a secure website that provided access to federal court pleadings.

      With Phan’s trial slated to begin Monday morning, he had less than thirty-six hours to pull a rabbit out of his hat. In order to convict a criminal in front of a jury of his peers, the prosecution must present evidence sufficient to prove the defendant committed all of the elements of the crime for which he was charged.

      It was too late for Gauthier to undertake jury manipulation. Plus, jury tampering was the first place investigators would look if a prosecution didn’t go as expected. Gauthier knew it was near impossible to convict a defendant without producing a murder weapon that could be tied to the murderer. He applied the same logic to Phan’s case.

      All of the evidence of his being complicit in the train derailment was circumstantial and had been discovered during cyber forensics. He came to a logical conclusion. The best evidence, the digital data to be presented to the jury, had to be destroyed. Gauthier rolled his head around his shoulders and got to work. He loved a challenge.
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        Pressure releases fail.

        Crude or natural gas spews out of control.

        Just as in life, if a spark ignites a flame, you have a blowout.
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        Sterling Energy

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      Maverick’s executive suite had become a war room. The conference room had been commandeered by experts in corporate reputation and damage control from Edelman, a global public relations firm Dutch had hired from Austin. By Sunday night, their media team was in full crisis mode and fully prepared for the onslaught of interview requests and demands for statements that would come with the new workweek.

      Maverick calmly quarterbacked the effort as she moved from her office to the conference room and down the hall to the boardroom, which was occupied by Sterling’s top operations people. Dutch was assigned the task of controlling the company’s response and messaging. Zeke was tasked with getting to the bottom of what had caused the demise of 42. Maverick insisted on micromanaging every decision.

      Spending the night at the ranch with her family gave her the ability to find some clarity. Sterling, like all offshore drilling companies, had numerous fail-safes in place to prevent a malfunction or breakdown in the platform’s computer-driven controls.

      Zeke’s revelation that Sterling’s operations team in Houston had somehow been blocked from taking control of 42 remotely was a red flag to her. Their platforms were all equipped with massive generators to prevent a total power loss. The control room of the platform had its own dedicated Generac powerful enough to run it for weeks in the event of a catastrophe.

      The operations team first raised the possibility that something other than a power failure or electrical issue had cut off communications to Houston. They’d also ruled out a failure in the vast intranet communications network between the Sterling offshore platforms. None of their other platforms had gone offline.

      It was puzzling, but answers were required, as EPA representatives and members of Congress had already beat their chests in the media. Emergency hearings were scheduled in Washington for later that day, and Dutch had warned her to expect a congressional subpoena to testify.

      She and Dutch crossed paths in the hallway and ducked into his office for some privacy. “This is gonna be a helluva day,” began Dutch as he stretched his shoulders to relieve some tension. “Security has cordoned off the entrance to the building to prevent the media from entering. At least some of them have camped out at the ship channel to view the spectacle.”

      “Idiots,” mumbled Maverick in reference to the protestors. She slowly walked to the window overlooking downtown Houston and stared for a long moment before continuing. “Here’s what they don’t understand. We realize their antics are designed to delay our operations and to cost us money. We insure against most of it and pay out of pocket when we have to. Do they honestly believe this penny-ante bullshit is gonna make us shutter our doors?”

      “In their minds, if the economic losses build up, it will no longer be profitable to produce crude oil, natural gases, and other biofuels,” replied Dutch.

      “Dutch, there’s gotta be more to it. These people focus all of their harassment efforts on U.S.-based producers like us. Hell, if all the petroleum companies in America shut down, that’s only twenty percent of world production. The Saudis and Russians would pick up the slack. Combined, they produce more than we do. Have you ever seen these fools hanging from bridges in China or Russia? Of course not.”

      Dutch nodded in agreement. “We have a contingency line item in our budgets designed to account for their protests and activities. It’s built into the price of crude. The more they damage our facilities or delay our operations, the higher the price of a barrel of oil.”

      “And that’s just passed on to the end user and consumers like themselves,” Maverick finished his sentence. “America and the industrialized world were built on petroleum products, and it will always be the mainstay of our economy.”

      Dutch joined her by the window. Buffalo Bayou was too far away to see from their offices; however, he’d glanced at the televisions brought into Maverick’s conference room to monitor the news. Yesterday’s sweltering heat and a passing thunderstorm did little to deter the activists. They were still swinging from the bridges and sleeping in their canoes.

      “I spoke to the assistant chief in the Harris County Sheriff’s Office. They’ve expanded their protests to other points along the channel on Buffalo Bayou. They’ve tried to open up a line of communication with their leaders. There isn’t one.”

      “What?”

      “It’s caught local officials off guard. It was well organized, but it was done without a central figure on the ground. It was almost like one of those flash mob situations that plague the downtown Houston businesses. Masses of people swarm into a department store, steal a bunch of stuff, and run out the door. This happened the same way, according to the Coast Guard.”

      Maverick shook her head in disgust. “As we expanded the production from Eagle Rock, together with the pipelines to West Texas and the Permian Basin, the port district has exported more crude than it imported for the first time.”

      “The media is throwing numbers around already,” added Dutch. “They say we’re losing millions by the hour.”

      She let out a hearty laugh under the circumstances. “Fake news, right? We’re not losing anything. We’ll still make money. It will just be delayed until this thing comes to an end. I give it another day, at best. In the meantime, we’ve got our own fires to tend to. Let’s go.”

      Reenergized by the moment alone with her brother, Maverick set her jaw, ready to do battle with the media and government regulators alike.
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        Sterling Ranch

        Bryan, Texas

      

      

      “Honey! Have you seen the newspaper?” J.D. shouted his question to Stephanie while he stood at the front door, surveying an empty porch. He was unaware that Zeke had ordered the driveway entrance gates to the ranch closed with two armed guards controlling access. A media scrum had developed on the county road bordering their property, and Zeke had been notified immediately. He was fiercely protective of the family and wanted to spare them the aggravation of a microphone shoved in their faces.

      Stephanie paced the kitchen, staring at the front-page headlines of the Eagle. Several times, she paused to fold the paper to a quarter its size before surreptitiously covering it with a dish towel and a basket of oranges. She ignored his question.

      “Good morning! How about some coffee?”

      J.D. closed the door and entered the kitchen in a pair of black gym shorts and a Buc-ee’s tee shirt. Virtually everyone in Texas owned a shirt adorned with the Buc-ee’s beaver. The chain of travel centers boasted the world’s largest convenient store, located at New Braunfels. It’s nearly sixty-four-thousand-square-foot interior rivaled the region’s largest grocery stores.

      “Yeah, coffee, please, ma’am.” J.D. planted a kiss on his wife and a playful slap on her backside. After more than thirty years of marriage, the two had never lost their love for one another, nor their passion. J.D. slid into a swivel chair located at the kitchen island and mindlessly tapped his fingers on the granite countertop.

      Stephanie poured his Yeti Rambler tumbler full of coffee. She’d given up on chastising him on his coffee intake. During an annual visit to his doctor, he’d lied and said he only drank one cup of coffee a day. He hadn’t disclosed the fact that his Yeti was thirty ounces. It held almost half a pot.

      “Here ya go, cowboy,” she said with a grin. She wanted to keep him focused on her and away from the news of the day.

      “Oh no, Miss Stephanie. I’m a Viking now. My Cowboys days are over.”

      “Well, alrighty then. Skol!” Stephanie laughed, but the joke was lost on her husband. She explained, “It’s how Vikings toasted one another back in the day.”

      “Like the chewing tobacco?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, hon. I watched an episode of Vikings on Amazon Prime, and that’s what they did when they drank.”

      J.D. laughed. “Skol it is!” He raised his Yeti and lowered his eyelids as he allowed the warmth to flow down his throat, delivering much-needed caffeine to his body.

      “It was nice having all the family together last night,” said Stephanie. “Very rare, especially with what happened in the Gulf.”

      “I’m so sorry about Jeremiah,” said J.D. “I know you’ve talked about him often. Should we do something for his family?”

      Stephanie grimaced and shook her head. “He didn’t have one. We’re his family. All of us associated with Sterling Energy are.”

      “Tragic,” muttered J.D. as he took another sip of coffee. Since his retirement from the NFL, he’d become a creature of habit. It was human nature to establish a daily routine. For J.D., it was to grab the morning paper, peruse the headlines, and enjoy his coffee before he spent the day with Stephanie, attending to ranch business. In the last six weeks, his day had revolved around Vikings high school football. Now that he was in the public eye again, he felt compelled to scan the local newspapers for any articles about him or the team.

      Stephanie glanced at the clock. She considered shuffling him out the door before he read the paper, but she was sure someone else on his staff would bring it up.

      “What time is your Monday coaches meeting? Same as usual?”

      “Yeah. We’ve established a pretty good schedule that works for everyone. Most of them are fine with getting together before classes start.” His assistants also had positions as teachers or within the school’s administrative offices. J.D. was the only member of the athletic department who didn’t perform both duties.

      Stephanie stared at the dish towel and the basket of oranges next to it. A corner of the paper stuck out. J.D. noticed her gaze and followed her eyes toward the kitchen table. He studied her face, and her guilty expression gave her away.

      “Hon—” she began before he cut her off.

      “There’s something you don’t want me to see in there, right?”

      “Well …” She hesitated.

      “Is it about Maverick? Dutch? What?” He swiveled in his seat and eased his feet onto the floor.

      “Hang on,” she said, reaching across the island to touch his hand. “Just remember, most times the bigmouths are the biggest jerks.”

      J.D. scowled and grabbed the paper. His eyes quickly scanned the front page, and then he rustled through the paper until he reached the sports section. Besides coverage of the Aggies game on Saturday, another headline read Vikings’ Win Overshadowed by Chopper’s Grand Entrance and Hasty Exit.

      J.D.’s angry eyes hastily read the article until he got the gist. He crumpled the paper into a messy fold and tossed it on the kitchen island. He muttered several expletives before grabbing his Yeti in a death grip to take a big swig of coffee.

      Stephanie tried to show her solidarity. “See what I mean? Leave it to the press, even the locals who should be supporting you and the team, to find a negative in Friday night’s win.”

      “This is a load of crap, Steph. I mean, seriously. They have no idea what our kids are up against.”

      “I know, I know.” She walked around the island to put her arm around his shoulders. She could only hope that the coaches, boosters, and faculty at the school didn’t share the same opinion. However, if they didn’t before the paper came out, they might after.

      “I overcame a lot of hurdles to get us to a win Friday night. Why do they have to manufacture drama like this?”

      J.D. rightfully lamented the position the article had put him in. He’d have to spend the day explaining his kids’ actions. When he had his Tuesday radio program, he’d have to explain it again. When media interviews took place on Wednesday to look forward to the next game on Friday night, questions would arise. And then, during the Thursday night pep rally in which the school’s biggest boosters joined in the revelry, he’d have to deal with their whispers and direct comments.

      Stephanie felt bad for him. “Listen. Shake it off and go get ready for your day. Give me a few minutes to think this through. By the time you’re out of the shower and dressed, I’ll have some talking points for you.”

      “Talking points?” he asked.

      “You know, the point you made in the closet on Friday was spot-on. The way you have to approach your job is not all that different from what I did at Sterling or what Maverick faces today. I have an idea that should help.”

      J.D. sheepishly nodded and shuffled off to the master bath with his coffee. Stephanie sighed. She vowed to keep Sterling’s business separate from J.D.’s opportunity at the high school. They’d only played one game, and the two worlds of the Sterling-Millican family had intersected.

      Stephanie searched for her cell phone. She placed a call to Dutch because she knew he would have the top floor crawling with PR experts. She wouldn’t allow J.D. to face the wolves without the ability to defend himself.
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      In the federal prison system, the correctional officers walk through the housing units performing a head count of the inmates five times a day. If the count is off, they do it again to ensure nobody has escaped. This also applied to the detention center in Portland where Johnny Phan was awaiting trial. On most days at 5:00 a.m., because he was in a holding cell and preferred to sleep with a blanket pulled over his head, the COs would shake his bed to confirm it was him and that he was alive. Today, it was for the additional purpose of reminding him his trial began at nine.

      Phan had become increasingly nervous about his trial. The federal prosecutors had initially offered him a plea agreement that required him to lead them to those who funded his activist operations. He was expected to sit down with the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI to provide them everything he knew dating back to what he could remember of his parents’ activities.

      Phan refused, stating in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t a snitch. He sat in the holding cell for several months without being transferred because he was awaiting trial. He grew weary of the unsavory conditions and contacted his attorney about the original deal. He was ready to talk, although he wouldn’t tell the entire truth. An agreement was reached, and investigators came to speak with him.

      They caught Phan in several lies. They also had recorded conversations and email communications referencing him that easily allowed them to confirm whether he was being truthful. Prosecutors were livid. Not only did they pull the deal off the table, they added additional charges of incitement, a newly enacted law by Congress that held individuals responsible for their statements and social media posts if the rhetoric was intended to urge someone to commit a crime.

      Phan nervously dressed himself in the cheap suit provided by the government to lend the appearance to the jury that he was presumed innocent and therefore free on bond while he awaited trial. In fact, he was held without bail, and his telephone privileges had been taken away from him because of the incitement charge.

      That morning, he was taken to the courtroom without the opportunity to meet with his public defenders. This struck him as odd, as he’d hoped to touch base with them and give them some kind of pep talk. Puzzled, he glanced around the courtroom. The judge was not there, nor was the court reporter. He didn’t expect to see the jury because he assumed they’d be brought in last like he’d seen on television shows.

      The visitors’ seating in the courtroom was full, and those in attendance arranged themselves much like one might see at a wedding. Friends of the government and victims’ families sat behind the prosecution. Friends of the defendant sat behind his table. Phan noticed that his friends in attendance were few and far between. This was not unexpected. He’d warned them all, through his attorney, that the FBI would likely photograph anyone there in support of him with the intent of tying them to him.

      The bailiff sat him in his seat and removed his cuffs. Phan adjusted his suit and rubbed his wrists where the steel had left marks in his skin. He sat there for a moment, periodically looking around the courtroom as nine o’clock came and went. Even those in attendance shifted nervously on the wooden seats, whispering to each other and risking the strict no-cell-phone rule to sneak a peek at their messages or social media.

      “All rise!” a loud, baritone voice announced from the side of the bench. Judge Jolie Russo entered the courtroom with a stern look on her face. She never made eye contact with Phan, nor did the three members of the prosecutorial team. Phan’s eyes searched the faces of the two overworked federal public defenders assigned to his case.

      Unlike the state court system, the federal public defenders were the best in the business. One of them was extremely sympathetic to the cause of protecting the planet. She also was paid a bonus for assisting Phan in communicating with the outside world. She made eye contact and winked. It was a subtle, barely discernible message that made his heart leap. Not because they had a romantic relationship. But, based on the dour demeanors of the other side, it must’ve meant some modicum of good news for him.

      She slipped into the seat next to Phan while the lead counsel for the defendant remained standing, as did the lead prosecutor. His attorney whispered in his ear, “Johnny, do not show any emotion. Do you understand me?”

      “But—”

      “Stone-faced. Got it?”

      Johnny nodded and looked past her to the prosecutors, whose eyes remained forward.

      Then Judge Russo, a native Oregonian, spoke. “Does counsel for the government wish to make a statement?”

      “We do, Your Honor.”

      “Proceed,” she said, motioning toward them with both hands. She leaned back in her chair and locked eyes with Phan, who quickly looked down.

      “Your Honor, at this time, the government moves to dismiss the charges against the defendant, John Phan, without prejudice. We ask the court to grant us leave to refile the charges at a later date when this technical issue can be resolved.”

      The judge turned toward Phan. “Will the defendant please rise?”

      Johnny did, finding it difficult to control the smile that wanted to break out across his face. Now both of his legal counsel were standing up next to him.

      “Mr. Phan, for reasons your attorneys will explain to you shortly, the charges against you have been dismissed. As they will explain, this could be a temporary measure, during which time the U.S. government could refile the charges or bring new ones. Do you understand?”

      “Um, yes, ma’am, um, Your Honor.”

      Throughout the courtroom, whispers and mumbling grew to a crescendo. Johnny turned to make eye contact with the few brave souls who dared come to trial to support him. After the judge banged her gavel several times, she announced that the case was dismissed and told Phan he was free to go.

      He immediately turned to the female attorney who’d helped him throughout the ordeal. “Now?” he asked sheepishly.

      She glanced at the bench and saw that the judge had departed the courtroom. She smiled and nodded.

      “Hell yeah!” shouted Johnny as he hugged his attorney. He reached behind her and vigorously shook the hand of his lead counsel. His few friends leaned over the half wall that separated the attorneys from the gallery to congratulate him.

      His lead attorney whispered to Phan, “Let’s go outside and talk for a moment.”

      Several minutes later, they found an empty, small meeting room set aside for attorneys to meet with their clients. Once the door was shut, Johnny asked the obvious question.

      “What the hell just happened? Is it over?”

      “Maybe,” his lead counsel replied. “Moments before you were brought into the courtroom, the prosecution team asked to meet with the judge in chambers. They informed us that the digital evidence they’d obtained to tie you to the conspiracy along with the later-added incitement charges had disappeared.”

      “Huh?”

      “There is no explanation, Johnny. They made a statement about calling in the FBI to conduct an internal investigation that would include looking into the U.S. Attorney’s Office’s possible involvement. They assured the court, and us, they’d find a way to recover the evidence.”

      His female attorney added, “They begged the judge for a six-month continuance, but we naturally objected on the grounds it violated your rights to a speedy trial. They even offered to set you free on your own recognizance during the six-month period. However, their attitudes gave away how dire the circumstances were on their side, so we went for an all-out dismissal.”

      “Keep in mind, Johnny,” his attorney cautioned, “if they can recreate the evidence in another way or if they find the original data used to charge you, we could be right back in court again.”

      “I understand,” said Phan, who didn’t seem to care about new charges, as he’d already imagined while he was lying in his bunk how he’d disappear if given the chance.

      After a few minutes of conversation and congratulations, Johnny and his legal team went through the process of his formal release. When he exited the federal courthouse, a black Chevy Suburban picked him up outside the building where the public defender’s offices were. Inside the car sat two of his top lieutenants, his girlfriend, and a man he’d never seen before.

      The congratulations were exuberant as the key members of Phan’s ecoterrorist cell celebrated with one another. The newcomer sat quietly in the front seat next to the driver. After a minute, the driver’s cell phone rang. He handed it back to Johnny.

      “Someone needs to speak with you.”

      Johnny glanced at his friends and then toward the front-seat occupants. He took the phone.

      “Hello.”

      “Congratulations, young man. Enjoy your newfound freedom.”

      “Um, yes, thank you, sir.” Phan recognized the voice, which had only rarely reached out to him directly. His eyes darted around as he held the phone to his ear.

      “I have sent you a new asset,” the man continued. “Use him. You can also thank him for your freedom.”

      “Okay,” said Phan hesitantly.

      “And, young man? The rules of engagement have now changed. Do not question me on this, or your new asset. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      Johnny Phan had never been this polite and respectful to anyone in his life, including his parents. He did so out of respect, and fear.
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      Despite the fact Gauthier was an all-work, no-play kinda guy, he allowed Phan some time to blow off steam and reunite with his friends, who were all fellow activists. They enjoyed several beers, discussed their activities while he was away, and kept an eye on the news coverage of the blockade he’d orchestrated from the federal lockup.

      Gauthier’s observations of the group confirmed why he thought he’d been hired by Schwartz and his son. Most of Phan’s associates were young, idealistic college kids who thought they were making a difference by zip-tying themselves to a bulldozer or lying across a county road to prevent pipeline workers from reaching a jobsite. After an hour of their pesky behavior, they’d either leave on their own or wait until they were arrested, knowing full well a prosecutor wouldn’t bother charging them for their petulant behavior.

      Gauthier wanted to effectuate real change, which required using new tactics against the petroleum industry. The blockade of the Houston Ship Channel certainly drew media attention for the first twenty-four hours, the typical cable news cycle. Thereafter, only local networks followed the story, and the tide of public opinion was turning against the activists as people became inconvenienced by traffic delays as the workweek began.

      Finally, Phan got around to privately thanking Gauthier for whatever it was he’d done to get his case dismissed. Gauthier never revealed the details of how he’d hacked into the U.S. Attorney’s Office and deleted the data and digital evidence against Phan. When Phan explained to Gauthier that charges could still be brought against him if the evidence could be recreated, Gauthier stifled a smirk. No, pal, it can’t. It’s been sent to binary heaven.

      “Let’s just say Decocidio would be proud,” was all that Gauthier would allow Phan by way of explanation.

      “Who?” asked Phan.

      Gauthier jutted out his chin and nodded slightly. Phan’s lack of knowledge of the group associated with Earth First! showed why the young man needed guidance.

      Decocidio was an anonymous collective of hacker activists, commonly referred to as hacktivists, who adhere to the precepts of Climate Justice Action, a well-organized global network of climate-change organizations. The informal group Decocidio, a word created by the hacktivists that meant to kill code, was known to alter climate data to further its environmental causes.

      “It doesn’t matter,” replied Gauthier. “I learned when I arrived that you had put into motion the blockade in Houston. I was impressed with how quickly people responded to your call to action.”

      “They’re loyal and willing to die in order to protect the planet from the fossil-fuel industry,” said Phan in a boastful manner.

      We’ll see, won’t we? Gauthier said to himself. “My employer, one of your benefactors, has instructed me to take your group’s activities to a new level. One that elevates you from a gnat buzzing in the ears of the petroleum producers to a murder hornet that strikes them down.”

      Phan pumped his fist in the air. “Hell yeah! I like the way you think—um, hey, I don’t know your name.”

      “Janus.”

      “Okay, Jan.”

      Gauthier bristled. He despised the way Americans changed a person’s name to some form of shortcut or nickname. He considered it to be a form of laziness. Gauthier set aside the slight and continued. “What’s the end game in Houston?”

      “Well, naturally, we can’t stay out there forever. We used our actions to get the attention of the media megaphone to draw attention to big oil’s tyranny.”

      “And that’s it?” asked Gauthier.

      Phan was puzzled by the question. “No. Well, for now. Until we develop another protest.”

      “This is why I referred to your activists as gnats. Eventually, you fly away, or the authorities swat you down. A single murder hornet can destroy an entire beehive by itself. You have the potential right now to not only shut down the Houston Ship Channel for many weeks but also to force the world to see how cruel these billionaire oil executives can be.”

      Phan shrugged. “I’m all in, Jan. What do you have in mind?”

      “First, are any of the people hanging from the bridge or floating in the blockade members of your family or personal friends?”

      “Um, no. They’re Houston locals, although quite a few from Austin arrived late to create other blockades closer to the refineries in Buffalo Bayou.”

      Gauthier slowly nodded. “Then, so we’re clear, it’s time to initiate the kind of action that gets results. It will also put these activists to the test to see if they’re willing to risk their lives for the sake of saving our planet.”

      Phan furrowed his brow. He was still uncertain as to what Gauthier was proposing. Minutes later, he learned how ruthless the new asset and their mutual employer could be. What happened next was painful to watch, but the resulting media firestorm was worth the carnage.
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        * * *

      

      Angela Tucker was born and raised near Steele City, Nebraska, where the Keystone XL pipeline joined an existing network of pipes carrying oil across America. She had been a high school senior when she joined her parents to protest the construction of the project. Early one wintry morning, a tragic accident occurred.

      Her parents had blocked the entrance to the project with their KIA Optima Sportswagon. Despite the inclement weather, the contractors on the project continued to work because most of the protestors and activists weren’t interested in harassing them during the cold. Except Angela’s parents.

      During a wind-driven snow shower, the driver of a Giant Cat 777, a massive rock-hauling truck, barreled out of the construction site, unaware of the Tuckers’ vehicle blocking the entrance. The massive dump truck was carrying eighty tons of rock and debris as it crashed into, and then over, the defenseless KIA. Both husband and wife were killed instantly, leaving Angela orphaned.

