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PROLOGUE


The Great Blackout


 


Three years ago...


 


ERIK LARSSON SAT behind
the wheel of his car, waiting at a red light.  It was just another Thursday
afternoon for the rest of the world, but for him, it was another day without
landing a job.  


It had been
two months since he and his fiancée Brin Hideyo had moved to Florida’s “Sun
Coast” and he’d so far been unsuccessful in finding a way to help pay the
bills.  He knew it wasn’t for lack of trying, but it depressed him
nonetheless.  She had been recruited the previous winter by a big pharmaceutical
company, so that when the two had finished school she was ready to start work. 
He planned to start his quest for a master’s degree in a few weeks.  Everyone
back home told him he could find work as a teacher in the meantime.  It was
time for the Baby Boomers to retire after all, and all the states were going to
be in sore need of new teachers.  


A small
beep brought him out of his own self-pity.  The orange “Service Engine Soon”
light had just come to life on the dashboard.  Again.  Erik sighed.   This was
the second time in as many weeks that the car had begged to be taken to a
service station—the last trip had cost him $500 for a fuel injector cleaning. 
He bit back the comment he was about to make about the car.  


This thing
does have almost 150,000 miles on it…I’m surprised it hasn’t died on me by
now.  Just keep it going a little longer, he told himself.  Oh
well.  That's what credit cards are for.


Erik sighed
again and the light turned.  Erik pushed down on the accelerator and continued
on his way to the local giant-size chain department store.  The car was just
going to have to wait its turn.  He had a list of things they needed for the
new apartment and he and Brin simply could not deal without this stuff any
longer.  He thought once again how strange it was that she was out working
while he stayed home to clean and tidy up the apartment, get the groceries,
cook…the role reversal seemed strange.  It was a little unnerving.  But at
least they didn't have any friends that would require explanations yet.


I’m
domesticated, Erik thought as he pulled into the store parking lot and
began the hunt for a spot.  When he found a space and pulled in, he reached to
turn off the radio.  He had been listening—somewhat—to the local AM station
broadcasting the nationally syndicated conservative talk show host Malcolm
Hide.  


Hide was
lambasting someone in California about the pathetic state of political
affairs.  The radio suddenly went silent.  His hand was almost to the dial; he
hadn’t touched it yet.  The car was still rumbling in idle, cool air
conditioning blowing against his face.  He looked around the parking lot for a
few seconds, waiting.  Nothing.  He looked at the time on the clock—4:17pm.


“Okaaay.” 
He switched to another local station, this one from Tampa.  Erik hadn’t heard
of this local guy before, but he was also talking about liberals dragging
California into the abyss.  Then the host stopped mid-sentence and started
talking about some sort of power outage being reported in New York.  The man
commented that none of the TV superpowers, CNN, MSNBC, or FOX were covering the
breaking story yet.  He quickly wondered aloud if terrorism might be involved.


Erik held
his breath and switched back to Hide’s show.  Still nothing.  Just as he was
about to switch back to the local guy, Hide came back on, sounding very
excited.           


“—so
we can see again.  I don’t know if you can tell me if we’re on the air or
not?  I don’t know either…okay, well folks, if you can hear us, that’s news to
me.  The lights here in Manhattan just went out and we’ve lost power, but
thanks to a back-up generator, we have emergency lights.  I don’t know if we’re
still broadcasting or not—hey, Mike, do we still have the ex-governor on line
four?  No?  Well, see if you can get him back.”  


Fascinated,
Erik listened to the show while the host talked with producers.  They didn’t
know they were still on the air.  Erik leaned in towards the radio a bit to
listen…after all, it was breaking news. He ignored the curious looks of the few
people as they walked past his car towards the store.  Erik was raised in
Upstate New York, so no matter where he was in the country, he still paid
attention when the Big Apple was mentioned.  It was a habit.


Erik sat in
the air conditioned car for a few more speculation filled minutes.  Lower
Manhattan was out…there was a fire at a power plant somewhere near New York
City.  No, it was in up-state New York.  Now all of Manhattan was out—reports
were coming in that part of Greater New York was out.  Then, parts of New
Jersey.  No one knew what had happened or why.   


The last
time something like this had happened was back in 2003 and before that,
September 11, 2001.  The same dark feeling in the pit of his stomach settled in
on this sunny day in southern Florida.


His first
thoughts now,  like then, had been about his family.  Where were they and were
they safe?  He could see himself in his mind’s eye: he had paused to check off
where his parents and sister were.  Everyone had been well away from the city,
mom and dad at their cabin on Lake Champlain, his sister in Virginia at grad
school.   Today was much the same.  His parents were still in Upstate, his
sister, now married, was in Maryland.


Erik had an
overwhelming urge to get home.  He wanted to see the news on TV.  He had to get
inside and shut the doors, seal himself in some place secure.  I must have
lived in a castle or something in a previous life.


Erik forced
himself to focus on what was being said over the radio.  So far it was only
reports about the power loss and speculation about what caused the outage. 
Nothing further was mentioned of smoke or fires or attacks or anything. 
The rational part of his mind convinced Erik to just go ahead and find what he
was here to get and go home.  Chances are, by then someone would have learned
something and the news channels would have video of the unfolding drama.


Wow, am I
that far gone that this is exciting to me?  I need to find a job.


Erik quickly
went down his shopping list and picked up the cleaning supplies, food, and
printer paper he needed, then practically ran back to his car, snapping on the
radio first.  The news was pretty much the same, but just about every radio
station was talking about it now, including the sports talk programs.  He drove
home listening to the updates, waiting for the other shoe to drop; waiting for
someone to say the unspeakable words: was it a terrorist attack?  He couldn’t
imagine what it must feel like to be in downtown New York at that moment.


Erik pulled
into the parking lot of his apartment on the other side of town.  He passed
workers installing a big brick pedestal-mounted sign that read ‘Colonial
Gardens’.  The apartment complex was only a little over a quarter built, so
there was always a chance that some construction workers might leave a random
nail or something on the ground, ready to puncture a tire.  Luckily most of the
buildings around their apartment were complete.  Only the three big multi-story
buildings on the south side of the complex and the one in the middle were still
under construction.   He carefully found a spot near his apartment and slowly
pulled in, half expecting to run over a nail.


He put the
old Buick in park and listened to the reports with new interest.  Now the power
was out as far away as Detroit and Cincinnati.  Even parts of Canada were
affected.  It looked like half the East was out, from Detroit and Cincinnati to
New York, then up to New England and over the border up into Canada.  Philly
and D.C. were spared, as was Chicago, but just about everything in between and
north was knocked off-line.


Erik
whistled at the sheer magnitude of the power outage, then grabbed his stuff and
went inside.  By now, someone would have something to talk about.  Erik felt
slightly guilty about looking forward to this bit of morbid ‘entertainment’. 
But, it was too early for football and nobody cared about hockey this far
south, so...


He had a
stocked fridge, all the snacks and soda and beer he needed, a comfortable couch
and an exciting news story.  Brin was out of town on her training trip.  Job or
no job, his evening was set.   At least he had electricity and his fiancée, was
safely in Atlanta.  Thank goodness the power is still on there, Erik
thought.   


 


THANKS BE TO Allah,”
said Hakim Sharif Hassan and smiled at the television.  He sat in his air
conditioned apartment in the bad side of Lincoln Park.  It was one of the
sections of Chicago which most decent people tried to avoid.  At this moment, he
loved it.   The young man from Iran watched the incessant news reports about
the Great Blackout with barely contained glee.


“Now you
Imperialist dogs will know what it is to be hot,” he commented sourly, thinking
of his family back home.  They few electrical luxuries like the air conditioner
that spewed arctic air into his room.  Hakim's mother and sisters suffered
through heat and cold on a daily basis isolated as they were in the mountainous
highlands of old Persia.


At least he
had taken care of them somewhat when he joined the Fist of the Jihad.  It was a
splinter cell of Al Qaeda that placed the majority of its operatives as sleeper
cells in the United States and other Satan-worshiping western nations.  


The Fist
took care of its own.  When a Brother of the Fist was killed or killed himself
in the name of Allah, the Brother’s family is set up for life with generous
donations from concerned benefactors.  They had many connections and almost as
many financial pipelines.  There were a lot of people out there besides Al
Qaeda that would like to see America fall from its high horse.  Communists. 
Anarchists.  Neo-Fascists.  The list was nearly endless.  They all contributed,
then let the operatives of the Fist take the heat, the fall, the pressure. 
That was fine by Hakim.  He'd be happy to take the glory.  And the cash that
went with it wasn't bad either. 


When the
Holy Osama had wrought destruction upon the Twin Evils in New York City, the
Fist was there.  Five of the hijackers were sworn members of the Fist.  Hakim
only lamented the fact that he himself was not chosen to fly one of the planes
right down the Americans’ throats on that glorious day of vengeance.  His
family could be living in a palace right now.


The current
news channel put up a graphic of the affected areas, then began to criticize
the government for allowing the U.S. power grid to be controlled by only three
main power hubs.  One for the East, one for the West, and one in Texas.  If a
hub failed, as evidently it had in New York, the potential for the entire grid
it served to fail was enormous.  Hakim stared in wonder at the graphic for a
second before grabbing his pad of paper and a dull pencil.  He quickly
scratched down notes in Arabic.  


Praise
Allah! 
Here the stupid Americans were actually telling him what had happened, how, and
what might happen in the future if one or more grids went down.  The
fools were giving him all the information he needed.


Hakim was
downright giddy by the time the news channel went to a commercial.  “Thank you,
CNN,” he said reverently.  An idea was forming in his head.  The Fist knew that
one way to humble the Americans for pillaging Afghanistan and Iraq was to
cripple their power systems.  They knew many details about the American
infrastructure, but this revelation that America was divided into three large
grids, with three main hubs to control everything…it was pure Divine
intervention.  


“Allah is
great!”  He intoned and retrieved a cold beer from the beat up fridge.  He
looked at the can for a second, a pang of guilt reverberating through his dark
mind.  “What the Imam does not know, cannot harm him.  I am of the Fist…I am
above normal rules, for my life is sacred to Allah,” he said in a mockery of
his swearing in oath.  He convinced himself once again that what he was about
to do was perfectly acceptable to his Islamic teachings.  He quickly drained
the watery American beer and pitched the empty on to the pile of other cans in
the corner of the kitchen.  


Behind him
in the living room, CNN had gone back to New York, showing scenes of the
growing darkness and the unlit buildings looming above the millions of people
crowding the streets in an effort to walk home or just get out of the city. 
Hakim ached to see a bomb go off—even just a small one—in the middle of all
those densely packed people.  A single man with some dynamite could slay
hundreds, then kill thousands in the stampede.  Hakim sat back in his chair and
sighed over missed opportunities.   He hoped his brothers in arms were paying
attention.


Night was falling
in New York City, without power on one of the hottest days of the year.  In the
post 9-11 world, the reporter was saying, people were more apt to panic and get
out of town than wait around for the lights to come back on.  Speculation
mounted about when the looting and violence might start.  


“You swine
automatically assume the worst in your own people.  No wonder this country is
so polluted that other nations choke on your fumes,” Hakim said, sipping his
second beer.  Details mattered little to Hakim when it came to his religious
belief and his world view.  After all, Allah was with Islam, so Allah must be
against everyone else, no?  People who refused to accept this Truth were fools
and deserved no mercy.  


Hakim
finished his second beer and tossed the empty can over his shoulder to rattle
on the floor.  He wiped the froth from his jet black mustache.  For a second,
he considered shaving it.  The Imam demanded facial hair.  That was what he had
always been taught Allah wanted as well.  But now...a plan was forming in his
mind.  He would need to change, to adopt the ways of America a little more.  He
began writing down more notes.  An idea was forming in his head.


Over the
next few days, Hakim watched the news almost every minute he was awake.  He listened
to the reports: which plant went down when and how that had caused the next
plant in the grid to shut down.  Before long, the whole interconnected, tangled
monstrosity strangled itself and shut down.  He got on the internet at the
local internet café rather than use his own computer.  He looked at the poster
on the wall.  It had four words on it in simple, government block letters: See
Something.  Say Something.


That was
enough of a warning for him to work harder at blending in.  He could not risk an
investigation.  From the café, he conducted further research as carefully as he
could, using multiple accounts and a trick he learned in Iran on how to bounce
his IP address off different servers to confuse anyone trying to trace him.  If
he was lucky, all his effort was just paranoid.  If not, it may save him and
his cause.  


Power had
by now been returned to most of the affected areas.  It was therefore
relatively easy for him to find out what happened in Detroit and Cleveland. 
People were all too willing to go online and vent their frustrations at the
public utilities over slow response times.  He sifted through complaints in New
York City how thinly spread the police forces had been and took note of the
fact that most of the time the cops were driving around with their lights on to
reassure the public.  


Hakim wrote
everything down on a yellow legal pad.  He didn’t chance printing materials
from the café computer—that could be traced, he figured.  Handwritten notes
could not be traced by anyone unless they had the original.  


He was
disappointed that there wasn’t large scale looting and rioting, but comforted
by the fact that everyone feared that possibility and most commentators were
even surprised when it did not occur.  He had cursed often over the previous
few days as the power was restored, bit by bit.  He had noted with some small
satisfaction, however, that many so-called experts were genuinely worried that
if the power had been out only a little longer, rioting and looting would have
erupted like a volcano in the bigger cities.


Fifty
million Americans without power all because one power plant, located in Canada,
New York or Ohio was overloaded.  That was the general consensus three days
later.  No one was sure what started it, but those three regions were the prime
suspects.  Terrorism was ruled out almost from the start, and rather smugly at
that, Hakim thought.   He found it amusing that even now, so long after the
attack Americans were still jittery at the memories of 9-11.   


A real
nation would have learned an important lesson and made itself stronger.  A
brave nation would have used the images of that day to redouble its resolve.  You
people are weak.  Soft.  You try to avoid remembering what happened so you can
sleep better at night.  You had already forgotten, until three days ago. 
Fools.   He flashed a contemptuous smirk at the screen and continued
reading articles.


Yet even
while the officials confirmed it wasn’t terrorism, they admitted they didn’t
know the cause.  Hakim found that very amusing.  If they didn’t know
what caused the Great Blackout, how could they rule out terrorism so fast? 
Everything was geared to keeping the populace calm and unworried.  It all went
back to the fear or rioting and general unrest, he figured.


Terrorism,
indeed. 
Hakim smiled and looked at his stack of yellow legal pads.  His was a righteous
cause, a crusade, a jihad—not mere terrorism.  But if the Americans
wanted terrorism, he’d give it to them.  Hakim picked up his pre-paid cell
phone and made a short call.


“Hey, Bob! 
How ya doin’?”  He asked cheerfully.  His mid-west accent was flawless.


“Great,
John!  What’s up?”  The voice on the other end could easily have been in any
suburb in the nation.  Just a regular guy, relaxing in a hammock in the back
yard with a glass of iced tea.


“Got some
good news for you,” said Hakim, glancing at his notes.


“Great! 
You going to the game tonight after all?”


“Wouldn’t
miss it for the world,” said Hakim before hanging up.  He laughed out loud at
the ease of it all.  So, one part of his plan was set in motion.  


Now, to
start the inroads of a truce.  We will need allies, he thought.  It all
balanced on whether or not he could get help in his fight.  He felt they were
ripe for the picking, yet needed a little more convincing.  He got up and
closed the browser, then walked out of the cafe with a smile for the girl
behind the counter.  Outside, he blinked in the sunlight and casually dropped
his cell phone in the first trash can he found on the way home.


Hakim
headed down street towards his just-above-slum-level apartment building.  With
a three day growth of beard and half a cigarette in his mouth, ratty jeans and
a plain white tank top undershirt on, he rounded the corner into the steamy
Chicago summer sun.  He tucked the notepad as carelessly as he could under his
arm and tried to affect the air of one who had no cares at all.  He looked just
like anyone else in this depressing neighborhood of inequity and sin.  Just as
he had expected, only a few blocks away, he found his dealer.


“Hakim, my
man!” said the young black youth by way of greeting.  Hakim figured him at no
more than 16 or 17 years of age.  They slapped hands and shared cigarettes.


“What is
happening, my friend?” asked Hakim, forcing his Middle Eastern accent for the
amusement of the young drug dealer.  Americans always thought it sounded funny
and innocent .   “You have the smack-down, yes?”


“No, man,
it’s just smack,” laughed the drug dealer.  He casually reached into the paper
bag sitting on the steps to the row house he was in front of and handed over a
small dime bag to his Arab friend.  "You goin' to school?" he asked
with a grin.  


Hakim
started to nod and explain but Tahru pulled out a fancy cell phone and began to
type a text.  Hakim frown.  The rudeness of American youth was stunning.  In
Iran, the boy would be beaten halfway to death for insulting an elder thus.  It
was clear that to Hakim that Tahru didn’t give a rat’s ass about the ignorant
Arab immigrant he saw.  Hakim babbled on about taking a class in English as a
second language.   He paid well and was friendly enough, so Tahru was lulled
into thinking of him as harmless.  Ah, what was the word?  Rube?  Yes.  The
boy thinks I am a rube.  


Hakim
finished speaking and took a long, slow drag on his cigarette.  He looked up
the street and pretended he didn't care that Tahru was reading a message and
not paying attention him.  If he wanted to ignore the man who didn't seem to
notice that the poison Tahru sold him was only 50-50 and not worth a quarter
what he charged, that was fine by Hakim.  He fantasized about showing the young
thug Allah's mercy at the point of a scimitar.  That would get his
attention.  


This has to
be delicate…thought Hakim, taking the drugs and handing over his cash. 
Hakim despised drugs on principle and would merely toss what he purchased in a
trash can after getting what he wanted from Tahru.  He once again marveled that
such a transaction occurred in broad daylight in America.  Truly this place
deserves the name Great Satan.  And to be sold these filthy drugs by a child!


The Arab
casually glanced around the street, making small talk with Tahru.  Hakim
noticed that Tahru had his customary comb sticking out of his mop of tangled
greasy hair the boy called his ‘fro’.  He forced his mind to not criticize the
foolish American.  After all, Hakim was there to recruit, not alienate.


“My friend,
Tahru…I am wondered…:” he paused as Tahru laughed.  “I see this man.  A black
man…a great black man on the television.”  Tahru was gyrating gently to his own
internal music, seeming  to not pay any attention to his customer.  No doubt
he is high on something, observed Hakim silently.  


“Yeah?”
asked the kid, eyeing the street for Pigs and competitors.


“His name,
I cannot say—Frakahan…Frankenhan…he say he hate the white man—“


“Oh, you
mean dat fool Calypso Louie.  Shit…” said Tahru, shrugging and gesturing
with his hands.  Hakim always had a hard time following his drug dealer when
the young man slipped into slang speech like that.  “You axe my brotha Malcolm
‘bout dat fool.  I ain’t know shit ‘bout him.”


Hakim
already knew this but acted confused.  “But my friend, you only have a
one-brother, Jamal?”


Tahru made
a clicking sound of derision with his mouth and tongue.  “Tsst!  Man, why you
be trippin’?  You know…Malcolm…oh—snap!” Tahru laughed.  “Dassright…he
done converted before you came ‘round last time.  Say he all up in dat Islam
bulls—“


“Praise be
to Allah!” Hakim said before the insolent fool in front of him could blaspheme
the Faith, inadvertently or not.


Tahru
grabbed his 40oz beer and swilled away.  “See?  Dat’s the same thing he be
sayin’ all the time!  Always with his Allah this and Allah that.
Shoot…crazy motherf—“


“Ah, thank
you my friend!  Thank you,” said Hakim, interrupting again.  The foul mouthed
American would face Allah’s wrath for speaking such.  “I did not know your
brother was a true believer?”  He masked his face in surprise though he knew
very well of the older brother's recent conversion.  It was part of his plan to
recruit new converts like this Malcolm nee Jamal.


Tahru,
pacified by the beer, leaned confidently against the rusty handrail and plucked
at his own soiled ‘wife beater’ tank top.  His dark skin glistened with sweat
in the summer heat.  He pulled his flashy sunglasses down a bit over his nose
to see Hakim clearly.  “Man, you gots to meet Jamal—" he clucked
his teeth in mock irritation.  He put his hands together as if in humility and
prayer before saying, "I mean his Holiness Malcolm Abdul Rashid.”  Tahru
laughed at his serious sounding voice and over enunciated words.  "Jamal
done gone off an' found religion," he laughed again.  


“May I meet
Jam—I mean, Malcolm?  I wish to discuss the teachings of—“


“Yeah,
yeah, whatever man.  Just go on in—hey, watch the smack man, don’t step on
that."  Tahru hastily gathered his wares and shifted postiion on the
step.  He waved a hand over his shoulder as a local girl came into view. 
"Momma in the kitchen, she tell you where to go.”  Tahru absently waved
Hakim past him, eyes on the girl.  Almost as an after-thought, he called over
his shoulder, “Momma!  Man here to see Jamal!”  He smiled at the girl, drowning
in gold chains, who blew him a kiss.


From inside
the dark and stagnant row house Hakim heard a deep female voice call out, “Tah-ruuu! 
Don’t you be sendin’ no mo’ o’ yo’ crackheads in my house!  And yo’ brother
name Malcolm!”


"How
you doin', baby?" asked Tahru.  He looked up at Hakim and hissed,
"Man, go on in...you makin' me look bad!"


Hakim
paused for a second, his hand on the rusty doorknob to the screen door.  Allah
protect me from these barbarians!  Your will be done…  


For his
plan to succeed there had to be an expansion of the alliance.  Here was his
first try at diplomacy.  Everything depended on this moment.  Hakim entered the
row house with a smile on his face.











SARASOTA


The Calm Before the Storm


 


Present Day...


 


ERIK  LOOKED  AT the
list in his hands.  Everything in his bug-out-bag was listed and numbered.  The
first aid supplies: tapes, bandages, gauzes, antibiotics, iodine tinctures,
band aids, tissues, safety scissors, ibuprofen, Tylenol and decongestants were
all listed with expiration dates.  


The next
category was tools, then everything non-food/first aid related.  The trash bags
for making impromptu shelters or ponchos.  There were the plastic ties, good
for securing just about anything.  Work gloves—the leather kind, not too
expensive, but just enough to protect hands in a rough environment.  The
aftermath of a tornado or a hurricane can be a nasty place.  


He had
flashlights, batteries, rubber bands and safety pins.  There were playing cards
and a pocket Bible.  He had sets of clothes to change into, two full sets of
toiletries, and his favorite, the old surplus USMC K-Bar with a mini-survival
kit crammed full of fishing line, sinkers, hooks and other small implements of
destruction, all secured and lashed on the sheath in parachute cord.  


As far as
weapons were concerned, he had more knives and swords than he had fingers and
toes and Brin rolled her eyes every time she saw them.   Try as she might to
save space, Erik would not part with them.  As a history buff and teacher, Erik
was especially fascinated by the Dark Ages in Europe.  He also loved Japanese
History and had even studied in Japan for a year in college, traveling with his
Japanese History Professor and the rest of the class.  Swords were a natural
outreach of that fascination with history.  They were tools of the time,
relics, collector's items.  Swords were pieces of history.


This was a
large part of the reason that Brin’s protective family had accepted him so
readily.  Brin’s father, Tom Hideyo, an electrical engineer, was a second
generation Japanese-American, the son of Japanese emigrants who fled the Land
of the Rising Sun shortly after World War II.  Brin’s mother, Allison Stewart,
was a card-carrying California girl who thrived on beaches and tanning oil.  It
was an eclectic mix, the scientist and the beach bunny, but they had produced a
stunning young woman in Brin.  


She had the
smallness and grace of her Japanese ancestors, yet retained the hardiness and
strength of mother’s Colonial English forbearers.  Through some mystery of
gene-sequencing, Brin was a 5’4”, light skinned, dark haired, blue eyed
beauty with the alluring slightly almond shaped eyes that many
Japanese-Americans enjoyed.   She looked remarkably similar to her grandmother.


Erik smiled
as he remembered the early days of their courtship.  He had bonded with Brin’s
grandparents almost from the start.  Erik had impressed them by demonstrating
his knowledge of Japanese culture when he removed his shoes before entering
their house.  He had shown the proper respect to his elders in the form of bows
and a dose of stoicism.  Erik shocked them even more with his rudimentary
knowledge of the Japanese language, which he had picked up on that trip with
his professor.  


Even his
passion for swords was impressive to her family.  Brin’s paternal grandfather,
Hatori Hideyo hailed from a family long known to be the caretakers of their
master’s Samurai’s swords.  The family tradition, in western terms, would be
that of the hereditary squire.  Not merely a lowly position for a serf, but one
of honor in the East.  From that first meeting, when Brin and Erik had barely
started dating, as far as the grandparents were concerned, the fair skinned and
red haired giant was to be considered a son.  Erik had been grateful to learn
that old Hatori and his wife Sachiko had put considerable pressure on  Brin’s parents
to give their blessing to Brin’s marriage to Erik. 


One of the
best memories Erik had of that trip had been watching his girlfriend, her
father, and her grandfather all performing a slow karate kata, a
practice routine in the Japanese martial arts.  Brin’s grandfather had served
in the Japanese Army in World War II in a minor capacity and had been trained
in the martial arts by his father long before.  When he was old enough, Brin’s
father had been taught the ways of karate and later his daughter as well.  Erik
had dabbled in Karate and joined a dojo in college, but had never
advanced beyond a mere initiate.  Quickly he found Brin a willing teacher and
soon her father became his sensei.  While Brin easily outpaced Erik in
skills and grace, Erik would usually win their sparring contests just from his
sheer strength.  


He had
mentioned on more than one occasion that should he ever be in a bar fight, he
wanted his girlfriend at his back, to the amusement and disbelief of his
friends.  Each time Brin and Erik would make the trip to California to visit
her grandparents, they would marvel at the young couple’s budding love and
smile at their partnered katas.  Her grandfather then began to instruct
Erik in the art of iaito, the way of the sword.


Now that
they were in Florida, he had finally started towards his PhD in Japanese
Studies.  Once he had finally landed a job at the local high school as a
history teacher, he devoted all his spare time to his thesis.  In spare
moments, Erik would promise himself that as soon as he and Brin got a house and
he got a room to himself—a library or office or study—he’d start to seriously
collect and display his swords.            


Having a
shotgun around would be a lot better, he admitted to
himself.  The creative part of his mind still clung to the vision of him
charging towards an burglar in the middle of the night, katana
glistening in the moonlight to defend his house and family.   There was just
something...uncivilized about a gun.  Any brute could fire a gun.  It
took a trained warrior to wield a sword.  That was a man's
weapon.  Up close and personal.  


Brin's
grandfather had many times told him, "If you aim to take a life, have the
honor to do it yourself.  That is the way of the samurai.  Do not let a
bullet do so for you from a distance.  There is no honor in that.  Just death. 
That is the way of the barbarian.  Easy and impersonal.  There is no challenge,
no combat, no honor."


He glanced
up at the poster on his wall, a picture of a Navy SEAL emerging from a patch of
dark water in the moonlight.  There was no big rifle,  just a camouflaged man
rising from the water in the black of night with a knife in his hand and a look
of terrible resolve on his face.   A fearsome sight for an enemy to see,
probably the last thing said enemy would see.  The caption read in bold
letters: 


 


The gun is
just a tool.  I am the weapon.


United
States Navy S.E.A.L.s


 


Erik
brought himself back to the task at hand and checked off the other odds and
ends.  He had to remind himself that he was deep in his semi-annual task to
make sure nothing was expired in his emergency kit.  


He looked
over the US Coast Guard rations and other non-perishable foods he had stored in
the large duffle bag.  A camping utensil set, emergency stove, some candles,
water…


Everything
looked in order.  Erik picked up the bag and winced—it felt like it weighed
over thirty pounds.  Still.  He had been trying to lighten the load
lately after the idea formed in his head that maybe he and Brin might not be
able to ‘hunker’ down at home.  If they had to leave, the bug-out-bag would be
a chore to carry for any length of time, even for him.  


Erik
guesstimated they had about a three week to a month supply of canned foods,
soups, beans and rice, not to mention the SPAM and Vienna sausages and
crackers.   Maybe they wouldn't need to use the bag anyway.  They could just
stay put during an emergency.


It had been
a few years now since the Great Blackout and even longer since September 11th,
but the preparedness bug that had bitten Erik after the Twin Towers fell was
back with a vengeance.  They were in the second half of another Hurricane
season and he was determined to be ready for anything.  The weather service
claimed this year would be well above average, storm-wise, despite the fact
that so far, all was well.  


After that
brutal season where three hurricanes hit their apartment in a matter of weeks,
Erik no longer felt so confident in his preps.  Later that year, in the
horrific aftermath of Hurricane Joyce, he realized that he and Brin were
extremely lucky to have come through the season unscathed.   Joyce made Katrina
look like an afternoon thunderstorm.  That had been the single most costly
natural disaster in American history.  Even if the aftermath hadn't lived up to
the infamous New Orleans storm, Joyce made Erik sit up and pay attention.


Erik’s top
priority was to get a house and move Brin away from apartment living,
preferably not in the state of Florida.  They both wanted mountains and forests
and seasons.  Not just ‘summer’ and ‘not-so-hot’.  As much as they liked
the coast and the attraction of the ocean, the snow-capped mountains always
held the young couple in complete awe.  No, they wanted to move west.  Maybe
Colorado.  Maybe Wyoming.  Hell, maybe even Montana.


Then he
could really stockpile.  There just wasn’t space in an apartment for two people
and all their stuff, plus the cache of emergency items.  All in all though,
Erik was proud of his little cache of supplies.  Whatever happened, he felt
confident that he and his wife would survive, or at least have a much better
chance at survival than average sheeple.  Erik shook his head, thinking of
those citizens who cried and bleated and refused to think anything bad could
happen to them.  At worst, they believed someone would come to help, the
police, the National Guard, the Government.  Even Katrina and Joyce hadn’t
changed their minds.  The Government was not all-powerful.  But it was
good enough for them.


The
internet groups and forums he visited frequently had given him all kinds of
advice and tips on what to get, why, how to use it, and if it’s really
important.  Erik checked up on the sites every day or so, even the ones that
sometimes tended to lean towards the more radical
The-End-Of-The-World-As-We-Know-It scenarios.  Erik wasn’t sure anything like
TEOTWAKI was in the immediate future, but he found the advice invaluable.  The
guys online were preparing for Armageddon, but those tactics and skills were
easily transferrable to surviving everyday disasters such as hurricanes,
earthquakes and floods.  So Erik read, absorbed, and adapted the information to
suit his needs.


If he had
the money and they had to stay in Florida, he’d buy a sailboat and prep it for
use in an evacuation or other emergency.  A sailboat would be ideal.  On a
family vacation once to the Bahamas, he had rented one of the little two-man
boats and had a local who worked at the resort take him out for a day and teach
him to sail.  Not the fancy yacht sailing that the rich people enjoyed, but the
hands on, practical kind of sailing that got you out and back alive every
time.  He had read a few books on the principles of sailing and had gone on a
few day cruises with friends of the family.  His parents eventually acquired
one for their house on Lake Champlain, so he knew how to sail.  He just needed
a boat.  Erik jotted that down on his big list of things to buy or acquire when
he had more money or space.  


Money. 
There was a cruel joke.  His salary as a teacher was...small.  Brin made more
than double what he made in her sales job.  She was one of the best reps in the
company.  They knew it and paid her well.  He didn't mind that he wasn't the
breadwinner.  His time years ago as house commander had disillusioned him of
what gender roles ought to be in modern America.  Keeping house was no easy
matter—he shuddered to think how much work his mom had done, raising two kids
and maintaining an orderly household.


If we move,
it'll have to be to a place where both of us can work.  Brin's job is more
important so that means it'll probably be closer to a big city than out at the
base of a mountain.  He sighed.  They both knew the dream of living on a ranch
near mountains with a cold creek nearby was just that: a dream.  More likely
they would end up in Dallas or St. Louis, maybe even Chicago.  Those were the
big hubs for her company.  She was a rising star and her co-workers pegged her
for taking the plunge and moving up to corporate soon.


He hated
big cities and all the extra worries that came with them, but he had to admit,
more money might be involved.  That meant a house, a basement, land.  Storage. 
He could finally have a study, a place for his swords.  A workshop.  A garage. 
He shook his head and tried to focus back on the task at hand.  Daydreams would
accomplish nothing.  A house was just another item on his wish list.  For now.


Deep down,
Erik knew he needed some of the things on his wish list immediately…he
had a feeling something would happen and soon.  The Blackout   a few
years back had exposed too many weaknesses in the American infrastructure.  The
more time went by, the more he was amazed that no one else seemed to remember. 
He had a vivid imagination and could foresee all kinds of trouble ahead.  Of
course Brin just smiled and went about her business.  After all, she had a
high-paying, fast paced job and didn’t have time to worry about stuff like
that, while Erik was just a teacher working on his thesis. 


For now, Erik
thought again.   He put the heavy Hurricane Bag back in its place in the spare
bathroom closet.  Once stowed out of the way, he looked in the mirror and
thought, Guess I’ll get on-line and check in with the preparedness boards.  


Erik sat
down at the computer with a sigh and checked for new messages, half listening
to the last of the crickets and cicadas and God knew what else that lurked
outside in the steamy, tropical night.  In a few more months he figured, those
pests would be gone for the winter.  Another plus for leaving Florida.  The bugs. 
He hated bugs.  Especially spiders and fire ants.  Florida was crawling with
both and many things in-between.  He shuddered at the thought and looked at the
computer screen.  


Something
new…from someone named Transplant.   Looked like a new guy in Florida. 
“Well…let’s see what you’ve got to say, Transplant,” said Erik thoughtfully as
he clicked his way to the new message, entitled Can’t shake this feeling…


“Twenty-five
replies already…this must be good.”   


Erik read
the message.  Transplant was a Georgia boy who had just moved to
Florida.  He had been reading the boards for about a year, never posted. 
Prepping for disasters since Y2K and September 11th…the usual intro.  Erik
skimmed down and looked for the meat of the message.


Evidently, Transplant
got a little spooked after the Blackout and looked over his supplies again and
again, trying to optimize everything.  He had been at it for years.  Erik
chuckled.  This guy must be looking to get flamed by the old pros.  Don’t
you know, trying to get the perfect kit is a never ending battle?  


Transplant went on to
explain his irrational, or so it seemed to him, fear that something—he
wasn’t sure what—was just over the horizon and it wasn’t going to be pretty.


There were
the usual suspects who replied right away that they’ve been worried about
TEOTWAKI for years; even some nut that said the Jews were behind everything. 
Another added something about building a tactical assault-wheel barrow.  Erik
rolled his eyes.  


From peak
oil, to a depression, to the devaluing of the American Dollar, to famine, two
overseas wars, and the rampant spread of diseases, and terrorism, most of the
members of the forum had a healthy respect for the unknown.  Many of the
replies were from people scattered all over the country who agreed with the
newbie and were glad to know they weren’t crazy.  The general theme was—except
the real screwballs—that no one really knew what was coming, only it was
something bad.  No one wanted to say it was TEOTWAKI.


Erik sat
back with a sigh and backed out of the message.  That hadn’t helped at all. 
Now his imagination was running wild.  He moved on to other topics he’d been
following lately.  


There was a
lot of concern about how dry the western states were.  Some talk was about the
current hurricane season and how strange it was to be in July and only have one
storm so far.  It was eerily reminiscent of the disastrous ’04 and ‘05
seasons.  Erik looked up at the framed Hurricane Tracking Map that showed the paths
of all four monsters that hit Florida in 2004.  The most powerful: Charley. 
The largest and slowest: Frances.  The corkscrew path that looped back on
itself: Jeanne.  And then Ivan the Terrible flattened the Panhandle cities. 
Where the storm paths converged was a star.  That was where he and Brin had
lived then.  It was his constant reminder to be ready.  


