
        
            
                
            
        

    SKULL'S SHADOWS
 A Plague Wars Novel
 
By
 
David VanDyke and Ryan King
THREE KINGS PUBLISHING

Copyright © 2014 by David VanDyke and Ryan King. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, except for brief excerpts for the purpose of review or quotation, without permission in writing from the author.
 
David VanDyke's Plague Wars series:
The Eden Plague Book 0
Reaper's Run Book 1
Skull's Shadows: A Plague Wars Novel
The Demon Plagues Book 2
The Reaper Plague Book 3
The Orion Plague Book 4
Cyborg Strike Book 5
Comes The Destroyer Book 6
 
 
Look for them at your favorite book provider or visit www.davidvandykeauthor.com
 
Ryan King's Land of Tomorrow series:
Glimmer of Hope
Children of Wrath
Paths of Righteousness
 
Cover by Jun Ares
Formatting by LiberWriter
 

Table of Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32



Chapter 1

The worst things in life are never free, thought Alan “Skull” Denham as he watched the two-engine turboprop plane rise into the faint glow of approaching dawn from behind the wheel of his battered SUV. Though cool in the high desert of southern Arizona, he didn’t feel the chill.
A black ice of loneliness and wrath, a thing he’d fought off with action and hatred, now threatened to consume his being. He’d set those things aside long enough to get Daniel Markis, Larry Nightingale and the others safely away on that plane.
Now, he embraced those feelings. Now, the time had come for retribution.
People who knew the tall thin man might describe him as quietly unsettling. When he did speak, he did so purposefully, often accented by cutting sarcasm that revealed a quick and dangerous mind. Yet, he was neither a clown nor a man to be safely ignored.
Even those who knew him well would not have described him as exceptionally philosophical, but they’d have been wrong. Skull often contemplated deep truths about the world and himself.
One truth: genuine friendship was so extraordinarily rare it might as well be an apparition, a specter, a ghost. Another truth, one so deep and so hard it felt like a spear through his chest, was that Zeke Johnstone had been his last and truest friend. The depth of the emotion surprised him.
Against his will he relived the events outside Zeke’s Fayetteville, North Carolina home. Members of a secret government conspiracy had murdered Zeke in front of his wife and children. Undoubtedly they’d wanted him alive, to trace him back to the Sosthenes bunker where those infected with the healing Eden Plague hid, but they’d started the shooting.
In the mayhem, a bullet had blown Zeke’s head open.
Skull ground his teeth at the memory and walked back to the SUV. He thought of those men who had killed his friend and caused such pain to Zeke’s family. On Zeke’s orders, Skull, Spooky and Larry had injected the killers with the healing Eden Plague, in his opinion a grave injustice.
The killers had deserved to die.
More like them could be coming after him soon. Their crimes could not go unanswered. He knew his chances of finding the specific men responsible were unlikely, but not impossible. The new INS, Inc. headquarters in Maryland would be a good place to start.
Skull felt the fluttering of dark wings around the edge of his mind and relied upon the old antidote: revenge and death. Many deserved it, cried out for it, and Skull knew he’d been made to fulfill that purpose, an angel of doom.
Why else had he been born?
Starting the SUV, he turned north away from the abandoned airfield outside of Tucson. He didn’t fear anyone he might run into; he’d always known that when his time to die came it would be at his own hand, but until then, he didn’t want anyone to interfere with his work.
The only work that was ever right.
His primary purpose for existence.
So be it, he thought and smiled grimly at the orange light rising over the stark mountains.
Driving just above the speed limit, Skull kept an eye out for anything unusual. His vehicle should be clean and as far as he knew no one who might be looking for him had his physical description, but it didn’t hurt to be careful. This thought made him lean back in his seat until he felt the reassuring pressure of the Glock 37 .45 caliber compact pistol concealed at the back of his waist.
The sun rose on a beautiful day, the sky clear over the panoramic mountains. A man could almost forget that the U.S. government had detonated two nuclear weapons on its own soil in the last few days, or that martial law now oppressed all of America. He wondered what could be happening out in the larger world as he drove north.
South of Phoenix, Skull hit the first checkpoint, a hasty affair with plastic cones and police cars as barriers. He slowly rolled down the window to speak to the officer who waved him forward.
“How’s it going?” asked Skull with a friendly smile.
“License and registration,” the man answered back without any trace of personality.
“Sure,” said Skull, pulling out a California driver’s license with his picture and the name Victor Erickson. He reached for the registration and proof of insurance that matched the false identification.
The policeman examined the documents so closely, Skull wondered if the man could read. Just sound it out, Skull thought with internal sarcasm. The big words can be tricky. With iron self control, he kept the thoughts from spilling past his lips.
“Where are you headed, Mister Erickson?” the policeman finally asked.
“Back to Sacramento. Got to be at work on Monday.”
“And what is it you do for work?” The policeman seemed skeptical.
“I’m the manager of Prince Lumber and Construction Supply.” Skull felt confident giving these details because he had already paid for the backstopping. If the cop decided to call the company, they would verify that Victor Erickson, a tall bald man, worked there and was expected back to work on Monday.
The cop peered at the growing line of traffic behind Skull’s vehicle. “And just what was your purpose in Arizona?”
Skull saw in the line next to him officers had pulled the family out of their station wagon and were searching the vehicle and making them turn out their pockets. If they did that to him, the game could be up given all the weapons in the vehicle. He mentally marked the positions of the policemen. Only the one he was speaking to was paying him any attention.
“Sir? Why were you in Arizona?”
“I’m sorry, officer,” Skull replied with an embarrassed smile. “I was visiting my sick aunt in Sonoma and realized I was supposed to call my wife before I left and didn’t. She gets so pissed when I do that.”
The man seemed to relax a little. “Yeah, mine too.”
“Officer, is there some sort of problem? Is this because of the terrorist attacks?”
“Yeah,” he answered, leaning back so he could see the full extent of the forming lines. Now both vehicles on either side of Skull’s were getting tossed. “Martial law, you know. Those damn terrorists. I had friends in Los Angles.”
Skull forced his eyes to get soft and watery. “I had a brother there.” He rubbed his face and looked away. “Haven’t heard from him since...since...well, since then.”
The policeman handed back his identification and papers. “We’ll all get through this. Just stay tough and hang together. The President will give those sons of bitches what they deserve.”
“I sure hope so,” said Skull taking the papers. “You take care.”
“You too,” the policeman answered. “And stay to the north. They’re saying fallout is still drifting east from L.A. Shouldn’t be too dangerous, but even a little radiated rain is bad.”
Indeed it is, thought Skull. It wouldn’t just be radioactive rain; it would be ashes from millions of innocents killed to cover up a lie. Skull was under no illusions what the leaders of the government would do to contain the Eden Plague that threatened to disrupt their comfortable power blocs and politics. He’d seen dozens of examples in his time all over the world. The average Joe thought it couldn’t happen in America, but all it took was a big enough threat. 9/11 had made people so afraid they were begging the government to take their rights in exchange for security. Decades had to pass for the feds to back away from knee-jerk reactions to every imagined danger, and now all that normalcy had been wiped away again.
Skull passed through several more checkpoints, none as thorough or efficient as the first one. These policemen appeared to only be making a show of checking people’s identification and were nearly apologetic for stopping motorists. Fortunately, traffic was light. Most people likely stayed at home during this time of uncertainly and crisis, heeding the public service announcements.
Needing coffee and food, Skull pulled off at an exit for a large gas station. He noticed an agitated group of people near the pumps. Driving around them slowly, he examined the posted signs: ALL FUEL RATIONED BY ORDER OF THE GOVERNOR. SEE YOUR LOCAL COURTHOUSE FOR RATION CARD.
Skull looked down at his fuel gauge. That could be a problem, he thought. The large SUV still had over a quarter of a tank, but that wouldn’t take him too much farther. Maybe he could get into New Mexico. Hopefully the governor there hadn’t enacted similar measures.
Parking in a spot he could see from inside the large convenience store, he grabbed a basket from a stack near the door and started tossing in nuts, jerky, and any other food that would keep for several days. He also pitched in a few packages of flashlight batteries before getting himself an extra-large coffee with double cream and sugar to ward off what would be an inevitable burnt flavor. A couple of irradiated egg and meat sandwiches that had been under heat lamps for who knew how long would serve for breakfast.
Walking over to the checkout, he set his basket and coffee in front of a stick-thin woman with glasses.
“That be all for ya today?” she asked with a cheerfulness that seemed out of place.
“Sure,” he answered. “What’s up with the gas rationing?”
The cashier cackled loudly like a witch from one of the old movies Skull used to watch as a kid. “That just happened this morning. Pissed lots of people off. My manager ain’t too happy either because we have to give gas to police and state officials without charging them. We only get their receipt with a state IOU. Meanwhile, he says we still have to pay all our bills in cash.” She laughed and shook her head while placing his purchases in a bag, clearly enjoying herself.
“Total seems a little high, don’t you think?” Skull said as the numbers rang up.
“Got to charge more, otherwise the hoarders’d buy us out right off and we’d have nothing at all.” Reaching out to take his money, she lowered her voice. “Mark my words, this is all because of something those Jews in Israel did.” Then her smile faltered, as if noticing his bronzed skin for the first time and wondering at his background.
Actually, Apache in his ancestry had bequeathed him the skin color, much more noticeable when he’d gotten sun. “Mazel Tov,” Skull said with a straight face, taking his coffee and bag of food off the counter and walking to the door. He stopped at the sight of the newspaper stand near the exit. The headline read, MILLIONS KILLED IN TERRORIST CULT ATTACKS IN LOS ANGELES AND WEST VIRGINIA. TWELVE STATES DECLARE EMERGENCIES. He read a little further. The article stated that Federal authorities had placed Daniel Markis at the top of the FBI’s Most Wanted list as the leader of the terrorist group at fault. The article also told how his group was believed to be responsible for the sinking of the cruise ship Royal Neptune.
Skull knew he shouldn’t be surprised or disgusted, but felt both. So Markis is America’s most wanted man, he thought. Maybe that’ll keep the heat off me. Let self-righteous DJ be the face of his new movement and draw all the attention so I can do what I need to. Leafing through the paper, he didn’t see pictures of any others from the Sosthenes bunker group.
After loading his food and batteries into his pack, Skull sat in the SUV, ate his sandwiches and drank the sweet foul coffee. Watching the angry and growing crowd at the pumps, he decided things were getting a little too unpredictable right there. Better not to get caught up in a violent situation that was bound to attract a law enforcement response.
He hadn’t used the embedded vehicle GPS yet, but now he turned it on. The system wanted a destination, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to type in the INS Inc. facility in Maryland. Instead, he put in Amarillo, Texas, a good waypoint in the right direction. More importantly, he set the GPS to avoid traffic jams and freeways. That should help conserve gas and maybe even get him around most of the checkpoints, even if it did cost him time.
Skull drove the SUV back out onto the interstate and then, at the direction of the GPS, exited six miles north at Camp Verde onto State Route 260 running generally southeast before turning back to the northeast. The two-lane road was nearly deserted except for an occasional pickup truck with a dog in back. The noon sun illuminated orange rock, pale soil, and hardy, stunted plants – all that survived in this harsh and desolate land.
Skull remembered how much he enjoyed the desert and its pitiless nature, unforgiving of errors or weakness.
Of all the places where he served as a Marine, rugged Afghanistan was the most beautiful, despite all the raghead assholes living there. High mountains, wide-open vistas, and in the north, green fields and swift primordial rivers. Skull had enjoyed watching the landscape from his sniper positions in the downtime between servicing targets.
Afghanistan had been as close to sniper heaven as he’d ever found.
Much like northern Arizona, Skull thought. I would really like to kill someone here. Someone deserving. Someone on the wrong side.
Only problem was, he wasn’t yet sure of the sides. Still, he knew if he just stayed patient, evil would reveal itself.
It always did.
His thoughts were interrupted by the sight of a police car across the road ahead. Skull considered turning around, but they may have already seen him. Running now would be like fox scent to the hounds, an admission of guilt. Hoping this checkpoint would be no more difficult to get through than the others, he slowed as he approached the lone cruiser.
A policeman as tall as Skull, but much heavier, exited the driver’s side door, paced by his shorter, younger partner. Both cops rested their hands on their weapons, a sign of the times.
The bigger officer held his free hand up for the SUV to stop. When Skull complied, the cop walked over, followed by the other.
Skull calmly handed them his license and registration. “How you doing today?”
The big cop looked at the license plate on the SUV and the identification. “California? You’re way off the freeways, partner.”
“I was trying to get around all the traffic and maybe find a place to buy gas,” Skull improvised.
“Good luck with that,” said the smaller cop. “Everyone in the state is scrambling to buy gas now. Damn thing caught everyone by surprise. Not just gas but other stuff too.”
“Other stuff?” Skull asked.
The big cop gave his partner a stern look, shutting him up. “Where you headed to?”
“Amarillo,” Skull said, thinking of the destination he entered in the GPS. “I’ve got family there I’m going to visit.”
“Really?” asked the big cop. “Seems like a strange time to hit the road, if you don’t mind me saying so.”
“You mean with the crazy attacks and all?” asked Skull. “Well, my parents have been bugging me to come visit for a long time and with everything that has happened, it just seemed like maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to get out of California.”
The cop nodded. “You carrying any contraband, Mister Erickson?”
“Contraband?” asked Skull with a confused look.
“Yeah, contraband,” said the smaller cop. “Drugs, explosives, guns.”
“Guns are contraband in Arizona?”
The big man frowned. “Ever since the State Security Measures were enacted, it is illegal to transport more than one weapon in a vehicle. Why? Are you carrying firearms?”
“Me?” Skull laughed. “Hell, no. I’m from California. If you even say the word ‘gun’ there, you get a ticket.”
“Then I guess you won’t have any problems with us searching your SUV, will you?”
Skull looked at both men and saw they had already made up their minds. They were likely just bored. Before martial law he might have been able to push back and assert his right to refuse, but things had changed.
“No problem at all,” he answered with a smile, getting out and stepping aside.
“Stand over there, please,” said the big cop, directing him near his partner.
Skull kept a sharp eye on both without seeming to. His weapons and gear were hidden, but a careful search would probably find them.
“Must get old sitting out here,” Skull said to the smaller cop, trying to distract him.
“You ain’t lying,” he answered. “All the action is up on the highways, but the chief thought someone might try and sneak through out here.”
“What exactly are you looking for?” asked Skull.
The cop shrugged. “You know. The usual suspicious types. The recent attacks have got everyone on edge; this is all mainly just a show of force. Calm everyone down and make them feel safe.”
Skull stiffened as he saw the older cop lift out a long black case. He laid it on the hood of the SUV and began to unzip it.
“Mind if I take a piss over here,” asked Skull slipping behind the smaller cop and on the same side of the police car. “I drank at least four cups of coffee this morning.”
“I hear ya,” answered the cop, his attention on his partner.
Skull slipped behind the second man and off the side of the road to a slightly elevated position. He noted both men were wearing body armor under their uniforms.
“What...the...hell?” said the big cop turning slowly. He was holding the detached heavy barrel of Skull’s Barrett sniper rifle in one hand, the stock in the other.
Skull had already pulled the Glock from the small of his back. At first he’d thought to simply threaten and disarm the two, but a sick rage rose up in him plastered with a picture of Zeke’s head blown open like a melon.
He shot the man in the face.
The other policeman was so shocked he screamed and slid down to the ground to rest on his butt. He never even tried to reach for his weapon.
Shaking like a puppy pooping a pine cone, Skull thought, remembering his old drill sergeant’s favorite expression. Skull couldn’t keep his lips from curling in an ugly sneer. Still, he felt a detachment different from servicing a target as a sniper. The rage, the fury coated everything he did, yet he didn’t feel it from the inside. Instead, it hazed his vision with crimson, as if a curtain hung between him and the world, insulating him from its pain.
The remaining cop’s startled expression never changed even after Skull put a bullet into his eye. At some later, saner time he might regret the necessity of killing these duped Americans, but that didn’t slow him down. Death came to everyone eventually.
Today, it had simply come a bit sooner to these men.
Skull’s childhood priest had once told him that all had sinned and deserved eternal damnation; that only one man had ever been truly innocent, and for that embarrassing fact a stained and filthy world had nailed Him to a cross. If the priest was right, Skull was only speeding things up a bit.
Maybe when he saw the cops in Hell, he’d apologize.
Maybe.
Looking around, it didn’t appear that anyone had witnessed the scene, but that didn’t mean someone couldn’t come by. Skull first went to the cop cruiser dash cam. He was pleased to see it was simply a camera that recorded and was later downloaded, as opposed to one of the newer cameras that broadcast real-time back to headquarters. Skull pulled out the drive card and tossed it on the passenger seat of his SUV. He then retrieved the vehicle registration, insurance, and driver’s license for Victor Erickson. That identity was all blown now. He also placed them on the passenger seat. Checking the cruiser, he saw that it had a full gas tank.
Resealing his sniper bag, Skull gathered his gear and carried it to the cop car, placing it in the back. He then dragged the smaller cop’s body to the trunk of the cruiser and lifted him in. Skull placed his pistol on the roof of the car along with everything in his pockets before stripping out of his clothes and putting them into one of his bags.
The other cop was much heavier than Skull, but the same height, so he would do. He manhandled the dead man out of his uniform and donned it himself after cutting an extra notch in the utility belt. The clothes were baggy, but would likely pass in a pinch, especially if he didn’t have to exit the vehicle. He pulled the man’s cell phone out of the pants pocket and placed it on the seat. Then he went to the trunk to retrieve the partner’s cell and do the same.
Dragging the big cop’s corpse over and levering him into the trunk was difficult, but Skull finally managed it and slammed the lid closed. He looked around again. Almost there, he thought.
Placing the Glock in the small of his back again, Skull returned all the items on the roof to his pockets. Pulling out the bigger man’s wallet, Skull saw he now wore the uniform of Police Officer Raymond Stark. He pulled out a family photo of the officer with a plump wife and three adorable girls, and then stamped down ruthlessly on a lingering twinge of guilt.
Skull replaced the photo, removed a thermite grenade from his pack and returned to his SUV. Cranking it, he slowly drove the vehicle off the road and into a nearby gully. Once there, he pulled the pin on the incendiary device and set it carefully on top of the false identification documents and the hard drive from the cop’s dash cam. He then walked back to the cop cruiser. The grenade would melt and incinerate everything in the cab, destroying the vehicle beyond anything but robust forensic examination. Even then it would be tough.
Skull had thought about putting the cops’ bodies in the burning SUV, but wanted to delay associating the killings with Victor Erickson as long as possible. The partner might have already called the SUV plate in as soon as they stopped him, but the vehicle was clean and not in any of the databases.
Focus on the things you can control, Skull told himself. Everything else will work out or it won’t.
The cop car had a GPS, but Skull took a moment to disable it, and double-checked that the cruiser had no other location device. Without his technological crutch, he consulted a map book and plotted a course using secondary roads headed east.
A squawk of the police radio interrupted his thoughts. “Dispatch, this is Desert 48, checking in. We’ve completed our circuit of Route 3. Headed back to station now.”
“Roger that, 48,” responded a female voice.
That’s going to be a problem, thought Skull, but maybe not for a little while. Might be good to make some miles down the road.
Once at highway speed, the day seemed just as beautiful as ever.


Chapter 2

Skull turned on a news radio station to help pass the time. He had been listening for over an hour to talking heads go around in circles, beefing up various conspiracy theories, when the narrator abruptly cut off his guests.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we have breaking news,” said the man breathlessly. “We’ve just heard that the People’s Republic of China has launched a full-scale amphibious invasion of Taiwan as of an hour ago. The invasion was preceded by rocket and air attacks. We’re hearing that the Taiwanese are appealing to the U.S. for help. Although the White House has issued a statement saying that the United States is gravely concerned and strongly condemns the Chinese acts, in this time of insecurity in the homeland cannot commit any military assets. The President is quoted as saying, ‘Now is not the time for foreign adventures, not with all our military fully engaged in operations closer to home. Rest assured, we will defend America’s core interests, especially the security of its citizens.’”
It’s all going to start coming apart, thought Skull. The careful international balance of power built over generations has been overturned in a few weeks. What will replace it? 
Skull wasn’t sure and admitted he didn’t care that much. He’d considered America the only country ever worth dying for, but had started having second thoughts about that even before Daniel Markis released the Eden Plague upon the world, what with all the punk-ass surrender monkeys that got elected unwilling to punish the enemies of liberty and justice around the world.
The police radio squawked and the same female voice filled with static called out. “Desert 32, this is dispatch. Just checking in. Everything okay?”
Lots of static. Must be getting outside of range, Skull realized. It would only be a matter of time before they missed the men and began a search and put out a “be on the lookout,” or BOLO, but the longer he could stall them and get some distance, the better.
Skull cleared his voice and deepened it to match the big cop as closely as possible. “Dispatch, this is Desert 32. We’ve had some radio problems, but everything is okay.”
“Now Raymond,” said the woman, “you know the protocol. If you have problems on the radio, you call and let me know on your cell. Besides which, best go ahead and do that. Sheriff wants to talk to you.”
“About what?” asked Skull. He didn’t care, but thought this would be Raymond’s natural response.
“Uh...your weight or your inability to show up on time for work or maybe the fact that he can smell alcohol on your breath sometimes,” she said. “Not really sure; could be a lot of things, you know.”
Skull froze. He wasn’t sure how to respond. Was this casual light banter between the two, or serious? Was the proper response simply screw you, that’s none of your business, or good one, you old bitch. There was no sure right answer; he simply didn’t have enough info. Besides, they would know something was wrong soon when he didn’t call the sheriff on the phone or answer the cell.
Ignoring her further calls and conversation, he let her assume he had more radio problems or that maybe Raymond was pouting.
Pulling out the map, he flipped pages until he found an area to the east that might be good to hide out in. The Painted Desert. Skull had never been there, but he liked deserts and had seen lots of pictures of this place. It was somewhere he had longed to visit anyway.
“No time like the present,” he said aloud and grinned.
Although there was a gated entrance to the Painted Desert with a booth for visitors to pay for entering, the girl there just waved him through. Skull figured the squad car did it.
He thought a park map would be useful, but that would involve going into the welcome center and Skull didn’t want to talk to anyone while wearing the dead cop’s uniform if he could help it.
Spotting a large map on a board, Skull drove nearby and looked it over, identifying the access road that seemed most promising for taking him deepest into the Painted Desert while still heading east. With a snap of his fingers, he reached back into one of the bags behind him and pulled out a digital camera. Setting it on the highest resolution possible, he took several pictures of the map. This would give him something to consult, although he certainly didn’t plan on getting lost.
No one plans on getting lost, he thought.
Skull turned the wheel and circled around behind the welcome center, finding a sign stating, ACCESS ROAD 3E - PARK PERSONNEL ONLY. Hopefully no one would pay too much attention to a police car headed down the trail. Or at least if they did, they wouldn’t interfere or report him.
That’s a whole lot of ifs, Skull thought. This mission is already FUBARed, Marine. Might be a good idea to get while the getting is good.
Skull kept driving. He wanted to make the most of the mobility and gas he had. Once he ditched the vehicle it would be slow going on foot, although he would certainly draw less attention.
Making his way carefully and slowly on rock-strewn and precarious roads, Skull was nevertheless amazed by the beauty of the place. Giant rock formations highlighted by a kaleidoscope of colors made him want to stop and gaze upon them like a brilliant work of art. In the setting sun, the effects were even more awe-inspiring.
Setting sun. Need to ditch the vehicle and be on my way by nightfall. Will potentially attract too much attention driving around out here at night. 
After a quarter of an hour Skull found what he was looking for. He pulled the cruiser up into a small narrow draw filled with low, thin trees. Skull exited the vehicle and stripped out of the dead cop’s uniform, keeping the two men’s .40 Smith & Wesson pistols, all their ammo and both pairs of handcuffs. He was already set for weapons, but he knew you can never have enough and pistols are relatively light, taking up little space. The riot gun and body armor were another matter; they’d have to stay. If his load got too heavy, he’d drop some items.
Opening the cruiser hood, he popped the radiator fill cap off. First smelling, and then tasting it confirmed what he had hoped. In an area where it rarely dropped below freezing, it made no sense to spend money on antifreeze when water did just as well and was free.
Skull gathered several empty water and drink bottles from the vehicle’s untidy interior, and then poked a small hole in the bottom of the radiator with his knife. It took several minutes to fill the bottles with dirty water. It certainly wouldn’t taste good, but he was getting ready to walk into the desert and it might prove useful to augment his supply.
Skull loaded up his gear into his large rucksack. He debated carrying the MP5 submachine gun, but instead shoved it back into the pack, and then assembled his sniper rifle, a modified Barrett .50 caliber he’d carried throughout his career and managed to get a waiver to keep after he retired. The open spaces were more conducive to longer shots and he could put the scope to good use. Besides, if confronted, maybe he could pass himself off as a hunter if someone didn’t look too close at his weapon.
Thinking of burning the vehicle and destroying any potential evidence, Skull decided he dared not risk the smoke from a fire. Hopefully Vinny Nguyen, Spooky’s hacker nephew, had deleted all their personnel data and fingerprints from as many federal databases as possible before he was killed. Besides, it was likely too late to worry about forensic evidence.
Using the scope, Skull checked the surrounding area. A little to the south he spotted a large rock formation that appeared to have several indentations along its sides large enough for him to sleep in. He started walking, intent on making the most of the remaining daylight.
Skull crossed the open space between the rock formation and the ravine where he’d hid the police vehicle. Unconsciously, he increased his pace, feeling exposed out in the open. Dark shadows covered the entire area and only the glow of the setting sun could be seen in the sky. Very soon this world would become the hunting grounds of the owl, bat, and fox. He wished them the best and climbed steadily up the side of the rock formation.
Several hundred feet up the giant red sandstone structure, he found a narrow but deep indentation. Poking around with the barrel of his rifle to test for rattlers, he heard no response and climbed inside. After eating a little jerky and drinking some water, he laid out his sleeping bag before climbing inside. Scanning the area with his rifle, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He watched a giant eagle soar on the last rays of the sun and heated thermals before he fell asleep, exhausted.
 
***
 
In his dream, Skull is the eagle. He is strong and fast, flying over the earth wherever he chooses. He is above regrets and concerns over what might have been. He is free and so very alive.
A desert mouse scurries a world below him. Skull’s extraordinary eyes zoom in and mark every detail of the small furry creature. He can even see the drumbeat of its heart through its brown skin.
A second mouse appears. The two dance around a dead coyote, making an odd whump whump whump noise. Skull sees the sky grow darker and the wind more fierce. He wants to soar higher above all of this, but feels something important is here to be seen, some danger that he can’t identify.
Whump whump whump comes in faster and faster rhythms. Maybe he should kill the mice simply to shut them up.
Whump whump whump WHUMP WHUMP WHUMP.
 
Skull awoke to darkness and the sound of helicopters. He could see two of them circling the park, searching, and lights on the ground near the ravine where he had hidden the police cruiser.
“Damn,” he whispered. He’d hoped for more time. Now the chase would truly begin, and he would be the mouse...at least for a while. Cops didn’t take well to the murder of two of their own even in the best of times. With tensions running high, there was no predicting what lengths they would go to in order to capture or punish him. Maybe he should have tried to merely wound and disable them.
Burnt bridges. Nothing to be done about them now.
Skull vowed, as he had before with every enemy he’d faced, that they would not take him.
Summoning the spirits of his Apache ancestors who had astonished their horse-borne enemies by covering up to a hundred miles a day on foot, Skull began to run.


Chapter 3

Skull decided he’d been wrong. The desert was not beautiful. It was not a place of peace and tranquility and a gateway to enlightenment. The desert was death.
In modern vernacular: it sucked, big time.
He’d been running for three days now. They hadn’t exactly found him yet, but his hunters stayed close enough he couldn’t really catch his breath.
Sunburned and dehydrated, he’d finished off the last of the delicious radiator water an hour ago. Worse yet, he’d slipped and fallen down a crevice, leaving the tibia in his right leg at least fractured. He hoped it wasn’t a severe break, and stayed off it as much as possible. Still, he needed rest to let it heal.
The ambushes Skull laid for his pursuers had served to slow them down. He was fairly sure he had killed at least three of those after him, maybe more. He felt another slight twinge of guilt at killing the policemen, but wasn’t certain if the emotion was genuine or merely indicated he knew that he should feel bad and felt guilty because it didn’t bother him.
“Forget it,” Skull croaked under his breath. So fatigued that it was a constant effort for him to focus, he knew this was likely the end. He just didn’t want them to take him alive. The busted leg meant he could no longer move fast enough to elude them.
Besides, sunstroke was near. He could feel it sneaking up on him like a hungry puma.
Sighting through his scope, he observed a dozen more men coming up the trail. They looked like a combination of park guides, state police, and local SWAT, all of them deflated and tired, but driven forward by anger. Skull smiled, enjoying a perfect position to take at least half of them before they could flank him or get away. Had he still been mobile, with remaining water, he could play this game for days, but his time had run out. If the helicopters or dogs returned, he’d definitely be done for.
Time. Only a matter of time. The helicopters had gone. He’d brought one down with a superb shot at five hundred meters, straight through the transmission. After that, they stayed away.
Skull abruptly sensed someone watching him from his right rear, just outside his peripheral vision. That seemed impossible. Did someone actually get in behind him? Furious at himself, he slowly eased his hand down until it rested on the butt of one of his pistols, and then in a quick, fluid movement rolled onto his back and pointed the weapon.
A large vulture sat on a nearby rock. Skull looked up and noted several more circling. “Not yet, boys,” he said, throwing a rock to scare away the bird before turning back to the approaching men. Another ten minutes or so and they would be in the perfect kill zone. He’d have them bottled up front and rear, the entire stretch of trail his shooting gallery.
Again came that feeling, as if someone watched him, this time to the left rear. Skull turned with another rock, prepared to scare off more vultures, but this time he saw a small, old man sitting behind him, his skin brown and wrinkled, human leather. Silver hair hung in a long braid down his back, and dark eyes regarded him with disconcerting serenity. An Indian, a Native American or First Tribesman, whatever the politically correct term was nowadays.
Skull wasn’t sure if he was hallucinating or not. He rubbed his eyes and looked away before turning back. The small Indian man remained.
“Come to watch the show?” asked Skull weakly. “See ol’ Skull’s last stand? I promise to make it worth your while.” He chuckled, and then coughed.
The wizened man said nothing for several long seconds before standing. “If you come with me, I will hide you from those men,” he said clearly, but with a heavy accent that gave his words a singsong impression.
Playing along with the apparition, Skull asked, “How do I know you won’t just turn me over to them?”
“Because I just told you I wouldn’t,” the man said simply. “Also, I could go tell them where you are without getting close to you, but I haven’t.”
Skull thought about that and swore. He looked back through the rifle scope. It would soon be time to do or die. Even if he killed them all, more would come after him and he was at the end of his resources, both physical and emotional. For a lone man against many, morale was critical, and Skull felt his own failing. There would be no more running.
Skull turned back to the man. “Maybe you just want to scalp me.”
The Indian smiled, his face like cracking sandstone. “Ugh. Now that, we might do, paleface.”
For some bizarre reason, this led Skull to trust the man. People leading you to the slaughter often used lies, but rarely humor.
“Okay, Tonto,” said Skull struggling to stand while grabbing his gear and rifle. “You mind helping me move? My leg might be broke. It’s certainly tender.”
“My name is Larent. I have my donkey on the next hill. Can you make it there?”
“Larent,” said Skull taking the old man’s shoulder to lean on. “Doesn’t sound very American-Indian to me.”
“I am Hopi,” the man said with a trace of sadness. “Our true names are secrets that few know. Larent is what you may call me.”
“Call me Skull, then.”
“Doesn’t sound very American-American to me,” Larent countered.
Skull chuckled at the man’s dry wit. “Also not my true name, but it will have to do.”
“It is a truer name than your real one,” the old man said, leading him down the rock-strewn trail behind the hill. They struggled up the opposite side of the canyon to the top of the next rise and, sure enough, a small jenny waited patiently, untethered, carrying a light pack. She lifted her soft nose to Larent in greeting, and he stroked her absently.
“We’re not going to make much of a speedy getaway on your little pet there. Don’t you have a truck, or at least a horse?”
“Horses are more trouble than they are worth out here,” Larent said, helping push Skull up on the donkey’s back behind the pack. “You might be surprised how quickly an old man and his pet can move in the desert.”
The ancient Indian pulled a small canteen from its place attached to the pack. “Here, sip some of this. Not too much and not too fast. You will become sick.”
Skull wanted to tell the man he knew about deserts and foundering. Instead, he sipped, and then caught himself thoughtlessly drinking too fast.
“Enough for now,” said Larent, pulling the canteen away.
Skull coughed, tempted to grab the water back, but mastered himself. He piled his rucksack and rifle onto the donkey’s pack, and then leaned forward over the whole arrangement to keep everything from falling off.
Larent took the donkey’s bridle and began walking surefootedly down the hill, away from the searching gunmen.
It was such a relief to be off his feet. Skull turned to look back at his pursuers, but saw only circling vultures as he lost himself to sleep.
Skull awoke to feel many hands upon him. Pushing, lifting, grabbing. He struggled, kicking and punching weakly, reaching for a pistol at his waist. Strong hands seized his and twisted them painfully away.
“Relax, Skull. Calm down,” said the old man close to him. “You will be safe here, but we need to hide you. Men may come here looking for you. We need to put you someplace safe from them until nightfall.”
“No, we don’t, grandfather,” said a teenage boy glaring at Skull. “We can turn him over to them. What is this man to us, especially knowing who he is?”
Knowing who he is? What is that supposed to mean? wondered Skull.
“It is my decision to make,” said the old man, “and yours to obey.”
Skull’s knees buckled as he was lifted off the donkey. Two short but strong men began dragging him toward what looked like a well. He turned back for his rifle and pack, but saw two other men carrying the items with a look on their faces as if Skull’s gear had been marinated in pig shit.
“Why are you putting me in a well?” Skull asked with concern. “I thought you said I would be safe.”
“The outsiders have no jurisdiction here. The Third Mesa Reservation has its own constable who deals with them, but since the big bombs they are much more insistent. This is simply a precaution. Just be glad it’s the dry season, or the well would be full of water.”
Some other men attached a small wooden board to a rope and pulley.
“Isn’t there somewhere else you could hide me?” asked Skull, not liking the idea of being stuck down a dry well. If they wanted to leave him in there forever, or if they got detained and were unable to bring him up, he could do nothing about it. Larent’s serene face turned frustrated for the first time. “Do you want to be comfortable or do you want to be alive? Choose quickly, because there may not be much time.”
Sighing, Skull nodded. “Let’s do it then.” He looked back at his gear. “You should probably hide that with me.”
“We don’t want any of your stuff,” said the man carrying his rifle. “We’re not thieves.”
“Good to know,” answered Skull, allowing the men by the well to place him on the crude seat. They lifted him up effortlessly and began lowering him slowly. Looking down, he saw nothing but darkness and it surprised him when his bad leg hit the ground first. He gritted his teeth in pain and fell to the sandy floor.
“Quick, get off the seat,” one of the men said. “There’s a truck coming.”
“Lower my gear and rifle,” Skull called, pushing the board away from him and watching it rise toward the circle of light above.
The man lifted the rucksack and rifle and held them over the ledge.
“I’ll kill you if you drop that rifle,” Skull rasped with more force than he knew still remained within him.
The man hesitated, looked back over his shoulder and grumbled. He tied the rucksack and rifle to the board his partner had just pulled up and lowered the items down again quickly. “Untie it fast, thief.”
Skull couldn’t see the knots in the dark and his fingers didn’t seem to work.
"Hurry,” the man urged.
“It would have helped if you hadn’t tied some sort of seaman’s world-class treeball of rope. I’m a goddamn Marine, not a sailor,” yelled Skull.
He felt the other end of the rope come down on top of him. Guess they weren’t willing to wait, thought Skull. He hoped that didn’t complicate his extraction unduly.
Larent’s face loomed over the edge again. “They’re here,” he said quietly. He tossed down a canteen and a brown tarp. “Get everything under that covering and back in the dark shadows. If they look in it will just appear like the bottom.”
“And if not?” asked Skull.
“Well, they’ll have a hell of a time getting you out of there,” the old man said. “I know we sure will.” Then he walked away.
Skull pulled himself and his equipment under the tarp and slowly drank from the canteen, forcing himself to sip. He listened to faint voices overhead, some of them angry. Probing at his injured leg, he wondered not for the first time if he shouldn’t have accepted the Eden Plague, or at least kept a syringe handy for the worst-case scenario.
No. He rejected that notion once again. Better to die a man, complete and whole, good and bad together, than to be turned into some straight-arrow flower-power hippie-freak with kind thoughts for everyone.
Love your enemies, my ass, he thought. Enemies were made for killing.
Checking to make sure his MP5 was handy and loaded, he allowed himself to pass out from exhaustion.