      She vowed revenge, and she devoted her life to joining other activists in harassing the petroleum companies out of business. When the call to action was disseminated over social media, she left her apartment in Dallas and raced down Interstate 45 with her rappelling equipment. She worked hand in hand with the other activists who had experience rock-climbing or, in her case, hanging from things like cranes and buildings to disrupt big oil.

      She was the first person to drop over the railing and was positioned in the middle of the Hartman Bridge. She shouted encouragement to her fellow protestors, both those dangling near her and those who gathered on the water below. In a way, she’d become the eyes in the sky for those on the water’s surface. She helped them get into position and tie off to one another by shouting instructions and directing traffic with her arms.

      From her position in the center of the bridge’s span, she also had the best view toward Buffalo Bayou and back toward Galveston Bay, where some ships were awaiting the protest to end while others moved into the bay, looking for a place to drop anchor.

      After the group had settled in for a day and a night, one oil tanker suddenly appeared, meandering through the groupings of massive ships. The oil tanker was called Brobdingnagian after the island in the eighteenth-century book Gulliver’s Travels, because of its wide beam and tall stature. It methodically weaved its way through the other anchored ships in the bay toward the Hartman Bridge.

      Angela imagined the other ships’ captains were annoyed that the massive tanker was positioning itself near the front of the stalled vessels. She thought it was rude that the Brobdingnagian was cutting in line, so to speak.

      Aboard the ship, panic ensued in the control room. The captain reported via the Automatic Identification System that they were not under command, a technical term used when a vessel had lost power and could no longer steer.

      Except it could. Both steer and use its power to accelerate, that is. The tanker, registered and sailing under the flag of Singapore, was destined for the Sterling Energy refineries located upriver on Buffalo Bayou. Once it cleared the ships anchored near Baytown, it turned directly toward the bridge and inexplicably picked up speed.

      Angela’s eyes grew wide as the reality set in of the massive oil tanker barreling toward them. She tried to calculate its speed and distance. She considered the possibility that the ship was planning on running through the blockade. She shook her head vigorously as if to discard the ridiculous thought out of her brain.

      However, the ship didn’t stop, which was when she realized they had very little time to get out of the way.

      “Everybody! Hurry! Get up on the bridge! Boaters! Get out of the way!”

      She screamed at the top of her lungs until hoarseness quickly came over her due to being dehydrated. She began to climb, but her undernourished body failed her. Fellow activists standing on the bridge tried to pull the rappelers upward, but they were unable to.

      A mad scramble was taking place below as kayakers and canoers slapped one another with their paddles in an effort to get out of the way. The solar-powered boats were unable to move, as two days of cloudy skies had prevented them from charging their batteries. Most of the activists abandoned their powerless ships and opted to swim toward shore. The chaotic retreat of their cohorts caused them to unintentionally fall beneath the surface of the water repeatedly.

      The oil tanker never slowed. The only apparatus on the bridge within the control of the captain and his crew was the horn, which blared without stopping. Tucker was the first to be struck by the massive bow of the oil tanker. It ripped into her body, severing it in half at her midsection. The top half swung back and forth, twisting and flailing as it was hit by an antenna and then the windshield of the bridge.

      Below, several dozen people were crushed by the hull, and those who weren’t were capsized by the massive wake created by the ship as it roared past. Boats and bodies were smashed together and rode the wake toward the shore, where horrified onlookers tried to assist.

      The entire incident was captured on camera and published live to social media. The ship eventually slowed to a stop when it beached itself on a small island in San Jacinto Bay.

      In Portland, Oregon, Johnny Phan’s joyous release from jail came to a screeching halt. Tears of despair flowed from the eyes of his activist partners who’d pledged their lives to save the planet. They didn’t really mean it after all.

      Gauthier understood. He wasn’t willing to die for any cause or anybody. He felt bad for the loss of life, more for those who died in the Houston Ship Channel than those aboard Platform 42. However, war was war, and somebody had to die. He imagined there would be many more before he was finished.
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      It was late that evening when Dutch finally convinced his sister to get some rest. The rest of their team of public relations consultants, investigators, and attorneys had already departed. After sharing a drink in her office as they rehashed the events of a very long day, they agreed to leave.

      Mere seconds after they’d driven out of the parking garage together and came to a stop at the intersection of Hidalgo Street, news crews converged upon them from all sides. It was if they were lying in wait, coordinating their surveillance of the Williams Tower in search of Dutch’s vehicle.

      Dutch saw what was coming, so he pressed the gas pedal of his Ford Expedition to the floor and lurched forward through the stop sign toward Post Oak Boulevard. A group of people walking their dogs stood on the sidewalk across the street and jumped onto a brick wall bordering a hedgerow to avoid getting hit by the oncoming news van.

      The truck raced along until the light quickly changed from yellow to red. Although the two of them were supposed to turn left to head home, Dutch opted to turn right on Post Oak Boulevard to get away from the media. Then Maverick angrily slapped the dashboard with the palm of her hand.

      “Stop!”

      “What?”

      Maverick reached for the door handle as he continued to roll forward to turn. “Stop the truck, Dutch. Now!”

      He slammed on the brakes, abruptly coming to a complete stop. The sound of tires screeching behind their truck caused him to stare at the rearview mirror and brace for the impact of a rear-end collision. The television van stopped so close to the truck’s rear bumper that its headlights disappeared from view.

      “What are you doing?” he asked as she unlocked the door and flung it open. It swung so far that it bounced back toward her, requiring her to kick the inner door panel to keep it from crashing into her leg.

      “They think they wanna hear from me? Then they’re gonna get their damn wish!”

      Maverick bolted out of the truck and marched toward the van. The other vehicles chasing the Sterling duo saw the change in events and scrambled to get into position. Camera crews consisting of a producer, a cameraman, and a reporter were running down the sidewalks on both sides of Hidalgo.

      “Maverick! Wait!” shouted Dutch to no avail. His headstrong sister had reached the first van. Dutch hopped out of the truck to see a frightened young reporter roll up her window and lock her door in utter fear as his sister approached her door.

      Maverick began pounding on her window, oblivious to the cameras rolling from another crew down the sidewalk. She was shouting at the young woman.

      “Open up the window or come out here, you coward! You wanna quote? Step out here on the sidewalk, and I’ll give you a damn quote!”

      The woman didn’t budge; however, the other news crews suddenly had Maverick surrounded. Dutch contemplated calling the police. Instead, he called in the cavalry—Zeke, who lived down the street in the WaterWall Place apartments.

      “Miss Millican! Miss Millican! How do you respond to allegations the oil tanker was destined for Sterling’s refinery when it—?”

      Maverick never let the man finish his question. “Why don’t you ask the damn fools hanging from the bridge and floating around on kayaks who thought it was a good idea to block the channel? Hmm?”

      “Organizers claim the protest would have ended on Tuesday anyway,” he countered.

      Maverick wasn’t interested in the reporter’s response. “Organizers? What organizers? Some pimple-faced college kid living off his daddy’s trust fund? There’s a reason Texas has passed laws against stupid crap like this. It’s to keep people from getting hurt!”

      “But, Miss Millican,” shouted another reporter, “the oil tanker was commissioned to export Sterling crude oil. The deaths it caused comes on the heels of the Sterling workers who perished on your offshore rig. Don’t you bear some responsibility for—?”

      Maverick was incensed. Dutch tried to calm his sister and urge her to return to his truck, but she pulled away from him. “The tragedy on Platform 42 is still under investigation. Our family, both Sterling employees and personally, are heartbroken over what happened. It’s irresponsible and reprehensible that the media is trying to tie these two events together. We weren’t driving that tanker. Somebody else was.”

      “Miss Millican! Miss Millican!”

      “Will you comment on today’s congressional hearing?”

      “How do you respond to the EPA administrator’s statement?”

      A gaggle of press had surrounded her now as well as several onlookers, who were taking in the spectacle. Traffic had backed up along Hidalgo, resulting in a chorus of blaring horns.

      Maverick ignored the questions, but one reporter shouted one that she couldn’t resist.

      “Maverick!” the reporter shouted her first name, breaking journalistic decorum, such that it was. “The president has just weighed in. She said, and I’ll quote her precisely. She said, quote, the devastating loss of life caused by the petroleum industry is just another example of how America needs to abandon its reliance on fossil fuels. She went on to say that she’d be referring the entire matter to the Justice Department to see if criminal indictments of Sterling executives is appropriate. How do you respond to her statement?”

      Dutch stood between his sister and the reporters. “Please, Maverick, this has to end now.”

      She glanced over his shoulder and noticed Zeke pushing his way through the crowd.

      Maverick ignored his pleas. “This president is the biggest fraud to ever occupy the White House. The blood of the dead hanging from that bridge and floating in the bay is on her hands. Her global warming alarmist rhetoric might have gotten her elected, but the people who bought into that bullshit got killed as a result.

      “She has spewed the rhetoric of these doomsday cultists who claim the planet is dying because of our cars and trucks. Know this. You people are just as guilty because you rarely, if ever, call them out on it.

      “Make no mistake. We will not bow down for a bully president or her butt buddies in the media. And we sure as hell won’t cower to ecoterrorists!”

      That was all Maverick would have to say on the subject because seconds later, Zeke wrapped his sizable arms around her and carried her back to the truck. He forcibly urged her into the back seat and slid in next to her. Dutch raced around to the driver’s side, and with tires spinning, he raced down Post Oak Boulevard toward the Southwest Freeway.

      Maverick had laid down the gauntlet, escalating the battle over black gold to all-out war.
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      The loft Phan used to coordinate his efforts with his fellow activists was now empty except for the newcomer, Gauthier, who sat quietly in a leather recliner, surfing the web. He was watching the news reports from around the world to gauge the effectiveness of his cyberattack. His actions were first contemplated when he’d learned of Phan’s involvement in the human blockade of the Houston Ship Channel. Initially, one might say it was nothing more than the musings of a madman. Gauthier wasn’t mad in the sense of being insane or mentally deranged, although some media commentators disagreed. He was mad, as in angry, at what man was doing to the planet.

      Phan, on the other hand, was shell-shocked. An inner debate raged within him as to whether he should kick Gauthier out of his loft or call his benefactor to insist they sever ties with the lunatic. Phan had never killed anyone, directly or otherwise. In the moment, he thought he was capable of taking Gauthier’s life.

      Phan understood what Gauthier was doing, but he assumed the ship’s speed would be monitored to give the activists ample opportunity to get out of the way. Gauthier never expressly stated as much, but it had appeared to Phan that the oil tanker had sped up as it plowed through the defenseless activists.

      Gauthier sensed Phan’s displeasure and nervousness around him. As he watched the Sterling Energy CEO confront the media on the dark streets of Houston, he smiled despite the events of the afternoon. His plan was working.

      When he’d chosen the Brobdingnagian vessel for his target, he was unaware of its connection, albeit remote, to Sterling Energy. Likewise, he had no particular dislike for the company and therefore had not chosen Platform 42 to prove his capabilities to prospective employers.

      However, through good fortune, there was a connection to this raging woman, who was certainly deserving of the media firestorm in which she was embroiled. Sterling Energy was certainly not ExxonMobil or Saudi Aramco, but it was prominent in Texas and the U.S.

      He downloaded the interview on the streets before Maverick was whisked away. He also found the leaked excerpts of the interview with Forbes magazine. Within half an hour, he’d put together a montage of images, statements, and video clips followed by one final image, a picture of Maverick with her arms folded while she stood under the Sterling Energy logo. Gauthier superimposed a red target over the top of the image.

      Once the video was completed, he called Phan over, who’d been sitting on a bar stool overlooking Portland with a bottle of vodka coupled with a Red Bull chaser.

      “Johnny, before you say anything, I want you to know I understand what you’re feeling right now. I apologize for my actions being so brazen. Those who died are heroes, and we will honor them as such.”

      “How?”

      “Please watch this until the end. I’m interested in your reaction to what I’m about to show you.”

      The video ran nearly twenty minutes and showed the worst side of Maverick and Sterling Energy. Gauthier had effectively created an informercial that rivaled the recruitment and propaganda videos created by Al-Qaeda, ISIS-K, and the Taliban, whose tentacles now extended to all parts of the world. When it finished, Gauthier paused the video on Maverick within the bull’s-eye.

      The video had the desired effect on Phan. He’d forgotten, for the moment, what had happened earlier in Houston. He now had someone to blame for putting his fellow activists in this position to begin with. The arrogance and hubris of Maverick Millican infuriated Phan. In his mind, she was the person who pulled the trigger to kill the four dozen friends of the planet in Houston. She was the one who would have to pay for their deaths and all the other sins committed by the petroleum industry.

      “We need to bring her down,” he growled as he stormed across the open loft and poured himself another vodka. He didn’t bother with the Red Bull mixer. He was plenty hyped up now. “I mean her. Her company. Her family. She needs to see what suffering feels like. She needs to experience the slow death our planet is experiencing.”

      Gauthier lowered his eyes and allowed a devious smile. A person’s emotions were so easy to manipulate.

      “I agree,” he began as he set his laptop open on the table covered with copies of Mother Earth News and Orion. “Johnny, if you’re prepared to fight, then we need to get to the battlefield. We need to set up a headquarters for you and those who want to save the planet. Portland is too far away. We need to get into the trenches. In Texas. In Houston. In Austin. Hell, even where her family is from. Some podunk town called Bryan, Texas.”

      Phan tilted his head back and downed another shot of vodka. “ELF has a renovated warehouse building in Houston. I know their coordinator. Where is Sterling based?”

      “Houston.”

      “I’ll call him now,” said Phan before adding, “We’re gonna need resources, if you know what I mean.”

      Gauthier understood. He’d already been compiling a wish list to send to his employers. That evening in Mons, Belgium, the man had said loud enough for Gauthier to hear—give him anything he needs. He’d now see how committed his boss was.
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        Laws are like cobwebs which may catch flies but let wasps and hornets break through.

        ~ Jonathan Swift, Irish poet and writer
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        Committee on Energy and Commerce

        John D. Dingell Room 2123

        Rayburn Office Building

        Washington, DC

      

      

      BAM! BAM! BAM!

      Chairwoman Debbie Dingell, congresswoman from Michigan and widow of the man whose name graced the placard outside the hearing room used by the Committee on Energy and Commerce, called the room to order. It was a packed house in the Rayburn Office Building as hearings continued into the environmental catastrophe in the Gulf of Mexico following the collapse of Sterling Oil Platform 42. Now, with the new revelation that the oil tanker that had crashed the protestors in the Houston Ship Channel had been destined for a Sterling Energy refinery, fingers of blame were pointed in the company’s direction.

      The committee’s focus had been on Sterling for the first days after it convened in emergency session. At the insistence of the White House, the committee’s scope of inquiry had now broadened to include aspects of the energy sector related to the state of Texas.

      Maverick had been subpoenaed but refused to testify, citing her Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination. When Chairwoman Dingell forced the issue on the grounds that Maverick had not been charged with a crime, Dutch replied with a video that included several members of the committee demanding Maverick’s criminal prosecution for the incidents. The threats of lawmakers and their ability to initiate a criminal referral to the Department of Justice was all Dutch needed to advise Maverick to stay home.

      Instead, he volunteered to appear on behalf of the company provided his testimony would be limited to one afternoon and that he be allowed to bring local counsel. After some back-and-forth between Dingell’s office and Dutch’s attorneys, an agreement was reached, and he flew to Washington.

      He arrived at the hearing room several hours early to get a lay of the land. He was walking into a meeting room full of hostile combatants, and he’d never spent any time on their turf. He was anxious to get acclimated to the environment so when the questioning began, he would be more at ease.

      His eyes moved from the deep blue carpet to the portrait of John Dingell that hung on the wall behind his widow. Dingell had been an icon of the House of Representatives, having served multiple districts in Michigan for sixty years before his retirement. His wife, Debbie, was twenty-seven years his junior and had easily won his district in the general election.

      Dutch joined the hearing, which had just entered hour number two. He’d watched congressional hearings on C-SPAN in the past. Usually, the first hour consisted of committee business, such as establishing ground rules for debate, etcetera. Then the members of the House who sat on the committee were allowed to make introductory remarks that consisted of pontification and political talking points. Dutch had arrived just as a representative from ERCOT, the Electric Reliability Council of Texas, was sworn in to testify.

      In years past, ERCOT had come under fire by federal regulators and the current administration in particular. ERCOT, the primary electricity supplier to the state that managed the Texas Interconnection, was unique from other power grids in the U.S. In North America, a wide area synchronous grid was known as an interconnection. It was basically an electrical grid on a large regional scale that was tied together in order to share electricity.

      America consisted of the Western and Eastern Interconnection, separated in name only. The two major grids, divided geographically between east and west, were connected, therefore allowing the entire nation to share energy. This was intended to keep the power grid from collapsing in the event of a major catastrophic event in one part of the country.

      Except for Texas. In the 1930s, Texas energy companies agreed to establish a power grid that didn’t cross state lines to prevent federal regulators from interfering in its operations.

      In 1965, one of the worst power outages in American history took place that impacted most northeastern states and parts of Ontario, Canada. The Ontario portion of the Eastern Interconnection tripped a protective relay that in turn shut off the power in eight U.S. states.

      As a result, the Texas energy utilities formed ERCOT and vowed to remain independent from the Eastern and Western Interconnection power grids. Over time, politicians in Washington began to pressure Texas to connect its grid. A series of mishaps—including hurricanes, a devastating winter storm in 2021, and a malfunction as the past summer heat wave beset the state—resulted in broad, long-lasting power outages across Texas.

      Lawmakers used the recent events to once again shed light on ERCOT and pressure them to come into the fold. The early witnesses consisted of an endless parade of energy experts, climate-change scientists and government regulators, who were all of the opinion that ERCOT should be forced to connect its power grid with the rest of the nation’s.

      Next up in the hot seat was Hank Bastrop, the former Texas Railroad Commissioner who’d assumed the role at the top of ERCOT just as the summer heatwave took place. He was forced to defend rolling blackouts and requests of homeowners to turn their thermostats up to seventy-eight degrees to reduce electricity demand. Bastrop, whose job was once to regulate ERCOT, now found himself explaining how twelve thousand megawatts of power generation unexpectedly went offline, resulting in two and a half million homes losing power.

      Bastrop was placed in the untenable position of defending ERCOT’s independence while taking criticism for people suffering heatstroke during the outage. Bastrop explained that an isolated occurrence didn’t warrant changing a system that had worked for Texans over the course of a century. He argued that even the slightest change to the regulatory environment would absolutely decimate ERCOT’s ability to provide power to its millions of customers.

      After being grilled toward the committee’s lunch hour, he was unceremoniously dismissed by Chairwoman Dingell. Then, unexpectedly, another witness was called, much to the chagrin of the ranking member across the aisle. After the member of the minority party whined about the unexpected witness, he acquiesced when she assured him the witness would only be subjected to questioning from one member of each side and for not more than five minutes each.

      Sandra Tompkins took the oath and slid into the seat that was still warm from Bastrop’s sizable fanny. A petite, bespectacled woman, whose very appearance exuded intelligence, prepared for their questions.

      Chairwoman Dingell began. “Miss Tompkins, you are the head of the Department of Energy’s Office of Cybersecurity, Energy Security, and Emergency Response, are you not?”

      “Yes, Madam Chairwoman.”

      “And, in that capacity, were you tasked by the administration to assess the vulnerabilities of America’s power grid with a particular emphasis on ERCOT’s independent nature?”

      “I was.”

      “What did you find?”

      Tompkins leaned down and retrieved a leather satchel to place in her lap. She looked over to an aide and nodded. As she pulled out the binder containing twenty-eight hundred pages, the aide motioned to his assistants to distribute the same to the committee members.

      Several members of the minority party roared their disapproval. Two of them lifted the massive report a couple of feet off their section of the committee’s table and dropped it with a loud thud to garner attention to the behemoth.

      Chairwoman Dingell slammed her gavel down several times and demanded order. “Members of the committee, please come to order. There will be additional hearings on this matter in the coming days. If you will be patient, all will be made clear shortly.” She gestured toward Tompkins, indicating she should continue.

      “As requested by the administration, we have undertaken a detailed technical analysis of the Eastern, Western, and Texas Interconnections. In deference to those who seem upset at the size of the report—”

      “It’s a behemoth!” interrupted the congressman from Houston.

      BAM! BAM! BAM! The gavel pounded the hardwood sound block.

      Dingell shot him a dirty look, and he scowled back at her. Tompkins was undeterred.

      “I wish it were shorter, Congressman. But we uncovered a lot of vulnerabilities. Please understand that the goal here is to protect American citizens, including Texans, from a long-term power outage.”

      Chairwoman Dingell asked, “We all agree that America faces a variety of threats, from terrorism to man-made climate change. Does your report reach a conclusion as to what threat is most likely?”

      Tompkins nodded. “We identified three, Madam Chairwoman. Two relate to a powerful burst of energy that overwhelms the power grid. This could result from a naturally occurring event like a massive solar flare, or it could be man-made as a result of a nuclear-generated electromagnetic pulse. The third is of greater concern to us.”

      “Cyber?”

      “Yes, Madam Chairwoman. In recent years, several European and U.S. energy companies were targeted in a cyberattack called Dragonfly. During these intrusions, the hackers were able to access the companies’ servers and gain control of their networks. With this kind of cyberattack, the hackers were able to take over parts of the power grid, enabling them to reroute power, overload transformers, and shut down large swaths of electricity availability to Americans.”

      “They didn’t,” mumbled a congressman sitting to the chairwoman’s right.

      “That’s correct. It was designed as a ransomware attack. The hackers demanded payment in Bitcoin.”

      “They were paid, correct?”

      “Yes, Madam Chairwoman. Although the FBI was able to recover most of the payments.”

      Dingell was ready to get to the point of her bringing Tompkins in for questioning. “I’ve read your report, mostly,” she began, drawing a few laughs from those in the gallery. “Is it safe to say the hackers could’ve had a more nefarious purpose? Such as taking down the grid?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Absolutely. At any time during the standoff over payment of the ransom, they could’ve taken down our grid and disrupted power to tens of millions of users. Maybe more.”

      “Finally, Miss Tompkins, do you have an opinion as to which of the three North American Interconnections are the most vulnerable?”

      “Without a doubt, Texas.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, it’s complicated, yet it isn’t. The Western Interconnection encompasses the area from the Rockies toward the West Coast. It consists of thirty-seven balancing authorities.”

      “What is a balancing authority?” asked Chairwoman Dingell.

      “A balancing authority is responsible for operating a transmission control area. In California, there’s Cal Electric, for example. It ensures that power system demand and supply are delicately balanced. If demand and supply falter in some way, the balancing authorities coordinate to minimize the impact on electric users.”

      “So,” continued Dingell in her questioning, “the West has thirty-seven of these separate balancing authorities. How many are there in the East?”

      “Thirty-six, ma’am. Thirty-one in the States and five in Canada.”

      After a dramatic pause during which time Chairwoman Dingell surveyed the gallery and studied the faces of the members of the committee, she asked, “What about Texas?”

      Tompkins leaned into the microphone so she could be heard clearly.

      “Only one. ERCOT. It’s cut off from the rest of the nation.”
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        Bryan Vikings Locker Room

        Bryan, Texas

      

      

      J.D. had just called an end to the Vikings’ last practice before their next game. Controversy had swirled throughout the week as those boosters, and some coaches, who opposed his being hired over the summer used the Sterling helicopter’s arrival as a way to taint J.D.’s win. In private, he’d expressed his anger to Stephanie. Outwardly, he tried to brush it off, assuming Friday’s game and another win would quieten the critics. More than anything, he was infuriated that the attacks were directed at Maverick and Dutch rather than him. He was protective of his kids, but Stephanie had warned him to stay above the fray.