He sighed
and glanced over at to his video game station.  He slid the rolling desk chair
over to the TV and powered up Modern Warriors, one of the most popular
military simulation first person shooter games on the market.


Erik felt
confident that if 'the end of the world as we know it' happened, his education
would get him through the rough waters.  After all, there have been many Dark
Ages in history.  Man survived all of them.  History was a great teacher, Erik
knew.  And great teachers sometimes have to repeat themselves.


That was
the future, though.  For now, the online world was buzzing, he saw.  He
selected a match and joined in the virtual mayhem.  After a few moments to warm
up, the kills began to rack up in his favor.  Bullets shrieked across the
digital landscape and opponents around the world began to curse as their
virtual representations were shredded by Erik.  He focused everything on the
game and slowly his fears and anxiety began to fade into the background, pushed
aside for another day. 











ARIZONA


Scorched Earth


 


JUST OUTSIDE FLAGSTAFF,
Arizona, the sun was starting to disappear over the mountains to the west. 
Hakim shrugged under the weight of his backpack.  He looked around.  No one was
nearby.  He had not expected to run into anyone, but he had to be cautious. 
His car remained on the shoulder of the road, parked and locked.  Technically,
he was breaking the law by leaving his vehicle on this high mountain pass.  An
abandoned car along the narrow road as it wound its way around the top of the
valley could cause a fatal accident.


Hakim
smiled as he climbed up the steep embankment away from the road and into the
pine trees.  He was headed up to the top of the mountain.  Absently, he
realized he did not even know the mountain’s name.  He shrugged under the
weight of his backpack.  It didn’t matter.  He knew he was supposed to be on
this road and drive south to mile marker 56.  There he was to park his car,
climb to the top and rendezvous with his as yet unknown partner.  While he
didn’t know it, sleeper cells such as his were being activated all across
America this night.  The time had finally come.  It had been almost a year
since he had passed on his idea and the tree was finally bearing fruit.


The
Thousand, full of righteous anger, as Hakim, had received instructions for this
night.  This was the night they had dreamed about for years.  The night for
which they had trained, prepared, watched, and waited.  This was the night all
the suffering of their brothers and sisters in Islam would be avenged.  This
was the night Hakim paid America back for destroying everything it touched with
its foul corrupting influence.


And it
would all start with his car bomb.  He smiled and relished his little moment of
pride.  His handler had advised him not to deviate from the plan put in place
by the Fist leadership, but Hakim figured it was Allah’s will that the idea
came to him in the first place.  Best not to go against Allah’s will.  Besides,
the car bomb would start off the night on a good note.  A bloody note. 


Operational
security dictated he could never know the identity of his handler.  Even the
handler did not know who Hakim really was, though the handler knew he was
responsible for three sleepers, such as Hakim.  Such it went, up the chain of
command.  That way, if one cell or handler was captured by the Americans,
interrogated and then talked, at most only four operatives would be lost.  No
one knew the person above or below them.  They only knew that there were
operatives above and below.  It was simple and effective.  


The classic
terror-cell.  It had worked on 9-11 and it would work now.  The Americans were
too soft; they valued their rights and liberties to the point of absurdity. 
Tonight, Hakim resolved, they would pay for their naivety.  He banished a
thought that popped into his head which proclaimed America’s strength was due
to those rights and liberties he sought to exploit.  After tonight it would
matter little either way.


Hakim began
to sweat as he climbed.  His twisted path through the whispering mountain pines
took him further and further away from booby-trapped car.  He smiled again,
thinking about the surprise anyone would find should they tamper with his car. 
Chances are it would be a police officer, sent to investigate an abandoned
vehicle.  The driver’s side door was wired to a rudimentary homemade explosive
fitted to the underside of the car in and around the chassis so it would be
invisible to the casual observer.  To see it, one would have to jack the car up
first, then know right where to look.  He hoped it was a cop who tried
the handle.  He hated American police officers.  They were the enforcers of
America’s perverted and immoral laws.  In his mind, there was no law besides
Allah’s.  Islam is Islam and everything else is corrupt.


Hakim had
taken care to go to great lengths to cover his tracks.  He paid for the car in
cash.  He bought it used from someone who had just finished college and was
looking to unload a beaten up old clunker, cheap, no strings attached, no
questions asked.  Hakim paid an extra thousand to keep the deal quiet.  The kid
didn’t know or didn’t care about title and registration—more the better for
Hakim.  If traced, the car would still be listed under the name George
Humphries, of Topeka, Kansas.  He figured George would get a rather unpleasant
wakeup call sometime tomorrow morning.  He smiled as he climbed ever higher
through the pine trees, his footsteps muffled on the carpet of fallen pine
needles.


To get the
cash to pay for the car, Hakim used America’s media yet again.  He had been
watching a news program about identity theft when the idea came to him.  Hakim
figured if he really wanted to, he could make quite a living off of the
criminal ideas broadcast by the media in America.  He was intrigued when the
reporter explained how credit cards could be stolen out of trash cans.  


"People
receive pre-approved credit card offers all the time.  Anymore, you just throw
them in the trash as more “junk-mail” and forget them," the reporter had
explained with a somber face.  He arched his eyebrows for dramatic effect which
caused Hakim to laugh.  "The criminal," the reporter continued,
unabated, "then comes along in the middle of the night and digs through
your trash.  When he finds the credit card offer, he fills out the information,
puts his address down and gets the card in someone else’s name.  Now he’s free
to spend and when he doesn’t pay the bills the victim’s name comes up and it’s their
credit that is ruined.  With a little thought, even the paper trial will lead
back to the victim.  Most identity thieves will never be caught—there are just
too many of these criminals out there and law enforcement resources cannot
match the number of credit offers sent out on a daily basis."


Hakim had
wondered about collection agencies, though.  The reporter on the television
appeared to read his mind, for the bald man suddenly said, “The heartbreaking
part of all of this is when the authorities go to the address listed on file
for the card, they find nothing—by then the criminal has already moved on or
changed names.  If the identity thief knows what they’re doing and is cautious,
it’s very hard to catch them.”  


Hakim
remembered thanking the reporter before he turned off the TV that night and
went out looking through the communal dumpster.   About an hour and a half
later, he had hit pay dirt.  The older lady down the hall had received a credit
card offer and thrown it out after recognizing it as junk mail.  Hakim took the
offer back to his place, filled it out, and a week later, had a brand new
$5,000-limit credit card.  He promptly asked for checks drawn on the credit
line, ostensibly for a balance transfer.  The credit card company was only too
happy to oblige, no doubt thinking of the interest charges they would accrue.         Hakim
then used the checks to obtain cash in order to pay for the car.  


He very
quickly got a few more cards the same way and used them to buy his supplies
before anyone got suspicious.  After all, his plan was never to return to
Chicago.  The things he had set into play would make Chicago very…he thought
for a moment as he caught his breath and leaned against a pine tree.  What was
the word?  


Unpleasant.  Yes, that
was it.  He shifted the weight of the backpack a bit and continued further
upslope.  The going was a lot rougher now that he had left the car far below. 
He could barely make out its small shape on the black ribbon that was the
road.  


Hakim knew
he probably would not live to see the final victory over America, but he knew
it would happen.  That was no small comfort.  And in the meantime, he and his
new, as yet unknown partner would have enough cash, supplies, and equipment to
last a long time during the coming chaos.  He smiled at the feeling of pride
that surged through his chest.  Allah will be proud of me.


He finally
broke through the pine trees and into a somewhat level clearing.  Hakim took a
moment standing in the shadows to catch his breath again and look down the
dizzying slope he had just ascended.  He couldn’t make out his car so far below
through the dense trees, but he knew the bomb waited patiently.  


Beyond the
clearing, the mountain continued upwards into the darkening sky.  It was a
massive silhouette.  His eyes—and burning lungs and legs—told him he had better
find his partner soon.  He was a warrior, not a mountain goat.  He paused again
behind one of the last scrawny pine trees.  In the dim light, he looked around
for people across the clearing.  Still nothing.  Just some tough grass, lots of
pine needles and a handful of scraggly scrubs and weeds.  


When he was
halfway across the tiny alpine meadow, he could make out the outline of a car
sitting on the access road—little more than a dirt path, really.  In the dim
starlight, he couldn’t see the driver, if there was one.  It was an older car,
big.  He paused, about twenty yards away.  The headlights blinked on, then
switched off.


Is this it?  Hakim
shoved his hand in his jacket pocket and pulled out a heavy flashlight.  He
fumbled with it for a second, pointed it towards the car, then turned it on and
off.  He walked a few paces forward and winced at the crunching noise his shoes
made on the dirt and gravel path that served as a road.  The car’s lights
turned on again, stayed on for about ten seconds, then switched off.  Hakim was
about ten yards away and repeated his performance with the flashlight.  He
could see the glowing end of a cigarette in the car.  The driver was smoking. 
If this wasn't his partner he was going to feel very silly.


“That you,
Bob?” Hakim called in his flawless Midwestern accent.  He suppressed another
wince as he heard his voice carry in the night.  If anyone else was nearby,
they had just heard him.


“Yeah,
John, how ya been?” was the quiet reply from inside the car.  Exactly as
agreed.  


Excellent.  Hakim
relaxed and walked to the car.


“In Allah’s
name I greet you, Brother,” said Hakim formally.  He sat down in the passenger
seat and put his fist to his chest in salute to his knew comrade.  The driver
replied in kind.


“I have
been waiting.  My name is Saldid Muhammad Rahman,” the driver said in Arabic. 
He had quite an accent.  He blew a last puff of smoke out the window and
flicked the glowing cigarette butt onto the pine needles that coated ground by
the road.


Hakim shut
the passenger side door and thought for a moment.  "Syria?"


"You
have a good ear my friend," replied Saldid with a grin.  "I wish I
were there now instead of freezing my ass off on the side of this mountain, but
such is life, no?"  He looked over at Hakim and smiled.  


“I am Hakim
Sharif Hassan,” Hakim replied.  It was so nice to hear a civilized language
once again after so long in the land of the barbarians.  Hakim also spoke in
Arabic, with a nod towards the car’s dashboard.  “I see you followed my
advice.”  


The car was
a big Buick, late 1990s.  He grunted his approval.  The car would serve them
well and attract not the least bit of attention from anyone, especially the
police.  The interior had seen some love of the decades.  Honestly, he was a
bit surprised the car still functioned.  He was well aware of the build quality
of American cars compared to their Asian competitors.  However, it only had to
last for a few days, a week at most.  Then they could have their pick of any
car on the road.


“The greedy
fools gave me a credit card, then I got the check from them just like you told
me, and now we have a car!  Is this land not great?” Saldid said in a mocking
tone.  He grinned broadly.  “I even cashed the check at a Bank of America!”  


After the
two men shared a good laugh and released some of the tension, Hakim informed
Saldid of the car bomb he rigged on the road down below. Hakim said, “Should
not we be going, Brother?  We have much work to accomplish this night.”


Saldid
grinned again.  His front teeth were yellow from the filterless imported
cigarettes he smoked almost constantly.  “Agreed.  We need not be here when the
infidels find your present.”  He looked at his watch.  “We are late, anyway.”


 


THAT IS GOOD news indeed,
my friend!  I will see you this weekend at our team practice session.  Say
hello to the Reverend for me,” said Hakim in his cheerful American accent over
the pre-paid cell phone.  He casually dropped the phone in the trash outside
the rundown gas station and got back in the car.  That was what, his fourth
phone in as many weeks?   


Saldid sat
patiently behind the wheel, focused on yet another cigarette.  They had been
driving for hours and the sun had finally breached the horizon and flooded the
evil land around them in the light of Heaven.  They had needed to fill up the
car and piss, so Hakim had checked in with his handler.


“What took
so long?” asked Saldid in his accented Arabic.  He took a long drag on his
cigarette and turned down the radio.  


Hakim
frowned.  He had come to realize in the long night that his new partner loved
the little false idol named Ashley Sword.  Hakim hated her and everything she
stood for: the excesses of America, drugs, liquor, sex, money, fame.  Saldid
hated those things too, but he could not hate her music.  He said it made him
want to stand up and dance.  He was the driver so he picked the music.  


"You
don't want me to fall asleep at the wheel and crash, do you?"  That was
what Saldid had said, the argument used to justify listening to that...racket. 
Hakim grunted at the memory.  He could not stand to listen to the noise the
irritatingly beautiful little girl claimed was "music".  Now her
body...Hakim repressed a smile.  He could make her sing.  


Inside his
head, the voice of his Imam reproached him for his lustful thoughts.  Hakim
mentally shrugged off the warning.  He found it was easier and easier now to
ignore his Imam.  The crusty old man was on the other side of the world and he,
Hakim Sharif Hassan, was about to make history.  What mattered if he dreamed of
a few virgins on earth before he met the Prophet?  It was a vice, he knew, but
then again, no one was perfect.


“I have
good news and better news.  We have been given the command to begin.  In a few
hours, we will be on our own.”  He smiled.  Hakim laughed out loud after a few
moments of quiet contemplation.  After so long, the dream was a reality.  He
glanced at his watch.  


“Now my
friend, we must be south of Flagstaff as soon as possible.  We set our plans in
motion at dawn.”  


“Millions
of these accursed animals will die soon, by the Fist of the Jihad.  By Allah’s
will,” intoned Saldid solemnly.  The emotion in his voice made it thick.     Hakim
continued to stare out the window.  He watched with detached awareness as the
Arizona landscape rolled past.  “Praised be Allah’s name,”           


“So what is
the better news?” asked Saldid after a moment of silence.  They had reached the
speed limit and he backed off on the gas.  The last thing they needed was a
speeding ticket.  It would never be paid, but the process would slow them down
just enough to ruin the beautifully designed symmetry of their plan.  


Hakim
grunted again.  “My friend, Malcolm.  The one in Chicago.  He is ready.  When
he receives word of our deeds, he will strike.  His connections will greatly
advance our cause, Saldid.  That is the best part of the whole plan: bringing
in our African Brothers in a coordinated strike across this country of evil. 
It is a pity they are so misguided in their motives, though they are
believers.”  Hakim shrugged.  “Oh well, it is Allah’s will.  They are
expendable, like the communalists and anarchists.  Those fools will garner so
much attention, our Brothers will have an easy time of it, I think.”


"They
may be fools, but these anarchists have a passion to be respected," agreed
Saldid.  He smiled again.  "I almost wish I could watch it on the news as
it happens.  Think of what it will look like!"


"I
prefer to live it, my friend," replied Hakim with a smile of his own.


As the
mid-morning sun began to heat up the parched land called Arizona, Hakim and Saldid
pulled out of the K-Mart parking lot.   It was their last stop.  The backseat
of the old Buick was full of emergency road flares, matches and fireworks—anything
they could get their hands on that would remain on fire for more than a few
seconds.  


The trunk
held a few weapons, a cooler full of ice and cheap American beer, and a duffle
bag full of granola bars and cans of soup.  They had hit every Target, K-Mart,
Wal-Mart and convenience store they found on their way out of town, buying a
handful here and a handful there.  They never bought enough of one item to
arouse suspicion.   Nonetheless, the two men quickly amassed a modest stockpile
of incendiary devices.


Hakim
checked his watch once they were safely on the highway again.  12:30pm EST. 
That meant 10:30am here in Arizona.  It was finally time to bring jihad
to America.    “It is time, Saldid.”


Saldid
smiled and cranked up little Ashley Sword.  Hakim reluctantly tolerated his
partner's transgression and even grinned after an irritating song.  Finally
they came to a suitable dirt access road and carefully pulled off the road. 
The car quickly left the sanitized highway area and entered the brush lands of
Arizona’s mountains.  It had been a very dry season and they kicked up an
enormous rooster-tail of dust.  


Hakim
reached behind him and pulled a handful of road flares into his lap.  He rolled
down his window, whispered a quick prayer, then ignited the first flare and
tossed it out the window of the and into the dry grass next to the dirt track.


Flare after
flare went out the window at regular intervals.  Neither man looked back to see
if they took.  There wasn’t a need.  Smoke had already started to drift across
the road behind them.  Saldid could not see it in the rear view mirror for all
the dust that was kicked up, but he could well see it in his side mirrors. 
There was no time to stop and watch the fires grow into Allah’s sword.  They
had to start more fires and move on—other teams such as theirs were doing the
same exact thing throughout the American West.  The plan was driven by precise
movements.


Following
the access road a few more miles, the two men found another dirt road that took
them back to the highway.  Along the way, more flares went out the window.  The
smoke from the first flares was visible now over the hills where they had
started.  The wispy black cloud mingled tenuously with the dust cloud the car
had generated.  It still appeared delicate and harmless, like something out of
a dream.  


Hakim
glanced at the mountains in the distance, the great dark forests of northern
Arizona.  It would be only a short journey for the newborn fires to reach the
fertile breeding grounds of a dark summer-dry pine forest.  He smiled.  His
plan would work.


Saldid
checked for traffic before he entered the highway, and then headed north.  Both
men knew another team would be cover the middle part of Arizona, while still
another team the south.  In a single day, if they stopped only to refuel, the
three teams that Hakim knew of would cover hundreds of miles of road.   They
would all toss countless flares, cigarettes, and matches into the dry grass and
weeds, all over the state.  How many other teams were out there, Hakim and
Saldid could only speculate.  However, one thing they knew for certain was that
the Holy Firestorm had begun.











SARASOTA


Darkness
Falls


 


 


ERIK TURNED ON the TV
while he got dressed.  Brin was still sleeping.  He smiled and peered through
the bedroom door at the softly breathing form under the sheets that was his
wife.  


He frowned
when the news came on.  The way-too-early-in-the-morning-to-be-this-pretty
blonde on the TV looked at her notes and continued to report: “In other news,
our Flagstaff, Arizona affiliate, KTWN, is reporting a fatal mystery in the
mountains near Flagstaff this morning amid the raging wildfire that began
overnight.  


Evidently,
an Arizona Highway Patrol Officer was investigating an abandoned vehicle
blocking a high mountain pass.  There was an explosion, which killed the
officer.  Officials are not releasing the name of the officer, pending
notification of the family and they are unsure as to the cause of the
explosion.  The dramatic event was caught on the dashboard camera mounted in
the officer’s patrol car, which though extremely damaged, is still viewable. 
You can even see the small brush fire that experts claim is the cause of the
wildfire…”  A small box in the screen appeared showing the current fire,
sparked from the car explosion, consuming a whole mountainside.  


“Folks, I
must warn you the following segment is graphic and may not be suitable for all
our viewers so if you feel that—“


“Oh give me
a break!” hissed Erik.  “It’s only 7:30!  You can’t start the day off with footage
of a cop getting blown up!  See?  This is why people don’t watch the
news anymore.”


After the
grim news on the television had sunk in, Erik decided he didn’t have much of an
appetite after all.  He sighed and sat down on the couch.  In front of him sat
his stack of books.  The thesis awaited.  Beyond the books he saw his video
game console.


In his
mind, his Modern Warfare 6 performance from last night echoed like a
movie.  It was legendary.  In the end, he had actually scared more people away
from the match than he had killed.  His teammates were ecstatic.  His enemies
were pissed.  It had been a good night.


"I’ll
work on the thesis later.  Maybe after Brin goes to work," he mumbled with
a smile.  He got up to go power up his game remote.


 


IT LOOKED TO be another
hot and muggy July afternoon.  After his morning was spent online fighting a
virtual war, he had gotten lunch and dedicated the rest of the day to work. 
So, Erik continued to slave away on his thesis paper in the living room in the
air conditioning and longed to be at the pool.  


He skimmed
notes absently and pondered a large stack of books on Tokugawa Japan that sat
on the coffee table when the sudden silence from the TV made him pay
attention.  He had put on the news at lunch and left the boob-tube on low in
the background while he worked.


The
reporters had been deep in discussion with "experts" about the
wildfire in Arizona that officials were still puzzled over.  Many argued that
the car bomb that had killed the cop that morning was the root of the wildfire
that was now out of control.  Others claimed it was lightning.  Only one woman
had been brave enough to mention the dreaded “T” word.  Then there had been
silence.  


Erik looked
up and saw that the reporters were staring at each other in confusion.  He
grinned.  It was just priceless.  He loved when the know-it-all talking heads
were just rendered speechless by someone courageous enough to state the
obvious.


“Is this
correct?”  asked the anchorwoman.  She looked off camera while her male
counterpart began to speak again.   He had a hand on his ear and had plastered
a grave look on his photogenic face.  Erik rolled his eyes at the obviously
trumped up drama.  Anything for summer ratings, he figured.


“Folks...folks
at home, we’re just getting word in here of a serious power outage in
Washington, D.C.  Unconfirmed reports are coming in from our affiliate in
Baltimore suggesting power is out there as well.  I—hang on folks.  I’m
getting…” the man concentrated on the voice in his ear piece.   


“We’re now
receiving word that power is out in a suburb of Denver.”  The female anchors
equally well groomed, serious looking face frowned.  “Sporadic disturbances
over a wide area…Okay…” she paused.  “Okay, folks just stay tuned right here to—“


Erik got up
and padded to the kitchen for a soda, eyes still on the TV.  Here we go
again...this is gonna be a long summer. Every year it seems to get worse.  It’s
pretty late to start this though.  I would have thought they got the kinks
worked out back in June when San Francisco lost power for a few days.  He
saw a 6-pack of Brin’s favorite beer and grinned.


“Five
o’clock somewhere,” he muttered as he opened an ice-cold beer with a loud
snap-hiss.  The TV screen went dark before the metallic echo of the beer can
died in the kitchen.  He looked at the TV, then at the open beer in his hands. 
Condensation had already started to form around the can.  


“Whoa,” he
whispered.


The TV
screen remained dark.  He looked up at the VCR on top of the TV, the digital
time display blinked and read 10:57am—power was still on.  So it wasn’t a
problem at his end.  The screen suddenly came back to life and showed a
disheveled reporter as he attempted to calm himself.  Emergency lights
flickered on and people moved about more than normal in the background. 
Someone ran right in front of the camera and blocked the anchorman by accident.


“I
apologize to our audience out there.”  Erik rushed back into the living room. 
The reporter’s voice sound faint and tinny, as if his microphone was
malfunctioning.  There was an audible crackle, then the man’s voice returned to
a normal level.  “Power was interrupted here in our New York headquarters just
then, but only momentarily.  We’ve got our back-up generators online now, so we
can still broadcast but, it looks like something similar to the Blackout of ’03
is in the works here in New York, folks.  Stay with us as we try to piece
things together for you.”  The anchorman looked around for a piece of paper to
ruffle and look important.   “For those of you just joining us—“


Erik
changed channel looking for more news on the blackout—the other channels were
in similar states of disarray.  More reports came in as the minutes flew by. 
New York, D.C., Baltimore, Denver, Cleveland, Detroit, Houston, Atlanta, even
Portland, Oregon…all rumored to be in the dark.  Things were still very
sketchy: some people claimed the power was out when it wasn’t; others got
cities mixed up in their reports.  The central fear was that the outages were
in the process of spreading, like a giant black carpet unfurling across the
country from New York to Los Angeles.  


Erik went
into the spare bedroom in their apartment and turned on the AM/FM/Weather
radio.  The AM station he had programmed into the unit broadcast the local political
talk show host loud and clear.  He was curious to see if anything was going on
locally.  


“—told
you…didn’t I tell ya?  It’s only a matter of time.  I said that when the
Blackout back in…when was it?  2003?  That’s right.  It hit—anyone who was listening
then will remember.”  


Erik did. 
He well remembered the day.  It was the most anxiety filled day of college he
ever experienced.  He could still remember all the people crying in the student
lounge when he walked in after that test in art history.


“I
asked, ‘is it terrorism?’ and I hated that I thought of that first!  Because
everyone wants to think that it’s not…that it’s lightning hitting a relay
station, or like when England or Italy lost power a few years back, just a tree
branch falling somewhere.  Even a damn squirrel chewing on a power line, but…I
mean, come on, people!  Look at this list of cities we’re being told are losing
power…and I’d like to remind everyone the list is growing fast!”  Erik
heard what sounded like rustled paper. 


 “We got,
let’s see here, San Diego, L.A.—-my God folks, can you imagine the hell that’s
going to break loose in South Central tonight?  Time to break out the canned
goods and shotguns!  This has got to be terrorism.  This—“ the sound cut
off as the radio went silent.  


The host
came back on the air after a few breathless seconds.  “—what happens.  Okay,
all you listeners, we just lost power, to explain what happened there.  We got
back-up generators, though…So there we have it, even Florida isn’t immune from
the power outage this time around…Hey, someone want to tell me if we’re still
on the air?  Craig—you getting anything over the internet?  I think this whole
thing was timed to go off at once…can you believe this?”  The host
continued to talk to the people in the studio, regardless of his audience.


Erik found
himself looking at the framed hurricane chart from 2004 that hung on the wall
above the desk.  He was barely aware of the announcer as he ranted raving about
terrorism and why people were going to really freak out this time.  He
looked at all the hurricane tracks as they cris-crossed Florida.  He had
plotted each one, patiently listening to NOAA Radio to get the exact hourly
coordinates of the storms for days on end.  He remembered all the devastation
and confusion and suffering caused by those storms.  A year for the record
books.


Major
cities on the east coast, the west coast, the mid-west…all lose power in the
middle of the afternoon on a Friday.  There’s no hurricanes, no major storms. 
Far as I know, there’s no heat waves or anything like that going on. 
Well…maybe in Arizona and southern California, but nothing major.  So what
happened out there?


The radio
host was talking about the 2003 Blackout again.  Erik thought back to the news
broadcasts from that largely regional event in New England.  The country has
three power grids, the east, west and Texas... 


Erik’s mind
raced.   They said Houston was out.  Texas is separate to some degree from
the other two grids, if I remember correctly.  So that means something—or someone—took
down all three grids at the same time or close to it…it’s gotta be terrorism. 
Erik felt a sudden weight in his stomach.  He leaned over the desk and closed
his eyes.  His imagination showed him images of riots and food rationing in the
major cities after a week of no electricity.  


If it’s
terrorism, than this is big.  Bigger than 9-11.  Hell, they don’t
even have to kill us this time…take out the power long enough, we’ll do the
dirty work for ‘em when the shit hits the fan in the cities….it’ll be
anarchy…oh my God.  He opened his eyes and looked down at the radio, only
then realizing that it was silent again.


The lights
in the room went out with an audible click.  The TV, which still blared reports
from around the nation out in the living room fell quiet.  Nothing but silence
in the apartment, except for the battery powered wall clocks going, tick,
tick, tick, tick.  It sounded eerie to hear that tick noise coming
from three different directions when normally he could hardly hear one over the
normal background noise.


Erik’s
heart felt like it skipped a beat.  “Oh, shit.” 


He heard
the rasp of plastic on metal as the door to the screened in porch slid open
before Brin stuck her head in the room, cell phone in hand.  She lifted the
sunglasses from her blue almond-shaped eyes and frowned at Erik.   He almost
smiled—even with a frown on her face, she was still the prettiest girl he had
ever seen.  And what made him want to smile even more was the fact that she
would never admit that.


“What
happened?  I was talking to Mom—she said Uncle Bill saw two planes have a
mid-air collision over Sacramento!  They blew up right in the sky and one
started to spiral down into the city!  Can you believe it?  He was out in his
backyard and looked up and bam!  He had already called Mom and was
trying to get a hold of me because he thought that I was on a flight headed
home—but that’s next weekend…and then my phone just disconnected.  Now I
can’t even call anyone.  It just says some stupid thing about all
circuits being busy…” her voice trailed off as she saw the look on Erik’s face,
saw the lights out, the TV off, didn’t hear the air conditioning.


“Erik…sweetie,
what’s going on?”


“Better
shut the door, baby, we need to keep as much cool air inside as possible.  It’s
gonna be warm tonight, I think.”  He tried a disarming smile and looked down
again at the desk.  The weather-alert alarm clock was dark.  That wasn’t good.


Erik opened
up the clock and connected the emergency 9volt battery inside.  The voice of
the talk show host came back.  “—ay, it’s getting serious folks.  We just
got word of a plane crash in Maryland, near Andrews Air Force Base.  That makes
two—one in Sacramento and one in Maryland.  


“More
reports of power outages in the mid-west and even into Canada.  Looks like our
neighbors to the north are sharing in the fun again.  It’s like the entire
nation just shut down.  I—hold on a minute, NBCRadio just announced there’s
been a mid-air collision outside Sacramento…now it’s two airliners down in
California.  Christ, I’ve just been handed a report that…oh My God.  Now
there’s another airliner down.  Outside Tampa.  Something about—is this right,
John?  A missile?  What’s going on?  Are we under attack?”  There was a
slight pause.  Brin’s hands went to her mouth in shock, cell phone forgotten on
the floor where she dropped it.


“Dammit
John, I know I’m on the air, but this is getting out of hand.  Yeah, I know—look
get the interns working on it, then.  I don’t care—send someone out to get a
remote setup or something.  This is bigger than the FCC!”  The host
appeared more concerned with talking to people in his studio than to the
listening public—or, at least those who had batteries.


Erik looked
into his wife’s beautifully slanted eyes and changed stations a few times.  Her
lightly tanned skin took on a creamy tone darker than normal in the subdued
light of the dim bedroom.  


More
reports of the same bad news filtered in over the radio.  Nervous announcers
reported on a half-dozen incidents of jetliners falling from the sky, major
cities losing power and no explanation.  


He glanced
at his watch.  It had taken roughly half an hour for all hell to break loose. 
He sat back in his chair and already noticed the fact that the air conditioner
was off.  Not that it was hot yet, only that the absence of cool air blowing
around was conspicuous.  It was only an hour or so after lunch and the heat
would peak quickly .           Is this it? He asked himself.  


Has the
shit finally hit the fan?  


Out the
window, all was quiet and peaceful and normal.  He got up, went into the closet
and pulled out his bug-out-bag.  Brin followed him to the doorway, her bare
feet softly padding across the tile floor.  She said nothing, but moved quietly
into the room and hugged herself as she watched her husband.  


Erik took a
quick glance and figured she must be a little cold in that tiny bikini at which
a part of his mind was screaming for him to examine further.  The rational,
calculating part of his mind though was in firm control.  Something major was
going down and his ‘lizard brain’ had kicked into to survival mode.


After he
opened the zipper, it only took a second to find his Grundig FR200 emergency
radio.  He zipped up the bag but left it on the spare bed, ready to go.  Next
he unplugged the battery from the little radio on the desk—he wasn’t sure when
the power would be back on, but he figured it’d be better to conserve
batteries.  On that thought, he removed the batteries from all but one of the
clocks in their apartment.


Then he
went into the kitchen and brought the emergency radio with him.  He set the
radio on the counter, unlatched the dynamo hand crank and set to work ‘winding
up’ the radio.  After about a minute or so, he figured the battery was fully
charged and he extended the antenna and turned it on.   He quickly found the AM
station he wanted and left the radio to run in the background.  It give them
news updates while he set out to write down everything they had in the freezer
and fridge.  Brin just watched, dazed, still in her bikini.  She sat by the
breakfast bar on a stool and watched the odd activity of her spouse.  He moved
in silence and did not offer explanations for his actions.


Erik opened
the freezer door for a few seconds, took a quick look then shut it securely to
keep the cold air in.  He carefully wrote down everything that he saw, then did
the same for the fridge.  Then he posted the list on the fridge door with a
magnet.  


She could
not stand it any longer.  “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice
surprisingly loud in the tomb-like apartment.  She looked around as if she
suddenly found herself in a different world.


“I’m taking
inventory,” he said with a glance over his shoulder as he finished the fridge
list.  “We should eat the stuff that would spoil fastest first.  Gotta come
from the fridge first, then the freezer.”  He patted the list.  “Knowing what
we have inside will mean we won’t have to look and waste what cold is still
inside now that we don’t have power.”


“Oh,” she
replied in a neutral tone.  She got up and moved to the fridge.  “How did you
know to do this?”


“Remember,
I did this when we lost power during Hurricane Frances?” he asked gently, hands
on her shoulders as she looked at the fridge.  Her skin felt cool to the
touch.  He was starting to sweat.  Before his hands started to warm her up, he
had another thought streak through his mind like a meteor across a clear night
sky.


“Damn…we’ve
got to get to the store,” he said.  “We might be able to get a little more food
while people are still at work.”  He walked over to the porch door and glanced
outside, left the radio on the counter.  Brin stood next to him, hugging
herself again.  Erik glanced at her again.  She was unusually quiet.  Brin had
a smart comment to make about…well, just about everything.  It was one of the
reasons he fell in love with her.  


It was a
weekday, so there was little activity outside except for the noises coming from
the back half of the complex where construction workers continued to work.  In
the distance someone was mowing a lawn with what sounded like a Sikorsky, but
the echo of the lawnmower sound was hard to pinpoint.  Evidently the power loss
hadn’t affected everyone yet.  Or they hadn’t realized it yet.  Erik suppressed
a rueful grin at the thought of the poor guy finishing up his yard work, only
to come inside looking for air conditioning and a cold beer and finding
neither.


“How much
cash do you have?” he asked as he peered across the small pond to the other
side of the apartment complex.  Erik had suddenly discovered a major flaw in
his preparations.  He didn’t have more than $10 in his wallet, cash.  Their
savings was safely unreachable in the bank.  He only hoped Brin had enough cash
for them to get food to top off their supplies.   


I should
have thought of this!  I should have had a cash reserve somewhere in the
apartment…without power, the ATMs won’t work.  I can’t get anything.  Wait…how
much gas do we have in the cars?











CHICAGO


Deceptive Alliance


 


 


IN CHICAGO, ALL was
chaos.  First, the power mysteriously winked out with no sign of a summer storm
for a hundred miles.  Then, in a matter of minutes, a large plane screamed in
above Southside.  It left a trail of flame and debris to rain out of the sky. 
Police cruisers raced about, lights flashing and sirens wailing as they tried
to get to strategic points in the city to direct the already panic-fueled
traffic.  


The city
planners had taken note of what had happened a few years back when New York had
lost power.  If that were to happen to Chicago, they realized there were going
to be an awful lot of people hitting the streets in an attempt to get home. 
The first responders had to be ready.  They had trained for every contingency,
including terrorism.  The police were prepared.  However, an emergency of this
magnitude was off the charts.  They could not be ready for a
fully loaded 747 raining destruction down out of the sky onto the city’s
congested streets.


Millions of
people at work saw what looked like a missile collide with a plane in the sky
south and east of Chicago.  The plane was obviously on approach going north to
O’Hare; the missile streaked south riding atop a thin tendril of curling
smoke.  It had happened just after the power flickered and went out.  


Most people
in the office buildings began to speculate that there were two planes and they
had lost radar or navigation instruments when the power went.  Others, that
terrorists had hijacked one plane and ran it into the other.  Or that terrorists
had hijacked both planes.  Or, that it really was only one plane
and it really had been shot down.  


The panic
spread.  It boiled down to the fact that no one knew what was going on—but
everyone knew it was time to move.  It was as if there was a communal instinct
inherent to commuters from the suburbs.  They could tell when something bad was
going down, like rats on a sinking ship.  The first thought was to get out of
the city.  Rumors that the plane had carried deadly chemicals spread like
wildfire and the mobs swelled.  Everyone struggled to get to cars and fight
already heavy traffic to escape the city.  No decent person wanted to be
trapped in Chicago in the middle of the summer, at night, without power.