Chapter 4

Skull awoke in the pitch black and he initially feared he was still in the well. The feel of the coarse blankets around him told him different. Flat on his back, he heard the deep breathing and snores of others sleeping nearby.
Carefully checking around himself, Skull couldn’t locate any of his weapons or equipment. As a matter of fact, he seemed naked except for a crude but tight splint on his right leg. Sitting up, he was rewarded by instant pain in his head and leg. Probably could have used several units of IV fluid and some painkillers, he thought.
On the other hand, he wasn’t dead, in custody, or getting tortured. It could be worse.
Rising slowly to his feet, Skull looked around, trying to get his bearings. Obviously he was indoors, but there did not appear to be any windows. Standing still, he closed his eyes and sensed the faintest of breezes from his front. Opening them again, he saw a long strip of cloth blow aside from what must serve as a door. Finding his clothes and gear he considered his first priority, but he really needed to piss.
The tyranny of the urgent over the important, he thought wryly. A metaphor for war and life.
Quiet and light as any cat, he began to pick his way across the room toward the door, moving carefully between sleeping figures.
A low growl to his front froze him. A series of loud barks sounded, and then Skull felt and heard teeth snap shut so close to his genitals that his testicles crawled up inside him. Moving backward, he tripped and sprawled over sleepers as his coordination fled.
More barking and questioning voices rose before someone lit a lantern. Skull saw that his naked body was sprawled across a middle-aged couple. Dozens of Hopi of all ages and sexes looked at him in surprise, and then disgust before either getting up or trying to return to sleep.
Larent hobbled over to him, extending a hand. Skull took it and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet, careful to avoid letting his splinted leg hit anything.
“Sorry I woke everyone,” Skull said to the old man, but loud enough for others to hear.
“Don’t be concerned,” Larent answered. “It is near dawn and many of us would have been awakening soon anyway.”
Skull noticed several women begin preparing a fire for breakfast. Some of the younger girls looked at Skull and giggled. He remembered his nakedness and moved back to pull the blanket off his bed and wrap it around his body. “Where are my clothes and stuff?”
“Safe and hidden, just like you, one ‘injun’ among many,” Larent answered. “They will be returned to you when the time is right. Do not fear. For now, trust me when I tell you this way is best.”
Skull stared at the old man with irritation. He didn’t like being unarmed and naked among strange people, especially when those seeking his life could show at any moment. “For now,” Skull finally answered.
“I’ll take that as thanks,” said Larent archly.
Take it any way you like, thought Skull, but held his tongue. He suspected Larent’s kindness toward him wasn’t completely altruistic. The Hopi would let him know soon enough what they wanted in return.
The old man steered him toward the door. “Let’s sit outside and see the sun rise. The women don’t like us in the house when they’re cooking.”
They stepped through the curtain, Skull awkwardly hobbling on his splinted leg while trying to hold the blanket around his lower body. “The least you could do is give me some pants.”
Larent grinned. “No one would be offended or even notice much if you left that blanket inside. We are not a modest people. We live close together like our forefathers before us. It is the outside world that values privacy over intimacy.”
Skull sat down beside Larent on a rude bench made of mesquite wood and woven branches. “Don’t you get sick of each other? Every man needs a little privacy.”
The old man spread his arms to indicate the world before him. “We have the whole mesa for that. Everyone needs to be alone at times, but not in his home. The home is about family and togetherness. There should never be aloneness there.”
Skull couldn’t agree, but said nothing out of respect for Larent’s hospitality. Suddenly, a wave of pain washed through his head and he groaned involuntarily.
Larent turned to gaze at Skull speculatively.
“Dehydrated, I think,” Skull said. “Where’s the water?”
The old man yelled at a young boy walking by, who took a bucket from the side of Larent’s house and ran to a water pump.
“Some aspirin or something would help too,” Skull said.
“Time and water will take away the pain.”
“What, you don’t believe in medicine either?”
“Oh, we believe very strongly in medicine,” Larent answered, “we just understand that it is also very dear. Not to be wasted on temporary inconveniences just to make you comfortable.”
Skull was impressed despite the nails driving through his head. These people lived a stoic and simple life. He could respect that.
The boy came back with a small bucket holding water and a copper ladle. Skull reached out to take it, but the young Hopi set it down with a frightened look at the thin man and scurried away.
Skull chuckled, scooping a large dipper full of water. He drank deeply of the cold and delicious liquid. Finishing the first, he drank another. While sipping the third, his eyes roamed over the village. Short, stout men, women, and children went about their business. None of them stared outright, but they glanced at him briefly or aimed looks out of the corners of their eyes. The looks were not friendly, but rather seemed a combination of fear and suspicion.
“It seems many here don’t wish me to share in your intimacy,” Skull said. “Believe it or not, I get it. I’ve brought danger and trouble to your door.”
Larent chuckled and waved his hand. “Oh, no one cares about that. We’ve had to live alongside the likes of those who seek you for hundreds of years. Incidents like this are good for the tribe. Keeps us sharp and reminds us that we are different and capable of living our own lives by our own rules. Not those of the behana.”
“Behana?” asked Skull.
“The Hopi term for outsiders. The white man, generally,” Larent explained. “It’s not a polite word.”
Skull slowly drank another ladle of water and continued his examination of the village. Simple mud homes with rock chimneys seemed grown from the desert itself. He had seen similar structures in Africa and South America. Yet he also saw a few generators, lights, and a couple of rusty pickup trucks in the distance. A simple, poor life, yet they probably had everything they needed, so who was he to call them impoverished?
A squat old woman walked by, giving Skull a dark look and grumbling under her breath at him.
“What did she say?” Skull asked, amused.
“She called you a thief.”
“I haven’t stolen anything from you,” Skull said. “One of the men said the same thing yesterday.”
Larent sighed. “My people often refer to the Navajo by that term. Navajo have been oppressing and stealing from the Hopi for many centuries.”
“I’m not Navajo.”
The old man lifted his chin at Skull, narrowing his eyes. “You obviously have Navajo blood in you. The shape of your face and slight uplift of your brow gives you away.”
“My grandfather was Apache, I was told,” Skull said, “but I didn’t know him. He died before I was born.”
“He was Navajo,” Larent said with certainty.
Skull shook his head incredulously. “You mean to tell me all this attitude and dirty looks is because they think my grandfather was a Navajo?”
“We believe that a man is filled with the spirit of his tribe. It is good that your Navajo spirit has been diluted by the behana or the tribe would never let me bring you here. It was difficult enough as it was.”
These are strange people, thought Skull. They get angry at me for a ridiculous reason, but not for a good one.
“Then why did you help me at all?” Skull asked. “You could have left me there to die and none of this would have been your problem. I take it you’re not some sort of Good Samaritan, especially since I’m a behana and Navajo to boot.”
The old man shook his head. “No.”
“Then why?”
He looked at the rising sun as it cast brilliant rays over the hills of the mesa. “I’ve lived my whole life on this mesa. It is comforting and beautiful to me even if it can be harsh and dangerous.”
“I get that,” said Skull. “It does have its own beauty, even if it is a little on the dry side.”
“What would have happened if I hadn’t brought you here?” Larent asked.
“I would have died,” Skull answered without hesitation.
“Before that?”
Skull thought back. In his mind’s eye, he saw from his sniper’s hide that narrow path the men were coming up. “I would have killed most of them before they killed me.”
“Yes,” said Larent. “There would have been much death. Early death we do not need here. It brings trouble to my people. This way is best.”
Taking another drink of water, Skull surveyed the surrounding hills. “Will I be safe here until I’m healed?”
“You will,” said Larent standing. “And then you must leave us.”
“Because I’m a Navajo thief?” asked Skull with a slight smile.
“No,” answered Larent, “because there is a darkness inside you that invites madness and the angry spirits.” Then he turned and walked back inside the crude mud dwelling.
Skull looked up to see the boy who had fetched the water peeking fearfully at him from behind the corner of a large wooden barrel. Skull scowled at the boy, picking the bucket up and sloshing the water toward him.
The boy turned and ran.


Chapter 5

The next two months passed slowly in Skull’s bored mind. He probably could have left after the first month, but recognized that the need to be fully healed before departing. He knew he would not likely find a safe haven like this Hopi village and the Third Mesa Reservation for some time.
Skull did what he could to pitch in, especially with the hunting. Additionally, he learned a great deal from the Hopi about desert survival, medicinal plants, and the history of their people. He renewed his ability to slow down and be still, a skill he’d originally learned during the U.S. Marine Corps Scout Sniper Basic Course at Quantico, Virginia.
Snipers by their very nature must be patient. They may have to sit in one position for days, eating little and pissing in bottles in order to get the perfect shot. Skull didn’t think of himself as an impatient man, but he realized he was a man of purpose, one who wanted to make things happen rather than wait.
Yet, life on the Hopi reservation was slow and relaxed to the point that Skull felt a sense of emotional vertigo. There were things you could do, or not do. People rarely gave directions or asked for help. You pitched in or you didn’t. Few words were exchanged, and the mild terms of derision thrown at Skull when he entered the village were so unusual for the laconic people that the happenings would likely pass into legend, hardly to be believed.
The stillness forced him to go days without thinking seriously about anything. When he did turn his mind to what needed to be done, he found himself calm and calculating, as if a giant wind had come through and blown the cobwebs from his mind. Skull remained resolute in his goals, but they were no longer wrapped in clinging, stinking fury and uncontrolled vengeful desire.
This is the way a man should heal, Skull thought. Naturally, without some genetically engineered germ forcing changes. Spiritually as well as physically.
When he had recovered enough to depart, Skull felt more in control of himself than he had since Zeke’s death. Surprisingly, he hadn’t truly noticed the difference until he had something to compare it to.
Riding through the deepening twilight in the rusty pickup truck cab between two Hopi men was a quiet affair except for the constant rattle and squeal of old bolts and factory welds from its chassis, which must have been assembled during the Kennedy administration. Eventually he gave up trying to find a place of rest away from the clattering engine.
They had left the reservation and crossed into New Mexico on a dry riverbed and were making their way back toward some semblance of civilization in order to take their leave. Skull told them they could drop him in the desert, that he would be fine, but the men exchanged knowing looks that Skull found mildly insulting and kept driving.
The Hopi had never come to accept Skull, but had at some point stopped scowling at him. None made any effort to converse with him except Larent, but that suited him just fine. Best not to get too close to any of them. He rather hoped for their sakes he never saw any of them again.
“This radio work?” Skull asked, reaching for the knob to turn on the ancient receiver.
“Leave it alone,” said the driver.
Skull ignored him and began turning the dial through the bands. Country and western stations were all he found before he finally landed on a news channel, hearing a near-hysterical voice in mid-sentence. “...are contagious. We all know that. They are sick; none bear them ill will, but we can’t let our children get sick. Think of your children, people. The President’s executive order is a wise and prudent measure. Everyone gets tested for the Eden Plague and those who are sick can get proper medical attention...away from where they can infect others. The national database and FEMA health identification cards will ensure those who are clean, stay clean.”
The Hopi to Skull’s right reached over and turned off the radio, uncertainty on his face.
“Testing for everyone,” said Skull thoughtfully. “Wonder if there will be an exemption for the Hopi. They didn’t mention anything like that. Where would all you folks go to get tested – Flagstaff? Maybe the testers will come onto the reservation. That would probably make the most sense.”
“We will not get tested,” said the driver.
“Really?” Skull said. “Presidential executive orders are usually specific. In normal times, you might be able to fight this through the courts or something, but these are not normal times, my small sturdy chatty friends. These are the End Times.” He snorted at his own use of a term from his childhood priest’s homilies.
“We will endure as we always have, like the Earth and the mountains,” said the man in the passenger seat. “What goes on Outside does not concern us.”
“Far be it from me to disagree with my excellent hosts,” said Skull, “but I think you’re full of shit. Now I can bullshit with the best of them, but the number one rule is, you don’t bullshit yourself. So...the important question is, do you have anything to hide? Any Eden carriers on the Third Mesa?”
The driver pulled the truck over suddenly on the dirt road. “This is far enough.”
“What do you mean?” said Skull. “I thought we would go into town. Maybe have lunch together before you boys head back. My treat.”
Both men were out of the truck and lifting Skull’s rucksack and go-bag from the rusty bed before he finished the sentence. They set these on a nearby rock, and then stared into the cab until he got out.
“Seriously,” said Skull climbing out of the cab. “Where are we?”
“The town of Aragon is four miles down that road,” said the driver. “Just keep walking and you should be okay.” They both got back in the truck.
“I get it,” said Skull leaning into the passenger window. “I’m not one for long tearful good-byes either, but I expect you boys to stay in touch. I’m part of the Hopi tribe now, right? Mystic brotherhood and all that?”
The truck lurched forward, causing Skull to lean back. He followed along beside them for a few meters. “Hey, if I want to send you boys a postcard, what’s a good address? Should I make it out to Dickhead and Shitkicker of the Third Mesa? Will that be specific enough to get to you two?”
Rocks and dust flew up in Skull’s face as the truck tore away at the snail’s crawl that was all the old derelict could manage. The driver stuck his hand out the window as it headed west, his middle finger extended.
“By the way, I’m Apache, you freaks!” Skull laughed, feeling unaccountably cheerful, even high. It was good to be moving again. He picked up his gear and began walking east down the dirt road in the bright moonlight.
After two months he found himself again alone, but this time aloneness was comforting. Orderly and predictable. He only needed people when he needed people. When he didn’t, he was a rock, an island. Walking between narrow mountains spotted with stunted trees, he felt good.
He wondered about Markis, Larry, Spooky and the rest. They were all supposed to find a safe haven in Colombia where a powerful faction of the government promised to offer them sanctuary, but you never knew. Things changed, sometimes. If the U.S. government found out about the arrangement, they could exert significant pressure on the Colombians to give them up. Skull thought his brothers in arms were making a serious mistake by pinning themselves down. Best to stay mobile and hard to grasp.
Their urge to settle was understandable, though. Much of the group was made up of children and extended family. Those sorts of complications clouded a man’s judgment. This gutted his resolve to do the smart thing, or the necessary thing. Skull hoped that they found safety, but he wouldn’t have placed his faith in vague promises from governments and uncertain allies.
Leaning forward into the steep rise, he pushed his legs. Life in the mesa hadn’t been a trip to the health spa, but he needed to get his body back in real traveling shape. Cresting the rise at the edge of the valley, he followed the road down into another, smaller draw. He could see the dirt track lifting in and out of the hills for several miles to the east before finally resting on a small huddle of rude structures.
A thin ribbon of smoke spiraled into the air from off to the right of a burned building. The road led near the source. Skull pulled out his rifle and used the scope to examine the scene. What he saw did not bode well. No movement showed, except for what looked like carrion birds.
Why not just circle, pass it by out of sight and find the town, Skull wondered, but knew that would be unreasonable.
Today, Skull felt himself an exceptionally curious creature.
It took him nearly half an hour of walking until he reached a small black mailbox. On the side it read, “The Frabels.” Skull turned right off the dirt road onto an even smaller, dustier track, checking the pistol in the small of his back and hefting his rifle as he made his way toward the house. Closer, he confirmed what he’d seen through the scope: the building had recently been burned out.
Skull saw four bodies hanging from the front crossbeam of the porch: a man, a woman and two small boys, the youngest of which couldn’t be older than eight. A cardboard sign hung around the man’s neck, which read, “Eden Sympathizers.” Someone else had written underneath in a cruder hand, “Union Power!” along with a red, points-down trident symbol. The woman’s body was naked from the waist down and appeared to have been raped and mutilated.
Unionists, Skull thought with disgust. He’d heard about them on Larent’s radio when he could get the old man to let him turn it on. Some kind of new fascist-communist alliance promising the same bullshit every party did in troubled times: security, law and order, protection. That’s all it took for the average citizen-sheep to give up his freedom. Promises to beat back the fear.
Slinging his rifle and drawing the Glock, Skull crept around the exterior of the house to make sure none of the attackers were still near, but the area seemed deserted. Walking up on the porch, he tilted his head to avoid contact with the littlest boy’s swinging leg.
Inside the house, everything had been charred by fire, but seemed otherwise intact. The arson was evidently more rushed than thorough, and had gone out naturally because the house was largely built from stone and mortar. Skull started to walk back outside, but he heard a sound under his feet.
Something rustled faintly, scratching like a mouse making its way through the earth.
Skull pulled out a flashlight and began playing it across the floor, noticing a faint seam. Slipping his fingers under an edge, he pulled up carefully and shone the light down into the gloom of a hidden cellar.
Bloodshot, dead eyes looked back at him, set in the blackened face of a girl younger than the two boys on the porch. She appeared to have been trying to make her way up the stairs, but her hair and clothes were burned off and her flesh was charred black, accented with lines of red where the skin had broken open.
The eyes blinked at him moistly.
“Shit,” Skull muttered, dropping his pack and pulling out his canteen. He moved down carefully beside the little girl. The eyes followed him in fits and starts, as if the sockets were in need of lubricant. He lifted her head carefully and trickled water into her mouth. The inside of her throat was blackened like her skin, and her body felt cold despite its appearance of being fire-roasted.
She should be dead, Skull thought. Amazing what humans can endure.
Coughing, she tried to move, but only groaned faintly.
Pulling an emergency blanket from his pack, Skull wrapped her loosely, careful not to touch the ruined and sensitive skin if he could help it. He started to get up, but the girl grasped his hand weakly with fingers that look like burned hotdogs, bone visible through the cracks. All the nerves must be dead, for it seemed she felt no pain, a blessing in the midst of damnation.
“Don’t...leave...” she croaked faintly.
Skull sat on the stairs and laid a callused hand on her forehead. “I won’t.”
“Help...me?” she said uncertainly.
“I can’t,” he said wishing for the first time he had the Eden virus to pass on to her. It was the only thing that had a chance of saving someone so far gone. “I wish I could, but I can’t. Just go to sleep now, sweetheart.”
The girl closed her eyes and wheezed laboriously.
A deep flood of sadness and loss welled up within him. This was not the first time he’d seen innocents destroyed by jackals, but it was the first time he’d felt somehow responsible. He’d happily put down such animals that did these things – Al Qaeda terrorists, Boko Haram fanatics, Taliban extremists, Somali pirates and South American cartel thugs. Kidnappers, rapists, “honor” killers, sellers of poison to children on the street and more.
Skull added homegrown arsonists to his list, if he ever found them. He shook his head in disgust. Bigots abounded, dividing society into smaller and smaller tribes merely for the purposed of exercising petty dominance and giving their hatred free rein.
Racism he could understand. People looking and acting different was bound to cause tension, even between two such outwardly similar peoples as the Hopi and Navajo. Assholes killing families because of their sympathy for the oppressed…that was incomprehensible evil.
Skull sat with the girl until she died. It took a surprisingly long time. He swaddled her body tightly in the emergency blanket and carried her outside into the bright moonlight. Finding a shovel in the shed out back, he buried the surprisingly weightless body in the rocky and unforgiving soil, and then cut down the rest of the family and interred them there as well.
Afterward, he slept nearby, head pillowed on a rock and rifle cradled in his arms like a lover. When the sun rose, Skull filled his canteen and water bottles from the kitchen faucet that still worked, resuming his walk into town.


Chapter 6

The vehicle tracks from the burned house all led to one place. The rapist, the arsonists, the murderers hadn’t even tried to hide their trail.
Arrogant. Cruel. Evil.
Removing these people from the lands of the living seemed a simple necessity.
Skull disdained cruelty, especially for its own sake. Those he killed went out clean for the most part. Purposeless torture was an indulgence, demeaning those that did it.
Gazing down at the tiny town of Aragon through his rifle scope, his hand shading the end to prevent a reflective glare, Skull idly chewed dried meat and sipped water. Perhaps two dozen buildings clustered around a small stream where it intersected the road he’d been walking. Within the cluster of buildings it showed pavement, a hundred yards or so of modernity framed by structures before returning to the persistent dust, gravel and dirt that Skull had become so intimate with.
But Skull saw activity. He observed a score of men carrying rifles and shotguns sitting atop vehicles blocking the road at either end. Others – unarmed women, children, old and young males – walked around with heads bent down between their shoulder blades, scurrying like scared lambs.
It didn’t take a genius to separate the wolves from the sheep.
Today, Skull was on the side of the sheep.
More or less.
In principle.
A man had to have a code. A moral center to keep him sane. Skull couldn’t always put his code into words, but he knew evil when he saw it, and eliminated it when he could.
Several bodies hung from lampposts along the main street. Many of the armed men were drinking. Some used these bodies for desultory target practice. Skull saw that, more times than not, they drunkenly missed their targets despite the close range.
Pulling out his rangefinder, Skull noted that he was five hundred twelve yards from the farthest man. The closest stood at four hundred seventy-two. Not difficult shots at all for one with the proper training and weapon. The high-tech infrared laser device gave him the humidity and ambient temperature as well. Fortunately, there didn’t appear to be much wind, but even if there had been, he could have handled it. He’d made shots north of a thousand yards in such easy conditions.
Skull took out a small, specialized calculator and punched in numbers, writing down the results. He then removed a laminated card from a compartment within the butt-stock of his rifle. After carefully consulting the reference, he made adjustments to the scope’s elevation and windage.
Only then did he crawl forward in his improvised ghillie suit, a patchwork of rag strips hand-tied to his hood, jacket and trousers, to the position he’d previously selected. He moved slowly, dragging his pack behind him. It didn’t appear that anyone from the town was watching the hills, but it was better to be safe.
Besides, complacency made for bad habits, and bad habits got you dead. Skull had killed enough of those who had them to know.
Once at his selected position, Skull unfolded a bipod and pulled his go-bag up to serve as a support for his upper body. He laid a small tarp on the ground under the end of the rifle’s muzzle. Skull didn’t want them to be able to identify his location from the dust stirred up by the muzzle blast.
Then, he waited. Right now the sun was in his face and a glint off his scope might give away his position despite all his precautions.
Patience, Skull told himself. Their time will come soon enough.
Heat radiated from the ground in waves by the time the sun ranged high in the sky. Skull took the lens caps off his scope and peered through the crosshairs again. Seeing fewer men than before, Skull thought that maybe some were sleeping off their alcohol or their lunches in the heat of the day.
No matter. They would emerge when the action began. Curiosity would bring them forth, no matter how suicidal. It was simple human nature, and many of them, especially those not seasoned veterans, wouldn’t believe what was happening. Not deep down. A proper sniper ambush often seemed to defy possibility for those on the receiving end.
Skull checked the ammunition again to make sure it was the proper lot number. With two different kinds of match grade ammunition, sight adjustments were slightly different for each. Skull wanted every shot to count. The sniper’s mantra, the oldest one anyway, ran through his head.
One shot, one kill.
Lee Harvey Oswald had been an amateur. Three shots to kill Kennedy at a hundred yards in a slow-moving car was child’s play.
James Earl Ray – or whoever really fired the shot that killed Martin Luther King – had done it more professionally. One .30-06 round to the head.
Skull didn’t judge the morality of these acts, of course. In fact, in his own thoughts he deplored them. The men who performed them were criminals, rebelling against lawfully constituted authority. But if you’re going to take a life, he thought, best you do it right.
Skull thought once more about the two cops he’d killed. He hoped those would be the last unjust killings he’d be forced into. Much better to find those guilty of great evil, and then kill them.
Much easier to live with.
Checking the rangefinder once more, Skull saw the temperature had climbed a good ten degrees and the barometric reading had fallen. He made corresponding, minute adjustments to the sights.
Looking through the scope, Skull laid the crosshairs on a man sitting atop the hood of a truck at the far edge of town, the farthest target. He had a straw hat on his head and a shotgun across his lap.
The time had come.
Aiming at the center of the man’s chest, Skull let the air partway out of his lungs, stopped his breath and slowly, gently squeezed the trigger. The rifle jumped against his shoulder and the man fell to lie flat on the hood, blood pouring from a hole in his chest and back. The windshield of the truck shattered as the bullet continued on through.
Excellent, Skull thought, adrenaline and cortisol flooding through him. Time slowed and took on that crystal clarity of performance perfection, the “zone” of athletes and martial artists. Without conscious thought he moved to his second target while deepening his breathing to slow his heart rate, countering the ill effects of stress hormones on his nervous system while retaining their benefits.
The tall man closest to Skull stood at the west edge of town, looking east toward the first target. He’d just begun to say something to the fat man beside him when Skull’s second bullet took the top of his head off.
Skull didn’t smile, but stored up the memories and the pleasure of these moments for later recall. Instead, he shifted to the next target, and then the next.
By the time the sun had set he’d picked off a total of fifteen men and one woman. He continued to seek more targets, until eventually even the stupidest concluded that deep cover was the only way to survive.
Doesn’t matter, Skull thought. It’s enough. If the downtrodden civilians in that town have any stones at all, they’ll kill the rest of the thugs. If they don’t, they deserve slavery.
Taking out his knife, Skull etched fifteen more notches in his rifle stock alongside the hundred-odd that were already there.
Fifteen more notches. Fifteen more lives. Fifteen wrongs wiped clean, if not entirely made right.
“Not a bad day’s work if I do say so myself,” Skull said aloud.
Packing up his belongs and collecting fifteen spent shell casings, Skull slipped back behind the ridgeline and walked east, careful to stay out of sight of the town. They wouldn’t come looking for a ghost, but if they spotted him, some might convince themselves that revenge was a possibility.
Better to be the ghost.
Sometimes, fear was a more effective weapon than bullets.
After nearly an hour of walking, Skull found a bowl in the rocks that would serve nicely to bank a fire from the evening wind and prevent anyone from seeing the light. He felt the need for flame tonight, even though the night wouldn’t be cold.
A few of the simple snares the Hopi had taught him resulted in the capture of one large jackrabbit. After gutting and skinning the animal, Skull spitted it on a stick and propped it over the fire using rocks. He ate the rabbit while gazing at the bright edge of the Milky Way. Afterward, he threw the carcass downwind as far as he could. Better that the early, lucky scavengers found something at a distance, and the flames should deter the rest.
Lying down in his sleeping bag he thought of the family, and the little girl he’d buried. If there was a heaven, was she looking down on him now? Was she angry he couldn’t help her? Was she pleased he’d avenged her family?
What a screwed-up world you’ve brought on, Markis, he thought. I wonder if you’d be as smugly self-righteous if you’d seen what I have lately. It’s all very well to calculate your germs would save more than they killed, but how do you apologize to the dead?
Staring at the stars, he drifted off to dreamless slumber.


Chapter 7

With plentiful game, clear weather and few people or settlements to avoid, Skull made good time across New Mexico, walking generally northeast. As he approached the Texas border he saw a long line of cars along I-40. The queue seemed to be nearly at a standstill, and most people had their engines off, sitting outside their vehicles in the grass. In some places stood arrangements of tents and lawn chairs.
Watching for more than an hour from a low hill, Skull noticed only rarely did anyone have to move a car forward, and even then only a few yards. The people attached to each vehicle usually didn’t bother to break camp.
I need information, Skull thought. This is a good place to blend in and get it.
Waiting until the hottest part of the day, when most people were napping beneath tent flaps or inside their cars, he wandered casually down the hill and drifted into the thin, populated swath alongside the freeway. Picking his way quietly along, he lifted his hand in greeting whenever anyone seemed to notice him, but continued until he found what he was looking for: a relatively relaxed group of four people sitting outside a large but old recreational vehicle, all on the downhill side of middle age.
“Hello,” Skull said in his mildest voice. “Might I trouble you for a drink of water? It’s as hot as the devil out here.” He’d made his face as smooth and unthreatening as possible, aware that his mien wasn’t one to make children leap into his arms.
“You can say that again,” said a tough-looking woman with narrow eyes. “Hold on just a second,” she said as she went inside the RV.”
“What’s up with the line?” Skull asked the two men and remaining woman sitting in the shade of the RV’s attached awning.
“Haven’t you heard about Texas?” the older of the two men asked.
“That it’s too damn hot? I heard that.” Skull hoped a little levity would ease the conversation.
The two men laughed. “That too. No, I mean the New Republic.”
Skull shook his head. “Been out hiking. Living off the land. Haven’t heard much of anything in awhile.”
“Well, I’m afraid you’re going to find lots of things have changed,” said the other man. “Texas has closed her borders.”
“To keep out the Edens?” Skull asked.
“No,” answered the woman. “They’ve decided to go against the executive order for universal testing. Federal troops are threatening to come in to enforce it and the governor has closed the border in response. He’s also put an end to martial law within Texas. Some are talking about the New Republic of Texas. You know, saying they’re the only ones who can legally secede because they were once an independent nation.”
“You said ‘they,’ so you folks aren’t from Texas,” Skull stated.
The woman shook her head. “Colorado, but things are going all to shit there. Bunch of jackboot thugs all up in your business. Figure we’ll try Texas for awhile.”
“I thought Colorado was pretty liberal. Legalized pot and all that.”
The woman spat deliberately and her narrow eyes squeezed further together. “Liberal and libertarian ain’t the same thing, bub. We just figure the government shouldn’t tell you what you can’t buy – guns, dope, whatever. Long as you ain’t hurting anyone else. But the feds are pushing law enforcement hard to crack down, so most of ’em forgot about little details like warrants, probable cause and innocent until proven guilty a while back.” Her voice turned bitter. “So much easier to catch bad guys when you ain’t gotta actually prove they done nothing wrong.”
Skull glanced around and decided getting into a political discussion was a stupid move, like always. Still, he needed to test the prevailing wind on the most divisive hot-button issue of them all. “Aren’t you worried you might get the Eden Plague?”
“Doesn’t sound much like a plague to me,” said the first man. “I could use a little relief from my hemorrhoids.”
“Not if it turns your brain to mush,” countered the other man. “Dopers are bad enough.”
“I bet if you got cancer you’d smoke a little dope yourself, Harry,” the first one said without heat. The two couples seemed like old friends, the kind who could argue without ever settling anything or getting upset with each other.
The first woman returned with a plastic cup filled with water, handing it to Skull.
“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” he said and took a deep drink.
“You’re welcome,” she answered. “Looks like you’ve traveled far.”
“I have at that,” Skull said, his eyes drifting to the lines of vehicles that extended eastward as far as he could see. “All this because of the closed border?”
“Yeah,” answered the second man. “The internet says they’re worried about fed spies and undesirables entering. You gotta surrender all weapons until you can be processed at the welcome center.”
“Welcome center,” Skull said. “Sounds Orwellian.”
They peered at him with blank stares.
“You know. Big brother is watching?”
“Oh, yeah,” said one man knowingly, though Skull doubted he really understood.
“Anyway,” said Skull after drinking down the last of his water and handing the empty cup back, “thank you for the water and the information.”
“Our pleasure,” she responded. “Watch out for the feds on this side of the border. Hear they’re harassing the hell out of people up near the line.”
“And you’re not worried?” Skull asked.
The woman shrugged. “I’ll worry when we get closer than ten miles. At the rate we’re moving, we might be there in a month.”
Skull put on a bemused smile and waved goodbye. He walked east on the pavement between the lines of vehicles. A near-carnival atmosphere prevailed, with music playing and kids tossing Frisbees and balls in the grassy median. Small clumps of people sat in chairs drinking beer beneath awnings while dogs lay at their feet panting in the shade.
Yet some groups looked nervous and hunted. Skull studied them out of the corner of his eyes and saw all the adults appeared exceptionally young and healthy, though many were thin as proverbial rails.
Edens with nowhere to go, he thought. They’re being chased down nearly everywhere.
By evening he could see the border and several hundred police and Texas National Guard troops, faced by what looked like half that many U.S. Army soldiers on the New Mexico side.
Vehicles moving forward in the line were directed through several stations. Cars were being searched, occupants fingerprinted and photographed. Working dogs sniffed everything. It all moved in slow motion on the near side of the border. Once across the Texas state line the processing seemed swifter.
A cyclone fence topped by rolls of concertina wire held several forlorn-looking people, guarded by what seemed to Skull an inordinate number of soldiers. He wondered if they were Edens, people with warrants out, or some other sort of undesirable entirely.
Cop killers, for example?
Guess I could go north around the panhandle of Texas, Skull mused, looking at the newly erected fence along the border. It stretched as far as he could see, at least several miles in either direction. He didn’t relish the time it might take to bypass. He’d been content to rest at the Third Mesa when he needed to heal, but now that he was moving again he felt as if he was behind schedule.
For exactly what, he didn’t know for sure. INS Inc. seemed a slippery fish in the pond of his intentions.
Behind him lay a large rest stop, the last place to relax before getting in the snail’s-paced line to cross. The entire area was jammed full of cars, vans, RVs, semis, and every other mode of transportation that a very creative person could imagine. Skull saw tractors, motorcycles, dune buggies, ATVs, even a riding mower pulling a yard trailer full of camping gear.
Making his way back up the exit ramp, Skull passed waiting vehicles adding to the jam as they tried to squeeze onto the freeway. Continuing backward, he saw a large truckers’ rest stop, a gas station with at least thirty pumps, a hotel that might have rooms for twenty, and fast food restaurant so filled with people that it looked like they had been crammed in there at gunpoint. He was amazed people hadn’t started shooting each other over toilet privileges, but for now, things seemed more or less peaceable.
As night fell, Skull resolved to get across the border somehow. He wasn’t willing to give up his weapons or other gear, though he had a feeling any search would spotlight him in a very unfortunate way even if they didn’t connect him to the cop killings.
Semis and other big trucks abounded, some of them even unlocked, but they appeared to get more scrutiny at the border. The same seemed true of RVs. He needed something that looked clean, innocuous and not inviting of further examination.
Walking around the back of the hotel, he spotted something that might work and made a mental note for later.
Returning to the truck stop, Skull paid for a shower token, standing in line for over an hour to use it. Soldiers were everywhere looking alert, but for the most part didn’t appear interested in doing anything. In fact, several of them seemed to be trying to hit on the prettier women in line. Most looked to be privates barely out of boot camp. Skull had heard the draft had been reinstituted. He felt better, seeing the situation. Draftees had to be motivated and experienced to be effective. Skull doubted these were either.
After the shower and a tepid meal that he had to pay double the listed price for to eat standing, Skull made his way back around to the rear of the hotel. Fully dark now, he sought out the station wagon with the hard-sided cargo carrier on top, the one he’d marked before. A bike rack on the back held two mountain bikes locked to it.
Skull watched the area for nearly an hour until he was sure there was no one nearby or guarding the car. He then walked over casually and examined the padlock on the car-top carrier using a tiny single-LED light. The case was sturdy, but he knew his way around such devices from a locksmithing job he’d had after leaving the Corps.
Skull saw that it was a three-pin and, after digging through his bag for the tools, pulled out an appropriate rake and torsion bar. Fading into the shadows and tuning out the world around him, he focused on the task at hand.
You never knew what you were going to get with a lock. Any one of them might take ten seconds or three hours. Picking was never predictable. If it ended up too difficult, he knew he might have to use force.
This time, he got lucky. The lock popped after a minute. Skull put the tools away, and then snapped it shut again only on one side so that to a casual observer it might still appear secure. He looked inside and pulled out two suitcases and a duffle bag after a quick calculation. Closing the carrier again, he walked around the corner of the hotel where it was darkest and leaned the bags against the wall before returning to the car.
Now for the most dangerous part. Anything Skull had done up to that point he might explain away if caught, but there was no talking his way out of what he was about to do. After slipping on his hooded ghillie jacket and pants, he glanced around as casually as he could before climbing up into the carrier, pulling his own ruck and go-bag after him. He pushed the owner’s luggage closest to the opening. It and the ragged cloth strips might give him concealment if it were opened.
Then he pulled the lid shut.
Taking out his pistol, Skull attached a silencer and listened. Nothing. He’d been lucky so far, and hoped the owners wouldn’t check or open the carrier in the morning. If they did, he’d try to talk his way out of it as a vagabond with nowhere to sleep, and then flee.
If that didn’t work, there was always the gun.
 
***
 
Skull awoke to the station wagon’s engine starting. The light leaking in through the seams and the heat of the fiberglass above his head told him morning had come.
Good thing no one opened the carrier, he thought. I was sleeping hard. Would have been dead meat. Must have gotten soft around all those Hopi pacifists.
The car rolled forward and Skull tried to wedge himself in so that his body wouldn’t shift and attract attention. There was a great deal of starting and stopping. The air inside the tight carrier turned hot and stifling, but he forced himself to relax and even doze at times.
The vehicle stopped again. “Good morning, sir,” said a voice near Skull’s head. “Are you aware that you are about to leave the compliant United States and enter the noncompliant state of Texas?”
“I am,” said a man’s voice below Skull.
“Are you also aware that Texas is violating federal law by refusing to carry out the executive order regarding mandatory testing for bioterrorist pathogens?”
“I am,” answered the driver.
“Then please sign this release,” the soldier said. “It absolves the U.S. Government of any liability. I will also need to digitally photograph identification cards for every member in the vehicle, and get an index fingerprint on this scanner.”
“Why?” asked the driver.
“Presidential orders,” said the soldier. “You are entering territory without bioterrorist pathogen controls and may have to undergo additional testing before exiting the state of Texas.”
“If we ever exit,” said a woman’s voice.
“Barbara,” said the driver sharply, and then turned to the soldier. “She’s from Amarillo. We’re just going to visit family.”
“I understand, sir. If you refuse processing, you’ll have to turn around and go back. If you proceed, you are required to verbally acknowledge that you are taking your life and that of your family into your own hands. Do you understand the risks?”
“We understand them,” said the woman, “now can we please go? It’s damn hot out here and the kids are tired.”
“Sir?”
“I understand.”
“Please proceed to the next station. Thank you for your cooperation.”
Skull could really do nothing except pull his ghillie hood close around him and make sure his hands and feet were drawn back. A soldier taking a quick look inside the cartop carrier might miss him.
Well, he was committed now.
The car moved forward again, and then stopped. Skull heard a bored male voice ask a series of questions about what the family was transporting – no contraband, no drugs, no prohibited items, and so on.
Then Skull’s blood ran cold as the cartop lock rattled. “You know this is open?” said a voice.
“Oh, really? No, sir, I didn’t.”
Skull buried his face and waited. Light leaked through his eyelids and he felt fresh air, a sure sign the carrier’s clamshell top had been lifted. Then, the lid slammed and he heard the lock click shut. “There you go.”
Deliberately, Skull relaxed his hand and removed his finger from the trigger of the pistol.
The car started and moved forward at a quick pace, and then slowed before starting and stopping several more times. Finally, another voice spoke near Skull’s head. “What is your purpose for entering the state of Texas?”
“Do we really have to have a reason?” the woman asked.
“You do if you want to get in,” answered the man.
“She’s from Amarillo,” said the driver. “We’re just here to visit family.”
“You got any proof of that?” the man asked.
“Here’s my Texas driver’s license. Will that work?”
Silence for several moments. “Okay, please pull forward to the screening station and take directions from the officers there.”
The station wagon moved forward slowly before stopping again.
“Welcome to Texas. Are any of y’all currently infected with the Eden virus?” a gruff voice asked.
“I should think not,” answered the driver, clearly offended.
“Have you been in contact with anyone who might be infected?”
“No.”
“Have you been to a hospital or medical clinic in the last thirty days?”
“I had a pap smear about three weeks ago,” the woman said sarcastically. “I can give you the intimate details if you’d like.”
“That won’t be necessary,” the man answered. “Are you carrying any narcotics, weapons, or explosives?”
Skull heard a dog nearby, barking insistently.
“A pistol in the glove box,” answered the driver. “I have a New Mexico permit.”
“You’ll need to register that at the welcome center,” said the man. “Give them this form after you fill it out.”
The first dog’s barking was joined by that of one from the other side.
“Look at the doggies,” said a young female voice from the rear of the vehicle.
“Keep the window up, dear,” said the woman. “What is up with all the dogs anyway? They seem to be a little on the aggressive side.”
There was a pause. “They’re here to help with searches. Normally they only get agitated when there is a reason. What exactly is in your carrier?”
“Luggage,” the driver answered. “Clothes and stuff.”
“Can you please be a little more specific?”
“I got five thongs,” said the woman, “and three bras. I forget the exact number of tampons I have, but we can get them out and count them if you want. I might even have a douche kit up there too. You think the dogs are going crazy over those?”
“No, I do not,” said the man, sighing.
The dogs sounded as if they were having some sort of canine fit.
“Sir, I’m going to need you to – ” He was interrupted by yelling and a single gunshot to the rear of the carrier.
“Move forward,” the guard said hurriedly. “Proceed to the welcome center, now!” Then much fainter as they rolled forward, “Shut down lane three!”
The station wagon surged forward again, turned to the right, and then stopped. Skull heard doors open and close as the occupants departed the station wagon. Then came a long, hot wait. Skull pressed his face to the seam and used his fingers to pry open the fiberglass, giving himself some air.
After what seemed like hours, but in reality his Patek chronometer declared was only forty-one minutes, the family returned and got in the vehicle. This time they accelerated to cruising speed fairly quickly and remained there. Wind resistance forced enough air into the cracks of the carrier to give Skull welcome relief.
After several hours of highway driving, the vehicle decelerated before making several turns, and then stopping. Doors opened and closed.
“I’m going to take her inside,” the woman said. “She’s already crashed out.”
“No problem,” said the driver. “I’ll bring in the luggage.”
Skull stiffened, getting ready.
The driver jingled some keys before unlocking the lock.
Now or never.
Pushing the lid on the carrier up, Skull put the barrel of the silenced pistol on the tip of the surprised man’s nose. “You yell or run, you’re dead. Step back slowly and be cool, and you’ll stay alive. No trouble. I just needed a ride.”
The man retreated a few paces and looked around in the dimly lit suburban street as if searching for help.
“Don’t worry,” said Skull climbing down. “And don’t try to be a hero. Do as I say and you’ll be safe in bed with your family in five minutes.”
The man nodded.
Skull donned his rucksack and clipped on the smaller go-bag, looking at the rear of the station wagon. “Unlock that and give me one of the bikes.”
Shaking, the man started to search for his keys in his pockets.
“They’re already in your hand,” Skull said.
The man smiled, embarrassed, and then regained the look of fear as he unlocked the bikes and lifted one down.
Skull examined the man carefully. He still shook as if caught naked in a blizzard, and had his hands out in front of him to protect himself.
He’ll likely call the authorities before I can get to the end of the block, Skull thought.
“If you call the cops or report me,” Skull said slowly and distinctly, “I’ll swear on a stack of Bibles that I paid you money to smuggle me across the border in your carrier. Doesn’t matter if they believe me or not. They’ll either kick your family out of Texas or arrest you. Maybe both.”
“But I didn’t smuggle anything,” the man said looking near tears now.
Skull slapped him with his free hand, fast and hard across the face. The man stepped back a few paces, his hand to a red cheek beside his open mouth.
“Listen up,” said Skull with a soft voice. “Right now it’s easiest for me to ride off and leave you alone, but you’re making that real hard. Keep your mouth shut. I need to believe you can do that. If not, I’ll have to put a bullet in your head. I’m good either way, but don’t take all night deciding.”
The shaking citizen squeezed his eyes together as if trying to shut out the sight of the thin, bald man. “I won’t say a word.”
“Good choice,” said Skull, putting the pistol back in his belt and climbing up on the bike. “God bless Texas.”