      He gathered the team in the locker room after practice. The young men began to remove their helmets, jerseys, and shoulder pads, and J.D. decided to address the issue.

      “Gentlemen, listen up for a second,” began J.D. The players slowly stopped removing their gear and ended their conversations. J.D. made eye contact with several of his team leaders because he wanted them to pay attention to what he had to say. When the locker room was quiet, he continued. “I’ve not addressed this issue about the helicopter during the game Friday night because, frankly, I thought it would’ve gone away by now.

      “We had a great win against Temple, and my children’s coming and going didn’t prevent you all from focusing until the last play. That said, the circumstances behind their sudden departure are now known to everyone. Their leaving was not by choice, but out of necessity. Nonetheless, on their behalf, and my family’s, I want to apologize to you all.”

      “We don’t care about that, Coach,” said one of the young men.

      “That’s right, Coach. Don’t sweat it. Heck, most of us thought it was pretty cool.”

      One took it as an opportunity to besmirch their upcoming opponent from Belton. “Their coach’s family still rides mules.”

      J.D. managed a smile, not at the disparaging remark, but at the solidarity his team showed with him. He hoped the coaches who stood behind him and were responsible for keeping the issue alive in the media took note.

      “All right. Good. Now, I want to impress something upon all of you.

      “The important word when you think about high school football is community. We’re more than an institution that provides athletic entertainment for our fans or that has developed young men like yourselves into good football players.

      “When a community needs a lift, we’re there. Off the field as well as on the field. It’s about more than giving everything we’ve got on the practice field like today or tomorrow night during the game.

      “It’s how we represent our school and ourselves. It’s how we help others in need. It’s about how we carry ourselves into the future as adults.

      “I say all of that to say this. None of us are perfect. We will make mistakes, whether by accident or as a result of poor judgment. As a part of this football team, you will learn to overcome mistakes and even poor decision-making. When an apology is called for, we’ll apologize. When calling someone out is warranted, we’ll do it in a constructive manner without the intention of destroying another human’s spirit or confidence. It’ll be done with the hope of making them a better person just like we’d hope they’d do that for you. Does that make sense to everybody?”

      “Yes, sir!” the players and coaches shouted in unison.

      “What are we gonna do tomorrow night?”

      “Never yield!”

      “That’s right!” J.D. shouted back. “Bend, but don’t break. When you get knocked down, you get back up, either on your own or with the help of your teammates. We are a team, and we play as one.”

      “Never yield!” shouted Brock.

      J.D. smiled and nodded. Damn straight.
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        Segundo Lofts

        Second Ward

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      Houston’s Second Ward, often referred to as Segundo Barrio, Spanish for second neighborhood, was one of the original four wards making up the city during the 1800s. It’s bounded by Buffalo Bayou to the north and the railroad tracks to the south and west. Initially, it had a significant population of German immigrants, but many Mexican-American families moved into the area following World War II.

      Along Buffalo Bayou, massive industrial warehouse complexes lined the shores. Some were abandoned, and some had been retrofitted to residential loft space, especially on the western end of the Second Ward closest to downtown.

      In recent years, the neighborhood had been beset with political strife and protests against gentrification. A local group, the National Brown Berets, had organized rallies against revitalization projects, hoping to prevent wealthy Houston land developers from buying up the abandoned warehouses to provide housing and mixed-use space for businesses.

      The Brown Berets had ties to similar groups in California and New Mexico who fought for Hispanic rights. Over time, activists from around the country moved into the Second Ward, including many who were closely aligned with environmental groups. It was this influx that allowed the human blockades to mobilize in the Houston Ship Channel so quickly. And, as a result, many residents of the Second Ward perished as the hijacked freighter plowed through the activists.

      Phan’s contacts in the Second Ward made this an ideal location for him to mobilize the kind of ground troops he and Gauthier required. The residents of the Second Ward would gladly join the fight. In addition, there were many available housing units in the area should others from around the country choose to join in. Their goal was to field an army of hundreds to undertake a blitzkrieg, of sorts, against the petroleum industry in Houston, with Sterling Energy as their primary target.

      Once they were settled in, Phan and Gauthier got busy. Gauthier created an operations center on the top floor of the building owned by a Schwartz entity. It was already prewired for internet, and multiple workstations were already in place, as the space had once been used as a telemarketing center.

      He reached out to the contact provided in his materials from Schwartz. There were several usernames provided in the Cryptodog and WoWonder chat rooms he was instructed to call upon depending on what his needs were. Thus far, they’d responded remarkably fast, and his request was typically fulfilled within hours.

      While Phan was amassing an ecoterrorist army to harass the fossil-fuel industry on the ground, he was building a cyber army to lead into battle. Phan had provided him the names of several volunteers who claimed to have hacking experience. Using his username, Janus, Gauthier conducted interviews with the individuals. Then he used third parties to investigate them before he took the step of a face-to-face meeting via Zoom. After all the tests were passed, he had Phan bring them to Houston.

      His cyber army would be arriving late that evening. He had a number of tasks to give them as well as one he had not yet disclosed to Phan. In fact, he wasn’t sure he was going to. If he chose to undertake the intrusion he had in mind, it could either be extremely profitable for him, or it might cause everyone to forget the visual of the oil tanker ripping the dangling protestor in half.

      The top floor was his domain, and Phan instructed everyone to stay out unless specifically invited by Gauthier. He prepared the workstations and coordinated the installation of four portable tri-fuel generators on the roof. When asked what they were for, he provided some believable answer related to hurricanes and power outages.

      The hardware he’d requested included the entire range of computer operating systems from the obvious—Microsoft, Apple, and Linux—to the lesser known like Solaris, Fedora, and CentOS. Breaking through a network’s firewalls required ingenuity and technical expertise. It also took an inordinate amount of time. He wanted to strike quickly, hence the need for personnel and the variety of operating systems.

      While he waited, he opened his laptop and decided to wreak havoc on the Sterling computers. One of the things that amused him the most about corporate IT professionals was their laziness. They followed the leader. Years ago, when DarkSide had succeeded in shutting down the Colonial Pipeline, which transported nearly half the nation’s gasoline, network administrators all installed the same patch to protect their clients.

      Then they went back to reading the latest articles from Symantec or chatted up white hat hackers at conferences to see what was new. If Gauthier was one of the good guys, which he was clearly not, he’d instruct his clients to focus on penetration testing, or pen testing. Every IT department should hire the best hackers they could find and instruct them to spend all day trying to breach their firewall. They should test every computer and every user. They should get access to all personnel files and determine if the same information was available on the internet. If it was, then they should determine if the users had a tendency to use a common password. Most did for ease of memory.

      The users should be tested directly with phishing emails. Single guys should be lured with online pornography. Single women should be offered shopping deals. Gauthier wouldn’t care if the employees bemoaned the methodology or typecasting. The goal was to find the weak links in the network. In essence, he’d instill in his client’s employees a zero trust policy. It was the only way to protect the network from outside intrusion.

      Gauthier knew nothing about Sterling Energy’s network, but some basic internet research led him to more information than he needed. Contractors who perform work for large corporate IT departments had a tendency to brag about their success stories online. By cross-referencing this information with other information on the web, such as the backgrounds of their top IT personnel on LinkedIn, Gauthier was able to establish a working blueprint of the Sterling network.

      Then he began the tedious work. After reviewing the corporate hierarchy of Sterling Energy, he decided to target one of their remote operations far away from the Houston office. Using AZORult, a Trojan malware designed to steal information from compromised hosts, he created a spear phishing campaign directed at a crude oil reservoir operated by Sterling in Madisonville, Texas.

      Using the Sterling logo and an email address that resembled those used by its management team, he sent an email to the supervisor of the facility, asking for an updated vacation request list to be sent to personnel via the link in the email. The moment the manager clicked on the link, he was directed to a page on the Sterling website marked 404 Error, Page not Found. Most likely the manager shrugged, cussed everyone in personnel as being incompetent, and went on about his work.

      His reaction didn’t matter. Nothing he did after clicking on the link mattered. Once he interacted with the phishing email, Gauthier had everything he needed to roam around his computer and, ultimately, the Sterling Energy network.

      Using the XOR key in AZORult, he was able to decrypt any content he encountered. He was able to upload and execute additional files that multiplied his ability to view directories within the network.

      Before the first shipment of computer hardware had arrived in the industrial building, Gauthier was wrestling with how to cause Sterling Energy the most aggravation. Or generate a little bonus for himself in Bitcoin.
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        Segundo Lofts

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      Gauthier paced the splintered wooden floor of the industrial loft. The area rugs that once adorned the floors had been taken out over the years, leaving the dusty workstations behind. Underneath, the original floors showed decades of wear and tear. In a way, it was comforting to him. It was not unlike the old buildings he’d worked in over the years in Europe.

      He didn’t have the time to orchestrate a ransomware attack and still fulfill his duties to his new employers. There would be plenty of time to make money at a later date. Instead, he decided to use the successful intrusion into the Sterling computers to prove his mettle to his new recruits.

      He stepped down to the lower floors and searched for Phan. He found a couple of his newly hired hackers and asked them to locate Phan, the leader of the ground army of ecoterrorists who were spread throughout the building.

      Moments after Gauthier returned to the top floor, Phan arrived with the rest of his recruits in tow. The group introduced themselves to one another and then huddled around Gauthier, the only one of them with an actual desk. His lonely laptop sat there awaiting his commands.

      “Everyone, you’re looking at the system files of the Sterling Energy network. I’ve gained access via a Trojan using AZORult malware.”

      “Excellent.”

      “That’s great stuff. I’ve heard it lets you roam around at will.”

      The hackers, all amateurs, but the best available on short notice, voiced their approval.

      “What can you do?” asked Phan.

      “Pretty much anything their users can do,” Gauthier replied. “At this moment, I have full admin access. I can lock everyone out. I can delete other users. I can shut down all or part of their operations. I can turn out the lights in their building.” He allowed himself a sly smile with the last statement.

      “What would cause them the most aggravation?” asked Phan.

      The new recruits weighed in.

      “Send an email to all the employees saying Maverick Millican resigned.”

      “Or tell them all to leave the building immediately because the guys in dark blue windbreakers with the gold letters F-B-I plastered on their backs are on their way.”

      “Change their screens to the Earth First! logo.”

      “I like that, too.”

      Gauthier spun around in his chair and studied his recruits as well as Phan. “You guys are still thinking small. In the past, you’ve pestered your targets. Today, all of that has changed. We’re here to destroy our targets. Sterling Energy is on the ropes after what happened to them in the last week. It’s time for a knockout punch.”

      “Like what?”

      “Let’s lift the veil of secrecy,” replied Gauthier. “Our goal is to expose the oil giants for the greedy, planet-destroying assholes they are. I’m thinking we provide their financial data, internal environmental impact reports, and anything that might be of interest to the EPA or Congress.”

      “The skeletons in the Sterling closet,” added Phan.

      Gauthier nodded. “Yes. Sure, I could insert ransomware, and we could extract a hefty sum. However, the feds could track us down, and that would ruin Johnny’s plans. Besides, after the Colonial Pipeline hack, the FBI cyber team learned how to retrieve payment from the destination account.”

      “But couldn’t we sell the information to—?” Phan began to ask before Gauthier cut him off.

      “We need to remain focused,” replied Gauthier. “What we are about to do will overwhelm the Sterling executives. And, I might add, they are already fighting battles against the administration. They will sink under the weight of everything we’re throwing at them.”

      “He’s right,” said one of the hackers. “There’s time to make money later. Let’s tear their shit down!”

      “Yeah!”

      Gauthier agreed and swung around in his chair. As Janus, he logged into ByteBack, a well-known revenge site found on the dark web. Using a simple drag-and-drop method of transferring files, he began moving the information found on Sterling’s servers that only a handful of users had access to, including Maverick, Dutch, and Zeke.

      Thirty minutes later, ByteBack users were abuzz as they began to dig through the exposed data. The information was shared with friendly media contacts around the world. Within hours, everything uploaded by Gauthier had been duplicated, passed along, and even published on activist websites.

      And Sterling Energy had no idea what had happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sterling Energy

        Houston

      

      

      Maverick was not a crisis manager. She was a field general. She left the cleanup of messes to her brother and Zeke. She always considered generals to be the tacticians. For Maverick, it wasn’t necessary to tally the number of wins and losses but, rather, the magnitude of the total victory.

      Sterling Energy, like other petroleum producers, was used to getting dinged by government regulators, the media, and environmental activists. Their budgets allowed for increased legal bills and costly delays.

      For decades, the oil companies were expected to take it. When activists stretched their bodies across a busy freeway near a Sterling refinery in order to block their tankers from distributing gasoline, the drivers were expected to sit idly by while they waited for the protestors to grow weary of the effort or for police to encourage them to leave. Companies like Sterling were supposed to stand down. They were supposed to allow the activists to express themselves. It was their right to protest peacefully.

      Maverick had another point of view. People who lay down in the middle of a busy highway should expect to get run over by a truck. It’s the truck’s highway, after all, not a protestor’s sidewalk or rest area. Maverick often wondered how often these block-the-highway protests would occur if she gave a Sterling tanker carrying ten thousand gallons of gasoline the green light to plow through one of these protests. Bet they wouldn’t do that again.

      Yet, despite her inner feelings toward the people who were a pain in the petroleum industry’s ass, she’d never see it through. In her world, until now, battles were won in courtrooms, the halls of Congress, and the media. So rather than firing cannons at her adversaries, she relied upon Dutch and Zeke to find ways to minimize any threat to Sterling. That afternoon, she learned they’d begun to think like her.

      The guys were hyped up when they entered her office and closed the door behind them. For days, the entire executive suite was devoted to putting out fires and repelling attacks in the media. Their ability to conduct their business had been stymied by the back-to-back catastrophes.

      “Maverick, we’ve got a theory that we’re exploring,” began Dutch as he poured himself a drink. It was late in the afternoon, and all of them could use a shot of whiskey to calm their nerves. The three of them who comprised the brain trust of Sterling Energy toasted the crystal glasses together and settled into the leather chairs at the far end of Maverick’s expansive office.

      “As Ross Perot once said, I’m all ears,” said Maverick. A student of political history, Maverick admired Perot for his business acumen but begrudged him for delivering the White House to Bill Clinton in 1992. Perot, a Republican with Libertarian leanings, had run as an Independent. His well-funded campaign had siphoned off a significant number of Republican-leaning votes from the incumbent, George H. W. Bush, leading to the Clinton presidency.

      Zeke took the lead. “Our operations people have questioned what happened at 42 since the moment they lost contact with the computers on the rig. They had redundancy after redundancy built into our network to prevent a total stoppage of the information flow.”

      Maverick raised her glass to Dutch, who’d made his way to the bar to retrieve the whiskey. He filled hers and then topped off his own. “I know, Zeke. They’ve told me this already. Is there something new?”

      “I’ve brought in a team of specialists,” he replied. “They call themselves white hat hackers.”

      “The good guys,” interjected Dutch.

      Maverick nodded. “Ethical hackers. I get it. Are you guys saying 42 was hacked? And if so, why the hell did it implode?”

      “We may never know for certain,” began Zeke in reply. “Only the control room’s computers and server could tell us, and they’re either melted down or sitting at the bottom of the Mississippi Canyon.”

      “Then what good are the white hats?” she asked.

      Zeke answered, “They’re analyzing our servers as well as the other offshore rigs interconnected to those containment wells. They found evidence of penetration testing in two of our other offshore rigs. Also, they reached out to the IT teams at BP, who have several platforms in the area. They experienced something similar in the same timeframe.”

      Dutch eased up in his chair. “Maverick, if 42 was hacked, the perps could’ve orchestrated a total system failure by overriding the redundancies and blocking out our people from making adjustments.”

      “We have manual overrides for everything in the event of a catastrophic power loss,” observed Maverick. “With hurricanes pelting us from time to time, extended power losses are a possibility.”

      “They only work if our people implement the manual safety protocols in time,” added Zeke. “It’s possible, under the circumstances, they were distracted.”

      Maverick let out a heavy sigh. “It was Jeremiah Brown’s last night, as Mom constantly reminds me. If they were partying, then they may have missed the warnings.”

      Dutch understood. He’d heard it from his mother as well. “The last thing we’re going to do is point fingers of blame at anyone on 42. For now, we’re trying to prevent another cyberattack on our offshore platforms.”

      Zeke explained, “We’ve instructed the white hats to review every computer system on board our platforms. If they find other examples of these intrusions, they’re to report to me. While they’re at it, I’ve instructed them to beef up our firewalls and other protections on the platforms. Once that’s done, they’re gonna do the same thing for the rest of the company’s operations.”

      “Sounds costly,” said Maverick.

      “Yes, it is,” added Dutch. “It’s also time consuming. But here’s what it does. It allows us to deflect the narrative away from Sterling Energy being accused of malfeasance or even neglect to us being a victim of a heinous attack resulting in the loss of innocent lives.”

      Zeke made another point. “The white hats also believe the oil freighter that ran roughshod through the channel may have been subjected to a cyberattack as well.”

      “Really?” Maverick perked up in her seat.

      “Yes,” replied Zeke. “The ship’s captain hailed an emergency, saying the vessel was not under command. That terminology is generally used for a vessel that, for some exceptional circumstance, is unable to maneuver or is not responding to the crew. These scenarios are usually caused by engine fires, electrical system failures, cargo shifting, etcetera.”

      “That wasn’t the case here,” Dutch interjected. “All eyewitness accounts were similar. The ship was not only guiding its way through the other vessels parked around the bay, it accelerated as soon as it had a clear path to the Hartman Bridge.”

      Zeke added, “I talked to a friend in the local FBI office who has read the initial reports. The crew’s story checks out. The captain worked frantically to take control of the helm, but it was completely unresponsive. It was as if it had a mind of its own.”

      Maverick stood and wandered toward the window to view the sun setting. It had been another sixteen-hour day. “I’ve heard of planes’ navigation systems being taken over. There was that incident with an American Airlines 757 years ago that was held for ransom mid-flight.”

      “Ships, too, apparently,” said Dutch. “There are a couple of incidents in the Persian Gulf years ago that mysteriously rectified themselves after a brief period of time. Rumors of ransom demands were never confirmed.”

      “The FBI has their cyber forensic experts studying the ship’s servers now,” said Zeke. “I’ve spoken with Dutch about orchestrating a leak to the media that a cyberattack is a possibility in the Houston Ship Channel debacle, and therefore, it could be connected to 42. It wouldn’t be the first time ecoterrorists have initiated coordinated attacks on the petroleum industry.”

      Maverick rolled her eyes and sighed again. “Well, it certainly represents an escalation of hostilities, don’t you think?”

      Before either of the guys could comment, a frantic knock at her office door startled the group. Dutch jumped off the sofa and rushed to the door, flinging it open so hard the knob slipped out of his hand, causing the door to slam into the chair rail.

      “What is it?” he asked in a tone of voice that could best be described as an exasperated now what?

      “They sent me up from IT,” the young man explained. “We’re under attack.”

      “What?” asked Maverick.

      “Our network. Don’t use your computers, um, please. I’m, um, here to disconnect them.”

      Dutch pushed the young man aside and burst out of the room. The man’s mouth fell open as Zeke and Maverick followed close behind.

      As she hustled past her secretary’s desk, she glanced at the monitor. The picture of her standing under the company logo with a bull’s-eye on her chest filled the screen.
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        Sterling Energy

        Houston

      

      

      Like any large organization, the hierarchy flows from the top down. Executives enjoy the top rung, occupying the nicest offices of the highest available floor of the building. Then the sales team is rewarded for their efforts in increasing a company’s profits by giving them a prominent location near the decision-makers. Some saw it as an honor. Others realized it allowed the corporate execs a shorter commute in order to kick their asses into gear.

      Then, at the bottom rungs of the corporate ladder of success, you found the operations team. The people spoken about behind closed doors as expensive overhead. The unsung heroes of any organization, without whom the company couldn’t function.

      Of all the departments in a corporation that were considered the least necessary because they don’t necessarily generate revenue were the computer technology experts. The Geek Squad, as Best Buy likes to call their computer fixers. The corporate execs rarely think about their own department of geeks until there was a problem. A company’s reliance on computer technology was often taken for granted. Without computers and access to the internet, many businesses are unable to function. In fact, as the CEO of Sterling Energy had just learned, a catastrophic failure within a computer network could be deadly. Now she was faced with a new threat.

      Maverick exploded when the head of her IT department hit her with what had happened without mincing words. The woman was not known for her tact, which was why she was often excluded from managerial gatherings.

      They’ve stripped us bare for the entire world to see.

      Maverick didn’t need a visual or an explanation to understand what that meant. She learned within minutes of her arrival that the inner sanctum of Sterling Energy had been breached by a cyberattack that didn’t demand ransom. There were no claims of responsibility. There were no political statements posted online other than the image of a target on her chest. The hacker simply wanted to open up the books and internal files for anyone with an interest. Reporters, competitors, regulators—anyone with a curiosity about how her company operated could now gain the information on the dark web.

      She turned to Zeke, who grabbed the boss of the white hat hackers by the arm to join them. She scowled at the man as if it were somehow his fault for not preventing the intrusion.

      “What are you doing to stop this?”

      “Let me show you,” the man replied as he gestured toward two workstations sitting side by side. His employees were furiously working on their keyboards. The speed that the encoded information rolled across their screens was mindboggling to Maverick. One of the white hat hackers vocalized what she was doing.

      “Code is being replicated and modified,” she said until her associate interjected.

      Maverick and the guys stood back, dumbfounded by the back-and-forth between the two good-guy hackers. They didn’t interrupt them for an explanation. They simply watched them do battle with an unseen, but adept cyberterrorist.

      “Yes. It’s sloppy. Excessive. He’s even mixing in random, unnecessary text in the middle of it.”

      “Notes?” the female hacker said inquisitively.

      “No. They’re more like prompts. Reminders. This is where he pauses and then modifies.”

      “Yes, I see it. He just went back! Did you see it!”

      “Shit! It’s like playing whack-a-mole. There’s gotta be more than one guy.”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so. The code is too similar. The IP address is the same.”

      “He’s flashing.”

      Maverick couldn’t help but interrupt.

      “What?”

      “He’s using DD-WRT firmware to replace the company’s existing firmware on your routers. Flashing alters how the router communicates with devices connected to it. It also affects the way your router sends information to and from the internet.”

      The female white hat added, “It means he’s accessed your internal corporate servers remotely from a workstation outside this building.”

      “It’s gotta be Black Widow,” mumbled the male white hat.

      The other white hat rose from her hunched position and paused her keystrokes. “Huh? The NSA?”

      “Maybe,” he replied. “Well, um, I hope not. Let me try something.”

      He slid over to an adjacent computer and began a series of entries.

      
        
        USER IDENTIFIED

        RUN PhoenixPasswordExtractor

        Identifying target computer …

        Target identified.

        Attempting extraction …

        …

        …

        Firewall encountered. Attempting breach.

        Breach successful.

        Scanning for passwords …

        …

        …

        …

        Encrypted password located. Decrypting …

        …

        …

        Password decrypted.

        Target password: “NSA410MeaDe20755H2SUT”

      

      

      “Boom! That’s it,” the man exclaimed.

      “NSA?” asked the head of the team.

      “Not necessarily, not that it matters. At least now I can trace where he came in, and I can revoke his admin privileges.”

      Everyone in the room held their collective breath as the young man began his work. Maverick and Dutch exchanged glances as they began to realize they were up against a foe who would stop at nothing to destroy their family’s legacy.

      “External coding has stopped.”

      A muted cheer erupted in the room. This was not the time for celebration, but at least they’d stopped the bleeding.

      “Okay, people!” shouted the head of the white hat team who’d taken over the entire IT department at Sterling. “I’m going to divide you into teams. The white hat team will determine if malware has been hidden in the network for future use. A Sterling team will focus on data reconstruction and recovery, which needs to include a complete audit. I, along with these two, will concentrate on how the NSA’s secret weapon, the Black Widow software, was introduced in the first place. We’re gonna find the assholes who are responsible for this!”