Malcolm
Abdul Rashid, formerly Jamal LeRay, stood quietly along with his group of
eleven Black Muslims.  They all suffered in the stagnant humidity of the living
room of his mother’s row-house.  The rowhouse was poorly ventilated in the best
of circumstances.  Without what functioning air conditioning it did have, the
house turned into a sauna.  Fast.  


“Brother
Malcolm, this is the sign you spoke of, is it not?” asked one of the older men
after their opening prayer and a respectful silence.  He went by the name
Elijah.  He was one of the Elders of the local Black Muslim community.  Old
Elijah had been around during the ‘60s, when the movement started.  He was
proud to have been a member of the Fruit of Islam, the semi-military “community
self defense force”, second in prestige only to the famous Black Panthers.   In
fact, the two groups had often trained together, ostensibly to promote
togetherness among the inner city urbanites.  As the tumultuous decade wore on,
however, rumors had spread that the Fruit of Islam was really just training
young black militants for a racial war.  When nothing came of it for more than
thirty years, the Fruit of Islam was largely forgotten by the rest of
America.   Not by Abdul.


Malcolm
nodded solemnly.  “It is, Elder Brother.”  Elijah was an old man to Malcolm,
crusty and set in his ways.  He was a relic of the ‘60s, when the brothers and
sisters had come so close to realizing their dream of a truly equal society,
only to hand it over to the White Man in the later half of the 20th
Century.  Malcolm considered that story, one of weakness and failure.  To come
so close, only to stand aside and lose all the ground they had gained.  


It was a
story Malcolm would not repeat. 


“We have
been given the opportunity, my Brothers, to finally free our people from the
yoke of the Man’s oppression,” intoned Ali Majdy, from downtown.  He was a bear
of a man, tall, strong and imposing, made to look even more dangerous by his
tailored trendy-looking dark suit and glasses.  Outside their meeting, on the
street, he was known as “Big Al”.   He was Malcolm’s right-hand man.  His
enforcer.


“Brother
Malcolm led us to join our Brothers in Islam from the Holy Land.  While we may
not agree with all our little Brothers have to say, they feel the same way
about America that we do.  The Whites in this country have been too long in
charge—they have forced us to become soft and corrupt.  They lack discipline
and religion.  With the help of Allah and our Middle Eastern Brothers, we will
return America to glory.  We will ensure our People turn from the current path
leading back towards slavery of the mind, and head towards the light and
knowledge of freedom.”


Several
other men nodded and murmured thanks to Allah.  Two of them stared at Malcolm
with tight lipped grimaces.  They were from back east, and not so easily moved
by speeches and well-wishing.


“Brothers,
why do you look at me so?” asked Malcolm, beginning to pour water into glasses
for his guests.


One of the
dissenters adjusted his bow-tie before he spoke.  “Malcolm, Samir and I agree
with you, about most everything.”  His voice was strained with worry.  The
others grew quiet in order to hear.  They were very polite, despite differing
opinions on the matter at hand.         


“And those
Brothers and Sisters I represent in New York are with Allah and with you. 
Even now, I expect they have already mobilized, if the lights are out there as
well.  However," he glanced at his partner for support.  The other man
nodded.  The speaker continued.  "I cannot go forward without voicing my
sincere concerns.”  He looked around the gathered faces, clearly hoping  
someone else besides would back him up.  No one showed the slightest bit of
sympathy.  All the various dark skinned, sweaty streaked faces were set in
stone.   


Raheeb
Turner looked around and his spirits fell.  He took on the visage of someone
who wished he were anywhere else but there he was at the moment. Malcolm
considered this man from New York.  He had explained to Malcolm that he had
never left New York before this trip.  Malcolm knew.  He had coordinated the
meeting earlier in the summer.  Black Muslim men from every state had been sent
to Chicago, where they had gathered as a sort of Congress.  A Black Congress.


Malcolm
smiled.  After the struggle, when the White Man was overthrown, this group of
men in a Chicago row house would be the new Government.  A Black Government. 
Not for the people, but for his People.  They would be the core that
would start over and bring racial justice, not equality, to America. 
Malcolm would lead them to glorious freedom.  The other man from New York
brought Malcolm back to the reality that the great struggle had literally just
begun.


Raheeb’s
friend from Brooklyn, Samir, chose to speak.  “Malcolm, Elijah, everyone—“
began Samir, spreading his hands to include the group.  “What Raheeb is trying
to explain is simple."  He paused and adjusted the glasses on his sweaty
brow.  "Quite simply, brothers, we are afraid.  We have many
supporters who are not black and we do not wish to alienate them.


A few of
the others nodded.  It was true, they were not a simple race based
organization, as their forefathers had organized in the 1960s.  But to the
hardcore faithful, it was still a Blacks Only club.  The way it should be.


Elijah
smiled, the way only old men can, in a gentle fashion meant to reassure youth. 
“My Brothers, be not afraid, for we walk the path of the Prophet, in Allah’s
Grace.  Allah is with us.  We shall fear nothing.  If your white friends truly
support us, they will not abandon us in our hour of triumph.”  


Several men
whispered, “Allah is merciful, Allah is good…” in response.


“I know you
do not trust our new Arabic friends with your whole heart.  After all, did they
not slay many of our Brothers and Sisters on September 11th?” 
Elijah said gently.  Then his voice grew stronger and seemed more like an Imam
than a militant.  “But those Brothers and Sisters were there because the
Man oppressed them; wouldn’t let them have any other jobs—forced them to be the
janitors and servants!  Our little brothers had the courage to fight back
where we have just rolled over.”  More heads nodded around the circle.  “The
time for that is over.”


Elijah was
on a tear now.  He was beginning to feel like it was the ‘60s all over again. 
“My friends, we have been blessed by Allah to have another chance at
greatness.  In my time, we were given an opportunity to free our Brothers and
Sisters.  Sadly, we failed.  I have held shame in my heart every day for
decades because of that missed opportunity.  Now, we have been given another
chance…Allah is truly merciful.  This time, we will not miss that
chance!”  The old man’s passion was heartening to the others.


“But
Elijah, the Arab Brothers want to destroy America…I fear they are only
using us!” protested Samir.  His New York accent became more acute the more
agitated he became.  “Not all whites are evil…” he muttered insolently.


“Brother
Samir, be at peace,” said Elijah.  He waved his hand as if to dismiss the
younger man’s concerns.  “As I said, Allah is with us.  You are afraid our new
friends want only to lay waste to our country—a country built on the backs of
slaves!  Built on the backs and the blood and the sweat of our ancestors.  If
this land belongs to anyone, it belongs to us!”  Someone clapped in
approval.


Elijah put
his hands together and looked pious.  “You think they are using us—why
do not we use them?  They will be the instrument of our rise to
greatness.  We will join them in tearing down the Establishment.  We will let
them kill themselves and take the blame.  When our new friends leave after the
Man falls, we will remodel this country to suit our People and let the White
Man and the White Woman be our servants!  Then the infidels will take
the place that Allah has accorded to those who do not convert!”  The rest of
the group cheered, clapped and praised Allah, drowning out the protests of
Samir and his fellow dissenter.  Old Elijah settled himself in a chair.  


“Samir…Raheeb…do
you not see, we are all in this together?”


Raheeb
slowly shook his head.  “I see, Elijah, I see.  But still I worry.   What if
our Arab Brothers do not leave?”


“They do
not want to live here…” offered Malcolm’s Mountain with a voice deep as
thunder.  “They want to die here.  They want to punish the white man. 
They like their deserts.”


“You will
be with us then…as agreed?” asked Malcolm.  He spoke up again.  His voice held
a dangerous edge.   All questions were stifled.  The time for doubt and
questions was over.  He had planned for this moment for years.  Ever since that
first meeting with Hakim.  They had made great strides in recruiting other
radical elements to their cause.  It was a great alliance, but a tenuous one. 
Without ironclad unity in their own movement, Malcolm and Hakim couldn’t hope
to hold together the continent-wide agenda.


“As I said,
Malcolm, our Brothers and Sisters in New York are with you regardless of what
happens.  That is not a question.  I…” Raheeb faltered and placed  a well
manicured hand on his own chest.   “I alone had doubts.  But when I see the
resolve of our esteemed Elder, Brother Elijah," he smiled at the old man,
who nodded graciously.  "My spirit grows strong with the strength of
Allah.”  


“Good. 
Because the hour of action draws near, my Brothers.  Our liberation is
waiting.  My friend Hakim said that we would know when his people launched
their attack.  The war will begin on the White Man’s government when the
streets became dark.  That is the sign for our Brothers and Sisters to rise
up and join our friends from the Holy Land.”


Elijah
looked at the few weak candles that lit the room.  They had been lit by Malcolm
when the power went out.   A sinister smile spread across his dark face, making
his teeth stand out even whiter than normal.   “The streets are become dark,
Malcolm.  At last…at last our People will be free.”


“Brothers,
the time has come.  You have prepared.  You have trained.  Allah has shown us
the way.  We need only to reach out and take what is ours.”  Malcolm slowly
looked around the room, let the tension build until it was a palpable force. 
He looked every man among them in the eye, saw the conviction, the pride
reflected back.  “Go to your men.  Spread the word.  The war begins tonight.”











ARIZONA


The Firestorm


 


 


HAKIM LOOKED AT the gas
display on the dashboard again.  Only a quarter of a tank left.  He and Saldid
had been on the road for hours.  They continued to carefully drive the speed
limit and laughed as they tossed road flares out the window of their Buick. 
The two holy warriors relished the thought that their handiwork had ignited the
landscape around them.  They had traveled in a semi-circle route away from
Flagstaff, out towards California, then curved back east.  They spread fires
all along the road behind them.


On the
other side of Arizona, another team was doing the same.  Those men operated
near Tucson and spread fire towards the Mexican Border.  It was hoped that the
fires would distract the Border Patrol and cause havoc with the illegal Mexican
migration—another knife in the back of America.  


A third
team was near Phoenix.   By nightfall, a massive swath of the Arizona landscape
would be engulfed in fires.  The wall of fire would spread and consuming all
before it and create a huge swatch of destruction.  The dry summer had provided
ample fuel reserves, the fires begat their own winds.  By dawn of the second
day of the Great Jihad, Allah willing, there would be true firestorms loose in
Arizona.


In Southern
California, similar progress was made.   A handful of mujahadeen were
operating near Los Angeles and San Francisco.  Another four teams were in the
northern part of the state.


Hakim did
not know all the details of the Great Jihad, but what he did know made him
proud to be a part of the effort to rid the world once and for all of the
pestilence and influence of America.  He knew that some airliners had been shot
down with Stinger missiles smuggled into America from Mexico.  That much they
had heard on the radio.  The frantic reporters were describing the havoc and
chaos unleashed by Hakim’s brethren.  He was filled with pride.


Hakim was
slightly annoyed at his leaders, however.  They had agreed to strike the Great
Satan a crippling blow, yet had come up with the idea of letting America
self-destruct, rather than forcibly decapitate her.  He was all for bringing
down the Infidel any way possible, but it was in his heart for explosions,
bombs, mayhem and destruction.  He personally believed civil strife to take too
long.  Perhaps his unauthorized treaty with the Black brothers in Chicago would
speed things along.


Part of him
was worried that the higher ups would find out about his secret dealings with
Malcolm and the Brotherhood, but Hakim did not care.  Malcolm stood at the top
of a well organized group of useful idiots, willing to be manipulated by the mujahedeen. 
They could not be counted on totally, of course, but they would serve a purpose
to speed things along.  Their connections to the anarchists and communists
would further the destructive spiral that America would travel.  Hakim could
hardly wait for the real fun to be reported on the radio.  Hopefully the radios
will broadcast that long.


We shall
see.


Hundreds and
thousands of Black Muslims, communist community organizers, eco-anarchists,
militants all, had joined the growing alliance with the Fist and would now
spread chaos through the streets of the largest powerless cities.  


The pact
Hakim had forged with Malcolm Abdul Rashid a few years back would devastate the
country even as America tried to come to grips with the crippling assault on
its power system.


Then the
effects of the Holy Firestorm and the chaos that would follow would truly
be felt.  There was no way America could stand it all at once.  


The icing
on the cake, wished Hakim, would be for some country to attack
America while it is weak.  If only the Chinese had listened to us…instead of
shunning our ambassadors.  Hakim, a simple warrior, did not understand why
the Al Qaeda leadership warned him that more than anything, the Chinese were
perhaps the best in the world at listening.


Hakim tried
to forget about lost opportunities and grinned as he imagined the riots in
American cities, perhaps under way at that very moment.  At the very latest,
they would start at sunset.  


The fools
played right in to our hands...they are completely our pawns.  They expect
their ‘Arab brothers’ to welcome them with open arms…after.  They have no idea
the Fist will consider them just as American as the Whites and all the other
infidel half-breeds found in this stinking cesspool called America.  They will all be
cleansed by the Sword of Allah.  They profess their faith, yet do nothing to
satisfy the command to purify the infidel that the Prophet desires.  Their
hearts may be in the right place, but they are not truly of the Faith. 
Satisfied that his betrayal of fellow Muslims was a rational, justified act,
Hakim decided to think no more on the fate of his erstwhile comrades.


The man on
the radio appeared to be crying.  Hakim took special joy in the squeals from
the American radio stations as they drove through the countryside.  Only three
could be heard this far into the wilds of a largely powerless Arizona.  Reports
of power outages all across the nation grew by the hour and never ceased to
bring a smile to his face.   


Many radio
stations, especially the smaller ones, simply had no power to operate.  Huge
swaths of the radio dial were static.  To Hakim’s silent joy, the stations that
mostly played the rubbish Saldid preferred were already offline.


They had
only recently heard over the radio that their comrades had accomplished the
first part of the Great Jihad.  Only now, some dozen hours after the first
power outages, did the foolish Americans own up to the fact that a number of mujahedeen
had been killed in attacks on power installations across the nation.  No
matter, enough damage had been done to overload and topple the entire national
grid.  Hakim swore to avenge the fallen mujahedeen.  For every Brother
that died, Hakim vowed to slay ten American infidels.


“I don’t
believe it, friends…the power is out over most of the nation.  We’re only going
to broadcast for the next few hours.  Our backup generator will probably be
requisitioned by the local authorities soon.  They’ve really hit us below the
belt this time.  We’re still waiting on details of exactly how they did
it…And to add insult to injury…I’m just now receiving reports of large scale
rioting in Chicago and Boston.  Atlanta appears to be in the midst of a race
riot of some sort.  Of all the stupid….who the hell has a race riot just
as we’re being attacked by terrorists!?  Looks like violence is breaking out in
New York, too.  What’s wrong with these people?  It’s like they’re just
looking for an excuse to burn down their own homes and communities!  Is our
country falling apart or am I just paranoid?” cried the radio host.  Hakim
smiled.


“Malcolm
did it!” he exclaimed and whooped for joy.  


“You did
not think he would follow through?” asked Saldid with sudden alarm.


“No, no,”
said Hakim, waving a hand in dismissal of Saldid’s worry.  “I knew he would do
it.  I just knew not if his friends across the country could be relied upon to
help us.  I prayed every day for the last three years for this night.  Allah
has not let us down!”


“So, the
Great Satan has been surrounded and attacked from all sides, from without and
within!” laughed Saldid.  “Today is a great day, my friend!”  He slapped the
steering wheel in mirth.


Hakim
offered praise to Allah and threw another flare out the window.  He looked over
the seat into the rear of the car.  The stash of flares was down to a mere
dozen or so.  “We will be out of flares soon, Saldid.” 


Saldid
drove in silence for a few seconds, savoring the taste of victory.  There were
a lot fewer cars on the road now.  People sought shelter in the comforting
walls of their homes.  The scenery outside the car was a blurred
yellowish-reddish color.  Dots of green in the distance denoted cacti that
roasted in the heat of the desert afternoon.   


“Do we
begin the slaughter soon?” asked the Syrian born driver quietly.  Hakim saw his
friend feel the grip of the pistol pressed against Saldid’s right leg.


“That we
do, my brother, that we do,” replied Hakim.  He ignited another flare, used it
to light his cigarette, then threw the sparkler out the window.











SARASOTA


The Uncertain Home Front


 


 


THE FIRST NIGHT without
power was destined to be nerve-racking for most of the nation, Erik figured. 
The radio had spewed news all afternoon of the much-feared looting and
rioting.  By sunset, it was mostly confined to Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles
and New York.  Curiously, Atlanta was in the grips of a race riot which was in
the process of eviscerating the inner city.   Power had only been off for an
afternoon, there was still water and food to be had.  It made no sense to the
reporters, the authorities or Erik.  What it did do was tickle the back of his
brain.  Something was not quite right. 


There was a
lot of speculation flying around that race was the motivation for the unrest in
most cities around the nation suffering from riots and violence.  In Seattle,
though, eco-terrorists had ransacked the downtown district and began a
systematic campaign of destruction in the name of Mother Earth. 


Despite the
blossoming rioting and chaos in the inner cities, most people across the nation
chose to react like they would during any power outage—try to get home and stay
out of trouble.  


Erik rubbed
his chin in thought.  It was as if the rest of the inhabitants of the major
cities just wanted to watch and wait while the hearts of the cities burned for
no good reason.  So far most of the violence was localized, in the sections of
the major cities that most people tried to steer clear of anyway.  But it was
spreading to business districts, fast.  


Florida was
no exception.  The major inner-cities were turning into war zones if the local
radio hosts could be believed.  Miami, a city that never needed an official
reason to party, was acting as if it were New Years Eve on crack.  
Jacksonville, though, was in the grips of the infant stages of what appeared to
be a  race riot.  Early word was, the violence was led and coordinated by a
group called the Brotherhood.  No one really knew what they were all about, but
they meant trouble.  Somehow they were tied to Islam, but no one on the radio
knew if they were foreign terrorists or, as suspected, Americans.


Erik looked
at the map in his hands.  Tampa was in flames.  From the radio reports, he was
able to put pencil marks on the map to denote where the violence was
concentrated.  It straddled the border between “wrong side of the tracks” and
the lucrative business/entertainment district that nuzzled the glassy waters of
Tampa Bay.  But why?  Ybor City, a haven for transplanted Cuban refugees, had
deep connections with Catholicism, not Islam.  


Erik put
down the map as the twilight faded and he could no longer read.  He pondered
the demographics of the Gulf Coast.  It was common knowledge that there were
more retired people than any other age group.  ‘The land of newlyweds and
mostly-deads,’ as the saying went.  


He figured
most people would probably just go to bed, expecting everything to be better
the next day.  Or, at least expecting the people in charge to know more about
what was going on.  Maybe they would have a better explanation tomorrow.  That
had even been the thought process of a few people in the apartment complex. 
Erik shook his head at the fallacy of that line of thought.


He kept
seeing those infamous pictures of what had happened in the wake of Hurricane
Joyce cycle through his mind.  There hadn’t been as much flooding as Hurricane
Katrina when it destroyed New Orleans, but the destruction around Jacksonville
had been just as complete.  The looting and fighting that broke out in the
streets was surreal to the rest of the country.  Florida had gone back to its
roots and relied on the lessons learned from Hurricane Andrew in 1992. 
Homeowners who had them, used firearms to defend themselves in record numbers. 



The
fighting that erupted after Joyce had turned into some sort of turf war between
rival gangs in and around Jacksonville.  It had been a close call, but in the
end, the National Guard and the local police had been able to contain the
situation and restore law and order.  But it had been a hairy two weeks.  Erik
had not slept very much then.  He had been glued to the TV and ready to
evacuate should things turn south.  He’d been thinking all afternoon about just
such a situation occurring in many spots all over the country.  It made him
shiver.


“You
getting hungry?” asked Brin.  She put the book down she had been reading and
closed it.  “Can’t see any more, anyway.  How about dinner?” she asked again.


Thankful
for the interruption of his fatalistic thoughts, Erik heartily agreed and went
into the kitchen to gather supplies.  He quickly threw open the fridge and dove
for some meat he had bought a few days back.  After the door was safely shut
again, he took all the ingredients to the back porch and set them on the little
café table.  When he had retrieved his camp stove from the hall closet and a
canister of gas, he lit the burners and started to boil some water.


As he
waited for the water to boil, Brin went back inside and began to rummage around
in the kitchen for a suitable wine and some glasses.  Erik considered their
resources.  He had a 3-pack of the large camping stove gas bottles.  He’d never
actually had the chance to take them camping, so he wasn’t too sure exactly how
much fuel it would take to cook pasta and beef.  


Well, this
will serve as an experiment.  The first bottle will tell us how much gas is
used to cook meals.  We’ll have to ration the other two to make sure we have
the stove for as long as possible, he told himself absently.


As the beef
sizzled on the gas burner, he threw on some just-boiled pasta and sprinkled the
mixture liberally with spices.  Brin opened a bottle of wine and lit some
candles.  They had a nice romantic dinner on the porch, without any of the
usual distractions.  No TVs or cell phones, no work to worry about, no
nothing.   The only sounds they heard were the low murmurs of neighbors talking
quietly and the cheers and shouts of children playing in the dark with
flashlights.


As Erik
chewed a mouthful of pasta, he marveled that parents would allow their kids to
waste a precious resource like batteries.  It was as if everyone thought the
power would be back on by morning.  Even Brin had commented that it seemed
wasteful to play flashlight tag.


“They may
need those batteries tomorrow night…” she muttered around her glass of wine. 
“What will they do if the stores can’t open up again?”


“Yeah,”
said Erik.  He took a sip of his own wine to clear his palate.  “That’s good,
sweetie.”  He watched her smile and continued, “I’m not a wine fan but this is
pretty good.  Yeah, we were lucky to get to the store and get what we did this
afternoon.  Thirty bucks wasn’t all that much, but we got plenty of soup and
granola bars to last at least a week now on top of everything else we have…”


As on any
other night, a car would drive by the entrance of the apartment complex every
few minutes.  However, many people just sat on their porches and tried to stay
cool when normally everyone would be inside.  Most of the people in the complex
weren’t nearly as prepared for a power loss and simply got in their cars and
headed out on the road seeking a restaurant.


Erik and
his wife clinked wine glasses and finished off the pot-luck pasta.  As he put
his empty glass down on the table and sat back with a contented sigh, he
watched his wife.  She leaned back and stretched like a cat, full of grace and
strength.  Completely alluring.  He had just come to the conclusion that there
was something they could be doing that would make the night go faster when she
glanced towards the pond and pursed her lip in thought.  


“Wonder
what’s going on over there?” she asked with a nod of her head.


Erik tore
himself away from absorbing the beauty that sat across the table from him in an
oversized t-shirt and little else and looked where she indicated.  A handful of
people had gathered at the apartment’s pool across the little pond.              Brin
finished the last of her wine.  She glanced at her husband with a half smile
that put his plans for the rest of the night back in motion.  “Mmmm, I bet the
pool would be great, right about now,” she said, using her napkin to wipe away
some moisture from her face.  It had been a hot and humid day—typical of
Florida this time of year.  The night would cool off, but it would take a
while.


Inwardly,
Erik sighed.  He had to admit, taking a dip in a nice clean pool would feel
nice.  And there was no telling how long the pool would stay clean in the
tropical environment without proper filtration.


“Yeah,
looks like some of the others think so too.  Let’s head on over, see what’s
up,” suggested Erik.  After cleaning up and blowing out the candles, they
changed into swimming suits and headed over to the pool.  Erik shut off the
emergency radio, but slipped his pocket AM/FM radio into his shorts.  As an
afterthought, he grabbed a six-pack of cold beers from the cooler in the
kitchen.


With only
the handful of emergency lights still running on weak batteries to illuminate
the pool deck, the residents were forced to light a few impromptu tiki-torches
liberated from pool supply shed.  The night was cloudy, so the moon wouldn’t
help at all.


“Hey, you
all believe what’s going on?” asked Erik, carrying a few beers with him to hand
out to the men clustered near the public grills.  Most of the women and
children were in or around the pool.  Brin went over to chat with the other
ladies. 


After the
beers were passed out to the grateful men, introductions were made.


Stan
Gibbons was a restaurant manager who lived with his wife and young daughter in
a building nestled in the northeast corner of the complex.  It sat across the
small parking lot from Erik and Brin.  They had seen each other a few times in
the lot but never really talked.  He had been on his way home from work at a
local restaurant when he heard the news of the blackout. 


“I had just
pulled into the parking lot here when the radio interrupted a song and went to
that annoying beep.”


“The
Emergency Broadcast system,” offered one of the others, a tall, skinny black
man.


“Yeah,”
replied Stan with a grin.  He took a long swill of the can in his hand, shot a
grateful nod to Erik, and continued.


“So,” he
shrugged.  “I turned around and went right back.”


“Why?”
asked Erik casually.  He opened his own beer.  He wasn’t too keen on switch hitting
after all the wine he had at dinner, but he wanted to appear sociable. 


Stan
started to speak, then appeared to think better of that idea and took another
swallow of beer instead.  After a moment he said quietly, “I don’t really
know.  I guess I just wanted to check on the restaurant.  When I got back, the
power was out, of course.  People were leaving, but most continued to eat.  The
shift manager was doing a good job of informing customers of the power outage
and keeping everything calm.”  He looked down at the can.  “Then a woman
screamed that a plane had gone down near Tampa and more were dropping from the
sky across the country.”  He shrugged.  The other men shook their heads and
looked away, lost in thought.


Erik stared
at Stan.  He’s lying!  Erik was almost ashamed to admit the thought.  Or…at
least he’s not telling us the whole truth.  He’s holding something back.  Why
did he go back to the restaurant?


Erik was
about to ask another question when Stan turned abruptly to the tall black man
and said, “Ah, enough about me, what about you, Alfonse?  What happened in
Tampa today?”


Erik filed
the quick subject change away as something else to think about during the
coming days.  The only black man introduced himself as Alfonse Johnston, a
programmer for a tech firm up in Tampa.  He and his wife Charone had recently
moved down from New Jersey in the spring.  He had a real passion for computers
and electronics and he, more than most, felt the unease of being without
power.  His whole world revolved around electronics and computers.  Without
power, he felt useless.  His company had been forced to evacuate when the
airliner crashed outside Tampa International Airport shortly after the power
went out in the early afternoon.  He was still a little shaken up and had
drained the beer Erik offered in a few large gulps.  


“After I
picked up Charone at the hospital—no, no, she’s okay,” he said as the others
expressed sudden concern.  “She’s seven months pregnant.  She had a routine
doctor’s appointment today so I took her in to town with me on the way to
work.”  


After a
round of smiles and congratulations, Alfonse continued.  “Thanks, it’s our
first.  Gonna be a little boy,” he beamed.  Then his face fell.  “The ride home
was a nightmare.  Man, people were out of control on the highways.  I heard on
the radio that the plane that went down was carrying some sort of biological
weapon.  I have never seen traffic like that.  People were runnin’ each other
off the road.  I’m serious,” he said, looking at Erik.  “Some dude cuts me off
doing about 60, right?” he said, moving his hands to represent two cars. 
“Then, before I could even honk my horn, this truck flies in from the right,
almost hits me, and clips the guy that just cut me off!  That guy goes
flyin’ off the road to the left…I couldn’t even try to get a look because
someone else cut me off.  I thought I was gonna have a heart attack!”


“What did
you see in Tampa before you left?  Were you near Ybor City?” asked Erik.


Alfonse
crushed the empty beer can in his large fist.  “Yeah.  It was like something
out of Mad Max.  It was weird.  People were putting up hurricane
shutters.  They were watching everyone drive by.  I mean, I didn’t want to
walk, but just the looks on some of the faces.  Man…it was like nothin’ I ever
seen.”


“That was
this afternoon?” asked Stan.


“Yeah,”
Alfonse shook his head.  “I still can’t figure it out.  It was like they knew
something was going down so they were getting ready, you know?  Boarding up all
the Latino joints, but anyone else, the whites, the blacks…they were just
standing around talking.  I mean, I’m black, so I’m almost used to seeing
people look at me like that—but these guys were watchin’ everybody.”


Another man
spoke up, “You heard about the race riots?”


Alfonse
looked down.  “Yeah.  I don’t know why the hell some people got to ruin
everything for the rest of us,” was all he said.  It sounded like an apology.


“Well, I
think I can safely say, that we’re about to see some shit hit the fan in
Tampa.”  The man looked around, satisfied he had everyone’s attention.  “I’m
Ted Jenson.  Deputy Sheriff.  From what I hear, the riots are being
called “race riots” but nobody really thinks that’s what they are.”


Alfonse
looked up with a glimmer of hope in his eyes.  “Right, right—what the hell they
got to complain about, anyway?  No jobs?  Lot’s of people
without jobs right now—it ain’t a black thing anymore.”


Ted sipped
his beer thoughtfully.  He lived across the hall from Erik and Brin.  He
explained to everyone that he had two sons, and lived with his wife who had a
son and a daughter, all from previous marriages.  Ted joked that his family was
like the modern Brady Bunch, as a kid squealed and jumped into the pool to the
laughter of playmates.  


“So, pardon
me for asking, but how come you’re not out there…I don’t know, patrolling or
something?” asked Erik.


“Sheriff’s
decided that this side of town was not much of a threat for rioting or looting
and sent home anyone who wasn’t already scheduled to work.  North Sarasota is
another matter.”


“What do you
mean, North Sarasota?  I’ve never heard of that,” said Alfonse. 


“How long
you been here again, man?” asked Erik with a grin.


“Just since
the spring, why?”


“Oh.  Well,
you should know, North Sarasota is  the low income side of Sarasota.  Our own
little seedy underbelly,” quipped Ted.


“The ‘poor
side of the tracks’.  Got it,” replied Alfonse.  He looked uncomfortable, like
he didn’t belong here in the affluent side of the city with the white men with
whom he shared a beer.


“It’s close
enough to cause concern, but not heavily populated enough for real fear.  It’s
late July and that means off-season, so there aren’t a lot of tourists runnin’
around anyway,” continued Ted as if Alfonse had never spoken.  “If this had
gone down in November, it’d be a nightmare.  There’d be panicking Snowbirds out
there like you wouldn’t believe.”


“Snowbirds?”
asked Alfonse.  “Never head that one before.”


“Yeah, it’s
what we call the Yankees that come down here every year from about September
through the spring.  They avoid their own winters and come down here like
migrating birds for the warm weather.  Snowbirds,” replied Ted with a grin.  


“They act
like seagulls,” added Stan.


“How so?”
asked Erik, sipping his drink.


“Well, they
fly down here, make a lot of noise, shit all over everything, then fly home.”


The men
shared a much needed laugh and watched the women and children play by the pool
for a few moments.  It almost seemed like a normal summer night.  Almost.  The
usual glow to the north west in the night sky that signified Sarasota’s light
pollution was gone.  Erik looked up and marveled at the staggering number of
stars to be seen.


“Yeah, I
only work day shifts, so I’m not going back out tonight,” announced Ted to get
the conversation going again.  Erik noticed his pager and cell phone were
attached to his belt.  He had the close cropped military style hair cut common
among young cops in this part of Florida.


“You in the
Army?” asked Erik, nodding at the haircut of his newly acquainted friend.


Ted
laughed.  “No way—I’m a Jarhead, through and through.”  A few of the others
chuckled and looked at Ted differently.  Not only a cop but an ex-Marine.  


Erik filed
that away in his mind—useful information should things get worse.  He and Ted
had met a few times and exchanged pleasantries when they were moving in, but
hadn’t really stopped to talk.  Erik realized he had been living near these
people now for months and didn’t really know any of them.  Guilt rose up inside
him. 


“What about
you?” asked Ted, with a gesture towards the last man to speak.


The
slightly stooped man in the disheveled clothes spoke up.  He looked like he
hadn’t bathed in a few days and had the beginnings of a beard to match. 
“Name’s Henry Grimes,” he practically glared at the others.  “I live back there,”
he threw a thumb over his shoulder towards the rear wall of the complex.  There
was a small, squat building with four units directly behind Erik and Ted’s
building.


“Ain’t here
because I want to be either.  My kid’s with me this weekend, and she just had
to come down to the damn pool.  This kinda stuff makes me sick.”


Ted seemed
to bristle.  “What kinda stuff?  Standing
around being civil with your neighbors?”


Henry
stared at the cop.  Erik could see he wanted to say something but held his
tongue.  He flashed a lopsided grin and narrowed his eyes.  “What, like you
think if the power hadn’t gone out you guys would still be hangin’ out like
bestest buds?”  He motioned with his hands to dismiss the whole group.  “I
don’t like people.  I don’t care about the rest of the world.  Ever since that
bitch ripped my heart out, the only thing I have to live for is my baby girl. 
The rest of the world, including Ybor City,” he shot at Erik, “can go to hell
as far as I’m concerned.  Rather be piss drunk on the couch if this really is
the end of the world.”


“So,” said
Erik after an awkward pause.  “I’m Erik Larsson.  My wife Brin,” he waved to
her by the pool.  She waved back and smiled.  The other guys nodded and waved. 
“We live over there next to Ted,” he said and casually indicated his building
across the pond.  He tried to cover his anxiety at being the youngest of the
group.  The next youngest looked like Ted or Alfonse. 


 “Whaddya
think about all this crap going on today?  I mean, really?”    


“Aaah, just
the power went out.  Who cares?  It’ll be back on tomorrow,” said Henry, taking
a final swig from the beer Erik gave him.  


“Yeah,
well…I’m not supposed to say anything yet…” said Ted, leaning in
conspiratorially.  “But, we got word from Tallahassee over the State Trooper
frequencies that the Feds are running scared.  Word is, Governors are gonna be
on their own for the next 24 to 48 hours—maybe longer.  Washington is still
trying to figure out why the riots got started in the first place.  Haven’t
been this bad since the ‘60s for cryin’ out loud.  It’s like they were
coordinated or something, strange as that sounds.  Word is martial law is going
to be declared in a few of the cities if it keeps up.”


“Jesus…”
said Erik.  


“Can’t have
that…” Henry chirped sarcastically.  


“Hey, this
is serious!” said Stan.  Henry belched in reply.


“Do they
know how many terror attacks?  What about the military, aren’t they whoppin’
someone’s ass by now?” asked Stan.  


“I’ve had
my shortwave radio up and running and I can’t get anything out of Canada…I
guess that’s not so unusual, but the news I picked up from London was talking
about reported wildfires out west.  Anyone hear anything about that?” said
Erik.


“How did
you get radio stations from England?” asked Stan.


“He said he
had a shortwave radio—it’s great for long-range communications.  If you
have the right antenna, you can pick up signals from around the planet,”
explained Alfonse.  Finally something he felt comfortable talking about:
electronics.


“Yeah—and I
do.  I got a clip-on speaker-wire antenna wrapped around the ceiling of the
closet.  I pull it out and clip it to the antenna on my cheapie shortwave
radio.  I was picking up signals from South America and Europe, no problem,” 
replied Erik.  “About a week ago I picked up a signal from China.  Some
Christian ministry operating out of some city over there I can’t pronounce.  It
was kinda cool.”


“A buddy of
mine up in Denver is into HAM Radio.  Damn.  Wish I had some of his gear right
now.  Bet those guys know all the news by now.  Wonder if they got riots
up there too?” pondered Ted. 


“I was
planning on taking the Technician exam and getting my HAM license next month…”
said Erik.  “I guess that’ll be on hold for a while.  I just wish I had bought
the radio first.  At least I could listen in…”


Alfonse
took another drink from his beer.  “I got a cheap little alarm-clock radio, but
that’s about it.  A stereo I guess, but without power, it ain’t worth shit. 
‘Course, if the power was still on, I could plug us in to any radio station
that broadcasts over the internet.”  He shrugged.