Chapter 8

Skull made much better time on the mountain bike. He bought a detailed topographic map and traveled off the paved roads as much as possible, sleeping in culverts or ditches at night. A soldier told him that Oklahoma was giving people a very hard time about crossing the border from Texas, so he pushed to the south to exit Texas into Arkansas. Skull knew he needed to find a crossing unlikely to be guarded. Once in the Land of Opportunity he should be able to cross quickly toward his goal of the Maryland laboratory.
He eventually found a small game trail on private property that straddled the border. Crossing in the middle of a dark night, he heard dogs barking from the farmhouse in the distance. Soon he found a small road leading east and hopped on the mountain bike. By morning he made it across the border and the day after that reached the town of Prescott, Arkansas.
The place turned out to resemble one of those iconic Norman Rockwell scenes. There was a main street with barbershops, a drugstore with an ice cream parlor, and even a one-screen movie theater, although it was boarded up and the marquee declared the space was for rent. Skull didn’t see any army or additional security in town, and he was glad to spot a small diner. The smell of eggs and bacon convinced him he could use a hot meal.
Parking his bike out front, he tried to look as casual as possible as he walked into the diner. A dozen faces all turned to study him before going back to their breakfasts. Skull slid into an empty booth, pushing his rucksack and small bag into the seat across from him.
“What can I get for you, hon?” asked a middle-aged woman, chewing gum loudly and sporting about a dozen pens and pencils sticking out of her wild bird’s nest of auburn hair.
“I’ll take coffee and an orange juice for starters,” answered Skull with a smile, looking over the posted menu hanging high. “I’ll also take an omelet with everything, a side of bacon and some toast.”
“Hungry,” she said. “That’s how we like ’em. I’ll be right back with the coffee and juice.”
She walked away and Skull turned to watch the television in the corner. The sound was set down low, but by concentrating he could just make out what the reporter was saying. A shot of the Kremlin opened a segment showing a thick man with bushy eyebrows speaking. The reporter said that the Russian President had vowed to reconstitute the Soviet Union as a self-preservation measure and had already moved troops to the Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan borders. Meanwhile, it had already seized the Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova in bloodless coups. The European Union and NATO had condemned these acts, but with the U.S. focus almost entirely within its own borders, both organizations’ protests lacked credibility.
“Here you go,” said the waitress, sliding a cup of black coffee in front of him along with a glass of juice. “Cream and sugar are right there on the table,” she said helpfully. “Food should be out in just a bit.”
“Thanks,” answered Skull, pouring a couple of packets of creamer into his coffee. He saw two older men at the counter. Both had coffee cups in front of them, but were leaning in and talking in hushed tones. Skull shifted slightly forward as if in thought until he was able to make out their conversation.
“...came last night,” said a man with a green John Deere hat. “Took the whole family.”
“Were they sickos?” asked the man beside him sporting an Arkansas Razorbacks cap.
Skull looked around and realized he was the only male in the establishment not wearing a hat.
“Course they were sickos,” answered John Deere. “Why else would they come get them?”
“Where you think they took ’em?” asked Razorback.
“That camp due east off Route 24 near the county line. I hear they’ve been rounding up lots of ’em lately.”
“Lots?” asked Razorback nervously.
“Yes. The government needs to do something soon before we get overrun.”
“That’s why I’m voting for the Unionists,” said Razorback. “They’re the only ones what knows how to get serious with these sickos. Everyone else is worried about their rights. Well, what about my rights not to get infected?”
“Can you believe there were sickos right there next door to me?” John Deere asked, shaking his head. “Hell, they might have infected me if they hadn’t been taken away.”
Razorback moved over a seat. “Maybe you should go get checked out.”
“Here you go,” said the waitress, returning with several plates. “Can I get you anything else for now?”
“No, this looks great,” answered Skull, not lying at all. He hadn’t eaten well in some time.
She smiled and walked away with a bit of a sashay.
Skull plied his plates, shoveling good old-fashioned American breakfast food into his face until he was sated. When he looked up he saw that both men were gone. Over the rest of the breakfast, he continued to think.
 
***
 
The eastern part of the county appeared to be a giant kudzu forest dotted by occasional trailer homes or small farms cut through by narrow two-lane roads.
It wasn’t hard to find the camp the two men had been discussing. It was the only structure anywhere around with multiple large buildings and surrounded by several layers of chain link fence topped with no-kidding razor wire, the kind that used to be illegal for civilian use. Getting close enough to observe what was going on inside without being seen from one of the eight tall guard towers was going to be difficult.
Approximately a quarter of a mile to the east, Skull found a drainage pipe that fed into a small stream, large enough to walk in. The construction appeared fairly new and stretched back toward the camp. Skull hid his bike and rucksack in the thick kudzu, pulled out a flashlight and pistol, and began heading west down the drain.
Every one hundred yards Skull saw a ladder leading up to a covered mesh on the surface. Climbing up and looking around, he saw only trees and thick vegetation. He finally made it to a place where there was an iron grating in front of him on new hinges. The opposite side was secured by a thick padlock.
Skull had his lockpicking tools on him, but decided to climb the nearby ladder and see if he was close. At the top he was surprised to discover he was less than fifty yards from the edge of the fence line. He leaned back in the shadows, afraid someone might spot him. Then he drew himself forward again to study what lay before him.
Three large areas were separated by internal fence lines. The section on the left contained men, the one on the right women, with children in the middle. All appeared downcast and wore dirty grey uniforms with no shoes. Hundreds of gaunt figures shuffled around, trying to get out of each other’s way.
They’re starving them, Skull thought. Wouldn’t take much with an Eden; their metabolism burns so fast, especially if they are healing.
Skull saw guards in biohazard suits near one location by the central complex. Behind a window, he could see a room with a man in lab coat, a clipboard in his hand. The man gave the hazard-suited people a nod.
“Clear the food distribution areas,” blasted a voice over the loudspeaker. “There will be plenty of food for everyone soon. Clear the food distribution areas.”
The announcement had the opposite effect as the tightly packed wraiths crowded into one location. Skull believed he could hear their collective stomachs growling like the sound of distant thunder.
Three crane booms swung over each of the three areas simultaneously. Attached to the end of each was a grey, flaccid blob that was slowly lowered into each area.
Skull realized the blobs were naked corpses.
The Edens realized it at the same time and moved away, crying and yelling in frustration and horror. The children were not as quick to back up. The adults had to urge them not to touch the dead bodies no matter how hungry they were. Many of the Edens had fallen to the ground in despair and others simply stared skyward with vacant expressions.
The man with the clipboard was busily making notes on his clipboard.
And they call the Edens sickos, Skull thought, disgusted.
Skull’s hands hurt, and he realized he’d been gripping the rungs of the metal ladder tightly. Someone who didn’t know him would think it was a reaction to a desire for revenge. Actually, there was little of vengeance in his emotional state. In reality, his entire being cried out for annihilation, wiping those responsible from existence.
Simply put, his psyche begged permission to unleash the joy of the kill within him.
Not for revenge. Does a man take revenge upon rats?
No, this desire was for justice.
For balance.
For cleansing.
But the time was not yet. Too many security forces swarmed within the camp, armed guards with radios driving Humvees mounting heavy machineguns. As much as Skull’s body cried out for the orgasmic release of his bullets splitting heads like melons, he mastered it and moved on.
In a fugue, Skull made his way back to his hidden bike and pack. He splashed water from the stream on his face as if he could wash the filth off of him, but the images remained. Making his way back to the road, he headed east again, determined to kill the first deserving man he ran into.
Unfortunately, he found the road deserted.


Chapter 9

Sitting down at one of the few internet cafes still in business in Hampton, Arkansas, Skull logged on to an anonymizer service and used an established throwaway alias. He then proceeded to the message board Vinny had set up for their group to exchange messages.
Their group, not your group, Skull reminded himself. With Zeke dead, his link to Markis and the others grew more tenuous all the time.
Logging in, Skull saw brevity codes confirming that, in addition to the first group of family members making it safely to Buenos Aires, Argentina, Markis and his crew were now in Colombia. Safety signals indicated they were not under duress or being forced to allow others to use the site. They were secure for now. He allowed himself to feel a sense of relief.
Be careful, a voice said in Skull’s head. You can’t afford sentimentality. Don’t fool yourself into thinking most of them care about you. Spooky and Larry might, but not Markis. Not the rest. 
Spooky should be running the covert action ops now. He would likely be looking for Skull to make contact, to send them a sign that he was free and available.
He hesitated, thinking, and eventually departed the site without leaving a message.
Instead, Skull went to a few of the more prominent news sites. The Russians, in the guise of the new Soviet Union, had made good on their promise of empire. Forces were pushing south, re-annexing the oil-rich Central Asian “stans.”
China had also not stopped at seizing Taiwan, but just the past week annexed Mongolia and was pressuring Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos to accept its direct hegemony as new provinces of the Middle Kingdom. All three had refused, and were rapidly rearming in expectation of another war.
The North Koreans had pushed south across the DMZ under the pretext of a large outbreak of the Eden virus in the south. Ironically, truth had overwhelmed disinformation as the advance stalled due to mass infection of the North Korean Army. It now appeared that both sides had lost control of their forces and their governments were in disarray. Chaos reigned, but violence was surprisingly light. It appeared that getting food and dealing with the “virtue effect” were both armies’ top priorities.
Skull chuckled to himself at the confirmation of his desire to remain Plague-free. What use is a killer who can’t kill?
Most distressing, Pakistan and India had exchanged nuclear salvos with each other and both capitals were now smoking ruins. Iran had taken advantage of the situation and pushed its forces east to annex the western portions of both Pakistan and Afghanistan.
The world is going to shit, Skull thought, closing out of the news sites. He noticed the pimply-faced teenager running the internet cafe making a call while trying not to look at Skull.
Time to go, Skull realized, noticing the look of alarm on the boy’s face as he slipped out and around a corner. He made several twists and turns in the small town in order to get away from whomever the boy had called. Skull would have to double back to get his bike later, but that could wait for nightfall. Worst case, he would abandon it and get another.
Walking down a high-walled alley, Skull slipped behind a large dumpster near a barbecue restaurant. He crouched down and looked through the crack between the container and the wall to see if anyone was following him. Waiting five minutes, he finally relaxed, confident no one was tailing him directly.
Skull stood up, shouldering his bags and walking casually down the alley again, turning a corner.
Three policemen waited for him.
Waving absently as if lost, Skull turned around and ambled back the other way.
Four more policemen stood at the other end of the alley.
“Where you going, stranger?” said an exceptionally large man.
“Down this alley,” answered Skull. “It’s wide enough for both of us, although I hope you don’t mind me saying you could stand to drop a few pounds.”
A man behind Skull laughed.
The big man pulled out a telescoping metal asp and extended it to its full length with a practiced flick of his arm. “This indigent got a smart mouth.”
“Easy now, Wallace,” said an older officer in the middle. “We’re just talking here.”
“What exactly are we talking about?” asked Skull.
“Whatever the hell we want to talk about,” answered Wallace, his face red. He slapped the steel rod’s shaft into one meaty palm.
Skull shrugged. “Well, some say I’m a brilliant conversationalist. Would you like to discuss the Punic Wars? Impressionist art? Philosophy? I’m game for whatever, but it would help if you were a little more specific.”
“Let’s start with who you are and why you’re here,” said the older policeman, obviously in charge.
“Just a traveler, nothing more.”
“Put down your packs and turn out your pockets,” said Wallace.
“Is that really necessary?” asked Skull. “I mean I’ve g—“
Skull’s words were cut short as his body seized up, every muscle contracting. He fell to his face as electric current stunned him, and then ceased.
Policemen rushed forward, pressing their knees into Skull’s back while pulling taser darts from his skin. They yanked his hands roughly behind him, snapping on handcuffs before turning him over.
“What the hell was all that for?” asked Skull.
“That was for not obeying the sheriff’s office’s very polite and reasonable request,” said Wallace. “And this,” he lifted the asp, “is for calling me fat.” He struck Skull in the middle of the forehead with the heavy, blunt tip.
Skull felt blood running down his face as he fought not to lose consciousness.
He lost that fight.


Chapter 10

Skull slowly regained consciousness, but pretended to be asleep in order to assess his situation. He smelled antiseptic and sensed that he was strapped into a chair. It seemed unlike any jail cell he had ever heard of.
“Sonofabitch had a silenced pistol, for God’s sake,” said a voice to Skull’s front.
“Not to mention the sniper rifle, grenades, and a full-auto submachine gun,” said another. “Those are federal offenses, at least twenty years.”
“And we don’t know who the hell he is,” continued a voice that sounded like Wallace. “He has three full sets of identification.”
“I bet none of them are real,” said the older man, the one in charge. “His prints aren’t in the system, though, so he doesn’t have a criminal record.”
“That don’t mean he’s not a killer,” said Wallace. “We should call the state police. This is a slam dunk case.”
There was silence for a few moments and Skull imagined everyone looking at the sheriff. The older man finally spoke. “The troopers are busy, and besides, we can run our own house. Other than false identification and illegal weapons, what else do we have?”
“Lots of technical gear,” said one of the earlier voices. “Lockpicks.”
“And he’s not a sicko. Doc called a few minutes ago and confirmed he’s clean.”
“I think he’s playing possum, boss,” said Wallace.
A hand slapped Skull’s face, not gently. He looked up at the older man. The movement made his head hurt like hell.
“There he is,” said the sheriff. “Nice of you to finally wake up.”
“Fuck you,” croaked Skull.
Wallace punched him in the stomach.
“Come on now,” the sheriff said to him with a smile. “That’s not how civilized people talk to each other. I’ll chalk that up to a possible concussion. You fell and bumped your head pretty hard, don’t you know.”
“What do you want from me?” Skull asked.
“Some answers, to begin with. First of all, what is your name and what are you doing here?”
“I’m Jonathan Winslow from Boise, Idaho,” Skull said, pulling up one of his throwaway aliases.
“What’s with all the guns and false IDs?” the sheriff asked.
“I do contract work,” Skull answered. “Sometimes for the government, sometimes privately. Discreet sort of work, if you know what I mean.”
“Wet work?” asked Wallace.
“Sometimes.”
“He’s some kind of goddamn mercenary,” said one of the other policemen.
“We in the biz prefer the term security specialist.”
“That doesn’t explain what you’re doing here,” said the sheriff.
Skull thought for a moment. If they were going to turn him over to the feds, they would have done it already, or at least notified their higher-ups. Instead, they hadn’t. Skull thought maybe they wanted something from him. How he answered in the next few minutes would likely determine his fate.
Skull sighed heavily and looked away.
“Tell us, asshole,” said Wallace, “or I’ll crack your skull again, I swear to God.”
“All right,” said Skull heavily. “I was working for a group that was trying to find and eliminate Edens. Everything was fine at first. We’d gather them up and get rid of them.”
“Get rid of them?” asked one of the younger cops.
Skull and the others stared at the kid patiently. He blushed and cast his eyes down.
“Anyway,” continued Skull. “Unbeknownst to me, our team leader got infected. One of the sickos bit him or something, but he hid it really well. Then he started infecting the rest of the team secretly. By the time I learned what was going on, only me and one other guy were still normal. There was a firefight and I ran. I’m afraid they’re still on my trail.”
“Why do they care if you run?” asked one of the policemen.
“Because I could hurt the company’s reputation if I tell people they’ve been infiltrated by sickos. It’s all about protecting the profit. There are hundreds of millions of dollars at stake. They aren’t going to let me get in the way of that.”
“Maybe these guys would pay to get Mister Winslow from Idaho back,” said Wallace.
“Sure they would,” said Skull, “right before they killed all of you to cover their tracks. I know. I’ve had to clean up messes like this before. These guys are pros.”
“Caught you easy enough, didn’t we?” Wallace sneered.
“With surprise and overwhelming numbers? Sure. But if you cross them, these guys will come at you when you least expect it. They’ll take you down by surprise and with overwhelming numbers.”
The sheriff looked at Skull speculatively. “So, let me get this right. You’re a man with lots of military expertise who is used to obeying morally ambiguous orders. You also don’t seem to have any trouble carrying out those orders or giving your loyalty to whomever you work for?”
“Hey, don’t hate the player,” said Skull. “Hate the game.”
“Oh, I don’t hate either,” answered the Sheriff.
“I do have my moral limits,” Skull admitted. “They’re pretty flexible, though. Kind of like Wallace here. I can see why you keep him around.”
The sheriff held up a hand to keep Wallace from thumping Skull again. “I’m just thinking we might have us an opportunity.”
“What do you mean?” asked Skull and Wallace at the same time.
“Well,” said the Sheriff, “we’ve been given a green light by the state to hire more deputies for anti-sicko ops. Even said they would kick in some extra funding. We need men who know what they’re doing.”
“But we don’t even know this guy,” protested Wallace. “He ain’t from aroun’ here.”
“I know,” said the Sheriff, “and that’s part of his appeal. Things are likely to get real hairy aroun’ here soon. I need someone who can do the dirty work you boys might not be willing to.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” blustered one of the men.
“Really? What about when I tell you to go arrest your father-in-law because his grey hair is turning black? How will that go over with your wife when we send her dad to a camp?”
The deputy paled, saying nothing.
“We don’t need this guy,” repeated Wallace.
“Correction,” said the sheriff, “we may not need him. Then again, we might. We just don’t know. Best to have him and not need him than need him and not have him.”
“Very wise,” said Skull. “See, told you I could talk philosophy.”
“Shut the hell up, scumbag,” Wallace said to Skull before turning back to the Sheriff. “Boss, this is a mistake. We can put this loser away for a long, long time. That makes us look good on so many levels.”
“Well, except when I tell them about you guys,” said Skull, “and cut a deal with the feds to testify against you. I’ll even throw in all sorts of interesting stuff I witnessed about corruption and taking bribes and such.”
“Wrong call,” said Wallace. “You just earned yourself a bullet in the head there, buddy.” He turned to the Sheriff. “Let me take care of him. You don’t even have to say the word. Just go get a cup of coffee.”
“No,” said the Sheriff with a smile. “I think I’m going to go a different way. Keep you boys on your toes. Mister Winslow, if that even is your name, how do you feel about becoming a deputy sheriff for Calhoun County?”
“Depends,” said Skull. “Got a union? How are the pay and benefits?”
“Fantastic, actually,” said the Sheriff. “Food, lodging, a decent wage, and the avoidance of excruciating torture and slow death with Wallace, here.”
“Sign me up,” said Skull, smiling at Wallace.
“This isn’t over,” Wallace snarled at Skull. “When shit goes south, I’ll be the one who puts you down, mark my words.”
“Wrong call,” Skull echoed the other man, as his smile got wider and his eyes went dead. Wallace paled, but didn’t blanch.
“Let’s just call this a trial basis sort of thing. See how it works out,” said the sheriff.
Skull shrugged. “Makes no difference to me, boss. Just tell me what you want and consider it done.”
“See there, boys?” said the Sheriff looking around. “That’s the sort of can-do attitude I’ve been looking for.” He pulled a knife from his belt, cutting the duct tape securing Skull to the chair.
Skull stood and pulled the bits of tape off. “So which one of you lucky rednecks gets to be my partner.”
“Wallace here will do the honors,” said the Sheriff.
The big man stared at the Sheriff, disbelieving. “The hell I will.”
“Wallace,” said Skull with relish, “I’m not sure you understand how the employee-employer relationship works.”
“Come on, boss,” Wallace pleaded.
“It’s gonna be great,” said Skull. “Do I get a badge?”
“Let’s take it one step at a time,” said the Sheriff.
“Fine by me,” answered Skull. “Here, let me start with the asp.” He snagged one, lightning-quick, from the belt of a deputy and flicked it open.
“We’re going to get along great, partner,” said Skull before cracking Wallace across the forehead with the asp. The big man crashed to the ground, bleeding and moaning. He handed the high-tech baton back to the stunned owner. “Now, where’s my stuff?”


Chapter 11

A week later, Wallace and Skull were heading back to the sheriff’s office after a quick liaison meeting with the State Police headquarters in Little Rock. Skull now wore a deputy sheriff’s uniform, his Glock in a standard holster on his hip. Sometimes he mixed it up and carried one of the handguns from the two cops he had killed in Arizona, though he’d long since filed the serial numbers off. This just seemed to add to his mystique in the eyes of the regular deputies.
“I told you to keep your mouth shut and let me do the talking,” said Wallace, fuming.
Skull ignored him.
“When we get back to the station you will clean this car inside and out,” Wallace said. “Then you will clean my locker, then you’ll come see me to find out if there is anything else I need doing. You got that, you skinny turd?”
“You really sure you want to go this way?” asked Skull.
“Yeah, I am,” answered Wallace. “It’s the way where you do whatever I tell you and keep out of my way.”
“You live at 29 North Lee Street, right?” asked Skull.
“What?”
“And you have a pretty blond wife named Ellen and two young adorable daughters,” said Skull. “Their names are Julie and Jane, am I right?”
“You don’t talk about my family,” said Wallace, his face clouding with anger.
“Let me paint you a picture,” said Skull conversationally. “One of these days, on just a day like any other, the sheriff will send you out on a job. Any job, doesn’t matter. I’ll tell everyone I’m feeling sick, might even have a burrito from Mexican Sam’s down the street so that it’s believable.” He chuckled. “Then I’ll leave work and go to your house. I’ll make sure it’s during school so no one is home but your wife.”
“Shut the fuck up.”
“Then I’ll tie her up and rape her until I just can’t go anymore,” said Skull with a dreamy, far-off expression. “Then I’ll cut her throat. Or maybe not. Maybe I’ll just leave her pregnant, pining for my touch.”
Of course, he’d never do such a thing. Far too messy. In reality, if he had to, he’d just put one round in Ellen’s head and be done with it.
No one could say Skull lacked kindness.
“I’m going to fucking kill you,” Wallace growled.
“Then when your girls get home, I’ll go show them their mother.”
“Don’t you touch them, you asshole.”
Skull laughed. “Oh come on now. I’m not an animal. I’d never rape a little girl. What kind of sick bastard do you think I am? No, I’ll just stick a knife through each of their eyes and into their brains. I can’t decide if I’ll start with the older or younger.”
Wallace stepped on the brake and tried to pull his pistol.
Reaching over, Skull forced the man’s hand down so Wallace couldn’t draw the weapon as the cruiser pulled to a stop in the middle of the road. He grasped the heavier man’s other hand and locked it painfully against the steering wheel.
“I can do all of this if I choose and there wouldn’t be a thing you could do to stop me,” said Skull with a smile. “I really don’t want to do these…terrible things, but I can.”
“Oh, you sick bastard,” said Wallace trying unsuccessfully to struggle out of Skull’s grasp.
“So, you have to ask yourself one question.”
“What question?”
Skull whispered in the man’s ear. “Is this really the sort of man I want to fuck with?” He then kissed Wallace gently on the cheek and released him, sitting back in his seat.
Wallace stared at him incredulously, frozen and shaking.
“Hey, isn’t it Wednesday?” asked Skull. “I think Daryl’s has half price wings and pitchers of beer on Wednesdays. Why don’t we go by there after work, partner?”
The big man began driving again and didn’t say another word as he stared straight ahead.
When they arrived at the station, Wallace walked right into the sheriff’s office and slammed the door. His bellows and hollering could be heard throughout the adjoining offices. Skull sat down in Wallace’s chair behind the big man’s desk while he threw a slim dagger up in the air and caught it by the tip again and again. He wasn’t really as good with a knife as he was with a rifle, but he’d found that blades made a greater impression somehow.
The other policemen in the office shifted their gazes uncomfortably between Skull and the Sheriff’s office. Finally the door flew open and Wallace stormed out. Spotting Skull sitting at his desk, he strode over to stand over the thin man.
“Get out of my chair, you piece of filth.”
Skull picked up the family photo on Wallace’s desk and tapped the glass with the tip of his dagger. “Your wife really is beautiful. I’m surprised you can stand to leave her alone every day.”
Wallace began to shake as if there were an earthquake at the station, one that only he could feel. Red-faced, he stormed away.
“You,” yelled the Sheriff, pointing at Skull. “Get in here.”
Skull got up and walked into the office, closing the door behind him.
“Did you really tell Wallace that you would rape and kill his family?”
“Of course not.”
The Sheriff sighed and leaned back.
“I told him I would rape and possibly kill his wife. I only threatened to murder his two girls.”
The Sheriff looked at him with wide eyes before asking. “Would you really do that?”
“Hmm. It depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether you told me to or not.”
A smile grew and spread across the Sheriff’s face. “So, you’re just screwing with Wallace?”
“No more than he’s screwing with me,” explained Skull, “but you don’t see me coming in here to spill my whiny tears on your nice clean desk. Maybe he shouldn’t bring every little interpersonal problem to you, boss. You’re a busy man with a lot going on.”
“He is my nephew, he ain’t that bad.”
Skull shrugged. “But I am.” He sighed theatrically. “Why can’t we all just get along?”
The Sheriff released a more genuine sigh, putting his hand to his head. “I need to know you’re not going to go off the rails on me.”
I got you right where I want you, you stupid shit, thought Skull. None of the other deputies had the guts for the sheriff’s little jobs, and he knew it. Still, seeming reasonable and giving the man the illusion of control was imperative.
Skull leaned forward on the desk with a friendly smile. “Boss, you don’t have to worry about me. Our initial meeting was a little unorthodox, but you’ve given me nothing but a fair shake since then and I appreciate it. I don’t expect to spend the rest of my life here, but it’s better than anything else I got going on for now. When it’s time for me to go, I’ll come to you like a man and discuss it. I don’t plan on burning any bridges, regardless.”
The Sheriff relaxed. “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear. Now, I’ve got another one of those special jobs I need you to handle.”
Skull listened.
 
***
 
The train cars were backed into the old rail yard. On either side of the lines Skull saw fenced-in areas with giant Army tents, which housed hundreds of people on cots.
Skull walked up to a National Guard soldier at the rail yard entrance. “I need to see Captain Boltz. I’m on official business from Sheriff Cox.”
“Hang on just a second,” the soldier said while he made a call that lasted several seconds. Hanging up, he opened the gate with a key at his belt. “Go on in. It’s the third building on the left.”
Skull made his way down the corridor between the fenced-in yards. The captive eyes that peered at him from across the wire seemed more curious than desperate. This may be an Eden detention camp, but it’s not as sadistic as the other, he thought. Then again, the average German citizen in 1944 looking at Jews being loaded into boxcars had no inkling of what awaited them at the other end.
Skull could see men and women climbing up onto flatbed train cars. Soldiers helped them up, and then handed them their belongings. He stopped a passing uniform. “Where’s that train going?”
The soldiers hesitated, looking at Skull’s uniform and badge before answering. “Maryland. Supposed to be a medical research laboratory there. Trying to find a cure.”
Maryland, Skull thought as the soldier walked away from him. Viruses are hellishly hard to cure. These folks are going to be dissected and experimented on, and none are volunteers. 
He made his way to the designated third building and, after talking to another soldier, was escorted to the office of Captain Boltz.
“Yes, can I help you, Deputy?” the man asked.
“Indeed,” replied Skull. “I’ve been sent by Sheriff Cox. He regrets to inform you that there has been a false positive test.” he pulled out a piece of paperwork with lab results. “It’s rare, but does happen. At least we discovered it now.”
“Joshua McReynolds,” the captain said. “Are you sure? According to his records, this guy is over sixty, but looks no older than I do.”
“No doubt about it,” said Skull. “Must be something else. A clerical error. He’s only thirty-five. Good genes.”
“I don’t know about this,” said the captain, rubbing his head.
“Doesn’t make any difference to me,” said Skull. “Just wanted to save you some headache. The standing orders are very specific, from my understanding: send only those with a positive XHV result. When a non-infected one arrives there will be questions. If he’s clean, his rights are being violated. Maybe you could count on him getting infected en route, maybe not. Personally, I wouldn’t risk it. It’s not like there’s a quota or anything, right? And how would you feel if it was you?”
The captain pondered before making up his mind as Skull had hoped. He walked to the door and yelled out, “Sergeant Simmons.”
A fireplug of a man appeared in front of him as if from thin air.
“Take the deputy here to get Joshua McReynolds. Release him into this man’s custody.”
“Sir?”
“Is there a problem, Sergeant?” Boltz asked.
“No sir, it’s just...unusual.”
“Unusual?” Boltz asked. “You mean there something we’re doing out here that is usual? If so, I would really like to know.”
Simmons snapped to attention. “Roger that, sir. No worries.”
“Just make sure you get a signature on the release.”
“Thank you, Captain,” said Skull, shaking the officer’s hand. “This is tough duty you got out here.”
“It’s a God-forsaken duty,” said the man with sad eyes. “People don’t ask to get sick, most of them.”
Skull nodded and followed the sergeant out of the building and through another guarded checkpoint into a fenced-off area.
“I can’t help but notice no one is in biohazard suits,” said Skull to Simmons.
Skull’s question seemed to loosen the man’s tongue. Despite his straight-arrow manner, or perhaps because of it, he spoke quickly and clearly, keeping his eyes to the front. “The CDC has confirmed that XHV is only spread through transfer of bodily fluid. Everything out there about the virus being airborne or getting it from shaking an infectee’s hand is misinformation. You know, like HIV was when they first discovered it. They’ve also confirmed that most animals are unaffected. Close primates like chimps can be carriers, but not dogs and cats and horses. Or rats. This is a human virus. The government is trying to get word out because testing centers are still overwhelmed by people bringing in pets and farm animals.”
“They’re unaffected until the virus mutates, you mean.”
Simmons stopped in his tracks at these words and turned to Skull. “Let’s hope to God that if this damn thing mutates we get some warning from CDC.”
“Just between the two of us,” Skull said, “why is everyone so scared of this thing? From what I’ve seen it doesn’t appear so bad.”
The stocky man laughed. “That’s the problem. All the benefits are visible and the downsides invisible. That’s one of the reasons it’s so dangerous.”
“Seriously?” Skull asked feigning ignorance. “What’s wrong with growing young again?”
“Haven’t you been listening to the reports? Migraines, nightmares, early senility, and over time, brain damage and mental deterioration. Edens become like little children. Can’t even wipe their own asses. Hell, I even read a report yesterday the Plague causes erectile dysfunction and infertility.”
“No way!” said Skull with a look of horror on his face.
“Yes,” deadpanned the sergeant. “I can deal with all the other shit, but if I can’t get it up, all my girlfriends would leave me.”
Skull wasn’t sure if the man was being serious or not. “Now I’m really freaked out.”
Simmons nodded knowingly and consulted a hanging clipboard before calling out loudly, “Joshua McReynolds. You here?”
“He’s over there,” said a small, skinny boy. “We’re hungry, sir.”
Simmons ignored the kid as he and Skull began walking, still outside the fence, to the back of the tent where about two dozen men were clustered sleeping, talking, or playing cards.
“Mister McReynolds,” Simmons called again.
A man with dark hair and lean, fit build sat up from a cot and looked at them. Thin like all of the prisoners, with sunken cheeks, he didn’t seem as malnourished as those Skull had seen at the earlier detention camp. All conversation nearby had ceased. “Right here,” McReynolds said.
“Come with me please, sir,” said Skull, waving him over to the gate.
The man hesitated, looking at the other men before swinging his legs to the floor and standing. “Am I under arrest, deputy?” he asked.
“Looks like you’re already under arrest, sir. This is just a transfer of custody.”
“Words, then,” the man retorted. “Leave me alone.”
“You sound like a man with a guilty conscience,” said Skull.
“You’re not wrong,” answered McReynolds.
Skull stared hard at the man. “Just come with me, sir. Things will be explained soon enough.”
The prisoner shrugged and met Skull at the gate. From there, they marched to the front exit of the rail yard under the curious eyes of hundreds of captives. There, Sergeant Simmons had Skull sign a release form, which he did without bothering to read. It wasn’t his real name anyway. What did a scribble on a piece of paper matter?
“Best of luck to you, Deputy,” said Simmons as they walked out.
McReynolds remained quiet until they got into the police cruiser. “Okay now, Deputy Winslow. What’s this about?”
After starting the car and easing it out of the parking lot onto the road, Skull replied, “I’m here on behalf of your son-in-law, Sheriff Cox. You’re no longer recorded as an Eden carrier. At least, not in any records around here. You’ve been cleared and released.”
The man looked at Skull in surprise before finally speaking. “And to think I told my daughter her husband was good for nothing, even if he was the sheriff.”
“Here,” said Skull pulling a bag from the rear of the vehicle and putting it in the man’s lap. It contained protein shakes and energy bars.
McReynolds started guzzling down the shakes like a teenager chugging beers on spring break.
“Easy there,” said Skull putting a hand on his arm. “Too much too fast and you’ll shock your system.”
“So you know I’m an Eden?”
“How old are you, sir?”
The man smiled shyly. “I’m sixty-eight next week.”
“There you go then,” answered Skull. “You look like a freaking male underwear model.”
McReynolds chuckled, and then his visage turned serious. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t go home. My neighbors will know right off.”
“Head southwest,” Skull answered. “Try to get into Texas. They’re allowing Edens in and aren’t persecuting them.”
“Texas,” the man answered. “This is my home. I grew up here. All my family is here. I hate Texas.”
“Well, I suggest you keep that opinion to yourself once in the Lone Star State,” said Skull. “From my experience, if you made a statement like that, even before the current apocalypse, it would have earned you a serious ass-beating by some proud native sons.”
“But Texas?” asked the man. “Can’t I just hide out in my cellar for a few weeks until this blows over?”
Skull stared hard at the man. “Tell me, are you stupid? Or just in denial?”
“I don’t reckon I appreciate bein’ talked to like that.”
“How about if I throw you back in the camp there?” Skull asked. “That train is headed to a research facility where they are going to dissect Eden carriers. Do you like the idea of that?”
“Not particularly,” McReynolds answered, looking away.
“This isn’t blowing over. Not for years, if ever. You'd better do as I say,” said Skull. “You can either stay here and die, or go to Texas and live.”
McReynolds’ chin rested on his chest for several moments before looking back. “Okay. Doesn’t seem like I got much choice.”
“Glad to see you’re not stupid after all,” Skull said pulling a rucksack from behind the seat and setting it in the man’s lap on top of the first bag. “Go through everything in this pack and get familiar with it.”
“What’s in it?”
Skull sighed in exasperation. “Didn’t I just tell you to go through it? It’s got everything you’ll need to survive. I know because I packed it myself. If there’s anything in there you don’t recognize or don’t know how it works, tell me. I’ll explain it while we’re driving.”
“You’re driving me to Texas?”
“Not all the way,” Skull answered, “but I’ll get you started. It’s important you show up looking a little worn, otherwise they might not believe your story.”
“What story?”
“Buckle up,” Skull said. “I’ll tell you everything as we drive.”
McReynolds cracked open another protein shake and chugged it as they rolled southwest toward his freedom.
Where’s my freedom? Skull wondered idly. Where does this all end?