      Maverick stormed away and began marching toward the door. Dutch followed and spoke loudly to get her attention.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “I’m gonna call the damn NSA!”

      The head of the white hats chased after her as well. “Miss Millican, I’m sorry, but you cannot just call the NSA. Plus, I can say with relative certainty they didn’t deploy this intrusion.”

      Maverick spun around and approached him. “How do you know?”

      He shook his head once. “Because the hacker’s intentions were to cause significant damage to both your reputation and financial condition. If it was the NSA, you would never know they were in your network.”

      Maverick stared at the man and hissed, “Find him!”
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        Houston, Texas

      

      

      “Dammit!” Gauthier was angry that he’d been discovered so quickly and frustrated with the fact he wasn’t finished having his way with the Sterling computers. He tried to reenter the network but discovered he’d been locked out. He mumbled to himself as he banged away on the keyboard, “No matter. Time for a little misdirection.”

      Phan was called to the stairwell entrance. He hustled across the open loft space and returned to Gauthier with some good news.

      “The computers are arriving. I can check everything in if you want.”

      Gauthier initially dismissed Phan and the hackers he’d hired with a wave of the hand. “Yeah. Assign them to the new people. All of you get set up, and let me know when you’re ready.” He never took his attention off his laptop as he spoke.

      “Um, there’s one more thing. Another delivery van brought four generators. What are they—?”

      Gauthier swung around and interrupted Phan. “Take them to the roof. They are supposed to be propane operated.”

      “Okay,” said Phan, unsure of Gauthier’s plans.

      “Please confirm that to be the case, and then send the van to any home improvement store or Walmart to buy as many twenty-pound tanks as they can find. Have them fill the tanks to attach them to the generators.” Gauthier reached into his over-the-shoulder messenger bag and retrieved a stack of hundred-dollar bills. He held them high over his head, waiting for Phan to take them.

      Phan slowly approached, puzzled by Gauthier’s instructions. Every floor in the building was wired. There wasn’t a hurricane in the forecast. He shrugged off the request and took the money. So far, Gauthier had proven himself, and Phan wasn’t in a position to question his motives although he was still wary of the man’s methods.

      After Phan departed and the new computer team assembled by Gauthier had left the floor to bring up the rest of their gear, he looked around the top floor loft space to confirm he was alone. He needed to talk, and sometimes, speaking aloud helped him find clarity.

      “Sterling, your headaches will continue and keep you distracted. Johnny’s people will aggravate the piss out of you. It’s time to make others feel the pain and show the world that we mean business.”

      He strode to the windows facing downtown Houston. The skyscrapers were the epitome of capitalism. Occupied by the world’s leading oil companies, banks, and insurance companies, they stood as monuments to corporate greed in Gauthier’s mind.

      To be sure, Sterling Energy had become an unexpectedly useful target, purely by accident. The oil company served the important purpose of providing Phan’s activists a name and face to focus their ire upon. That was not the way Gauthier operated. In the cyber realm, victims were nameless, faceless. His targets were usernames and passwords. Network servers, directories, and files. In a way, not having any form of personal relationship with his targets made it easier. It allowed him to continue to look at his cyber activity as victimless crimes.

      He settled back into his chair as the new hacktivists returned with the rest of their equipment and finished setting up their workstations. He admired their enthusiasm as they traded ideas and war stories. The constant chatter didn’t bother him. In fact, he thrived on their energy.

      Over the remainder of the evening, he went after every entity related to the petroleum industry, both large and small. As he was successful, he passed on his techniques to the others under his command, who began their own pen testing. When there was a breakthrough, they let everyone know, and Gauthier joined the hacktivists to walk them through the intrusion. Despite the fact the new recruits came from meager financial backgrounds, they resisted the allure of demanding a ransom for their efforts. For now, this was about disrupting those entities who profited from fossil fuels and, more importantly, saving the planet.

      While they deployed the cyber techniques he taught them, Gauthier began to think about the bigger picture. Having a cyber army enabled him to focus on his next big target. It was one that had never been discussed with Phan much less his new employers. He considered getting their approval in advance, but somehow, he suspected they’d be more likely to pat him on the back rather than slap him in the face.

      Gauthier was singularly focused on the methodology surrounding the intricate cyber-intrusion attempt. As was often the case, the internet helped him develop a road map. For hours, while the others hacked away and took frequent breaks, Gauthier remained glued to his laptop, gathering knowledge. He’d be celebrated by some and reviled by others as a terrorist. Labels or recognition didn’t have a bearing on his plans. Only results mattered.
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      “Why aren’t they telling us anything? And where’s Zeke?” Maverick asked in frustration. She’d paced the floor of her office almost continuously since she and Dutch had left the IT department. They’d recalled the public relations team to prepare for the media in the aftermath of the cyberattack.

      Zeke had excused himself for nearly an hour without explanation. Dutch wasn’t concerned with his absence, as he knew Zeke wasn’t slipping out to have dinner or take a walk around the park. The man was full of mystery, and he had to work some things out before he explained himself.

      “We probably need to let Mom know what happened,” said Dutch without addressing her questions. “If the personnel files were accessed, the entire family’s medical records, etcetera will have been compromised.”

      Maverick snatched her phone off her desk and fired off a text to her mother. Her first line was simple and straightforward. Sterling was hacked. Then Maverick instructed Stephanie to log out of all computers in the house and disconnect the router. She told her to be aware of damaging news reports to come out. Lastly, she apologized for the trouble.

      “There,” said Maverick as if she were putting an exclamation point on the end of her text. She turned to her brother. “Dutch, I am not gonna sit around this office with my thumb up my ass, waiting for the other shoe to drop. I wanna fight back. These people are terrorists, and they’re trying to destroy us. If we don’t hit the bullies back, we’ll collapse under the weight of media attacks and government investigations.”

      “I know. I can’t disagree with anything you said. However, we don’t know who we’re fighting.”

      “Yes, we do. I mean, sort of. It’s these environmentalists. These ecoterrorists always had it in for the petroleum industry. However, they’ve never attacked us directly, but now they are, which clearly makes it personal.”

      “Unfortunately, until the white hats downstairs find out who we’re dealing with, we’re stuck,” said Dutch.

      “Not necessarily,” said Zeke as he entered Maverick’s office. Maverick and Dutch both spun in unison at the sound of his voice. “I think there are two ways of looking at this. The unknown relates to the hackers. We’ve got to leave this up to the cyber people to get us a name and location. There’s also the old-fashioned police work approach.”

      “The FBI is supposedly working with the IT department already,” said Maverick.

      Zeke ran his fingers through his jet-black hair. “Yeah, that’s true. However, their asses aren’t on the line. Those guys are slower than a herd of turtles. Methodical. Deliberate. Trying to avoid a mistake. Their focus is on building a case against a criminal to be used at trial. We’re in a fight for survival.”

      “What do you suggest we do?” asked Dutch.

      “The IT people have assembled a team. I thought we needed one, too.”

      “Hackers?” asked Maverick.

      “No, soldiers. With the information I’m getting fed from within the FBI, I think we should bust down doors and rattle cages. We may have to start in Houston, but somebody may have heard something.”

      “Flush the vermin out,” Dutch mumbled.

      “Exactly,” said Zeke.

      “Where do we start?” asked Maverick.

      Zeke pulled a thick file folder out from under his arm and set it on Maverick’s desk. “This is a copy of the case file on the Houston Ship Channel blockade. We need to determine who organized the protest. If we can, then we can possibly tie them into the disaster at 42 and tonight’s cyberattack.”

      “Why isn’t the FBI doing this already?” asked Maverick.

      Dutch chuckled. “I can answer that for you. The protestors are victims in the administration’s eyes. I’m guessing the DOJ has been instructed to find out why the oil tanker crashed through the blockade, not why the protestors were breaking the law to begin with.”

      Zeke made eye contact with Maverick and Dutch. “We used to have dark ops when I was in the service. You know, off the books. Disavowed. Plausible deniability. I need to run our own form of covert operation. The things we’ll be doing do not lead back to this office. Understand?”

      Maverick smiled for the first time in many days. “Do what you need to do.”
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      The cyber warfare conducted by Gauthier and his team of ecoterrorists had an immediate effect on the Texas petroleum industry. The chaos within the state reverberated around the country.

      Petroleum producers nationwide were already reeling from the administration’s decision to halt all oil and gas leases on public lands. Not only had the suspension of leases cost state and local governments hundreds of million dollars in lost tax revenue, the impact on the economy was being felt as consumer spending crashed and unemployment rose.

      As Gauthier’s team successfully penetrated oil pipeline networks with malware, companies shut down their operations to prevent further damage to their computers and to contain the threat to the infected networks. The flow of gasoline into the Southern states was felt almost immediately. Long gas lines formed at the pump. Prices skyrocketed as panic buying ensued. Tensions rose among consumers, resulting in violence and vandalism.

      Texas was the first to declare a state of emergency, followed by the sunbelt states. They suspended collection of state petroleum taxes on gasoline and halted the enforcement of all motor vehicle fuel regulations in an effort to ease the economic burden on consumers.

      Governors in Texas, Alabama, Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina called upon the president to step in and release strategic petroleum reserves to ease the burden. The SPR was the world’s largest supply of emergency crude oil, designed to lessen the impact of disruptions in the event of a catastrophe. The federally owned stockpiles were stored in enormous salt caverns deep underground at four locations along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico.

      Presidents had tapped the SPR a few times in its history, most recently in 2011 when political unrest in Libya known as an Arab Spring resulted in a severe, worldwide energy disruption. Later, in 2017, more of the reserves were sold off for the purposes of covering U.S. budget shortfalls.

      The president refused to grant the governor’s request, stating that the petroleum industry’s inability to protect their computer networks was not sufficient grounds to tap the SPR since September was still considered hurricane season. Not that it mattered. Gauthier had planned for every eventuality.

      It was expected that his cyber army would strike pipelines, refineries, oil fields, and now, tankers. Overnight, he’d achieved his goals of undermining the internal stability of the petroleum industry and the states across the Southwestern and Southeastern United States. It served the additional purpose of placing governors at odds with the current administration, which he considered to be sympathetic to his cause.

      Although past administrations had rung the clarion bell warning America’s SPR locations were at risk, nothing had been done to protect their facilities, which were considered soft targets for terrorists. The cyber infrastructure was open to hackers as well.

      At Gauthier’s suggestion, Phan sent teams to the four locations of the SPR in America. Freeport and Winnie in Texas stored over four hundred million barrels of crude. Lake Charles and Baton Rouge in Louisiana held another three hundred million barrels. While Gauthier’s team worked furiously, conducting pen tests on the SPR network, Phan’s team of operatives who were hand selected for their shooting skills were dispatched to the SPR facilities located within two hundred fifty miles of Houston.

      Phan had studied the terrorist attack on the Metcalf electrical substation near San Jose, California, after it occurred in 2014. His parents had been active in environmental protests at the time, and Phan was only in high school. He’d vowed to follow in his parents’ footsteps and wanted to learn more effective ways to protect the planet.

      Using information widely available on the internet, each team located the nearest substation to the SPR facility. After coordinating with one another, they began to open fire on the giant transformers, sending round after round into the equipment. The powerful .308-caliber bullets began to puncture the transformers, rendering them inoperative. Once the substation was disabled, as evidenced by power outages in the region, they moved on to the next one where power might be rerouted from.

      In the meantime, prior to the attack, Gauthier’s team broke through the firewall of the SPR computers in nearby Freeport, south of Houston, and Winnie, which was located southwest of Beaumont. Gauthier inserted a hybrid of Rombertik, a deadly virus designed to cause a computer network to self-destruct once it’s discovered. The compromised computer would be rendered unusable. He’d deployed Rombertik on several occasions during his early cyber activism days. He’d modified it to perfection after internet security firms found ways to protect against it.

      With Rombertik inserted into the SPR networks, once the power was restored and the system was rebooted, antivirus software would immediately scan the network for malware. Rombertik would force the computers to reboot constantly in a continuous loop as its evasion mechanism was triggered. The malware was designed to invade startup folders and become so deeply embedded in the network that most target entities found it less costly to simply replace their entire network with new servers, computers, and software.

      By the time the sun rose on that Friday morning, the news headlines around the country bemoaned the lack of fuel. The substation attacks did not get near as much coverage, as the power outages were isolated to the areas around the SPR. Once the president made the decision to release the SPR, it would be too late.

      Gauthier wasn’t done yet.
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      The state of Texas was in turmoil. However, it was Friday night, and high school football was exactly what Texans needed to take their minds off gas shortages and news reports of dying protestors.

      J.D. had prepared his team for Belton, a district rival who’d struggled in recent years. He tried to warn his team about being overconfident or cocky. By the time the second quarter began, Bryan’s 21–0 lead over the hapless Tiger team coming off a loss to nearby Hendrickson High resulted in his players playing loose and having fun.

      At halftime, with the score now 38–0, J.D. met with his assistants. He wanted to provide them a little more input in play calling on both sides of the ball. Also, he wanted to give his second and third teams more playing time, not only to rest his best twenty-two, but to give the young men a taste of real-game experience in case they were called upon later in the season.

      By Friday, the hoopla over the helicopter landing had subsided, and the boosters were once again looking ahead to the playoffs. After winning only one game. So was life in small-town Texas where high school football reigned. J.D. was fine with the distraction, and he was also relaxed as his squad entered the field for the second half.

      He turned over to his assistant the headset that allowed the coaches on the field to interact with those in the press box. He roamed the sidelines, speaking with his boys one-on-one, giving them direction and words of encouragement. Just as the third quarter came to an end, he sought out his latest project.

      The youngest of his new players, a thirteen-year-old freshman, who was six foot three, two hundred forty pounds and still growing, was having difficulty with his blocking assignments. In between series, J.D. spoke with the young man, who had dyslexia. He required extra time studying the playbook, but his desire to play football was intense. J.D. enjoyed the ability to coach him during an actual game.

      As they were going over his blocking assignments with the rest of the offensive line, a commotion arose near the north end zone adjacent to the soccer fields. J.D. closed his eyes and shook his head side to side.

      He’d addressed the use of the Sterling helicopter with Stephanie, who promised to pass it on to their oldest children. While J.D. truly appreciated them for coming to the game, he’d hoped they’d use a car like everyone else in the future.

      This, however, was different. The Bryan fans had been fairly subdued, cheering in support, but not wildly like they had earlier in the game. When your team was up five touchdowns as the fourth quarter approached, it was almost cruel to rub the other team’s face in the lopsided game.

      J.D. never heard a helicopter approach. What he did hear sounded like someone banging the lid of a steel trash can with a stick. Several people with bullhorns were chanting some unidentifiable singsong phrase. It was aggravating and clearly had drawn the attention of everyone in the stadium.

      He slapped his players on the shoulder pads and walked toward the sideline, where he discovered the referees had called an official time out. Then he heard the words of the hundreds of people pouring through an opening in the chain-link fence surrounding the north end.

      Hey-hey, ho-ho! Big Oil’s got to go!

      Hey-hey, ho-ho! Big Oil’s got to go!

      In addition to the chanting, the other people jumping the fence were beating on anything metallic, from the aforesaid trash can lids to one person who was carrying cymbals. Many of the protestors wore red clothing drenched in black paint. Their chanting grew louder as they entered the end zone. Two Brazos County sheriff’s deputies tried to stop them, but they were quickly overwhelmed by the protestors.

      Hey-hey, ho-ho! Big Oil’s got to go!

      Hey-hey, ho-ho! Big Oil’s got to go!

      J.D. searched the stands to locate Stephanie. She managed a slight wave with her left hand because her cell phone was glued to her ear with her right. She appeared agitated, as did everyone else in her vicinity, many of whom stared it her with venomous eyes.

      The troubles of Sterling Energy had just entered the sanctum sanctorum of Bryan, Texas—Merrill Green Stadium on a Friday night.

      J.D. wanted to sink into his shell and slip out the back door. This was undoubtedly a protest organized to embarrass his family. Instinctively, he searched the sidelines for Brock to make sure he was safe. Instead, he saw fire in the young man’s eyes.

      He’d once said to his son, if you’re ever going to be in the middle of a fight on the field, keep your damn helmet on. As Brock walked with a purpose to meet the protestors who had made their way to the ten-yard line, his son was dutifully strapping on his helmet while encouraging other members of the team to do so as well. They were going to take on the hundred-plus protestors carrying sticks and bats, trash can lids and cymbals.

      “Brock! Nooo!” he shouted as the boys picked up steam and menacingly approached the protestors. Some members of the Belton team were prepared to join the fray, sans helmets. When the groups of angry players and even more committed protestors met near the thirty-yard line, both sides had a full head of steam.

      J.D. ran toward the melee that ensued. In the background, the activists continued to scream into their megaphones. Some carried air horns that emitted a piercing sound capable of bursting eardrums. J.D. searched the scrum, hoping to find Brock’s number 55 jersey. He might not be able to stop the fight from taking place, but at least he could pull his son out of harm’s way.

      He pushed his way through, avoiding flying fists and swinging sticks, to locate Brock. Then the activists began to deploy pepper spray against the young men. Prepared, the ecoterrorists pulled bandanas over their noses and mouths. They slid goggles off their foreheads for protection. They were professional agitators and were no match for the angry high schoolers, who simply wanted to play football.

      Off in the distance, sirens could be heard. Nearby, however, what appeared to be weapons being fired into the air had the effect of clearing out the stands. Fans stampeded for the exit, unaware of who was firing the weapons and what the target was. Dozens of people were trampled. Amidst the screams were groans of pain and the sounds of bones breaking.

      “Dad!” shouted Brock from the side of the massive fight, which showed no signs of subsiding despite the sound of gunfire. “Watch out!”

      J.D. ducked just as a man swung a miniature baseball bat at his head. The novelty item might have only been eighteen inches long, but it would’ve packed a powerful wallop against the side of his head had Brock not warned him.

      J.D. felt the whoosh of air as the bat barely missed the back of his skull. Staying low, he turned and rammed his shoulder into the rib cage of the man, who’d lost his balance as a result of missing the target.

      He hadn’t thrown a punch at anyone since three days before his second Super Bowl win. The game had been played in Las Vegas, the home field of the American Football Conference champion Raiders. A Raiders fan had approached J.D. and his fellow players at a restaurant and got mouthy. A fight ensued, and J.D. knocked one of them down with a single punch. It was a story he’d tell for years, along with his exploits that helped win his second championship ring.

      He wasn’t capable of subduing the man with a single punch, but two or three blows to the ribs and kidneys did slow the attacker down. On his hands and knees to avoid the pepper spray, he crawled out of the people fighting and located Brock. A pack of firecrackers was tossed in their direction, causing them both to duck and then cover their heads. The loud crackle, mistaken by the fleeing fans to be gunfire, startled J.D. and Brock but didn’t stop them from trying to get away from the melee, which now included parents.

      J.D. stood with the help of his son just in time to see headlights bouncing up and down, coming from Briarcrest Drive near the north end of the stadium. The pickup trucks crashed through the chain-link fence, busting through the GO BIG BLUE lettering, with horns blaring and men shouting. Seconds later, they’d reached the eight-lane synthetic running track that encircled the field for track and field events.

      He pulled his son away from the battle and caught a glimpse of one of the trucks. It was white with the Sterling Ranch logo on the side. Now he understood whom Stephanie had been calling. It was reinforcements.

      J.D. was frozen in place as he shielded his eyes from the bright headlights that washed the football field turned boxing ring. The arrival of the pickups didn’t seem to deter the activists from fighting the players and their parents. Many had peeled off and raced up the field toward the stands to threaten those who hadn’t fled.

      Then, without warning, the lights flickered and turned off in the stadium. In all directions, residences and businesses went dark. Car horns blared as the vehicles crashed into each other at a nearby intersection. Their entire surroundings were thrust into darkness except for the headlights of the Sterling trucks, which illuminated the dumbfounded combatants.
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        Turn out the lights, the party’s over.

        ~ Don Meredith, Dallas Cowboys Quarterback and

        Monday Night Football commentator
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      Gauthier ordered everyone out of the top floor of the Segundo Lofts except for Phan and his top two lieutenants. Earlier, he’d directed Phan’s people to set up the generators on the top floor and store the propane tanks equally among the generators. Then they were instructed to run the long extension cords through the cracked windows that overlooked Buffalo Bayou and the rest of the Second Ward.

      Once all the computers were connected to an APC battery backup unit, which also operated as a surge protector, he asked Phan to send his new hackers home for the evening. He didn’t want any of them to witness what came next.

      Alone in the loft with the exception of Phan, Gauthier popped open a sixteen-ounce Monster energy drink and stretched. He bent over at his waist to stretch his back. He pulled his arms across his chest to relieve the tension in his shoulders. He rolled his head around his neck, causing a series of crackling and popping sounds. He either resembled a gymnast preparing for a competition or a public speaker waiting their turn to take the podium.

      In reality, it was simply part of Gauthier’s routine when he prepared to do battle with a computer network. Technology didn’t have tension or stress. Shoulders didn’t tighten. Fingers and hands didn’t cramp. Backs didn’t stiffen. Network servers and computers sat idly by, awaiting someone to instruct them to act. On this Friday night, the computers he targeted were largely unmanned and bored, performing the usual humdrum tasks when the human operators were away for the weekend.

      Phan waited patiently as Gauthier went through his routine. He didn’t speak until he was certain he wasn’t interrupting. He’d never met anyone with the intensity and purpose of Gauthier. He was trying to recall the last time he saw the man sleep. It had certainly been days. He cautiously interrupted Gauthier’s thoughts.

      “Um, do you want me to leave? I’ll be getting text messages all night from our people.”

      “No, you can stay, but turn off all sound notifications and that incessant keyboard clicking. It sounds like a woman with long nails tapping on a table. It’s an unnecessary distraction.”

      Phan nodded. “Are you gonna tell me what’s going on? You asked for a team of people to help you with this hacking stuff. We’ve sent them all home.”

      “They’d also be an unnecessary distraction at this point. What I’m about to do requires only one set of hands. What I’m about to bring down doesn’t require sharpshooters to precede me. My bolt cutters are my fingers. My bullets are the keys.”

      “What’s the target?” asked Phan.

      Gauthier stood a little taller and faced the younger man. “ERCOT.”

      Phan appeared confused. “Wait. We already took down the substations in Freeport and near Beaumont, as you asked. It’ll take another day for them to come back online.”

      “They won’t,” said Gauthier as he settled into his chair. He cracked his knuckles and flexed his fingers like a grand pianist preparing to play Beethoven’s Fifth. “I’m going to take down the entire grid.”

      Phan’s reaction was spontaneous and natural. He burst out laughing. “Really?”

      “Do you doubt me?” Gauthier was annoyed with Phan already.

      “No. No,” he replied, trying to stifle his near-giggling fit. “That’s not why, um …”

      “Maybe you should leave.” Gauthier was perturbed and already regretted not dismissing Phan with the others.

      Phan recovered and calmed his elation. “That’s not what I meant. Sorry. I think this is gonna be the greatest day of my life.”

      Gauthier understood and smiled. “Mine too. Now, please, Johnny, no interruptions.”

      “Man, I’m turning off the damn phone. They can fend for themselves. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” He pulled a chair from another workstation and placed it at a respectful distance so he could watch Gauthier work without entering his field of vision.

      “Okay. Let’s get started. Just to forewarn you, I talk things through as I work and sometimes get agitated. Ignore me.”

      Phan held his hands up. “Fly on the wall. Fly on the wall.”

      Gauthier studied the four monitors connected to his laptop. “Command, Janus.” His voice instructions were recognized by his laptop, and the laptop exited sleep mode, which in turn started up the monitors.