Talk died
down as the men turned to their own thoughts, listening to the noise of the
crickets and frogs that surrounded them.  The burning tiki-torches cast a
campfire-like glow around the pool deck as the children ran and played and
women gossiped.


Erik leaned
against the railing and looked west across the still pond towards his own
apartment building.  Its silhouette was small compared to the three and
four-story buildings that comprised most of the complex.  


“I wonder
how many people live in this place?”


“I heard
last week when I went to pick up my mail that we’re still only 60% full,” said
Henry, looking south towards the darkened shells of the last three apartment
buildings still under construction.  “I know in my building, there’s only two
of the four units occupied.  We’re over on the southwest corner,” he said
pointing in the darkness.  His building, another one level structure like
Erik’s, was right up against the rear wall of the apartment complex.


“My
building is full.  So’s the one next door,” Alfonse replied, jerking his head
towards the three-story building just on the south side of the pool.  Motioning
to the opposite side of the pool, towards the duplicate three-story building,
he said, “I don’t know about that one though.”  The two large apartment
buildings flanked the main office building which sat directly in front of the
main entrance and was attached to the pool deck.


“Ours is
full too,” announced Ted, finishing off his beer.


Erik
nodded.  “So where is everyone?  I don’t see any candles or 
flashlights…there’s nothing, other than those kids playing in the grass.”


“Oh, I saw
a whole mess of people head out around sunset,” said Henry darkly.  “I’d be
gone too if I didn’t need gas.  But, with the power out, I’m not about to go
joyriding with the other idiots out there.”


“Why not?”
asked Stan.  His tone suggested he’d be just fine if Henry were gone.


“No power
mean no gas at the gas stations.  Think about it,” was the acidic reply.  He
crossed his arms and took the posture of a petulant child as he leaned against
the railing.


Alfonse
shook his head at Henry.  “Yeah.  Lot of folks just wanted to get in the air
conditioning or find food, I guess.  I was out messing with my car, trying to
catch the news on the radio when I saw a few families leave.  Even saw one guy
pack up his SUV and drive off like they weren’t coming back.  You’d think they
knew something we don’t.”


Erik
scratched his neatly trimmed goatee thoughtfully.  “What are they gonna do when
they run out of gas?  Don’t they know there’s no restaurants open?  Brin and I
went to the grocery store right after the lights went out, but without a lot of
cash we couldn’t get hardly anything,” Erik decided to bury his embarrassment
over not being ready with cash.  If things became as bad as he was beginning to
fear, embarrassment would be the least of his worries.  He didn’t want anyone
to realize exactly how much food he and Brin had squirreled away in their
apartment.


Henry smiled,
as if he had just heard a good joke.  “Looks like I wasn’t the only one who got
caught with his pants down.”  Erik flushed.


Ted was
about to say something when his cell phone rang.  “Pardon me, guys,” he said,
ducking out of the group and moving away to talk.  The others carried on the
idle chit chat for a few minutes until Ted came back.  His face looked grim in
the flickering torchlight.


“What’s
up?” asked Erik, innocently enough.


“That was
the shift chief at the station.  He says they got reports from the State
Troopers that the riot in Jacksonville is getting out of hand.”


“Didn’t
know there was a riot in Jacksonville,” said Alfonse quietly.  


“They just
called in the National Guard, man,” added Ted, face taut with stress.


“That
didn’t take long…” said Stan darkly.


“Well…news
came out that some damn terrorist group called the Jihad Fist or something like
that has claimed responsibility for the power grid attacks.  Said something
about a Holy Firestorm…” continued Ted.


“What the
hell is that supposed to mean?” asked Erik.  Realization broke across his face
like the rising sun at dawn.  “Wait—the fires out west.  I bet you anything
those assholes started all the wildfires.”


“I don’t
know—I wouldn’t put it past them.  But that’s for the western states to worry
about right now.  Sonsabitches hit us again.”  Ted put the cell phone back on
his belt and crossed his well muscled arms.  He kept a wary eye on his wife and
children by the pool.  An anchor-and-globe tattoo adorned his left forearm.  He
was a head shorter than Erik, but thicker—more like a fireplug than a tree. 
“My buddy said something about Black Panthers starting the riot in
Jacksonville.”


Alfonse
laughed nervously.  “Black Panthers?  Gimme a break…”  


Ted
shrugged.  “That’s what I said—I thought those guys were only around in
the ‘60s…” 


“Ted,”
Alfonse said, “Any Black Panthers around today must be in their seventies or
wheelchairs or…Wait, I can see it now: some old black-ass comes up to a shop in
his motorized wheel chair and has his grandkid throw a brick through the window
to get back at ‘Whitey’…” the others shared a laugh. 


“Well,
regardless, that’s what the man said.  Although I don’t think we have to worry
about that around here…” Ted said as he looked around.  The apartment
complex was just on the southwest outskirts of Sarasota.  The apartment complex
sat less than a mile from I-75, the main artery along the west coast of
Florida.


“What,
rioting started by blacks or old farts?” asked Henry with a smirk.   He didn’t
see the dangerous look from Alfonse.  “Nothing ever happens around here—we’re a
vacation spot…boaters come here…they’re not that wild.”


“Well, I
sure as hell wouldn’t want to be part of the Jihad Fist, or whatever the hell
they call themselves, tonight…” said Stan.


“Damn
straight.  Now that the government has announced terrorists took out the power
grid and the terrorists claimed responsibility, every redneck with a huntin’
rifle and a six-pack of beer’ll be lookin’ for something to shoot,” agreed Ted.


When the
murmurs and chuckles of agreement died down, Erik asked, “So, who thinks this
is the big one?”


“Big one,
what?” asked Stan.


“You know,
the big hit that the terrorists have been promising for so many years.  The
Great Satan gonna get his ass kicked, all that jazz.”


“I don’t
know…I mean it seems pretty serious to me, but hell, so far they’ve just
knocked the power out.  Few riots in some cities.  Not so much of a big deal if
you ask me.  The riots’ll burn out in a day or so…they always do.  The power’ll
be back sooner or later,” said Stan optimistically.  “It always is.”


“Yeah, but
what about those planes that were shot down—“


“That’s
unconfirmed, man.  Could be anything,” said Ted.


“Well, I’ll
damn sure confirm the one that went down outside Tampa.  I saw the smoke, man. 
Nasty,” spat Alfonse.


“Right. 
Just happened to be a few missiles shot off at the same time power went out. 
Right,” muttered Erik.


“Those
missiles are unconfirmed too,” pointed out Ted.


“And the
wildfires?” asked Stan.  “I think Erik’s on to something.  This is like some
big orchestrated…war or something!”


“Now come
on,” countered Ted.  “Look, right now the only thing we know for sure—the only
thing that affects us is a plane crashed in Tampa and the power is out.”


“Leaving
the plane aside, look at how much we depend on power!” cried Alfonse.  “Without
power, you can’t pump water at the water plant…you can’t pump gas at gas
stations,” he nodded towards Henry who just folded his arms again.  “That means
no drinking water, no toilets, no showers, no cooking…”


“No
restaurants after whatever food they have on hand is out,” muttered Stan.


“Yeah, and
no gas when you run out.  Now, when that gets out, and people figure out
that the cops will run out of gas at some point…all it takes is one rock
through a window, man.  If someone starts a fire, if there’s no power to pump
the water, the fireme can’t do squat.”


Ted
frowned, considering Alfonse’s statement.  “I hate to say it, but you’re
right.  I mean, the Department only has about ten deputies.  The city cops got
around thirty or forty, more squad cars and a chopper.  But between here and
Bradenton, there’s 50,000 people.” 


“Most of
them over 50,” retorted Henry caustically.  “Not so much of a threat there.” 
Erik looked at Henry and came to the conclusion that if it turned into every
man for himself, he figured Henry would be one of the first ones to throw the
brick.  


“Yeah, but
I can easily see Alfonse’s point,” continued Erik.


The tall
black man smiled.  His teeth stood out against his poorly lit face. “Erik, call
me A.J.  I always hated that name, Alfonse.” 


“Okay, A.J.
it is.” Erik grinned.  “He’s right, though.  It took the power companies almost
a week to get everyone back on line last summer.  And that was only because
they could draw on resources and power from outside the affected area.  Now,
it’s starting to look like the whole country is down.”


“Yeah, but
not everyone is without power.  I bet there’s pockets out there that still have
juice,” said Stan, scratching his head under his baseball cap.  He checked his
watch.


“Well,
whatever.  What we gonna do about food when the power stays off for a week or
two?  If it’s off everywhere, how will the food get delivered to the grocery
stores?  Remember Katrina hitting ‘Nawlins?  It only took a few days for that
city to have a complete melt-down.  Eventually people will run out of cash…the
banks are closed, so how do we get money to pay for food that isn’t there?”
asked Erik.


“This is
gonna get hairy pretty quick,” mused Ted.  He instinctively looked towards his
wife and family.  “Wish I had a house, plot of land and a garden.”


“What about
our families?” asked Stan, looking over to the pool where his wife was
splashing with some kids.  


Alfonse
looked with a worried face towards his wife.  She was bulging under her
maternity swimsuit.  Just enough to let everyone know she was pregnant, but
still a woman.  Not yet to the point where she just wanted to give birth and
get back her body.  “I can’t think about what will happen in a month or two if
the power isn’t on and Charone goes into labor.   God, what if she goes early?”


“Tonight,
how ‘bout we just let the kids have fun.  We can worry about the rest of the
world and the future, tomorrow,” said Ted.


With the
mood among the men growing more somber, they said goodbyes and started to break
up.  Henry informed his daughter he was going home and told her to come back
when she was ready. 


Alfonse got
into the pool and he and Charone stayed in the deep end.  They wrapped arms
around each other and were lost to the world, whispering and nuzzling. 


Stan
gathered up his wife and daughter and headed home to put the little one to bed,
claiming to have endured enough excitement for one day.


Erik and
Ted joined Brin and Susan in the hot tub, connected but elevated above the pool
by a few feet, for a quick dip to cool off.  The hot tub, just recently
finished and actually ready to use only that week, was now just as lukewarm as
the unheated pool.  Without power to heat the hot tub or run the water jets, it
was nothing but a wading pool for the adults.  Still, it was water, it was
cool, refreshing, and it had seats.


The
foursome watched Ted and Susan’s brood play Marco-Polo in the shallow end of
the pool for a while before anyone spoke.  Susan and Brin and the other ladies
had gotten acquainted while the men talked.


“So, looks
like we’re the only ones from our building that stayed behind, huh?” asked Ted.


“I was
telling Brin that I saw the folks next to us—“ began Susan.


“You
know…the people opposite the hall from us and next door to Ted and Susan…” said
Brin, for Erik’s sake.


“Right…the
Wrents, I think…I just met them a few times.  They seemed nice…but kind of
trashy, you know?” said Susan with a ‘but-you-didn’t-hear-that from-me’ look.  


“Anyway, I
saw them head out in two different cars.  Said they were going to dinner.” 
Susan shrugged. 


Erik spoke
up,  “So, how are you all set for food?” 


“We got
about a week or so worth of the normal stuff,” said Susan, watching her
children.


“I got
about a month’s worth of old MRE’s left over from when I was in the Corps,”
added Ted quietly with a smile.  “Course, it’ll be cut down pretty quick with
all those mouths to feed.  What about you two?”


“Well, Erik
is sort of one of those survivalists…” said Brin off hand.  “But I’m more
thankful by the minute that he is.”  


Erik
winced.  That term was synonymous with trouble-maker any more, thanks to the
liberal media.  He also didn’t want that knowledge getting out, for security
reasons.  If people were hungry and knew he and Brin had food…


“Survivalist,
eh?” said Ted, a grin forming on his face.  “I have a feeling that won’t be
such a bad thing to be anymore…”


“I like to
think of myself as being prepared.  At any rate, we got enough food for a few
weeks or so I guess,” admitted Erik.  “Beyond that…” he shrugged.  He didn’t
want to tell everything all at once.  He and Brin were closer to being set for
well over a month or more by now.  Even Brin didn’t know how much
non-perishable food he had squirreled away in every nook and cranny in their
apartment.


Susan
caught one of the kids yawning.  “Uh oh…that’s it.  Looks like the troopers are
getting tired.”  She flashed a warm smile to Brin and Erik.  “It was nice
chatting with you two.  I think we’re gonna get going and put the little ones
to bed.”


The four
adults said goodnight and as Ted and Susan rounded up their herd, Erik and Brin
slipped away to their apartment.  After shutting and locking the door, Erik
turned and tried to find his wife in the stifling darkness.  After a long kiss,
Brin giggled, “It’s only 11 o’clock…no work tomorrow…no nothing tomorrow.  No
TV tonight…what are we gonna do?”


Erik
grinned lewdly in the dark.  “Oh, I think we can come up with something…” 



The rest of
the world can go to hell tonight…he thought.  I’ve got other
things to do.











WASHINGTON


The Day After


 


 


ARE YOU SURE?  I mean, really
sure?  This is life or death we’re talking about, Neil…” Hank Suthby, the
Secretary of Homeland Security, growled into the phone.  “I know you’re
serious, but you have to realize how serious this is to me.  He’s going
to have kittens!  Alright—keep me informed.  I owe you.  Yeah, I know.”  The
middle aged man hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair with a tired
sigh.


“My back is
killing me,” he grunted to the desk.  Looking up at his right hand man, he
asked, “That coffee fresh?”


Daniel
Jones, DHS Deputy Undersecretary, tried to focus on the maps spread out on the
table in front of him.  He had only gotten a few hours fitful, nightmare filled
sleep after the confusing events of the day before.  


“I think…”
he muttered and took a tentative sip.  “Ugh.  Maybe not.”  He rubbed the sleep
from his tired eyes and put down his third cup of stale coffee.  "Who was
that?"


“Governor
of Georgia."  The SecDHS picked up the pot and sniffed.  "Never
mind.  I’ll have water,” he said.  Suthby got out of his thick executive chair
and bustled behind Daniel at the cabinet.


“You seem
full of piss and vinegar this morning, Hank,” commented Daniel over his
shoulder.  


The
Secretary winced at the familiarity shown by subordinate.  That was a
consequence of lack of sleep he supposed.  Have to get that taken care of
before it goes too far, he thought.  Satisfied with his glass of water,
Hank turned around and watched his lieutenant over the rim of the tumbler. 
Daniel shrugged and took a swig from his coffee before turning back to the
maps.  


Someone
opened the office door to deposit another report on the Secretary’s desk, then
stepped out.  The noise from the outer office poured in like a rogue wave. 
Hank could see staffers running all over the outer office, carrying papers or
coffee, talking with each other and shouting incident reports from the field.


“—going to
lose Atlanta!”


“That’s
what I said.”


“That’s
imposs—“


The office
door clicked shut and the sounds vanished.  Suthby moved back to his desk and
marveled at the soundproofing the previous Secretary had installed.  Bet the
carbon footprint is a doozy, though, he thought with a grin.


One of the
maps in front of him on the big oak desk displayed the estimated power outages,
each represented by a  large X drawn at the location of the terrorist attacks. 
“Damn…” he muttered to himself.  “It only took a handful of attacks to shut
down the entire grid.”  


“Those
bastards are quick learners, I'll give 'em that,” conceded Daniel absently as
he flipped a map and read some details on the back.   They had been through all
this three times this morning, but Hank wanted to do it again in case they
missed something.  A pattern, a clue.  Something.


“Yeah, and
we’re not, Godammit,” Suthby said irritably.  


He imagined
what it must have looked like to see the terrorists drive up in cars and trucks
and SUVs fully loaded with homemade explosives.  There had been wave after wave
of them, blowing themselves up in explosions of hate.  They had sacrificed
themselves in order to leave a bigger hole for the next car to burst through
deeper into the power plants.  


He knew the
first responders had reported that it looked like something out of Hollywood. 
Burned cars, wreckage, bodies everywhere, smoke and fire; Hell on earth.  And
it happened at more than a dozen different locations across the country, all
within thirty minutes of each other.  It took dozens of the terrorists to
breach each facility, but they had done it.  Hundreds of men and a handful of
women.  He shook his head at the very idea.  Throwing an entire life away to
make a hole.  It was madness.


“Okay, one
more time,” Suthby ordered.  


Daniel
sighed and traced the events with his finger on the map.  “When the power
stations were attacked, the damage sent out chain reactions that crippled power
stations further down the line, until the tidal wave of backed up energy grew
to the point that even the nuclear power plants had to shut down.” 


“But,
they’re mostly undamaged.  Just off-line.”


“Right,”
said Daniel.  “But…with all the transformers blown across most of the country,
the transmission lines for the nuke plants are shot.  They may work, but
they’re worthless to anyone until we get the transformers and relay stations
back up and running.”


“And we
don’t have a stockpile of transformers laying around,” muttered Suthby at the
stupidity of the situation.


“Right. 
We’ve got a few hundred, maybe a thousand.  But we’re talking…at a few
thousand just in D.C. alone.  Across the country?"  He leaned over the map
and sighed again.  "The manufacturing capacity is just not there.  Not
here, not anywhere.  It’s going to take years of round the clock work to
get us back to where we were yesterday morning,” Daniel said, a defeated look
on his face.


“They knew
exactly what they were doing.  This is like a surgical strike.”  Suthby
examined the map again, lost in thought.  The results were evident to anyone
who looked out a window just about anywhere in the nation last night.  No
lights, except by fire or battery or emergency generator.  The nation was
largely in the dark and might well be for years.


“It’s 1850
again,” muttered Daniel as he read a report.  He rubbed his eyes again and
sighed.


“And we’re
100% on this?” asked Suthby.  Everything depended on what his lieutenant was
about to say.  Everything.


“Yeah,”
replied Daniel for the fourth time.  “These numbers, the transformer stats, the
relay stations, all of it,” he said and tossed the report on the pile.  He
waved a hand to encompass the untidy pile they had been reviewing all morning
since dawn.  “It’s all confirmed.  We’re fucked.  Maybe for a
generation.”


Suthby
could feel his heart begin to race.  It was all falling in to place.  Maybe a
little faster than he wanted…”And who knows about this?”


“Well,”
said Daniel with a shrug.  “Far as I know, no one else has bothered to look at
this.  Everyone is worried about the borders and the race riots.”  He sighed, a
deep, shuddering sound.  “If you can believe that.”  He motioned towards
the large window behind his boss.


Suthby spun
in his chair to hide a smile.  His gaze rested on the large panel window that
showed a view over downtown Washington, D.C.  In the distance over the darkened
buildings, the sky glowed with an angry orange light.  The District was
engulfed in flames.  


“I believe
it,” he said quietly.  He wasn’t sure how the terrorists had done it,
coordinating everything.  However they did it, it was a masterful stroke. 
Knock out the power, engulf the largest cities in violence and flames, and
watch it all come tumbling down.  Best case scenario, America gets back on
her feet in 30 years.  Worst case scenario, we're down for the count and we
never threaten anyone again.  The Balkanization of America.


The red
phone on the desk buzzed with an unusual noise.  It sounded as if the phone
were struggling to announce a call.  The Secretary swiveled back around again
with a soft squeak of his chair and picked up the receiver. 


“Suthby...Yes,
hello, Sheriqua,” he said when the operator came on the line.  With the power
out, the normal communication systems were down.  An emergency network was in
place to keep the various agencies operating through the crisis.  In reality,
using their backup generators, the government agencies could still function.  
To completely stop the critical components of a bureaucracy as large and
multi-layered as the Federal Government, nothing short of a nuclear attack
would work.  


“Yeah, I
need to speak with him—this is perfect timing…Yes, I have some information that
he…Okay.”  He glanced at his expensive watch.  "That's cutting it close,
but I'll be there.  Fine."  He hung up the receiver and stared at the
phone for a moment.  


“I’m the
Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, not some damned clerk
at the DMV!” he roared at the phone.  He didn't see the shocked look on his
lieutenant's face.  Suthby stood up, suddenly collected again and grabbed his
suit jacket before he beckoned to his deputy.  “Let’s go.”  


Daniel
blinked.  “Who was that?  Where we going?”  He staggered to his feet.


“It was the
President’s scheduling secretary.  And we’re going to the White House.  Grab my
case, will you?”  Suthby strolled over to the window and paused a moment to
stare into the growing light of morning over the darkened city of Washington,
D.C.  


The sky was
lit by the orange glow of the fires, but in the east, the faint pink tinge to
the smoke suggested dawn was trying to make an appearance.  They were in one of
the newer Department of Homeland Security offices, just down the street from
the White House.  In the distance, beyond the horizon, thick black smoke
smeared the landscape to the north, the west and the south.  


“Dammit,
there’s not enough time,” he growled.  Suthby spun away from the window
in disgust and marched towards the door.  He paused in the bustling outer
office to look at the massive three foot by five foot framed photograph from
New Orleans during the aftermath of Katrina.  


A line of
National Guardsmen with automatic rifles stood holding back the tide of
thousands of refugees as a few other soldiers tried to unload a Blackhawk
helicopter carrying food and water.  In the background, the wounded Superdome
rose up out of the filth and flooding of the Big Easy.  A banner under the
picture proclaimed a motto the agency had taken to heart ever since:


 


FAILURE IS
NOT AN OPTION


 


What a
fiasco for the Federal Emergency Management Agency that had been.  Heads
had rolled, Suthby recalled.  His head was on the chopping block this time.  He
wondered how much time he had to get his plan in motion.  Resolved, he stormed
from the office, Daniel in tow.


 “Hank,
we’ll get it under control.  So far the riots—”


The
Secretary shook his head in disbelief as they passed through the outer doors of
their building and past the first barricade.  Foot traffic in the street was
non-existent.  Most folks were cowering at home, praying for the power to come
back.  A National Guard Humvee roared by, soldiers peering out the windows. 
The radio on a nearby soldier broke squelch and reported that there was trouble
just north of the White House.  Multiple units were asked to respond.


Secretary
Suthby was silent as they walked.  He kept a wary eye on the smoke drifting in
the distance.  “Do you believe this?  Riots.”


“Freakin’
creepy out here…there’s not even any cars --“


"Yeah,
the National Guard got in here pretty quick to quarantine the White House and
surrounding blocks.  We're pretty safe..."


"For
now," mumbled Daniel.


After a
moment, Suthby began talking again.  In the distance they saw the White House
appear out of the smoke like a ship in the fog.  “Somehow the terrorists have
gotten inside information—deep inside.  They knew how to bring down our power
grid on a national level.  Besides the fact that this is a crisis the likes of
which we’ve never encountered before, how the hell did they know?”


“Shit
that's hot!” gasped Daniel, almost dropping his coffee cup.  He licked his
scalded lips and winced.  “It’s too early in the morning for this, Hank.  Leave
that to CIA or the Bureau.”  


They
rounded a building and were in sight of the first security checkpoint at a
barricade far in front of the White House.  Fully armed Secret Service Agents
stood there in what looked like battle gear watching them approach.  


“Men and
women have obviously been set in place all around the country.  Sleeper cells. 
For who knows how long?  They might have a lot more…just waiting to be contacted
and activated for a coordinated strike against what’s left.  They might know
about Congressional leaders, like where their home offices are…they seem to be very
well informed."


A dull roar
permeated the air around them.  "What's that noise?  I didn't hear it a
second ago."


"It's
the mob," said Daniel in a hushed voice.  "My God, listen to
it...it's like, millions of voices, screaming at the time."


"The
noise is unreal.  It fills the air.  Jesus, it's hard to hear yourself
think..."


"Hank,
your theory sounds plausible.  But—"


"The
info leak has to be all the way at the top," concluded Suthby with a nod.


“So you
think someone important is on their side,” Daniel said.  “But, how the Hell do
you prove this?  Really, Hank, this isn't our problem.  Shouldn’t NSA or
CIA be handling this?  Or even the Bureau?  What’s this got to do with DHS?”   


“ID,
please,” said the Agent, his partner eyeing them closely.  Both had weapons
loaded and ready.  


The two
handed over their DHS badges and waited.  Suthby tried to act normal but was
afraid the slight sheen of sweat on his forehead, caused by the brisk walk from
DHS HQ would lead the Agents to believe he was nervous.  


I am
nervous, though, a small voice whispered inside his mind.  Everything
was going according to plan, until all this happened.  So what?  I adapt, I
overcome.  Things change.  I can handle this.  It'll work.  It has to work. 
We're too deep in it now to turn back.  My God that noise is deafening. 
How do these guys stand it?  It's nerve wracking.  Resolved, he wrapped his
false courage around himself like a suit of armor and tried to stand
straighter.


"Is
there a problem, son?" asked Suthby in his 'I am a Cabinet Level
Appointee' voice.  Respectful, with just a touch of irritation to let the Agent
know who was really in charge.


The Agent
looked up from his approved list and carefully watched Hank's face for a
moment.  His face was impassive, his eyes looked right through the bureaucrat
like he wasn't even there.  Just another civilian.  Then he looked back down
without saying a word. 


Jesus, his
eyes!  He's
like a machine.  Doesn't give a damn about anyone or anything but the mission,
Suthby cringed on the inside.


The Agent
suddenly turned and put a hand to his ear.  Suthby tried to frown and look
impatient to the other guard who merely stared right at the two bureaucrats. 
The first Agent began to mumble something barely audible into a microphone. 
Overhead, a Blackhawk rumbled in from the east and soared over the White House,
search lights piercing the smoke like lances.  


Suthby took
a moment to gather his thoughts and look around.  Between the roar of the mob a
few blocks away and the prop-wash from the helicopter, he could feel his
ribcage vibrating.  The White House had been turned into a fortress overnight. 
Where he knew there had been bushes and shrubs, delicately pruned for shape all
year long, now there were sandbags and defensive positions bristling with
machine guns.


And the
Agents!  They were everywhere.  The Secretary of the Department of Homeland
Security had no idea the President had so many Secret Service Agents.  Wherever
his eyes rested, there was a black-clad Agent, carrying a load-out that looked
like something from a special operations unit.  Tactical vests filled to the
brim with dangerous looking equipment.  High powered rifles, of a range of
different types.  He swore he could see a grenade on more than one Agent's
vest.  It was unreal.


The first
Agent suddenly nodded to himself and turned back to face the two visitors.  He
smiled, the smile of a cat watching a mouse, and opened the gate.  “Here you
go, gentleman.  Thank you for your patience, and good luck.  Hear he’s in a bad
mood today.”


“Can you
blame him?” asked Suthby as Daniel nodded curtly and the two stalked off.  He
rapidly composed himself as they walked away from the Agents.  Military types
gave him the shakes.  How a man could be so cold-blooded was beyond his mental
capacity.   Wonder how many people that guy has killed.  He had the look of
someone who wouldn't mind pulling the trigger on somebody.  Hank suppressed
an inner shiver and pushed on.  He had a job to do.


I am the
Secretary of the Department of—he began telling himself again.


“This place
is like Fort Knox all of a sudden--“ muttered Daniel as soon as they were out
of earshot of the guard post.


Suthby
rolled his eyes in irritation at the interruption.  He had to speak louder now
to be heard over all the background noise.  “Daniel, of course!  That’s
how it works.  The President obviously decided he wasn't skipping town.  So
they'll hunker down and prepare for the worst."   


“Okay, but
we've got to worry about cleaning up this mess and stopping the rioting.  Not
figuring out who started it!  I still think we need to hand this over to the
FBI and get back to our job.  The CIA wouldn’t know all the domestic
stuff.  Or would they?  Look, Hank, the point is, let's let the spooks figure
it out,"
Daniel
almost shouted back.


“Maybe,”
pondered Secretary Suthby as he stepped through the door to the White House and
passed the ceremonial Marine Guard.  The Marine had company this day, what
looked like an entire Platoon of battle hardened men stood at the ready.  They
appeared even more menacing than the Secret Service Agents, who at least tried
to put on an air of discrete strength.  The Marines had the look that they were
itching to kill someone or destroy something.


“This is
out of our jurisdiction,” Daniel whispered nervously.


“The
President needs to know about this, Daniel…” Suthby said as they both signed in
at the security desk and were issued badges to access further into the locked
down White House.  A more normal dressed Agent led them to where they would
meet the President.


“We’ve
suspected something like this may have been in the pipes for a while, but never
thought they’d get this far.  They must have been collecting intelligence for
years, Danny, years.  Just biding their time.  Hell, we don’t even know
if the jokers who took out the power grid are even affiliated with Al Qaeda. 
All these damn terrorist organizations have two or three of their own splinter
groups anymore.”   Suthby marveled at how quiet it was inside the White House. 
The sound proofing was incredible.  Their shoes echoed off the polished marble
floors like gunshots.


Daniel
followed his boss into a special elevator operated by yet another a Agent,
heading deep underground to the War Room level.  He whispered, “Hank, if they
press the attack…now…”


Both men
waited until the elevator opened before they continued talking.  Suthby figured
his silence would give Daniel the answer he was looking for—besides, being
confined in the elevator with that silent Agent was just too creepy to continue
a conversation.  The deeper they penetrated the White House, the more anxious
he became.


“Then why
don’t we just get the word out right now?  Why wait?  Just call the boys over
at the Bureau and let them—“ persisted Daniel.


Suthby spun
around on his lieutenant in the hallway.  More than one Agent noticed the
sudden movement and had hands on weapons as a result.  No one pulled their
firearms free of holsters but there were several sets of dangerous eyes on the
two lone bureaucrats.  


“Because we
can’t trust anyone right now, Danny.  If we tip our hand too fast, who
knows what could happen.  They might strike anyway, they might just disappear. 
If they're even there.  Either way it’s bad.  We’ll be unprepared and
they’re still going to be waiting and we’ll have solved nothing. 
No…we’ve got to get the word out quietly and set a trap.”


“Hank,
playing cat and mouse...I seriously disagree with you on this, but..."  He
sighed, then looked over his shoulder at the Agent in the elevator.  The man
touched his hear and mumbled into his cufflink.   "Why do Secret Service
agents always make me feel like the bad guy?"  Suthby ignored his deputy
and continued down the wide, marbled corridor.  


Daniel
squared his shoulders and said, "You know, something has been eating away
at me since we discovered the extent of the power outages."   The two men
came to the massive door to the War Room and another two Secret Service
Agents.  


“Hank…with
the whole power grid down…we’re wide open.”


The
Secretary grimaced, but agreed.  He suddenly looked tired.  Before answering he
handed over his badge to yet another Agent who checked a list in his hand.  Turning
to Daniel, he whispered, “I know.  The Joint Chiefs are probably inside this
room shitting bricks right about now, trying to figure out which of our enemies
is  going to be the first to take advantage of the situation.” 


"It'll
be just a moment, sir.  If you like, there's a sofa right there for you to
wait," the Agent said with a tone that let Suthby know it wasn't a
suggestion.  He turned to face the plush sofa and took a step. 


Daniel
suddenly pulled his boss to the side.  “Maybe no one will hit us…I mean, think
about it," he whispered with intensity.  "With the power out, it
means all those people, bottled up in the cities, with nowhere to go, no water,
no food, no power, no air conditioning and no TV….each city is a powder
keg."  His words started running together, as if he was worried if he
didn't speak them as fast as possible, he'd lose the thought forever.  


"That’s
not even considering the race riots.  But no matter what, after a while, you’re
going to have total breakdown, though.  Anarchy.  The cops won’t be able
to handle it.  Hell, we could throw our whole military at the problem, but what
good are a few million soldiers and reservists going to do against 290 million
panicked civilians?  It’ll be Katrina and Joyce on a massive scale, on crack,
man.” 


“Jesus…take
a breath, will you?” muttered Suthby, straightening his jacket.  Everyone
at DHS knew how the aftermath and subsequent bungling of Katrina, and years
later, Hurricane Joyce had cleaned out offices at Headquarters.  No one had
been safe, from the top down.


Daniel
looked at him like he was shocked the Secretary of the Department of Homeland
Security wasn't more agitated over his sudden outburst.  Suthby's mind raced.  He's
had way too much coffee this morning and not enough sleep.  Gotta calm him
down.


Suthby
willed his face to take on a dark look.  He was in reality, furious.  Unlike
his strung out and exhausted lieutenant, however, the Secretary was fully in
control of his faculties.  Hank Suthby was not a man ruled by impulsive decisions. 
He was calm, cold, and calculating at all times, and prided himself on that
fact.  Today was no different.  But to avoid suspicion from his junior officer,
he had to play the part that came naturally to everyone else.  He set his mouth
in a firm, angry line and muttered, “Those cocksuckers did this to us.  And
what can we do now against them?”


Daniel
nodded and glanced at the massive oak door, where the two Agents were still
watching.  "Where did the other Agent go?  I swear there were two a second
ago?" he asked.


"These
guys are like ghosts, Daniel.  This is their turf and they know every secret
passage in here.  They're good guys, remember?"  Hank started to worry
he'd have to find a new Deputy Undersecretary.  Daniel was losing it. 


"Well...We’ll
have to recall all the overseas troops…everyone, Iraq, Afghanistan, even
the peacekeepers we got all over the place.  They’re all gonna have to
come back to protect the borders or control the cities soon,” Daniel said
quietly. “Something’ll have to change, of course.  We're talking major policy
shift.  Posse Commitatus for one thing.  The military cannot aide law
enforcement on U.S. soil.  That’s the law.  But without the military, I don't
see how the National Guard will have the manpower to handle this—even with our
full support and all local LEOs.  Now if the law is suspended somehow…”


The
Director grunted and nodded his head stiffly, staring at the large oak door,
waiting for the return of Agent 1.  He was honestly curious how the man had
slipped inside so quietly and was determined to watch him emerge from the
enclave.  Almost absently, he commented, “And what do you think every piss-ant
third world shithole of a country will think when word gets out about the
conditions here in the States?  The Great Satan is on her knees, waiting to be
raped.   Hell, China’s going to love this.”


He's
falling for it, thought Suthby with an inner smile.  This is perfect.


“Everyone
from Libya to Syria is gonna want to take a bite of our ass…they won’t get a
better shot.  Even the North Koreans have nukes now...” Daniel muttered in a
tone that suggested hope was all but lost, just 24 hours after the emergency.


Let's hope
that's the President's attitude as well, Suthby told himself.  The
more worried he is, the easier it will be to put my plan in motion and the
quicker we get things put back together.  If he's still all high and mighty
about rights and liberties then this will be an uphill battle. 


Daniel
looked up as the two doors to the War Room opened with a barely audible click
and Agent 1 stepped back out into the corridor again.  


“Sorry
about the delay, Secretary Suthby.  The President was occupied."  


Suthby
smirked.  No reason given.  The arrogance of the Secret Service.  That will
have to change.  


The Agent
was still talking, "He’s squared away now though.  A little tired this
morning, but ready to go.  If you’ll just follow me,” said the agent, holding
the door open and gesturing for the two men to move forward.


"Showtime,"
said Suthby out of the side of his mouth.  Daniel grunted and the two men got
up and walked towards the door.
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MR. PRESIDENT,
SECRETARY Suthby to see you, sir,” said a dark suited Secret Service agent. 
Another agent stepped into the bustling War Room with the DHS Secretary and his
lackey. 


Allen Reed,
III, President of the United States, looked up from his reports spread out on
the massive oval conference table and stifled a tired sigh.  Irked that DHS
hadn't made a full report yet, the President wondered when Hank Suthby would
get around to interrupting the real work if he hadn't had Sheriqua schedule a
meeting.


Around the
well polished table sat the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Secretary of Defense,
the National Security Advisor.   The Vice President was nowhere to be seen. 