Chapter 12

Skull walked into the sheriff’s station the next morning to find most of the deputies and staff gathered around the wall-mounted widescreen. Skull thought it odd that neither the Sheriff nor Wallace were in attendance. He looked over at the Sheriff’s office and saw the door closed, which usually happened only when he was having a private meeting.
“What’s going on?” Skull asked no one in particular.
The young secretary, Shirley, who had been trying to flirt with Skull on and off, rushed over and grabbed him by the arm. “You haven’t heard the news?”
“What news? We’ve all been given raises?”
“Not likely,” answered another deputy without looking at them.
Shirley looked confused and shook her head. “No, not a raise, at least not that I know of. It’s about Texas. They’ve really crossed the line this time. There’ll be hell to pay soon.”
“It’s coming on,” said someone. “Quiet.”
The screen showed a dignified, middle-aged man with a strong jaw. Underneath his picture the national news network’s caption read, “Texas Governor Bret Tucker Addresses State Legislature.”
“Good morning my fellow citizens of the Republic of Texas and of the United States.” Tucker made it sound as if those were two different categories. “As you know, several months ago the President of the United States issued an executive order implementing martial law. Part of these measures included mandatory testing for the so-called Eden Plague, or XHV. There were immediately hundreds of lawsuits brought before Texas courts, and several were referred to the United States Supreme Court, but that august body has remained mute since this crisis began, failing to fulfill its constitutionally mandated role to exercise checks and balances upon the overwhelming power of the Executive Branch.”
The governor paused and looked at the camera. “The Republic of Texas made the decision to suspend mandatory testing until a proper legal decision was rendered by the Supreme Court. This decision was not made to defy the President or the federal government, but simply to protect the citizens of this great state, where all are innocent until proven guilty of crimes beyond a reasonable doubt by juries of their peers.”
Tucker rustled his papers and went on. “In the absence of a U.S. Supreme Court ruling, this matter was referred to the Republic of Texas Supreme Court and I pledged to abide by their ruling, enforced by the full powers of my office. Last night that esteemed group of fellow Texans returned a unanimous ruling.”
Clearing his throat, the governor lowered his reading glasses to the end of his nose and peered through them. “The nine men and women of our highest court ruled that mandatory medical testing is, in effect, an unlawful search and therefore unconstitutional under the Fourth Amendment to the Constitution of the Unites States, guaranteeing all Americans’ right to privacy and security of their residences, papers and persons. Furthermore, they have ruled that mandatory testing sets a dangerous precedent for infringing upon those selfsame rights. You may all read the full verdict posted on the state capital website, but as of this moment, no person within the borders of Texas will be required to undergo testing for XHV. Free testing will remain available, but on a voluntary basis only.”
The caption under the governor now read, “Governor Endangering Texans With Refusal to Fight Eden Plague.”
“Furthermore,” continued the Governor, “I have seen no evidence that individuals infected with XHV pose any threat to those around them, as long as they do not deliberately infect anyone else against their will. Such actions, if any, will be prosecuted just as intentionally infecting another person with any disease would be, under current felony statutes. According the Surgeon General of Texas, this virus poses no more threat to society than any other, and I for one have seen no evidence of long-term health issues regarding Eden carriers.”
He’s infected, Skull realized suddenly, seeing the vitality emanating from the man. Recently, as he doesn’t look twenty-five yet, but still…
“I now speak to all citizens of the United States. I urge you not to persecute those infected with this virus. At best, they are harmless and no threat to you, and at worst, victims that deserve your support and compassion. We start down a terrible path when we fail to recognize the humanity in others. What we are beginning to see is called eliminationism. You can seek out numerous examples of this phenomenon. Places like the Ukraine, Albania, the Balkans, Congo and Rwanda or Cambodia or El Salvador. The list stretches onward. Eliminationism is the first step toward genocide. Genocide is the most extreme expression of tribalism and fear, and I had hoped we were moving beyond that scourge. Please recognize that those infected with the Eden virus are not inhuman or perverted or evil. They are your friends and your neighbors. They are us.”
Skull wondered if Markis and his friends were watching this broadcast and if so what they would do.
Tucker appeared nervous now and opened another folder before going on. “Over one hundred and fifty years ago, Texas gained its independence from Mexico and became a sovereign nation called the Lone Star Republic and remained so for the next ten years. At the end of that ten years the Lone Star Republic asked to be admitted to the United States, which agreed to make it a state. Texas placed a caveat into the agreement that no other state has enjoyed before or since, which is that Texas might remove itself from the Union at any time.
“The Texas State Legislature, at 09:37 a.m. this morning, passed a bill to place this matter before the citizens of Texas in the fall elections. A popular referendum will determine whether Texas remains a part of the United States, or again legally becomes the Lone Star Republic. If the decision is to leave the United States, I will serve as the interim president until elections can be held in the spring.”
The caption below the governor now read, “Texas Rebels! Governor Declares Himself Dictator.”
“Neither I nor the state legislature take this matter lightly, and we trust in the collective wisdom and ultimate sovereignty of the people of Texas. I pledge that I will carry out that decision, whatever it may be, with all my authority and power.”
Tucker looked straight into the camera again. “To our fellow Americans outside of our fair state, we wish you to understand that you all bear a special and unique place in our hearts. If we go our own way, we hope it can be as friends. If not, we remain loyal citizens despite our disagreements. To the President of the United States and the various branches and agencies of the federal government, we ask that you give us time and space to go through this process. We intend to be as transparent as possible and welcome open dialogue on all sides. Until this matter is resolved one way or the other, the borders of Texas will remain under strict state control, for security purposes.”
The caption now read - Civil War On Its Way! Texas Secedes from the U.S. Other States to Follow?
“As Thomas Paine said,” continued the governor, “These are the times that try men’s souls. Let our souls be tried and made stronger. Let the bond and spirit of brotherhood that has sustained this union for over two centuries infuse us all. It is not as enemies that we take this step, but as friends. Let us remain so. Thank you all. May God bless the great state of Texas, and may God bless the United States of America.”
Governor Tucker stepped off the podium to a standing and enthusiastic ovation from the Texas legislature. The feed immediately cut to a national broadcaster, who began lambasting the governor and Texas in general as irresponsible and dangerous.
The sheriff’s office break room broke into an uproar, with raised voices, argument and confusion. Skull fixed himself a cup of coffee, sat against the wall and enjoyed the show. If a roomful of educated adults couldn’t make up their own minds about the situation, he wasn’t going to be able to help them do it. Besides, most still considered him an outsider.
After about a quarter of an hour, Sheriff Cox’s office door opened and Wallace and the sheriff emerged with strained faces. Cox carried a sheet of paper in his hand. Wallace looked in Skull’s direction, and then away.
“Listen up everyone,” yelled the sheriff. Slowly, the noise died down and those in the room turned to look at their boss.
“Turn that TV off,” Wallace barked, and someone quickly complied.
Cox cleared his throat several times before finally speaking. “I have a directive in my hand from the state capital that I received several minutes ago. It states that posse comitatus has been suspended by the President until further notice. Also, all state and local law enforcement agencies are now subordinate to the authority of federal agencies, to include the military.”
“What about the National Guard?” someone asked.
“Them too,” answered Wallace. “They got federalized by the President.”
“Seems like a really quick response to what Texas did,” said one of the deputies.
“It was already prepared,” said Skull startling a few people. “They knew this was coming.”
“Regardless,” continued the Sheriff, “we will continue to do our jobs. If there are any conflicts or issues you can’t figure out, refer them to me. Now back to work.”
The crowd slowly dispersed and went about their jobs in a daze.
Two hours later the President of the United States made an address and the office was again gathered around the television.
A grey-haired and tired-looking man addressed the nation from the Oval Office. “My fellow Americans, I am sure you have seen or heard of the actions taken by a few men in the state of Texas. I feel confident that those actions do not represent the wishes or desires of the vast majority of loyal Americans there. To those, I say that I am still your President and you are still citizens of the United States, with your ultimate loyalty to our Constitution, not misguided local authorities. To those members of the Texas state legislature and governor, I urge you to immediately resign your positions. Your actions are reckless, irresponsible and endanger those you are supposed to be representing. XHV, commonly known as the Eden Plague, is real and it is dangerous. It is a powerful pathogen engineered by bioterrorists for the sole purpose of attacking America and destroying our way of life. As your President, I do not take any of these measures to contain the spread of the virus lightly. It is a global pandemic that now threatens all of humanity. All scientific evidence supports this, and to assert otherwise is simply ridiculous.”
The president’s face grew red, a vein throbbing in his forehead. “The current governor of the state of Texas has asked us to provide him time and space to go through this process. I can only pledge that we will take whatever measures are in the best interests of this great nation, its people, and each of the States, to include Texas. If there is a vote, we hope wisdom prevails and this unlawful bill is struck down.”
His hands remained clasped tightly together in front of him. “If somehow those irresponsible and power-hungry politicians manipulate the ballot process or pervert the minds of the people, rest assured, the United States will never allow the state of Texas to secede. In the footsteps of our greatest President, Abraham Lincoln, who responded to Texas’ and other states rebellion with the force of righteousness, we will use any and all means necessary to maintain the integrity of our nation. No other options will be considered.
“All national military bases and federal offices within Texas will continue to operate as normal, but will allow no incursion by state authorities. Until further notice, all direct federal funding is cut off from the state of Texas, as it could be misused by these irresponsible agitators. Additionally, all legal verdicts handed down by courts within Texas from this moment onward will be considered suspect and may be nullified at any time.
“Any and all citizens of Texas are welcome to leave the state and will find sanctuary outside its borders. To the great people of Texas, I urge you to think clearly during this time of crisis. The United States is not the enemy. The federal government is not the enemy. I am not your enemy.
“The enemy is your own leadership. They are needlessly endangering you and your children. Remember who you are, what this is about and where your true loyalties reside. Good night and God bless the United States of America.”
This time, the room remained silent for nearly half a minute.
“Does that mean there’s gonna be a war?” asked Shirley.
“No,” Skull said. “It means we’re already at war.”
And I'm on the wrong side, he thought.


Chapter 13

Military convoys began flowing through Hampton within a few days. They secured food, supplies and fuel using requisition forms promising full compensation at some point in the future. Any who resisted giving over their goods were arrested and placed in the county jail, if they were lucky. Many were simply clubbed down and left on the ground by impatient soldiers.
The town and the sheriff’s office grumbled, national patriotism melting away when it came into conflict with local sentiment and personal sacrifice.
Skull found it all darkly amusing. What did you all think was going to happen? It would be different if you were in Vermont, but you’re near the epicenter of the conflict. None of you will come out of this unscathed. With any luck you’ll emerge a little wiser.
Calhoun County received its first official Union Party Advisor that week. He was a rat-faced man with shifty eyes, a haughty demeanor and a Boston accent that clashed with the common people’s Arkansas drawl.
Sheriff Cox shifted nervously from foot to foot when the man entered the station. Skull nearly ran into them as he was exiting the break room. He’d never seen the sheriff so off-balance.
“Mister Evans,” said the sheriff, “this is one of my men, Deputy Sheriff Jonathan Winslow.”
Evans looked at Skull, and then back at the Sheriff. “Sheriff Cox. It is not necessary that I personally meet all your subordinates. It is sufficient that I interact exclusively with you and the County Executive. It is through you two that I will make my requests and pass along directives from the Party in Washington. As a courtesy, I will require you run all major decisions through me.”
Cox nodded, abashed and mumbled an apology.
“You can get me a cup of coffee, Deputy,” Evans said looking at Skull again.
“No problem,” Skull answered with a smile. “Would you like that with cream, fuck you, or both?”
A deafening silence descended on the room.
“Whom did you say this one was?” Evans asked pulling out a small notebook and an elegant fountain pen.
“Deputy Sheriff Jonathan Winslow,” the Sheriff answered, giving Skull a frozen look.
“What, you going to write me some sort of love letter?” Skull asked. “You can state your true emotions for me here in front of everyone. Gay marriage is legal in the state, though it’s still not all that popular. Don’t mean I’ll favor you, though. I’m picky. My type is more…tall and willowy, I think.”
The man stared up at Skull, quivering with rage. “Mister Winslow, I’m afraid you don’t know who I am.”
“I have no doubt you’re afraid. At least, you should be,” answered Skull. “You’re the little puffed-up pipsqueak that I’m going to stomp the shit out of sometime in the next few weeks. When’s good for you?”
Evans stepped back and pointed at Skull with a shaking finger. “Arrest this man immediately! Right now. I demand it! He threatened a federal officer!”
“Are you really a federal officer?” asked Skull. “If you can show me your U.S. badge and credentials, I will heartily and humbly apologize.”
The rat-faced man stammered. “Well...well, I wield significant influence within the Unionist Party...the Party currently in the majority in Congress. We have advisors in the White House, and no doubt will gain even more positions in the upcoming elections.” He seemed to regain his composure somewhat, shaking his finger at Skull. “You’d do well to see which way the wind is blowing, you, you…”
“Let me show you the new wing of the station, built with a generous grant from the federal government,” the Sheriff interrupted, steering the small man away from Skull while shooting him a look filled with daggers. Wallace followed, giving Skull a gleeful grin.
“You sure that was smart?” Shirley purred, sliding up to Skull and leaning her buxom figure against him as if by accident.
“Yes,” answered Skull, reaching down to pinch Shirley’s butt. He’d decided a while back to keep her sweet by flirting with her. It had helped him fit in, a little.
He stepped away and began fixing a cup of coffee. “With that sort you have to set the boundaries early or it will be even tougher to move them back later on. You all might want to consider doing the same.”
“But he can call Washington at any time.”
Skull turned to her. “How many of these Advisors you think are out here?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Neither am I,” answered Skull. “But if a little town like Hampton gets one, there have to be thousands spread throughout the U.S. Mister Evans there can’t call Washington to complain every time someone is mean or insulting to him. It shows his superiors that he isn’t capable of handling his own business or inspiring respect. Most of his threats are just talk.”
Shirley shook her head and walked away.
Skull took his coffee and walked back into the evidence room to come face to face with the little rat-faced man as they were emerging. “Maybe we got off on the wrong foot earlier. What’s your first name, Mister Evans?”
The man stammered. “It’s Arthur...but...you may call me...call me Mister—“
“Arthur,” said Skull with a warm, insincere smile. “Here’s that coffee you asked for. I really hope you enjoy it.” Skull pointed at the man with one hand, passing him the cup with the other. “I made it extra special just for you.” He winked, and then walked away.
Evans looked at the cup of coffee for a moment before handing it to Sheriff Cox, who dropped it into a nearby trashcan.
Skull believed he’d had enough of the office for a while. Although only midmorning, he decided to go to the local diner to have some coffee and think. He realized he’d gotten stuck in a rut in Hampton and needed to find a way back on the road. The INS Inc. lab in Maryland was his goal, not harassing rednecks and government bureaucrats in Arkansas. Yet, he had the feeling a few more things here needed doing before he could leave.
Walking out of the building, Justin, one of the new young deputies, ran into Skull through the front doors.
“Easy there now,” said Skull grabbing the kid by the shoulders. “What’s going on with you? Don’t think I’ve ever actually seen you hurry, son. Wouldn’t have believed it possible.”
“They’ve broken away!” the teenager said breathlessly. His eyes rested on Skull briefly before shooting away to roam around wildly, and then come back.
“Who’s broken away?” Skull asked.
“And from what?” asked someone else behind them.
“The whole southwestern part of the state,” the boy said with a smile, and then a worried frown. “Calling themselves the Arkansas Free State. They’ve stopped the Eden testing. Some say they’re going to join with Texas.”
“That’s not going to happen,” said Advisor Evans in a voice of certainty. “This is likely just a small group of troublemakers that the Army will squash quickly.”
“A lot of the National Guard has gone over to their side,” Justin said. “They’ve set up barricades and blocked roads.”
The small man frowned and started to reply when Shirley called out from across the room. “Mister Evans, you have a call from Washington. They say it’s very important that you take it now.”
“Of course,” answered Evans, “transfer it to the Sheriff’s phone. I’ll take it in there.” He walked into Cox’s office and closed the door.
“Nice of you to offer him use of your office,” Skull said to Cox.
The Sheriff scowled and pointed in Skull’s face. “Don’t screw with me. Not now. We got too many irons in the fire to play games.”
“Sure, boss. Just trying to lighten the mood a little, that’s all.”
Cox started to respond, but just then Evans emerged from the office looking flustered. “Sheriff, I’m afraid I am going to need your assistance.”
“Anything you need,” Cox replied.
“It appears these rumors regarding the Arkansas Free State might have some basis in fact. All of the federal troops are already committed to securing the Texas border and running the Eden testing and quarantine program.” Evans looked at them all a bit nervously. “I’ve been directed to visit the area personally in order to render an account of the situation on the ground. I’ll need at least one representative from your office and any other volunteers you can provide, the more the better.”
The men and women of the office looked around at each other, and then at Skull.
“What?”
“I think Deputy Winslow would be an excellent choice for this mission,” said Wallace.
“Why, Deputy Wallace,” Skull said. “I cannot tell you how much your support and confidence mean to me.”
“Absolutely not,” said Evans. “Pick someone else. Someone with a little more...respect.”
“Sir,” said Cox with forced patience. “Deputy Winslow is one of my best men. He has experience and is very capable. Additionally, everyone else here has family that they wouldn’t want to leave at such a time.”
“I don’t care about your families,” Evans said angrily.
“That’s clear,” came an unidentified mutter from the back of the room.
“Let’s just give it a chance,” Skull said, smiling reassuringly at the little man. “You won’t have a lick of trouble out of me, swear to God.”
Evans shook his head.
“Now look here,” Cox said his lips tight. “I think I’ve been more than cooperative. We’ve been told to provide a deputy and Winslow is it. I doubt your orders say you could personally pick the representative that would accompany you.”
“It was presumed that it would be a responsible official,” Evans whined.
“Deputy Winslow is a responsible official,” the Sheriff responded. “He’s your man.”
“We’ll need some more volunteers,” Evans finally said. “My office recommended you arm and deputize them.”
“We can probably do that,” the Sheriff answered. “When do you plan on leaving?”
“As soon as practicable. Tomorrow morning would be best.”
Cox looked at Wallace, who said, “I’ll see who I can round up.” For the first time in weeks the big man appeared positively jovial.
“I’ll go pack my gear,” said Skull walking away with a bland expression.


Chapter 14

Silas Crouch tried to suppress the frustration he felt toward his oldest son. He knew yelling at the kid wouldn’t get him anywhere.
“You can’t stop me, Pa,” Anson said. “I talked to the recruiting sergeant and he already said they would take me.”
“Don’t you realize the Homeland Defense League is taking anybody?” Silas told his son. “They don’t have any choice, because they don’t have enough people to win this thing. The Arkansas Free State is a fantasy and it’s going to get a lot of people killed. Maybe you, too.”
“How can you say that?” his son wailed. “You were a soldier for twenty-five years. I’ve looked in your footlocker in the basement and seen all those medals. You could help us. I bet they would even give you a command.”
“Command? Of what? Boys and farmers?”
Anson’s face got tight. “Isn’t that how all soldiers start out? They’re asking for patriots, for men of courage. I’m not a coward.”
Silas sighed and ran his hand through is hair. “Of course you’re not a coward. This is not about bravery or lack thereof; this is about using your head, son.”
“My mind is made up, Pa.”
“Anson, you are sixteen years old. Do you hear that crying in the other room? That’s your mother and she’s worried sick. Your two little sisters wouldn’t understand any better than her. And Kevin is only fourteen. He idolizes you, so he’ll want to follow you.”
“So what are we supposed to do? Just sit here and let the war come to us?”
Silas had already thought about this himself. He knew the Arkansas Free State would get crushed. The only reason it hadn’t already was because the existing U.S. troops were overextended, but that wouldn’t last forever. The generals would move symbols around on their maps, freeing up at least one heavy brigade, which would wipe the pitiful folks playing army from the face of the Earth. Worse, everyone else would suffer. Silas could see it played out in his mind as clear as day. Families of rebels forcibly thrown off their property and separated, sent to reeducation camps until they could prove their loyalty. Crushing poverty and oppression that would strip away all dignity.
“We’ll go to Texas,” Silas said.
“Leave Arkansas?” asked Anson. “Run from our homes? To some sicko haven? No way, not me!”
“Son,” said Silas putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “We can make a home anywhere. The only thing special about Arkansas is the fact that we are all here together. As far as the Eden virus, have you thought about what it could do for your sister?”
“She’s deaf, Pa, not sick.”
“That’s not what I’m saying. She’ll be fine no matter what, but what if the Eden can restore her hearing?”
Anson frowned. “They say it makes you retarded.”
“That’s just propaganda. The government is scared because they know they’re losing control. They will do or say anything to regain that control.”
“None of this has anything to do with me,” Anson said in exasperation. “I’m going to fight and we’re going to win and everything will be okay. We don’t need go to Texas.”
Silas squeezed his fists together, and then let them out. “Son, you have no idea what is coming this way, but I do. It will be hell on Earth. It will not be glorious or exciting; it will be dirty and ugly and there will be nothing redeeming or admirable about it. Good people will die and no one will care. Worse yet, their deaths will serve no purpose. It will be a senseless loss.”
“How can you say that?” Anson asked his voice rising. “Uncle Mark died in Iraq. Are you saying that was for nothing?”
“No,” said Silas thinking yes. “That was totally different. He was fighting for his country and the freedom of an oppressed people. He was trained and prepared. You are not.”
“I’m a soldier.”
“You are no such thing,” Silas said, putting his hands on the boy’s shoulders.
Anson shook them off roughly and backed away. “Like I said, Pa, you can’t stop me.” He opened the door, picking up the pack and hunting rifle on the porch and began running across the open field.
“Anson!” Silas yelled. “Come back, son. At least come say good-bye to your mother.”
The boy stopped running for a few seconds to walk, and then he began running again.
“Wait, Anson,” came a cry from behind the barn. Kevin came racing out after his older brother. He also carried a pack and his .22 rifle. “I’m going too.”
“Kevin, no!” yelled Silas, running after them, but the boys quickly outdistanced him. Outmatched, he turned back to his house, ignoring the questions and cries of his wife and daughters. Instead, he climbed into his pickup truck and headed northeast.
Within an hour Silas found them at the HDL recruiting station, two boys in a long line of the same. He walked up to his two nervous sons, placing his hands on them. “Come here for a second.”
Anson pulled away. “We’re doing this, Pa. No sense in trying to stop us.”
“I know,” said Silas sadly. “That’s not why I’m here.”
“Why then?” asked Kevin.
“Come here,” Silas said, putting his strong arms around each of their shoulders. “Bow your heads, sons.” He was then quiet for several seconds. When he next spoke his voice was calm and filled with unusual power.
“Almighty God,” Silas prayed, “may Your blessing be upon Anson and Kevin. Watch over them and protect them and fill them with Your Spirit. Place Your angels as a hedge of protection around them. Keep them from evil and temptation and close to You. And Lord, if it be Your will, let this family come together again safe. And if this is not Your will, please receive their immortal souls into Your presence. In Your name we pray, amen.”
Silas then took Kevin into his arms, kissing him on each cheek, and then did the same with Anson.
The boys were stunned to see their father crying.
“I love you both,” Silas told them. “Watch out for each other and trust God. Find us when this is all over, however it turns out. I’d come with you, but your mother and sisters need me.” Then he turned and walked away from the two speechless brothers.


Chapter 15

Skull, the Unionist Advisor Evans and six deputized civilians rode southwest in a cargo panel van on secondary roads. None of them wore uniforms, but they carried them packed in their bags. Although Evans was officially in charge, the men all looked to Skull for direction.
“Take the next left,” he told the driver while looking at a map.
“Go straight,” Evans ordered.
Skull simply stared at the driver until he turned left.
“You men should know this will all be in my report when this is over.” Evans stated making a note in his small book.
Reaching out lightning-quick, Skull snatched the notebook from the man’s hand and tossed it out the open window.
“How dare you?” Evans said, shocked.
“Can’t afford to take something like that into enemy territory,” Skull explained. “Would be a security risk if captured.”
“Enemy territory?” Evans asked. “Who says we’re going into the contested areas?”
Skull ignored him and looked at the map again. Within minutes, they approached a loyalist National Guard checkpoint with Humvees and soldiers. Skull got out and Evans followed.
“Who is in charge here?” Skull asked the first soldier he saw.
“Master Sergeant Tomasu,” the soldier answered. “That’s him walking our way now.”
Skull looked up to see a man with the skin tone and features of a Pacific Islander.
“Road’s closed, folks,” Tomasu said. “I need you to turn around and head the other direction.”
Evans stepped up in front of him, his chin up. “I am an official of the Federal Government. You will not hinder me in my mission.”
Tomasu looked at Skull questioningly and Skull just shrugged.
“Do you have any documentation, sir?” Tomasu asked.
“I do,” answered Evans, “if my word is not sufficient for you I will show it. First I must get your name so I...” he reached for his small notebook but realized it was gone.
Skull and Tomasu stared at the man expectantly. Evans pulled out a folded sheet of paper from an inside jacket pocket and handed it to Tomasu.
The Master Sergeant read the document carefully, and then handed it back, satisfied. “Very good, sir. What can I do for you?”
Evans seemed uncertain about what he wanted now that he had won the argument. Eventually he said, “We need to pass through your lines. To observe the situation.”
“How far are we from the contested area?” Skull asked.
Tomasu pointed at the road they had been traveling on. “Technically it starts about a couple hundred meters down that road where they’ve set up a checkpoint.”
“Are they armed?” Skull asked.
Tomasu nodded. “National Guard troops from Fort Smith. Guy in charge is Lieutenant Nelson. I played football against his older brother in high school.”
“Very fascinating,” said Evans, clearly not interested. “Why have you allowed him to set up a roadblock?”
Tomasu stared at the man coldly. “My orders are to man this checkpoint and only fire in defense, not to attack the rebels. I’m not going to start a civil war.”
“I order you to clear that enemy checkpoint and remove all resistance so that we might proceed down the road.”
“You’re going to have to talk to my commanding officer about that, Mister Evans,” Tomasu explained patiently.
“Do you know who I am?” Evans asked.
“Sure I do,” the man answered. “You’re an official civilian advisor, sir. I’ll only conduct operations at the orders of my chain of command. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“And just who is your commanding officer and where can I find him?” Evans stammered angrily.
Skull stepped between the men and gently but firmly guided him back toward the van. “Where in the hell did you learn to talk to people?”
“You should know,” retorted Evans, “that I have a graduate degree from Harvard in organizational communications. I am one of the country’s foremost experts in negotiation and how to effectively communicate with people.”
“Uh huh,” said Skull. “Well, I don’t think the good master sergeant is going to attack that checkpoint and neither would I. Even if he wanted to, he doesn’t have the authority to act on his own. Which leads us back to our mission. What are we going to do?”
“We’re here to render a firsthand report—“
“Yeah, I know what your orders say,” Skull said cutting him off. “Enough of the what, it’s time for the how.”
Evans peered at him blankly.
Skull sighed and shook his head. “The way I see it, there are two options. One, we go in officially. Say we are here to talk to the resistance and render a report to Washington.”
“Just walk in there?” Evans asked, shocked. “Are you mad? They could lock us up somewhere.”
“They might,” answered Skull, “although we don’t know yet.”
“What’s the other option?” asked one of the men in the back of the van.
“Glad you asked,” said Skull. “We sneak in and pretend to be with them. If caught and questioned, we say we’re fleeing from the northeast and trying to get to Texas.”
“Pretend to be rebel sympathizers?” Evans asked in evident disbelief.
“No,” answered Skull. “We pretend to be rebels ourselves. Cross over into their lines without being detected and just blend in. I doubt there is very much bureaucracy in place yet and they would take our word for it.”
“I don’t like it,” said Evans.
Skull turned to the man. “Whether you know it or not, you have been given an intelligence reconnaissance mission where you must go in behind enemy lines in order to render a report. I don’t know why some idiot in Washington gave you this mission, since you are so obviously unsuited for it, but they did. I, unlike you, have extensive experience in working behind enemy lines, intelligence operations, and reconnaissance. You need to listen to me and do it my way.”
“Or what?” Evans asked.
“Or the men and I leave you here. We’ll do it ourselves and report back to you later.” In fact, Skull hoped the man would take his suggestion.
Evans’ face seemed to elongate even more into something resembling a rodent’s. “You’ll have to answer for this.”
“So will you,” Skull said. “You’ll have to explain to your superiors in Washington how you completely failed at such a simple mission. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”
Evans stared angrily at Skull before speaking. “Fine. But I’m still in charge.”
“Of course you are,” answered Skull with a grin.
“So, how are we supposed to get in there?” asked another man.
“Just leave that to me,” said Skull.


Chapter 16

After hiding their uniforms, badges and much of their gear in a collapsed, abandoned shed, they traded a farmer the expensive panel van for a johnboat with a trolling motor.
“The Sheriff ain’t going to be happy about us givin’ away his van,” said one of the men as he climbed into the boat.
“He’ll be fine,” Skull answered. “Besides, I’m sure the government will reimburse him. Mister Evans here has pull and resources that we have not yet begun to comprehend.”
The advisor opened his mouth to say something, and then shut it, clambering into the boat to take a seat.
“Maybe we should go back and check in,” one of the men suggested as they floated down the river in the darkness.
“Do as you please,” Skull said. He’d quickly discovered that all the men who’d volunteered had done so looking for thrills, but now the excitement had worn off. None of them had even been out of the county where they were born more than a few times and were now desperately homesick.
“Really?” asked the man.
“Sure,” answered Skull. “Just make sure you tell the Sheriff he’s supposed to put you in jail for me until I get back.”
With that, the men got quiet and the flat-bottomed boat drifted slowly down the idle river, pulled along by a silent trolling motor. Skull occasionally used a banked flashlight to get their bearings, but for the most part they were able to see enough to navigate the river.
Spotting a bridge ahead, Skull pulled out a tarp and covered himself to block out any light. Once he’d consulted the map, he said, “That bridge should mark Route 16, which leads west to the town of Garland. Reports indicate it’s one of the resistance hubs.”
“How are we supposed to get there?” one of the men asked.
“We walk,” Skull answered. “It’s not more than four or five miles.”
“What about the boat?” Evans asked.
Skull looked around and saw a rock bank that hung out over the water. “We sink it undamaged there in the water where no one is likely to find it. We’ll pull the motor and battery off and hide them in the underbrush.”
“What if we need it to get out of here?” asked another of the men.
“Then we pull it up out of the water and bail it out,” Skull explained patiently. “That’s one of the good things about a johnboat. It’s just a metal form.”
They heard a vehicle approaching and dropped down low in the boat. A Humvee drove over the bridge without slowing.
“What if they catch us coming in?” a volunteer asked.
“I’m counting on it,” said Skull.
“What?” asked Evans in alarm.
“Listen, people,” Skull explained. “We’re here to do a mission and that’s to find out what is going on. The best way to do that is pretend to be one of them. Remember your story - you hate what the federal government is doing and want no part in it. You’re not an Eden, and have no strong feelings one way or the other in that regard. You’re mainly concerned about the government stepping all over your rights and want to live somewhere that respects those rights. Some of you have family you plan to send for when you can. That is your story; everything else can be the truth. They ask where you went to high school? Tell them. They ask the name of your dog? Tell them. Tell them the truth about everything except why you’re here, got it?”
They mumbled their agreement and understanding.
“Okay,” said Skull, “Let’s unload and sink the USS Skull.”
“The what?” asked Evans.
“Never mind,” answered Skull handing their gear to a few of the men now on the bank. Once the boat was emptied, he unhooked the trolling motor and battery and handed them ashore. Then he pushed the boat near the rock overhang and, while holding onto the rock surface, stood and walked to the front of the boat. Skull pushed down, using the rock surface as an anchor for his upper body until the edge of the boat was under the river’s surface and began to fill with water. It was slow at first, but picked up speed. After several minutes the boat rested on the river’s bottom and Skull stood atop it in waist-deep water. When he tried to step off, the boat started to rise again.
“There’s air in the seams,” he explained. “Damn fine boat. Pass me some good-sized rocks.”
They did and he laid them around the edges of the boat until it no longer threatened to rise, and then added a few more for good measure. Then he climbed out of the water and retrieved his gear.
“Let’s go,” he said simply and started walking west.
After about an hour they began to see lights. A few minutes later they came to the edge of a town and moved toward the courthouse in the distance, highlighted by the rising sun.
People were already going about their business. Skull and the group kept expecting to be challenged, but no one seemed to notice they didn’t belong. Many even nodded or said good morning.
“Pitiful security,” Skull said disapprovingly. He turned to Evans. “You can note that in your report. If someone wanted to they could infiltrate a full company of commandos before anyone noticed.”
They continued to walk down the street. Skull saw a large tent with the smell of breakfast emanating on the gentle breeze. “Come on,” he told them and then got in line.
They received a simple breakfast of eggs and toast with coffee and milk. Skull led them to an unoccupied table and they sat down, dropping their packs to the floor around them. Within seconds they began digging into their food.
“Not bad,” said one of the men around a mouthful.
Skull nodded in agreement and looked at Evans pointedly. “They’re not hurting for food. Either in quality or quantity. Maybe in variety. No bacon, no ham, no sausage.” They all ate quietly, looking around at the tent filled with men and women of all ages.
“What the hell does a man have to do around here to get accosted?” Skull wondered out loud. Then he spotted what he was looking for: a sergeant major in uniform.
Skull waved at him and put on his biggest smile.
The man made a beeline for their table.
“How’s it going, Smaj?” Skull asked. “Did you get some of them eggs? Those were delicious.”
“When was the last time you men shaved?” the hard-bitten senior NCO asked. “And where are your uniforms?” His nametag read Landers.
“Don’t have any yet, Smaj,” Skull answered taking a bite of buttered toast.
“Who’s your platoon sergeant?” Landers asked sternly.
“Don’t have one yet, Smaj,” Skull answered, still eating. “We just got here. Walked in on Route 16 and thought we would eat some breakfast. Damn glad we did too. We’re hungry.”
The sergeant major got pale, and then turned red. He started quivering, spun, and then took a step away from them before reversing course and coming back to their table.
“Do you mean to tell me you men just walked in from outside of our lines, sat down to eat breakfast, and no one stopped you?”
“Yeah, Smaj,” replied Skull. “Pathetic, huh?”
Landers looked at them in amazement. “You men wait here. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”
“Think he would mind if I got seconds?” asked one of the men.
“Not at all,” Skull said. “You men eat all you want.”
All of them except Skull and Evans went back for more.
“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Evans asked.
“Not in the least,” Skull smiled. “There’s a very strong chance we’re all going to die a slow and painful death. Especially if you decide to open your mouth and speak.”
Evans started to respond, but by then the men were returning with plates piled high.
A few minutes later, Landers approached with a lieutenant colonel and two captains in tow. “Here they are, sir. Just like I said.”
Skull stood and took note of the nametag of the man in charge. “Lieutenant Colonel Deets. I’m Jonathan Winston and these are my friends. We came here all the way from Calhoun County after hearing what you’re doing here. We’d like to join up.”
Evans choked on milk beside Skull, so he slapped the small man in the back helpfully.
“You men want to enlist in the Homeland Defense League?” Deets asked.
“Yes, sir,” said Skull with a smile.
“And you’re committed to helping the Arkansas Free State?”
“You bet.”
“Maybe we should learn a little more about these men and how they got here, sir,” said the sergeant major.
“Yes, yes,” Deets answered, “but we’re short men and got to take what we can get.”
“We’re your men,” said Skull.
“What do you think?” Deets asked the two captains behind him.
“Sir,” said one. “They’ll need to go through our initial training unless they have military experience already.”
“Any of you have that?” Deets asked.
“None but myself,” Skull answered for them. “I’m retired Marine Corps. Force Recon.”
The four men all raised their eyebrows.
“Very impressive,” said Deets. “We might use you to help with training the new recruits.”
“It would be my pleasure, sir.”
“All right then,” he answered with a smile. “My exec and ops officers here will get you boys assigned to a platoon and inprocessed. Welcome to the Free State.”
“Thank you, sir,” Skull answered for them.
Deets walked away with the sergeant major. One of the two captains turned to them. “Go ahead and finish your breakfast, and then report to that building over there,” he pointed to a small grey structure to the left of the courthouse. “We’ll get you settled in there.”
“Roger that, sir,” answered Skull as the two captains walked away.
“What just happened?” Evans asked.
Skull sat back down and leaned over close to the small man. “Remember when we first met and I told you I would soon be stomping your ass? Well it turns out I don’t need to do that.”
“Why?”
“Because these local boys are going to do it for me,” Skull answered slapping the advisor on the back and laughing. “Welcome to boot camp.”