      He began typing. Slowly, deliberately at first. Then with a speed Phan had never seen before. Gauthier’s eyes roamed from screen to screen, only occasionally dropping to the laptop. Then, in a calm tone of voice, he spoke to no one in particular.

      “For decades, we’ve tried to get people’s attention. We’ve taken steps to raise awareness. It hasn’t been enough. We’re at war with the oil industry and its chief enablers—ravenous Americans who drive their SUVs and fly private jets while heating their homes to levels totally unnecessary.

      “We’re fighting a war on a planet that’s been defenseless against the industrialized world and the greedy bastards who inhabit it. Today, we start a different kind of war. We can’t drive tanks across Texas, destroying the gluttonous businesses who line the pockets of big oil. Our efforts to troll one another on social media are nothing more than noise.

      “Tonight, Johnny, I’m handing our cause the equivalent of a million-megaton nuke. We’re entering a battle against the killers of our planet without swords or bombs or bullets or Facebook posts. We have the ability to bring this nation to its knees with a few keystrokes. Starting with Texas.”

      Gauthier continued. Data streamed across all the screens at a mind-boggling pace. Once in a while, he’d pause, navigate his mouse to a particular location on one of the monitors, and enter a long series of code. Satisfied with his efforts, he returned his attention to the four-screen display as it quickly rolled through data.

      “And the best thing is nobody can retaliate against us because they won’t know who did it. They’ll blame the Chinese, Russians, Iranians, and North Koreans. By the time these Texans figure it out, we’ll be long gone, and they’ll be hunting prairie dogs for food.

      “Although, I might just leave them hanging for a while. You know, give them a sliver of hope that this will all be over soon. It will be fun to see the windbags in Austin grovel. It will be very difficult to turn down the many millions of dollars the energy suppliers will offer for us to go away. It might even be fun to watch the warmongers in Washington point their fingers of blame at the wrong enemy. Can you imagine if they wrongfully accuse the Chinese and start a real, live hot war? That’ll be something for the history books, if any of us are here to read them.”

      Phan’s eyes grew wide as he began to suspect Gauthier was a madman. He was all for fighting the good fight, but this guy might just be insane. Yet he remained silent, watching the computer maestro at work, afraid to interrupt for fear of how Gauthier might react.
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      Within Gauthier’s powerful laptop was a directory containing years of research on a variety of topics related to cyber warfare. In his spare time, while others partied in bars or sought other means of entertainment, his life was spent traversing the portals opened up for him in the dark web. Some information was placed there as a hoax. Other data was intentionally used by global law enforcement to ensnare hackers. And some was disclosed by government officials who had an axe to grind with their employers.

      For years, he’d explored the possibility of bringing down the U.S. power grid through a cyberattack. He came to the conclusion it was a job too big for one hacker. Still, it was a dream, so he continued to imagine the day that happened.

      Then America’s National Guard conducted a well-funded exercise known as Cyber Yankee that simulated crippling huge sections of the nation’s power infrastructure with a series of cyberattacks.

      The annual event incorporated attempted cyber intrusions from the previous twelve months and chose a hypothetical target in order to assess its vulnerability. After ERCOT experienced several outages due to weather-related events, the National Guard elected to put the Texas utility to the test for its annual Cyber Yankee exercise.

      Naturally, several governmental agencies were on board for Cyber Yankee, including the FBI, the Department of Homeland Security, and FERC, an acronym for the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. The private sector participated to the extent it had appropriate security clearances. Even ERCOT allowed its network to be available to those spearheading the exercise so an honest assessment could be made on how to fend off the potential cyberattacks.

      All the information and data garnered from that year’s Cyber Yankee training event was highly classified. In fact, no two agencies were given the written reports and conclusions drawn by the other. Just like before the terror attacks of 9/11, the turf wars within Washington, DC, prevented intergovernmental cooperation.

      When Gauthier began to discover data leaked on the dark web from the Cyber Yankee exercise, he was having difficulty piecing it together. Unless all the agencies either disclosed their results or someone with access to the information published it, what he had was insufficient to effectuate the type of cyberattack he had in mind.

      Then he was hired by the mysterious father and son team in Belgium. He became part of a movement with Johnny Phan. He redoubled his efforts to gather all the information he needed. His research paid off when he discovered the Cyber 9-Line system developed by U.S. Cyber Command, or USCYBERCOM.

      Cyber 9-Line offered the participants of Cyber Yankee a conduit to accumulate information and diagnose the attack before offering solutions to the appropriate reporting unit. Once a determination was confirmed by USCYBERCOM, the intel was shared with local governments and utilities to help fend off a potential attack.

      Cyber 9-Line was still in its infancy and not fully deployed across the Western and Eastern Interconnection. ERCOT, the subject of Cyber Yankee’s first use of Cyber 9-Line, was cut out of the federal funding by Congress because they stubbornly refused to integrate the Texas grid with the rest of the nation.

      Gauthier focused on entering the storage database at U.S. Army Cyber Command in Fort Gordon outside Augusta, Georgia. The facility at Fort Gordon had been expanding. In his experience, Gauthier learned where there was expansion, there were growing pains and cyber vulnerabilities.

      Two nights ago, he’d successfully hacked into the Big Data Platform, or BDP, associated with Cyber 9-Line. The BDP dashboard provided the user an abundance of information related to cyber incidents, including time, location, originating sector, severity, and any requests for support from the target utility.

      What was of particular interest to Gauthier was the tab named Associated Reporting. He navigated the servers and located what he was looking for. Buried within the archives of Associated Reporting was the combined outcomes of the various agencies and entities that had engaged in the Cyber Yankee exercise with ERCOT. The vulnerabilities were laid out for Gauthier to salivate over. Their anticipated response to any potential attack was also detailed, so he could prepare a countermeasure in advance. Gauthier was able to take this information together with what he found online and within the dark web to gain access to ERCOT’s network with full administrative privileges.

      Now, it was time for some fun.

      “Johnny, please fire up generator number three on the roof. I want to confirm they connected it to my station.”

      Phan jumped out of his chair and raced for the single, centrally located emergency stairwell that led to the roof. In less than five minutes, Gauthier could hear the steady hum of the generator vibrating the asphalt roofing system above him. The open rafters did little to insulate the interior from sound, as he’d learned when a jet flew nearby to land at Houston’s Hobby Airport.

      Phan bounded down the stairs and rushed toward Gauthier with his thumb pointed upward. With breathless anticipation, he asked, “Is it time?”

      Gauthier managed a smile. “Yes. This is long overdue.” He closed his eyes briefly, took a long breath of stale air, and exhaled. His shoulders relaxed as he made a few keystrokes on his computer. “We’re done.”

      Phan rushed to a window overlooking downtown Houston. The skyscrapers rose upward and kissed the low-hanging clouds that slowly flew past. Then there was a loud hissing and sizzling sound.

      Throughout his field of vision, Phan could see enormous sparklers lighting up the night sky. Fireballs ran along power lines from one transmission tower to the next until they erupted into an explosion when they met a transformer. The view was almost patriotic, Phan thought, as the rockets’ red glare produced bombs bursting in air. Only, the high-voltage lines, carrying up to 345,000 volts of electricity, were putting on the light show, and the resulting explosions were anything but patriotic.

      They were an attack on Texas.
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      Unfazed by the sudden turn of events, twenty ranch hands led by Fernando, Sterling’s longtime foreman, poured out of the pickup trucks, carrying rifles and shotguns. Although the parents and their high school footballers had made the decision to back off from the fight, the protestors persisted in their attacks.

      Fernando had received his orders from Zeke within seconds after Stephanie’s call to the family’s fixer. Mere minutes later, they were racing into town, loaded for bear. Fernando led the way toward the crowd, racked a shell into his shotgun, and fired it into the air. There was no mistaking the difference between a Remington 870 being fired and the firecrackers deployed by the activists.

      The shotgun blast forced the attacking mob to stop for a moment, allowing Fernando and his men to quickly encircle them. The ranch hands were merciless in their retribution. They drove the buttstocks of their weapons into the bodies of the protestors. Many fell to the ground in agony as others attempted to flee.

      Fernando fired another round over their heads, causing many of them to panic and slip on the dewy grass. With catlike quickness gained from learning how to rope a calf, the ranch hands pounced on the fleeing attackers and quickly bound their hands and feet.

      “Brock! J.D.!” Stephanie shouted.

      “Mom! Over here!”

      Despite the dark conditions, the headlights provided enough illumination for the family to reunite at midfield. They hugged each other, and Stephanie examined her men for any physical damage. Brock’s hand had suffered lacerations. Stephanie gently held his hand in hers.

      “Does it feel broken?”

      “Nah, Mom. It’s been worse. I cut it on their teeth.”

      J.D. began to laugh, drawing a stern look from his wife. “I knocked a guy down, too.”

      “Great,” moaned Stephanie as she pulled them farther away from the attackers, who were now the underdogs. “Like father, like son.”

      “I saw you on the phone. Did you call Fernando?”

      “No. Zeke did. I wanted to protect you guys.”

      J.D. gave her hand a squeeze. “You shouldn’t have come on the field. It was too dangerous.”

      “Nah, not really.” Stephanie shook her head and patted the concealed carry holster tucked in her jeans. Texas was an open carry state. Like most like-minded Texans, Stephanie was comfortable carrying a weapon. Her preference was a Beretta Nano nine-millimeter handgun.

      “Let’s get out of here,” suggested J.D. “I don’t know what caused the power to go out, but I imagine the cops will be here soon.”

      Stephanie looked around the horizon, her eyes straining to find any source of light. “You guys get back to the ranch and, well, keep an eye out. This may not be an isolated incident.”

      “What?” asked Brock. “We’re not gonna leave you here alone.”

      “You have to go,” she insisted. “Fernando brought all the hands, it appears. Somebody needs to guard the ranch.”

      “Why? From who?” asked J.D. as he studied her face in the shadows.

      Stephanie paused before answering, “I’ve gotta keep this short, for now. J.D., Sterling Energy was the victim of a cyberattack earlier, as were several other oil industry facilities. We believe ecoterrorists are stepping up their methods of harassing our business. What happened tonight is part of that. We have to assume they may try to attack our home as well.”

      “Okay, I get it,” J.D. said. “What about you? Why can’t you come with us?”

      “I need to speak to Fernando first,” she replied.

      J.D. was skeptical but acquiesced. But first, he said he wanted to check on his players and coaches to make sure they didn’t need medical attention.

      Stephanie promised to be safe, and then she jogged toward the battlefield located at the thirty-yard line. The fighting had stopped. Some of the protestors could be seen running through the fence into the darkness. Others lay on the ground, writhing in pain. Players and family from both teams gathered at midfield to provide medical attention to one another.

      “Miss Stephanie! Over here!”

      It was Fernando. Lined up behind him were more than a dozen men and women dressed in red clothing smeared with black paint. They were complaining about their treatment and demanded to be released or else.

      Stephanie laughed to herself. Or else what? She motioned for Fernando to step away from the complainants. She spoke to her trusted foreman in a whispered tone. “Have you called Zeke?”

      “Yes, ma’am. He asked me to secure the prisoners somewhere.”

      Stephanie looked around the stadium. Most of the players and their families were descending upon the locker room facility at the south end zone to change out of their uniforms. A few milled about while the remainder of the activist thugs recovered and disappeared.

      “Up there,” she said, pointing up a slight hill to the concession building behind the bleachers. During the chaos, the employees manning the food and beverage concessions had fled, leaving the building unoccupied and open. “Gag them all. Once we get them inside, I want their feet bound, too. None of them are leaving until Zeke has a conversation with them.”

      Fernando nodded and instructed the ranch hands to comply with Stephanie’s request. She contacted Zeke to give him an update. She was grateful the cellular telephone infrastructure and towers in Texas had generators providing battery power. She wasn’t certain how long it would last.

      When Zeke told her over the phone that the power outage was statewide, she knew the state was in for a rough time. It didn’t take much for her to tie the events of the past week together. The escalation in the ecoterrorists’ tactics was too fast to be a coincidence. She’d been warned years ago about the cyber threat. She understood it would be difficult to defend against and that substantial financial resources were required to protect their company from a cyberattack. Now she regretted not taking action herself or insisting Maverick do so.

      Yet none of that might have mattered under the circumstances. Apparently, these hackers had shut down ERCOT, if that was even possible. It was hard for her to imagine a world without electricity. Weather-related power outages occurred from time to time in Texas. It was expected. However, the electric companies always effectuated repairs. This was different. She couldn’t fathom the damage that had to be done to the ERCOT computer network to cause a total shutdown.

      Stephanie sighed as her eyes followed Fernando marching his prisoners up the sidewalk toward the concession building. How long would the outage last? Hours? Days? Weeks? Longer?

      “Focus on your own shit,” Stephanie mumbled to herself as she followed the last pathetic loser of an activist, who was whimpering through his gag. Moments ago, he had been beating a thirteen-year-old freshman with a stick. Now his words were barely discernible, but they sounded something like I’m sorry.

      Stephanie shook her head in disgust, and then a slight smile came across her face. He’d be sorry, all right. Zeke was on his way.
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      “How long will the generators provide us power?” Maverick asked as she entered the operations department of Sterling Energy.

      “The Williams facilities manager tells me four hours max per floor,” responded the department head.

      “Wait? Whadya mean by floor?” she asked brusquely.

      “I’m told each floor has its own power needs. You know, lighting, HVAC, computer systems.”

      “Tough shit!” she shouted.

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” she fired back. “Get him on the phone and tell him to cut their usage to nothing. There’s not a single tenant in the tower who faces the problems we’re having. They’re all home for the weekend anyway, not to mention they can’t conduct any kind of business with the power out across the state.”

      “Well, um, he may not go for—” the man stuttered in response.

      Maverick inched closer to the shorter man. “If he even hints at saying no, find me. He’ll wish I weren’t involved. Trust me.”

      The man nodded and sheepishly returned to his office, which was illuminated by a USB-powered keyboard lamp attached to his desktop computer.

      Zeke found Maverick in the operations center and motioned for her to join him in the hallway. Battery-powered emergency lighting lent a warm glow to the otherwise light-colored walls and Sterling red, plaid carpet.

      “I have an update,” he began. The two huddled together to remain out of earshot of the operations team, who were reaching out to Sterling’s emergency management team dispatched throughout the state. Nobody was sure how long their cell phone service would be available.

      “Are they safe?” she asked. Dutch had informed her of the violent attacks initiated by the activists at the game.

      “Yes. I spoke to Stephanie myself. Our people arrived just as the scumbags were getting the upper hand.”

      “Good. Have them guard the ranch twenty-four seven until we can get a handle on this thing.”

      Zeke raised his hand slightly and looked around the hallway before he spoke. “I told Fernando to catch a few of them so they could be interrogated.”

      “Smart. Did he?” she asked.

      “Fifteen, in fact,” replied Zeke. “I just wanted to let you know I need to take the chopper to the school. We’ve been stonewalled in our efforts around town, partly because none of the people on the list were home. We even squeezed their families and friends who answered the door, but they didn’t know anything. This will be my first opportunity to have an up-close-and-personal conversation with some of them.”

      Maverick patted him on the shoulder. “Go. Make ’em talk. I’ll try to keep the lights on so we can figure out a way to clean up this mess.”

      Zeke turned and jogged to the stairwell. He shouted over his shoulder, “Let Dutch know where I’m going, would ya? Also, tell him to recall our people.”

      “I will!” Maverick shouted back. She was the CEO of Sterling Energy and took orders from no one, her mother included. However, in a crisis, she, Dutch, and Zeke formed a dynamic team with diverse points of view. They’d always managed to overcome any prior predicament, although they paled in comparison to this one.

      “Miss Millican! We need you in IT, please!” A woman who was part of the white hat hacker team had been roaming the floors, searching for Maverick.

      “I’m on my way.” Maverick, who’d changed from her business attire into jeans and a western shirt, jogged toward the woman’s voice. She was an avid runner, although most of her track time was on a treadmill. She was only slightly out of breath after descending several floors to the IT department. When she arrived, the room was buzzing with activity. A positive sign.

      Dutch saw her enter the department through the stairwell. “Mav! We’ve got a breakthrough. They’ve identified the malware.”

      Maverick pushed past a couple of rolling desk chairs that blocked the aisle between workstations. Unlike the executive floors that were separated into offices and conference rooms, most of the operations department was divided by cubicles.

      “What’ve ya got?” There was a glimmer of hope in her voice.

      The head of the white hats took the lead. “Miss Millican, our people are still diligently working to get all the answers based upon the time constraints we’re under.”

      “You’ve got forty-eight hours!” the company’s director of operations shouted as he exited his office. “The facility’s manager is taking the steps to dedicate their generator power resources to our office suites.”

      “That should be enough,” continued the white hat team leader. “After we quarantined the network and closed all ports to the internet, we began the tedious task of hunting down this booger. We located the malware hashes within your personnel department.”

      “Malware hashes?” said Dutch inquisitively.

      “Yes. Hashing is a common method used to identify malware. Look at it as a sort of fingerprint that’s unique to the malware. As the virus entered your network, it self-replicated by inserting its code into other programs. The primary port of entry appears to be through personnel.”

      Maverick watched the white hats working furiously around them. She wondered if anyone in personnel was still at the office. She contemplated firing them all.

      The white hats barely spoke to one another except to announce completion of a task such as clearing a department’s assigned computers or those of an off-site facility. She turned back to the team leader.

      “What happens next?” she asked.

      “We’re in the process of scanning all the computers with our own proprietary antivirus that has the latest malware database updates. After we identified the malware’s executable files, we studied several traits such as network traffic. Malware files usually generate a large amount of network traffic and also occupy a lot of system resources.

      “Because your system is Windows-based, we focused on directories and folders as well as the System Registry to identify the specific start-up keys for the malware files. That is now underway for every computer in the building. It’s my recommendation that you remain a closed network within this building for the moment. We will have to address computers connected to the network at your other facilities around the state next.”

      “Sir!” one of the white hats said loudly. “We’re ready to reboot the local network, followed by selected restarts to run a follow-up scan.”

      “Go ahead,” he replied before turning to Maverick and Dutch. “Moment of truth. After the rescan, we expect the infected files to have been removed. We’ll also double-check the System Restore folders. If there are any infecting files lingering there, we’ll temporarily disable the System Restore function and restart again.”

      The large workspace became deathly quiet as most in the room held their breath. The white hats began to report the results of the process.

      “I’m clean.”

      “Same here.”

      “System Restore folders are clean. I’ll reboot several more computers to make sure.”

      The team leader instructed several of his personnel to touch base with the other white hat hackers dispersed throughout the building to confirm they were enjoying the same success. Then he turned to Maverick once again.

      “It is imperative to instruct your personnel to change their passwords. This needs to be overseen by your IT professionals. After that, the computers in this building can reconnect to the network, and when the power is restored by Reliant Energy, or ERCOT, as the case may be, you can allow them internet access.”

      Dutch thanked the gentleman and instructed him to send his teams to Sterling’s other operations statewide, according to a priority list he’d be provided. He turned to Maverick and motioned toward the emergency stairwell. He leaned in to her and whispered as they walked, “I’m starting to feel better about our operations, but I still want to know who did this.”

      She nodded as she pressed the emergency bar to enter the stairwell. “Yes. About that. Zeke needs you to recall his people to meet here. He’s on his way to Bryan to get answers.”

      “Bryan? Is everyone okay?”

      “Yeah, they’re fine. These eco-scumbags stormed the field during the middle of the game just before the power went out. Mom coordinated with Zeke to get the ranch hands to the stadium to help.”

      “Good, so it’s over?”

      Maverick nodded. “Yeah, but this is what I love about your boy Zeke. He told Fernando to catch a few of them. He’s on the way to have a chat and gather some information.”

      Dutch laughed. “Wow. Those idiots have no idea the shitstorm they’re about to experience.”
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      Zeke had recruited several of his ex-Marine friends to join his security detail at Sterling. Dutch’s loyalty to his high school best friend might have landed him the job at Sterling; however it was his performance that made him an indispensable part of their operations. Moreover, Zeke was practically a part of the family and could be trusted implicitly.

      The chopper pilot, also a former Marine, was adept at flying blind. There had been many occasions when Zeke was inserted into a remote region of Afghanistan to gather intelligence. There were no landing pads complete with anti-collision lights or beacons. The pilot rarely used the spotlight affixed to his aircraft for fear of giving away his position.

      Tonight, flying in total darkness, the pilot drew on his experience in the Middle Eastern theater to land the helicopter directly atop the Vikings logo in the middle of the football field. As it settled down onto the ground, loose turf, trash, and torn clothing left behind by the earlier brawl flew in all directions.

      Zeke exited the chopper after instructing the pilot to wait for him. He jogged across the field toward the north end zone, where the Sterling Ranch vehicles remained parked. As he approached, a couple of ranch hands standing guard directed him toward the concession stand. However, at the top of the hill, a school security guard suddenly stood in his way. The hulking man’s silhouette was barely discernible in the minimal moonlight.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” the man shouted as Zeke approached.

      Zeke ignored the question, opting not to engage the guard in a loud conversation that spanned forty feet. He continued marching up the hill with a purpose. He didn’t have time to engage the school’s rent-a-cop.

      “You don’t need to worry about that tonight, friend,” replied Zeke once he drew closer to the guard. “You’d be better served to get as far away from here as possible. You know, like on the other side of the campus.”

      “Zeke?” The man’s tone of voice suddenly changed. “Is that you?”

      Zeke paused and tried to place the man’s voice. He climbed the rest of the hill and joined the man outside the concession stand.

      “Pete? Pete Franklin? How’re ya doin’?”

      The two old friends from high school spoke for a brief moment. Franklin had been one of Zeke’s running buddies until his family had moved away during their senior year. They hadn’t seen each other since.

      “Listen, Pete. I’ve got some business to take care of in that building. You might not want—”

      Franklin raised his hands. “Zeke, I know you were in the Marines. I also know those assholes need a good talkin’ to, or worse. You need me outside to make sure you don’t have any surprise visitors.”

      “Okay, Pete. Fair enough.”

      Zeke slapped the man on the back and made his way into the building. The air was damp and humid. The ranch hands had rolled down the concession building’s corrugated windows to avoid prying eyes and to deter their prisoners from any attempt to seek help.

      Stephanie was sitting on a folding chair near the center of the cramped space. Several boxes had been arranged to create a table. Over a dozen cell phones were lined up in rows with their displays illuminated. Using a thick, black Sharpie, Stephanie was using the minimal light to make notes on the back side of the concession’s inventory control sheets. As Zeke entered, she finished her notes and joined him at the door.

      “Thanks for coming,” she whispered as she gestured for him to exit the room and enter the back hallway of the building. She pulled her cell phone out of the left hip pocket of her jeans. Like a modern-day Texas gunslinger, Stephanie carried two weapons. Cell phone on the left side and firearm on the right.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” quipped Zeke, who was in a surprisingly good mood considering the circumstances. Perhaps it was the opportunity to practice his old craft that lightened his spirits.

      Stephanie handed him the notes and explained, “I’ve gathered some intel for you.” In the darkness, she couldn’t see the grin that spread across Zeke’s face.

      “Did you?” he asked somewhat jokingly.

      “While waiting, I accessed their cell phones and cross-referenced their contacts list, phone calls, and text messages as well as emails. I was looking for any common thread. You know. A name. A number. An internet search. I came up with a few things that might be useful for when, you know, you do what you do.”

      Zeke casually walked back toward the entry to the room full of prisoners and ranch hands. He whispered to Stephanie, “These look like a bunch of snot-nosed kids except for a couple of tough guys. But then again, they’re all tough guys when part of a frenzied mob of bullies. Do you have names of which ones might be leaders?”

      “There’s one. His name is George Thompson. I have his phone, but I can’t unlock it because he refuses to give me his unlock code. However, he appeared in the phone contacts of three others.”

      “Can you point him out for me?”

      “That’s easy. He’s dressed in all black with a skull bandana around his neck. His tee shirt reads F— America.”