The Secret
Service man stepped out of the doorway behind the two visitors and shut the
door quietly.  The massive oak door was slightly curved to close flush with the
wood paneled wall.  It made a soft click as the latch caught, but
otherwise was totally silent.  The President could tell immediately that
Suthby's undersecretary was impressed.  Must be his first visit to the
Underworld, the President told himself with an inner grin.  


“Hank,”
said the President with a sad smile as he stood to walk around the cluster of
lesser officials quietly reviewing reports.  The two men shook hands.  A few of
the Joint Chief’s nodded politely but offered silence as their greeting.  The
civilian department heads continued reading reports without so much as a glance
up.


“Mr.
President—“


“Hank, come
on, now.  You know the rules.  It’s Allen.”


“Yes, sir. 
This is my Deputy, Daniel Jones.”   .


“It’s an
honor, sir,” said Daniel, with just a trace of too much enthusiasm.  


The
President flashed his most famous campaign smile.  “Nice to meet you, too,
son.  Gentlemen, take a seat and let me know where we're at.”   The President’s
reassuring demeanor was a direct contradiction to the controlled chaos of the
room around them.  The last thing he needed was for his predecessor's head of
the DHS to come in here and start trouble this early in the crises.  


Everyone
who was anyone in Washington knew Hank Suthby was prone to over-react.  He was
the favored media-fodder for his administration.  It was commonly attributed to
a side-effect of the mass layoffs resulting from Hurricane Joyce during the last
year of the prior administration.  He was so scared to be seen as doing
nothing, a la Katrina, that he had over-reacted.  


Joyce had been just as
big a fiasco as Katrina in the minds of anyone who had the sense to pour piss
out of a boot, but the Press lauded him as a savior.  The clean up, the
National Guard mobilization in three states, the supplies, the labor—it had
cost the taxpayers nearly a trillion dollars.  


The Press,
for their part, had done everything in their power to smooth that little inconvenient
truth over so that the administration could enjoy yet another crisis of
opportunity.  Through it all, Suthby somehow retained his grasp on power.  The
President secretly fumed at the man.  


I'm going
to find a way around that roadblock the House Leadership put up to protect your
ass, you arrogant little prick.  Then you're gone.  


As the
President-elect, Allen Reed, always an astute political observer who well knew
the machinations of Washington post sea-change, had wanted all senior cabinet
level officials fired when he took power.  He succeeded in removing every
single post that the last President had managed to appoint to repay political
favors.  There were exactly three people whom President Reed decided to keep,
solely on their exemplary merits.  It was no surprise that they had served in
more than one administration.   


Yet,
somehow, for reasons no one in his party could explain, the House Leadership—unfortunately
under control of the opposing party—had closed ranks around Hank Suthby. 
Perhaps it was a last ditch effort to thumb their noses at the incoming
President.  Perhaps it was just the final childish act of a childish party that
was merely sulking in the wake of three back to back landslide victories for
the President's party.  President Reed dearly hoped it wasn't the case that
Suthby was politically protected because he had dirt on someone.  Those were
the hardest people to get rid of.  But, there was no telling with Suthby. 
That's what made him dangerous.


There was
also no way to remove him as head of DHS without causing all kinds of trouble
for just about every agenda the new President possessed.  If he released
Suthby, the House would block everything his party wanted to accomplish to fix
the mess from 2011 that America was still trying to clean up.  It was
maddening.  


But, being
the suave politician that he was, there was absolutely no sign of this
resentment towards the last holdover from the previous, failed administration. 
But Allen Reed was a patient man.  He would win out in the end, just like he
had on the campaign trail where he earned a reputation as a tenacious,
relentless opponent.  He never got excited, never lost his cool and never left
his core values. 


All in due
time, you pompous ass.  All in due time, the President told
himself as Suthby began with simple pleasantries.  He could tell the SecDHS was
trying to work his way to a point of some kind, but the President was damned if
he could figure out where Suthby was going.  The commotion around them
threatened to pull away the President's precious attention.


On the
walls, displays showed views of different cities.  Flames, darkness, mobs in
the streets...scenes of the growing anarchy in America’s largest cities.  Other
displays showed the positions of America’s aircraft carrier battlegroups,
nuclear subs, Army divisions and Marine Expeditionary Units.  Air Force bombers
and fighters had their own screen on the opposite wall.  In this one room,
sheltered deep below the White House complex, the Leader of the Free World
could monitor just about everything at once.  


President
Reed watched closely his two visitors as he led them to a side room that was a
bit more secluded.  He tried not to grin as Hank and Daniel tried to take in
all the sights and sounds.  Barely controlled chaos was still chaos to the
uninitiated.  And there were several very good reasons why the President had
never initialed Hank Suthby.  


It was all
nearly overwhelming and the President figured Suthby and his little lap dog
were probably reaching the stimulus overload that so many bureaucrats attained
in a full-up War Room.   When the sliding glass door slid shut softly, the
noise level dropped to normal and his visitors visibly relaxed.


There was
coffee, tea, and sweets laid out on the low table in front of the seats the DHS
men and the President took.  Apparently, only the coffee had been touched by
anyone in the room.  President Reed could see Suthby wasn’t in the mood to
drink and eat.  He could tell Hank wanted to jump right in with both feet—exactly
the attitude the President repeatedly said he wanted from his people.  


“Sir—Allen. 
As you know, we have been hit by multiple terror cells that—,” Suthby began
awkwardly.


“Hank, I
know all about this kind of stuff from the military,” the President said with a
tired smile.  At least something had gone right.  “What about it?”


“We have
some information on that as well.  Sir, this is very scary stuff.  I think...” 
He glanced at Daniel.  "I think the terrorists may be behind the riots, or
at least involved in some way."


The
President’s eyebrows went up.  “Really?  And how does DHS know this?  I would
think the FBI—”


“Sir, it's
all circumstantial at this point, but nothing else makes since.  They must have
planned some sort of massive coordinated attack.  Mr. President, this one’s too
be big to be coincidence.  We’re talking the wildfires, the riots, the attacks
on our power grid, all going off within 12 hours of each other.  They have to be
tied together.  Have to.”


Reluctantly,
the President put all the pieces together and realized that Suthby made sense,
in an awkward, bungling manner.  He closed his eyes and leaned back in the
leather chair.  He hadn't gotten any sleep during the long night.  


Why the
hell did no one else put this all together?  Why does it have to be Hank Suthby
that gets the credit?  Dammit! the President fumed.  His face was a
mask of concern that hid his inner rage that the little weasel from DHS would
get the glory from putting it all together.


“God help
us…how did they do all this?  How did they get the information to pull it off? 
Another damn leak…” fumed the Commander in Chief.  


Suthby
nodded vigorously.  “Someone has to be helping them.  I see no way that
the average Joe-Terrorist could get the kind of information necessary to bring
down our power structure like they did.  They way they hit the main grid hubs,
the way that cascaded just right to knock out the lesser stations.  This
is just too detailed for anything else.  This isn’t a leak, sir, this is treason.”  
Suthby sat back with a sigh, but a strangely contented face.  


He knows
he's got the upper hand on me on this one.  You son of a bitch, the
President's inner voice growled.  The two men looked at one another in silence.


“I can’t
imagine how this could happen…” mused the bewildered President.  Then, “Hank,
how the hell do you know about this?  Why hasn’t anyone else found out? 
CIA should be all over this.  Or NSA for cryin' out loud.”


“I have
a…uh..." Suthby suddenly looked flummoxed.  "Well, let's say I have a
gift for conspiracy theories.  You kind of have to, if you want to survive at
DHS."  Suthby shrugged.


“Conspiracy
theories?” groaned the President, leaning back in his chair, hands going for
his forehead.  He sat there a moment, contemplating what the fallout from word
of this conversation getting out would look like.  The man's unstable.  This
is ridiculous.  Leaning back in, he said, “Have the terrorists gone public
with this?”


“No.  I
just put it all together about a half hour ago.  So far we've received no
confirmation of any attacks by any known terrorist organization."


“Sir, we
need to assume everyone is suspect until proven clean, for the time being.  We
need to get the warning out to the Vice President and the members of Congress,”
blurted Daniel.  Suthby leveled a withering glare on his younger Deputy.


“No—Dan,
right?"  The President continued without waiting for the reply, hand up to
forestall further comment from the undersecretary.  "We can’t do that.  My
opponents in Congress will go right to the press.  They’d cause a panic and
make things ten times worse, all to score a few political points."  He
turned back to the head of the DHS.  


"Hank,
think about it—at the very least, my esteemed colleagues from across the aisle
will have a field day with this.  We figured out the details of the worst
attack on American soil since 9-11 through a conspiracy theory?”  The
President rubbed the sides of his head and closed his eyes.  He opened one eye
and fixed it on Hank.  "I know that won't keep you up at night, but
it's a consideration I have to take in mind right now."


"But,
sir, this is hardly the time to worry about politics," began Hank.


The
President stood up, silencing further discussion.  Hank and Daniel stood too. 
"Hank, I'm the President of the United States of America.  Everything
I do, say, and imply, is political whether I want it that way or not. 
However," he said and put a mollifying hand in the air.  "I'll take
this into consideration, but honestly, I'd like to see you focusing more on how
to fix the situation.  This is just like Joyce all over again, on a
national scale."  The more the words came out, the more angry became the
President.  


"Seriously,
Hank, what the hell are you doing—conspiracy theories?"  They
walked out into the main War Room.  Most commotion slowed.  Whenever the
President entered the room, people paused to see what would happen.  When no
pronouncements were made, the pace picked back up.  More reports were called
out, screens flashed with information, phones rang and people argued.


Hank Suthby
looked crestfallen briefly and the President loved to see it.   Then the wily
appointee redoubled his efforts to impress his boss. He spoke up loud enough
for everyone to hear.  He was such an amateur at theatrics.  


“I’ve got
some more bad news, Allen," as if they were carrying on an important
conversation from the private room.  He paused to allow everyone to listen in
on the details.  "Rioting in the major cities is not slowing down.  In
fact, it’s getting worse in many places.”  Hank opened his briefcase and handed
over a printout.


The Chief
of Staff of
the Army,
General Robert Stirling couldn't help but overhear and frowned.  He stood up
and joined the President.  “Wait a minute—just wait one damn minute. 
General Hunt informed me not an hour ago that the California National Guard
have successfully contained the riot in San Francisco.” 


The
Secretary of the Department of Homeland Defense continued, unabated.  
“General, the Governor of Georgia just informed me this morning that
he’s ordered his National Guard forces and police to pull out of
Atlanta.”  He turned back to the President.  


“It’s a
total loss, Mr. President.  Over half the city is already on fire.  We’re
talking upwards of a million of potential casualties, Allen.  The people that
tried to evacuate got stuck on the roads and…it's a nightmare.  It’s still
going on, and we can’t do anything about it.  The manpower to tackle that kind
of a event is simply not in place." 


The President's
shoulders slumped, ever so slightly.  This was not  the way to start day
one of the recovery.  "How long, Hank?"


"It'll
take days, in the best of conditions to move the amount of personnel and
resources into place that are going to be needed.  This is not a regional event
where we can simply pull from another state.  Every state along the eastern
seaboard has riots of the same magnitude.  We have to pull from the mid-west. 
Without power and normal communications, it'll be at least a week.  I'm afraid
we won’t know the final tally for a long time…”


The
President was visibly shaken.  “My God.”  His hands went out to steady himself
on the table.  An aide rushed to his side, but the President bravely waved him
off.


“How in the
hell could this have happened so God dammed quickly?” fumed the
Secretary of Defense from a few feet away.  He ripped off his glasses and
tossed them on the stack of reports in front of him on the conference table. 
“Okay.  Yesterday around ten o’clock in the morning the power goes out…”


“Closer to
noon—“ offered the Secretary of the Navy.


“Ten, noon,
do we even know for sure yet?” asked SecDef.  “Someone get on that and find out
exactly when power went out.  Now, whatever time it was, by nightfall, we had
riots—“


“Reported
in some areas as race riots, sir,” interrupted one of the SecDef’s
staffers.


“Race
riots!” roared the Secretary of Defense, throwing his hands up in frustration. 
The War Room grew quiet after his outburst. 


“Whatever! 
We got riots.  We need to know why the hell we had riots—race riots,” he
said pointedly looking at his chastised staffer, “In just about all our major
cities, all within hours of each other and within hours of the initial
blackout."


"And
within hours of the wildfires in the southwest, which the Forestry Service
believes were ignited at the same time that we have concluded the attacks on
the power grid commenced," added SecDHS with a knowing look at the
President.  He looked around the War Room.  "Gentlemen, something is
rotten in Denmark.”


Now he thinks
he's a Shakespearean actor.  Jesus help me...prayed the President
silently with eyes closed.  He rubbed his temple and stared at Suthby in
shock.  The man had no self-respect.  He had to know that the rest of the men
and women in this room must think him an idiot and that was before his
conspiracy theory.


"It
makes sense," mused the National Security Advisor.  "Al Qaeda has
been promising for years to hit us harder than ever."


"Yeah,
but could this be it?  Wildfires, riots, the power grid, all at the same time? 
This feels different than Al Qaeda.  Those chickenshits like to use suicide
bombers," replied General Stirling.


The
President tried to calm his heaving stomach.  Suthby had managed to get his
idea out into the open and they were all starting to fall for it.  He couldn't
believe what he was seeing.  Damn you, Suthby, I will destroy you for this.


“It doesn't
fit their usual M.O., that's for sure," agreed NSA.  "But, we did
suffer the suicide attacks on the power grid.  That was hallmark Al Qaeda tactics."


"And
the wildfires?" asked SecDef.  "That is definitely above the
cognitive abilities of those animals."  He picked up a sheet of paper and
examined it, now that he had the room's attention. 


Come on Ron, don't let
me down,
begged the President, watching the sparring match unfold.  


"I
find it hard to believe that the various groups responsible for the riots—says
here in Seattle,  it's mostly anarchists—would team up with the most dangerous
terrorist organization in the world."


"Communications
with the individual states are iffy right now, sir, but we’re working on it,”
mentioned the National Security Advisor.  She looked at a report and
continued.  “Some have localized power, some have backup generators, some
don’t, and a few are too busy with riots to even get back to us.”


“What?”
asked the President incredulously.  Finally something solid.  Maybe I can
get him off the conspiracy thing.  “Hank, get on the horn and tell the
Governors to play ball,” the President ordered.  “I want you to know that you
have my full backing on this.  We have got to know exactly what we’re
dealing with here.”  


“Yes, sir,”
said Suthby.  He was practically smiling.


President
Reed turned to the massive, full wall display of the country.  Pointing at the
west coast, he said, "So, Ron, you're saying we've got anarchists running
the show in Seattle."  A quick staffer got to a keyboard and typed some
commands.  Over the location of Seattle, a little red Anarchist symbol
appeared, glowing like an angry target reticle.


“Yes,
sir."


"In
this whole region—what, Arizona, New Mexico, California, Nevada and parts of
Colorado and Wyoming, we have the forest fires."


"Sir,
they've also started in Utah," added Suthby.


After a
moment, the areas the wildfires were ravaging began to glow red.


The
President didn't bother to turn from the screen.  "Utah.  We're talking
some serious manpower just for the fires.  Now, in places like Chicago, New
York, and Atlanta, it's confirmed race rioting."


Little
flames appeared over the big cities where rioting was occurring.  Over Detroit
and Atlanta, double sized flames appeared on the screen.


"Yet
the last word out of Dallas was the rioting was over immigration," added
NSA.


"The
country is on it's knees and we've got immigration reform riots going on?"
the President turned around to face his people.  "As much as I hate to buy
into the whole conspiracy theory idea," he said with a nod towards Suthby
who flushed with anger.  The President had to stifle a small smile.  


Take that..  


To the room
he continued, "I'm thinking he may be on to something."


The rear
door opened and a Secret Service agent rushed in, hand at his ear.  He pushed
aside NSA and went straight to the President.


"Mr.
President, the rioters have broken through the line just north of us.  They're
heading towards the White House.  We have to get you out of here, sir."


The room
erupted into chaos.  The Joint Chiefs stood and demanded updates on their
respective forces.  General Stirling begged to be allowed to bring in local
Army units to restore order.


The
National Security Advisor and the Secretary of Defense issued orders to some
staffers and turned back to await the decision of the President.  Would he
stay, would he flee?  Where would the rest of them go?  Surely the rioters were
coming straight for the White House.  Would they burn it down?


“Alright
people, listen up,” said the President in a loud, commanding voice.  He put
both hands on the conference table.  The room fell deathly silent.  Everyone
watched him.  


“From what
you’re all telling me, we’ve got a real shitstorm on our hands and its likely
to get worse before it gets better.  We've got no power to most of the country,
riots in the major cities,”  He paused, considering his options.  He glanced at
Suthby and grimaced.  "And wildfires threatening the southwest."   He
looked up and barked, “Al.”


“Yes, Mr.
President,” replied Al Masterson, the Secretary of Defense.


“Where’s
the military stand?”


“Locked,
cocked, and ready to rock, Mr. President.  We just need someone to shoot.” 
That got grins from the Joint Chiefs, who until that point were tight lipped
with frustration.


“Sir, I
might be able to help on that front…” offered the National Security Advisor,
Alicia Grayne.  The smooth olive colored skin of her well sculpted forehead
creased in a frown.  “We have reports coming in that suggest something bigger
is brewing in the Middle East.”


“I knew
it!” hissed the Chief of the Army, balling his fists.


“Israel is
pretty much pissing off everyone in the region with harsh rhetoric.  Harsher
than usual, that is,” she said after getting some sarcastic looks.  “They
really kicked it up a notch yesterday afternoon.”


“Alicia, I
don’t really care about words right now.  Is anyone fighting?  Any word
about anything coming after us or forces or people?”


“Well…No,
sir, not really.  There’s, well...we’re still pouring over some intel we picked
up recently but so far it’s not even enough for a warrant.  However, both the
Syrians and the Saudis are massing their troops along their borders close to
Israel.  Syria claims they are preparing to defend Palestine from an Israeli
invasion.  The Saudis are saying they just want to protect their borders.”


The
President thought for a second, his mind split between the disturbing news at
home and the Middle East situation getting out of control.  “They know
something.  There's no way they picked the last 24 hours at random to begin
moving armies around.  They knew something was coming our way, didn't
they?" asked the President.


"We
have no knowledge of that, sir," replied NSA.


The
President thought for a moment.  "Well, for now Israel can take care of
itself.  What about threats to us?”


"Sir,
I need to get you out of here, now," urged the Secret Service agent
at his side.  The man looked ready to throw the President over his shoulder and
storm from the room any moment.


"In a
minute, Alex.  I promise," said the President.  He looked back to the War
Room.  "Anything else—any other threats on the board?"


“The
terrorist attacks seem to be over for the now, sir.  We’re not getting anything
on future attacks other than some shaky intel gathered from a captured
ringleader.  It’s sketchy at best.  It looks like all they wanted to do was
knock out our power.  As for outside our borders, we’ve got nothing on the
radar yet, but we’re paying close attention to China.  There’s a convoy of
trucks heading into North Korea—admittedly for humanitarian relief sanctioned
by the U.N.” replied NSA.  She closed her briefing folder and watched her
Commander in Chief.


“In a pig’s
eye,” mumbled SecDef sourly.


“That’s
pretty much our assessment,” said NSA, with a sly smile.


“When was
this convoy authorized?”


The
speakerphone in front of the President chirped to life.  “Sir, that convoy was
authorized back in March.  It’s a standard, scheduled delivery of rice, water,
and other foodstuffs,” came the detached voice of the Secretary of State from
his office across town.  “Unless the Chinese knew something was going down—and
I find that hard to believe, I think we can safely assume this is totally
harmless.”


Something
stuck in the back of the President’s mind.  Why would the terrorists simply
want to knock out our power?  Were they expecting us to self destruct?  Like
the riots?  But that’s only affecting the cities…what’s going on here?  Maybe
Hank’s information is correct.  Maybe they want to hit us hard while the lights
are out.  But can they?  He returned his mind to the conversation going on
around him.


One of the
State Department staffers held up a fax and said to no one in particular, “The
U.N. wants to know if there’s anything they can do to help…”  


The hairs
on the back of the President’s neck began to rise.   What does the U.N. have
to gain in all this?  Do they want to send in a peacekeeping mission or
something as if we were the Balkans?  That was awful fast.  We haven't even got
the word out to our own people yet...something's not right about all this.


“Tell ‘em
to go to Hell,” barked the Secretary of Defense.  


"Al,
I'm not about to give those whining ingrates the satisfaction.  No, we're
perfectly capable of handling this on our own,” was the President's calm
response.


The
Secretary of State’s voice returned to the speakerphone  and replied, “Tell
them we’re still evaluating the severity of the situation—that when we have more
information, we’ll let them know our position and if there’s anything they can
do to assist.  Thank them for their concern.  Be polite.”  


The
Secretary of Defense grunted his disapproval.  “I like my response better.”  


The
Commandant of the Marines shared a smile with his Army counterpart.  There were
a few chuckles around the table as the tension eased a little.


The
President tried not to smile as he folded his arms across his chest and turned
his back on the room, staring at one of the screens depicting the big three
cable news channels.  Two were off because there was no power for the media to
broadcast and likely no one had power to watch in any event.  The last screen
had a feed patched in from the BBC. 


The
reporter was standing in front of a map and gesturing to various cities,
explaining the riots.  The sound was muted, of course, but it was obvious what
he was talking about.  At the bottom of the screen scrolled the news ticker. 
‘Over 1 million feared injured or killed in Atlanta, Georgia riots, city feared
lost…’.  The President ground his teeth in impotent rage.  Everything was
moving too fast.            How did the Brits get a hold of numbers that
fast when Hank just gave that to me?  He looked at Suthby, rustling through
his briefcase.  That bastard comes in here talking about leaks and I'm
willing to bet his department is full of them.


“We’ve lost
Atlanta.  How do you lose an American city?  Torioters?  This is…self
destruction,” he breathed out the words.  Suddenly seized by a fit of anger, he
slammed his fist down on the polished table, rattling pens and papers.  “This
is unacceptable!”  There was absolute silence in the room. 
Everyone looked down or away from the President.  It was an awkward few
seconds.  He had never lost his cool before.


The President
physically struggled to control his emotions.  Dammit, hold it together man,
you are the President of the United States of America.  He turned to face
his assembled cabinet and straightened his tie.  “Hank, I want an update from
every governor in the next hour.”  


Before the
Director of Homeland Security could protest the enormity of the task, given
that most of the country was without power, the President held up his hand.  “I
don’t care.  I want that report.  If you have to get in a damned car and
drive to every city and ask them yourself, I want that report.  Period.” 
Without waiting for a response, he turned to his National Security Advisor.


“Alicia, I
want you to find out who these guys were that hit us.  Find out where they came
from, who supported them, housed them, helped them.  Get CIA involved in this. 
No in-fighting on this one or I will clean house.  Do you understand me?"


"Perfectly
clear, sir." 


He pointed
at the Secretary of Defense.  “Al, when Alicia gets you the information you
need, I want you to crush the sonsabitches.  I don’t care what country
they came from or who’s harboring them."  


"Sir,
I'd advise you to not get too hasty to go on the offensive—" came the
voice of SecState from the speakerphone.


The
President ignored the voice of reason and continued.  “And someone find out why
we have race riots going on.  Hank's right, something is fishy here and
I want to know what the hell it is.”  He thought about what Hank Suthby had
just told him.  “I need a moment with my Cabinet."  Instantly the room
cleared out of staffers and lower officials.  Only Cabinet Level Appointees and
department heads remained.


The
President stood there, closed his eyes, and prayed for a second as those around
him erupted into argument.  Opening his eyes and coming to his decision he
spoke and the room fell silent.  In a way, Hank's suggestion of a combined
three prong attack made sense.  


And if it
makes sense, then it makes sense to take precautions.  If these bastards can
marshal that kind of operation, they're capable of a lot more.  Better that we
split the government up.  The last thing I need is an assassination attempt
right now.


"I’m
putting COG into play."


Eyebrows
went up around the table.  More than one General was obviously pleased. The
President recalled that a few of them had wanted to make that same decision
yesterday when the attacks occurred.  Everyone started talking at once.


“This is not
a committee decision!” roared the President.  When silence descended on the
group, he continued in an official voice.  “As of right now, Continuity of
Government is in effect.   I am going to consider this event to be the most
serious threat to our national security since Pearl Harbor.  All of you get to
your assigned secure locations, we’ll have a conference call at…” he checked
his watch, “Four-thirty this afternoon, Eastern.  Get going—now!”  The
President turned to Hank.  


“You’re
with me.”  You better not make me regret this you little weasel.  I will
crush you, politics be damned.  


Secret
Service agents, on hearing the code word “COG” leapt into motion, clearing a
path and physically escorting the President out of the room.  On that order,
phone calls were made by a small legion of secretaries all over the country to
the highest ranking elected government officials alerting them to scatter from
wherever they were and go to their assigned secure hidey-hole.  


For the
President, that was Cheyenne Mountain, home of the North American Air Defense
Command.  For the Vice President, it was the underground bunker at Camp David. 
Others from Congress would be arriving at the old “second government” complex
in the hills of West Virginia known as “Greenbrier”.  Once prepared for the
Kennedy Government during the Cold War, it later became a tourist attraction. 
Following 9-11 the Federal Government had reinforced Greenbrier, dug even
deeper beneath the famous hotel and re-established it as an area where Congress
could carry on the governing of the nation should Washington, D.C. be
destroyed.   It was in effect, a self-contained underground fortress-city.  The
museum served as the perfect cover.


President
Allen knew that after he left the War Room, a Secret Service Agent on each arm,
the Joint Chiefs would rush to their designated sites, followed by the other
heads of agencies.  Everyone suddenly seemed to be talking to staffers or
issuing orders via satellite phone.  Hank and Daniel were rushed out of the
room as well, Daniel to DHS headquarters.  On the President's order, Hank would
be taken to NORAD.  He would ride on Air Force One with the President and the
select few of his inner circle.  Hank was almost giddy with pride.


“I’ll call
you as soon as I arrive!” said Hank across the room to Daniel, already waving
acknowledgment and heading for the elevator.











SARASOTA


Bad News


 


 


 


WITHOUT AIR
CONDITIONING, the bedroom heated up fast with the morning sun striking the east
facing windows.  Erik woke early in the morning, a half hour after dawn.  Brin
loved nothing more than a warm room when she slept, so she stayed in bed.


He stepped
out on the porch to cool down and sipped some lukewarm water from their
reserves to wake up.  The sky was a brilliant blue found only at dawn and
dusk.  There were no clouds and the sun was a globe of burning amber.  The
apartment complex was absolutely silent.  No one going to work, no construction
noise, no cars passing by the main gate, no nothing.  The only sounds came from
a few gulls, circling above the two ponds surrounded by the nine buildings of
the complex.  


The land
occupied by the apartment complex was encircled by a ten foot high concrete
wall—a privacy wall—to protect the sensibilities of the surrounding suburban
neighborhoods.   Erik was grateful for that wall now…it meant some degree of
security for anyone living in the complex.


He walked
into the spare bedroom and turned on his emergency radio again.  Adjusting the
volume so as to not wake Brin, he tuned in to the local AM station, the one he’d
listened to the most since the troubles started.  


“—recapping
the morning alerts, we have confirmed now that the power is out to at least 90
to 95% of the country.  Many areas will be without power for the next day or
so, as officials say it will take time to get the system powered back up
again.  Largely unaffected, the nation’s nuclear power plants are simply off. 
The government assures us that they are largely not damaged.  However, they
will take days or weeks to restart.  It is feared it will be much longer to
reconnect to the nation's damaged power grid.


“In the
larger cities, civil unrest has broken out.  Riots, reported to be based on
racial issues, have exploded in New York City, Chicago, Los Angeles and closer
to home, in Jacksonville, among many other places.  Much of Atlanta is in
flames now and it seems likely that the list of dead and wounded will grow by
the hour.  So far, deaths remain low in other cities, but injuries number in
the thousands, as rioters concentrate on looting and destroying property.


"In
Chicago, the police and National Guard have been called upon to restore order
but the sheer number of rioters and protesters is causing a real problem for
law enforcement.  Reports have filtered out of the city that the violence is beginning
to escalate.  Police are trying to implement tear gas and non-lethal bullets to
maintain order but an AP reporter has told us that the rioters are tearing down
road signs to use as shields.  Rocks, bricks, hubcaps, Molotov cocktails and
even—as some reports suggest—homemade bombs are being launched in an unending
assault on police across the Windy City tonight.


"The
chaos is hardly contained, however.  The Governor of New York issued a press
release stating that New York City is for all intents and purposes, off-limits
to any non-residents.  She also suggested strongly that any citizens of the Big
Apple stay in their homes or apartments for their own safety.  Many of the more
violent tactics used by the rioters in Chicago have been seen cropping up in
New York in the last 12 hours and it is feared that the use of incendiary
devices is the root of the supposed destruction of Atlanta.  However, until
communications can be restored on a more reliable basis, all we have are rumors
and reports from other areas.  Atlanta, for all intents and purposes, is a
black hole at the moment.  Reporters and civilians are not allowed within 15
miles of Georgia's largest city.


"There
are reports that depict the black smoke that can be seen in three different
states.  One man, who refused to be identified, stated for a fellow CBS
affiliate station that, and I quote, 'It's the closest thing you'll ever see to
Hell on earth.'"


Erik sighed
and watched a large blue heron wade through the edge of the pond some fifteen
feet away from his porch.  It just didn’t seem to fit that the country was
falling apart around him, yet this majestic bird was gracefully stepping
through the calm waters, going about his daily quest for food.  It was surreal.


“In
other news, the power crisis is having far reaching affects, besides the riots—in
the west, the Governors of Arizona and Wyoming have declared states of
emergency, with California to follow suit today.  Further, the Governor of
California will reportedly go one step further making the unprecedented move of
declaring martial law in Los Angeles and its surrounding counties.  Stay tuned
to this channel for hourly updates as information arrives.


"On
top of everything else, the enormous western wildfires have spread throughout
the national forests and grasslands of several states now, fueled in part by
the seasonably dry conditions experienced by much of the country, west of the
Mississippi River.  


“However,
the U.S. Forestry Service issued a statement early this morning that these
fires cover a much larger area than in previous years.  One fire, growing
quickly just outside Los Angeles is especially dangerous, authorities in
California say.  Information is slow to come in about the fires, so keep it
tuned to this station for hourly updates.  


"Due
to the power loss and the nationwide shortage of fuel for refilling our diesel
generators, the station management has decided to cooperate with FEMA's
national program to keep radio stations on the air.  In return for power, we
will begin broadcasting on a limited regularly scheduled basis and will give
you up-to-the-minute-reports provided by the Federal Government—“


"You
mean you're only going to tell us what the government wants us to hear. 
So this is the end of the freedom of the press," Erik grumbled.  He
changed frequencies and tuned in to BBC Radio, by way of a relay station
outside of Miami.  


In clipped
British accents, it was reported that the people of the Mother Country were
expressing deep sympathy for the United States.  However, the Brits, were more
concerned about the wave of celebration that was sweeping the Middle East and
what that might mean for the future.   


Arabs
throughout the region were holding massive rallies in support of ‘hitting
America on the nose’.  Concerns were spreading through Europe, especially in
the highly charged and ethnically diverse cities of Belgium and France.  Large
Arab immigrant populations there held support rallies for the mujahedeen
freedom fighters who struck all of America blind in one fell swoop.


"Israel’s
Prime Minister today condemned the attacks in America in the strongest language
and expressed pity towards anyone who would find joy in such misery.  His
speech has sparked a new rise in tension between Israel and its Arab neighbors. 



"Egypt,
still struggling to shape its own government years after the infamous Revolt of
2011, has claimed Israel is looking for a fight and complained to the U.N. 
Most observers expect that the Palestinian threat to bring a new wave of terror
against Israel is not hollow and both sides are preparing for conflict. 


"Israel
just this afternoon has promised to retaliate with overwhelming firepower
should any attacks occur.  The rhetoric entwined in this ageless conflict
appears to ratchet up by the hour.  Many believe that once taken to a certain
level neither side can back down without losing political face.  The only
question is when, or if, the point of no return will be reached.


"Through
it all, the shadow of America's troubles spreads across the globe.  Would the
Palestinians be rattling sabers at this moment if they knew the United States
stood by Israel's side?  Perhaps.  In this journalist's mind, they would have
very likely done so anyway—perhaps without such vigor, but the entire area is
already so unstable it is likely nothing will in the end, prevent a full scale
war the people in the Middle East seem determined to bring upon themselves. 


"For
now, it seems, the entire world is watching and waiting to see what America
will do.  Is this the much anticipated collapse of the Great Satan?  Or will
America bounce back, yet again, to become stronger and more unified than ever? 
Only time will tell," droned the voice from Great Britain.


Then came
the news that the President had declared a national emergency and split the
government up to secret locations in an effort to protect the highest elected
officials in the land from future terror attacks.  The reporter sounded real
scared, Erik noticed.  Something like this had not happened since the Cold
War.  


Erik
pondered what the President knew and why he would take the drastic action of
enforcing Continuity of Government.  It might send an incorrect signal around
the world that the United States was running scared and getting itself backed
into a corner.  However, Erik fervently hoped it was a move designed to bolster
national defense rather than desperation. 


Having
nothing further to add to America’s woes, the reporter then commented on the
sharp fall in the London Stock Exchange and the crash of the Japanese markets overnight. 
Through it all, only one nation seemed to emerge unscathed.  The Chinese
markets, while shaken, had not seen a collapse like most of the other major
markets around the world.


"Well,
I'm glad someone is profiting from all this mess," Erik said, sarcasm
dripping from his tongue.  He clicked off the radio with an irritated flip of
his wrist.


International
affairs didn’t concern him so much right now.  China could make all the money
it wanted, for all he cared.  Right now he had to figure out what to do.  He
and Brin certainly couldn’t just sit here and wait for…whatever…to happen. 
Questions rolled through his mind, inviting him to decide on a course of
action.  


Will the
riots last long?  Either way, they’re far away, not really an immediate concern. 
What about the power loss?  He and Brin were stocked and ready.  


But for how
long?  Others would be finding out soon how not being prepared would affect
their lives.  It was an acute heightened sense of responsibility that he felt
pressing down on his shoulders that morning.  He’d never felt anything like it
before—it was almost crushing.   


If he had a
gun, he would strap it on now.  Instead, he did the next best thing and found
his K-Bar.  He had found it in a pawn shop years ago.  The guy behind the counter
said it had last been used in World War II.  The combat knife had a 7” blade
with a half-serrated spine would be good enough to stop just about any threat
dead in its tracks, or open cans or pound in nails or do any of a number of
less dramatic tasks.  


That was
the beauty of his workhorse knife.   Once it was securely strapped to his leg,
he went into the guest bedroom closest and found his bokken, a wooden
training sword that was in the shape of a Japanese katana, the sword of
the samurai.  


Ever since
he had taken his first Japanese History class in college, Erik had been utterly
fascinated by Japanese culture.  He had learned iaido from Brin's
grandfather and took his lessons to heart.  Since moving to Florida, five days
a week he could be seen in the southwest corner of the apartment complex,
swinging his bokken in highly controlled slashing moves called a kata. 



To the
casual observer, it appeared as if Erik was simply spinning and slashing, back
stepping and swinging a stick in the air.  He looked for all the world like
some kid having a mock-fight with his imaginary friend.  In his mind's eye, the
world and all its newfound troubles did not exist beyond
the range of his sword. 











ARIZONA


The Regulators


 


 


ROB GUNN PUT down his
dusty binoculars and sighed.  Everything was dusty.  Dust or ash, one or the
other.   The wildfires were beginning to eat into the Coronado National
Forest.  The latest rumor had it that they were intentionally set and without
TV or radio, who was to say it wasn’t?  