Chapter 17

Skull, Evans and the other six were all assigned to a newly formed platoon, part of a company composed of recruits. Filled with mostly young men, it also included teenagers. Two were brothers named Anson and Kevin.
Because of his experience, Skull was brevetted to Sergeant in order to help with training new recruits like the men who arrived with him. He didn’t bother to tell anyone he’d retired with twenty years in the Corps as a gunnery sergeant, two ranks higher. To the Free State’s Homeland Defense League, he was still just a new guy and had to prove himself. Besides, he already had all the responsibility and authority he wanted.
Skull’s platoon was led by Staff Sergeant Talbot, who was only too happy to give Skull free rein and allow him to do as he pleased when it came to training. While Skull had never been a drill instructor or really any kind of formal trainer, he was surprised to find he enjoyed teaching young men how to fight and stay alive.
All of them, veterans and trainees alike, felt a battle coming, and there was no question they knew Skull’s training might save their lives.
Skull primarily focused on small unit defensive operations. It was unlikely they would go on the offensive, as any conceivable enemy would likely have them outmanned and outgunned. As a matter of fact, the overall strategy of the HDL seemed to be to hold on until the Texans came in to save the day. Exactly why anyone thought the reconstituted Republic of Texas would leave its borders and come to the rescue of a piece of its old rival Arkansas was anyone’s guess.
Much of their training involved constant digging of fighting positions, barriers, bomb shelters, latrines, and mantraps. The young men and boys came dragging in at the end of each day tired and dirty. Evans was usually the last of all and sometimes had to be carried. Skull hoped each day that he wouldn’t return, that the little man’s heart would explode while digging ditches, but no such luck.
As the days passed, Skull could see that the HDL was woefully ill-prepared to withstand an attack of fleas – as a matter of fact they were already overrun with them – much less a concerted attack by a real military force. Discipline and hygiene were incessant problems and the force was marked by constant desertions, increasingly severe punishments for minor infractions, and a medical tent spilling over.
Plenty of civilians mixed with the troops, but generally as transients, hangers-on, and contractors. Some delivered supplies or food, some “encouraged” the men, often after dark, and some just visited, and then went back home.
Opportunities for recreation or down time were rare, but they did exist. The Homeland Defense League commander had outlawed alcohol to anyone who had not completed their initial training, but a small tent had been set up with soft drinks, snacks and equipment to watch television, movies or play games.
One night when Skull made his usual rounds at the morale tent he noticed a flurry of excitement. Evidently, there was a new Daniel Markis video on the web and they had gathered to watch it.
Oh, hell, thought Skull, what now, Markis? He slid into a place near the back where his height allowed him to look over the heads of most there. “Down in front!” he snapped, and some of the young men sat down to make it easier to see.
The room got quiet as the lights were lowered a bit. A projector attached to a laptop illuminated the large screen at the front of the tent. Suddenly, Daniel Markis’ face stared straight at him.
Son of a bitch looks younger than the last time I saw him, thought Skull. Guess sitting on your ass in Colombia is relaxing. 
“People of the world, many of you know me already, but if not, let me introduce myself. I’m Daniel Markis. I’m recording this video from one of the many Free Communities that we’re establishing around the world. Some, such as the Colombia Free Community, are congruent with their former nations. Others are new states within states, such as Roraima in northern Brazil, or the Republic of Texas in the United States. These Free Communities are a loose alliance of sanctuaries for any Edens. If you are being harassed, persecuted, hunted, arrested or are in fear for your life, know that there are places where you will be safe and welcome. Click on one of the links below to find a sanctuary you can reach. You will be able to verify your Eden status online with one of our resistance specialists, and then get personalized support.”
Sounds like one of those TV ads for home insurance, thought Skull.
Markis continued, “To the governments of the world who have not joined the Free Communities structure, I urge you to protect the Edens within your borders just like any other citizens. Do not allow them to be persecuted. Follow the examples of New Zealand, Australia, Argentina, Colombia, South Africa, Texas and others on the list below. Enlightened leaders of these nations refuse to believe the vile propaganda about the Eden virus. Please do not be fooled yourself.”
The video cut to images of a young barefoot boy playing soccer with other laughing children. The caption below the video read Ravi, age 8, Calcutta, India. “Ravi here is an energetic kid, but less than six weeks ago he was crippled and confined to a wheelchair until his parents gave him the Eden virus.”
The view changed to show a teenage girl playing ping-pong, and then painting a brilliantly colored sunrise. The caption read Jeanne, age 17, Galveston, Texas. “Jeanne here is an incredibly gifted artist. Her paintings show an insight into colors and depth that is typically only seen in the great masters. Is she a prodigy? She is more than that. She was born blind. Ten days ago she chose to receive the Eden virus and could see within one day.”
Next, a baby in a crib filled the screen, teetering on chubby toddler legs and gripping the edge of the playpen in one hand, a stuffed turtle in the other. He shook the turtle vigorously and made happy, eager baby noises. The caption read Timmy, age 8 months, Canberra, Australia. “Timmy is an adorable and healthy baby boy, yet he is a true miracle. Timmy was born four months premature when his mother tragically leaped from a five-story building and killed herself in a drug-induced depression. Worse, little Timmy was born HIV positive and addicted to heroin and other narcotics. Doctors had given up hope and decided to take Timmy off life support, but a brave nurse took matters into her own hands and fed Timmy a tiny drop of the Eden virus. When the doctors took him off life support, he did not die as expected, but continued to recover and is now the joy of the young family that adopted him.”
Markis’ image filled the screen again. “I know this makes some of you uncomfortable. Giving people diseases to save their lives, or make those lives worth living, goes against every intuition we’ve grown up with, as does treating even crippled children against their will. However, these are but a few of thousands of such stories. The Eden virus is a blessing to all who do not wish to do evil, and a miracle to the sick, lame and blind. Don’t believe those who fear the unknown. Consider this option if you or a loved one is sick, or very old, or suffers from a disability. Modern medicine may do nothing further for you, but the Eden virus can.
“If you wish to be a part of the miracles you have seen, you need only find an Eden. The virus is passed from one person to the other through any bodily fluid. Or, you can make your way to one of the Free Communities or Eden Sanctuaries and receive the treatment at any medical facility.
“For those persecuted Edens out there, please know that you are not alone. For those who choose not to take the virus, please know that we don’t bear you any ill will. Let the persecution and fear end, we all know there is a better way. Thank you for your time.”
The screen faded to a beautiful sunrise on a perfect white beach.
Typical Daniel Markis, thought Skull. Idealistic and syrupy sweet. The beach scene at the end was a nice touch, a positive psychological anchor. Does he really think these videos will change anything? 
The room was quiet as the lights came back on. A tall, crew-cut man stood up at the front of the room. “I’m convinced. Someone kiss me.” He then went to the most beautiful woman in the room and bent down with his lips pursed. She slapped him across the face and the room erupted in laughter.
This broke the paralysis and the men and women went back to their normal routines: drinking, dancing, talking, and doing their best to enjoy themselves.
Skull had an early morning and decided to call it a night, so he slipped quietly into his tent. It was dark and filled with sleeping recruits, as he was the only one allowed in the morale tent. He was also the only one not brutally exhausted.
Sensing someone in the shadows near his bunk, he struck with a vicious sidekick, feeling his foot connect and the target give a loud groan. Skull pounced on the crumpled figure and twisted an arm up behind the small man’s back until he could feel it was on the verge of dislocation.
“Stop,” hissed the voice weakly. “Please, it’s me, Evans.”
Skull held on for a moment longer and even increased the pressure, wanting to hurt the man, but eventually released him. “What the hell are you doing?”
Evans lay back against Skull’s cot, one arm cradling the other across his stomach. “We need to go back. It’s time.”
“Why do you say that?”
“We’ve learned all we can learn,” Evans insisted. “We have to tell them what is going on.”
Skull studied the small man. He’d lost probably fifteen pounds and wasn’t heavy to begin with. His eyes seemed hollow and weak. Haunted.
“You’re quitting,” Skull said. “This has nothing to do with the mission; you just can’t hack it.”
“So what if I am?” hissed the man. “This is my mission. I’m in charge and I say it’s over. That’s it. Let’s go.”
“No,” said Skull.
“What do you mean, no?”
“You’re not going anywhere,” answered Skull. “That’s what I mean. If you get caught it will endanger the integrity of the mission.”
The man’s old arrogance returned. “I don’t need your permission. The other men want to leave too. We know where the boat is and can get out on our own.”
“Then you better be very fast and very quiet when you finally make your move,” Skull said ominously.
“And why is that?” Evans asked. “Afraid we’ll get caught and give you away.”
“No,” answered Skull. “You won’t get that far.”
“You don’t know anything.”
Skull pulled his knife from the small of his back and laid it on the small man’s cheek just under his eye.
Evans whimpered and tried to pull back.
“Let me be clear,” Skull said leaning in. “If you try to leave without my permission, I will catch you and stick this knife in your face. Many, many times. Until I’m tired of doing it or I get tennis elbow. You understand me?”
“You can’t get away with talking to me like that,” Evans whined.
Skull had grown tired of this. “Get back to your cot and get some sleep. You’ve got a long day ahead of you.”
Evans stood slowly and slunk off to his bunk.
Skull sensed eyes upon him and looked up into those of the young boy Kevin. He looked as haunted as Evans.
“Go to sleep,” he told the boy. “It will be better tomorrow.”
“No, it won’t,” the boy answered before turning away from Skull.
No, it won’t, Skull agreed silently.


Chapter 18

Kevin watched Anson and felt an odd combination of pride and resentment. Everything seemed to come easily to his older brother. Sports, school, girls, and now even soldiering. Kevin had wanted nothing more than to follow Anson his entire life. Now, he had been left behind again.
Anson had gained the admiration of the other recruits and the trainers. He was now a trainee squad leader and entrusted with more and more responsibility. Kevin could tell his brother was having the time of his life.
Kevin, on the other hand, was miserable. He missed his family and didn’t fit in here. Nothing he did was right and the constant harassment and disdain threatened to crush his spirit. Worse yet, Anson who had always taken up for him, wasn’t protecting him anymore. Kevin knew if he asked his brother about this, he would explain that it was for Kevin’s own good. To make him tougher and a better soldier. To help him grow up.
Kevin thought that was a load of bull.
Kevin thought Anson was ashamed of him.
It was a hard thing to think and harder to accept. The brother he had idolized all his life no longer helped him. Still, in many ways he realized it freed him. If his brother had given up on him anyway, then there was nothing he could do, and he had nothing to lose.
That meant he was free to leave. He could go back to his family.
“Keep digging, maggot,” said Sergeant Talbot, kicking dirt into his face.
Kevin bent his aching back and lifted another spade full of tough soil. He looked over and saw Anson talking with the other NCOs, likely discussing real army stuff. Things Kevin obviously wouldn’t understand or relate to. Not the inadequate little brother.
He wondered where his father and mother and the girls were now. Were they safe somewhere, worrying about and sending up daily prayers for their two sons? Were they still on the road, refugees seeking a place of rest? Were they in some prison camp? Were they even alive? Not for the first time, he wondered why he had ever left. If he’d stayed, he’d be the oldest son. His dad would have to treat him like a grownup.
Pushing the thought aside, he began to dig harder. These worries were with him often now and he had nightmares where his family had been caught and interned, or worse, slaughtered. Kevin had tried to talk to Anson about his nightmares, but his brother wouldn’t even listen to him, just told him, “Shut up and soldier.”
What am I staying here for? Kevin wondered. He realized that was a good question. Maybe the question. Why was he still here? He so very obviously did not belong.
Turning the question over and over in his head while he dug the ditch, it took him a long time to come up with the answer, but when he did there was no denying its truth.
He was here because he wanted Anson to love him again. The way he had when they were younger.
But it wasn’t working. It wouldn’t. If anything, Kevin’s presence was driving them further apart.
Kevin wiped tears away from his cheeks before anyone could see. He’d followed Anson’s lead in everything as long as he could remember, but maybe it was time to stop. The thought frightened him, but it felt right.
At lunch he tried to talk to his brother, but the older boy was busy. Same at afternoon break and dinner. Just before lights out, he finally had a chance.
“What is it, Kevin?” Anson asked impatiently. “You’ve been hounding me all day to talk about something.”
“It’s important,” Kevin said.
“I’m sure you think it’s important,” said Anson, “but I doubt it’s more important than getting a good night’s rest. We got training tomorrow and you need to start picking it up.”
“There is no picking it up,” Kevin said flatly. “This is all I’ve got.”
Anson looked at him with surprise and realized his little brother was sincere. “Don’t tell me that. You just need to dig deeper and work harder.”
“Why?” asked Kevin. “Aren’t they just going to kick me out?”
“They just might,” said Anson. “Don’t tempt them. They could send you home to momma like a little boy.”
“Good,” said Kevin.
“What did you say?” Anson asked. For the first time he gave his full attention to his little brother.
“I said ‘good.’ If they want to send me home, that’s fine by me.”
“Don’t say that,” said Anson, “you’re already making me look...” The older boy ground to a halt.
“Go on. Say it.”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“I’m making you look bad in front of your new friends,” Kevin said. He couldn’t remember ever not caring what Anson thought of him, but realized with a surge of strength that now he didn’t give a rat’s ass.
“I don’t belong here,” Kevin continued. “You know it and so does everyone else.”
“You just need to stick it out a little while longer,” Anson insisted. “Father was a soldier. We’ll be soldiers too. You said so yourself.”
“Why?” asked Kevin. “Why is it so important that I be a soldier? And why do I have to make up my mind now? I’m fourteen, Anson. I wish I was older, but I ain’t. I can’t carry as much, run as far or dig as deep as anyone else here.”
Anson seemed at a loss for an answer. He finally said, “I always wanted to be like Father.”
“I get that,” said Kevin, “but what does that have to do with me? Why do I have to be like Father? Maybe I just want to be with Father?”
“So you want to go home, is that it?”
“Yes.”
“Just run off and leave us in our time of need?” Anson asked. “How could you do that to us?”
“Come with me,” Kevin pleaded. “We can go together tonight. I’ve been watching. Security isn’t tight. We could slip right through and go find our family.”
Anson looked around startled. “Don’t say that. Someone could hear.”
“I’m serious, Anson. I’ve always followed you no matter where you led. For just this once, follow me.”
Anson’s face got hard. “I can’t do that.”
Kevin stared at him for a long moment before looking away and wiping his eyes. “Fine. Then I’ll go without you.”
“No you won’t,” said Anson. “I won’t let you.”
“You can’t stop me.”
“The hell I can’t,” insisted Anson. “I’ll tell them what you’re planning.”
“Why do you even care?” asked Kevin. “This is supposed to be a volunteer army. Well, I’m un-volunteering now. It’s not like I’m going to make any difference in the fighting.”
Anson didn’t answer, but his eyes flicked involuntarily to the NCOs talking at the end of the tent.
Kevin looked at them, and then turned back to Anson. “So that’s it?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You don’t want me to go because it might make you look bad?”
Anson turned away. “That’s ridiculous. This whole conversation is ridiculous. Get to your bunk and go to sleep before I report you.”
Kevin stared silently at his brother’s back for a long time. It was as if he saw him for the first time. Finally he turned and walked away.
 
***
 
After watching Kevin return to his bunk, Anson let out his breath and turned around.
He found that tall thin scary man, Sergeant Winslow with the face like a skull, looking at him. Looking deep into him.
“What?”
Winslow shook his head sadly. “He was right about most everything.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Anson said turning from those penetrating eyes.
Winslow continued to stare at him until the boy had no choice but to look back. Once he had Anson’s attention he said, “You should let him go. Not everyone’s cut out for this.”
“He wanted to join up. He followed me against Father’s wishes, and he swore an oath!”
“So it’s all right to desert your family, but not your State?”
Anson started to say something, anything, but then the lights went off and the tent quieted down for sleep.
The darkness was pleasant. It hid and covered him, concealing his confusion.
The silence would have been welcome except for a persistent sound from the other end of the long tent.
It was the sound of Kevin sobbing.


Chapter 19

Skull was surprised to be summoned for a senior leader’s meeting, but by now most of the officers and NCOs considered him one of the cadre. Arriving at the courthouse, he sat near the back. It became apparent from the curious looks and questions that this was not a normal meeting, and no one in the room seemed to know the purpose for the gathering.
“Stand by,” announced the sergeant major and everyone in the room rose. “The commander,” he announced as Lieutenant Colonel Deets walked in.
“Take your seats, please,” Deets said while still walking toward the front of the room. “Thank you all for coming.” He looked out over the group with his hands clasped behind his back. “I’ve asked Doctor Abraham to brief you on a development that he made me aware of only recently. Doctor Abraham?”
Deets sat on the edge of the stage as a bespectacled, hunched man stood and looked at them critically.
“I’m sure it comes as no surprise to many in this room,” he said slowly, “that there are prostitutes operating out of an abandoned house just to the south of camp. Sometimes they even make their way to the morale tent, I’m told.”
There were some whistles and murmurs of appreciation.
“As I suspected,” he continued, “some of you are personally acquainted with the Porter sisters, Mary and Molly, and their friends.”
More cries and whistles.
The doctor’s expression did not change and he continued. “I have of late noticed an unexpected rise in the number of individuals in this camp who have been infected by the Eden virus.”
The courtroom was suddenly silent, with many looking around at each other.
“The commander has decided to keep confidential the identities of those infected,” the doctor said. “But it might come as a surprise to you to know that Edens now comprise a significant proportion of the HDL. I estimate over one third.”
Murmurs of agitation filled the room.
“How?” asked one officer from the front. “Who is doing this and how are they being infected?”
The doctor smiled for the first time. “I thought I made that plain. The winsome Porter sisters and their happy contingent, of course.”
There was stunned silence for a full second before pandemonium broke out.
“At ease! Shut the hell up!” bellowed the sergeant major and the noise died down. “Please continue, doctor.”
“Thank you,” said Abraham. “I’m sure there are many of you in the room who have availed yourselves of the girls’ services and are now wondering if you are infected. After this meeting you may set up a time to come get tested. You will have my discretion in this matter. Additionally, I have treated hundreds of infectees and can assure you that it is not the end of the world should you test positive. There are many who even consider it a good thing.”
“What about the girls?” asked an NCO from the back.
Lieutenant Colonel Deets stood up and took the podium. “They have all been arrested, questioned, and sent back to Texas where they came from.”
“But why did they do it?” asked someone close to Skull.
“There were both part of an organized group,” explained Deets. “There motives were, at least in their own minds, charitable. They were part of a larger group called Eden’s Eves, prostitutes who use their services to spread the Eden virus.”
“You mean those whores did this to us on purpose?”
“Yes,” answered Deets. “Their intentions were to spread the virus to as many people as they could. The stated goal of Eden’s Eves is to help people.”
“Why were they released?” asked a first sergeant. “They should be prosecuted.”
“Stand down, First Sergeant,” yelled the sergeant major.
“No, it’s fine,” answered Deets. “It was my call. I didn’t see any malice in them and was afraid what might happen if they were still around when you all found out.”
“They should be executed for this,” someone cried. “They infected us against our will.”
“And you disobeyed my standing order against prostitution,” said Deets calmly. “Every one of you should be prosecuted for that, but I’d say you got what you deserve. Best as I can tell, the effects are far better than gonorrhea or herpes, which is what you typically get from camp prostitutes.”
Deets is taking this rather easily, thought Skull. Maybe a little too much in stride...unless he’s an Eden. He looked around and saw a large number of men with stunned looks on their faces. Others seemed to be trying a bit too hard to appear relaxed and casual.
Doctor Abraham’s estimate might be on the low side, he thought.
“What’s done is done,” Deets continued. “If you think you might be infected, go see Doctor Abraham. Or don’t. It’s a private affair, as I’ve always said. One of the reasons the HDL even exists is to stop the persecutions of people with the virus. Let me also remind you that my standing order against patronizing prostitutes is still in force. If you NCOs and officers can’t follow policy, how do you expect the rank and file to do so?”
Murmurs and ashamed noises swept through the crowd.
“Each of you also has an important role to play,” continued Deets. “I’ll post an official notice explaining in much less detail what we have talked about here tonight on the bulletin boards for the troops. As you might imagine, there could be concern and confusion. Your job as leaders is to calm them down. Reassure them of their duty and why they are here. We can’t afford any distractions with the Federal Army moving to the northeast.”
“Do we know anything more about the Texans?” asked an officer. “Are they moving to help us?”
Deets shook his head. “Nothing yet, but our leadership is in Austin trying to broker a deal for support. They’ve already sent us weapons and supplies, unofficially. We expect word any day now.”
Don’t hold your breath, thought Skull.
“What about the U.S. Army?” asked another officer. “Do we know how much time we have until they try to attack?”
“First of all,” said Deets, “we don’t know if they will attack. With that said, I think you have the right attitude. We have to prepare for the worst and assume they will come against us at some point. That could be in two hours or two months or never. We just don’t know. The only thing we can do is prepare as well as possible. Everyone got that?”
Flurries of yes, sir and roger, sir bounced from person to person
“Good,” he said. “Now if there are no further questions, carry on.”
Everyone in the room stood at attention as the commander walked out. As soon as he cleared the doors, there came a loud buzz of conversation accompanied by worried looks.
Skull slipped out the back and thought as he made his way toward his tent. He had never heard of Eden’s Eves and was impressed by the women’s dedication. He also found himself glad he’d never taken advantage of the working girls’ services. Skull wondered if Markis was behind this and quickly decided against it. Daniel was too idealistic and would consider it to be exploiting women even if they volunteered.
Now, Spooky on the other hand...
As he approached the tent he mentally checked off the men and their bunks. Living in such tight quarters, most everyone knew what everyone else did in their free time, to include visiting prostitutes. Time off was limited for the recruits, but there was still some opportunity to engage in recreational activities. Maybe even more of an opportunity for the new recruits to visit the prostitutes, since they were banned from the morale tent.
Thinking deeply, Skull figured all the men who had come with him from Arkansas had visited the girls with the exception of Evans. The small man was so exhausted at the end of each day that he went straight to bed and collapsed. The two young brothers were a question mark, but if he would have to guess, he would put a yes next to both of them. Kevin, the youngest had been acting differently of late.
But the oldest wasn’t acting differently at all. Skull stopped. It was almost inconceivable that the younger boy would do anything so significant without following his older brother’s lead. Maybe the younger had gotten infected and not the older. Maybe the effects simply acted at different rates. Or perhaps some of the rumors were true and the normal “virtue effect” varied far more wildly than most thought. Some said a few who got infected went cold, turning into psychopaths.
Who truly knew? Probably only someone like Elise Markis, studying the pathogen and its effects on people.
Skull kept walking. He knew he didn’t want to be in this camp when the U.S. Army arrived and the shooting started. Being among a bunch of undertrained and inexperienced young men and boys with a hyped-up moral aversion to killing seemed a really bad idea. He imagined these troops trying to shoot the attackers in the leg or shoulder or the weapons from out of their hands like some ridiculous old time Western movie because they couldn’t stand to kill. Maybe they would try to reason with the attackers, or even surrender en masse out of a sense of responsibility to the human race.
You just can’t trust Edens, Skull thought. Too much moral certitude. Too much impulse toward personal sacrifice. Too little predictability. Too little practicality.
Nope. He would need to be long gone before these boys even got close to busting their combat cherry.
He just needed a little more time to finalize a plan.


Chapter 20

The high-pitched wail of air raid sirens jerked Skull from sleep, a blessing. In his dream, he’d been back on the winding road up Mount Tamalpais, staring at Linde’s body spitted on that post as she reached for him with one weak hand. No matter how many times he had the same nightmare, he could never reach her fingers, could never even touch her before life fled, leaving him forever desolate and alone.
He crammed his feelings down hard again, forcing them into a tiny place labeled tomorrow.
Yet tomorrow never came, and that was fine with Skull.
The sirens continued for several seconds before ending, replaced by an intercom announcement.
“Inbound planes detected on radar,” said the voice. “I repeat, inbound planes on radar. This is not a drill. Air defense personnel assume positions. All others report to assigned air raid shelters.” The announcement repeated several times, interspersed with more sirens.
Air defense radars had arrived from Texas only the week before, along with several old Stinger shoulder-fired weapons, but that meant the men manning them also only had one week of training. Skull suspected the short-ranged Stingers wouldn’t be very useful at night in the hands of those with limited training and experience, especially if strike aircraft came in at high altitude. The Stingers would be most useful against helicopters.
Someone switched on the lights in the tent, immediately followed by yells for the beating of whatever brain-deficient sonofabitch would be so stupid as to turn on lights during an air raid. The lights went black. Men scrambled in the dark, bumping into each other and their cots, cursing and fumbling. Some of the brighter ones switched on tiny red LED map-lights.
Skull chuckled. All these men had navigated the dark tent at night flawlessly hundreds of times to get ready in the morning, go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, or sneak off to see the working girls, but with the added pressure of the sirens it was like they had been dropped into a crystal shop blindfolded.
Most of the men were simply grabbing their assigned weapons and running out of the tent as instructed. Skull got fully dressed and grabbed his pack, which he always kept prepared, along with the M4 assault rifle they had issued him.
He looked up toward the young brothers and saw the oldest already gone, the younger moving in that direction. Evans was still in his sleeping bag on his assigned cot. His confused eyes and tangled hair poked out above an open mouth.
Making a fast decision, Skull strode over to Evans. “Quick, get up. Let’s go.”
“What’s happening?” he asked in a slow voice.
“Well,” said Skull looking up at the ceiling. “Since there are multiple planes inbound and not just one, I suspect we’re about to be bombed. Maybe the first in a series of strikes. Might be a long night.”
Evans was finally moving. He pulled himself out of the bag and tugged on pants and shoes. “Where’s our air raid shelter?” he asked. “I forget.”
“We’re not going to the shelter,” Skull answered.
The little man froze and looked at him.
“If you really want to get out of here, the time is now.”
Evans face slowly registered a smile. He began moving faster, packing his own ruck and standing quickly. “Let’s go.”
“Follow me,” said Skull walking away from the center of camp. They made their way down the main street, the one they’d taken into town. Lots of soldiers were running around, but in the confusion no one took notice of them. At the edge of town, Skull pulled Evans off the road and into the dense woods.
“Wouldn’t it be faster on the road?” Evans asked.
“It would,” answered Skull searching around for a good spot, “but this is safer.”
He spotted what he was looking for - a small hollow in the ground with low-hanging trees over it. “Quick, get down in there.”
Evans froze. “What for?”
Skull hissed at him angrily. “Can’t you hear those bombers? If we’re above ground we’re dead. We have to survive before we run.”
The little man tilted his head to the sky. “I hear them now.” He scrambled into the hollow.
Skull listened carefully, although there was no aircraft sound. The power of suggestion, he thought with a smile.
Once he saw the man lay fully in the depression, Skull climbed in next to him, drawing his knife. He used his body to press down on the little man and then, placing his hand on the other’s forehead, turned it to face him, wide eyes looking at him with surprise, but not yet fear. Holding him utterly immobile, Skull placed the tip of the blade at the other’s throat.
Evans struggled weakly, but after a few seconds lay still. “Why?” he gasped.
“Several reasons actually,” Skull said cheerfully. “All of them good. Would you like to hear?”
The little man didn’t answer.
“It’s impolite not to answer someone when they ask you a question,” Skull said. “With that said, it doesn’t really surprise me coming from you. Anyway, you asked why.”
Evans’ eyes jerked this way and that like a panicked rabbit, but he didn’t move.
“First,” said Skull holding up one finger in front of Evans to accent his point. “You’d eventually try to run away, probably at a very bad time. You’d get caught and spill your guts, putting me in a very bad spot. Can’t have that.”
He held up two fingers in front of Evans’ face. “Two, let’s say for the sake of argument you did successfully escape, you would make trouble for me back in Arkansas if I have to go back through there. You might even make trouble for me elsewhere if you have half a chance. Very inconsiderate on your part, given all I’ve done for you.”
Three fingers were now out. “And finally, because you are a dangerous, pompous, arrogant, stupid, bullying, vindictive, little shit. Everyone will be better off without you and I’m doing the rest of mankind a major solid by leaving you here dead in the woods. I suspect there won’t be a soul on this planet that will miss or mourn you.”
Skull felt a warmth spreading on his knee where it pressed into the smaller man’s crotch, but he ignored it.
“If you weren’t going to be dead anyway, I’d give you some advice. I would tell you it never pays to needlessly treat people like crap. There may come a time for it, but it needs to have purpose and that purpose should never be to make yourself feel bigger and better. Do you understand?”
Incredibly, the man nodded.
“Good,” said Skull. “It’s rude on my part to leave you like this, but I’m afraid I have no choice. As a consolation I’ll tell you that you were correct not to trust me, but I bet you’ve already figured that out. Farewell.” Skull reached around the man’s head and quickly cut Evans’ throat, his razor-sharp combat knife slicing through the carotid arteries, the jugular veins and the esophagus. He rolled away quickly to avoid the spurting blood.
Skull stood and covered Evans with fallen branches and piles of dead leaves, and then walked out of the brush and back to the road. If he didn’t leave within the next day or so, he’d need to come back and make sure the body was still hidden, but he would worry about that later.
Jogging down the road, the streets of the town were much less crowded. The siren still blared loudly.
“Hey,” yelled a voice off to his left. The sergeant major waved from one of the shelters. “What the hell are you doing out? Can’t you hear the sirens?”
“Evans ran off,” Skull explained pointing in the direction of the dead man’s body. “I tried to stop him, but I lost him in the dark.”
“Forget about him,” said the sergeant major. “We’ll worry about that later. Quick, get in here.”
Skull kept running. “Thanks, Smaj, but I’ll go to my assigned shelter. Don’t want my platoon sergeant to worry and I have to tell him about Evans.”
The sergeant major yelled at him again, but Skull ran out of sight. Racing to his assigned bunker, he hurried down the short flight of stairs and past the L-turn designed to keep out debris. Skull saw his assigned seat next to the two brothers, Anson and Kevin.
Staff Sergeant Talbot barked from the other end, “Where the hell have you been?”
Skull started to answer but his highly attuned sense of danger warned him what was coming. He stuffed his fingers into his ears, closed his eyes tightly, and opened his mouth to compensate for the overpressure.
The ground exploded around them. Skull was lifted off the rough bench and thrown into the two brothers before finding himself on the ground covered in dirt and bodies. He could hear yells and cries faintly through ringing ears.
“Stay down!” Skull roared. “There’s more coming. That’s just—”
The earth shook again, worse than before. A wave of energy washed over them and Skull could see the resultant ripples on the men’s faces and clothes as if in slow motion. He plugged his ears, closed his eyes, and opened his mouth again while trying to pull himself into a tight ball on the floor.
The men in the bunker endured six more such impacts over the next five minutes, although the last few seemed to be farther away. After ten minutes passed without more bombs, Skull opened his eyes and climbed out from under a pile of stunned bodies and dirt. Wiping away a trickle of blood from his nose, he looked around.
Vacant eyes stare back at him. It was hard to distinguish individual bodies from the dirt and fallen timbers, especially in the dimness cast by the emergency battery lights. Everything was covered in a thick sheen of grey dust.
He heard another distinct high-pitched whistle, and then nothing. Coming down right on top of us, Skull thought. He hadn’t been in many artillery or mortar attacks, but he knew that as long as you heard the whistle of the shell breaking through the air, you were fine. Once the whistling stopped, you were in trouble because the shell was coming down right on top of you, traveling faster than the sound waves.
“Incoming!” Skull screamed and dove for cover again.
A split second later, the earth erupted into deafening noise and a series of giant rumbles. Skull imagined them all in a giant snow globe with someone shaking it vigorously.
The artillery bombardment took much longer, perhaps twenty minutes. This is preparatory fire, Skull realized. The aerial bombardment alone might be harassment, but combined with sustained artillery, it presaged the beginning of a full assault.
He imagined the U.S. Army moving up to positions along the borders. Those troops were undoubtedly checking their gear for the hundredth time and awaiting the end of the artillery bombardment to begin their assault.
We don’t stand a chance, Skull thought. They’re probably doing the same throughout the Arkansas Free State’s border. They intend to eliminate this pocket of resistance once and for all; that’s why they’ve waited so long to respond, gathering overwhelming force. They mean to finish this. To finish us.
It took Skull minutes to realize the artillery had ceased. He picked himself up, pushing a fallen wooden crossbeam away from him. There were half a dozen bodies around him that were obviously dead. Several others had blood coming out of the ears and eyes and a few looked catatonic.
He peered at the two brothers. Both were stunned, but seemed to be recovering quickly.
Edens, he thought.
Both were obviously scared and hurt. If they stayed to fight, they’d die or end up in one of those Eden torture camps he’d seen earlier.
Why do you care? Skull asked himself. He wasn’t sure, but for some reason he did. Maybe it was the echo of the dream of Linde, the strangled promise of a life and family. Maybe it was simply instinct, and he was a man who’d learned to follow his instincts.
“They’re coming!” Skull yelled out into the bunker. “Assume your defensive positions and prepare for enemy assault!”
Blank faces looked at him, but slowly, men began to move and the inertia suddenly broke.
“Come on,” one said, and another, “Here let me help you up,” and, “You all right?” farther away. Men and boys began climbing through the rubble toward the surface and Skull followed them, staying close to the brothers.
On the surface the open air felt heavenly and cool. The annoying sirens had finally stopped and people stumbled around, many seeming to have no idea what to do.
“Get to your defensive positions and prepare for assault!” Skull roared out again. He would need them to delay any attack, to give him time to get away.
You’re going to throw their lives away to save your own? asked a voice in his head that sounded annoyingly like Daniel Markis.
They already threw their own lives away, he answered himself. I can’t change that, but maybe they can at least go down fighting.
The two brothers started to move toward the line of bunkers to the east, but he grabbed their arms. “Not you two,” he said. “You’re with me.”
“What do you mean?” asked Anson.
Skull checked his M4 before saying, “I’ve been given a special mission by the commander. I need you two to come with me, but you have to keep up. We’ll be moving fast.”
“We can keep up,” answered Anson eagerly.
“Why us?” asked Kevin suspiciously.
Good question, thought Skull. You don’t know it yet, but you’re the smarter of the two. “Frankly, because you two are here in front of me right now. I don’t have time to hold tryouts or find the men assigned to me in this mess.”
“We’re ready,” said Anson. “Where are we going?”
“This way,” answered Skull and started jogging west.


Chapter 21

Skull led the two boys west, away from the growing sounds of gunfire from the north and east.
“Come on,” Skull urged Anson for the tenth time. The boy kept stopping and looking back toward the fighting.
“We should be with them,” Anson said, reluctantly walking again.
“We’re exactly where we should be,” responded Skull.
Kevin stumbled. “I’m really hungry,” he said.
Skull looked down at the boy. He could still see the dried blood from where his eardrums had burst. The Eden virus had obviously healed him, but his body now craved calories because the healing had depleted all the stored fat and was now catabolizing the body’s protein.
Stopping and opening his bag, Skull pulled out a large ziplock bag of jerky he still had from Arizona. Both boys pounced on it and Skull stepped back out of the way as they eagerly devoured all the dried meat.
“Got any more?” asked Kevin.
“Not for now,” answered Skull. “You need to space this sort of thing out. Besides, we need to keep moving.”
“What sort of thing? And what needs to be spaced out?” asked Kevin.
“Eating. Healing. I’ll explain later,” answered Skull. “We have to keep moving if we’re going to meet our objective.”
“Exactly what is our objective?” asked Anson.
“I’ll tell you when the time is right, but we need to keep moving.”
The older boy looked around at them. “Wouldn’t it have been faster for us to take a vehicle?”
“Faster, but not as quiet. We’ll pick up something later.”
“What type of mission has us leaving right in the middle of the fighting?” asked Anson. “I thought maybe we were going to circle around the enemy and hit ’em from behind, but we keep moving away.”
Kevin looked at Skull with wide eyes. “We’re not on a mission, are we? We’re running away.”
Smart kid, Skull thought. “Trust me, boys, we just need to keep moving. It will all make sense soon enough.”
Anson’s face scrunched up and he began to shake his head stubbornly. “I’m not running. I’m no coward.”
“All of us are cowards when we need to be, and we’re all courageous heroes when we need to be. There’s nothing any of us can do for anyone back there.”
“How can you say that?” said Anson. “I thought you were a Marine.”
“I am a Marine,” Skull answered. “I’ve seen more fighting and blood and death than either of you can imagine. But I’ve also seen senseless battles turn life as cheap as dirt. Everyone back there is dead, or by nightfall will wish they were. It was always a fool’s cause. Always.”
“I’m going back,” said Anson.
“Don’t be stupid, son,” hissed Skull. “I’ve heard you two talk about that family you left. Don’t you think your duty lies with them now? You’ve learned some important skills here, but they need your help. There’ll be time enough to throw away your life down the road if you want to, believe me. Just make sure you do it for a reason.”
“Listen to him,” said Kevin. “Let’s just go find ma and pa and our sisters.”
“Listen to yourself,” countered Anson. “Run away from our friends who are fighting for their lives, just when they need us most? We signed up to fight, but we’re running away.”
So idealistic, thought Skull with frustration. He and Markis would make a wonderful pair. Or they might kill each other. After all, only one side of an argument can seize the moral high ground. At least Markis knew when to retreat.
“None of that matters, son,” Skull said. “All that matters is—” He stopped and turned to his left, sensing something.
“None of it matters?” asked Anson. “How can you say that?”
“Shut up,” commanded Skull in a low voice, easing sideways and circling toward the sound. “Get down on the ground and stay there.”
Both boys saw the look on his face and obeyed.
Pulling his rifle up to the ready position, he crept obliquely right and forward. Just in front of him, low to the ground, he saw a nearly invisible man in a camouflage uniform and face paint. Skull could only make out one eye, but it was enough. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see a line of men spread out behind him. Fortunately, the man hadn’t seen him, and seemed focused in the direction of the boys, where he’d undoubtedly heard their arguing voices.
Light infantry, thought Skull. Rangers, probably. They’ve been sent to attack the rear and cut off escape. They won’t take us prisoner. They have to move fast and quietly. Probably try to kill us without firing in order to maintain surprise and secrecy.
All of this occurred to him in flash. After all, he had performed this exact mission many times in Force Recon.
There was only one way out of such an ambush: aggressive speed and accuracy. Skull pulled the rifle up to his shoulder in one fluid motion and drilled the point man in the forehead, then shifted his aim to the second in line, shooting him too. Then the third.
By then, the undergrowth erupted in gunfire.
Skull dropped and rolled as far as he could to the right. He found a thick tree trunk and stood back up in the dark. The patrol was still shooting, but at where Skull had been, not where he was.
He counted muzzle flashes. Eleven. Aiming by feel rather than the iron sights he couldn’t see in the dark, Skull fired slightly to the rear and right of one of the muzzle flashes. Then he did the same with another, and another.
Return fire spattered into the thick trunk of his covering tree. He dropped to the ground and high-crawled farther to the right in order to take another firing position.
Abruptly the enemy fire shifted again as two rifles began shooting at the infiltrators. The remaining eight soldiers concentrated their shots on the new threat firing at them.
Stupid boys, thought Skull with a combination of frustration and pride. They had at least drawn the attention away from him.
He came to a knee behind a fallen log and knocked out three more before he was driven back by return fire. A bullet plucked at his sleeve and he low-crawled away.
“They’re trying to flank us,” said one of the commandos.
“Krill, keep suppressive fire on the ones to our front,” ordered another voice. “Everyone else focus on the flanking force.”
It’s just me, assholes, thought Skull, and I’ve been doing this for a lot longer than you have.
Rounds continued to come his way, but they all went over him as he hugged the forest floor. Raising his head carefully, he could see the muzzle flashes and the enemy perimeter had shrunk to the point that the men were in a fairly tight circle. These were regulars, but Skull downgraded his opinion of their elite status. Veteran troops wouldn’t continue to highlight themselves this way, or fall back to a cluster, as if being close together improved their survivability.
In fact, it wouldn’t.
Skull dug through his pack and pulled out two fragmentation grenades. He pulled the pin on the first and tossed it into the middle of the flashes, repeating the process with the second. Then he put his head down and covered his ears.
The firing continued for a few more seconds before there came a muffled whump, followed shortly after by another.
Skull jumped up without his rifle, pulling out his flashlight and Glock to rush toward the center of the enemy. One badly wounded soldier turned to fire at him, but Skull kicked at the weapon, and then shot the man dead.
He saw another with blood pooling out of his side trying to crawl into the dark undergrowth. Skull plugged him in the back. The other men were already dead.
“It’s me,” Skull called to the two boys. “It’s all done. I’m coming out. Hold your fire.” Walking slowly forward, he used his flashlight to make sure there were no more enemies in hiding, but was confident he’d taken them all out.
“Anson, it should make you happy to know,” Skull said when he approached, “that we have officially helped your friends back there fighting. If this group had gotten into their rear area and…”
Skull’s voice trailed off. He saw Anson sitting and sobbing. He was holding Kevin’s upper body in his arms. There was a neat bullet hole in the center of the younger boy’s forehead with an ugly exit wound on the other side dribbling brain matter onto his brother’s shoulder.
Head shot, Skull thought as his chest squeezed tight. Just like Zeke. Edens can’t heal that much damage. Cursing under his breath, Skull walked up to the boy. “Come on Anson. We have to go.”
“He’s dead,” the older boy sobbed.
“I know,” Skull answered. “There’s nothing you can do for him now.”
“Just leave me,” the boy said, rocking his brother.
Why not? Skull thought. I’m not responsible for either of them. Just keep walking, I’ve done what I could and I owe them nothing.
Instead, he reached out and grabbed the older brother by the trapezium muscles at each shoulder, lifting him painfully to his feet.
“Ahh!” screamed Anson, coming out of his daze. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Saving your life,” Skull answered. “Now follow me.”
Anson shook the other man’s hands off. “I’m not going anywhere. Didn’t you hear me? Kevin’s dead.”
“Yes, I hear you,” Skull answered. “He’s not Kevin anymore.” Skull kicked the body in the side. “It’s just a piece of dead meat.” He kicked him again and again. “He can’t feel anything.”
“Stop that!” Anson cried out.
“This dead lump of flesh is not your brother,” Skull said, “no more than that rock or tree. Are you going to stay here and get killed over a lump of dead meat or a rock or tree? Or do you want to see your mother and father again?”
Anson looked at Skull angrily, and then his defiance seemed to melt away. He put his face in his hands and began to cry.
Skull reached out and grabbed him by one sleeve, dragging him westward. This time, the boy didn’t resist him. Skull collected his gear and started moving as quickly as he could dragging the boy behind him.
They traveled this way for about an hour before coming to a dark farmhouse. A late model sedan and an old farm truck sat in the driveway. Skull made his way to the truck, knowing it would be easier to do what he needed to with an older vehicle.
Skull opened the driver’s side door of the truck and bent down under the dash. Holding his flashlight in his mouth, he pulled the ignition wiring harness down and separated the green, red, blue and yellow wires. Taking out his knife, he stripped a section of each wire. Looking around with his flashlight, he noticed an ancient cassette tape in the cab. Skull yanked out a length of the polymer tape and cut it with his knife. He then used the stuff to bind the blue and yellow stripped sections as tightly together as he could. A piece of copper would be better, but maybe this would do.
Yellow and blue and Christmas too, he thought, reciting the litany to remember how to hotwire a car.
He then held the green and red wires, touching the bare sections together.
The starter and ignition engaged. It took several tries, but finally the vehicle rumbled to life.
Skull stood back up. “We’re in business. Get in.” He looked around and didn’t see the boy.
A dog began to bark from inside the farmhouse. A light went on upstairs.
“Dammit, son,” Skull hissed. “Where in the hell are you?” He walked around the truck and scanned the area with his flashlight, seeing the boy standing nearby looking out over a pond by the house.
An outside door slammed.
Skull turned off the flashlight, ran to the boy and grabbed him by the shoulder.
“You better get off my prop-ar-tee,” yelled an old man’s voice.
Pushing the boy toward the truck, they were blinded by the old man’s flashlight.
“Stop or I’ll shoot!” A shotgun blast took out the truck’s passenger side window.
Skull shoved the boy into the cab of the truck and heard another blast, putting dozens of tiny holes and dings in the truck just to his left.
Turning with his flashlight and Glock in opposite hands, Skull moved toward the shooter.
He saw an old man in a bathrobe and slippers trying to reload a double-barreled shotgun while holding a large flashlight of his own. He kept dropping shells, and then reaching down to pick them up.
“Leave it,” Skull said coldly a few feet from the old man.
The farmer’s fingers went lax. The shells and shotgun slipped to the ground. He held on to the flashlight long enough to get a look at the apparition of death in front of him, and then he dropped that too.
“If you ever want to see the sun again this side of heaven,” Skull told him, “you best turn around and go back to bed. I need your truck, not your life.”
The farmer stood still for a moment, and then spun on his heel, leaving the shotgun, shells, and flashlight where he’d dropped them. He walked into his house and several seconds later the upstairs light went off. The dog stopped barking.
Skull hurried back to the truck and climbed in the driver’s side, making sure Anson was secure in the passenger seat. Putting the truck in gear, he drove down the driveway and at the next road turned west. He continued for the next several hours, trying his best to keep going in a westerly direction at every road junction.
Finally Anson roused himself. He turned to look at Skull. “We should have buried him.”
“There was no time,” Skull answered.
“But, he could get eaten by animals,” Anson said, “or rot in the heat. It’s not right.”
“It’s not wrong either,” Skull insisted. “Like I told you back there, it’s a piece of meat and no more. Your brother is gone.”
Anson was silent for a long time. “So, why do we ever bury anyone?”
Skull looked at the boy and then back at the road. “Habit. Superstition. Comfort. I don’t know. All I know is that it doesn’t make a lick of difference to the dead.”
“It just seems wrong is all,” said Anson, “he was my brother.” Then he was quiet again.
It is wrong, thought Skull, remembering the girl he buried in New Mexico.
They rode in silence down the dark road.