      Zeke smiled. “We’ll see about that.”

      He quietly slipped into the room mostly undetected except for a few of the prisoners who were staring at the door. Zeke slowly walked through the room, staring menacingly at each of the activists, who were bound and gagged and sitting on the floor. After a moment of assessing the group, he turned back to George Thompson.

      “Let’s start with this one,” he snarled, pointing at the wiry man. “Grab him up, boys, and follow me.”

      Two of the ranch hands brusquely grabbed Thompson under his armpits and hoisted him on to his feet. The man became agitated and tried to fight the ranch hands. Zeke turned and forcefully slugged him in the belly so hard that Thompson lost his breath, to subdue his spirit and send a message to the others.

      Thompson gasped for air through his gag. Zeke approached him and ripped the cloth out of his mouth. He grabbed him by his long hair and held his face up so the men were eye to eye.

      “Assholes,” Thompson said in between gasps for air.

      Zeke allowed himself a sly smile. “Yep. We sure are.”

      He made his way out of the room. The ranch hands wrestled with Thompson, who was trying to break free from his restraints. Stephanie motioned for Zeke to follow her toward an adjacent stockroom, where she’d set up a single folding chair in the center. She’d also found a Maglite for him to use to study his prisoner. At the time, she was unaware Zeke would be using the fifteen-inch-long flashlight as a club.

      When Thompson entered the room, he was still struggling, so Zeke shoved his head into the steel doorjamb. Blood immediately gushed out of the wound, and Thompson groaned in pain.

      “You won’t break me!” Thompson shouted. His outburst resulted in a response that suggested he would.

      Zeke smacked the protestor on the other side of the head with the Maglite, causing the man to scream in pain. Then he shoved him toward the folding chair. Thompson never had a chance to sit. He tumbled backwards over the chair and crashed into steel utility shelves full of containers of fryer grease. The shelf teetered before toppling over on top of him.

      And this was just the beginning.

      Zeke set his foot on the side of Thompson’s head and pressed down into the wound created by the doorjamb. The high-pitched shriek that emanated from him was loud enough to be heard throughout the building. This was exactly what Zeke wanted. It would make the next interrogation much easier.

      As Zeke began questioning Thompson, he was resistant at first. However, the shoe grinding into the side of his temple elicited yet another bloodcurdling shriek. Thompson fought back, a mistake that resulted in several kicks to his ribs and stomach. His blood was beginning to gush out of his head, pushing him to a near state of unconsciousness. Zeke knew he had a limited amount of time before the man passed out.

      He took his foot off the man’s head and knelt down next to him. He wanted his prisoner to know cooperation would be rewarded.

      “Just tell me who’s behind this, and you can go.”

      Thompson tried to focus on Zeke’s face, but his blood-soaked eyes prevented him from doing so. He licked his lips.

      “His name is Johnny Phan. That’s all I know.”

      “Fan, like fanatic?”

      “No. He’s Asian.”

      Zeke nodded his acknowledgment. “Phan, with a P-H.”

      The interrogation lasted seven minutes before Thompson passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Merrill Green Stadium

        Bryan, Texas

      

      

      As Zeke left the room with Thompson sprawled out in a pool of blood, he intentionally flung the door open so the handle crashed into the drywall behind it with a loud thud. Stephanie was waiting outside the door of the concession area, with all the eyes of the prisoners staring at her.

      She intentionally spoke to Zeke in a loud whisper. “Is he alive?”

      “Maybe. Who cares?” Zeke’s response was heard by all, by design. He eased past Stephanie and studied the faces of the prisoners, allowing the bloody Maglite to linger on each of them. He had the information he needed, so the next step was to gain confirmation and learn a little more about Johnny Phan.

      A girl sitting in the center of the tied-up activists tried to speak, but the gag prevented her from being coherent. Zeke shined his light on her and instructed one of the ranch hands to remove her gag.

      “I need to go to the bathroom.”

      Zeke mocked her. “Oh, she needs to go potty. Anyone else need to go potty?”

      Several people mumbled their response and nodded their heads vigorously.

      Zeke let out an evil laugh. “Too bad. Here’s how this works. George back there is bleeding out on the floor. Now, there’s room for more of you to join him. If you really need to go potty, you can go right after you answer my questions.”

      “I will! I will!” the girl exclaimed.

      Several of the other prisoners groaned words that sounded like me too.

      He flashed the Maglite around the room and then asked, “George is pretty busted up. He deserved it. Maybe you people do as well? I don’t know. But I’ll make you a deal. I’ll ask the questions. You give me the answers. The first liar goes with me to have a talk next to George. If you all, and I mean all, tell the truth, then I’ll let you go.”

      Zeke had never seen so many heads nod in rapid unison. They’d all folded after listening to the beatdown their pal had received. He glanced down at his flashlight. The lens was starting to steam from Thompson’s gooey blood. He allowed himself a smile. He’d have to remember that as a technique. It seemed to have an immediate effect on the rest of the bunch.

      “Okay, remove their gags. The first person to scream for help or get out of line comes with me. Understood?”

      More head nodding.

      “Good. Now, who coordinated all of this?”

      Several different names were given, but mostly he heard Johnny Phan.

      “Tell me what you know about Johnny Phan?” he asked.

      “He’s from Portland.”

      “He just got out of jail because his case was dismissed.”

      “He’s working with some computer geek.”

      BINGO! Zeke shouted in his head.

      “Why? What does the computer geek have to do with coming here?”

      The girl who needed to pee responded, “They didn’t tell us. We helped with the ship channel blockade and were mad because of what that freighter did. Johnny told us it was the coach’s family who killed our friends. We couldn’t wait to come here and get even.”

      “How do you know there’s a computer guy?” asked Zeke, forcing the irrational girl back to his line of questioning.

      Another young woman responded, “I helped them set up computer workstations. It was all very mysterious, and if we asked questions, they yelled at us. It kinda pissed me off, but I didn’t care. I was more pissed off at Sterling Energy.” She shot an angry look at Stephanie, who returned a blank stare.

      “Set up where?” Zeke asked.

      “Segundo Lofts. They’re down in the Second Ward. My boyfriend lives in an apartment around the corner.”

      Zeke couldn’t believe the treasure trove of information he was receiving.

      “And you say this computer guy and Phan are working out of that building?”

      “Can I go pee now?” the young woman responded with a question of her own.

      “Answer me!” shouted Zeke, almost scaring the urine out of her bladder.

      “Um. Okay. They were. Maybe not now. I don’t know. There were a lot of guys there with guns and stuff, so I didn’t want to stick around anyway. I wish I’d just gone over to my boyfriend’s.”

      Zeke looked around the room. “Has anybody else been to this place? The Segundo Lofts?”

      A few nodded. Zeke focused his questioning on them.

      “Did you see people with guns?” he asked, kneeling down in front of the respondents as he shined the light on their faces.

      “Yes. They did something else for Johnny, and they’d all come back to the lofts when we loaded up on the buses to come here.”

      “I think they went to Beaumont and Freeport,” added another.

      “What did they do there?” Zeke asked.

      Nobody had an answer.

      Zeke thought for a moment. “Nobody has a name for this computer guy?”

      No response.

      “What did he look like?”

      He received conflicting responses. The features of the mysterious computer geek were described as average with no distinguishing features except for long blond hair. Hell, Zeke thought, the guy could be poor old George Thompson lying unconscious in the other room for all he knew.

      After gathering up the activists’ cell phones and piling them into a popcorn bucket, Zeke motioned for Fernando to follow him to where Stephanie was waiting near the doorway.

      “Stephanie, let me give you a ride to the ranch,” said Zeke.

      She shook her head. “No, you’ve got work to do. Besides, we need to deal with this bunch.”

      Zeke didn’t argue. He turned to Fernando. “First of all, I need you to personally make sure Miss Stephanie gets home safely. Second, take these people to different parts of town and let them go. You don’t have to go far, just a few miles in all directions, except not toward the ranch, of course.”

      Fernando nodded. “I’ll set up perimeter security at the ranch when we get back.”

      Zeke patted him on the shoulder. “Good man. You did great tonight.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Zeke asked Stephanie, “Are you sure you don’t want a lift?”

      “No, I have my car, and I’ll stick with Fernando,” she replied. Then she took a deep breath and leaned closer to Zeke. “No prisoners next time, agreed?”

      “Roger that.”
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        A good plan, violently executed now, is better than a perfect plan next week.

        ~ General George S. Patton
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      “Dad! I see a truck coming up the driveway!” Brock shouted from his position atop the horse trailer parked next to the ranch house. He’d kept watch while his father turned on the generator and prepared the home for life without power.

      J.D. had opened all the windows to the ranch house to get some air circulating through it. The hot September evening didn’t care that ERCOT had stopped delivering electricity. There was no respite on account of the man-made catastrophe.

      He bounded through the front door, hunting rifle in hand, until he stood alone on the rock and dirt driveway. Brock kept his position until he recognized his mother’s truck by the headlights. As if she read his mind, Stephanie flashed her lights on and off several times as she approached. She imagined her guys were armed and ready for anything.

      The three of them had a reunion filled with relief and chatter. J.D. wanted details of what had happened after he and Brock left. Stephanie provided him only what she wanted him to know. Even though, under the circumstances, J.D. might’ve heartily approved of Zeke’s torture and interrogation methods, she didn’t want it to be part of a family debate. They had their hands full preparing for the ecoterrorists to possibly strike the ranch.

      “What’ve you guys learned? Anything from Austin or ERCOT?” asked Stephanie, who had scanned the cable news networks on Sirius/XM radio. The coverage was a nonstop referendum on ERCOT’s independence from the rest of the grid as well as the looting taking place in the largest cities in the state, including nearby Houston.

      During the ride back to the ranch, she was unable to find any radio stations that were broadcasting except for the local emergency network that repeated the weather forecast alerts of excessive heat. Apparently, none of the government officials responsible for changing the alerts thought it necessary to inform people of the massive power outage.

      J.D. took his wife by the hand and led her to the front porch, where they settled into two of their five Texas mesquite rockers, which had been in the family for generations. They’d been purchased decades ago from a chair-building business west of San Antonio. Brock took up his position on top of the horse trailer. J.D. gave him his hunting rifle with the night-vision scope.

      After a deep breath and a loving squeeze of his wife’s hand, J.D. relayed what he’d learned. “After I fired up the generator, I was able to access satellite television. ERCOT confirmed the cyberattack and claimed they were making every effort to fend it off. There’s a lot of talk about how Texas got what we deserved by not connecting our grid to the rest of the country. Supposedly, the president has offered help, but the governor claims he’s heard nothing from Washington.”

      Stephanie thought for a moment. Everything was connected. She desperately wanted to travel to Houston to help Maverick and Dutch. She’d admonished herself multiple times since her retirement not to interfere with Maverick’s operations of the company. Stephanie had been thrown into the position of CEO without notice and went through a number of challenges with very little experience other than what her grandfather had taught her. Her father had never anticipated dying young and therefore hadn’t provided Stephanie any formal training.

      Yet she’d managed and took the company to the next level. After taking Maverick under her wing, she had little doubt her strong-willed daughter would succeed. However, this was a catastrophe that none of them envisioned. Her daughter and son could use the benefit of her experience and levelheaded approach to problem solving.

      Her long pause in the conversation was not lost on J.D. He knew his wife. “Hey, I know what you’re thinkin’. The cell phones still work for as long as their charge lasts. If the kids need your help, they’ll call.”

      “None of these events are coincidental, J.D. They’re all carefully orchestrated to bring us down.”

      “Not just us, honey. The whole dang state.”

      Stephanie reached into her hip pocket and retrieved her cell phone. Her mood was pensive as she twirled the device around her fingers, itching to place the call. She sat forward in her rocking chair and turned to J.D.

      “Yes. Maybe. But it all started with 42. Then the company, followed by the protest at the game.”

      “Okay, I get it. Let’s do this. Send Maverick a quick text saying just that. You know, something to the effect that I’m sure you’ve thought of this, but …” He allowed his voice to trail off before adding, “That way, she won’t think you’re trying to insert yourself but only being a good mom.”

      Stephanie laughed. “Our daughter has never said that I’m a good mom. She’s always looked at me as the former CEO who turned over the responsibility to her.”

      J.D. reached over and squeezed her knee. “Maverick is not the most outwardly loving person. It’s her way of coping with working in an industry filled with high-octane male personalities. Never doubt how much she appreciates your counsel and your love as a mother.”

      Stephanie turned away to wipe a solitary tear from her face. There were times she regretted grooming her daughter to take over operations of the company. She looked at Maverick and Dutch as a team who would support one another in a crisis. A crisis like this one.

      Then Stephanie thought about Zeke’s involvement. The business had evolved to become more ruthless and cutthroat. Zeke was the ace in a hole that Stephanie never had when she ran Sterling Energy. He, too, was like a member of the family. Each of them brought something different to the company’s operations rather than having all the burdens heaped on one set of shoulders like during her term as CEO.

      Stephanie slowly eased her phone back into the hip pocket of her jeans. She sighed and let out a nervous laugh.

      “They’ll be fine. We’ve got our hands full protecting this place. Fernando and the guys will be back soon. We need to look at securing the ranch until daylight. Then I wanna bring the cattle closer to the main house. We also need to give instructions to our other cattle ranches. They’re gonna need to conserve fuel and set up their own security.”

      “There’s lots to do,” added J.D., relieved that his wife was no longer contemplating a trip to Houston. He would’ve feared for her safety. “Here’s what I was thinking.”

      The two of them spent a few minutes discussing the best way to secure their property. They called Brock over and gave him instructions as well. The family found themselves thrust into a powerless world, living on a ranch just like their ancestors had in the 1800s. Suddenly, their world was a lot smaller and foreign in many respects.
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      When the lookouts advised Phan they’d spotted the two school buses returning to the Segundo Lofts, he left Gauthier and raced out of the top floor into one of the emergency stairwells. He bounded down the concrete steps, grabbing the rail for stability and to help him propel himself around the landing platforms.

      Phan had been on the phone with the bus drivers and protestors he’d placed in charge of the operation in Bryan. They’d described their success but relayed the chaos that had ensued when the power grid went down, followed by the arrival of the Sterling ranch hands.

      His biggest concern was the dozen or so missing protestors. They hadn’t returned to the Walmart parking lot where the buses awaited them. When sirens approached the area, the drivers got nervous and left the others behind.

      After some of the missing protestors had been identified, Phan and some of his trusted lieutenants who remained at the lofts began calling their cell phones. When none of them responded, Phan began to worry they’d been arrested or even killed.

      As the buses arrived, the protestors were surprisingly jubilant. They exchanged stories with their friends and compared injuries they’d received in the battle with the high schoolers. Many were still hyped-up and prepared to take the battle directly to the big oil companies whose offices dotted the downtown Houston landscape.

      Phan began to pull them aside to quiz them about what had happened at the football game. After he cut through their self-aggrandizing, he began to get a clear picture of what had really caused the protest to dismantle. Sterling’s people had run them off and possibly taken the missing activists prisoner.

      He hustled everybody into the building and instructed them to get hydrated. They also needed to calm down and get some rest. Phan suspected the night was not over.

      He gathered his top three associates from Portland and intentionally kept the Houston contingent out of his discussion. They made their way to the top floor, where Gauthier continued his work on the computer, and several lookouts were stationed around the loft from the building’s highest vantage point.

      He lamented his decision to keep his three best friends at the lofts with him. Had they spearheaded the effort in Bryan, they might’ve retreated sooner rather than find themselves entrapped by Sterling’s people. Phan paced the floor, trying to think about his next move.

      On the one hand, he wanted to take advantage of the chaos in the city due to the power outage. Looting had begun less than an hour after the lights went out. It didn’t take long for residents of the city to realize law enforcement was overwhelmed. After Hurricane Harvey passed through in 2017, looters quickly took advantage. They hit local businesses, stealing everything from firearms to electronics.

      The lessons learned from the aftermath of Harvey were not what one might expect. Certainly, there were twenty arrests, but most were let off with a slap on the wrist. It showed weakness by the judicial system and opened the door for future looting. Phan’s lookouts advised him that the streets were filled with people breaking windows and pilfering stores’ inventories. It was lawlessness on display.

      “We have a chance to make a real statement tonight,” he began as his lieutenants patiently waited. “We could split off into teams, blend in with the looters, but make our targets the symbols of Big Oil—their buildings, signage, logos.”

      Referring to his fellow activists, his best friend added, “They’re still worked up about the ship channel murders. I think they want blood.”

      “I have a concern,” Phan said in a whisper, nodding over his shoulder toward Gauthier as he spoke. “We have missing people who may have given up our location. That guy needs more time to finish off ERCOT. He’s even thinking bigger.” Phan nodded and provided his friends a sly grin.

      “Bigger?”

      “Yeah,” replied Phan. “He’s gonna go after more utilities. He mumbles about specific substations and cascading failures. Personally, I think he’s nuts, but he gets shit done. You know?”

      “Okay, so let him work,” his friend said as he looked past Phan toward Gauthier. “Nobody’s gonna bother him. We’ll send our people to hit Shell, BP, and CITGO, for starters. We’ll livestream it to our social media accounts.”

      Phan thought for a moment. If the missing protestors had talked to Sterling’s people, then the lofts needed to remain protected so Gauthier could finish his work.

      “How many guns do we have?” asked Phan.

      “A couple of dozen rifles. Several handguns. Three shotguns. Ammo for all.”

      “Where are the shooters who took out the substations?” Phan asked.

      “Most of them are probably here in the building,” his friend replied. “It’s kind of a mix between people from Portland and the local rednecks. We sent the Texans to shoot out the transformers because they were all hunters. Most of our people are street fighters. Hand to hand, you know?”

      Phan was starting to develop a plan. “Our hacker needs more time, so we need to keep people here to protect the building.”

      “From what? Looters?” another of his lieutenants asked.

      “I don’t know,” he began in reply, hesitating to relay to his top associates what he was thinking. Then he laid it out for them. “No, not really. It’s just a hunch, but I think Sterling’s people may have captured some of our people at the game. If they did, and our guys talked, it could lead them right to our front door.”

      “Then we gotta get out of here!” exclaimed the third associate in a voice loud enough to be heard by Gauthier, who turned slightly in his chair before going back to work.

      “Shh, keep your voice down,” Phan admonished him. “We’ve come too far to tuck tail and run. Here’s what we’re gonna do. Gather up the people who are experienced with guns, and position them all around the building. Keep our spotters in place. Take the rest of the locals and any of our people from Portland to block all the entrances to the building. Then tell them to load up into the buses. They’re gonna join the looters to tear down the house.”

      Two of his lieutenants exchanged high fives. “Where do you wanna start? Shell? CITGO?”

      Another one excitedly chimed in, “No, let’s hit BP. They didn’t suffer enough for that massive oil spill from Deepwater Horizon.”

      Phan shook his head side to side in disagreement. “No. Let’s finish what we started. Have them march on Sterling Energy. If I’m right and our location was compromised, then our people surrounding their headquarters and even storming the building might buy our hacker some time.”
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      “I am absolutely going!” Maverick shouted at her brother as he tried to explain what Zeke had relayed to him over the phone. Zeke was en route back to Houston after extracting information from the protestors being held at the stadium. He spent most of his time navigating through the cell phones of the people captured by the ranch hands. During the quick flight back, the phones rang incessantly as one person tried to get through. The name the caller left on the voicemail was Johnny.

      Zeke instructed Dutch to mobilize his hired mercenaries to make their way to the Sterling Refinery at Buffalo Bayou. He was expected to touch down on the roof of the Williams Tower to meet up with Dutch at any minute. He’d just delivered the bad news to his sister that she was the captain of the ship and needed to remain on board.

      “Maverick, I understand your anger. However, these people are dangerous, and all three of us don’t need to be caught up in a situation that—”

      An angry Maverick cut him off. “Gets us shot?” she asked. She threw her arms into the air and wiggled her fingers toward her chest. “They’d better bring it. I have my weapon on me all day, every day. I can rip the bull’s-eye out of a target.”

      “I get it, Mav. We don’t need images of you firing a gun at these tree huggers all over the internet, even if it was justified. One of us has to stay above the fray, and you’re that someone.”

      Maverick continued to stomp around her office, momentarily stopping to watch several fires burn out of control around the Houston metroplex. “This is bullshit. I wanna look this scum in the eyes and show them what real terror looks like. They’ll wet their pants with my gun pointed at their forehead.”

      Dutch had seen his sister worked up in the past, but this was far different. She was agitated, and her head wasn’t clear, which would put her at risk. Suddenly, Zeke appeared in her outer office with two of the leaders of the mercenary team in tow.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. He looked directly at Maverick and instantly knew the answer to his question. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “You suck!” she shouted at her enforcer.

      “Thanks,” he replied sarcastically. “Listen. We all want to storm over there and string ’em up. First of all, we don’t know they’re still there. Second, there is a possibility the person behind the cyberattacks might be in that building. We need him alive to force him to undo whatever he inserted into ERCOT’s computers.”

      “Okay, fine,” she said with a huff. “They can all die except for him. I’d like a word with that mother—”

      “I promise you, Maverick. Stay here and I’ll give you that opportunity when I bring him in.”

      Dutch made eye contact with his friend. “Wait. You mean you’re not gonna take him to the cops?”

      “Not at first,” he said. “I doubt this guy is part of this ecoterrorist group. The cyberattacks are a big leap forward in their activities. It’s almost separate from what these characters are used to doing. There is information to be gained from him. Not to mention ERCOT would like control of their computers back.”

      “I can sign off on that,” she said. “Bring him back here. You can have him first, and then it’s my turn. He tried to destroy our company.”

      Zeke gave his mercenaries some instructions and then turned to Dutch. “You should probably stay here for damage control.”

      “Damage control? With the media or what she might do?” He pointed his thumb toward Maverick.

      “Kiss my ass, Dutch!”

      “See?” Dutch asked facetiously. “I’m coming with you. No arguments.”

      Zeke took a deep breath and exhaled. “Fine, but you stay unarmed. The same applies to you both. We don’t need either of you brandishing weapons for the gazillion smartphone cameras out there. This will all come to an end. Gun-wielding oil company executives will never be forgotten if images exist.”

      Dutch scowled before nodding in agreement. “We stage at the refinery and then what?”

      Zeke nodded his head toward the outer door leading to the corridor. Referring to his mercenaries, he said, “I’ve got them sending a couple of scouts over to the Segundo Lofts, a seven-story building overlooking Buffalo Bayou and the city. They’ll do a little surveillance while we get ready to hit the place.”

      “How hard could it be to take down a bunch of tree huggers, as Dutch calls them?” asked Maverick.

      “This bunch is different,” Zeke responded. “From what I can tell, some are locals, and others were imported from Portland, Oregon. That’s a hotbed of anarchist activity like the Antifa thugs. From what I learned at the stadium, the attack upon the players was led by people who’d clearly done it before. They were dressed for street battles, and their gear matched the kind used by Antifa.”

      “Guns?” asked Dutch.

      “No,” replied Zeke. “Your mom thought she heard gunshots, but it was probably firecrackers used to distract their opponents. However, they had clubs, iron pipes, and baseball bats. Some wore brass knuckles. Listen, the players, including Brock, who confronted them were damn lucky they were dressed in their pads and helmets. It could’ve been really ugly.”

      A man entered the outer office. “We’re ready, sir.”

      Zeke turned to Maverick. “Hold down the fort, and hey, keep your eyes open. These people are unpredictable, and the streets are full of looters and opportunists. Houston’s gonna go through a long night.”

      Maverick wished them luck, and the guys left her standing alone in her office. First, she went to her desk drawer to retrieve her pistol and the paddle holster, which she concealed in the waistband of her jeans. She checked the magazine of her weapon to confirm it was full and then grabbed another full magazine for her hip pocket.