He pushed
back the brim of his well-worn Stetson with a leather gloved hand and looked
over his shoulder.  A ways back and to his left lay his buddy Lance Bryton,
decked out in similar clothing.  Rancher’s clothes: dusty old jeans, well-used
work shirt, work gloves, boots, and hat.  Where Rob chose his old Stetson for
the cowboy look, Lance went with a battered John Deere cap, faded greens and
yellows almost lost with wear.


Both men
were just behind the crest of a ridge in the southern Arizona highlands, a few
miles west of Nogales, sweating already in the mid-morning heat.  To the
northeast of Nogales, a wide black and gray bruise on the horizon betrayed the
location of the forest fires.   


Situated
right on the border with Mexico, Nogales had a long history of immigration—and
immigration troubles.  The Coronado National Forest straddled either side of
the dusty little border town.  As a result, there was plenty of open range for
anyone wanting to enter the U.S. illegally.  Rob frowned.  All you had to do
was just walk on through.


That was,
until the last few years of the 1990s.  A group of patriotic men, some land
owners, some suburbanites—American all—banded together.  This group of men had
but one purpose, on which they were focused like a laser. They ignored the
ridicule in the media, they ignored the protests by the ACLU and they turned
their backs on fellow citizens who called them racists and war-mongers.  They
wanted to assist the bungling  government in stemming the tide of
illegal immigration.  Someone had to do something and their rallying cry
became, If not now, then when?  If not us, then who?  


They were
called the Arizona Regulators.


The
Regluators were privately funded by donations from each member, and donations
from like-minded individuals in Santa Cruz County, Arizona.  There were a few
large donations made from conservatives across the country and many of the men
had hopes those numbers would grow.  Some lived as far away as Tucson but came
south when it was their shift to patrol the border.   Most of the core
Regulators lived on ranches in or around Nogales.  It was their land that was
being overrun and they had been the first to propose a pooling of resources for
the common good.


The
Regulators made national news from time to time with press coverage of their
unmanned aerial vehicle, a copy of the military’s UAV spy plane, built from
scrap parts and household items.  The radio controlled plane cost $5,000 compared
to the military’s multi-million dollar bird, had comparable flight performance
and a high tech digital camera and video system to boot.  They could send the
UAV up for hours and spot potential illegal aliens miles away.       Border
Patrol agents drooled with envy, yet often bristled when the Regulators came
calling, dragging in illegal aliens.  The Regulators had proven time and time
again that they could do a better job than the government for a fraction of the
cost.  Support among the civilian population grew by word of mouth.  They
didn’t advertise what they were doing.  They simply did it.  The locals loved
them for it when the crime rate began to drop as illegal immigrants sought
easier ways  into America.  Before long, the ranks of the Regulators began to
swell and donations poured in.   They were the hometown heroes.


Each man
was armed with his own weapons.  Some had state of the art, expensive
semi-automatic rifles.  Others had top of the line hunting rifles.  Some used
old cowboy weapons: single action revolvers and old lever action long guns.  In
five years of operation, they had only fired weapons three times and then only
to scare, never to injure.  They took pride in that accomplishment.  


In total,
they had assisted in the deportation of thousands of illegal aliens back across
the border into Mexico.  It was a drop in the bucket, yes, but each year, each
month, each week, that drop grew a little bigger as their men gained more
experience and their numbers grew.


Every time
Regulators went out on patrol, either in 4x4s, trucks or on horses, they
rounded up at least a few Mexicans seeking a better life illegally.  They were
captured and transported—at their own expense—to the Border Patrol, with never
a ‘thank you’ offered.  Despite the word from Washington to stop playing as
border patrol agents, the Regulators continued to do their self-assigned  job. 
If Washington could ignore the plight of Americans on the border, then the
Regulators would ignore Washington's demands. 


The
community was ever grateful at the expenses saved—no housing needed for
transient immigrants, no programs for illegal immigrants to get food and water
or education and health care or driver’s licenses as they did in California. 
It was routine for the Regulators to find baked goods or monetary donations
offered as a humble ‘thank you’ from the local towns.  When the Regulators were
out on patrol, fellow Regulators, or even the townsfolk would band together to
look after families left behind for week long 'tours'. 


Elsewhere
along the border in Santa Cruz County, illegal’s were still getting in, but
their numbers were no longer rising unchecked.  Other counties were considering
the same solution.  But it was a never-ending task.  And without help from
state and local governments, the Regulators faced an uphill battle with the
odds against them.  There were infinitely more Mexicans willing to risk the
dangerous passage than there were American Patriots willing to defend their own
land.


Rob Gunn
and Lance Bryton were two such Patriots, willing to sacrifice their time and
resources for the good of their county and country.  When the power went out,
Rob had called out the boys and went out on indefinite patrol.  It made sense;
no one had a job to go back to for the foreseeable future and it kept the men
busy.   Enough men stayed behind in town to watch over things and to lend a
hand to the local cops who were sure to need help soon.


As the days
passed and word got out over the only local radio station still operating that
race riots had started in the larger cities, the Regulators went on high
alert.  Suddenly the day-to-day task of rounding up Mexicans took on a new
importance.  There was a growing fear in the county that the illegals would get
bolder and bolder, the more they learned of the trouble America was facing. 
What better time to pack up the kids and slip across the border?  No one would
be looking—except the Regulators.


Rob pushed
a branch of sage brush out of his line of sight and peered down the dusty, rock
strewn hill towards the path leading to Mexico.  He and Lance were the center
two-man team of the day.  There were other units of Regulators, spread out east
and west of Rob and Lance along their stretch of the border.  The Regulators
had concealed positions dug into the hillsides and ravines for miles.  The
Mexicans never knew they were being watched all along the border of Santa Cruz
County.


Lance
checked his watch and pulled out his GMRS two way-radio.  “Three, this is One,
you read?”


After a
slight pause, a whispered voice came back over Rob’s earpiece.  “Yeah, One,
this is Three…you got any your way?"


Lance
looked slightly up the ridge to Rob, who held up four gloved fingers.  Rob
turned back to his binoculars and let Lance call in the report, listening in on
his own earpiece.  


“Yeah,
Three.  We have four, repeat four tangos,” replied Lance behind
him in a low voice.


“Hang
on, One…” replied Team Three’s radioman, John Sellson.  “Getting a
message from Five—they have ten, repeat, ten tangos inbound.”


Rob thought
for a second.  Team Five was Ed and George, the Franks brothers.  They were
about a mile to the east.  Ten Mexicans coming in there, four towards us,
he mused.


Whoever was
in charge of the center team for the day was de facto field commander.  That
put Rob in charge.  Lance quickly checked down the line to see if any other
Teams had Mexicans trying to cross the border.  Everyone else reported in the
same—no Mexicans.  Lance got back on the radio after two static bursts to clear
the channel, “Three, get on the horn and pass the word to Six and Seven—tell
‘em to move and regroup at Team Five’s position…copy?”


“Copy
that—I’ll get ‘em movin,” replied John’s voice.


“Okay,
we’re going to rustle up our group and drive ‘em to Five, then we’ll take all
of them to Nogales.”


“Copy
that, see you at Five, One.  Three out.”  


Lance belly
crawled up the ridgeline next to Rob and grinned.  "How's it goin' up
here?"


“Good. 
Looks like our lot is heading towards Five on their own…guess we’ll follow,”
said Rob, eyes still glued to binoculars watching the bedraggled immigrants
trudge their way through the hot landscape.  The tiny figures had slowly turned
towards the east to run parallel with the imposing ridgeline that ran along the
border.


After an
hour or so of trailing the Mexicans, the Regulators figured out that the two
Mexican groups were actually one—they were meeting at a point just across the
Mexican border from Team Five.  When all the would-be immigrants had gathered
together, the Regulators could easily see they were friends of some sort,
perhaps family.  There was much hugging and talking and crying among the
immigrants.  Mostly young men, but a few women and two children in tow.


The
assembled Regulators took stock of the situation and figured the easiest thing
to do would be to set up an ambush and warn the Mexicans off, send ‘em packing
for Mexico.  After all, they weren’t likely to get a warm welcome from the
Border Patrol today, not after all the hell that had broken loose recently.


John was
adamant about taking the Mexicans to the Feds regardless of the situation. 
“It’s what we’ve always done—it’s the only right thing to do.  We don’t want
any trouble from the Feds right now, boys.  Look at what they’re facing—they’re
liable to be awful antsy.  We shouldn’t tempt ‘em to come after us.”


Ed Frank
grinned as he leaned against a boulder under an outcropping, enjoying the shady
respite from the sun.  “Don’t get your panties in a wad, Sellson.  We don't
want to kill 'em.  Just drive 'em off."  A few of the men chuckled.


Rob spoke
up then, taking off his Stetson to wipe his brow.  “Well John, if we take ‘em
in, they’ll probably be let loose.  You honestly think the Feds got time to
deal with fourteen Mexicans right now?  Hell, the border’s probably closed up
tight.  They might just suspect us of terrorism for bein’ armed!” 


Most of the
men agreed with Rob.  “If you think we’re going to be able to rely on the Feds
from this point on, yer dreamin', John.  George, you know I’m right.”  The two
brothers nodded.  “If it’s as bad out there as them radio jocks say it is…well,
Uncle Sam is gonna have a lot more trouble to worry about than us scaring off a
few tangos."  More nervous chuckles.  Most of the men looked to their
weapons, absently brushing off dust or checking chambers.    Rob continued. 
"Now, I say we ambush ‘em, scare ‘em, let ‘em know they’re not welcome,
and tell ‘em to leave.”


The men
agreed.  John rose his voice and spoke over the general chatter.   “But what
happens if they’re not scared.  What happens if they cross the border
and keep coming?  We gonna hog tie ‘em and take ‘em to the Border Patrol then?”


“Hey!  We
got a truck headin’ our way!  Looks like it’s chock full!” came the frantic
voice of their lookout, posted higher up the ridgeline to get a better view of
the Mexican terrain.  The assembled Regulators scrambled up the back side of
the slope and reached the crest to see for their own eyes.  Sure enough, a
large, beat-up dusty red truck was racing down the dirt road that paralleled
the border, heading for the knot of Mexicans directly across from the
Regulators.


“Where in
the hell did he come from?” asked Lance to no one in particular.


“Detroit,
I’d say.  That’s an old Ford…” muttered Ed Frank.


"Smartass,"
mumbled Lance.


“I see
fresh bullet holes in the right front panel,” mumbled Rob, ignoring Ed’s jest. 
“I bet he just came from the border at Nogales.”


“How can
you tell they’re fresh?” asked Lance, laying prone on the ground next to Rob.


“There’s a
wounded one in the bed of that truck—“ called out the lookout from above. 


“I see
‘im.  Look at the blood!  Somebody just shot at that fella,” confirmed John,
looking through his own binoculars.


“Shit. 
They must have come from the border.  Looks like it’s definitely locked
up.  Feds probably shot at ‘em to drive ‘em off,” remarked Rob.  He had the
feeling that this encounter was not going to go down well.


“They’re
pulling up to the group…talking..” called out the lookout from the top of the
ridge, some twenty feet away.  He had his hunting rifle aimed at the group and
was using the high powered rifle scope to keep watch over the situation.


“Quit
yelling, everyone.  Switch to radios,” ordered Lance.


“Alright
boys, you know the drill, let’s get a U-shape trap set up.  Teams Two through
Five, you take the left, Six through Nine, you take the right.  Ten, you stay
in the middle with us.  Just like last week.  Everyone got it?” asked Rob.


No
questions came back, so the Regulators  split up and crawled off to their
assigned spots, to wait for the Mexicans’ dash across the border.


Rob peered
through his binoculars.  The people in the truck stopped short of the ones on
foot and they all greeted each other.  After a few minutes of talking—the ones
in the truck did a lot of arm waving and seemed fairly agitated—the wounded man
was taken down and looked over by the ones on foot.  A lot of head shaking and
arm waving by everyone.  Finally, they put him in the truck and started walking
towards the hidden Regulators.  They were going to cross the border and leave
the wounded man behind to die in the truck.  Rob shook his head.  


Poor
bastard.


“Heads up
boys, here they come.  No one fire until I do.  Remember, we’re aiming to
scare, not kill.  Just shoot ten feet in front of ‘em.  That oughtta do it,”
Rob whispered into the radio.  Several clicks was the only response he got, the
‘affirmative’ signal from the other Teams when radio silence was necessary. 
When all the teams checked in, Rob looked at his friend.  “You ready?”


Lance took
a deep breath, let it out slowly, watching the would-be immigrants.  He wiped
some dust and sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand then readjusted
his cap to face backwards so he could better use his rifle’s scope.  “Ready,”
he said when sighted in on the group of would-be immigrants.


When the
Mexicans came within shouting distance, Rob suddenly got to his feet, appearing
to the immigrants as a lone man on the top of the ridgeline.  He knew they
could see him.  His body would be silhouetted at the top of the ridgeline and
he would stick out like a sore thumb.  


Rob held
his grandfather’s old lever action rifle across his chest, to make sure they
saw he was armed.  In his rusty Spanish, he called out, “You there!  Stop!  You
are entering the United States illegally!  Turn around and go home!  Do not
come any further or you will be fired on!”   


I hope they
understood that…


The
Mexicans paused, as if to take in what had been shouted to them.  They
conferred among themselves for a moment.  Rob saw with growing displeasure that
the group now numbered over twenty with the addition of the men from the
truck.  Finally the group seemed to make up its mind and continued to walk
towards the ridgeline.  Rob cursed and repeated his message, as loud as he
could.


Again, the
would-be immigrants stopped.  One man among them yelled something back and
waved a fist, but none of the Regulators could hear him.  The emotion was
understood though.  Two men ran back to the pickup truck and their wounded
comrade.  The rest of the Mexicans continued.  They were a football field away
now.


“Stop!  You
have been warned!  Turn around and go back to Mexico.  You are not allowed to
cross the border here!  Turn back or you will be fired on!  I repeat: do not
attempt to cross this border!”  To the rest of the Regulators, Rob called out
on his radio: “Watch those two headin’ back to the truck…”


“They
ain’t stoppin’, Rob…” came the worried voice of one of the Regulators over
the radio.


“I can see
that…” growled Rob.  He took a few steps down from the crest of the hill.


“This is
your last warning!” he said again, in Spanish.  By now the Mexicans
ignored him and continued plodding towards the border.  


Rob waited
until they were about thirty yards out, then raised his rifle, aimed at the
ground in front of the Mexicans and squeezed the trigger.  The rifle barked and
the sound echoed off the ridge all around them like thunder.   The Mexicans
came to an abrupt halt when a cloud of dust puffed up ten feet in front of
them.  They heard the rifle echo a split second later.  


The Mexicans
got into an argument, then turned to face the border once more.  “Come no
further or we will open fire!” roared Rob.  He was getting angry.  As a group
they crossed over the border and stared defiantly at Rob.  They began to walk
again.


“That’s it…they’re
over the line,” intoned Lance’s voice in Rob’s headset.


“Have at
‘em, boys!” ordered Rob.  At once all the Regulators stood and aimed weapons. 
Shots rang out, single and controlled bursts.  The noise was deafening.  It
sounded like a pitched battle, rather than warning shots.


Many of the
Mexicans screamed in terror and froze where they stood.  It looked like an army
had risen from ground all around them.  The dirt flew and a cloud of dust
obscured the vision of the terrified immigrants for a few seconds.  Then all
was quiet after the last echo died.  The Regulators watched and waited for the
next move.


“Come no
further,” called out Rob in Spanish.  He leveled his rifle at the tallest man
in the front of the Mexican group.  “We will shoot you.  Go back where
you came from."  There was no need to shout now.  He had their attention. 
The other Regulators took aim.  Some aimed at feet or knees though, instead of
heads.  “Go back, you stupid bastards,” he muttered to himself.


From the
back of the group of immigrants, someone screamed in Spanish, then pushed to
the front of the group with a pistol.  Rob shifted his aim to the new threat
and took a deep breath.


"Weapons!"
called out someone over the radio.


The
immigrant held his pistol sideways, 'gangsta-style' and fired a few shots in
the general direction of the Regulators.  More than a few ducked.  From out of
nowhere, pistols and knives appeared in the hands of many of the males in the
group.  The immigrants returned fire.  One of the Regulators went down
screaming to Rob's left.  That was all the proof Rob needed.  


"Light
'em up, boys!" he bellowed.  Rob squeezed the trigger of his rifle and the
first man to draw a pistol dropped to the ground in a red spray.


About
thirty seconds of noise, dust and screams later, it was over.  Twenty dead and
dying Mexicans lay in the dirt, bleeding and moaning.  Slowly the Americans
left their positions and gathered around Rob, unsure what to do next.


The
Regulators were silent.  After a slight breeze cleared away the dust, the scene
was clearer.  Rob waited a few minutes more, until all of the Mexicans were
clearly dead, sprawled out haphazardly.  More than one American turned away in
a fit of nausea.  After all, they weren’t soldiers; most of them had never seen
a dead body before.  Until today, all they had simply done was round up illegal
immigrants and herd them to the authorities.  Rob stared at the slaughter
grimly.  His heart wanted to scream it was an atrocity, but his mind refused.


Lance came
up to Rob, his boots crunching through the dirt and small pebbles on the baked
Arizona ground.  “Lord, have mercy…”


"John,
you okay?" asked Rob.


John
Sellson put down his rifle and examined the bloody bandage on his leg.  He
winced as another Regulator tightened the field dressing.   "Hurts like
hell.  Never been shot before," he said.  His face was pale from pain or
blood loss, Rob couldn't tell.


"That
was wrong," someone said quietly.   "We killed those people,
man."


“They got
what they deserved,” said Rob without bothering to turn around.  He was
suddenly very tired, but there was a new, harder edge to his voice.  Lance did
not fail to notice the change in his long-time friend.  No one spoke for a long
moment.  Rob watched John's face change color as the anger rose in his old high
school buddy.


“Got what
they deserve?  Got what they deserve?  Did they deserve to be shot for
trying to find a better life!?  Jesus Christ, Rob, we killed all
those people—women and children!” spat John, incredulous.


One of the
Regulators threw up in the distance.  The rest merely watched the power
struggle.  Rob had always been the quasi-leader of the group.  But then again,
no one had ever shot, either.


“Do I need
to remind you, John, that they crossed the border of our nation. 
Illegally.  That’s an invasion in my book!  We warned them.  They
knew we were serious!  They ignored us, ignored our sovereignty and spit in our
eye.  They got what they should have gotten years ago!”  Rob was torn
inside over the revulsion of his actions and the necessity of those very
actions.


John limped
a step back from the ferocious response of the man he’d known most of his
life.  A look of sadness came over his face.  He looked to the bodies, then
back to Rob.   His hands were shaking as he glanced back at the bodies of the
Mexicans.


“I can’t do
this anymore.  Rob, I can’t take it.  I can't.  I won’t be a part of
killing innocent people."


"Innocent? 
John they shot at us!" Lance said.  "Hell, they shot you!" 



John
ignored the outburst, still focused on Rob.  "I don’t care if the rest of
the world is falling apart around us…I just…I can’t,” said John
quietly.  He had reached his breaking point.  


So had Rob.


“Okay,
John,” said Rob sadly, with no hint of anger.  He stepped forward, got a good
grip on the shoulder patch of John’s field jacket, the Regulator emblem, and
ripped it free.  The sound of tearing threads caused everyone to hold their
breath.  


“Fine. 
You’re out.  Now get outta here.”  Rob put the patch in his pocket and
made to move past John, heading towards the bodies.


John
grabbed his friend’s arm as he pushed past.  “Rob—don’t do it like this.  We’ve
been friends since high school, man.”


Rob
shrugged free of John’s grip.  He turned back to face John.  “Friends?" 
Rob scanned the faces of the other grim looking, dusty Regulators.  “The only
friends I got are ones I can trust to get my back when shit gets tough," 
he said, spitting out the words with barely contained disgust.  Rob jabbed a
finger at John’s chest and growled, "And now I know, that ain’t you."


“You’ve
changed, Rob…” said John weakly, shaking his head in disbelief.


“No, the
whole damned world changed, John…it’s gotten a lot darker, a lot meaner,
and a lot more deadly.  We ain’t got time for touchy-feely bullshit no more,
John.  It’s kill or be killed!  You saw what they did,” Rob argued, jerking a
thumb over his shoulder.  "When we told them to stop, they ignored us.  We
told them again and they fired on us!"


“Dammit
Rob, I know everything is crazy…but hell, man, those were just a bunch of men
with their women and kids!  Just trying to make a better life for themselves—“


“They
crossed the border illegally with weapons and fired upon American citizens! 
What part of invasion don’t you get, John?  I done said that!  Besides,
where we gonna take ‘em?  No help from the Feds right now and word has it the
state’s pullin’ the troopers to help with the riots in Phoenix!  Get a grip on
the reins, John, we’re gonna be on our own real soon.  If not already.”


“They
didn’t—only a handful of them had guns!”


Rob paused,
looking at his friend with a  cold stare.  “What the hell do you think they’re
gonna do—all of ‘em,” Rob waved his arm and rifle at the Mexican
expanse.  “All the hundreds of thousands of ‘em that are headed this way right
now—what are they gonna do when they cross into our lands and find there ain’t
no fruit pickin’ jobs, ain’t no food, ain’t no homes, ain’t no water, ain’t nothin’
for them now?  There ain’t much gonna be left for us, let alone them,
come the end of the month and you know it. But they’re gonna see our homes, our
cars and think, ‘why should the lazy gringos have it all?’”


John looked
like he had been struck in the face.


“When
there’s only a handful of cops left after the rest of ‘em head up to the
cities, and us gringos sittin’ high and dry in our snug little homes. 
You tell me, John, what the hell is gonna happen, then?”  Rob’s face was red
with anger and frustration, venting all at once.


“I…I don’t
know Rob,” said John, looking down at the dirt at his feet.


“I’ll tell
you what’s gonna happen.  I’ll tell all of you what’s gonna happen!" he
said glaring at the assembled Regulators.  "They’re gonna take what
they want because there’s no one left to stand up to them…that’s what’s gonna
happen!  They’re gonna be nice about it at first, because they’re generally
nice folk.  Then they’ll realize there ain’t nothing holdin’ ‘em back and we
ain’t fightin’…then it’s goodnight Nogales.  Think about it—our own people are
going nuts in places like Chicago and Phoenix.  What reason would a bunch of
foreigners who broke our laws to get here in the first place have to act any
different?  What's holding them back?”


No one said
anything in response.  John looked at his feet and at the Mexican bodies.


Rob
continued, taking a deep breath, getting control over his emotions again, “We
are, that's what.  People like us scattered all across this country.  People
who won't give up and roll over.  People who are going to defend their homes
and their families."  Rob took off his Stetson and wiped the sweat from
his forehead.  He looked up again at John and said in a calmer voice,
"Right here, right now, the only thing that is preventing that reality is us….The
Regulators.”


“But—“ said
John, trying to think of another argument.


“But nothing,
John.  We stand alone.  And you ain’t one of us no more.  So get the hell out
of the way and let us do our job.  As of this moment, you're part of the
problem.”


"Uh,
Rob?" asked one of the men, a little further up the ridge.


"Yeah?"


"That
truck is leaving, man."


Rob
scrambled, along with most of the others, up the hill to get a better view. 
Sure enough, in the distance, the beat up truck they had spotted before the
shooting started was tearing off south.  The large rooster tail of dust was
easy to spot and would be for miles.


"Well,
you can bet by nightfall word of this will be spreading through the border
towns," said Lance with a grim tone.


Rob forced
himself to be stern.  It's time to be hard as steel.  No remorse, no
regrets.  They chose their destiny.  Out loud, he said, "Let's go. 
Groups Two and Seven, you finish the regular patrol.  Everybody else, back to
base.  We got some plannin' to do." 











WASHINGTON


The Slippery Slope


 


 


THE PRESIDENT WAS just
sitting down at his desk on Air Force One when the door opened and a Secret
Service Agent entered.  The few staffers in the room fell silent and looked
towards the agent—they expected more bad news on a day full of nothing but bad
news.


“Sir,
Secretary Suthby to see you, sir.”  


“Very good,
Mark, send him in, please.”


Suthby
entered the room quickly, with a purpose in his step.  He carried a briefcase
in one hand and a plain manila folder in the other.  His spoke, a little higher
pitched than normal, before he had even come within ten feet of the Commander
In Chief.


“Mr.
President, have you decided what you’re going to do about my proposal?”


“Hank, I’m
not going to do anything just yet.  I’m in the middle—“  the President began,
casting an eye on the staffers.  They looked nervous.


“Mr. President!"
interrupted the incensed Secretary.  “The nation is falling apart at the
seams.  You have got to take decisive action, now.  It’s been nearly two
days since the initial attacks on our power grid, sir, if we wait any longer,
it might be too late.  Continuity of Government was one thing.  Getting our
boys home from overseas is another.  The military can worry about that." 
He took a seat across from the expansive desk.  


"I
have to worry about civil unrest.  I have to urge you once more to initiate the
National Curfew and Martial Law Order.  Sir, if you’ll just sign the paperwork
I prepared after we came aboard, you’ll have all the power you need to—“ he was
holding a folder of papers, outstretched in one arm as if pleading.


The
President’s voice was sharp and deep.  He did not like to be interrupted in his
own office—even if it was 30,000 feet in the air.  He especially did not like
Hank Suthby of all people interrupting him and sitting down without even a
by-your-leave.  “I said not now.   I mean it, Hank.  I appreciate the
fact that you got me the heads up which led to COG, but I’m not going to
declare a national emergency when 80% of the country is just watching and
waiting.  For the love of—“ the President seemed to stumble in an
uncharacteristic way over the words.  “Good grief, man, what would you
have me do, suspend the Constitution and become…some kind of dictator
until the riots are put down and power is restored?”


The
Secretary of Homeland Defense reddened.  The President himself had gone without
sleep for two days.  Or was it three?  President Reed silently wondered how
long Suthby had been without rest.  


Suthby
opened his mouth to reply but the President held his hand up, finger pointed to
the ceiling.  He was not in the mood to argue.  “Hank, I appreciate everything
you’ve done for me in the past few days—I can’t thank you enough.  But get some
sleep man.  The work you’ve done to draft the emergency measures has been
nothing short of phenomenal.  And I respect what you’re trying to do and that
you have the nation’s best interest at heart.  I do.  In fact, I keep
the papers on me at all times, just in case,” the President tapped the inside
pocket of his coat, while looking out one of the cabin windows at the
cloudscape.  “But I don't think ‘just in case’ has happened, yet.”


Visibly
struggling to calm himself, the exhausted SecDHS quietly said, “Sir, have you
at least looked into our suggestions for the National Guard and Reserves?”


“Yes, Hank,
I have,” sighed the President wearily.  “In fact, I just issued the orders that
will give the Guard commanders authority to use deadly force.  The Reserves are
being called up,” the Commander-in-Chief sighed.


“The truth
of the matter is we still don’t know why the rioting is taking place. 
General Stirling has a special ops unit stationed outside of  New York City
now.  We're going to see if they can discover anything useful.”  The leader of
the free world paused, thinking.   


Suthby
looked startled.  "But, isn't that a little risky?"


“The
rioters haven’t attacked our people yet.  Anywhere, really.  Except Los
Angeles.  But they're shooting at anything that moves."


"Sir,
I don't think sending in commandos will—"


"Dammit,
Hank, it’s not like they’re going in to clean house—so far it’s just looting
and burning and a few rocks thrown.  And yes, I’m aware that’s all it took to
get Atlanta burning,” the President said before Suthby could interject. 
"This is an information gathering mission only.  We have to know what's
going on before we make decisions on how to proceed."


“Mr.
President, aerial reconnaissance shows hundreds and possibly thousands
of bodies in the streets of New York and Chicago alone!  Civilians are being
slaughtered—-”


“I’ve seen
the same pictures.“


“Sir, 
we’ve got to—“


“Hank, I’m
not going to go crashing in there like some bull loose in a—“


“Sir, all I
ask you to do—“ the Director interrupted again.


“—Is a
little premature at this point.  But when the time is right—if the time
is right, I assure you, I will take the measures that are necessary,”
said the President interrupting the Secretary this time, looking towards the
door.  The conversation was over.


“Sir—“


“Dammit, Hank, get out!” roared
the President.  The force of his words caused the SecDHS to jump out of his
seat in surprise.  “I’ve got enough troubles on my hands right now—I
have to give a radio address that’s going to gut the First Amendment in
order to prevent a nationwide panic; I don’t need  you telling me to throw out
the entire Constitution!”


The Secretary of the Department of
Homeland Security left the airborne Oval Office and returned to his seat among
the other evacuees with frustration evident on his face and resentment growing
in his stomach.  .  


Suthby paused to look outside his cabin
window.  Smoke drifted lazily from fires on the south side of D.C., burning out
of control.  No traffic, no people could be seen this high.  The chaos of
millions of people trying to escape the dying cities of the East Coast was invisible at 30,000 feet.











CHICAGO


Rise of the
Brotherhood


 


 


VERY GOOD, MY young Brothers. Very good,”
Elder Elijah beamed as he slowly toured the dark, stifling room.  Arrayed about
him in production line fashion were five youths of the Brotherhood, all
constructing homemade pipe bombs and napalm, from instructions pulled off the
Internet before the blackout.  


Elijah had been prepared—he had known
how to make all these implements of destruction since the 1960s.  But it was
nice to have it all printed out for the youngsters.  In mere minutes, with each
one working on a different component of the whole, a pipe bomb was born, with
nails and scrap metal shrapnel.  On the other side of the room, a few more
youths were mixing the ingredients to make a crude version of napalm.  Empty
bottles of 40oz. beer and liquor bottles were lined up against the wall, full
of the hot-burning, gooey mixture.


Every so often, a Brother would come to
gather what had been made and distribute it to those in the streets.  When
Malcolm gave the order, the rioting would move to the next phase.  Elijah had
to admit, when it came to planning, their Middle Eastern friends had been most
adept.  They had informed the Brotherhood how to locate the National Guard
Armories, where the Guard would likely place its men and even predicted that
the Guardsmen would be hesitant to open fire.  It all came true.  The Guard had
cordoned off the major part of downtown that was under de facto control of the
rioters but had done little else other than watch and wait.  The Brothers had
maintained excellent discipline.  They had not attacked or even provoked the
better armed National Guard units spread around Chicago.


The real genius of Malcolm’s plan had
come when he contacted the many street gangs in Chicago and brokered a sort of
truce before the power outage.  He promised to tie up the National Guard and
allow the gangs to do what they will—which opened the door for widespread
looting.  The gangs, in return would loot the Man’s stores for a particular
list of items, those being used to create the destructive tools Elijah’s youths
were producing.  


As a reluctant concession to some of the
Brotherhoods members from other cities, the word was spread that
anyone….Malcolm had swallowed his pride and told everyone assembled in the
rowhouse that anyone who joined their cause—no matter their race, creed
or sexual orientation—would be welcomed as brothers and sisters.  At the end of
the day, Malcolm grudgingly admitted that whatever prejudices he held inside
for other people, it didn’t matter.  Only the cause mattered.  Freedom.


Malcolm and his Brothers had divided up
the downtown area into seven different areas, each one to be led by one of
Malcolm’s lieutenants.  Malcolm himself would lead at the front lines.  The
heart of downtown Chicago was a rectangle, on the east of which was Lake
Michigan.  The Brotherhood in effect controlled everything south and east of
the Chicago River, southwards to the edge of Chinatown.  They had been able to
block most of the bridges over the Chicago River with abandoned cars, making
crude barricades to stop the encroachment of the Man.  


During the initial panic after the
jet-liner had crashed into the city, the streets were literally bumper to
bumper as far as the eye could see, in every direction.  Too many cars at once
simply shut down the road system out of Chicago.  When the riots started, the
vast majority of people still stuck in proximity to the Downtown areas simply
abandoned their cars in place and ran for their lives.  Panic drove people to
do foolish things, but for once, running and screaming had been the right thing
to do.  When the Brotherhood or its affiliated gangs came upon people too
stubborn to leave their Lexus SUVs, they were shot, or worse.  


They had decided to go old school and
take a page out of the founder of their religion:  Convert or Die. 
There were a surprising number of people who chose to join the Brotherhood, for
whatever reason.  Malcolm had shrugged off the numbers his lieutenants reported
to him.  He believed anyone who converted at gunpoint was only doing so to save
their skin and would desert the cause at the first chance they got.


So Malcolm had set one of his
lieutenants the task of bringing down the I-280 bridge.  He assigned a large
group of fresh recruits to help in the task.  If anything went wrong, they
would not lose true Brothers.  


For the time being, abandoned and stolen
cars were piled up at the midway point over the Chicago River to seal off the
major artery into the downtown area.  The gangs were running rampant in the
area just to the north of Chinatown, so Malcolm had no worries about keeping
that border intact.  The Loop remained the strongest section of Chicago under
the control of the Brotherhood.


Malcolm considered the success of his
organization skills in such a short amount of time this while he stood at an
office window halfway up the Sears Tower.  National Guard and Police movements
across the Chicago River could easily be seen through binoculars.  The body of
the man who’s office it had recently been lay on the floor to his right, blood
already turning a dark brown as it dried.  


“Your brother, Tahru, to see you,
Malcolm,” said his aide from the door behind him in a deep baritone voice. 
Malcolm didn’t turn around.


“Tahru, come in here, please.”


“Man, you mo-fo’s is crazy!  Momma gonna
kick yo’ ass when—“


“Shut up.”   He continued to scan the
lines of the Man through binoculars.


“Yo—ho’d up!  Jamal, that man dead?”


“That man is dead, yes.  He is
the Man.  He was the Man.  We are taking over….can’t you see the beauty
of it, Tahru?”


“Yo, all I see’s a dead mothafu—“


“Your vulgarity will do nothing for your
soul, my brother.  Allah forbids—“


“Yo, you can take your Allah bullshit
an’ shove it up—“


Malcolm whirled around and slapped his
younger brother across the mouth, hard.  The younger man fell backwards against
a desk, scattering forgotten papers and lights onto the floor with a loud
clatter.  He touched his mouth where a speck of blood had formed.


Rage exploded across Tahru’s face.  He
reached into his waistband and pulled out a .45 semi auto, holding it sideways,
gangsta-style.  Tahru jumped up from the desk and put the gun right up against
the cheek of his older brother.  “You gonna die fo’ that, you crazy
mothafucker!  Why you gotta be trippin’ like dat?!  Ain’t no ‘body slaps Tahru
LeRay an’ don’t die—“


“You won’t shoot me,” replied his
brother.  Cool as ice.


Tahru looked nervous—his eyes darted to
the left and right.  The gun pressed harder into Malcolm’s cheek.  He didn’t see
Malcolm’s aide slip into the room and aim a pistol at Tahru’s head.


Tahru became cocky in an instant.  
“Why’s d’at, yo?  You think I ain’t got th’ balls, mo-fo?”


“Because you have never killed someone
before.  I can see it in your eyes,” said Malcolm.


“Oh, and you have?”


“Why do you think Allah found me?” asked
Malcolm calmly.  “I have killed before.  And sinned.  Allah—“


“Enough o’ that Allah bullshit!”
screamed Tahru, taking the gun away from his brother’s head and stomping away
to kick a file cabinet in impotent rage.  “You always gotta be talkin’ ‘bout
Allah!  What the fuck, man?  You think I won’t shoot yo’ black ass full a
holes?”   He pointed the gun back at his brother.  It wavered a little.