Chapter 22

Skull and Anson continued driving generally southwest for several days. Traffic grew in intensity and many of the vehicles were packed with people and belongings, refugees from the fighting. Skull was amused to see the sorts of things people decided to take with them when they were on the verge of losing everything.
Strapped down on top of vehicles or in truck beds he saw widescreen televisions, mattresses, sofas, china cabinets, gas grills, satellite dishes, an exercise bike, a grandfather clock, canoes, a large stone statue of the Virgin Mary, a small pool table, several stuffed deer heads, jet skis on trailers, riding lawn mowers on flatbeds, a portable Jacuzzi, beer kegs, a huge saltwater aquarium still filled with tropical fish, and what looked like at least one Civil War era canon in incredibly restored shape.
Skull realized he and Anson were exceptionally conspicuous because their truck was empty, drawing some funny looks.
Fortunately, they spotted a set of life-size plastic animals in front of an abandoned house one evening and loaded them up. No one paid them any further attention now that the truck bed contained three pink flamingos, two deer, a black bear, a blue ox, and what might be Paul Bunyan complete with ax solidly planted on plastic shoulder.
At night they stopped and slept in the cab and then continued during the day. It was too dangerous to drive at night anymore as people were camping out on the roads and had taken to driving without headlights for some inexplicable reason. Skull had thought that the best plan would be to get over into Texas again and travel south until they could cross over into Louisiana. Maybe the presence of the boy would help get them across, making an armed man seem less worrisome.
Skull wondered how he would manage to ever make it to Maryland and the mission he’d set himself if he kept getting distracted by these pressing but unimportant matters. I’m lying to myself, he thought after a while. Do I really want to sneak or fight my away across the U.S. into a heavily populated area just to take vengeance, or maybe to cause a pinprick to a governmental organization that will probably hardly notice the disruption? They must be shoveling money like coal at Plague research.
Yet, what else can I do that might make a real difference?
Anson hadn’t said a word since the conversation about burying his little brother. Skull had almost forgotten he was there and jumped slightly when the boy finally spoke.
“It’s my fault he’s dead, isn’t it?”
Skull wanted to lie to him to ease the kid’s pain, but couldn’t. Shouldn’t. “You certainly didn’t pull the trigger, but at least partially, yes.”
Anson wiped an eye. “Stupid kid. He never really wanted to come in the first place. Always followed me wherever I went and did what I did.” He blinked sadly and looked at the man beside him. “I should have let him go, like you said.”
“Yup,” Skull answered without hesitation.
Anson sighed and watched the road. Finally he asked, “What am I supposed to do now?”
“You learn to live with it or go ahead and die with it,” said Skull from hard experience.
The boy fidgeted. “I don’t know how to live with it.”
“It’s your choice. The hurt will fade some, but you’ll never really get over it. This will always be with you.”
A sudden realization seemed to come over him. “What am I supposed to tell my family?”
“You tell them the truth,” said Skull. “All of it. That’s best. Don’t hide from it and don’t hide from them. They deserve to know what happened to their son. You talked about courage and not running from your duty back there...well, telling them the truth is your duty now and may be the bravest thing you’ll ever have to do.”
Silence fell again, and this time the boy didn’t break it.
Skull turned on the radio to fill the void. He’d listened off and on for several days, but most of what they heard was rumor or conjecture. Working his way through the stations, he found one that sounded more official than the rest.
“...have confirmed that a major military operation is underway in southwestern Arkansas involving active duty, reserve, and National Guard troops from multiple services. The White House has issued a statement describing surgical strikes throughout the self-proclaimed Arkansas Free State to eliminate criminal elements violating federal and state law. Casualty figures are still coming in, but appear to be in the hundreds at least. Many more have been arrested and now the roads are filled with civilians fleeing toward what they believe is sanctuary in Texas. Now, we return to your country oldies. Coming up, Hank Williams…”
Skull scanned forward until he found more news.
“...House stated that citizens of Arkansas have nothing to fear and urged them to return to their homes. Meanwhile the governor of Arkansas has resigned in the scandal and been replaced by Cantrell Boyd, leader of the majority Unionist Party in the Arkansas State Senate. Elections are expected to take place in...”
Skull hit the button again.
“...Texas asking people not to try to cross the border. Their police and military are evidently overwhelmed and there have been some reports of armed clashes between Texas border personnel and frustrated citizens waiting to cross. Meanwhile, Congress passed a resolution this morning authorizing the President to use the U.S. Navy to blockade the Texas coast in an attempt to contain the Plague and the Mexican government has agreed to close their border with Texas in return for cancellation of all debts owed to the U.S. Government. There are still flights in and out of the state, but they are under intense scrutiny for...”
Skull skimmed until the radio found a classic rock station and left it there.
By the next morning, traffic came to a standstill and didn’t move any further. Skull got out and walked forward a few hundred meters to talk to people on ahead. They told him the traffic hadn’t budged since the previous morning.
“Time to walk again,” Skull told Anson when he returned to the vehicle. He broke down his M4 into two pieces and stowed it in his rucksack before putting it on. He didn’t want to spook any border personnel, and if he needed to defend himself had the concealed Glock and his knife. Besides, a lot of men and some women stalled on the highway went armed, some conspicuously.
They walked slowly and steadily, resting in the shade and eating what food they had every couple of hours. That night they slept under a large tarp attached to several trees with a few dozen other strangers. A campfire provided something to cluster around, but Skull heard little talk. These refugees seemed to be the orphans, the loners, those without family or a group to belong to.
The look of the lost, Skull thought. Those who mourn.
That night they were awakened by a gunshot. In the dim light from the burned-down embers of the campfire, Skull and the others could see a man slumped over. Skull reached out and pulled the man towards him by his shoulder. His head lolled back and the light revealed a black hole where his right eye used to be. Both hands fell from his lap toward the ground. One contained a small-caliber pistol and the other a photograph of the man with a pretty woman and baby.
Skull and the men dragged the body away from the fire into a nearby field, and then went back to sleep.
The next morning they started walking again and by noon saw the Texas border. Military vehicles, floodlights, and silent loudspeakers lined the area. People were jammed in together tight, and the federal troops facing the Texas border appeared to be simply watching people try to cross instead of questioning or screening them as before.
The reason became apparent after the two were able to push their way through the mass of humanity. A large construction work sign read, Texas Border Closed to Everyone Except Edens Seeking Sanctuary. Lines of people waited nearby to enter one of the large medical tents, presumably to prove their status.
“Let’s go,” said Skull pulling them forward.
“Why?” Anson asked. “They won’t let us through.”
“I think they might,” replied Skull.
They pushed their way forward until Skull stood in front of a young man in uniform, who looked at them with a bored expression.
“Corporal,” Skull said. “This boy here needs to cross. He has been separated from his family that we believe is now in Texas.”
“Can’t you read the sign?”
“The boy has the Eden virus,” Skull explained. “He’s a carrier.”
“No, I’m not!” exclaimed Anson.
The corporal pointed tiredly to the line at the medical tent and recited, “Go over there and get tested, and if positive you may be allowed to enter. For all others, the border is temporarily closed.”
Skull looked at the long lines to get tested and then back at the crossing in front of him. So close.
“Why would you say that?” said Anson. “I’m not standing in that line to get tested.”
People began pushing them out of the way from behind and the corporal’s eyes moved on to someone else.
Skull yanked his knife from the small of his back and slammed it down through Anson’s right hand and into the makeshift barrier on which it rested.
Anson screamed and tried to pull his hand back, but only succeeded in widening the cut. The boy’s cries rose and space opened up around them as the crowd moved away from the dangerous man stabbing people.
The corporal’s eyes widened as Skull pulled the knife free, and then grabbed Anson’s right wrist. He held the hand up so everyone could see the bleeding slow, stop, and the palm begin healing before their eyes. “He’s got the stuff, all right. Let him in.”
Some in the crowd gasped, as if they witnessed a miracle before their very eyes. Some did fall to their knees. The corporal seemed terrified and took several steps backward until his butt hit a large wooden crate.
“Let me see that,” said an authoritative voice.
Skull looked up to see a man in a white lab coat from the tent making his way to them. He didn’t seem unnerved. Grasping the boy’s hand from Skull, he peered at it closely and muttered, “Remarkable. This one’s healing rate is far above normal.”
“Good genes, I guess,” said Skull. “Can he get in?”
The doctor seemed to notice the tall thin man standing beside him for the first time. Glancing from Skull to the boy to the corporal, he asked. “You too?”
“Not me,” said Skull.
The doctor looked around as if considering before telling the corporal, “Give him a refugee number and send him to the inprocessing center.”
“Sure, Doc,” answered the corporal. He moved the barricade aside, but stood as far from Skull as he possibly could.
Anson held out his hand with the wound that had already closed. He looked from the soldier to Skull in amazement.
“Find your family,” Skull told him. “That’s the only thing that matters. You got me, boy?”
Anson nodded and allowed himself to be ushered forward out of sight.
Skull turned to walk back the way he had come, feeling oddly lighter. That’s because I don’t have him dragging me down, he told himself. Nothing more. The tight crowd parted like the Red Sea before him, people staring at him like a demon, a holy man, or both.


Chapter 23

It didn’t take long for Skull to get tired of walking. The day after leaving the Texas border, he saw a lone soldier on an Army off-road motorcycle and ran out into the road, waving his hands for the man to stop. The soldier tried to swerve around him, but Skull stepped in front of him again, nearly causing the man to turn the bike over.
Once stopped, the soldier pulled his goggles off and threw his helmet to the ground in anger before screaming at Skull, “You could have gotten me killed, you stupid—”
Skull backhanded him in the face with a closed fist containing the hilt of his knife. The soldier fell back on his butt and then lay sprawled on the pavement, unconscious. Checking the road to make sure it was clear, Skull stripped the man of his uniform, and then took off his own clothes, putting them in his pack and reassembling the M4. He then put on the uniform, which was too short and too big around the middle, but would pass at a distance. The regulation military boots were far too small, so Skull kept his own. Hopefully no one would look too closely.
Dragging the soldier to the side of the road, Skull rolled him down into the nearby ditch. He slung the rifle across his chest, put his pack on his back, and donned the helmet and goggles. Mounting the still-running motorcycle, he eased forward, and then turned the bike loose.
It felt good just to go fast with the wind in his face. At first it didn’t matter where he went as long as it was generally eastward, but after a few hours he realized he needed to plan his next few moves. After consulting his map, Skull decided to continue back to Calhoun County to recover his cached gear before continuing on. He could probably do without all of it, but he found he couldn’t bear to just walk away from his Barrett. Besides, some of the other stuff would be hard to replace and might come in handy.
The motorcycle and the uniform allowed him to blow by other military convoys and slip through checkpoints. Only once did he need to talk to anyone, and it was a brief, friendly exchange.
Refugees still streamed in the opposite direction, but fewer the farther Skull got from the Texas-Arkansas border. Those he did see would not meet his eyes, looking terrified of him.
Signs of violence abounded. Burned houses, shallow graves, dead bodies. Graffiti proclaimed both death to the Edens and down with the oppressors. Tendrils of smoke rose into the sky in every direction he looked, serving to mark devastated settlements or homes.
Skull had read a book years before on the Thirty Year’s War in central Europe in the early 1600s. Multiple armies and masses of unemployed mercenaries-turned-brigands ruled the landscape for decades. The description of the horror, devastation and lawlessness had stuck with him. Contemporary historians had claimed that a whole generation of Germans in the war-torn region had never tasted meat other than from human corpses.
The landscape in front of Skull was nowhere close to being that bad yet, but he could see it trending that way. He suspected the various dynamics might even come to resemble each other soon with armed factions fighting originally for idealistic causes, yet eventually breaking down into criminals, murderers, and thieves. The period following the Civil War had been like that as well in some places, with groups of defiant Southern troops declining to lay down arms and instead heading west to form bandit gangs.
Americans take so much for granted, Skull thought. They believed that it was their right to constant contentment and increasing levels of extravagant luxury that they often mislabeled poverty. Skull had seen much of the world dealing with real starvation and brutal tribal wars, so he knew better. America was a dream for most, a rare bright shining light in a field of dark history like few others before it.
Now it rotted from within, falling apart.
He wanted to blame it on Markis, but was honest enough to know that he had only given a push to an already teetering, divided house of water-stained cards. The stumbling had come because of the grasping, selfish and failed “leadership” of the many special interests, everyone trying to protect their turf but none able to unite the fractured power structures. Now, the Unionists were increasingly filling the void and creating a common hatred against Edens exactly as the Nazis had used fear of the Jews to unify Germany.
The real question now was what would happen next. Rome had been a brilliant beacon of civilization for a millennium, but when it fell Europe entered a dark age filled with brutality and ignorance that lasted nearly a thousand years. Would the same happen here? Or would America somehow rise to regain her former place as Germany had managed in the late twentieth century?
Enough woolgathering, he told himself. Focus on the here and now. What you can control. Keep your eyes on the prize, what you’ve neglected too long.
INS Inc.
He had to stop several times to siphon gasoline from abandoned vehicles. Food was becoming a constant concern, but Skull had always been thin and had long ago learned to ignore hunger, thirst, and pain when necessary. At least he wasn’t an Eden; that would have made the hunger impossible, a killing gift.
Skull imagined what was happening in countries around the world where famine and malnutrition were already a problem. Throw in the Eden virus and you might have a catastrophe. Millions of suddenly healthy people immune from disease and sickness with super-high metabolisms all with the munchies at exactly the same time and not enough to go around. That was the sort of conundrum that Skull imagined could even drive Edens to war.
He wondered whether the reduction in corruption brought on by the Plague’s virtue effect could counter the increased demand for food. He’d read often that the world produced plenty of food. Distribution was the problem, with corrupt government or no government at all making it impossible to bring supplies to the starving.
After several days he made it back to Calhoun County and found his way to his former team’s cached gear. It had not been disturbed, so he assumed they were all dead. Skull picked through the food in the other men’s gear, preparing a feast with what he knew he couldn’t carry with him. He also selected the best of the remaining equipment and any ammunition that fit the calibers he was carrying. After he had consolidated, Skull’s pack was full, along with two others now strapped to the handlebars and rear of the motorcycle. Finally, he felt suitably prepared for the road ahead.
Skull made his way back through the county he had become so familiar with during patrols as “Deputy Winslow.” Going around all the small settlements, he’d made it nearly out of town and across the county’s eastern border when he passed a sheriff’s patrol car going the opposite direction. The man in the driver’s seat was unmistakable.
Wallace.
Skull looked in the motorcycle’s rearview mirror and saw the brake light come on. Before the cruiser even came to a complete stop, it began the complicated maneuver of turning around on the narrow road framed by steep ditches. Once the front of the vehicle faced east, the red and blue lights on top came on and the cruiser’s engine screamed as it revved high.
I could outrun him fairly easily, Skull thought. No reason to stop.
Then he slowed and pulled off the side of the road. Concealing the motion, he eased the Glock out of its hiding place and slid it into his pocket, handy.
Wallace’s cruiser stopped beside him. A new deputy Skull didn’t know sat in the passenger seat.
“Hey there, partner,” Skull said. “I bet you didn’t miss me half as bad as I missed you. Who’s the new guy?”
“I’m George,” said the man with a smile.
“Where have you been?” Wallace snarled. “The boss has been getting calls nearly every day asking where Evans is.”
Skull shrugged. “He’s still there as far as I know. On the news they make it sound like the job is done, but there’s still tons of cleanup operations. Could take a while.”
Wallace looked at the Army motorcycle. “Why are you in that uniform? More importantly, why are you headed east out of the county?”
“I’m on another special mission,” Skull said.
“What kind of mission?” asked the new guy.
“George, I’m glad you asked, my new BFF,” said Skull with mock sincerity. “I was just about to tell you all about it, but then I remembered it was none of your damn business.”
“Is that what you’re going to tell the boss?” Wallace asked.
Skull shrugged. “I wasn’t planning on telling him anything. Evans gave me a message for the Eastern Region FEMA Director. I’m supposed to take it to Memphis directly and not stop for anything.”
“What does the message say?” Wallace asked.
“I have no idea,” Skull answered. “It’s sealed and needs to stay that way until I hand it over.”
“It’s funny anyone uses letters and messages anymore,” said George. “You’d think he would use a secure call or email.”
Wallace looked at George in surprise. “That is a good point.” He turned back to Skull. “Why wouldn’t he just do something like that?”
“Phone lines and internet are more than a little dicey right now,” said Skull.
“But there’s a lot of military down there,” said George. “Why couldn’t they just use some of the military secure comms?”
“Yeah,” said Wallace. “Why not use the military comms?”
“The military happens to be a little busy right now,” said Skull, “and the relationship between them and...you know what? Fuck it. This shit is getting old.”
Skull pulled his Glock and shot Wallace twice in the chest. He then leaned down and shot a surprised George twice in the torso. Wallace went limp, but George scrabbled for his sidearm, his face twisted in terror, and Skull realized the rookie wore a protective vest. Skull shifted his aim to George’s head and shot him once, then once more to make sure. “Sorry, George. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong partner.”
Then he put one more round into Wallace for good measure.
Leaning in the windows, Skull pulled out both of their wallets. Taking out all the cash with his gloved hands, he stuffed it in his front pocket and then dropped the billfolds on the ground. Then he disabled the dash-cam and ripped out its hard drive, stomping it to bits on the pavement.
“So long, scumbag,” Skull said to Wallace’s corpse as he stepped back away from the cruiser’s interior. He revved the bike and shot forward.


Chapter 24

At the Mississippi River, it pained Skull to have to abandon the motorcycle, but he’d spotted checkpoints with soldiers on all three bridges he reconned. He might have been able to talk himself through with the uniform and bike, but he decided against the risk.
Skull hid the bike and uniform in the tall grass of a field gone fallow and carefully made his way to an isolated bend in the river several miles south of the I-40 bridge near Memphis. Stepping through thick underbrush hiding clinging mud and water moccasins, he found an area where he hoped to be able to cross at night.
While waiting for the sun to set, Skull placed all his weapons, sensitive gear, identification and electronics in a large waterproof bag with his clothes, packs, and sleeping bag. That made it heavy, but he blew air inside and sealed it to help with buoyancy. Next he found a few small logs that floated and tied them together into a  raft. After that, he strapped his pack and all his gear securely on top.
Sitting and watching the currents for a time, he found the water deceptively calm and slow moving, but he sensed great power. In at least two spots he could see dangerous eddies and straight out in front of him a whole tree that had been uprooted and washed downriver had gotten stuck in the soft riverbed. Thankfully the water temperature remained fairly mild, so he felt no danger of hypothermia.
Drowning concerned him, though, and the huge barges that plied the river. If he got caught in the wake of any of these, it would all be over despite the fact Skull was a strong swimmer. Watching the river carefully, he marked a steady flow of barges going north carrying loads of fuel and finished goods. The ones traveling south were filled with coal or grain.
After a few hours, Skull was able to detect a pattern. Whether the barges were going north or south, they liked to keep at least half a mile between them. There seemed to be no correlation between the southern barges and the line of northern barges. That would make it tricky.
Maybe I should just look for a boat, he thought.
A boat might seem convenient, but river folk were notoriously protective of their watercraft. A boat also drew more attention to a man by himself. Despite the physical risks, swimming across seemed the best option.
Almost dark now, Skull took off the rest of his clothes and stowed them in his waterproof bag. He then tied a six-foot length of cord to the bottom of the raft he’d made and the other end to his wrist. If he lost his grip, he wanted to be able to find the raft in the dark. Speaking of finding...he needed a landmark on the other side of the river. It would be easy to get confused and turned around in the dark. There were several lights on the far bank, but Skull wanted something distinctive and to the south since he knew the river’s current would carry him a good distance.
There it is, he thought seeing two white lights side by side with a smaller greenish light just below them. After watching for a few minutes to make sure none of them were car lights or something that might move, he was satisfied.
Now came the matter of timing. There was a barge pushing upriver almost directly across from him and one traveling downriver about a quarter of a mile to his left. He would have to time the crossing perfectly to give himself the best chance.
After four hours, he had thought the perfect window wouldn’t arrive, but then it happened. A barge going downriver passed him just as another going upriver lined up with him and the other barge. Now both headed away from him, opening an ever-widening gap. Knowing how long it might be before another such opportunity, Skull waded out into the tepid water, pulling the raft behind him.
He swam strongly, directly south behind the barge. There was a large eddy near the center of the river he had to reach to the south before he could continue across the river. Skull used the wake of the barge to pull him along while gradually working out toward the middle of the river, staying far from the propellers.
Finding the two white lights and the green light on the opposite bank, Skull saw he had already gone farther down the river than he had expected and began swimming directly across the brown water toward the lights.
He hadn’t counted on the raft hindering his progress. It would have served as a simple helpful flotation device had he been drifting easily down the river, but he needed to travel perpendicular to the current and the raft acted like a sea anchor dragging him downstream. Alternating swimming hard and easily, he gradually made his way out to the center of the river where he could just barely see the three lights.
The forlorn sound of a horn echoed across the river from Skull’s right. He looked in that direction and could just make out the nose of a northbound barge. He would have to swim hard to get across in front of it. Skull didn’t want to get caught in the middle waiting for another window. There was no telling how far south he would drift in that amount of time. After taking several deep breaths, he began to swim powerfully and steadily.
Marine Recon were typically divided into Scout Snipers or Scout Swimmers. Most Scout Swimmers were recon guys who failed the psych testing for snipers, and most Scout Snipers couldn’t swim very well. Skull was one of the few who could have been very effective in either field, but he liked being a sniper better than infiltrating into enemy territory through the water. Even so, he had spent a significant amount of time swimming during Marine Recon training and live missions in a wide variety of conditions. Day and night. In open sea and in fresh water. With equipment and without. Naked and clothed. Exhausted and fresh.
Still, in his late forties, he wasn’t as young and fit as he used to be. His muscles began to shake and cramp. Skull was forced to alter his smooth and practiced stroke to give relief to tired muscles. The pull of the raft kept tugging at his right hand during each overhand reach, dragging him even further south. He had to adjust nearly every few yards to ensure he wasn’t being diverted directly into the path of the oncoming barge. He’d lost the three-light marker long ago. Now his only navigational aid was the growing dark bulk of the northbound barge.
I’m not going to make it like this, he thought. The barge would run him over. His only chance was to swim downriver at a diagonal toward the barge. Hopefully he would reach the far bank before the barge reached him. It would take him very far to the south, but he recognized that was irrelevant now. He was swimming for his life.
Skull stopped fighting the raft and let it go, swimming after it. He angled toward the target bank while building up speed. The going was exponentially easier than what he was trying to do before, but Skull knew this was dangerously deceptive. The truth was he was swimming as fast as he could toward his own death.
The barge loomed huge now. It filled the night. Skull kicked hard, giving everything he had as the huge boat bore down on him. Not looking up, he dug deep and focused on the motion of swimming, ignoring the onrushing danger and his screaming lungs.
He looked up just as the barge passed within feet of his back. Skull kicked hard three times to get out of the barge’s wake and barely succeeded. Gasping for air, he began to swim at a more leisurely pace when he felt a strong pull on his right wrist. Skull looked for the raft, but couldn’t find it. The cord led down into water under the barge.
Suddenly, he was pulled forcefully back under the water toward the barge. He could feel the heavy bulk of tons of metal over the top of him and the soft mud of the riverbed bare meters below. He could see the raft twisting and spinning in the murky water, pulling him behind it.
Toward the barge’s large screws.
He fought and pulled at the cord around his wrist, but was dragged steadily backward. Flailing around in the water, he brushed against something hard that moved beneath his hand. Reaching out again with his left hand, he grasped the limb of the sunken tree resting on the bottom of the river. The cord with the raft pulled painfully on his right wrist as his left slipped on the slime-covered underwater branch.
Skull held on until he thought he would pass out from lack of oxygen before he noticed that the raft wasn’t pulling on him as strongly as before. It simply floated above him on the murky water. He let go of the branch and kicked for the surface, his lungs screaming for air. The raft burst through the surface a moment before Skull’s head did. Gasping and coughing, he fought tunnel vision from the lack of oxygen. Looking around, he saw the barge receding from him to the north. Resting on the raft, he allowed himself to drift until he had gathered his breath and strength before swimming again toward the east side of the river.
He climbed up the muddy bank and collapsed in the wet reeds, sensing mosquitoes landing on him and drinking his blood, but he didn’t care. He wondered idly if mosquitoes could be carriers of the Eden virus the way they were carriers of malaria and yellow fever.
Something the biogeeks will have to work out, he thought. Might make this whole issue of quarantine moot.
He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, and might have even slept, but when he felt something slither across the back of his calves in the water he decided it was time to move. Climbing slowly out of the water, he dragged the raft with him. He was too weak to go very far and stopped a few yards into the tree line. Pulling out his sleeping bag, he lay it on a dry patch of ground with his pack nearby, stripped naked, climbed inside and went to sleep.
 
***
 
A loud horn blast awakened Skull and he looked out through the low-hanging trees to see another large barge going upriver. Morning had broken and the humidity already oppressed him.
Sitting up and climbing out of his sleeping bag, Skull felt like an overstretched rubber band. He cleaned the mud and leaves off his naked body the best he could and then checked his weapons and gear. He was pleased to see that despite everything last night, the interior of the waterproof bag remained dry. He’d been too tired the night before to even notice, much less check. Getting dressed, he made sure his Glock and knife were concealed on his body within easy reach.
Looking up the river, he could no longer see the I-40 bridge leading to Memphis out of sight behind a bend and guessed he’d drifted a significant distance. Turning southward gave him no additional idea of his exact location. He realized it didn’t matter; he had almost certainly reached the southern part of Tennessee if not the state of Mississippi and needed to go northeast.
Skull put on his pack and started walking up the slight rise out of the river embankment, climbing into the flood plain that had existed for thousands of years. The only modern difference was a six-foot-tall concrete dike at the edge.
Trudging north he realized he needed a shower and some hot food. The more he looked like a dirty vagabond drunk, the more likely he was to be harassed by the authorities. Dress like a cop, people think you’re a cop. Dress like a bum, people think you’re a bum. Also, his body and morale could use the boost that both would bring.
After a couple of hours walking through fields and down side roads he made his way to Route 61, a major north-south highway bordering the river. Turning north, he continued to move steadily. He could probably try to hitchhike, but he’d never been a fan of that practice. Just too many unknowns. With time and no one chasing him at the moment, he felt he could walk for now.
By noon, Skull saw an exit with signs for gas, food, lodging, and gift shops. Walking wearily up to a cheap motel, he entered the tiny lobby and saw a bored fat man behind the counter.
“Can I help you?” the man asked.
“I need a room for the night.”
The man looked at a clock on the wall. “Check-in isn’t until three.”
“How much are the rooms with breakfast?”
The man quoted him a price that seemed much too high, but Skull wasn’t about to argue. He pulled out the money, rounded up, added an extra twenty and slid the bills across the counter. “Any way I can get into a room now? I’m pretty beat.”
The fat man looked at the money and then at Skull. Drawing it across the counter toward him, he smiled. “Let me see what I can do.”
Five minutes later, Skull deadbolted a cheap, badly fitting door that, even closed, showed outside light through every edge. He dropped his bags on stained carpet, wedged a chair under the door knob, cranked the AC up to High, and then took a long hot shower. After drying off, brushing his teeth and shaving his face and head, he lay down on the lumpy bed and slept soundly, Glock under his pillow.
When Skull awoke it was dark outside. The nightstand clock read nearly eight p.m. Putting on the last of his clean clothes, he stepped outside, and then paused. Then he went back and put his weapons and gear into his smaller go-bag, hefting it over one shoulder before going back out and locking the door. Looking across the parking lot, he saw an all-night diner that obviously catered to truckers craving high-calorie, high-cholesterol, high-cheese entrees.
High-everything sounded heavenly to Skull at that moment. He walked over to the diner and went inside, noticing it was nearly empty.
“Sit wherever you like, honey,” said a voice from behind the counter. “I’ll be with you in just a minute.”
Selecting a booth at the end, Skull put his back to a wall and faced the entrance. No one should be following him, but bad habits are easy to pick up.
A pert waitress with pink hair and a nametag that read “Brenda Lou” came over with a pad of paper and pencil in hand. “What can I get you to drink there, sweetie?”
“Water and hot tea, ma’am,” he answered. “Green tea if you got it.”
She looked at him uncertainly. “We got Lipton tea bags.”
“That’s fine,” he said. The waitress walked away and he studied the room. Five other men shared the dining room with him. All appeared to be truckers, all were alone, and all looked tired and distant. Except for his slim, fit appearance, Skull blended right in. Nearly all of the truckers watched the TV news in the corner with bored and distant looks on their faces.
“Here you go, hon,” said the waitress, coming back with his drinks. “Can I interest you in the Hungry Man’s Special?”
Skull was on the verge of declining out of habit, and then asked, “What is it, ma’am?”
Brenda Lou’s face lit up, making her fiftyish visage look a decade younger. “Oh, don’t you ‘ma’am’ me. Call me Brenda Lou, just like on my nametag.” She tapped it with a long, painted nail.
“Okay, Brenda Lou.”
“There you go. Well, the Hungry Man’s Special’s a sixteen-ounce t-bone steak with two over-easy eggs on top sprinkled with three different types of cheese. Comes with Texas toast, grits, black-eyed peas and your choice of side salad or tomato soup. If you finish it all you get a slice from your choice of six different pies.”
Sounds like a total heart attack, he thought. “I’ll take it. The soup instead of the salad.”
“How would you like your steak?”
“Still mooing on the grill.”
“Comin’ right up,” she replied, her steps a little lighter as she walked away.
Skull noticed the men in the room all looking at him appreciatively. Evidently, even these semi-professional eaters had some respect for the Hungry Man’s Special.
Sipping the hot tea, he picked up an abandoned newspaper from the counter, spreading it out on the table before him. The cleanup of the Arkansas Free State was still the front-page news. In the story, the federal government claimed the area contained several terrorist training facilities. Tensions remained high with Texas. Alaska had followed that state’s example by suspending mandatory Eden testing and allowing easy immigration. There was also a bill proposed in Alaska to secede from the U.S., with the voting set to start before that of Texas in order to take advantage of the summer months.
The U.S. government was evidently not only furious with Alaska, but also Canada, which had publicly encouraged the “defiance” of the states, and had been at odds with the current administration regarding their policies toward Edens.
The inside page contained stories of how the new Soviet Union had massed its military along the borders of the previous Warsaw Pact countries after completing its annexation of Central Asia and the Caucasus Region. NATO was on high alert and strongly condemned the troop movements, but the Alliance lacked teeth with the United States preoccupied with internal matters. Latvia and Bulgaria had already reached separate neutrality agreements with the Soviet Union in return for withdrawing from NATO.
The financial page showed world markets in severe disarray. The price of oil, grain, and gold had shot through the roof while the international trade in manufactured goods, especially luxury items, had decreased dramatically. Inflation was rising steadily in the U.S., and the commercial property and housing market had crashed in all but a few highly desirable areas. Bankruptcies abounded, and many companies had shut their doors.
Famines in West Africa and India were especially severe and piracy in the Horn of Africa region had reached an all-time high. Israel, Switzerland, Ethiopia, and Turkey had closed their borders indefinitely.
What was strikingly absent, Skull noted, was any news on areas offering sanctuary for large quantities of Edens. Nothing on Colombia, Argentina, South Africa, Australia or the other Free Communities, as Markis had termed them. Propaganda and scare stories abounded about the Eden Plague and the crises sweeping the globe, but nothing positive on Markis or the resistance he was setting up. The only stories that mentioned the man who released the Eden Plague castigated him for causing worldwide chaos and for “crimes against humanity.”
“Here you go, hon,” said Brenda Lou, returning with a giant flat tray that appeared on the verge of snapping several of her vertebrae. She set the serving platter on the edge of the table and offloaded a dizzying array of plates, saucers, bowls, and sides. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked a little breathlessly while blowing a stray hair out of her face.
“No, this will be fine,” Skull answered with a genuine smile.
“Well, I hope you enjoy it,” she said, her own smile lingering. “Good luck,” she threw back over her shoulder as she walked away.
Skull immediately cut off half the steak, put it between two pieces of Texas toast, and wrapped this in several napkins before sneaking it inside his pack. Then he proceeded to eat every other bite. After a half hour of hard work he sat back contentedly.
The waitress approached a little hesitantly, her eyes wide. “Good lord,” she said. “You okay?”
“Just a refill on the tea,” Skull replied with a broad smile.
She nodded with a nervous laugh, and began clearing the multitude of used dishware in front of him before walking away.
“Oh, and Brenda Lou?” he called out after her.
She turned carefully, still holding all the dishware.
“How about that pie?”
 
***
 
Skull slept soundly and deeply until the next morning, when he ate voraciously of the included motel breakfast, squirreling away some extra fruit and boxed cereal in his pockets. The previous night he had washed all his dirty clothes and even his sleeping bag at the small coin-operated laundry room in the motel, so he was soon ready to check out. At the counter he asked the day cashier, a short fat woman this time, “Is there a used car lot around here?”
She laughed. “Tons of ’em. Famous Ed’s is just off the next exit up the road.”
“How far is that?”
“Only a couple miles,” she said. “Best deals you’ll find in the area. I should know. He’s my brother-in-law.”
“Would he be willing to come pick me up? I’m without transportation right now.” Skull said. “My car’s transmission went out last night and the mechanic says it will be more to replace it than the car is worth, so I told him to keep it.”
She looked at him skeptically.
“Tell him I’m a sure-fire sale,” Skull added. “I have to buy a car.”
The woman overcame her hesitation and made a phone call. Then she turned back to him. “There’ll be a car here in about ten minutes to pick you up.”
“Thank you very kindly,” Skull said, stepping outside.
In about twenty minutes a car pulled up. “You the guy wanting to buy a car?”
“That’s me,” answered Skull, tossing his bags in the back and climbing in the passenger seat of a vintage red Camaro.
“My name’s Tony,” the driver said, holding out a hand. “I work for Ed.”
“I’m Zach Ulser,” Skull said naming one of his three prepared identities. He took the man’s hand. “I really appreciate the ride.”
“No problem,” Tony answered pulling out onto the highway. “It’s a slow day so far anyway.”
“Nice car,” Skull said appreciatively, running his hand over the dash.
“Nothing like the ’67 Z28, I’ll tell you. 400 horsepower 302 with the dual four-barrels.” Tony put the clutch in and revved the engine to a roar.
Skull whistled. “Sweet.”
They made their way to a large car lot with brightly colored streamers hanging over an assortment of cars, vans, trucks, and SUVs in various conditions and colors.
“Have a look around,” Tony told him after they got out of the Camaro. “I’ll go tell Ed you’re here.”
Skull walked up and down the line of cars. He needed something cheap, cheap enough that it wouldn’t be out of the ordinary to buy outright. His cash was also limited, so he would need to use Zach Ulser’s visa card.
He was on the verge of picking a vehicle nearly at random when something in the corner caught his eye. Walking over to a large Honda Gold Wing motorcycle, he saw it was old but in good condition. It wouldn’t have the off-road capability or acceleration of his last bike, but it had lots of storage in the three rear carriers and the seat would be comfortable. He would make good time on limited gas and could get through traffic jams far more easily.
“Planning on doing some serious cruising, I see,” said a voice behind Skull.
He turned and saw a man in a cheap suit with dark slicked-back hair. He had a smile on his face and his hand out to shake.
Skull took it. “You must be Ed.”
“Guilty as charged,” Ed answered. “My sister-in-law said you had a bit of tough luck. Hope we can help you out with that.”
“I hope so too,” said Skull turning back to the bike. “I haven’t ridden in years, but this might be just what I’m looking for. How much you asking for her?”
“That will run you eight grand,” Ed said, “but I’ll throw in a full tank of gas and a wash.”
Skull was prepared to pay that much since it would have to be on a throwaway credit card, but not to haggle would be suspicious.
“How about four grand and you forget the wash?”
Ed whistled. “I can see you are a tough customer. Four grand to my eight grand is quite a drop off. Why don’t we say seven and I throw in a helmet.”
Skull gazed at the bike longingly with a conflicted look on his face. “The wife would kill me if I bought a bike. Maybe I should just get a cheap car. She told me not to spend more than five.”
“Has she ever ridden on a Gold Wing?” Ed asked patting the seat behind the driver’s. “I bet once she rides on it, you two will be regular weekend travelers. There’s nothing like a Gold Wing, and the missus will thank you for this later, believe me. Besides, with gas going up every day, this baby will save you plenty.”
“That’s a lot of money though,” said Skull. “Like I said, my budget is five thousand.”
Ed looked around as if afraid someone might hear them. “I’ll be losing money, but since you’re down on your luck and I’m a God-fearing man, why not say six and it’s yours?”
Appearing to agonize over the decision, Skull finally smiled and stuck out his hand. “Deal.”
“Well alrighty then,” Ed answered with an oversized grin on his face. “Let’s go on over to the office to do some paperwork and then we’ll get you on the road.”
It took some convincing for Ed to accept a credit card, but once Skull offered to cover the transaction fees and it went through without a hitch, he was happy to oblige. It helped that Skull had a valid Florida driver’s license with his picture on the front in the name of Zach Ulser.
Half an hour after closing the deal Skull headed out on the highway, crossing from Mississippi into Tennessee.