      She stood at the window and stared at the streets below. The cars carrying Zeke’s hired guns sped off toward East Houston while fires burned throughout the city, generating the only light other than the headlights of an endless string of cars fleeing the mayhem.
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      Zeke and Dutch were the last to arrive at the Sterling Refinery that fronted on Buffalo Bayou not that far from where protestors had formed a blockade across the busy waterway. The former members of the military hired by Zeke had taken a variety of jobs in the Houston area, primarily with firms like PPI Security and Green Eye Tactical.

      Most of them, including Zeke, were regulars at the Memorial Trail Ice House, a bar located in a historic building just a few miles from downtown. It was a known hangout for ex-military personnel and their families.

      Zeke had dispatched a carload of scouts to the Segundo Lofts to conduct surveillance. They were pulling into the gravel parking lot to join the others just as he and Dutch arrived. During the twenty-minute drive across Houston, Zeke had admonished Dutch to stay out of harm’s way. He understood his need to confront the people who’d tried to destroy their company. However, he couldn’t live with himself if his best friend got hurt or killed in the process.

      “Talk to me!” shouted Zeke as the four members of the recon team approached. He and Dutch walked halfway across the utility yard to meet them. They were surrounded by massive steel pipes, holding tanks, and machinery that usually operated twenty-four hours a day. Now, everything had come to a dead standstill.

      Shalonda Calder, a former master gunnery sergeant in the Marine Corps, took the lead. She’d retired from the service nearly twenty years ago but was still in top physical condition, and her skills had not diminished.

      “Sir, as we approached the building, two half-filled school buses were pulling away toward the city. I made the decision to remain in place based on your orders.”

      Zeke grimaced. He saw the dilemma she had been placed in. “Was there something you saw that held you there?”

      “Yes, sir. A few things, actually. One, the front entrance to the building has been barricaded with a combination of furniture and trash. It was done from the outside. In my opinion, they piled things around the entrance before they left, leading me to believe there is something inside to protect.”

      “Anything else?” he asked.

      She nodded and made eye contact with her other scouts. “A few of us noticed a dim, glowing light coming from the top floor windows, and I definitely saw the red cherry of a lit cigarette on the second floor. Without a doubt, the building is still occupied.”

      “Here’s what I know about the place,” added Dutch. “I’ve never seen it, but I remember it being mentioned in a Houston Chron article. It’s one of a dozen old warehouses that were supposed to be renovated to revitalize the Second Ward. It’s mixed use, both office and residential, with an open-loft floor plan. A guy named Kaldis was involved before he went belly-up.”

      Zeke turned to Calder. “How many entrances?”

      “One main entry in the front surrounded by brick and plate-glass windows. A rear utility door, solid steel. A metal fire escape on the west side of the building with a drop-down ladder. That’s it.”

      Zeke wandered away from the group and stopped. He put his hands on his hips and stared in the direction of the lofts, which was a little more than a mile away. He checked his watch. Two a.m. The sun wouldn’t rise for another five hours.

      He was afraid he knew the answer to this already, but he had to ask. “When you returned, did you kill your headlights?”

      Calder’s chin dropped to her chest as she immediately realized the mistake she’d made. In the city thrust into darkness due to the power outage, a vehicle coming and then going near the lofts might’ve attracted the attention of a trained eye.

      “No, sir. Sorry.”

      “Not a problem,” said Zeke reassuringly. He planned on going in dark anyway. “Okay. Listen up. We’ll travel on foot to the lofts from here. You need to saddle up with your kits if you have one, or ammo belts. There won’t be any way to resupply.”

      “Are you expecting a firefight, sir?” asked one of the hired guns, who took a little firmer grip on his AR-10 battle rifle.

      “Just a hunch,” Zeke replied. “I don’t have any specific intel, but these guys have surprised the hell out of us in the last week or so, and I don’t want to take them for granted. We’re gonna go in hard and fast. Shock and awe. I guarantee they won’t be ready for you guys.”

      He was wrong.
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      “Did you see that?” shouted one of the Portland activists hired by Phan. The man was a seasoned veteran of the constant street clashes between Antifa and the Proud Boys. Urban warfare was far different from the military incursions in the Middle East. The people Phan had brought from Portland were the best of the best at waging battle across a city terrain.

      “Yeah!” shouted a voice from across the long hallway connecting the residential lofts. “Approached from the east. Parked for a while and drove back the same way.”

      “Did they exit the vehicle?” Phan asked. He’d been on the top floor, speaking with Gauthier, and was walking the wide, centrally located staircase in the middle of the building when he overheard the conversation.

      “It was too dark for me to see,” said the first activist.

      “Same here,” added the other. “They sat for about ten minutes before making a three-point turn and speeding off toward the east.”

      “Be ready!” shouted Phan to those on the sixth floor. “This is our moment. They’ll be coming soon!”

      He was also a veteran of the fights taking place in urban environments around the country. Phan, like others in his movement, believed that conventional government entities like law enforcement were incapable of investigating and prosecuting fascists. Like those intent on protecting the environment, Phan, and others like him, believed violent protest was necessary to draw attention to their movement while advancing the causes they believed in.

      Over the years, the fighting escalated from fists and clubs, to knives and guns, and then to improvised explosive devices. Those who fought in the streets were extremely capable, ruthless, and willing to die for what they believed in. At times, a passionate fighter could overcome a trained soldier.

      Phan went floor to floor, encouraging his people and making sure they were ready. To be sure, they weren’t the best marksmen, and several had never had formal firearms training. However, they had the benefit of positioning, using the upper-level windows to fire upon any attackers. Most importantly, they had an intense desire to fight.
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        * * *

      

      Zeke ordered his team to split up and surround the building from afar. The first rule of urban warfare was envelopment. If the people responsible for hacking into Sterling’s computers or causing the cyberattack at Platform 42 were still in the building, he didn’t want them to escape.

      Once his people were in place, they’d use voice and hand signals to move closer to the Segundo Lofts with the goal of penetrating its perimeter. One team would breach the rear utility door while two of his operatives would cover the fire escape. The remainder would plow through the front, ignoring the blockaded door and entering through the window openings.

      The key was to avoid taking fire from above. There was precious little cover between the adjacent properties and the front entrance to the lofts. A few cars were scattered about, and the live oak trees along the front entry were diseased, providing minimal coverage.

      Zeke and his team were deliberate and disciplined. Once everyone was in place around the perimeter of the building, the word was passed on to move to their closest point of cover. One at a time, the hired mercenaries ran at a low crouch to a point they identified near the building that gave them the shortest distance to their objective without giving up their position.

      As the team advanced, Zeke lay back and assessed the threat they faced. He hated approaching a battle without having any knowledge of the enemy combatant he faced. He had to presume they were capable. They also had the advantage of darkness and knowledge of the premises. His people would be entering the building blind, relying upon instinct and experience to gain the upper hand. If the building was well defended, his people would take casualties.

      He glanced to his right and noticed Dutch staring intently at the front entrance. Over Zeke’s objections, Dutch had his sidearm holstered, and he held an AR-15 at low ready. He’d trained Dutch for years, and his good friend was certainly capable. However, he’d never experienced the speed of battle and the threat of live fire rounds zipping past him. He made one last effort to dissuade Dutch.

      “I need you to hold your position and direct our people when it comes time to extract.”

      Dutch laughed. “Nice try, buddy. Everybody knows where the rally point is. You’re just trying to keep me out of the line of fire.”

      “Maybe, but that’s not the point. We don’t need you killed. Your mom and sister would have my ass.”

      Dutch slowly approached Zeke. “I’m in. There’s no way I’m gonna let your team risk their lives for my family unless I’m by their side.”

      “Dammit, Dutch!”

      “End of story. Here’s a compromise. I’ll be on your hip and have your back. Fair enough?”

      Zeke scowled and sighed. At least he had a chance to keep his friend out of harm’s way. “Fine. You do everything I tell you. Are we clear?”

      “Roger that.”

      Seconds later, all teams were racing toward the building with weapons drawn and their eyes scanning the upper floors, waiting to be fired upon. Zeke and Dutch led the way to the front entrance and were only forty feet away when the battle began with an explosion that lit up the ground in front of them.
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      Maverick had paced the floor for an hour, waiting for word from Dutch and Zeke. The white hat hackers were working diligently with the IT department at ERCOT to fend off the cyberattack that had shut down select substations across the state. The substations that remained operating, temporarily, were soon overwhelmed by the transfer of energy to them and crashed. The transformers spontaneously erupted and became engulfed in fire, which quickly spread to surrounding structures.

      Maverick had a clear view of Houston and the carnage. Looting of the Galleria Mall was well underway as hundreds of people ran in and out of its entrances, carrying merchandise of all sorts. Muzzle flashes could be seen throughout the streets as gunfights erupted between criminal opportunists and those who were trying to defend themselves. It was the stuff movies were made of, and the entire scene was unfolding before her eyes.

      She was the first to notice two school buses coming up Post Oak Boulevard from the south. They were illuminated by the headlights of vehicles, making their way to the on-ramp of Interstate 610, the loop that encircled Houston. Puzzled at first, she recalled Zeke saying the activists had descended upon her dad’s game by school bus.

      “Not coincidental,” she muttered to herself as she placed a firm grip on the grip of her holstered weapon.

      Maverick ran out of her office and began summoning anyone on the executive floor to meet in the lobby. She told them to gather up everyone who had a weapon with the exception of the white hat hackers, who had their own battle to wage.

      With a deep breath, she steadied her nerves and hit the stairwell door’s push bar with a hearty shove. She’d never traversed the sixty-four flights of stairs during the fire drills periodically implemented by the building’s management company. She’d always told her staff, if there’s a real fire, have the chopper pick me up on the roof.

      By the time she hit the thirtieth floor, she was near exhaustion from running down the stairs, so she slowed her pace. She could hear excited voices of other Sterling employees, who were both above and below her in the stairwell. She’d never bothered to ask how many Sterling employees carried their concealed weapons to work. Of the few on the job that evening, she hoped they all did.

      Maverick could hear shouting by the time she hit the fifth floor. Rather than descending all the way to the lobby, she exited on the third floor, where a skybridge and lounge overlooked the opulent entrance to the tower. Once there, she was shocked at the deafening noise.

      “Hey-hey. Ho-ho. Big oil’s got to go!”

      “Hey-hey. Ho-ho. Big oil’s got to go!”

      The protestors from the high school had found their way to the offices of Sterling Energy to make their voices heard. As they chanted, they were greeted by the men and women of Sterling Energy, people just like the protestors, but with a different point of view. On one side, the screaming activists threatened violence with clubs and projectiles. On the other, people in their business attire pointed handguns to fend off an attack. It was a hostile scene that could devolve into deaths on both sides.

      Maverick was angry. She had been for days. As she looked down on the protestors, her ire threatened to boil over as she projected blame for the attacks on Sterling Energy and her family on the young people screaming at her employees.

      Her eyes roamed around the opulence of the Williams Tower grand entry. Marble floors. Granite columns. Massive, modern chandeliers adorned with clear and blue crystals in a variety of hues. It was exquisite and oozed success.

      By contrast, the protestors appeared disheveled. Their clothes were ragged and torn from doing battle with her brother’s football team. Yet there they were, full of energy, screaming for something that would never happen. Big oil wasn’t going anywhere. Not now. Not ever.

      She was over it. “Enough! You people have done enough for one night!”

      Maverick tried to shout over the boisterous crowd, but very few noticed. She tried again, yelling as loud as she could.

      “Shut up! Everybody, just shut up!”

      “That’s her!” said a young man toward the back of the activists. He pointed upward, drawing others’ attention.

      “Yeah, the lady from the interview!”

      “You’ve got to go! Big oil has to go!”

      In unison, their heads turned toward the skybridge. They began pumping their fists at Maverick and yelling the word go repeatedly.

      Maverick holstered her weapon and leaned over the rail. “Go where? What is it you want?”

      The shouting died down, and a few voices could be heard from the crowd thirty feet below as they responded.

      “We need to stop our reliance on fossil fuels!”

      “You’re killing the planet!”

      “We’ve only got one Earth!”

      Maverick shook her head in disbelief. She shouted back at them, “If I’m guilty of destroying the planet, so are you!”

      “What?” one woman screamed.

      “Kiss our ass!” yelled another.

      Maverick was undeterred. “It’s true. You’re all lying to yourselves!”

      “You’re the liar!” someone shouted at her.

      Maverick continued. “Every one of you has a cell phone. They can’t be made without petroleum.” She paused and began pointing at people wearing eyeglasses. “You. You and you. Anyone wearing eyeglasses. They’re made with petroleum. So are your credit cards and laptop computers and contact lenses. It’s in the clothes you wear, the bed where you sleep, and the table where you eat.

      “All of you want to point to cars and trucks as the culprit. That’s only a part of petroleum’s use. Everything in your home, your hospital, and your office was created, in part, with the use of petroleum.”

      “Nobody wants to hear your excuses!” a man shouted at her, waving a police baton menacingly at Maverick.

      “Okay, fine!” she shouted back. “What’s your excuse for riding in a school bus that burns diesel fuel made from crude. You ride on asphalt roads made from oil. The tires on the bus, the rubber that meets the road, is made from oil. You’re all a bunch of hypocrites!”

      That last sentence was met with an uproar of hostility. Nobody wanted to be called a hypocrite, much less admit to being one.

      “You don’t do enough!”

      “Don’t you believe in climate change?”

      Maverick stared at the two most vocal activists. “First of all, we do everything that’s asked of us and then some. We are the most regulated industry in America. We are constantly having to adjust our business model to comply with the shifting regulations as one political administration replaces another.

      “Also, we’re the global leader in researching energy efficiency, alternative and renewable fuels, and the more efficient use and recycling of petroleum by-products.”

      “We’re not buying it, lady!”

      “Well, maybe you should do your research rather than getting your information from the same old sources. Our company was an industry leader in transitioning from a purely petroleum-based company to alternative energies and fuels.”

      “Stop all oil production now!” someone shouted at her.

      Maverick glanced around the crowd. At least now they were having a dialogue. Her employees had lowered their weapons and listened attentively to her words while keeping a wary eye on the crowd who’d come to her offices steeling for a fight. The protestors had lowered their tools of anarchy as well, seemingly engaged in the opportunity to confront a major energy company’s CEO face-to-face.

      “I can assure you, the world’s energy producers are heading in that direction, but it can’t happen just yet. Look at the great strides that have been made over the last fifty years. America’s dependence on foreign oil was eliminated. Our carbon emissions have been significantly reduced. Alternative energy has become mainstream. We have teams of scientists who spend their days studying molecules, for Pete’s sake, to help reduce hydrogen sulfide, that stinky rotten-egg-smelling greenhouse gas from natural gas streams.

      “We are more than oil rigs and offshore wells. We are more than fracking and drilling. You have to stop looking at us as the problem and realize we’re part of the solution!”

      The group of forty protestors began to talk among themselves. The shouting stopped, and their will to fight seemed to have withered. Maverick, without compromising her principles or making false promises, had the opportunity to speak directly to people who came to revile her, or worse. She might not have changed their minds or even convinced them to look into the activities of Sterling Energy, but she did manage to calm them down.

      Slowly, and with hesitancy, they began to back out of the building. Sterling employees eased toward the doors to form a line of solidarity at the entrance to prevent them from coming back inside, not that it mattered. The group gathered near the Gerald Hines Waterwall, a massive fountain sitting at the opposite end of the park from the tower’s entrance. The Waterwall, as it was known by Houstonians, was a popular place for gatherings and movie scenes. Tonight, the water gathered in its retention pond, waiting silently for the power to turn on.
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      Several pipe bombs and Molotov cocktails had been hurled from the balconies overlooking the circular driveway at the entrance to the lofts. The fire from the gasoline in the Molotov cocktails immediately engulfed the furniture and debris blocking the entrance. The searing heat knocked some of the mercenaries to the ground while others suffered a worse fate.

      The pipe bombs had a more deadly, concussive effect. The improvised devices filled with shrapnel exploded on contact with the ground, sending nails and ball bearings in all directions. Three members of Zeke’s team died instantly, and several others were injured.

      Dutch was knocked backwards by the blast and suffered an injury when a sixteen-penny nail ripped into his left arm. As black smoke filled the air in front of the building, gunfire rang out. Shooters appeared on many of the balconies overlooking the parking area and began firing wildly in the dark, hoping to catch a target.

      With bullets ripping into the asphalt and turf around them, Zeke crawled back to Dutch to help him retreat behind a parked car. Their chests heaving from the impact of the blast, they sat with their backs against the car’s door, trying to figure out what had just hit them.

      “Are you hit?” asked Zeke, who couldn’t see Dutch’s wound in the dark.

      “Yeah,” he replied. Then he groaned as he pulled the three-and-a-half-inch nail out of his upper arm. He examined the blood-covered projectile, which had embedded halfway into the fleshy part of his arm, before tossing it on the pavement. He tried to suppress the pain. “I’ll be fine.”

      Zeke turned and rose to one knee. “I’m gonna kill every last one of these guys.”

      “They were ready for us,” mumbled Dutch.

      “They must’ve seen our scout team,” said Zeke with a sigh. “I was afraid of that. I need you to return to the rally point and regroup while they waste their bullets. I’m gonna run the perimeter and keep our people in place at the other two exits to the building. I’ll be back.”

      Zeke didn’t wait for Dutch to respond as he raced off into the darkness, using cars and hedgerows as cover. Dutch took a moment to bandage his wound. The nail had torn through the upper part of his shirtsleeve, allowing him to easily tear it off his arm. He used the sleeve as a tourniquet and slowed the bleeding left by the nail. It wasn’t a bad wound but required treatment, nonetheless.

      Several of Zeke’s mercenaries had gathered at the rally point, with some having suffered injuries. All lamented the loss of life of the three people closest to the blast. Their sorrow turned to anger as Zeke returned from his trip around the building just as the gunfire stopped.

      “Listen up,” he began after checking on his people. “It would be easy to walk away from this after what just happened, but there are bigger things at stake than just dealing with a bunch of anarchists. We believe there’s a team of hackers in this building who are responsible for taking down the power grid.”

      Dutch joined in to enforce the importance of their task. “Do you hear any sirens coming toward us? Police choppers?”

      “Nope,” said one of Zeke’s team.

      “That’s right,” continued Dutch. “They’ve got their own fires to put out. What those people in the building have done is more than an attack on Sterling Energy or even the oil business. It’s an attack on Texas and our way of life. Every Texan is now in a fight for their lives because of these assholes. They don’t know it, but we’re the ones who are gonna take these guys out.”

      “Let’s do this,” said Zeke as he took command of his team. “They’ve stopped shooting, and maybe they think they’ve run us off. Let’s use the cover of all that black smoke and take the fight right to their front door. The explosions caused the plate-glass windows to implode. We’ll fan out, enter as a team, and shoot anything that moves. Floor by floor, we’ll flush out these vermin and put ’em down, Texas style.”

      “Copy that!”

      Zeke divided his mercenaries into teams. Once again, they made their way toward the building until sixteen of them were assembled behind two parked vehicles. Dutch and Zeke worked with two Marines from Zeke’s old unit while the rest divided into three groups, all of whom were assigned a different plate-glass window to breach. After a few final words of instruction, all teams hit the front of the building.

      They were able to advance using the smoky, dark conditions to reach the side of the building without being detected. Then, using their skills to move stealthily through the rubble, they entered the main entrance to the lofts, where they encountered two shooters using a reception desk as cover. The powerful NATO 7.62 rounds from the mercenaries’ AR-10 rifles ripped through the desk and riddled the anarchists’ bodies with bullets.

      After clearing the ground floor, Zeke assembled his men against a wall in the center of the lobby. “There are two stairwells. Two teams in each. I’ll lead my team and one other to clear the third, fifth and seventh floors. The other two teams will handle two, four, and six. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” they replied in unison.

      “People, let’s avoid a friendly-fire scenario. That’s why we’re splitting up the floors. Keep your buddies in sight, and if you’re not sure, call out. Remain disciplined, and remember your training.”

      “Roger that, sir!”

      “Move out!”
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        * * *

      

      Phan felt trapped. Like the walls were closing in. It was the same feeling he’d had when he was thrown into a holding cell for the first time in Portland following his arrest. He’d been arrested during protesting activity in the past, but he was quickly released by sympathetic judges. His federal charges were different. He’d felt helpless at times and closed off from the rest of the world. That same feeling was coming over him now.

      He knew it was naïve to believe the men who were sent to attack them had retreated into the darkness. Their advance team was an indication they were part of a larger force as well as a trained one. He was proud of his use of the incendiary devices. He wasn’t sure how many he’d killed, but the screams of pain and agony warmed his heart. Now they knew how his people suffered as they saw the planet destroyed.

      Like a field general preparing his troops in the trenches, Phan went floor to floor, offering words of encouragement and adjusting defensive positions. The Segundo Lofts was an old building made of brick, concrete and a wood beam support structure. If one dropped a hard, solid object on the concrete floor, it could easily be heard on the floor below. If someone shouted through the entrance to the stairwell, the voice carried from the top floor of the building to the ground floor.

      So when the gunshots in the lobby permeated the silence, Phan retreated from his second-floor position upward. At each stairwell door, he opened it and shouted a warning to the building occupants that was the equivalent of the British are coming of the Revolutionary War days.

      Phan was unaware that his army of anarchists from Portland outnumbered his attackers. It would have offered him little solace, especially if he knew the extent of their military training. At this point, all he could hope for was to get to the seventh floor, have his prized hacker gather up his laptop, and escape with him through the fire escape attached to the side of the building.

      After warning the shooters on the sixth floor to be ready for an attack, he made his way up to seven. He tried the handle, and inexplicably, it wouldn’t turn. For a moment, he was perplexed. Why would he be locked out? And how? You couldn’t lock a fire exit, could you?

      Phan began to pound on the door and shouted to get the attention of Gauthier, who’d been alone on the seventh floor throughout the evening.

      “Hey! It’s Johnny! We’ve gotta go!”

      He pounded on the door some more.

      “Hey! Let me in!”

      Phan heard the automatic weapons tearing through wood and drywall on the lower floors. Screams of pain reached his ears as many of his friends from Portland were killed. Footsteps raced up the floors until a door was flung open, and the gunfire resumed.

      He pounded again, to no avail. Frustrated, he ran back to the sixth-floor landing and rushed down the hallway to the other side of the building. He burst through the door of the stairwell and turned upward when he heard shouts coming from just below him.

      They were coming.

      His face covered in sweat, Phan used his forearm to clear his vision. He stumbled as he crawled up the stairs before regaining his footing at the landing outside the seventh floor. He tried the door handle.

      Locked.

      “Dammit!” he exclaimed. The walls were closing in. His cell was getting smaller. His opportunity to escape was closing. He pounded on the door. Speaking in a loud whisper, he begged for Gauthier to open the door. “Come on, man. Open up. They’re coming. Please!”

      Phan’s voice trailed off as heavy footsteps approached from the darkness below.
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        * * *

      

      Gauthier heard Phan’s pleas and ignored them, as they were not unexpected. He had work to do and didn’t need to be disturbed by the idealogue. Focused on the computer screens with an unparalleled level of intensity, Gauthier was locked in a battle in cyberspace between good and evil. Naturally, he was the good guy, and unknown IT professionals at ERCOT were pure evil.

      He tried to infect as much of the network as he could in the limited time available. His counterparts were adept at fending off the new attacks, which would allow them to reboot and repair their system in a relatively short period of time.

      He flinched when he heard bullets ricocheting off the steel door leading to the stairwell. Phan’s screams sent chills through Gauthier’s body as he imagined the pain of the injuries inflicted upon the man.

      He closed his eyes and sighed. Was it his time to die? Was this how he was gonna leave this Earth, a planet he loved so much? Going down in a hail of gunfire? Only, he didn’t have a gun. He abhorred their use. His weapons were the keyboard and his brain. His means of survival had been the same his entire life.