“I know you won’t.  Tahru, blood
is thicker than water.”


Tahru looked at his feet.  There was
certainly plenty of blood there.  “You kill d’is fool?”


“Yes.”        


Tahru laughed.  “What ‘bout Allah?” he
cried, pronouncing Allah as ‘Al-laah’.   “What He say ‘bout d’at?”  The gun
still pointed at Malcolm, but shook a little more.  The weapon was heavy for
one unaccustomed to its weight.  The younger man's arm was not well muscled. 
Malcolm's aide, still unseen, had no such problem.  His firearm aimed true, the
hand that held it, steady as a rock.  His weapon pointed squarely at the
back of Tahru’s head.


“The Man was oppressing Allah’s
children.  Allah smiles when the oppressors are struck down to free His
children.  I was doing Allah’s will.”


Tahru slowly lowered the gun.  “’Cause
he don’t let no black motha—“


“Yes…because the Man will not allow our
black brothers and sisters to achieve the American dream.  The Man still
represses us—he just makes us think we’re not.  Please do not profane in
front of me, Tahru.”  Malcolm suddenly felt the need to take a bath.  His
brother’s language was disrespectful and insolent, besides blasphemous.  


“Try to rise above the gutter-speak
which afflicts so many of our Brothers and Sisters.  It is something the Man
has forced on us, to keep us ignorant of our own plight.”


Tahru stood there, staring at the dead
man and started to sweat.  He had never been so close to a dead body before. 
“Who was he?” Tahru said quietly, losing his gangsta toughness for the first
time in years.


Malcolm smiled.  Every journey begins
with the taking of the first step.  “One of the Oppressors.  We ordered
everyone out of the building—he and a handful of others stayed behind to call
the police.  Even as he professed his innocence, he tried to bring in the Man’s
stormtroopers to kill us.  I could not allow that to happen.”


“You cap ‘is ass?”  asked Tahru, probing
the body with an unlaced tan colored workman’s boot.


“Yes.  I shot him.”


“Daaaaaaamn, boy!  Momma whoop yo’ ass!”
Tahru warned, eyes wide.


“No, she will not.”


“Bullshit!  She gonna—“


“A woman does not strike a man,
Tahru.  Allah forbids it.  I am a man.  A leader of men.  Black
men.  Brothers.  When this is all over, Allah willing, I will be in
charge of Chicago.”  He turned to look out the massive window.  "Perhaps
more."


“Yo, you trippin’ Jamal.”


“My name is Malcolm."  He turned
back to glance at the body on the floor.  "The street thug you knew as
Jamal is dead.”


“Whatevah, dog.  You be trippin’,”
replied Tahru with a laconic shrug.


Malcolm sighed.  It would take time and
the very patience of the Prophet Muhammed to get his younger brother to speak
like a human again.  “Tahru, look out this window.”  When his brother moved
next to him to peer out the window at the city below, Tahru whistled.  He had
never been this high above the city before.  Drug dealers generally weren’t
allowed in the Sears Tower.  


“Impressive, isn’t it?”  Malcolm
directed his brother to examine the city east of the Chicago River.  “My
Brothers and I control that.  The Man has blocked us from going further—there,
there and there,” he said, pointing to the National Guard units across the
river.  


There were a few police helicopters on
the ground in the streets and two circling about in the air near the Sears
Tower.  The streets across the River were full of flashing lights and police
cars.  The officers who hadn’t fled from the initial riots had been killed,
their cars stolen and used as road blocks along with trucks and all manner of
vehicles.    A few of the police cars built into the roadblocks still had
lights flashing.   It was an eerie scene.


“What ‘bout all d’em people…” Tahru
cleared his throat and looked self-consciously at his brother.  “What about the
people who work here?” asked Tahru, making a visible effort to control his
slang. 


Even from the height they were at,
Malcolm could easily pick out hundreds of bodies littering the streets around
the Sears Tower.  Thick black smoke curled around the Sears Tower, carried
along by winds funneled between buildings.  Debris was strewn on all the
streets they could see, windows smashed, a few buildings partially collapsed
from fires that burned out of control.  The city of Chicago looked as if it
were a war zone.   Even Tahru was amazed at how fast everything fell apart
after the power went out.  


“We are cleansing this city of sinners—of
the Man and his forces.  Brothers and Sisters are rising up to join us in
retaking our city.”


“But what’d you do with them?” 


“They were encouraged to leave this area
of the city.  Most fled in a panic, which in turned prevented the police from
swarming in on us.  Some tried to fight and were killed.  The ones too stupid
to fight or run were slain as weak.  We have killed many hundreds, probably
thousands.  A mere drop in the bucket of retribution for hundreds of years of
cruelty and slavery.  Many more were killed in the stampede—caused by their own
fear of Black men and women rising up to claim what was rightfully ours.  Many
thousands are still trapped in buildings we control.  We are even now finding
pockets of the Man who refuse to leave.  Their numbers are dwindling.  Others
have abandoned their own kind to join our plight.  The Man was indiscriminate
in keeping down the undesirables…us, foreigners, the poor.   Soon we
will have them all rounded up and the City will be ours.”


“You really gonna win?” asked Tahru.


“Yes.  And I would like you by my side. 
I need you, Tahru.  You will be my second in command.  I need someone who knows
the streets to lead my army.  We are almost ready.  I need you.  Brother.  You
are blood of my blood.  That means I can trust you above all others.”


Tahru put the gun back in his pants
waistband with a look of shame.  He glanced at the massed forces of the Man
across the River.  Then he looked at the body behind them in the trashed
office.  “We gonna clean up d’shit Martin Luth’a King lef’ undone, ain’t we?”
asked Tahru, eyebrow raised in speculation.


Malcolm bowed his head at the mention of
Martin Luther King, Jr.  “In Allah’s name, we will finally set our People
free.”


“A’ight.” Tahru said after some
thought.  He threw his head back and looked at his brother through partially
closed eyes and sniffed.  “I’m in, dog.  I go’ talk my peeps down d’block.  You
want street smarts?  I get you a motherfu—uh..an army…dawg—Malcolm,”
said Tahru.  His grin flashed a golden tooth.


The two brothers shook hands.  “Good!” 
Malcolm hugged his younger brother with a slap on the back.  “Together we’ll
take back this city and our freedom!”











IRAN


Escalation


 


 


IT HAS BEEN set in motion?” asked the
thickly bearded, visibly nervous official.  His dark suit and aviator glasses
made him look like a B-movie spy.  Fashion was behind the times in Iran.  No
one in the outdoor café they occupied, deep in Tehran, seemed to care.


“Yes.  My men have confirmed we will
strike in twelve hours,” replied the leader of the Al Qaeda ‘embassy’ to Iran. 
He was dressed in a style that mirrored his ancestors—the loose Afghani
clothing worn by militant Islamists hunted by the American Infidels.  He sipped
his tea delicately and eyed the Iranian.  Oddly enough, both modes of fashion
were common in Tehran and no passerby gave either man a second look on the busy
street.


“This strike will cripple the Zionists? 
As you promised?”


The terrorist nodded slowly to reassure
the nervous official.  The poor man is as good as dead if anything is traced
to his office.  No wonder he’s nervous.


This placated the Iranian.  He leaned
back into the metal chair with a contented smile spreading across his unshaven
face.  Putting his hands on the table, he laughed.  “They will pay for humiliating
us before the U.N. with their talk about nuclear weapons, their illegal
searches, violating our holy sovereignty.  Iran will sweep across the desert
and reclaim our rightful glory!  The Persian Empire shall rise again!”


The Al Qaeda man smiled behind his own
tinted glasses.  He was sure everyone would pay.  His commander would be
most pleased to hear this bit of good news.


Both men raised their glasses in
salute.  “To Persia reborn!” grinned the fool in the suit.


“To Allah,” nodded the Al Qaeda operative,
guarding the smile on his face.











CHINA


The Dragon Stirs


 


 


WELL,
WHAT NEWS do you have?” asked Supreme Minister of the People’s Army Po Sin,
pushing his thick glasses up his nose.  He was pushing sixty and would need
even thicker glasses soon, he figured.


“Honorable sir, we have news from our…ambassadors,”
replied the nervous aide as he entered the office, bowing low as only befitted
a ranking member of the Communist Party in Beijing.


“And what might that be, Fai?” the
minister asked gently.  He knew precisely who the so-called ambassadors were of
which his aide spoke.  The God-crazy Arab terrorists from Al Qaeda had been
snooping around the Chinese government for over a decade now, but only received
semi-official notice these last few months.  


“The…Arabs…” the younger man
nearly spat the word, “…claim they have begun something that will be of great
interest to us,” he bowed again.  Almost apologetically. Po Sin enjoyed keeping
his staffers off balance.  One moment they feared to see him with their own eyes,
the next he was their kind old grandfather.


“What could be more interesting than
what is happening to the Americans?” asked the minister, casually glancing at a
report from the military intelligence service.  It was a hypothetical study
done years ago, about the feasibility of invading the United States; casualty
estimates, logistics costs, materiel, numbers after endless numbers.  The old
report was becoming more and more interesting by the hour.  With their power
out and cities in chaos, and now the President himself invoking a suspension of
the rights enjoyed by private citizens and the all-powerful American
Media…things were very interesting indeed.  


Perhaps the time has come? Po Sin mused, picking up the old report
and thumbing through the pages.  The Americans are already without power and
now they will be without information, except that which comes from, and
is authorized by  Washington.


Po Sin knew that very tactic had worked
miracles in China for the past fifty years or so, but he was still apprehensive. 
After all, this was America he was considering, not China.  Americans are
used to a much higher degree of freedom…at least that’s what they think.  I
must consider this further and perhaps speak to the council…


“My Arab contact repeatedly told me to
keep an eye on the Middle East.  Why we should waste time on them now…” the
aide was clearly baffled.


“Thank you, Fai…dismissed.”  Po Sin
abruptly waved off his surprised aide with a flick of his wrist.  He leaned
back in his plush leather chair and picked up his half smoked cigarette as the
office door closed softly.  He puffed, considering the news Fai brought.  They
want us to watch the Middle East…why?  America is what everyone is watching… 
And yet they tell us to do this after we officially tell them to seek shelter
and friends outside of China?  Why?  They know we do not condone their silly
fascination with religion.  They know we cannot afford to openly support
them…at least, when America had power we couldn’t…hmmmm…


What are they planning?











CHICAGO


Crossing the Rubicon


 


 


MALCOM!  WE GOT trouble on the Ike!”
crackled a lieutenant’s voice over the 2-way radio sitting on the desk behind
him.


Malcolm Abdul Rashid stepped back from
his younger brother and picked up the radio, turning his gaze out the window
south towards the interstate bridge over the Chicago River.


“Continue your work, brother,” he said
calmly into the microphone.  Raising the stolen high-power binoculars to his
eyes, he scanned across the river at the massing National Guard forces. 
Something had them all stirred up.  Perhaps the moment had come.  He had been
expecting it, actually.  


“The Man may be ready to attack,” he
said to his brother.


“No shit?”


“I can see three tanks.”


“Snap, dog!” said Tahru, rushing to the
window and peering in vain to see the tanks of which his brother had spoken. 
“I ain’t never seen no tank in d’hood!”


“Nor will you.”  Malcolm pressed the
transmit button on the radio.


“Abdul, are you ready with the charges?”


A brief pause, then, in a rushed voice,
“Yeah, yeah, I got ‘em set…look…holy shit that thing big!”


“Get your men back on this side of the
bridge and wait for my order,” said Malcolm.  It was the first time he had
raised his voice in more than a year.  He was following the lead M1A1 Abrams as
it worked its way slowly down I-290 towards the bridge.  It was a dull olive
drab color, an ugly, menacing device built for death and destruction.  Behind
it was a Bradley fighting vehicle, painted in the same scheme.  The third tank
was another Abrams.  The police cars were moved from the other side of the
bridge to allow the tanks to pass.  Malcolm could see soldiers marching calmly
behind the third tank, advancing towards his people.


“Okay, Malcolm…we’re ready…” came
a whispered voice over the radio.   They could hear the whine of the big
turbine engine that powered the Abrams tank.


“Wait…” said Malcolm, watching the first
tank move onto the bridge and continue rolling forward.


“Yo…”


“I see it, Tahru, yes.”


The tank was almost to the midway point
on the bridge when the Bradley reached the bridge and rolled forward.  Tahru’s
eyes darted back and forth between the sheer menace of the tanks and his
brother’s collected face.


“Yo, what you gonna do to stop them?”


“Patience, Tahru…”


At the precise moment when the lead two
tanks were both on the bridge and both over the water, Malcolm spoke: “Now! 
Abdul do it now!  Send them to Allah!”


At the distance they were at, Malcolm
and Tahru couldn’t hear the ear-bursting boom of the explosives Abdul had
rigged under the bridge, but they could see the blast—even the shockwave as it
forced the air away from the explosion.  In an instant, the bridge was
enveloped in a smoke cloud, but Malcolm could definitely pick out the 54 ton
Abrams falling backwards and down into the river with a huge splash of water
erupting well up over the height of the former bridge.   The second tank was
likewise dropped into the river, though the Bradley landed upside down in the
water.


“Holy shit!” shrieked Tahru,
instinctively stepping back from the window.  The muffled boom echoed slowly
around the city.


“Allah’s will be done,” breathed
Malcolm.  “We have struck the first blow in our struggle for freedom, Tahru.” 
The smoke from the blast was drifting lazily up towards the frantic police
helicopters that were buzzing about the scene of the attack.  In the moving
waters of the river below, the Bradley had disappeared along with the debris
from the bridge.  The Abrams was struck by falling chunks of concrete and
asphalt and quietly sank. 


 


BRIGADIER GENERAL THOMAS Collrade
carefully stood back up from behind his APC command post.  He looked around as
he waited for his ears to readjust.  The world was reduced to what he could see
through the smoke around him and the dull muffled roar from his abused eardrums. 
Everyone in sight was just now standing up from behind whatever cover they had
found when the bridge disappeared in a clap of thunder.  


“What…the…fuck…just…happened?” he
bellowed, walking towards the last surviving tank as it sat in the middle of
the interstate.  The commander’s hatch popped open and a helmeted head
appeared, the face a mask of horror and surprise at what had just happened a
few feet in front of his rig.


“Sir, did we lose the two forward—“         


Collrade stopped and spun on his heel,
surprising his underling.  “I can see that son!  I want to know how the
hell a bunch of rioters could drop a bridge like that!  Someone over
there knows what the hell he’s doing.”


“What’s that noise?” asked General
Collrade.  Whatever the low bass sound was, it was louder than the low rumble
of the Abrams at idle.


The general drew his hand across his
throat, a signal to the tank commander.  The tanker understood, bent down for a
second and his tank shuddered, went quiet with a last gasp.  


Cheering.


Through the dissipating smoke, on the
other side of the destroyed bridge, people were cheering.  A few gunshots
crackled in the smoky gloom, pistols and rifles.  A few soldiers ducked,
fearing an attack.  Collrade was furious.  First they ambush his tanks and
killed his men, then they cheer.  His eyes locked with the tank commander.  The
young man’s steel-eyed gaze took in the fury of his commanding officer and
mirrored the sentiment.       


The general decided to put his command
authority to the test.  President Reed had authorized any and all force
necessary.  General Collrade pointed at the tank driver then swept his arm
across the river and gave a tomahawk chop.  His hand ended up pointing towards
the cheering rioters on the other side of the wrecked bridge.  The tank commander
smiled and dropped down inside his vehicle, shutting the hatch.  The tank
momentarily came to life with a rumble and shudder.


“Fire in the hole!”  Collrade shouted
and clapped hands over his ears.  The soldiers all around did the same.  Some
ducked.


With a clap louder than anything heard
in Chicago before, the main gun on the tank went off in a cloud of smoke and
fire.  The barrel smoothly recoiled as the tank rocked backwards a bit on its
heavy treads.  Nearly instantaneously on the other side of the river, the crowd
of rioters disappeared in an explosion.  Bodies were disintegrated and flung
every which way.  Many were blasted halfway across the river, falling to a
watery death.  The cheering stopped and panicked screams carried across the
river.  The 120mm shell had left a crater on the other side of the river.  The
few survivors of the tank’s reply picked themselves up out of the rubble and
fled, seeking the safety of buildings further away. 


Now it was the soldiers’ turn to cheer.


 


DAAAAAAMN, HISSED TAHRU in shock.  He had
never seen a tank in real life before, let alone witness one fire on American
citizens only 30 yards away.  The destruction caused by one round from the tank
was awesome.  It dampened his euphoria over the implosion of the bridge.


“And the battle is joined,” said
Malcolm.  He lowered his head in a quick prayer for the souls of his men killed
by the remaining tank.  He vowed vengeance.


“Yo, dog, how you gonna fight shit like d’at!?”


“With brains, Tahru,” Malcolm said and
turned from the window.  He walked out of the office, intent on meeting with
his area commanders.


 


GENERAL COLLRADE PEERED over the edge of
the destroyed bridge, into the swift waters below.  There was no sign of the
tanks he’d lost or their crews.  


Damn. 


“Get the choppers in the air.  I want a
constant patrol—if they spot someone that  looks like he’s got a gun, take ‘em
down.  Seek and destroy.”


The air-wing commander saluted with a
grin.  “Yes sir!” he barked, then ran to find transport to his Apache attack
helicopter.  There were three in Chicago, brought up on orders from Collrade
the night before.  


“I want the rest of our armor covering
the bridges.  All of them.  If that means we put one tank for every
bridge, so be it.  Nothing gets across any bridge, Richards.”


“Yes, sir,” said the Colonel in charge
of the National Guard’s mechanized armor force.  


Collrade glanced again into the swift
waters of the river below.  “Get me the names of the men in those tank crews. 
I’ll handle it personally.”


Colonel Richards visibly relaxed.  “Yes,
sir.  Right away, sir.”


“I want to know when you’re in
position.  Get moving.”


“Yes, sir!” 


“Vogel,” barked the general, turning
from the already retreating form of the tank commander. 


“Sir,” said the staff’s communication’s
chief, at the elbow of her general.


“I need that link up with Washington, yesterday. 
I’ll be at the command post in a few minutes.”


 


THROUGH HIS LARGE binoculars, Malcolm
watched impassively as one of the Man’s attack helicopter crews got the word to
lift off.  The ugly looking helicopter had been sitting peacefully on the strip
of land adjacent to Navy Pier.  The bit of grassy parkland had apparently become
an impromptu rear echelon command post.  He swept the binoculars from the
sudden activity around the helicopter and noticed for the first time a bright
white Coast Guard cutter docked at the end of Navy Pier. 


“Uh oh…” muttered Tahru when he noticed
the menacing looking aircraft lift off.


“Tell your people to get ready,” Malcolm
said quietly to his brother.  When Tahru didn’t respond, he repeated the order,
louder.


“A’ight, dog, a’ight!” replied Tahru
without taking his eyes off the helicopter.  It was gaining altitude and moving
closer to their position in the Sears Tower.  Tahru mumbled his orders into a
stolen radio and continued to watch the activity at Navy Pier.


“Yo d’at thing comin’ this way…” he said
in a nervous voice.


“This I see,” replied his brother. 
Malcolm pointed down towards the Michigan Street Bridge.  “You see the lights? 
There are police officers down there on our side of the bridge.  The Helicopter
is likely coming to assist in a rescue attempt.”  He turned to his brother. 
“Are your people in place, as I asked?”


“Yeah, they’re ready,” replied Tahru. 
He half crouched as the helicopter buzzed their floor and swooped past.  The
noise, even inside the sealed office building, was deafening.  “You see that? 
Fucker got missiles, man!  Look at the size of the gun on that bitch,” he
whispered.


Malcolm said nothing.  He was watching
two blocks south of their position, where a ring of rioters was closing in on
the trapped police officers.  There were a few killed and what looked to be a
dozen wounded.  Malcolm rested his binoculars on the plate glass window and
imagined how these men and women could end up so far behind the lines this late
in the game.


He surmised the remaining officers from
the 1st District Precinct who were at headquarters when it all
started had tried to make it across the Michigan Street Bridge.  Probably tried
to keep order for a large group of civilians.  That was when they were
ambushed.  The civilians likely made it to safety, but the police officers were
trapped. 


“Watch the pilots of that helicopter. 
See how he moves his head and the machine gun follows?  A  most dangerous
weapon.  We must be ready to act, brother,” said Malcolm, his voice the very
sound of resolve.  


“Here d’ey come!” cried Tahru,
pointing.  The soldiers on the far side of the river breached the barricade and
ran across the bridge.  Overhead, the helicopter brought close air support and
hovered over them like a protective mother as they made their way across the
bridge.  


“Now,” whispered Malcolm into his
radio.  In response, a handful of rioters tossed homemade napalm canisters
towards the soldiers, who were largely able to avoid the fire and continue
moving forward.  The soldiers began shooting first and killed two of their
attackers, hiding behind a burned out car.  


The helicopter flew sideways and spun on
a dime.  Malcolm could tell that the gunner had spotted the third fighter under
concealment where the soldiers couldn’t see him.  As the pilot swung over the
scene, the gunner  sprayed 30mm rounds which punched through the cars like
Swiss cheese and obliterated the enemy target in a bloody mess. 


“Your death will not have been in vain,
brother,” Malcolm whispered.


“Jesus!” exclaimed Tahru, a hand up to
his mouth in shock.  “That guy just…he…the blood!” he stammered.  His
street-hardened mind had never seen anything so disturbing.


The dull thump-thump-thump of the
helicopter echoed off the buildings around them.  Malcolm scanned around the
scene with his binoculars.  He saw a soldier turn and signal his men to start
clearing out the barricade.  On the other side of the bridge, the cop cars were
pulling back, allowing two massive Army vehicles to roll through and rumble
across the bridge.


“Yo, we just gonna let ‘em get those
guys?”


Malcolm looked at his brother.  “They
are gathering their wounded.  Would you prefer they shoot our wounded when they
come across them?  I thought not.  We will allow them to do the same.  For
now.”  


The two brothers watched in silence as
the big trucks picked up the small group of soldiers waiting for them and
headed down the debris cluttered Michigan Street, headlights cutting through
the drifting smoke.  The closer the armored trucks got to the intersection of
Michigan and Lake Streets, the more intense the smoke became.  The sounds of
gunshots rang out over the crackling roar of the burning buildings.  Above it
all, the constant thump-thump-thump of the helicopter’s rotors reminded Malcolm
that there was still a larger threat to handle.  The helicopter wafted through the
smoke above, now visible, now invisible, like a shark swimming effortlessly
through murky water in search of prey.


“Warn your people to be ready.  The Man
approaches.  They may not be able to see the helicopter in the smoke…” said
Malcolm, eyes glued to the streets below. 


In the smoke, the helicopter slewed to
the right to get a good shot, hunting the rioters who were hiding behind cars
and building corner.  There was a wavering flash in the smoke and a high
pitched whine.  Then all of Malcolm’s men in sight were torn apart like so many
rag-dolls. 


He could see the beginnings of a rout. 
The rioters on the ground first noticed something was going wrong when their
comrades started exploding.  The noise from the building fires and the shootout
with the cops had hidden the sound of the helicopter’s chain gun until it was
too late.


Sweeping targets left and right, the
helicopter cleaned the streets of rioters in seconds, leaving blood smeared
sidewalks and walls riddled with gaping holes.  An entire company of men wiped
off the earth in seconds of fire and death.


Tahru gasped in utter shock.  The
nightmare continued.   He had known some of the men down there for years.  Now
they were just stains on the street.  


Malcolm watched impassively as the
downdraft from the rotors on the helicopter blew smoke around in a swirling
vortex.  The two large trucks had caught up with the hovering beast and began
to vomit soldiers onto the street corner.  The helicopter continued to hover
over the intersection, about a hundred feet up.


Half the soldiers got to setting up a
perimeter by laying down a withering stream rifle fire in the direction of the
remaining rioters to the south, west and east.  The rest of the soldiers came
from the other truck and immediately found the cops who were wounded and began
loading them on the makeshift ambulance.


The helicopter suddenly began to rise
straight up through the smoke between the towering buildings, shaking like a
mad bee.  Malcolm smiled.  Every now and then he could see muzzle flashes
coming from the office building to the south.  Some of his sharpshooters were
in there, on what he guessed was the fifth floor.  They had a perfect angle to
shoot down into the nest of soldiers on the street.


Malcolm’s smile quickly disappeared as
the helicopter dropped down as quickly as it rose, then began to calmly
sweeping its 30mm gun over large sections of the rioter controlled battle
zone.  Bits of concrete and metal from abandoned cars flew through the air as
the large rounds tore through everything they encountered.


The soldiers on the street saw what was
happening too and shifted their fire to aim up at the building they could
barely see through the smoke.  They weren’t getting close enough to the rioters
to stop them, though.  More bullets buzzed the helicopter.  More muzzle flashes
appeared in a neighboring building.


“They have cornered the soldiers.  Now
it is our turn,” Malcolm said, fist clenched at his side.


“They’re trying to pull out!” 


“I see it,” replied Malcolm.  He stole a
glance at his brother.  As the battle wore on, his brother’s slang seem to be
less and less apparent.


The helicopter gunner swiveled his 30mm
gun to aim at the fifth floor of the irritating building and let loose a salvo,
smashing windows and ripping bodies apart.  The shell casings rained down to
form a glittered waterfall that crashed into a spreading puddle of smoking
brass on the street below.


The helicopter paused and the loud buzz
of its machine gun disappeared.  It hovered over the intersection seeking
confirmation of the gunner’s kills as the two National Guard trucks roared down
the street.  Soldiers hung off the sides and fired towards the growing number
of rioters who appeared out of alleys and burning buildings to harass their
retreat.


“Why d’ey stop shootin’?” asked Tahru,
pointing at the helicopter as it hovered.                        


Malcolm had a terrible premonition.  He
grabbed his own radio and barked a command, “Sharpshooters, get out of there!”


More muzzle flashes peppered out from
the busted windows.  The rioters were moving to the sixth floor.  Not fast
enough.


The chopper shuddered as six missiles,
three from each pod on either side of the aircraft, leapt out of their
harnesses and streaked across the intersection. The missiles shot right through
a section of busted out windows and disappeared inside, leaving smoke trails
behind.  In less than a quarter-second, the entire floor erupted outwards,
blowing glass, bits of office furniture and insurgents out over the
intersection in a bright fireball.


“Nice!”  The pilot held control of his
helicopter till the blast wave past, then, when he saw no more targets on the
FLIR, The helicopter reluctantly turned to the north in a lazy circle and
caught up with the two retreating trucks just as they crossed the bridge.  The
cop cars were moved back into place as a barricade and the sortie was over. 


“The Man has decided to up the ante, my
Brothers,” Malcolm said to his gathered lieutenants an hour later.  They were
having a council of war deep in the Sears Tower.


“The Man has used his military might to
attack us.  It is time to take the next step.  Abaad,”


“Yes, Brother,” replied the skinny black
man in the back.  He inclined his head in a polite bow.


“I need to you to inform our other
Brothers and Sisters that tonight we unleash the gangs.  Tell them it is time
for anarchy.  We need to get the word out about what the Man is doing to us.”


“As you say, Brother Malcolm, it will be
done, by Allah’s will.”  The communications chief for the Brotherhood nodded
and his lieutenant slipped out the door.  He and a few others in the movement
had become somewhat decent HAM operators.  It was the only way to be able to
communicate when the power was lost and the government inevitably took control
of the nation’s radio broadcasting stations.  All this and more the Arabs had
informed the Brotherhood, and time after time what they said would happen had
come true.  Malcolm and the others watched Abaad move to his communications rig
and fire it up.  


Tonight would be a bad night for the
Man…











NORAD


North American
Air Defense Command


 


 


WHAT HAVE YOU got for me?” asked the
President with a  sad grin.  He wearily sat down at the conference table in the
War Room for his evening briefing.  It had been another long day dealing with
his department heads, especially Hank from FEMA, and the Congressional leaders
from their hidey-holes.  


They’re just itching to get into a
political fight over this mess,
the President thought darkly as he surveyed the War Room. Arrayed about him
were monitors that depicted the faces of the Joint Chiefs and the Secretaries
of Defense and State.


“Sir,” said SecDef’s image while
glancing at the latest reports from New York, Chicago and Los Angeles.  “We’ve
had some engagements with rioters and National Guard units.”


“Go on…” said the President warily. 
“Gimme some details.”


“Well, in Chicago, General Collrade
reports the loss of two tanks—“


“Rioters destroyed two of our tanks?”


“Actually, they…the ah—“ offered the
Army’s top General.  The President silenced him with a look.  He recovered and
began again.  “They got the tanks by destroying the bridge we were attempting
to cross into downtown Chicago.  Both tanks fell in the river and sank.  The
crews were lost, sir.  Eight men.”


The President put his elbows on the
table and steeped his fingers in thought.  The cameraman set up at the end of
the table focused in on him for the benefit of the cabinet members watching
their own screens.  


“I gave them the order to fight fire
with fire…”


“Well…ah, they did.  Collrade
ordered a return fire, killing an unknown number of rioters with another of his
tanks.  Then, on the other side of the city, an Apache was used in tandem with
ground forces to extricate a bunch of cops that had been pinned down and
surrounded by rioters.  In the process, the Apache took out several rioters
and…” the SecDef’s image looked closely at his paperwork.  “It appears the
helicopter also fired missiles into an office building, destroying an entire
floor…”  


“He fired a tank at a bunch of rioters? 
Missiles at an office building?” asked the Secretary of State, incredulous.


“Tim, it wasn’t too long ago you were
wearing a uniform like mine—you and I both know those ‘rioters’ are something more. 
They took out a major highway bridge—we’re talking six lanes of concrete and
steel!  That’s a lot of demo work for a bunch of race rioters, don’t you
think?”  The general turned his attention to the head of the table.  “Mr.
President, I’m not entirely convinced we’re dealing with a simple riot
situation anymore,” warned the Army Chief of Staff.


“Rioters or not, we’ve got to put this
insurrection down, gentleman.  I want more details about this missile shooting,
Don.  No--I want the overall picture first,” said the President.


“I know it’s stereotypical, but
everything we’ve heard about the reasons behind the rioting sounds like the
standard ‘American Islam’ type bullshit.”


“It is,” chimed in the National Security
Advisor.  No one heard her come in the room, and more than one man flinched in
surprise.  “We just confirmed it in Detroit.  They got a prisoner who spilled
his guts.”


“Now we’re gettin’ somewhere,” the
President said, rubbing his hands together.  “Well, Alicia, don’t keep us
waiting?” invited the President, one hand extended for her to take a seat at
the table.


Instead, she grabbed a remote off the
table and turned on one of the digital display screens, showing a map with the
various cities experiencing ‘racial riots’.  The country was displayed in a
calming blue color, except for the angry swatches of red, where the riots had
broken out.  Atlanta was a black circle, indicating destruction of the city.  


“What we were able to ascertain from the
captive is that there’s a group, calling itself the Brotherhood, or something
like that, based in Chicago,” she used a laser pointer to highlight the Windy
City.  “They are a group of militant Black Muslims.  They have connections with
other groups like themselves in most of the major cities…New York, Detroit,
Boston, Atlanta, L.A., Houston, Jacksonville, Richmond, St. Louis…”


“Okay, we can see the map, Alicia, it’s
a lot,” said the President, cutting her off.  To read off a complete list would
be too dispersing for him today.  “Just tell us what you found out.”


“Yes, sir.  I have my people working
with the FBI and CIA, but from what we know right now, it seems this
Brotherhood somehow in league with the Al Qaeda splinter group that launched
the power-grid strike.  We don’t know why or how, but they were able to time
the riots to start when we’d be most vulnerable.”


“Sounds like a load of horse shit to
me,” grunted the SecDef.  “Those riots would probably have started without
coordination—how long do any of you think peace will be maintained in any
city, once the food and water supply dries up in a few days…with no power,
nothing to do, panic rising and a small, overburdened police force?  We’re
gonna have real trouble on our hands come next week.”


General murmuring broke out around the
table and an argument started between the NSA and the Army.  Someone mentioned
the latest estimate from the largest power companies that suggested it would be
at least two to three weeks before they could completely repair the damage to
their core relay stations, let alone start to get power turned back on in
limited areas of the country.  They were looking at a time table in months, not
days.


“Alright people, settle down,”
the President said, raising his voice above the din.  “Now this is beginning to
make sense—but why are they timing their attacks?  What goals do they have? 
Who sponsored this?”


“The prisoner said they were going to
create some kind of Islamic utopia,” the NSA shrugged, putting the word
‘utopia’ in quotes with her hands.  “He wasn’t able to tell us much.”


“Well, why the hell not?” asked SecDef.


“He died shortly after being captured,
sir.  The skirmishing between National Guard units and rioters in Detroit has
gotten significantly more intense since news of the escalation in Chicago got
out.”


“Got out?  How?  We have control of just
about all the radio broadcasting stations in the country,” said the President,
looking over his FCC report.


“The rioters evidently found some way to
communicate outside the standard airwaves,” replied the National Security
Advisor.  She didn’t need to mention the implications of that revelation.


“Okay…so they all riot at the same—or
about the same—time.  There’s some ulterior motive, we think.  Next, when
things in Chicago and New York get a little out of hand, Detroit goes off—”
summed up the President, trying to grasp the entire situation at once.


“Sir, Los Angeles is facing a different
problem.”


“What now?”


“It seems that the race riots in Los
Angeles are taking on a third aspect—the large Latino community seems to be
taking up arms against both the race rioters and the National Guard
forces.  I’m afraid between the two groups, the Guard is just outnumbered.  The
reports we’re getting in from Governor Martin are not looking good.  The
fighting is sporadic and largely located on the edge of the rioting zones. 
There’s one here,” the NSA indicated a map of Los Angeles with her laser
pointer, “And another, larger riot in South Central.”


“What is this, everyone wants to fight
at once?” asked the President.  He rubbed his throbbing forehead with the palm
of his hand. 


“Governor Martin ordered the city and
state police to form a perimeter in the hopes of containing the fighting, but
even with the National Guard to back them up, there’s just too much going on. 
When the cops pulled out to try and escort civilians, gang wars erupted.  It’s
absolute pandemonium in L.A. tonight, sir.  Gonna be pretty bad.”


“Okay,” the President sighed.


The people around the table knew that
tone of voice.  Something was coming.  More than one person sat up a little in
their seats.


“It’s fairly obvious to me that the
National Guard just can’t handle this on its own,” the President suggested,
looking for comments.  They hadn’t even gotten to the other major cities.  The
Guard was on its heels everywhere except Chicago, it seemed, and there only
because they used overwhelming military force.


“That would be our assessment as well,
sir,” said the SecDef’s somber image.


“Agreed,” said the National Security
Advisor, sitting down in her seat across from the President.


“Very well.  I’m going to place the
National Guard under the control of Northern Command.  Have General Young out
at Peterson Air Force Base coordinate everything from NORAD.  I want blanket
authority, people.”


The various images of the Joint Chiefs
showed they could barely contain their glee.  “I want the military to take over
now and clean things up properly.  No more pussyfooting around, people.  We
have to nip this in the bud, now before this turns into a full-scale
rebellion.


“We’re going to put everything under one
umbrella to smooth this mess out.”  The President paused, considering again the
weight in his coat pocket that signified the emergency orders drafted by the
Director of FEMA…Hank had nearly begged him to sign the orders today.  


No, not yet…dammit.


“Sir, do I have to warn you, more than
two-thirds of our military forces are still all over the planet?” cautioned
SecDef.  “We haven’t begun pulling them back yet—“


“Do it then.”