Chapter 25

Skull made great time the next few days heading east through Tennessee, the ground slowly starting to rise and become more mountainous.
Stopping at a public library in a small town, Skull checked the secure email drop Vinny had set up what seemed like a hundred years ago. He wasn’t surprised to see a coded message for him from Spooky. Entering his personalized pass phrase, he opened the message.
It was short and simple: Need sign of life - third question, most urgent, more information to follow, S.
Skull shook his head and almost walked away, but curiosity got the better of him. The third bona fides question was the identity of Skull’s first pet. He composed a response: Still alive, a goldfish named Napoleon. S. After scrubbing the computer’s history and registry, he logged out of the anonymizer and rebooted the computer before leaving the library.
The roads east weren’t as congested as those going west and Skull made good time on the Gold Wing. It rained on him only one day, though gently. The other days spread sunny and mild around him and Skull could almost forget he was living through…what, Apocalypse Light? He snorted to himself. Things sucked, but this was no End Times.
He’d forgotten how motorcyclists were an informal tribe on the road. Whenever he passed anyone on a bike, whether young, old, black, white, Asian, tattooed, part of a club or gang, on a Harley or a rice-burner, they waved to him and smiled. Any time he stopped for gas, food, or a restroom break, other cyclists nearby would start up a friendly conversation. Their questions usually revolved around the venerable Gold Wing and Skull had developed a half dozen canned clichés about the bike. He had to admit to himself that it was a comfortable, reliable, and smooth riding vehicle, though the Harley riders exhibited a faint air of condescension.
Skull was already driving into High Bluff before he consciously knew that was his destination. Although it had been nearly twenty-five years since the last time he had been there, the small town hadn’t changed much since his youth.
Driving down the one real road, he passed the small grocery store where he had bought sodas on hot days as a boy. Beside this stood a combination gas station and repair garage owned by a boyhood friend of his. Up ahead he could see a church and thrift store. Mixed in among all these resilient structures were simple, rugged houses and dilapidated mobile homes, none of them looking like they had been built or even renovated since Watergate.
Resentment, anxiety, and curiosity all warred within him.
Why the hell am I here? he asked himself.
Turning right off the main road resulted in a powerful sense of déjà vu. He had lived and played on this street and the house where he’d grown up at the end was still standing.
Skull stopped in front and shut off the bike. The place was obviously deserted. The front door stood open and part of the roof was falling in. He couldn’t decide if he was relieved or disappointed that he didn’t have to face anyone.
Sitting there for several minutes, he gazed around the yard and the adjacent houses. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but this emptiness, this nothing wasn’t it. His old house was dead as were any feelings he had about it. Best to move on.
He cranked the Honda and turned around, heading back out to the main road, and now saw several suspicious and closed faces watching him from sagging front porches or dirty windows. They didn’t wave or smile and neither did Skull. This wasn’t his home anymore, and these were not his people.
Turning down a side street, he swung through the parking lot of Saint Alban’s, where he’d gone to Mass every Sunday. Father James would be in his eighties by now, or more likely dead. He saw a young man in a clerical collar raise a friendly hand from the church steps. Skull waved back, but kept on riding.
More nothing.
Heading east again on the main road, a sign indicated he needed to turn left to get back to the highway, but instead he turned right onto a narrow gravel road that climbed steeply up wooded hills and hollows.
These treacherous paths had changed even less than the roads and dwellings in town and Skull imagined there wasn’t much significant difference between them now and when Tennessee was cut off from North Carolina to become a state in its own right centuries before. The dark woods and large trees muffled sound and light, and this gave the forest a primeval air. The feeling of awe and smallness Skull had felt as a child returned.
Turning down paths each narrower and in worse condition than the last, he finally came to a small cabin set back against the base of a rocky hill. Ancient oaks and a pecan tree hovered protectively over the structure. This was where the road ended.
Skull had expected to see the cabin falling apart like his childhood home, but instead it seemed in good condition. He even saw what appeared to be a burgeoning vegetable garden out back. An ancient woman sat in a rocking chair on the front porch smoking a cigarette. When Skull pulled up she mashed it out in a saucer beside her and then casually reached over to pick up the pump shotgun nearby and lay it across her lap.
Skull shut off the bike’s engine and removed his helmet. He couldn’t help but smile at Detta Denham, his grandmother.
She stared at him suspiciously before realization began to dawn on her face. “Alan?” she said tentatively. “Is that you, boy?”
He nodded, smiling, and then walked up to her.
She stood slowly, tears in her eyes, reaching out for him.
Stepping inside her embrace, Skull pulled her close. He tried to remember the last time he’d hugged another human being, but couldn’t.
“Oh, Alan,” she said. “Why you been gone so long? Why didn’t you call or write? Everyone thought you were dead.”
Skull stiffened and pulled away. Nearly two decades had passed since he’d talked to anyone in the family. Looking for a reason, he settled upon, “There was a woman.”
“There always is.” Detta nodded as if this explained everything. “Well, come sit down,” she said, pointing to a chair next to her rocker, and then went inside. She emerged with a bottle and two glasses.
“It’s a little early for drinking, don’t you think?”
“My, you have been gone a long time,” she responded, pulling the cork out of the bottle of whiskey and pouring three fingers into each glass.
Handing one of the glasses to Skull, she lifted the other herself. “To the return of the prodigal son,” she said clinking her glass to his, and then throwing back the brown liquor.
Skull sipped his a little more slowly. “She died.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It changed me.”
“I can see that.”
Skull’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. Eventually he said, “Her name was Linde. I killed her.”
“Surely not.”
Pressing the heels of his hands into his deep eye sockets, he could feel something unfamiliar threaten.
Tears.
“Negligent homicide, the court-martial said, and they were right. I was lucky they let me stay in. If it hadn’t been for Zeke…oh, God…” This time the tears did flow, for the first time in at least twenty years. He’d cried for Linde, but never for Zeke, until now.
Still, he’d gotten out of the habit of emotional release and he clamped down now, shutting down the waterworks as he routinely shut down all his other passions.
Detta waited patiently for him to finish and then refilled both of their glasses. This time she corked the bottle and put it on the ground beside her. She looked at the Gold Wing out front. “Nice ride you got there.”
“It gets me around.”
“I’m sure it does.”
“How you been holding out?”
“Same as always,” she answered. “Taking it one day at a time.”
That was as much of the pleasantries as he could stand. “Where is everyone?”
She took another sip of whiskey before answering him. “You mean the family? All gone. Some dead. A couple in jail. More run off to Lord knows where. Just me here now.”
Skull remained silent for a time. Guilt wasn’t a familiar feeling. “For how long?” he finally asked.
Detta cocked her head, figuring. “Well, your grandfather died not too long after you came home for your father’s funeral. Your two younger brothers both went out to Los Angeles a few years ago and that was the last I heard of them. Pretty much the same for uncles, cousins, and the like. Denham men are a wild bunch that don’t typically live very long. The women don’t stick around long without ’em.”
Skull grunted. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but this wasn’t it.
“All except you,” she said softly. “You were different.”
“How’s that?”
She waved her hand at him. “You were always the quiet, gentle soul. That’s why you didn’t fit in. Why you left, I imagine.”
Skull shook his head and snorted.
“I’m right, boy,” she insisted softly. “You were always more intelligent and introspective than the rest. More controlled. I imagine that’s one reason you’re still alive.”
Skull thought she may have hit on at least one truth there. “What do you plan on doing now?” he finally asked.
Detta laughed heartily and lit up another cigarette. “What I been doin’. Keep on livin’ until the Good Lord decides to take me away. Best damn plan there is, I reckon.”
“It’s dangerous here all alone.”
The old woman nodded. “It is. That’s why I carry my shotgun. Already had to put down one poor fool of a thief.” She hooked a thumb toward the rear of the house. “He’s buried out back now in my vegetable garden. Best crop of tomatoes I’ve had in thirty years.”
Skull took a small sip of the whiskey and looked out at the yard. He realized it was quiet and peaceful. “Have you heard of the Eden virus?” he finally asked.
“You mean the miracle cure that heals you and makes you young? Yeah, I heard about it on the wireless set. Impossible not to.”
“What if...what if I could get it for you? Would you take it?”
“No.”
“It’s real. I’ve seen it up close.”
“I believe you,” she said, “but the answer is still no.”
“But why?”
She turned to him. “Why haven’t you? Heal your pain.”
Skull looked away. “It’s complicated.”
“It always is,” she laughed. “You cherish your pain. Just like me.”
“I still have work to do.”
“Work you can’t do if you’re one of them Edens?”
Skull nodded.
“Then maybe it’s not good work and you should just leave it be.”
“I can’t.” He sighed.
“Neither can I,” Detta said. “I’m alone, Alan. My husband and children and grandchildren are either dead or scattered. I don’t want to grow young again and start over. I don’t want another life. I’m happy with the one I’ve had and it’s about over. When the Good Lord takes me, I’ll go joyfully into His arms. Until then, I’ll endure and survive.”
Skull stood to pace up and down the porch. “But you don’t have to die, don’t you understand? All the pain will be gone.”
“Not all of it,” she said with a smile. “The deepest hurts you wouldn’t want cured even if they could be. They become old friends you can’t be without.”
“What the hell are you even talking about?” Skull shook his head at her.
Detta breathed deeply, and then let out all the air in a sigh. “I’ll make a deal with you, son.”
“What deal?”
“I’ll let you give me this miracle cure.”
“If?”
“If you take it too and agree to stay with me. I don’t want to live so long alone.”
Skull felt stumped. “That doesn’t make any sense,” he finally said.
“Makes perfect sense to me.”
“That’s because you’re a crazy old woman.”
“You’re not wrong,” she laughed, “but my condition stands.”
“I can’t do that. Not right now, anyway. I need my pain.”
Detta’s smile faded. “Because of this work of yours.”
“Without it, I’d just...”
“Be at peace?”
“Run down. Like an unwound clock.”
“Well, don’t expect me to do what you want to assuage your guilt,” she said, her voice hard. “I didn’t ask you to come back, but now that you have I’d like you to stay. I’ll even do what you ask, but don’t tell me to live forever by myself. I’ve already lived alone long enough and it’s not for me.”
Skull stood on the steps, not meeting her eyes. Instead, he let his gaze wander over the woods. Finally, he said, “I shouldn’t have come here.”
“No, Alan,” she said. “You shouldn’t have waited so long to come here. You’re late. Way too late. That’s where you’ve gone wrong.”
“Nothing I can do about that now.”
“Nope,” she said, taking a long draw from her cigarette and blowing the smoke toward him.
“Good-bye, Grandma,” Skull said, leaning down and kissing the top of her head.
“Good-bye, Alan.” Detta reached up to pat his cheek before he straightened up.
Skull walked back to the Gold Wing and put on his helmet, cranked the bike and drove away.
His pace was deliberately slow and careful, but it still felt like running.


Chapter 26

Skull continued east, weaving his way in and out of the ancient wind- and rain-smoothed Appalachian hills. Occasionally he saw locals and was able to buy gas and food from simple, laconic people. Checkpoints and soldiers seemed a thing of the past, at least here, so deep into the low mountains.
That suited Skull just fine. He’d been in a dark mood since leaving his boyhood home and worried he’d do something rash just to appease his demons, the ones that hungered for blood and oblivion.
Those had been quiescent for some time, but no longer. They whispered in his ears, promising the peace he’d always reaped after sowing deserving death, but to seek an excuse for extermination would be indulgence, plain and simple.
After the things that had diverted him thus far, he now felt the press of his chosen mission.
Skull had just crossed into North Carolina when he rounded a curve and saw a steel cable stretching across the road. He was traveling too fast to turn away from the barrier, so he laid the bike on its side, sliding under the taut metal rope, sparks flying and metal screeching. Holding on tightly, he tried to keep himself atop the bike and off the pavement, but then the rim of the front wheel caught on something and he flew up and over into the air as the entire machine flipped. He pushed himself up and away, trying for a soft landing in the bushes.
Below him the bike tumbled over and over again while Skull flew through the air at perhaps fifty miles per hour toward a distant bramble-covered road bank. Head down and feet in the air, he began to fall toward the surface. Tucking into a ball, he’d just got his feet under him when he hit the landscape and rolled.
All Recon Marines go through Airborne School. It had taken Skull almost two dozen jumps to learn the secret of landing easily, a secret he missed at the parachute course despite all their drill. The secret was to ignore the ground and focus on pressing your feet and knees together as tightly as you could. This kept you from reaching and anticipating an impact that could result in a break. A parachute landing fall, a PLF, was a barely-controlled catastrophe, yet one that allowed paratroopers to get out of the sky as fast as possible and land safely, sometimes bruised, but seldom seriously hurt.
While hurtling through the air, Skull kept reciting the same thing he did while approaching the ground on a parachute jump. Feet and knees together, feet and knees together, feet and knees together, feet and—
Hitting the ground with a crash, both knees were forced up and into his face, busting his mouth. Skull flipped headlong and began tumbling head over feet down the steep hill until he came to a painful and sudden stop against the base of a giant maple tree.
Skull lay still for a moment, fearing the worst. He wiggled his toes. Well at least I’m not paralyzed, he thought, and then remembered that people who were paralyzed thought they were moving their extremities normally. He sat up and looked at his feet as he moved them.
Spitting blood out of his mouth, he leaned and checked his body over, finding himself bruised and cut, but not badly hurt.
“Holy shit,” said a voice from up the hill, “did you see that guy go flying? It was like Evel fucking Kan-Evel, swear to God.”
Skull stood up, a rage cold as ice flooding through him. His demons gibbered, blessing Skull for setting them free.
The people who did this were about to die. That was as certain as the fact the sun would rise the next day. Skull reached behind his back and found that the Glock and knife were still in place. The rest of his gear should be somewhere near his bike. He climbed obliquely up the hill to flank the original voice, which sounded like it had been joined by others, ignoring his aches and pains. Adrenaline filled him with energy, taking away his hurts and banishing all emotion except the desire to kill.
Drawing his pistol, Skull climbed up from the wooded hill, jumped across the ditch, and stepped onto the road. His mangled motorcycle was twenty yards to his right, half-buried in an earthen bank. Three hillbillies in dirty denim overalls and wool shirts stood around the bike. They turned as one to look at him.
“Holy shit, the sucker is still alive,” said one, smiling and elbowing his buddy in the side.
Skull raised the Glock in a perfect two-handed shooter’s grip, giving the men no more than an instant for their eyes to widen and their mouths to fall open before shooting all three, one round into each, center mass. He was already limping toward his bike before the last had flopped like a meat puppet to the ground. The corpse of the one who had spoken earned himself a belated kick in the head as Skull went by.
It took some work to pry open the luggage carriers, which had been damaged in the crash, but he was finally able to get them loose. Pulling out his larger rucksack, he slung it over his shoulders and then put the smaller go-bag on top of that.
Hearing more voices behind him, he turned to see two men walking down the road. They carried rifles on slings over their shoulders and had the same look and feel of the three he had just killed. They froze when they saw Skull. Their eyes flicked from his to the three bodies.
Skull lifted his pistol to fire several shots in their direction, but too distant for accuracy and they dove to the ground. One of the men got his rifle to his shoulder and sent a round in his direction, but wide.
He heard the squawk of a radio. “We need help! Son of a bitch is still alive and I think he killed Johnny and your two brothers! Come quick!”
Wanting to rush the two men and finish them while they were rattled, Skull realized that wouldn’t be a good idea in his condition and with reinforcements coming. It would be best to get some distance and hide himself in the concealing woods.
More rounds came toward him, closer this time. Limping heavily on an ankle that was already starting to swell, Skull headed north toward what looked like the densest part of the forest. He walked steadily, stopping to check his back trail often and listen for anyone moving in front to intercept him. By dusk, he started to believe he had made a clean getaway.
Until he heard the dogs.
He could tell by their baying that they were bloodhounds, and they had his trail.
Crap. Don’t you shit-kicking hillbillies know to quit while you’re ahead?
But he knew from experience they didn’t. These were insular, backward folk who would burn the entire world down in order to avenge a neighbor they didn’t even like.
Pride and prestige and not enough fiber in the diet. You’re going to make me kill you too.
Skull pulled on his ghillie suit and assembled his lightweight M4, slinging it. The disassembled Barrett in his ruck was not handy, and there was no need of it in the dark. Then he wove and backtracked and made figure-eights to confuse the dogs and buy him some time.
On several occasions the dogs got close, but the multitude of legitimate scent trails saved him. At one point they came upon him unprepared and he had to climb a tree in the dark, clambering as high as he could and then settling into a thick part, unmoving. The dogs circled the area below him, confused, as the half-drunk hillbillies shone flashlights up to see what the dogs had found. His ghillie suit concealed him as it was meant to, making him seem like just a mass of leaves until those who stalked him had pulled the dogs away and onto another scent.
Eventually, he found what he was looking for and spent his time preparing.
In a steep-sided draw he built a campsite, pitched his tent, and lastly lit a fire after placing most of his gear nearby.
Then he waited.
By morning, the tired pursuers and their drained and ragged dogs came upon the campsite. Skull watched through the Barrett’s scope as they sifted through his belongings and clothes. Then he saw them pause and look around. They argued for a moment, and finally realization appeared to dawn upon them as they saw it for what it was. A trap. And there was only one way out. They had walked into a valley like bugs into a bottle.
Skull was the cork.
Only when he was sure they realized their predicament did he pull the trigger.
He took his time and enjoyed himself. There was nowhere for them to go. Feeling creative, Skull tried a few trick shots, such as putting one bullet through two men, or trying to clip someone’s knee without blowing his leg clean off with the monster .50 caliber bullets his rifle spat, or skipping a round off a rock to ricochet into the target.
He and his demons enjoyed themselves tremendously.
After forty endless minutes all movement had ceased. Skull confirmed seven dead hillbillies through the rifle scope before packing the Barrett away again. He then walked down to his campsite where five bloodhounds with wagging tails met him. He took some time to pet them affectionately.
He’d always loved dogs.
Skull checked the fallen and found two still alive, if barely. Torturing them seemed attractive, but he mastered himself and put each out of his misery by a quick knife thrust up under his chin through the palate to the brain.
After repairing his tent, he tidied up the rest of the gear and built up the fire again. He searched the bodies of the seven, putting all their cash in his wallet and setting aside food, ammo and batteries. After going through all of their packs, he put some of the non-perishable food in his own rucksack, and then prepared a sumptuous meal.
Relaxing through the day into the late afternoon, Skull had a wonderful time. He gorged himself, surrounded by grateful and well-fed dogs for companionship, under a clear sky. The hounds would warn him if anyone approached. Between meals, he propped the seven dead bodies up so that it appeared they were enjoying the fire with him.
Now you’ve gone over the edge, he told himself. Only crazies do shit like this.
Yet he didn’t care. He stared at the dead bodies. They were just meat and he wasn’t crazy, but he liked to be reminded of what he had done. After all, didn’t hunters take trophies? It was important to celebrate successes. He’d earned this one.
That night, relaxing by the fire with a full belly and dogs at his feet, Skull felt as content as he had in a long time.
His seven new buddies didn’t bother him in the least.


Chapter 27

While making his way back to the highway, Skull discovered signs leading him to the Appalachian Trail. The road would be quicker, but then again, he might have to deal with more asshole hillbilly ambushers. The trail seemed a safer and less troublesome bet.
The five bloodhounds followed him as their new master and Skull admitted to himself that pleased him. He had always loved dogs, but hadn’t owned one since childhood due to his nomadic lifestyle and constant travels. On the verge of naming them, he decided against it, afraid he would get too attached. He decided if they were still with him in a week, then they would get names. Until then he called all of them hey you and dog.
It had actually always been a lifetime dream of his to hike the entire Appalachian Trail. Before Skull had been recruited away from the Corps and into black ops, he and Zeke had agreed when they were both retired they would do it together. They would start in northern Georgia in April and finish in Maine in October before the heavy snows. Skull had always taken it for granted that this would eventually happen, but had never actually taken the time. There always seemed to be something more pressing.
He thought about Zeke. They could have hiked the trail together, lifelong friends. With Zeke’s cheerfulness around to balance Skull’s darkness, he might have found someone to love, to have a normal life with, but scumbag contractors working for INS Inc. had ended that dream.
What was worse, Larry Nightingale, acting on Zeke’s instructions, had saved the lives of several instead of putting them down like the dogs they were, passing on the Eden Plague. They were somewhere out there, perhaps sorry for what they had done due to the virtue effect, but that didn’t bring Zeke back.
Immortality for assholes, death to the righteous. That’s what the Eden Plague had turned out to be.
Stop feeling sorry for yourself, he thought, pushing his ruminations away. You’ve always wanted to hike the trail. Well, now you’re hiking it. Make the best of it.
Determined to do just that, he focused on holding a steady pace while stopping frequently to enjoy the many amazing sights and panoramic views. Often, he refilled his water bottles from the cool mountain streams and ate small cold meals. The dogs were oblivious to the sights and activities, but enjoyed the multitude of diverse scents, and they didn’t care if their food was cold or warm.
I could live out here, he thought idly. Then more seriously, I really could live out here. I even have dogs to help. It would be nothing to build a cabin before winter, and game is plentiful. Would be a good place to hide out from the federalists until things either settle down or really come apart at the seams.
No. You have a job to do, he told himself sternly. There will be a time to relax, but not yet. Not until the job is done.
Skull stopped to drink from a spring trickling down the rocks and watched the sun sink below the horizon in the west. He knew he should look for a good place to camp for the night, but gazing around, he realized there really wasn’t a bad spot anywhere.
The bloodhounds caught his attention. While they were always sniffing at the ground, it was normally a haphazard affair that was more curiosity than organized. This time, the dogs had a focused purpose about them that seemed different. Their tails were up and they circled around the spring before the first headed off the marked trail and down a wooded slope. One by one the others followed.
“Where you damn dogs off to?” he mumbled after them.
They didn’t answer.
Skull shrugged his shoulders, unslung his M4 and followed along behind, mentally marking a high rocky promontory overhead as a landmark in case he had trouble finding the trail again.
After a few minutes the dogs outdistanced him. His sprained ankle was still sore; in his forties, he didn’t heal as fast as he once had. He wasn’t going to risk a fall down the steep hill just to chase after curious bloodhounds.
Smelling a cooking fire ahead, Skull froze and sank to the ground. Cocking his head, he could faintly hear muffled voices.
Creeping forward, he peered down into a large natural bowl in the terrain with trees along the edges. The interior of the hollow contained a fire in the middle with tents around the edges. He saw about two dozen men and women along with half that many children. The kids clustered around the five bloodhounds, happily wagging their tails, but the men peered here and there, alerted.
A man armed with a rifle sat at each end of the bowl, one to the right and one to the left of Skull. They hadn’t seen Skull and he could undoubtedly get away, but despite himself he decided he’d like to know who these people were. Also, once he’d gone, the bloodhounds might come looking for him, picking up his trail with men following behind. He didn’t intend to become the hunted again.
Slinging his M4, Skull climbed slowly over into the bowl and walked down to the base near one of the tents to sit calmly on a fresh fallen log. Everyone was so intent on the dogs and the excitement they were causing that it took several minutes for someone to notice him.
“Are these your dogs?” one of the little girls finally asked after seeing him watching.
“Sort of,” he responded with a smile.
All the adults stopped and looked at him, and then each other, nervously. The two sentries shifted their rifles to cover him, but seemed perplexed by his demeanor and did not lift them to aim.
After a pregnant moment, a powerfully built man walked up to look down at Skull. “Welcome. My name is Derrick.”
“I’m Zach,” Skull answered, smiling as friendly as he could. “This is quite some campout.”
Derrick looked around behind him, waving a hand to his nervous sentries. “Joe, Frank, keep your eyes on the woods. You already let one in.”
The two men turn away, ashamed.
Skull could see a Colt .45 in the back of Derrick’s waistband, but the man seemed at ease. “Best place to get away from the craziness,” he said, turning back to Skull. “Things are a little...strained down there right now if you know what I mean.”
“I do indeed,” Skull responded. He looked pointedly at the armed men and then back at Derrick. “Those two are pogues, but you’re not. Let me guess. Greenie beanie?”
Derrick nodded and grinned at the nickname for Green Berets, Special Forces. “Let me guess. Jarhead?”
“Yeah. Recon.”
“Should have figured by your easy infil. You mean us any harm?”
“Not if you don’t mean me any,” Skull answered. “If I’d wanted to…” he gestured at the two ineffective sentries and formed a symbolic gun with his hand. “Pop. Pop.”
“Yeah. Thanks for that.” Derrick shook his head. “Makin’ do with what I got.”
One of the dogs barked happily, chasing a small child.
“What about those dogs? I don’t see a Recon Marine raising a pack of bloodhounds. I suspect they belonged to someone tracking you. Is anyone tracking you now?”
“Not anymore,” Skull answered, showing his teeth in an expression only distantly related to a smile.
Derrick stared at Skull’s face for a long moment before answering. “Good enough. Come on down. We’re just getting ready for some food.” Then he turned to the group and said loudly, “Everyone, this is Zach. He’s a guest of ours. Please make him feel welcome.”
Skull walked forward, receiving several smiles and howdys.
“Why are their ears so long and floppy?” a little boy asked him, rubbing one of the hound’s heads.
He looked down at the open face staring up at him. “Well, they’ve been bred that way. They track through dense thorny brush, and the floppiness keeps them from getting hung up or cut, and protects their hearing.”
“It also prevents ear infections,” Derrick said helpfully.
Skull made a there-you-go gesture and took off his ruck to sit in one of the camp chairs near the fire. His weight pulled him over onto his bad ankle, and he winced as he nearly fell. This seemed to startle the people around him more than his sudden arrival. Many of the smiles vanished.
“Got you a hurt leg there?” Derrick asked.
“Nothing but a sprain,” Skull answered.
“We’ll have food soon enough,” Derrick said. “You hungry?”
Skull gazed around at the happy group: no injuries, no conflict, everyone looking to be under thirty despite a couple teenagers among the kids. “I am, but no, I’m not an Eden.” He spread his hands.
Derrick nodded.
“But all of you are,” Skull said.
“Is that going to be a problem?” the man asked.
“Nope,” Skull answered. “Even less than you might think.”
“Aren’t you afraid we might infect you?”
Skull smiled. “I don’t plan on kissing anyone while I’m here.”
“Don’t be so hasty,” Derrick deadpanned. “I’ve been told I’m an amazing kisser.”
“The first thing I thought when I saw you,” Skull replied in kind.
Derrick laughed. “You seem more relaxed than the average citizen about the Eden virus.”
“Let’s just say I have a little…firsthand knowledge.”
“So you don’t believe all the lies and propaganda?” Derrick asked, sitting beside Skull. Men and women began placing skewers of venison across the fire.
“Not at all,” answered Skull. “I know the truth.”
Derrick remained quiet for a moment. “Mind if I ask you a personal question?”
“Long as it don’t involve kissing.”
Derrick chuckled. “Well, knowing what you know about the Eden virus and the benefits, why haven’t you taken it?”
That question again, Skull thought, stifling a roll of his eyes. “Maybe I just want to keep all my options open. Doesn’t mean I can’t take it later.”
“I see,” Derrick answered lightly. “You’re one of those types who doesn’t like to commit. Bet you never married.”
That barb struck home and Skull’s jaw tightened and his eyes darkened even more than usual with pain and loss.
“Didn’t mean anything,” Derrick said apologetically, “just trying to be funny. It’s been called an acquired taste.”
“No, that’s okay,” Skull said. “There was someone a long time ago, but she’s gone now.” He paused, and then changed the subject. “How long you been here?”
“About a month,” Derrick answered. “My family and two others were run out of our gated community once they realized we were Edens. We lived on the run for a while, collecting more like us until Teddy over there,” he pointed to a small, thin man with a long, oddly gray pony tail, “brought up this idea. Seemed like a good one.”
By the look of him, the little guy knew his way around a cannabis patch, a not-uncommon thing out in these woods. “I would tend to agree,” Skull answered Derrick. “You got everything you need out here now...but I suspect the winter’s going to be tough.”
Derrick nodded. “We’re working on getting ready for that. Might have to go lower to get away from the worst of the snow, but then we run the risk of more attention. Stocking up on food too. It’s not too bad, as long as we don’t exercise much or get anyone hurt.”
Skull nodded, seeing a tough time ahead for the group.
“Whatever we have to endure,” Derrick said, noticing Skull’s look, “it’s a damn sight better than how we were living down there. I’m not going to see my family end up in one of those camps. You heard of them?”
“Seen a couple up close,” Skull answered, his eyes narrowing.
“Then you know what I’m talking about.”
“Derrick, don’t take this wrong, but even you don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Bad?”
“All were bad. One was no worse than jail. All were ugly. One was…one was Auschwitz in America.”
“God damn.”
“No doubt, He will.”
“Then I’m glad we ran away.”
“Why not try to get away to one of the sanctuaries?” Skull asked.
“You mean one of the Free Communities down south?”
“And other places.”
Derrick snorted. “I’d love to, but we’re nervous about going into town for supplies. Can you imagine us trying to board a plane or get on a ship? They’d probably test us and then we’d be locked up and…like you said. I thought about it a lot, but believe me, this is the best place for us right now.”
Children around them ate voraciously, moderated by the adults, who imposed some order. Still, one would think they were getting their day’s only meal instead of one of three.
“We’ve seen that the children seem to need even more food than we do,” Derrick said.
“They’re growing. The virus speeds up the metabolism, even in healthy people.”
Derrick nodded. “Now they have incredible appetites, even my little Katie and she’s always been picky. To think I used to try to get her to eat her vegetables.” He chuckled.
A woman handed them each a couple of skewers of meat with a delicious aroma, and a plate with potatoes and a cob of corn on each, baked in the fire’s coals. Bowls of blackberries followed for desert.
“I know where you get the deer meat and berries,” Skull said, “but what about the corn and potatoes?”
“We have lots of mini-gardens spread around in the forest,” Derrick answered. “We plant the way the Native Americans used to, various crops together in clumps, often at the bases of trees.”
Skull had to admit he was impressed. “Seems like you’ve got a pretty good setup here.”
Derrick nodded. “But I know well enough that it could all end tomorrow. We have to be on the alert. We’re small potatoes, no pun intended,” he said pointing at Skull’s plate, “to the government right now, but once they have the big areas, like Texas, locked down again...well...”
“Yeah,” Skull said around a mouthful of savory venison.
“Unless we fight. If there are enough of us, maybe we could find another way.”
“I think you’ll find it difficult to get Edens to fight,” Skull told him.
Derrick nodded. “I’d prefer not to harm anyone if I can help it, but if you or someone else gave me no choice, I could kill you without compunction. Believe me, I know.”
“That’s because you’ve already killed before, in service. Like me. But from what I know, these guys you have that have never dropped a trigger on someone…they won’t be worth much.”
“I know. But what can we do?”
“I’d keep that insurgency idea shelved for a while,” Skull said. “I’ve seen rebellion firsthand and it wasn’t pretty. The feds are playing hardball and crushing any resistance.”
“Were you in Texas?”
Skull nodded. “And Arkansas.”
Derrick chewed quietly for a moment. Eventually he seemed to make up his mind. “I’ve taught insurgency methods all over the world. The odds are always against the insurgents in the short term, but in the long run, it can work. Any movement has to start small. This one will be no different.”
“Maybe,” Skull admitted. “Just don’t get into any rush. Simply keeping this group from freezing or ending up as bear poop might be a challenge.”
“You could stay with us,” Derrick said. “A man of your background could be lots of help.”
“How would your group here feel about a non-Eden in your midst?”
Derrick looked away.
“I see,” Skull answered, in many ways relieved. “That would be the condition for joining your group.”
“You got to understand—”
“I do understand,” answered Skull with a trace of bitterness. “You’re already turning into a tribe, a religion of your own. Outsiders can visit, but to stay you have to convert to the state belief system. I appreciate it, I really do, but I can’t join you. There’s work that needs to be done.”
Derrick nodded. “Every insurgency needs an ideology or it will fall apart…and all ideologies are a mixture of the false and true. Regardless, you could stay for the night if you wish.”
Skull realized he had planned on doing that exact thing, but something about having it said out loud galvanized him. Part of him really wanted to stay longer, and he had to quash that temptation. “Thanks,” he said, “but I need to keep moving.”
Derrick nodded.
Skull could see relief in the man’s demeanor despite his courtesy. Finishing his food. Skull accepted their gift of smoked venison, which he placed in his rucksack. Before he left, he took Derrick aside.
“There’s a man I know who works with Daniel Markis, a Green Beret and an Eden, like you. His last name is Nguyen, but they call him Spooky.”
Derrick’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. “Spooky Nguyen? I met him, once. He’s a legend in the community. And he’s with Markis?”
“Yeah, more or less. I think. And if Markis is in Colombia like he says…”
“Get word to Markis and I’d find Spooky.”
Skull nodded. “If I was a betting man, I’d put my next paycheck on Spooky running whatever black ops the Free Communities have.” He snorted. “Whatever Edens can stomach anyway. He used to be a killer. Now?” Skull shrugged.
“I’ll keep that in mind. For the future.”
Skull shook Derrick’s hand and said quick farewells, heading back toward the trail.
The dogs didn’t follow.
That’s for the best, Skull thought. What the hell am I supposed to do with a pack of bloodhounds? Still, it hurt more than he expected. Somehow, animals can reach places in the soul where people never can.
That night when he slept, aloneness wasn’t as comforting as it once had been.


Chapter 28

After nearly a month on the Appalachian Trail, Skull had become even leaner than usual, but he felt good, very fit. He’d walked from the southern border of Virginia nearly up to the West Virginia state line. The solitude, beauty, and exercise had been peaceful, probably lowering his blood pressure significantly.
Departing the Trail at Snicker’s Gap, he began hiking east along Old Route 6. Even the highway walking seemed easier, granted it was worse on the eyes and lungs due to the diesel exhaust of trucks. By early afternoon he made it to the town of Purcellville and walked into a truck stop for a shower, shave, and a hot meal.
Seeing a small internet cafe, Skull decided to see if Spooky ever responded. It had been over a month since his sign-of-life email; the little Vietnamese man may have presumed he was dead.
Logging into the site, he noted several messages from Spooky. All said pretty much the same thing, in code: Where are you? Why don’t you write? Are you still alive? The latest message provided an international number and told Skull to call from a clean phone.
Skull suppressed annoyance that Spooky would feel the need to remind him of such a thing. Skull only used clean phones.
A friendly trucker was willing to give Skull a ride into the main part of town and drop him off at the local Walmart. Walking inside, he made his way around cartloads of screaming and frantic shoppers, perhaps a bit more busy than normal, but not surprisingly so. Shelves remained filled with consumer goods, though he did notice the grocery section had some gaps and prices had risen generally.
He bought several burner phones and cards that contained varying numbers of minutes. After paying and exiting the store, he made his way to a nearby park he had spotted on the way into town. Though starting to get late, a few people remained, mainly a bunch of kids playing basketball on the court and one old man feeding pigeons. Skull made his way to an isolated corner of the park where he dropped his rucksack, sat on a bench, and assembled the phone.
Taking a deep breath, he dialed the number from the earlier message he had memorized.
The call picked up at once. Spooky Nguyen’s tight, accented voice came over the line. “Five Four Two.”
“Two One,” Skull completed the code.
“It’s taken you long enough.”
“Nice day to you, too,” Skull answered. “I’ve had some things going on that have kept me away.”
“What things?”
“Oh, this and that. I’ve been to the spa and learned to play the violin really well. I’ve also nearly finished my memoirs.”
“Not funny.”
Skull smiled. “I am. You gooks just don’t understand humor.”
“I am not a gook, as you well know,” Spooky insisted. “I spent most of my early life killing gooks. I am Degar. I am Thuong.”
“That’s what every guy tells the ladies.”
Spooky sighed. “Even less funny.”
“It’s great catching up with you and all,” Skull said, “but we’re going to have to wrap this up. I’ve got a pedicure in an hour.”
“Where are you now? No keywords.”
“Tahiti,” Skull answered. “You?”
That long-suffering sigh came again. “Near the boss. I know where you’re going.”
“Oh, do you now?”
“You’re headed to the facility.”
Skull knew Spooky was avoiding speaking its name, or even its location, to foil the NSA computers that might be screening the call. “And if I was?”
“That facility has been brought under federal control,” Spooky continued. “They are working on making a counter-germ that specifically targets Edens by overstimulation of their immune systems. Makes their bodies attack themselves similar to some strains of cancer. Intel tells us they are close to having something.”
“So you want me to take care of it for you?” Skull asked airily. “I can. Won’t be any trouble.”
“Yes it will,” insisted Spooky. “Intel also tells us that security is extremely tight. They are expecting an attack and have taken all precautions. It would be suicide for you to try to hit it alone.”
“Then why don’t you do it? You have money, equipment and manpower. A whole country or two, I hear. I’m just one guy with a gun.”
“We’re working on a plan now,” Spooky responded. “I have a team prepping. There’s a place for you on it, if you want.”
“I’m touched that you would do that for me,” Skull said, “but no.”
“We can have you extracted and safe inside forty-eight hours.”
“Count me out.”
“Then at least lay low,” Spooky said. “Let us handle this. We have the people and we have the resources.”
“When will you be ready?”
“We think within a week. Ten days at the most.”
“I need an exact date and time.”
“It’s tentative.”
“Just give it to me, and don’t be late.”
Spooky gave him the information.
Skull ended the call without saying goodbye, and then tore the phone apart with his knife, crushing the various parts under his boot heel and then tossing them into the nearby hedges.
Walking out of the park, he turned onto a main road and spotted a Waffle House. Tasty, cheap, dependable food. He went inside, dropped his gear into a booth, and ordered coffee and pecan waffles.
It would be smarter to wait for backup, he thought. Hell, I could just sit tight and let them handle it. Spooky has the men and resources I don’t. The smart move here just so happens to also be the easy move. Those things so rarely line up, so maybe I should take advantage.
His coffee and waffle arrived, and he ate while watching the television on the counter. A news show played, a sappy human interest piece on the victims of the “terrorist” attacks with liberal doses of Eden hatred.
Everyone takes it as a given that Markis and his folks were not only responsible for spreading the virus but also the nuclear attacks. No one seems to be asking how they got nukes. Hell, no one is asking how they got the Eden virus, or why a bunch of infectees would even do such a thing in the face of the virtue effect. 
The screen filled with a picture of Jervis Jenkins III, the former CIA spymaster. Very few knew that he had ushered in the genesis of the XHV project that spawned the Eden Plague, or that he had a hand in countless deaths, including the nuclear attacks. The exposé made him the centerpiece of its show. It made him a martyr.
The man who gave the orders that led directly to Zeke’s murder. Lies atop falsehoods surrounding deceits, Skull thought. He was surprised at his own anger. The way it’s always been and how government keeps control of its people. Other governments, right? Not in America. Not in my country.
Zeke’s face filled his mind again, along with an image of the family his friend left behind – Cassandra, Ricky and Millie Johnstone. Rage and righteous wrath on their behalf overcame him.
Skull put a bill on the table, picked up his gear, and began walking east again.