      Stay one step ahead of the other guys.
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        * * *

      

      Phan begged for his life as the bullets from the powerful rifle stitched holes in the concrete steps and bounced off the steel entry door to the seventh floor. Zeke was the first to reach the sniveling activist who’d proudly sent his fellow environmentalists to fight the good fight while he remained holed up in what he thought was a well-armed fortress. His eyes grew wide as a hulking silhouette approached him.

      “Get up, asshole!” snarled Zeke as he grabbed Phan under the arm. A bullet had grazed Phan’s thigh, and another had struck his foot. Phan bounced on his right leg, using Zeke and the railing to keep his balance. “What’s your name?”

      Phan tried to gather himself, propping up his courage with an air of defiance. “Mr. Asshole to you, asshole.”

      Zeke kneed Phan in the left leg, followed by a kick to his injured foot. Phan screamed in pain as his good leg buckled, and he fell to the concrete landing again.

      Dutch reached the landing and tried to open the steel door. “It’s locked like the other side.” Dutch turned toward Phan and drove the buttstock of his rifle into the bullet wound in Phan’s thigh. “Who’s behind the door?”

      “Man, I don’t know. Just some guy who—”

      Dutch wasn’t buying it. He was shouting at Phan. “Some guy? One guy? Do I look stupid?”

      Phan grinned. “Yes, actually.”

      Zeke hit him in the leg again with the rifle and then grabbed Phan by the hair before slamming the back of his head into the steel door.

      “Answer or I’ll throw you over the rail. Do you hear me?”

      Phan was writhing in pain. He fought hard to catch his breath to answer Dutch’s questions. “I don’t know the guy. Yes, one guy. Okay? He won’t let me in either.”

      Zeke was ready to use all the torture skills in his playbook to make Phan talk. He turned to the mercenaries who’d gathered at the sixth-floor landing. “Let’s take him into one of the rooms downstairs. Pile up a bunch of his buddies so he can see what death looks like. I’ll talk with him in a minute.”

      Two of his people gathered up Phan and dragged him down the stairs. They allowed his wounded leg to bounce off each of the concrete steps, drawing cries of pain from the activist.

      Zeke turned to Dutch. “He’s barricaded in. There has to be another way to get at him.”

      “Well, he can’t stay there forever,” added Dutch. “We can wait him out.”

      WHOMP! WHOMP! WHOMP!

      Dutch and Zeke exchanged looks in the stairwell lit only by ambient moonlight shining through the windows.

      A man shouted from below, “Sir! Chopper hovering over the roof!”

      “Dammit!” shouted Zeke as he bounded the steps to the sixth floor, taking them two at a time.

      Dutch was hot on his heels as they entered the dark corridor, which smelled of dust and death. Zeke stopped to get his bearings. He faced one of the residential lofts and raised his rifle toward the lock, letting out a short burst of bullets to obliterate the handle and lock. He reared back and kicked the door open with his foot before racing toward the balcony.

      The chopper had hovered over the rooftop and then slowly flew away toward downtown Houston. Zeke and Dutch stood helplessly by the rail with their rifles pointed at the helicopter. As the chopper pulled away, they were unable to see the man tethered below it, swaying and spinning in a harness.
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      The sun was rising that Saturday morning, and it immediately lit up the interior of the ranch house. After starting the generator for an hour to allow for showers and breakfast, J.D. cleansed Dutch’s shrapnel wound and stitched up the opening with a skin stapler. Dutch’s phone rang, and he quickly excused himself to the kitchen, where he passed his mother coming out. Stephanie had started a second pot of coffee and greeted Maverick with a steaming mug as she descended the stairs from her old bedroom.

      After she’d learned of the battle at the Segundo Lofts, she’d raced to the Second Ward in Sterling’s helicopter. First, at Zeke’s request, the pilot canvassed the skies of Houston in search of the chopper that had seemingly extracted the hacker responsible for the demise of the ERCOT network and the cyberattacks on Sterling Energy. The chopper wasn’t found, so Maverick picked up her brother and Zeke, who’d made their way onto the seventh floor and found it empty except for the computers. The trio took the chopper to the ranch to gather the family together in an effort to make sense of the events that had transpired.

      One of the hired guns and an old friend of Zeke’s was also a retired bounty hunter. He and another mercenary had taken Phan to the refinery with instructions to keep him secured and alive. Zeke planned to interrogate him later before disposing of the man who’d caused so much trouble in Houston. The rest of the team remained at the building until Sterling’s white hat hackers were able to confiscate the computers.

      Dutch reentered the room with his cell phone pinched between his shoulder and his ear. He’d received a call from the white hat hackers and had stepped into the kitchen for some privacy. When he returned to the family room, he was finishing up the call. He pulled his phone down and shoved it into his pocket.

      “Son, don’t you think it’s a little too early for that?” Stephanie asked, pointing at the half-gallon tub of Blue Bell Ice Cream tucked between Dutch’s injured left arm and his rib cage. He’d just scooped out another heaping spoon of Chocolate Sheet Cake to shove into his mouth.

      “We’ve gotta eat it up before it goes bad, right?” he asked with the innocence of a child trying to rationalize inappropriate behavior.

      “Gimme a bite,” ordered Maverick, who took a quick sip of coffee before Dutch offered her the spoon. She smiled. “I’m with Dutch. This is a fabulous breakfast.” The family enjoyed Blue Bell, a Texas staple made in nearby Brenham, located just south of Bryan.

      Zeke, who was still hyped up from the battle, wandered the room before addressing Dutch. “What’s the latest?”

      “Well, the good news is that our arrival at the hacker’s lair turned out to be perfect timing,” Dutch replied. “Our people, working in concert with the ERCOT folks, were able to identify all the infected hardware in the network and block out any further damage. Unfortunately, the road back to a healthy power grid will be difficult.”

      “What’s involved, son?” asked J.D.

      “Well, in addition to replacing much of their network, there were transformers and other critical components of the Texas grid destroyed by the cascading effect of the sudden shutdown by the hacker.”

      “What about Washington?” asked Stephanie. “What are they gonna do to help?”

      Dutch sighed. “Mom, from what I’m hearing at this point, nothing.”

      “What?” said J.D. in an incredulous tone of voice. “They should use all their resources to help.”

      “It’s punishment, Dad,” responded Maverick. “They’ve criticized the state and ERCOT for years about our independence from the rest of the nation’s power supply. My guess is they want us to suffer, and then they’ll offer some kind of carrot-and-stick approach.”

      “What’s that mean?” asked Brock, who was being included in a high-level family business discussion for the first time.

      Stephanie explained, “Son, that’s the way the federal government works. They promise tax dollars or assistance in exchange for something in return. In other words, a carrot if you go along with their demands.”

      “And what if we don’t?” her youngest asked.

      “Then we get the stick, buddy,” replied Stephanie. “In this case, the whole state suffers without power, and we have to fix it on our own.”

      “Works for me,” said the young man. “We don’t cater to bullies. Ask those guys who came onto our football field last night.”

      Everyone joined in a laugh. Brock had several cuts and bruises resulting from his involvement in the melee. However, as J.D. was able to attest, he’d delivered a few blows of his own.

      Zeke turned the discussion back to ERCOT. “From what you’re hearing, are they capable of going it alone?”

      Dutch shrugged. “To an extent. However, ERCOT has private partners in the energy sector, including Duke Energy, Cargill, and Reliant. I’d be willing to bet they’ll all step up and send resources from around the country to help restore power.”

      “So what do we do in the meantime?” asked Brock.

      Stephanie responded and called upon the executives of the family’s company for feedback. “My first and foremost concern is the safety of our family. Zeke, is the threat from these radicals over?”

      “We believe so. I believe this fellow Johnny Phan was the leader of the bunch. After some friendly prodding, he admitted he’d organized the Houston ship blockade and the protest at the game last night. Apparently, he’d been awaiting trial on terrorism charges, but suddenly, the evidence against him disappeared. He claimed the hacker made that happen.”

      “What’s the hacker’s name?” asked Stephanie.

      “All he would tell us was the man’s computer persona—Janus.”

      “Like the hedge fund?” asked Maverick.

      “Not this guy,” replied Dutch. “He probably has an old-school, European nature about him. A loner. Janus, the Roman god, was often depicted as two-faced, duplicitous. A hacker might think of himself in the same way. Outwardly, he could be Joe Blow. In the cyber world, he was Janus.”

      “How are we supposed to find him?” asked Stephanie.

      Dutch offered the tub of ice cream to Brock, who readily accepted it. Between the two sons, the half-gallon would be polished off in no time.

      “After our white hat hackers finish up with ERCOT and perform another sweep of the entire Sterling network, I plan on employing them full time to begin a forensic analysis of our cyber systems to determine how Janus infiltrated our network. Further, I want them to conduct a full cyber investigation to see if he left behind any digital fingerprints or clues as to his identity.”

      Zeke interjected a thought. “Let me get my financial people on Phan and his operation. I plan on having several conversations with the guy. Assholes like him are well funded by somebody. That same somebody may have recruited and paid this Janus guy. That could provide some leads.”

      “This could take years,” mumbled Stephanie as she wandered toward the living room to soak in the morning sun.

      “That’s right, Mom,” added Maverick. “In the meantime, we’ll help Texas get back on her feet and get our own house in order so this never happens again. One day, he’ll poke his head out of a hole, and we’ll shoot it off.”

      “Such violence,” said J.D. with a laugh.

      “I like it!” exclaimed Brock. “He may have ruined my senior year.”

      “You know, son,” J.D. started, “not that it matters in the scheme of things, but we got the W last night. Everything fell apart after the third quarter ended, making it a complete game.”

      “Sweet!” exclaimed Brock as he and his father exchanged high fives. Then he became contemplative. “Say, Dad, why couldn’t we play day games until the power comes back on? I know we’re used to the Friday night lights, but football during the day works.”

      “I don’t know, son. No headsets or iPads to chart our plays.”

      “Old school,” mumbled Stephanie, who shrugged.

      “That’s right, Mom. Old school. Why not? We don’t need all that stuff to strap on our helmets and pads to go after it. Right?”

      J.D. and the rest of the family laughed at Brock’s enthusiasm. He wondered if other high school coaches around the state were thinking the same thing.

      As the group emptied the freezer of Blue Bell ice cream, they discussed their immediate future and how they’d deal with the power outage. It was a lighthearted conversation that involved the assignment of responsibilities ranging from security to food production. The family applied a common-sense approach to living without power for days, weeks, or even months. The uncertainty as to when the power might be restored complicated their decision-making. However, they all pledged to soldier through.

      Texas had been forced to cope without power. Families, churches, and businesses would come together to help those in need and to lift each other up to survive the crisis. Help did arrive from neighboring states and the corporate partners of ERCOT. Maverick called upon their competitors who were headquartered in other states to provide gasoline and petroleum products to the state. Dutch used contacts he’d made in Austin to reach out to lobbyists and demand they return the many favors they’d been given over the years.

      It was an orchestrated effort across Texas, proving the state’s independent streak was the bond that allowed it to persevere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Near Sterling Ranch

        Bryan, Texas

      

      

      Spencer Gauthier, Janus in the cyber world, sat atop a knoll overlooking Sterling Ranch. He’d remained calm throughout the night even as he was whisked away swinging back and forth in the harness attached to the bottom of a helicopter.

      He was taken east of the city, where he was eventually pulled into the chopper and strapped into a seat. He was exhausted, but also angry. In his mind, his work was unfinished. He rode in silence as the pilot turned the helicopter north toward Dallas. The sound of a phone ringing snapped him out of a daze. Surprised, he looked around the cabin of the small chopper. The copilot passed a cell phone to Gauthier.

      The phone call was short and succinct, with very little said on his part. It brought a smile to his face. His employers didn’t consider him a failure. In fact, they appeared to be thrilled with his efforts and enthusiastic about his future employment.

      As for the near future, Gauthier needed to take some time to rest and think. First, after he was promised the unfettered use of the chopper, he needed to make a stop. The pilot circled around toward Bryan and landed a mile or so away from the Sterling Ranch. Gauthier was happy to walk along the desolate county road toward the family’s ranch house. The sun was rising, and the air was cool and refreshing. A stark contrast to the dank, musty loft where he’d hunkered down in front of the computers for days.

      There he sat, staring at the pristine green pasture maintained by the Sterling ranch hands, trying to mindlessly count the many cattle grazing in the fields. He was contemplative. Reflective. Trying to make sense of his feelings.

      Like his online persona, Janus, Gauthier saw himself as a man with two faces. A man with two lives. One, a cyber assassin who roamed through computer networks anonymously, wreaking havoc. The other, a quiet, introverted computer geek who used his skills to pay the bills but also to protect the planet from destruction.

      Now, for the first time, he stared at a target with disdain. His past exploits had not been personal. They were either for financial reasons or philosophical ones. He wrestled with the feelings of ill will he had toward the Sterling family. He couldn’t quite grapple with why the anger was building up inside him. Maybe it was the fact that his larger plans had been thwarted by their intervention? Or perhaps it was what they represented—oil barons sucking the life out of the planet.

      Regardless, he’d grown up hating people of their ilk, but he’d never crossed the line by going after those in the fossil-fuel industry on a personal level.

      Gauthier sighed again. He grimaced momentarily as the conflict within him grew. Personal vendettas could result in mistakes that would necessarily lead to his discovery. Time was on his side. Not only because there were other targets but because its passage would lead the Sterling Energy family into a false sense of security.

      He stood and wiped the back of his pants off to knock the dewy wet grass back to the ground. He furrowed his brow as he took one last look at Sterling Ranch. Then, with nobody to listen but himself and the fresh air surrounding him, he spoke. His words were simple yet packed with meaning and promise.

      “I’ll see you later.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING BLACK GOLD!

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you’ll read on as I provide you some thoughts on the story and a few tidbits of note.

      If you enjoyed Black Gold, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to write a short review (just a few words are needed) and post it on Amazon. Amazon uses complicated algorithms to determine what books are recommended to readers. Sales are, of course, a factor, but so are the quantities of reviews my books get. By taking a few seconds to leave a review, you help me out and also help new readers learn about my work.

      Sign up to my email list to learn about upcoming titles, deals, contests, appearances, and more!

      Sign up at BobbyAkart.com

      

      VISIT my feature page at Amazon.com/BobbyAkart for more information on my other action-packed thrillers, which include over fifty Amazon #1 bestsellers in fifty-plus fiction and nonfiction genres.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      October 2021

      

      It’s impossible to write a story on this subject without getting skewered by readers on both sides of the political spectrum. Everyone feels slighted in some form or fashion, whether perceived or real. You get to a point in your career as an author when you come to expect it. Oftentimes, I scratch my head and shrug. Others, I see their point however I have tangible, real-world evidence of the subplot to point to justify the story.

      Such is the case in BLACK GOLD. Forty-plus years after the inaugural Earth Day in 1970, matters of the environment are receiving more attention than ever before. In fact, oftentimes it appears that every issue plaguing mankind is rooted in climate change.

      I try to write my stories from my libertarian point of view—live and let live, choose freedom in all things. As a result, I’ve been accused of being a right-wing neocon as well as a flaming liberal, all in reviews related to the same novel. Go figure? In any event, from my perspective, here’s how I see it.

      The number of American citizens who have upended their lives in defense of the planet have increased over the past forty years as the global warming, now climate change, discussion has permeated the media in all formats—news, social, and entertainment.

      At the time of the first Earth Day, scattered bands of environmental or ecological radicals, eventually known as ecoterrorists, were credited with sabotaging industrial facilities, logging operations, construction projects, and other petroleum-related industries across the country. As the ecoterrorism movement grew, mainstream environmentalists and the news media failed to denounce the radical’s actions. Rather than disassociate themselves from the ecoterrorist’s activities, they embraced them as necessary.

      Soon manifestos such as Ecotage and the Direct Action Manual, which I mentioned in the story, became widely-followed manuals to inflict increasingly deadly acts of violence upon America’s energy industry. A war was brewing with groups like the Earth Liberation Front and Earth First! on one side and the petroleum industry on the other. It was ugly, costly, and deadly in many cases.

      Enter the advent of cyber warfare—the world’s modern battlefield. While the statement made by The Wire’s character, Omar Little which goes, “a man gotta have a code,” doesn’t inherently apply to cyber warfare, it does indirectly in the sense of the environmental movement.

      If nothing else, the environmental activists are dedicated and fiercely loyal to the cause. Some have boundaries, some do not. To many, anyone loosely related to the fossil fuels industry is the enemy because they are responsible for destroying the planet.

      Just like activists willing to destroy property or cause harm to others in the name of saving the planet, there are cyber warriors who will stop at nothing to advance their ideological cause through the use of their cyber skills. Hence, the basis for my writing Black Gold.

      Warring nations have turned to advanced technology in the cyber realm to gain an advantage over one another, oftentimes without loss of life. As I wrote in my non-fiction treatise on Cyber Warfare in 2015, Russia has been notorious for using cyberattacks to weaken their target before a military advance. See Georgia, Estonia, and Ukraine. America’s critical infrastructure is under attack every second of every day from both state actors like Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran, as well as their patriotic counterparts who operated on their own. Without a doubt, we have some of the best cyber warriors in the world ready to return the favor.

      It is not far-fetched to believe that wealthy financiers of the environmental movement would use their resources to shut down the fossil fuels industry in whole or in part. It’s a new form of guerilla movement that doesn’t require getting their activists injured or arrested in the process. As I’ve often said, any pimple-faced kid sitting in mother’s basement with a computer can become a proficient hacker hell-bent on destroying an industry or a power grid.

      Just prior to the publication of Black Gold, ecoterrorism hit the media headlines after The New Yorker published a piece titled Should the Climate Movement Embrace Sabotage? The article amplified calls for stepped up violence in the name of sparking action on climate change by interviewing the author of a book titled, How to Blow Up a Pipeline.  The author of the novel explained it was time for the climate change movement to “diversify its tactics and move away from an exclusive focus on polite, gentle, and perfectly peaceful civil disobedience.”

      Like what, pray tell?

      “I’m in favor of destroying machines, property, not harming people,” he said in the interview citing justification by stating the moral pros of combatting the climate crisis outweigh the cons.

      Like a devastating cyberattack on a petroleum company’s computer network or even America’s critical infrastructure? When asked whether he would worry that poor people would be unduly harmed by ecoterrorism on infrastructure, he once again claimed the ends would justify the means.

      “If you engage in property destruction that causes such disruption to prices, you run a risk of alienating people, but I think that if people go about this in a careful fashion, and if they time property disruption of this sort to moments when the impact of the climate crisis are being felt, there would be a decent chance to also gain popular support for these kind of actions.”

      Might these kinds of actions include cyberattacks? There’s no doubt in my mind that we’ll be reading a headline in the near future to that effect.

      In Black Gold, I provide you, dear reader, the perspective from both environmental activists and energy company executives. From my experience with Texas and the fine people who live there, Texans are not to be trifled with. In other words. Don’t mess with ‘em.

      Now, for some tidbits.

      I love to reward my regular readers with what I call Easter eggs. These veiled references to other stories, past and future, have been a hallmark of my work since I published The Loyal Nine, book one of The Boston Brahmin series. There are Easter eggs regarding future works on my drawing board in this story as well. However, I won’t disclose them here. I give hints, not neon flashing lights.

      Another thing I like to do is make subtle cross-references to other novels. Here are a few tidbits and Easter eggs, in case you missed them.

      In Chapter 5, John Barron, the journalist from Forbes, was given this character name because it had been used by President Donald J. Trump early in his financial career when he contacted journalists in New York City to leak information about his business activities. One such phone call by John Barron, was made to a reporter at Forbes magazine. President Trump later named his son, Barron.

      For one of the primary characters in Black Gold, I chose the first name Maverick to be the oldest daughter and CEO of Sterling Energy. I wanted to honor the first-born child of our friends, Cody and Jessica Nickson. This adorable child will grow up with stunning looks and a Marine's killer instincts. My imaginative mind sees young Maverick Nickson doing great things some day just as my fictional Maverick did in Black Gold.

      In Chapter 10, there is a reference to the Zero Day Gamers, a nod to the group who played a starring role in my first novels, The Boston Brahmin series. These accomplished hackers had a simple motto:

      
        
        One man's gain is another man's loss. Who gains and who loses is determined by who pays.

      

      

      In the Boston Brahmin series, their goal was financial gain. Loyal readers know what happened next. Could there be a group like the Zero Day Gamers, perhaps REvil, capable of taking down an energy company or the power grid?

      In Chapter 12, J.D. Millican reminisces about the end of his college days and the NFL draft. He shared his excitement about the phone call he'd received from his agent—Colton Ryman. Colton, a sports and entertainment agent, appeared in 36 Hours, book one of the Blackout series. He, his wife, Madison, and intuitive teen daughter, Alex, found themselves facing the threat of a grid-crushing solar flare with only 36 Hours to prepare.

      Every story, I identify a signature beer and liquor that relates to the region where the novel takes place. For Black Gold, Shiner Bock beer was naturally a choice. Ben Milam bourbon whiskey, introduced to me by friend, reader and fellow attorney, Julie Demastus, at the Yellowstone series launch party, was also included in the story. In 2018, Ben Milam, an excellent bourbon, went through same branding changes and I incorporated that tidbit into the story in Chapter 25.

      In Chapter 18, I wanted to point out the geologic relationship between the New Madrid Seismic Zone centered along the Mississippi River between Memphis and St. Louis and the Gulf of Mexico. This seismic zone is underrated in comparison to its California counterparts like San Andreas. However, as I pointed out in my novel, New Madrid Earthquake, if history repeats, God help us all.

      In Chapter 24, readers of the Doomsday series will recognize two characters that cross paths with Spencer Gauthier in Black Gold. Their names are György Schwartz and his son, Jonathan. They are the types of financiers willing to fund many millions of dollars to anarchists and ideological activists worldwide whose world view align with theirs. Both are forces to be reckoned with. Trust me.

      

      In Chapter 26, readers learned more about Zeke Bass, the Sterling company's fixer who was an ancestor of notorious Texas bank robber, Sam Bass. Readers of the Lone Star series might recall that the legendary lawman who brought Sam Bass to justice was none other than John Barclay Armstrong, whose descendent, Major Armstrong, was a former Texas Ranger and leading character in my story.

      I want to thank you all for continuing to read my stories. Black Gold is my fifty-seventh novel and one featuring a threat to our nation’s heartbeat, the power grid, that can occur any second. Please be ready for this eventuality. It’s just a matter of time.
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      The Boston Brahmin return in the newest standalone thriller from international bestselling author Bobby Akart.

      America's worst nightmare has become a reality. An unknown terrorist threat lurks in the shadows and holds a knife against a nation's throat on the busiest retail shopping day of the year. As Americans embark on holiday travels and time with family, multiple targets are identified with terrorist assets in place to strike.

      International bestselling author, Bobby Akart, one of America's favorite storytellers, has delivered just-one-more-chapter thrillers to readers in 245 countries and territories worldwide.

      
        
        "There are very few authors who consistently delivers novels that I simply have to finish within 48 hours, but Bobby Akart is one of those authors."

      

      

      As events unfold, President Henry Winthrop Sargent IV, and his young family find themselves in peril. Coming off an international incident which threatened to devolve into war with China, Sarge now must defend the country from terrorists whose tactics tear his heart out.

      A kidnapping. A bomb. A constitutional crisis brewing as an unexpected adversary threatens to destroy a nation barely recovering from turmoil.

      "I have read most of what Tom Clancy wrote and he was my favorite author ... was. Bobby Akard is a writer who is on a level of Tom Clancy!"

      The question is ... Who's behind the plot? Is it a new foe, or an old enemy? Sarge's past may come back to haunt him with deadly consequences for his family.

      In Black Friday, Bobby Akart roars though this nonstop action full of political intrigue, twisted betrayals, and ultimate revenge. The list of suspects is long but never forget ... the enemy of my enemy is my friend.
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