Chapter 29

The ticking clock had forced Skull to hitchhike. He didn’t like it, but now that he was getting close to the objective he preferred it to stealing a vehicle or buying one. Still, there were lots of hitchhikers on the roads now, far more than there used to be. The Unionists were keeping the trains running on time, so to speak, but clearly not everyone could afford a ticket. Truckers especially seemed to have become the unofficial bus drivers of the new, Unionist-dominated America, allowing people to climb onto the backs or even into the cabs of their trucks.
In Skull’s experience, hard times either made people kinder or more evil, but seldom anything in between.
Traveling this way, it only took him a few days to make it to the outskirts of Aberdeen, north of Baltimore.
The facility itself was nondescript except for a perimeter of double chain link fence with razor wire on top. Heavily armed guards walked the area, some with leashed dogs, and powerful floodlights illuminated the ground at night for a good fifty yards beyond the perimeter.
Skull lay in a concealed position for two days looking for a way in. Although there were occasional deliveries, the security here was tighter than any facility he had ever seen short of a Supermax penitentiary. The guards even made drivers wait outside while a staff member drove the vehicle in and then returned it empty later. There were at least three shifts of guards, and though he might be able to slip in among them, the uniforms were different from anything he’d ever seen before and not something he’d likely be able to fake, or pick up at a secondhand shop. Killing one of the guards in his home to take his uniform and badge seemed the obvious option, but he had spotted at least one retinal scanner. Maybe there were more.
Why are you doing this? a voice asked in his head. Don’t say it’s for Zeke; he’s long gone and there is nothing you can do that will change that. Besides, the men who killed him could be anywhere.
Skull imagined himself getting up and walking away, just dropping the whole thing. He could leave this for Spooky and just go do...what exactly? Take up bridge, or perhaps professional croquet?
You could go back to that group in the mountains, the voice said. Another voice countered, And become an Eden? I am what I am and don’t want to change. Shouldn’t be forced to change. Won’t change.
Skull realized now that nothing of what he was doing was about revenge or about Zeke. It was about who he was and what he did. If there were no INS Inc., he would find someone or something else that deserved his specialist attention. His wrath. He was the man that no one else could be. They wanted him around when evil and horror walked among them yet they loathed and ostracized him when the illusion of safety and security wrapped in the cloak of civilization prevailed. So be it.
But you could call Spooky, said the voice. They know you and accept you for what you are.
No, they don’t, he thought with sudden clarity. They see me as a very useful and very dangerous tool that must be constantly supervised so that it doesn’t get out of control. I will not be handled or managed by those too morally superior or idealistically misguided to do the things they want at the time they want for the reasons they hold. I am Skull. I can be no other.
This epiphany, this litany quieted his mind and he returned his attention to the facility. Today, the security seemed even more anal, more fanatical, with doubled guards and extra vehicles parked here and there, weapons manned.
Skull recognized what he had been dancing around for hours, trying to find some other approach. The truth was, there was only one way inside this high-security compound. It would be suicide at best and still might not achieve anything. Worse yet, Skull would have no way of knowing how things would go once he got inside. He would have to trust in his ability to improvise, adapt and overcome.
Skull recognized that spontaneity didn’t come easy to him. He preferred to not only meticulously plan any operation, but also to cover dozens of potential contingencies. Yet, he also recognized there was no other realistic option for getting a man into the facility before he ran out of time.
Spooky would hit his mark, Skull was confident, but his intuition told him whatever was going on inside of the lab was coming to a head. He couldn’t allow a new, genetically engineered plague to get into the world that would intentionally kill Edens. There were many he knew and some he cared about, but mainly he could not allow a new genocide, a new holocaust to go forward. Not if he could do anything to stop it.
There might be only one chance, and it was a huge gamble, but Skull decided to make it.
An hour later Skull hid all his weapons and gear and walked, empty-handed, to the front gate of the facility.


Chapter 30

Richard Covington had been the head of security for the unnamed facility for the past few months. He had several decades of experience working for the government and had jumped at this job because of the incredibly high pay. He had believed himself blackballed because he was on the security detail at Watts Island – hell, he hadn’t even been on duty the day of the raid fiasco, thank God – but this job offer proved otherwise.
Expecting some giant research facility, he had been surprised by the relatively small size of the fenced-in compound on ten acres housing what he was told were medical research laboratories, most of them underground. He was not, however, underwhelmed by the amount of money spent on security, which was higher per square foot than he’d ever seen.
Covington knew the government always overfunded the latest, hottest research and then underfunded the rest, so even though he had no idea what they were working on here, he knew it was high priority. Something to do with the Eden Plague for sure, the hottest of hot-button issues this past year. That didn’t matter anyway; security was his business.
He hadn’t been briefed on what type of threat to expect, so he tried to prepare for everything…but so far his impression was that this job was by far the best paying and most boring he had ever had. What was the chance something like Watts Island could ever happen again? A well-planned op had taken down a tiny, surprised security team, but that wouldn’t happen here. He had a hundred tough men and a few frighteningly competent women. They were ready this time. Procedures were in place. Policies had been enacted.
Yet, nothing had happened for months.
Not a damn thing.
His phone rang and he paused his game of solitaire on the computer. “Yes?” he answered.
“Boss, this is Sam down at Gate One. We’ve apprehended someone.”
Sam Elderage was his deputy and if he was calling, then something interesting might actually be going on.
“What do we got?” asked Covington, sitting up.
“You’re not going to believe this,” Sam said, “but I got a guy here said he was part of the team that took down Watts Island last year.”
“Probably a nut job.”
“I thought so too,” Elderage answered carefully, “but he knows things he shouldn’t know. He said you guys were working on the XHV there.”
Covington’s blood ran cold. Only a few people were supposed to know about that, and Sam wasn’t one of them.
Elderage continued. “Said he’s part of a team planning to take down our facility, but wants to cut a deal.”
Covington thought quickly. “Detain him, strip-search him and lock him up somewhere until I can talk to him. Use…use eight guys. That should be enough.”
“Eight guys?”
“Yeah.”
“Will do,” said Elderage.
“I’m hitting the lockdown button in five minutes, so get him inside now.”
“Yes, sir.”
Covington hung up, walked out of his office and down the hall, stepping into a plush room where a secretary sat. “I need to see the Director.”
“He said he’s not to be disturbed,” she said.
“It can’t wait,” Covington replied, pushing open the polished wooden door.
Behind a broad desk sat Director Tripman holding his hand over the mouthpiece of his phone, an annoyed expression on his face. “Yes, Covington. What is it?”
“Sir, sorry to disturb you, but we need to lock down the facility.” He closed the door behind him and told what he knew, quickly and concisely
 
***
 
Covington stood in front of the thin man hand handcuffed to a chair in the hastily emptied storage room. Something is wrong, he thought. This guy is too cool, especially in nothing but his boxers. It looked like his men had roughed the guy up a bit; knuckle-shaped bruises showed on the man’s ribs, but nothing serious.
“What’s your name?” Covington asked.
“He won’t tell us,” said Elderage.
“Alan Denham,” Skull answered.
Elderage started punching buttons on a computer before turning back to his boss. “He’s not in any of the databases or systems.”
“Check the open systems.”
The man tapped at the keyboard again. “Nothing.”
“So you’re playing games with us,” Covington said. “What’s your real name?”
Skull stifled a laugh. “Trust me, that’s my real name. I was never in too many databases, but eventually we had our identifies erased from the system.”
“Who’s we?” Covington asked.
Skull looked around and wondered if anyone else was listening in. “I already told you I was at Watts Island with Daniel Markis.”
“The Daniel Markis who calls himself the Chairman of the Free Communities?” Elderage asked.
“The same.”
“So why are you here?”
“I’m here to scout out any vulnerable points in your security,” Skull said. “I’ll go back and report what I’ve seen to my team and we’ll come up with a plan to scrag this place.”
Elderage snorted. “Good luck.”
Skull turned his gaze on Covington and smiled. Something about the man’s skin-and-bones face convinced him. “So why are you turning on them now?” asked Covington.
“Because they all turned out to be fanatical Edens, but I’m not. The money was good, but then it became about the ideology and that sort of thing will get you killed.”
“We tested,” said Elderage. “He’s not carrying the XHV.”
“It just feels wrong now,” Skull continued, “to go against my own kind, especially with all that’s happened. I mean, I even had two brothers in Los Angeles and I don’t know if they’re alive or dead.”
“So, you’re a mercenary who works for the highest bidder, but now you’ve had an attack of conscience and want to help the U.S. Government out of the goodness of your heart?”
“Not even close,” Skull laughed. “I just like them even less than I like you.” He shrugged. “I was starting to think we couldn’t do it anyway. Your setup here is too deep. Too many redundancies. It’s a suicide mission.”
“Okay, why don’t you tell us exactly how you think this is going to work?” said Covington.
“Like I said, I want to cut a deal.”
“You’re in no position to negotiate.”
“Actually, I’m in a very good position. I’m offering to work as a mole on the inside for a very dangerous group intent on destroying everything you’re doing. You got anything else like that?”
“We could just keep him locked up, boss,” said Elderage.
Skull nodded. “You could do that, but if I’m not back or at least checked in by tomorrow morning, they’ll know I’ve been blown and you lose your chance to take them down. And when they hit you – and they will – even if you win, you lose, because whoever does the investigation is going to crawl right up your ass and camp there with sharp steel stakes. No way that ends well for either of you.”
“So what do you want?”
“Three things,” Skull said. “First, I want triple what they’re paying me for this job, in cash. Two, I want a new identity. These guys can be a bit…vindictive when double-crossed. And third, I want a private jet to a destination of my choosing.”
A knock came at the door and two men in polo shirts entered. Skull couldn’t keep himself from stiffening, instinctively recognizing fellow black operators.
“This is the guy I told you two about,” said Elderage. “He look familiar?”
The two men stared at him. One spoke. “Yeah. Can’t forget that face. He was on the surveillance tape at the Johnstone place. Him and the Montagnard took out the van and infected our guys.”
Yes, I was there, thought Skull coldly, memorizing every detail of the two men while trying not to let his hatred show. “Oh, can I have my watch back?”
Covington rubbed his hand through his thin hair. “Sam, give the man his watch and his clothes. No belt. I’m going to have to make a call on this one.” He pointed at Skull. “Lock him down tight. Four guards.”
Skull could feel the clock start ticking as he slumped, closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of the chair.


Chapter 31

Skull lay on a cot in a locked storage room. Evidently the facility was not set up to house prisoners. Nevertheless, he searched the room and found no easy way out. He could probably surprise a guard opening the door, but Covington had assigned four men to watch him, a tough row to hoe for any unarmed, handcuffed prisoner.
Except Spooky, Skull thought. If there was one guy who could do it with his bare hands, it was Spooky.
Besides, Skull wanted to give this scenario a little more time to play out before forcing the action.
Hearing someone entering a punch code from outside, Skull expected to see one of the uniformed guards, but instead a small man in a lab coat wearing glasses strode in with a medical kit. The guards remained outside, shutting the door.
The man walked over to Skull and bent close to speak in a low, almost soundless voice. “Spooky sent me. Thought you might need some help.”
“What makes you think I need any help?” Skull asked in the same low tone, sitting up and swinging his legs to the floor.
The man backed up, blinking behind his thick glasses, but unafraid.
“Never mind,” said Skull. “Who are you?”
“I’m Cyrus Alcroft,” the man said. “I’m a researcher here. I knew Elise Markis from her time working on XHV. She thought I was just a consultant, but actually I was on a second team, working up at Plum Island.”
“And you want me to believe you’re working for Spooky?”
“Him and Cassandra Johnstone,” the man said, his eyes shifting left and right. “Elise introduced me to them after I realized I was on the wrong side.”
“And what side is that?”
“The side that isn’t interested in the truth,” he said, glancing at the closed door and back at Skull again. “We really need to go. It won’t be long before the guards check on me. I’m supposed to be getting more blood samples.”
Skull rattled his handcuffs attached to the aluminum cot. “I can get loose of this if I have to, but what’s the plan?”
“There’s a freight tunnel beneath the facility that will take us under the fence,” Alcroft explained. “There’s a seaplane three miles away on the coast that will take you out of here.”
“How do we get past the guards?”
“I’ll come back in an hour. When I do, I’ll convince them there’s a horrible, virulent plague loose that will scare them silly. You’ll have to be ready.”
“Sounds good,” Skull said, looking at the Patek chronometer on his wrist. “But when you come back, first you’ll take me to the armory.”
“The what?”
“Place where they keep all the weapons,” Skull explained. “I don’t like walking around without any weapons.”
The little man looked at him uncertainly. “I don’t even know where that is.”
“You have one hour to find out.” Skull lay back on the bunk, relaxing. “Go on. I’ll be waiting.”
The small man’s brow furrowed, and then tapped for the guard to open the door and let him out.
I should have known Spooky would have a man inside, Skull thought. He’s not the type to lead a frontal assault with no ace in the hole.
An hour later, Skull had worked his cuffs off the cot, but they still held his hands in front of him. A commotion outside in the corridor, cries and pounding feet, told him that Doctor Alcroft had begun his ploy, whatever it was.
The door swung open and the little man staggered in, his face covered in frightening boils. Skull stepped back instinctively, but Alcroft waved at him as if calming an animal. “Don’t worry, it’s moulage. Fake –”
“I know what moulage is. Let’s go,” said Skull sternly. “Lead the way.”
Beneath red strobes and flashing biohazard symbols they raced down deserted passageways until they reached a metal door with a keypad. Alcroft looked uncertain. “Spooky said they would hack into the system and allow me full access, but I’m not sure if it includes the armory or not.”
“Only one way to find out,” Skull said.
Alcroft punched in numbers to the keypad and the door clicked open.
Skull pushed it wide and looked upon several rows of weapons racks. He picked out a Steyr bullpup machine gun and two HK pistols. While filling a small bag with loaded magazines, he noticed a large cabinet. Opening it, he saw it was filled with thermite grenades.
“What are all of these for?” he asked.
“How would I know?” Alcroft answered. “I’m a biochemist, not security.”
“Never mind,” said Skull filling another small bag with the grenades. “Probably part of their emergency destruct plan. Guess what. The plan is happening.”
“Can we go now?” said the researcher, fidgeting.
“Sure,” said Skull. “Take me to the labs.”
“I’m supposed to take you to the escape tunnel.”
Skull placed the barrel of the HK pistol against the man’s head. “If anyone gives you a hard time, tell them I forced you. It’s even true.”
The researcher took off at a trot down the hall. At an intersection they descended two flights of stairs leading downward. At the bottom, Alcroft opened a door that debouched into a single hallway with many doors.
“These are all the labs,” he said. “That door there is for stimulating tissue growth. The one over there is for –”
Skull ran to the very end of the hall and stopped at the first door. Pushing it open, he saw a small room with tables, lab equipment, and two researchers. He tossed in a thermite grenade and closed the door. Quickly, he turned to the door across the hall and did the same, and then on down the line. He was at the fourth door before he heard screams from behind him and smelled smoke. Working quickly, he finished the rest of the doors and then made his way back to a stunned Alcroft, seeing men and women in lab coats fleeing up the stairway.
“Good,” Skull said. “Now to the specimen storage.”
Alcroft’s mouth opened and then closed soundlessly. Finally he pointed downward.
“Lead on,” said Skull and followed the little man to the next level lower. There he found larger rooms and used Alcroft’s code, which he had now memorized, to enter. More thermite grenades rolled and more screams and fleeing people resulted.
“You have to get out of here,” the little man said.
“Almost there.” Skull smiled as fire suppression system began to activate. They wouldn’t stop the thermite from igniting everything they touched, but the system would interfere with the total burnout he wanted. “Take me to where the security folks sleep when everything is on lockdown.”
“Why?”
Skull slapped him. “Don’t ask. Just do it.”
The man led him up several flights via a different stairway. On this level, a mixture of people in lab coats, uniforms and various states of undress scurried through the flashing, noisy halls, pushing past them both ways as if they had no idea where to go. No one gave them a second look in the confusion. Alcroft opened a door that showed a long room filled with bunk beds, all of them empty.
“The alarms got them up,” Skull said. “What about some sort of command center?”
“You mean the control suite?”
“Yes,” said Skull, “take me there.”
Working their way down several long halls until they arrived at sliding glass doors, Skull could see multiple security monitor displays. Covington, Elderage, and six other men crowded the room, all talking frantically on phones, radios, or typing on keyboards. The two black ops men from Zeke’s house were among them.
“Wait here,” Skull told Alcroft, stepping through the doors.
Pulling the Steyr up, he sent a low burst of automatic fire into the guts of the two he hated, leaving them writhing on the floor. Then he worked his way around the room, methodically gunning down Covington, Elderage and the two other security guards before switching off the fire suppression system. Now, the blaze would consume everything.
Once finished with this task, he returned his attention to the wounded men, removing pistols from beneath their nerveless, scrabbling fingers.
“This is for Zeke,” Skull told them. Pulling the pins on two thermite grenades, he stuffed one down the shirt of the man on the left, and then did the same to the one on the right before walking out of the control suite.
“Now we can go,” Skull said as the screams of the incinerated drifted from behind closed doors.
They made their way back down to a lower level by using a smaller stairwell. Skull tossed an incendiary into every room he passed until his bag was empty. By that point they had neared another formidable steel door.
Alcroft punched in his master code and it clicked open. Visibly relieved, the little man turned on hall lights and led them through a narrow, damp tunnel. After about one hundred yards came another door. The code opened it again.
“Three miles to the northeast on the beach there’s a seaplane and a pilot waiting for you,” said Alcroft.
“What, you’re not coming with me?”
“I can’t,” the man answered. “I’ve got a family, a job. I have to stay under cover.”
“They’ll catch you. What if the security video survives?”
“Like you said,” the man insisted. “I’ll tell them you forced me.”
“That will only work so far,” Skull said putting a hand on his shoulder. “Believe me. They’ll make you talk and then you’ll tell them everything you know. I can’t let you stay.”
The man shook his head and pulled back. “I’ve done my part. More than was asked of me, and now I’m done. I’ll go home to my wife and children and that will be the end of it.”
“We can send for them later.”
Alcroft shook his head sadly. “My mother-in-law lives down the street. My wife would never agree to leave her. I’ll never talk. I won’t break. Trust me.”
Skull paused for a moment. “Okay, I guess.” He stuck out his hand. “Thanks for everything.”
Alcroft shook hands with him and smiled. “Glad to help. Now you’d better get out of here.”
“You too,” said Skull turning and walking through the door. He waited several seconds and then reversed course.
Alcroft was walking away.
Skull put one round into the back of his head. “Everyone breaks,” he whispered.


Chapter 32

Skull made his way up to the surface and emerged into the night. The exit wasn’t far from where he had stashed his gear, so he raced to it, throwing his ruck on his back and then sprinting to the northeast toward the coast.
With good visibility from a full moon, he didn’t have to use his flashlight. He stopped to rest once, looking back at the billowing fire that marked the facility. The thermite grenades burned hot enough to ignite aluminum, and had likely started other chemicals blazing, producing a complete conflagration, especially with the fire suppression system deactivated.
Tied to a pier extending out from the beach, the moonlight revealed the shape of a Brazilian-built twin-turboprop seaplane large enough to hold a dozen men. He raced toward it, seeing the faint glow of the cockpit instruments as he approached without stealth.
A man stood outside the plane with a submachine gun.
Markis.
“Howdy, Skull. Long time no see,” said the voice.
Not Daniel; his father David. A veteran combat pilot, which made more sense. With the Eden Plague’s rejuvenating effects they could be mistaken for brothers, especially in the dark.
“Thanks for the pickup.”
“Any time,” David said, shaking Skull’s hand with a smile that seemed genuine and looking off to the southwest toward the flickering glow. “Looks like you made a mess over there. We’d best be on our way.”
“Aren’t we waiting for the team?”
“What team?” David Markis seemed genuinely puzzled.
“Spooky told me he would be hitting the lab in about…” he checked his Patek. “Ninety-five minutes?”
“Don’t know nothin’ about that. Alls he told me was, you’d trash the lab and I’d fly you away.”
Skull chuckled ruefully. “Bastard.”
“Now, now. Plenty of time for name-callin’ later.”
“Let’s go, then,” said Skull, following the senior Markis into the plane and pulling the door shut.
“Grab the copilot’s seat and strap in,” David told him climbing into the pilot's chair. The rest of the space was taken up by cardboard boxes secured to the floor and wall by cargo netting. “I’m going to push us out of here as fast and low as I can.”
The plane moved forward into the sea and began accelerating at full throttle. The twin engines reached a high whine as the plane lifted off the water and made a sharp turn to the right before it started gaining altitude.
The compass showed them heading south, and the lights of the coast off to Skull’s right fell farther behind as the minutes passed.
“You look beat, son,” David said. “Put your head back. Nothin’ gonna happen for a couple of hours.”
Skull did as Markis instructed, resolving to just take a cat nap. He was surprised when he woke up at least three hours later. The plane flew level and easy over open water, and the sun had risen above the wide Atlantic to the east, with hardly a cloud in the sky.
“Morning,” said David. “Sleep good?”
“Fair. Did we make a clean getaway?”
“Clean as they get,” David answered. “If we hadn’t, the first we’d hear about it was an F-35 up our ass. This baby’s fast, but not that fast.” He patted the cockpit dash.
Skull nodded. “So what’s the plan?”
“We fly to a particular set of coordinates south of Puerto Rico. We set down on what I hope is a nice flat stretch of water and we meet Spooky. He’ll be in a speedboat and have a tanker with him to refuel the plane. You go with Spooky in the speedboat to Colombia and the boys and I go take these supplies to our people in Antigua.”
“Antigua?”
“Don’t ask. I already said too much. Need to know.”
“Okay,” said Skull. “You happen to have a map of the area with you?”
Markis pointed at a folded, laminated chart in a holder next to Skull.
Looking over the chart for several minutes, Skull eventually put a finger on a small airstrip on the southeast tip of Cuba. Ever since Fidel’s death, Cuba had slowly begun to become the paradise its natural beauty promised. Skull knew that, and had long planned to visit.
“There,” Skull told the pilot. “Put me down there.”
David turned and looked at him like he was crazy. “Cuba? We got it all lined up for Puerto Rico. Don’t worry, it’s part of Spooky’s plan. It’s fine.”
Skull nodded. Without hostility at David’s words he unbuckled, crawling backward out of the seat and into the cargo area. Several minutes later he returned wearing a parachute and carrying his gear, plus an inflatable life raft. He pulled one of his HK pistols and put it against David Markis’ head. “Okay, let’s try this again. You set me down where I want or I shoot you and bail out of the plane.”
David turned his head toward Skull, ignoring the gun. “You ain’t gonna shoot me, son, and we both know it.”
Skull pressed the muzzle hard into David’s temple.
“On the other hand, I’m as flexible as the next man. Semper Gumby and all that. You ain’t gotta threaten me.” Markis reached for the chart. “What’s the name of the airfield again?”
Several hours later they made an unauthorized landing on the Cuban coast. Two policemen approached the plane once it had finally stopped, with a couple of bemused beachcombers watching. Generous bribes smoothed everything over, and Skull put on his two packs containing his gear and got off the plane. At the bottom, he turned and looked back to see David peering at him. “Tell Daniel we’re even now.”
“I’ll tell him.” David smiled a toothy grin. “But now you owe me, boy.”
“Fuck off, old man,” Skull said with an answering grin and turned south.
According to the map, a little beach resort town rested not far from there. A place where the locals were polite and discreet, Skull wagered. A place where they respected a man’s privacy and where he could disappear and relax for a while.
Skull had always wanted to become truly fluent in Spanish, and he realized he could use a little time off near the ocean relaxing in the sun and breeze.
But only for a time.
Then, he’d get back to work.
His kind of work.
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Alan “Skull” Denham put his eye to the sight of his venerable Barrett sniper rifle. Mexico City sprawled smoggy as ever; he could just barely see his target area. The fascist United Governments of North America hadn’t done any better than the old Mexican regime had in cleaning the place up. Annexation of Mexico and Canada by the former US had proven to be the proverbial anaconda swallowing the buffalo; the process seemed inevitable, but very, very slow.
Skull was indigestion.
The cold logic of insurgency dictated that he kill as many northerners as possible and spare the locals, sowing distrust between Latinos and gringos. When he did, government cracked down, locals protested and rioted and bombed.
Skull loved it.
This target was special: a Security Service Psycho officer, one of the tiny percentage of infected humanity that the Plague turned evil…or at least narcissistic. Most people considered the two the same.
Like many low-level Psychos in the Unionist-Party-dominated UG, this one led an SS death squad, searching out the UGNA’s enemies, criminal or political, real or imagined.
Crosshairs drifted downward to rest on the norteamericano. Skull inhaled, then let his breath out most of the way and paused naturally. His finger gently squeezed the trigger, surprising him with the sharp report. All well-aimed shots were unanticipated; that was a secret of the sniper, especially for shots like this at over eight hundred meters.
He didn’t have to see the Psycho fall, didn’t have to observe his head explode like a ripe melon. Zen-like, as soon as the bullet left the barrel he had felt the shot was good. Skull was already moving from his position before the first sirens wailed and the SS airmobile reaction team spun into the air.
He slid the weapon into the beat-up guitar case, barely large enough to contain the gun. A sombrero settled onto his head, completing his mariachi costume. With his dark eyes and deeply tanned face wrinkled from a lifetime of outdoor exposure, he became just another local musician heading to a concert. His Apache grandfather had bequeathed him the ability to tan darker than any ordinary white man, and he blended in among the South and Central Americans with ease. Down the stairs, off the roof of the building and into the slums, in two minutes he had disappeared among the bars and cantinas and squalid apartments.
Helicopters pummeled the air overhead, too late. The crowds on the dirty streets hid him, one among many, as he made his way to his dwelling.
In his tiny rented room he searched his own face, dark eyes like pits in the cracked mirror. Over fifty now, he was resigned to the aging as long as he could keep the hate alive. He nursed it like a beloved child; the killing gave his life meaning. Perhaps someday the fear of age and infirmity would tempt him to accept the emasculating Eden Plague virus that had upended his world.
But not today. Today he had filled his cup of death. Today he was whole.
Water on his face, on his hands. In the fading light coming through the cheap curtains it turned to blood, but he ignored the sight by long practice. He reached for a bottle of mescal. “Arriba, abajo, al centro y pa ´dentro,” he murmured, and then drank a slug from the neck. The traditional toast of “up, down, center and in” seemed to make the smoky liquor taste better.
Opening the guitar case, he gently removed his exquisite rifle. Before he stripped it down and cleaned it, he took out a knife and made a thin hash mark at the end of the row on the stock.
His fingertips touched the four hundred and fifty-five tiny indentations, one for each kill with the weapon. The first ninety-six had been the enemies of his country, back when he had a country, back when the United States was something to believe in. He’d killed in Somalia, Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan and countless other places.
The rest of the marks…those were personal. Payback for his old commander Zeke, payback for hacker Vinny, payback for the innocents in the death camps and for the other millions murdered by the chickenshit jackbooted thugs of the Unionist Party and the United Governments, those that had corrupted his flag, stole his Constitution, and murdered all he held sacred.
Who needs sex, he thought, when killing is so much more satisfying.
Closing the knife, he began to lovingly service his weapon.
 
THE END of The Demon Plagues excerpt.
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The icy wind whipped dirty grey snow into Nathan’s face. It was always cold and overcast now. He wondered if warmth would ever again come to this dreary world. His extremities were long past numb and his joints felt as if they were frozen in place. He looked at his family lying in the dingy ash-like mush beside him. Bethany shivered and burned with fever and Nathan feared she wouldn’t make it through another night outdoors. His watch told him it was three o’clock in the afternoon, but the overcast sky looked like dusk. Days were shorter now.
Nathan turned back to the little clapboard shack silhouetted in the fading light. At one corner of the structure white smoke billowed from a rusty sheet metal pipe promising warmth.
There is no easy way to do this. I hope I don’t get us all killed, he thought. Even if things go well, there will likely be blood. Nathan lowered his head onto his arm and closed his eyes. Choices were falling away from him like the leaves on the dying trees towering over them. Keeping his family alive. That was the only thing that mattered now.
He looked at his sons and gave them a nod as he stood. Joshua and David rose and followed their father slowly. Nathan put his hand on Bethany as they passed, her fever so bad she was oblivious to everything around her. He thought about conferring with the boys again, but that would only be stalling. They had talked it all over before and besides, there was nothing complicated in what they were about to do. With sudden determination, Nathan ran the last ten feet and kicked in the flimsy door. He was momentarily blinded by the light and warmth.
Nathan moved along the right wall and felt the boys come in behind him. His eyes adjusted and he saw three men and one woman. They were staring back at him in shock. The dirty unkempt man nearest the stove stood slowly with a cunning look on his face. He eased a hatchet from the nearby woodpile. Nathan aimed his assault rifle at the man and tightened his finger on the trigger. The man froze, but glowered at Nathan with tangible malice. Time stopped and Nathan almost reconsidered.
“So what are you going to do?” snarled the angry man in front of him. “You can’t make us leave and you’re sure as hell not staying here with us! This is our place. Find your own!”
Nathan shot the man in the face without thinking. Before he could turn he heard David fire the shotgun to his left. David's shot hit both the man sitting at the table and the scrawny woman in his lap. They both fell to the floor in a bloody heap.
The man closest to the entrance bolted out of his chair towards the door and Joshua hesitated, nearly letting him go. Nathan knew what the boy was thinking…he’s running, isn’t a threat, but he’s headed out the door towards where Mother is waiting sick in the snow. The boy deliberately stepped forward into the wind gusting through the silhouette of the door and shot the man in the center of the back with his .45 automatic pistol.
Joshua stared at the crumpled body outside the door and looked sick. David simply began going through pockets looking for valuables. Nathan wondered again how his two sons could be so different, and not just in appearance. Joshua was blond and light-skinned like Nathan. He was also the oldest by a year and the thinker. David was dark-haired like his mother and not terribly reflective. Nathan suspected David spent little time on regret or second-guessing.
Nathan let out a deep breath and closed the door before the precious heat could escape. He grabbed Joshua’s arm, “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I guess. Like you said, if we don’t get Mom out of the cold she is going to die and this is the only warm shelter we’ve seen for days.” Joshua lowered his head, “I just wish there was another way.”
“There is no other way, and you know it,” said David casually from the floor where he was trying on the hat of the still dying man. “They wouldn’t let us stay in their filthy, lousy shack and even if they did, we’d have our throats cut before morning or worse.” David did not even bother to look around at them, now preoccupied with examining a small knife from the woman’s jacket pocket. She kept putting her hand on David’s arm as blood pooled out of her neck and he shook it off absentmindedly each time.
Joshua tensed up and started towards his brother, but Nathan stepped in front putting his hand on his son’s chest. “Go bring your mother in from the cold and lay her down over by the stove, we’ll get these…” Nathan gestured at the three men and woman on the floor, “…out of here.”
“I’ll help you bury them,” said Joshua resolutely. Nathan started to answer him, but David stood and turned around incredulous, “Why? They would have skinned you alive and raped Mom for days, and you want to give them a proper burial?”
“You don’t know that,” insisted Joshua, “they could have been folks just like us.”
“I’m sure they were folks just like us,” answered Nathan slowly, “just trying to survive, but they would have killed us nevertheless, either directly or by not letting us in from the cold.”
David turned away from the conversation, clearly already bored, and moved to a pistol thrown into the corner during the commotion. None of them had even seen it in the short fight.
Nathan slid close to Joshua and said quietly, “Son, that ground is frozen, we don’t have tools, and we frankly don’t have any energy to spare. Maybe tomorrow after we rest and eat, but not today. Especially not with night coming on.”
“But Dad, won’t they attract the dogs?”
This actually gave Nathan pause. His son was right. Despite the deep cold and driving snow, those roving packs of once domesticated, but now murderous, wild dogs would come to them, drawn by the smell of fresh blood.
“Son, we have no choice!” hissed Nathan. “We can’t bury them without tools, and we can’t spare the gas to burn them. Also, before you say it, I’m not going to let your mother spend the night in this small shack with four corpses! We’ll drag them as far away as we can and hope for the best.”
“But Dad, those two look like they’re still alive,” pleaded Joshua pointing to the man and woman David had shot.
“They’re not. They’re only dying slow. We couldn’t save them even if we wanted to, now no more talk. Bring your mother in here and try not to let her see any more of the death than she has to. You know it upsets her.”
Joshua moved off and Nathan scanned the area mentally making an inventory of the room. It had probably been a seasonal hunting cabin at one point. There was a small stove in the corner putting out enough heat to keep the tiny shack blessedly warm. There were also three thin pallets with blankets near the stove, and a table with two wobbly chairs. A small egg crate in the corner appeared to contain some canned goods and a bag of dried beans. The walls were thin and drafty, but coming across this shack was fortunate. Nathan had fought to keep the thought just below the surface that his family might die slowly before his very eyes. Now he knew death was at least another day away.
David walked back across the small room carrying several pairs of boots under one arm and a bag of loot in the other. “Looks like we got an old .38 revolver with fifteen shells, three pairs of boots we might be able to use down the road, a backpack that could still have some life in it, a lighter half full of fluid, that hatchet and the food in the crate there.”
“Good,” said Nathan. “Let’s drag these poor souls out of here before the blood gets all over the place.”
They took the two dying ones out first, dragging them down the hill out of sight, and hopefully downwind from the shack. At the bottom David asked Nathan if he wanted to finish them off with the shotgun. Nathan told him he needed to put them out of their misery, but didn’t want to use a gun. Ammunition was just too scarce. Nathan deliberately drew his large hunting knife and knelt down beside the man.
“I can do it,” said David emotionlessly.
Nathan stopped and slowly looked at his son. “Why on God’s earth would you want to do something like that?”
David stepped back and crossed his arms angry, “Whatever. Just trying to help. I did shoot them after all.”
“Just go get those other two bodies and then clean the blood off the floor,” said Nathan as evenly as he could.
“Fine,” said David as he turned and walked away into the approaching twilight the shotgun slung low over his back.
Nathan paused and watched the boy stride up the hill. If someone had told him three months ago that he would have to suffer teenage attitude from his seventeen year old son because he did not allow the boy to finish killing two people, Nathan would have thought them crazy, but that was exactly what just happened. David gave him the same reaction when told he could not stay at a friend’s house or watch a late movie on a school night. Nathan had known a few men in combat who took to killing, but none as readily and easily as David. It wasn’t that David was homicidal; he just did not seem to feel any empathy for those in his way. Killing was just a chore to him similar to taking out the trash or doing the laundry.
Nathan bent back over to the man who was, thankfully, already dead. No such luck with the poor woman. Her eyes followed him like a wild horse, but there was no hope for her; it was a wonder she was alive at all. The buckshot had taken off part of the side of her head, leaving a portion of the brain exposed.
Nathan wanted to tell her he was sorry. Even so, he knew that was his weak effort at trying to alleviate his own guilt. Even if there was, by some miracle, a way for this woman and her friends to let him off the hook, he knew they were dead because of him. Folks just like us, he'd told Joshua and it was probably true.
Nathan clenched his teeth and reached down to gently turn her head so the pleading eyes faced away. He neatly sliced open her carotid artery, allowing the blood to gush into the snow before standing up and moving away from the horrific sight and nauseating odors of death.
He stretched his squat muscular frame tense with painful exhaustion. He wasn’t exactly short, but his fireplug physique made him appear shorter than he was. Nathan walked stiffly a few feet away to breathe in the cold dead air. He watched the sickly yellow sun set over the snow-covered hills. The quiet and stillness felt more ominous than peaceful. There were suddenly no sounds, even the wind stopped. The whole vastness of the earth is a gigantic open grave, thought Nathan and shuddered.
Nathan sagged down against a tree in sudden grief. Did I save his family for this? Is the world nothing but a rotting corpse? Are we fooling ourselves?
He climbed slowly back to his feet brushing the slimy snow off his body. I might be a fool, he thought, but I know no other way. The choice is simple and will be decided each day and each moment. Death or life? Despair or hope?
A gust of wind brought the sound of his boys talking. He could tell by the tone the open animosity was gone and they were brothers again, just like in days past. Maybe only for a little while, but it was something.
Nathan felt strength and purpose flow into him. I must keep them alive. I must maintain hope, however pathetic it might prove.
Nathan turned and resolutely climbed up the hill to his family and the awaiting light and warmth.
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