“Done,” replied SecDef, folding his arms
on screen.  


“I want just bare minimums everywhere we
can spare it.  No, you know what?” the President paused and rubbed the stubble
on his chin.  “In places like Kosovo—in fact, any U.N. mission, I want
our boys out, now.”


“Gladly, Mr. President,” said the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, a four-star Air Force general.  His counterpart
from the Army smiled.


“The U.N. isn’t going to like that at
all, sir.  They’ve offered us another chance at help, we can’t just throw it in
their face.  I think we’ll need some time to draft a response—“ started the
SecState.


“Tell ‘em to mind their own fucking
business!  How’s that for a response?  I’ll be damned if I’m going to have
American cities burned to the ground because I couldn’t get my military home on
account of the United Nations being offended!” the President replied
vehemently. 


“The U.N. has jerked our chain one too
many times, Tim, and I for one have had it with that group of buffoons.  We’ll
see how much trouble they start if we’re not there to back them up or pay their
rent!”


“Aye, aye, sir, we’ll handle it,”
Chief of Staff for the Navy spoke up.


“What about the Middle East?” asked
SecDef, trying to diffuse the situation.  “We got a lot tied up over there.”


“Bring ‘em all home, Al.  Navy too.  The
Middle East screams on a daily basis that they don’t want us there.  Fine! 
We’ll leave.  They caused this mess with their damn terrorism, they can take
care of themselves while he patch things up at home,” the President ordered. 
He paused for a second, anger visibly clouding his worried face.  


“Sir, I don’t think pulling our troops
out will send the right message,” began the Secretary of State after regaining
his composure.  “It’ll show everyone that all they have to do is strike us at
home to influence what we do and where we do it.  Sir, it’ll look like we’re
tucking tail and running.”


“Tim’s got a point there, sir,” agreed
the image of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs reluctantly.  “I don’t like it
any more than you, but the rest of the world is going to see us as weak if we
pull out completely.”


“When we find out exactly who did what
and where they came from, the Middle East and whoever the hell sponsored these
attacks is going to wish they’d never heard of America,” the President
promised through clenched teeth, balling his fists on the tabletop.  


“Then we’ll see who thinks we’re weak.”











SARASOTA


The Clock is Ticking


 


 


ERIK AND STAN sat in lawn chairs by the
small pond in the middle of their apartment complex, watching things around
them get worse as the sun set.  It would soon be time for their third nightly
gathering.  Erik’s wind up emergency radio sat between them, pumping out
conflicting reports from America and England.


“I just don’t get it…we’re supposed to
have Freedom of Speech and all that, right?” asked Stan, staring at the radio.


“Yup.  Guess the President decided
that’s got to be restricted a bit, at least on the part of the Press.  It
doesn’t make sense.  Why now?”


“This whole shitty situation…it just
sucks,” complained Stan with a sweep of his arm.   


“I agree…” said Erik, his mind jumping
ahead to what might happen.  “But look at it this way—we were getting reports
for the past two days about all the bad stuff going down around the country. 
First it was the airliners falling from the sky—“


“Which we still don’t know why,
or what flights.  My God, if I had family on a plane when the power went out,
I’d be an absolute wreck right now.“  Stan laughed, a bitter, barking sound. 
“More so than I am.”


“Yeah, that does suck, not telling us
what happened.”  Erik sipped some water and thought for a moment, listening to
the serenade of the nighttime insects.  “But maybe the government at least
informed the people who’s loved ones were killed,” shrugged Erik.  “At any
rate, the radios were effectively the only form of communication left to us—the
TVs all died when the power went out, so no cable news.”


“Well, sure, Erik, but there’s a lot of
people out there with generators, I’m sure someone could have seen the
TV.”


“And of those people with generators,
how many do you think would hook up their TV instead of their water pumps, or
freezers, or microwaves?  Generators can’t run everything—at least not the
‘average’ ones you get at Wal-Mart and Home Depot.  But just about everyone has
a radio and at least a few batteries laying around.”


“Or one of these cool things,” said
Stan, patting Erik’s radio affectionately.  “Man, if you hadn’t had this thing,
we might all still be in the dark.”


Erik waved off the compliment.  He
didn’t want sentiment like that growing.  He resolved to be more careful in the
future when admitting what preparations he had in stock.  He didn’t want
people, even neighbors, to view him as a supply depot, or worse, a target,
should things get more desperate.  


“I’m sure we could have heard the same
stuff with regular radios and batteries…but that’s not my point.  Radio was the
most effective and pretty much the last way to get the word out to people. 
What do you remember from those broadcasts in the last few days?”


Stan thought for a minute.  “Hell,
everything was doom and gloom.  First they told us about the power going
out…then about the terrorists that did it and the ones that claimed
responsibility.  Then it was the planes that crashed, then the riots started—then
we found out they were race riots.  Last thing I remember was something
about forest fires out west.”


Erik snapped his fingers.  “Right!  And
what affect did it have?”


Stan grimaced.  His face told the story
of a man who realized a younger person was educating him in something he by
rights should already know.  He sighed and replied, “Well, it scared the hell
out of me—“


“Out of all of us!  But that’s
not all.  Look around, man.”


Stan glanced around the complex and
noticed for the first time that of the 60% occupancy before the power went out,
only about half of those remained.  The ones who had stayed behind had noticed
a fairly steady stream of people abandoning their apartments and heading for
parts unknown.  Some told of moving in with relatives in other states or
cities.  Others said they were heading out to live with friends or loved ones. 
The result was the same.   The apartment complex population was shrinking, by
the day.  There were a score of people who had simply not come back after the
power out.  They had gone to work that morning and never returned.  No one
quite knew what to make of that.


“I see what you mean,” Stan said
quietly.


“If that ‘doom and gloom’ had kept up
much longer, there might not be anyone left!  It was scaring the shit out of
millions of people who were already scared to begin with, just adding fuel to
the fires that got started in the big cities.”


“Do you think shutting down the radios
will help though?” asked Stan, watching a gull soar through the orange-tinted
sky.


“Well, they’re not really shut down—just
broadcasting approved news bulletins now.  Which sounds to me like propaganda,
but,” Erik shrugged.  “At least we know the President’s still in charge and
trying to get things under control.”


“Yeah, barely in charge!  I wonder what
it’s like in those big cities right now.”


“I sure as hell don’t wanna know,”
replied Erik.  “I’m more afraid of what it’s gonna be like around here in a few
days.  Did you see that smoke over to the southwest this morning?”


Stan shook his head.  “No.  I was…uh…”
Stan looked nervous and stared at his hands.


“Only a matter of time before the
looting starts,” Erik said, watching his companion’s reaction out of the corner
of his eye.  Stan flinched but covered it well.


Erik thought about his neighbor’s odd
behavior.  Something was going on but the man didn’t want to talk.  Erik
shrugged mentally.  He could respect that, but he’d keep an eye on Stan until
he figured out what he was up to.  “Well, whatever was burning was pretty big. 
It looked like a long way off though.  ‘Member how we heard all the police and
ambulance sirens the past few days?”


“Yeah.  We get a lot more people going
past the main gate now too.”


“Well, I haven’t heard but maybe three
or four sirens all day today.  That’s not even much more than a normal
day before the power went out…But there’s people at the gate every ten minutes,
begging for food.”  Erik fingered the strap on his K-Bar unconsciously.  He had
been wearing it constantly since the day after the power went out.


Stan smacked at a mosquito.   “I see Ted
hasn’t been around today.  Know anything?” he asked.


“Nope.  Last I heard he was called in
late last night for a ‘briefing’.  That’s last I saw him.”  Erik could see that
across the pond, Alfonse was starting to light the tiki-torches that enclosed
the pool deck.  Brin was already over there chatting it up with Charone.  


Erik had noticed a subtle shift in Brin
over the past three days.  Previously before the crisis, neither one of them
had made much of an effort to seek out friendships among the other apartment complex
dwellers.  Since there was no TV, power or anything else other than books, Brin
had spent most of her time talking.  She’d started out chatting with the other
women of the complex, just introducing herself and seeing what was up—gossip. 
Brin had brushed off the observation by saying that she had been trained as a
sales rep—her job, when the power had been on, was to talk people up and get
them to buy more of her company’s products. 


“Guess we better head over, huh?” asked
Stan with a sigh. 


Erik thought for a second, She’s
making all kinds of contacts now.  She keeps this up, she’ll know everyone in
the complex soon.  Erik didn’t share this with Stan, as the two men packed
up their chairs.  He wasn’t sure what to think about Brin’s new pastime.  It seemed
harmless enough for the present though.  At least he had gotten her to stop
calling him a ‘survivalist’ in front of people.  Baby steps…


“This is becoming quite the ritual,
huh?” asked Stan, picking up his collapsed chair and breaking off Erik’s train
of thought.


Erik laughed.  “Yeah, but what else we
got to do?”  Erik grabbed his radio and the two men started over towards the
pool deck.  They noticed the number of people present tonight was larger than
before.


“Looks like most of the complex, or what’s
left,” observed Stan.


“Brin said that she, Charone and Susan
were going door to door to spread the word of our ‘nightly meetings’.  I think
she called it a ‘soiree’.”


Stan laughed, noticing that across the
pond to the North, there were a couple of people strolling towards the pool
deck.  “Looks like the ladies did a good job.”


Erik felt an itch in the back of his
mind that told him it was time to start setting up a community.  He had read
enough disaster novels and studied all kinds of documents on the internet about
how to establish self-government after the shit hit the fan and the world
ended.  He considered it a good idea, but decided to wait until at least after
tonight, when most of the people in the complex were present, to determine
which way the wind blew, so to speak.  He thanked God that the massive wrought
iron gate to their community with the big brass plaque that read “Colonial
Gardens” was electrically powered—when the lights went out, they were locked
in.  It took two or three men to physically move the damn thing and open it for
a car to get out—which was a pain in the ass, but, it assured everyone that the
average street thug wouldn’t get in easily.


Of course with more people leaving the
complex every day, it seemed prudent to wait awhile before trying to establish
a self-governing body, at least until they knew who was planning on staying and
who might be leaving to seek other possible safe havens. 


Wonder if anyone else is thinking along
that line…? he thought
idly.  The constant honking and sounds of traffic heading towards the
interstate created a mind numbing background noise on this steamy summer
night.  Overhead, bright, towering sunlit thunderheads gathered to reflect
light down on a darkened world.











FIST
OF THE JIHAD


The Fist Strikes


 


 


HAKIM AND SALDID sat in their car outside
the ransacked Seven-Eleven.  They both loaded their weapons: Saldid, a
semi-auto 9mm pistol, Hakim, a sawed off double barreled shotgun he had
liberated from the last Yankee slain.


Once they had run out of flares and
other incendiaries, they left their fires to grow or die as Allah willed. 
Now,  the two terrorists had taken to a crime spree.  It was perfect timing. 
The power had gone out, throwing most of the country into paralysis.   Then the
riots had started.  Then the so-called “wild” fires had started.  The Arizona
government was being pulled in all directions at once, played like a puppet. 
That meant it was open season on Yankees.  


To be honest, Hakim and Saldid had
planned on slaying large groups of Americans—people in churches, for example,
praying for guidance in troubled times.  The two had decided they might still
go that route, but had changed their minds when they were witnesses to an armed
robbery.  


They had pulled in to a run-down gas station
in north of Phoenix after receiving word from their handler to head south and
observe.  A very cryptic order, but they were the Fist, so they obeyed.  


That didn’t mean they couldn’t have some
fun on the way, however.  At the gas station, they were about to rob the
proprietor, who was still trying to figure out why the power went out when
three thugs kicked in the door and shot the place up, killing the cashier
before Hakim and Saldid could get out of their stolen car.


Beaten to the punch, Hakim and Saldid
were furious.  The two hardened terrorists, trained in the best of the Holy
Osama’s camps in Iraq and Iran, quickly slew the street thugs and took their
weapons.  Still in the opening stages of the power crisis, they were wary of
authorities stumbling on the scene and helped themselves to food and drink,
throwing it in the back of the souped up low-rider  Honda Civic the thugs had
driven.  


For the next two days, the Arab
terrorists worked their way towards Tucson, staying in contact with their
handler via a satellite phone used only for tight security messages.  For some
reason unknown to them, he wanted them to get closer to the Mexican border. 
This was confusing, because there were many more fat Yankees to kill in Tucson
and Phoenix than near the border.  With their unshakable belief in fate, they
shrugged and accepted their new assignment, spreading death and mayhem along
the way.  They cut a bloody swath south, killing whomever they pleased, whether
they needed food, drink, gas or women.


It brought a smile to Hakim’s face to
know that at that very moment, there were many other teams, doing the same
thing all across the American west.  Their activities would probably be chalked
up to post power-loss chaos, and never be fully appreciated by the American
pigs, but it still filled his heart with pride.


“Are you ready, Saldid?” Hakim asked in
a low voice.


Saldid continued smiling like a madman,
staring at the windows of the ransacked convenience store.  He appeared to not
have heard his friend.


“Saldid!”     


The other terrorist jumped.  “What?”


“I asked if you were ready?” said Hakim,
growing impatient.


“I didn’t hear you.  Oh…could that be
because you fired that monster next to my head this morning?” said Saldid
acidly, gesturing towards the shotgun in Hakim’s hands.


“I am sorry…again.” Hakim
apologized, remembering the look of horror on Saldid’s face after the cop had
been killed.  They had been pulled over just south of Flagstaff by a State
Trooper who was a little too gung-ho about racial profiling. Hakim remembered
how the infidel confidently strolled up to the stolen Honda and rapped on the
tinted window.  When Saldid rolled down the glass, Hakim quickly thrust his
double barreled shot gun out it and blew the cop into the middle of the
highway.  Saldid heard nothing but ringing and buzzing in his ears for hours
after that.  They had considered taking the police cruiser but decided against
it—it was still too early to be trying something like that.  


“Never the less…I am ready,” said Saldid
a little too loud.  “Let us roll the rock!”


Hakim paused, half out his door.  “You
mean, let us ‘rock and roll’.”


“Yes!  That is what I say!” Saldid
grinned as he shut his driver’s side door.  “I am hungry, let’s see what we
shall eat…it will be evening soon and we will need food for the road, yes?” he
said, racking back the slide on his new pistol.  He couldn’t recognize the make
or model, but then again, he didn’t particularly care—it was a gun and he could
kill Yankees with it; that was good enough for him.











IRAN


Delivery
Overnight, Guaranteed


 


 


THE MEDIUM SIZED delivery truck, white
and filthy with age—typical for it’s particular region of the world—pulled out
of Al Qatranah, Jordan, in the middle of the night on the last leg of its
journey.


The driver, an Al Qaeda operative, had
taken over control of the truck at Al Qatranah from the previous driver and
navigator who had delivered the truck and its cargo from the port city of Al
Aqabah four hours earlier, on the southern tip of Jordan.  Al Aqabah lay
nestled in the armpit of the Gulf of Aqabah, the right ‘finger’ of the Red Sea.


The driver scratched his thick black
beard and yawned as he and his navigator bounced over the dusty road on their
way to Amman.  He squinted, watching the weak headlights dance on the road
before them as they traveled.  It was nearly 3am and he had been roused from a
deep sleep to take this mission.


From there, if he understood his orders
correctly, he’d hand over the ubiquitous little truck to another team that
would take it further north and eventually into Israel through some hidden pass
up near the Golan Heights.  But that was some other operative’s
responsibility.  He need only make it to Amman without causing trouble, meet
his handler and turn over his truck.  He didn’t even know what the cargo was
and frankly, didn’t care.  His navigator though, worried him.


The navigator kept his head down buried
in his maps, though the driver knew this road like the back of his hand.  There
was no town or village of consequence between here and Amman.  All they had to
do was stay on the road and they’d get there.  Yet the navigator didn’t say
much.  The driver took another sideways glance at his new partner.  He thought
it strange that his old partner was suddenly reassigned.  


This new fellow doesn’t look
Jordanian…perhaps he’s from Iraq?  Maybe Iranian?   I cannot place his accent.


The navigator looked at the map for the
seventeenth time that hour, sweat beginning to break out on his head.  He had
been the ‘new’ navigator for the last driver as well.  He alone knew the deadly
secret contained in the thin steel walls of the delivery truck.  He had been
with the cargo as it bypassed the oafish U.N. inspection teams while winding
its way through Iran.  


He was there when the cargo left
Chabahar, Iran, on the south-eastern coast, well away from the foolish American
Navy occupying the Persian Gulf.    The ‘navigator’ had sailed on the obsolete
and leaking oil tanker as it rounded Saudi Arabia and had spent nearly the
entire trip painfully seasick.  Then he had been forced to wait on that
stinking hellhole called a ship for more than two weeks while events in America
played out and he received word from Tehran that he was finally clear to land. 



He had overseen the delicate process of
unloading the fragile cargo at the rickety docks of Al Aqabah.  Now his journey
was nearing its completion.  All they had to do was make it to Amman by tonight
to keep up with the schedule.  He took a quick glance across the desert-like
wasteland to their left, past his ignorant filthy, flee-ridden fool of a
driver.  In the pre-dawn darkness he couldn’t really see anything.  But he knew
what was there. 


That way, to the west, is Israel.











SARASOTA


Greetings
and Salutations


 


 


SO, HOW’S EVERYONE doing, food-wise?”
asked one of the newcomers to the assembled Colonial Gardens inhabitants.


There were around fifty people gathered
on the pool deck.  Of those, Erik estimated twenty were children.   They were
happily playing in the pool with a few of the moms.  The rest were adults. 
Erik took a glance around and figured the ages ran from 20 to 65.


Heads shook, people muttered and talked
with those around them.  Erik could see they were still getting nowhere.  For
the most part, the meeting had gone okay.  Introductions were made and everyone
shared where they were when the power went out.  People who were outside
Sarasota and made it home told tales of the horrors they witnessed on the
journey back home.  Word spread of the people who had left and never returned. 


The general consensus was, no one knew
very much, other than what they were told over the radio.  The major cities had
erupted into lawlessness.  Looting, fires, riots.  Anyone caught in the middle,
according to the President, was cut off.  The government was trying to send in
supplies and troops but…


Erik frowned and thought of the infamous
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina years ago.  It was the same story of
incompetence and “too little too late”, all over again.


With power out, no one could get gas.  After
a brief panic, everyone had resigned themselves to the fact that you had what
you had, and you weren’t getting any more.  Stores were without means of taking
money unless it was cash.  The grocery stores couldn’t get re-supplied beyond
the trucks that were already inbound when the power went out and still had
enough fuel to reach their destinations.  Erik suspected that in a few days,
people wouldn’t care and would break into any and every store looking for loot
or food or both.  Maybe they already had?  It only took a few days in New
Orleans, why should it be any different in Sarasota?


Erik pulled himself back to reality and
noticed that Ted was still absent.  He decided to seek out Susan after the
meeting to see what was up with their resident police officer.  Rumors were
coming in every hour or so from the people in the surrounding neighborhoods. 
People were out walking and riding bicycles to visit with friends and see if
anything was going on outside their little enclaves.  Those who like Erik, had
radios—especially shortwave radios—were learning of the deepening crisis in
America.  


The English were trying desperately to
get word out of America and then report it back to anyone who still had
shortwave capability.  The Federal Government was being tight-lipped.  The
frosty relationship endured by England and her former colonies touched off by
President Obama years ago had not fully thawed when the crisis hit.  America
could not rely on England to help like it might have in the 19th
Century.


“Anyone know if Murphy’s still has
food?” asked a woman in the back of the group.  Murphy’s was the high-priced
grocery store at the corner of the block.  In fact, the masonry wall that
shielded the complex was right behind the grocery store ‘shopping center’.  More
murmurs from the group and head shaking. 


“Most stores within a few miles are
pretty much stripped clean of the usual stuff: milk, water, bread, fruits and
vegetables.  What they do have left, you can only get with cash,” Erik
said.  The group quieted down quickly.  “I heard that from a cop that drove by
this morning checking on the neighborhoods around here.  He said he was trying
to get a list of who was still here to give to FEMA when they—well, if they
show up.”


“What about people who don’t have any food
right now?” someone else called from the other side of the group.  “Like
all those people who come by the gate?”


“The hell with them, some of us
don’t have food!” a gruff voice from the gathering darkness called out.


People all began talking at once, trying
to be heard over each other.  Erik was trying to figure out what the man ten
feet away was saying when he gave up.  It was getting out of hand.  People were
talking all at the same time with the one result being no one could hear any
one thing, so no one could offer help or advice.  The more people talked, the
louder it got, the more nervous some became—their fears were compounded by the
‘worried crowd’ feeling.  Erik could feel things begin to spiral out of
control.


He was about to try and yell to get some
order when he heard a car horn honk a few times.  He and a couple of the nearby
men went to the other side of the leasing office to investigate the noise.


There was a Sheriff’s department cruiser
waiting on the other side of the iron gate, lights on and flashing.  After the
men got the gate open and the cruiser pulled in, they shut the gate and greeted
the long absent Ted as he exited his vehicle.  Only when they moved back into
the light from the tiki-torches by the pool did Erik realize something was
wrong.


Ted’s uniform was smeared with grime and
blood.  The right sleeve was ripped off, leaving a jagged tear.  Ted looked
exhausted, but uninjured.  Susan saw the people moving aside as Erik led the
way towards the pool.  When she spotted her bedraggled husband she jumped to
her feet and pushed her way through the crowd.


“Ted!  What happened?  Honey, are you
all right?” her voice was instantly frantic.  Her hands sought his face to
check or injury.


Ted embraced his wife and held her tight
for a few seconds.  The rest of the group, seeing something unfolding in their
midst, gradually fell silent to hear what was being said.                 


“I’m fine, sweetie…I’m fine.”  He
looked up and noticed for the first time all the people watching him. 


“What happened to the uniform, Ted?”
asked Erik.  Stan and Alfonse worked their way closer through the crowd.


“Yeah, man, looks like there was fight—you
okay?”


“I’m fine, thanks, A.J.” said Ted with a
nod.  To the rest of the crowd, he used his officer’s voice.  “I’m afraid I have
some bad news, folks.”


The crowd instantly fell dead silent. 
The only noise came from the younger children splashing and playing in the
pool.


“We had some trouble at the station
downtown today.”


“What kinda trouble?” asked Erik.


“Some yahoos decided to be heroes and
crashed a car straight through the front office in an attempted prison break. 
It looked like a group of about seven or eight Latinos.  Started a gunfight
right there in the office!”


A few gasps and exclamations rippled
through the gathered crowd.  Ted ignored this and continued.  “Luckily, we were
changing shifts, so there were plenty of us to deal with them.  The problem
started when the inmates found out what was going on.  They had a full scale
riot.”


Several people gasped and whispered
about the dire consequences of a prison riot.  Some heads bobbed worriedly, a
few others sported fierce scowls at the conduct of criminals.


Ted paused and took a deep breath before
he continued.  “We lost a lot of good men today.  Even worse, most of the prisoners
escaped in the fighting.  We took down a handful, but by then we were already
shot up from the gang bangers who rammed the car through our front door.  We
were barely able to get our wounded over to County Memorial—seems our local
ambulances have been called up to Bradenton-St. Pete to help with the rioting
going on up north.”


“What do you mean, rioting up north?  I
thought the rioting in Tampa was localized to Ybor City?” someone called out. 
The group agreed.  That was the last thing they had heard over the radio that
afternoon.


Ted hadn’t had time to listen to the
radio, so he didn’t know about the broadcasters being restricted by the
government.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  Tampa’s like a war zone,
man!  We’ve been monitoring the state troopers—they’re slowly being reinforced
by the National Guard and they’re in a running fight through the streets.  It’s
crazy—there’s a ton of people attacking the cops and Guards, then there’s the
Latinos in Ybor City who are fighting the Blacks and the cops…it’s a
nightmare!  It’s like Katrina all over again, only ten times worse.”


“Is it spreading?” asked a woman in a
fear shaken voice.  She asked as if it were a disease that would infect other
areas.


“Yeah—but so far only to other big
population centers.  Today St. Pete got started…bunch of people slipped over
from Tampa and started looting.  At least in St. Pete it doesn’t seem to be all
about racial stuff.”  Ted shook his head.  “The Governor has set up aid
stations in Bradenton and Clearwater and Lakeland, to allow the people fleeing
Tampa-St. Pete to get somewhere safe.  They’re opening up all the hurricane
shelters all over the state to people who are afraid to stay home.  Problem
is…some of the storm shelters are under siege by looters and there’s just not
enough cops to go around, even with National Guard guys coming in by the hour.”


“Isn’t there a storm shelter down the
street from here?”


“What?” someone called out.        


“Yeah—that middle school, there’s a
shelter there around the corner,” came the reply from a third speaker.  More
voices started talking over each other again.


Ted raised his hands up for quiet. 
“Alright, people, hang on!  I said hold on a second!” he raised his voice to
cut through the bleating.  “I can tell you a few things right now.  First off,
we’ve got to be careful—there’s close on a hundred escaped felons roaming
around the city right now.  With as many wounded cops as we have, it’s going to
be impossible to track ‘em down, especially without power—the communications
grid is down because we ran out of fuel for the generators.  We got squad cars
out on the streets but they won’t have enough gas to patrol for more than a day
or so.“


“What about the city cops?”


“Well, Sarasota just ain’t that big, you
know?  They only got about forty cops to begin with.  No, we decided back at
the station that we’re on our own now.  We put in a call to the state boys, but
they said they got bigger worries—namely St. Pete, Tampa, Miami, Ft. Lauderdale
and Jacksonville.  They also said the “college towns,” were cinder kegs about
ready to explode —all those kids drinking and partying like it’s the end of the
world, fights are breaking out all over the place.”  Of course, the people in
the crowd readily knew that meant the three big ones, Florida State in
Tallahassee, University of Florida in Gainesville, and University of Miami in
Miami.  


“What the hell are we supposed to
do?” a voice called out in the darkness.  More than one person on the edge of
the group began looking over their shoulders, imagining an escaped convict to
be creeping up behind them.  Or looters.  Or any of the nightmarish “people”
who surfaced during the aftermath of a disaster.


“We got a couple options, way I see it. 
We can pack up and head to a shelter—“


That got a round of agreement from some
people, worried over the safety of their children.


“We can—hang on, let me finish, folks…” 
Ted paused while the murmuring died down.  “Or, we can also head to Bradenton
to the refugee center.  Now that’s a bigger place, because the National Guard
is protecting it, but if we’re not coming from St. Pete, I can’t make any
guarantees they’ll let us in.  If we wait, the Governor may open up another
refugee center closer to us, but I don’t know.  Of course, you can head to a
relative or friends’ house to ride this out…Or,” he said, trying to cut through
the growing voices again.  “Or we can stay here.”


Brin moved through the crowd and came up
next to Erik, putting an arm around his waist.  “What do you think?”


As the voices of other rose around them,
debating options, Erik focused on his young wife.  They had been married for
just about a year.  A hell of a way to start a marriage.  “Well, I don’t think
there’s much we can do but stay here.  My parents are still in upstate New
York.”


“My family’s all out west…on the coast…”
said Brin, downcast.


“Don’t worry, sweetie, they’re in farm
country.”


“But you heard about what was going on
in Chicago and L.A.!”


“Yeah, but I don’t think it’ll get that
far out into the fields…they’ll be fine.  City folk don’t much compare to
farming stock.  Let ‘em come…your uncles will have a fine time teaching them
that they’re not welcome in the country.  They’ll be all right, I promise. 
Besides, who’s going to mess with your grandfather?”


Brin thought for a second, taking in the
commotion around them.  “I don’t think I want to go to a shelter.  What would
we do with the cat?” she asked.


Erik had never been so proud of her. 
“No, we can’t go to a shelter.  They don’t take pets during hurricanes, so I
doubt they’d bother with animals now.  We’re fine right here—we got
friends, we got supplies, we got protection behind these walls.  I agree, I
think we should stay put until we know more.”


“We’re doing the same,” said Susan
firmly.  She still held a death grip on her tired husband.


“I agree, thanks for asking,” Ted
mentioned with a smile towards his wife.


“I think Charone and me’ll stick around
here, too…” said Alfonse as he stepped closer.  “We ain’t got nothing back home
anyway.  I don’t want her to have to move while she’s pregnant, you know?” 


“Well the hell with this!  I’m
taking my family to a shelter.  I’m not going to sit around and wait for
criminals to kill us, since the cops can’t do their job—we’re going
where it’s safe,” someone said, louder than the other voices.  Silence followed
the accusation.


Ted just glared in the general direction
of the voice.  “I don’t know who said that and frankly I don’t care.  Just
watch your back, mister, cause there ain’t gonna be nobody to protect your ass
anymore.”


The group started to disperse on an
uneasy tone, many of the people coming up to Ted to offer sympathy and thanks
for his efforts.  A handful of families decided to head for the shelters the
next day.  The rest of the group was either going to stay or was still
undecided.  Most people were more concerned with running out of food and
water.  When that happened, they figured, they’d head to the shelters.


Ted, Susan, and their children walked
back to their building with Brin and Erik.  They were the only ones in the
building across the pond from the pool and felt a bit isolated.  Insulated,
mused Erik.  


“Is there anything we can do?  Anything you
need?” asked Brin.


“No, thanks, though,” smiled Ted.  “I
just need some sleep. I’m fine, really.”


“You going back to work tomorrow?” asked
Susan.


Ted considered this for a moment then
sighed.  “No.  I don’t see much there worth going back for.  The last of us
decided today we were heading home to stay with our families till this mess
calms down.  The Sheriff gave me my share of the weapons and ammo, so that’s
the best I figure I’ll get.”


“What?” Susan.


“When the inmates escaped, our biggest
fear was they’d be able to break into the weapons locker—they didn’t thank
God…they were too concerned with getting free and running for cover.  But we
know they knew about the locker and we ‘spect more than a few of ‘em are going
to come back for some tools.  So before we left for the night, we divvied up
the shotguns and pistols, all the ammo, you know, even the vests and riot
gear.  My share is in the squad car,” he said, gesturing down the breezeway of
the building towards the parking lot at the other end.  The squad car was
parked in the handicapped spot, closest to the entrance to Ted and Susan’s
apartment.


“Need some help unloading it?” asked
Erik.


“Actually, I’d much appreciate it.”


“We’ll all help,” said Brin, smiling at
Susan.


The kids ran inside to get ready for
bed.  Between the four adults, they had Ted’s squad car unloaded in less than
half an hour.  All told, the deputy had brought home two shotguns, three 9mm
pistols, various bits of riot gear—enough for one full suit and shield—two
lightweight bullet proof vests, boxes and boxes of rounds for the pistols and
about 150 shotgun shells.


“You’ve got quite the little arsenal
there, Ted,” said Erik, wiping his brow.


Ted looked at the stockpile in the
living room of his apartment.  “Well…it ain’t much, but it’ll hold us for a
while at least if something happens.  We need to get more though, I’m
thinking.”


Erik didn’t say anything, merely nodded
in silent agreement.  He honestly had no idea how much more they would “need”. 
He still had a deep-seated hope that the problems plaguing the nation would be
resolved before they needed Ted’s arsenal.  


After a moment of silence between the
four adults, looking at the weapons, Ted spoke.  In a quiet voice, he said, “I
killed two men today.”


Susan put a hand to her mouth and moved
to hug her husband, saying nothing.  Brin’s eyes popped open as she looked
between her equally surprised husband and her subdued neighbor.


“You killed two—“


“Criminals,” said Erik, interrupting. 
Something inside him was subtly changing, he realized, even as he spoke.  “Ted
killed two criminals that probably did something horrible to get into
prison in the first place.”


Ted gave Erik an appreciative glance, then
nodded.  “One was a drug-dealer turned murderer.  The other was a rapist been
sitting there in the cell for ten years already.”


Brin looked like she was about to
faint.  “You killed…two…”


Erik put his arm around her shoulder to
steady her.  His voice was soft, but the words were hard as steel.  “Brin…they
got what they deserved.”  Before she could say anything, he continued, “That
man raped some woman.  Raped, Brin.  He got what was coming to him.  In
my book, he got off easy.  Anyone who attacks women or children deserves to die
a horrible death.”


“But…” Brin said in a near whimper.


“But what?” asked Erik, a bit too
harsh.


Brin shook her head.  Her eyes filled
with tears and her throat tightened.  Everything was changing and she was
struggling with all the beliefs and principles she’d learned growing up.              “I
don’t know…I think I need to get some sleep,” she said, on the verge of tears.


“That sounds good to me,” said Ted.


The four of them said good night and
retired to their respective apartments.   Behind the door of Erik and Brin’s
apartment, she broke down in sobs, trying in vain to explain to her husband why
she was in conflict with herself and her beliefs.  


When she was young, in the farming
communities of northern California, her closest family members had been staunch
conservatives.   They believed in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. 
They believed in God.  Then she went off to school, first in California, then a
stint in Europe, where the rhetoric got worse.  By the time she had met Erik,
she had all but forgotten the ways of her youth.  Now, at this moment of stress
and worry and uncertainty, the lessons she soaked up as a child bubbled up
through the cloudy waters of her liberal education.  Her mind was in a storm of
conflict with her heart.  As a human, she just couldn’t bring herself to relish
the thought of another person’s death.  It was a horrible thought.


 


HOURS LATER, ALONG the Gulf Coast of
Florida, the Sunshine state was greeting the dawn with nervous anticipation. 
Most residents near the Tampa-St. Pete riots were up all night hearing noises
outside their dwellings they took for rioters.  Gunfire near the fighting was
starting to pop with more frequency than during the night, as the sun gained a
foothold in the sky.  Smoke hung as a dark swatch across the sky above Tampa,  visible
for miles in every direction.


About fifty miles to the south, past the
rapidly growing Bradenton Safe Haven tent city, word spread that general
looting was only days away.  Rumor had it the Best Buy had already been hit and
wiped clean.  Just on the outskirts of town, Stan Gibbons was planning on doing
some looting of his own.


He was in the alley behind his former
workplace, a fancy, up-scale restaurant serving local seafood and first-class
steaks.  Stan pressed his body against the high wooden fence that ran behind
the restaurant, keeping to the shadows.  He had to move quickly now that the
sky was starting to change from dark indigo to light gray with some orange
highlights.  He cursed himself for taking so long to walk from the apartment to
the restaurant.  It never took more than five minutes in his car…


He took one last look around the corner,
both ways.  There was not much moving.  On the street, the main drag through
the suburbs, heading east-west towards the Gulf, a single car sped by
erratically on the wrong side of the road.  Drunk teenagers, out joyriding in a
stolen car.  The thought of kids brought his mind back to the task at hand.  


His family was almost out of food.  His
wife had been forced to serve their daughter Kimberly tuna from cans with
nothing else but the last of their sodas.  The only thing they had left was
some old baked beans in an unopened can from last year’s Superbowl party.


Thus resolved, Stan wiped sweat from his
face and rushed across the alley.  He readjusted the empty backpack on his back
and moved to the back door, opening it with his manager’s key.  Stan took a
final look around before opening the heavy fire-door quickly, slipping inside
and shutting the door as quietly as possible.  Once inside, he bolted the door
and pulled out his flashlight.  He had to work fast.  


Sneaking his way through the darkened
restaurant, he noticed that no one had come by to take anything.  It looked as
if the owner had stopped in, because he could see with the beam of his
flashlights some papers were left on a table and chairs were moved around a bit
from what he remembered three days ago.  He automatically checked the front
door locks before reigning himself in.  


“Who cares about the stupid lock? 
Sun’ll be up soon.  Come on, get moving!” he told himself.


Rushing through the tomb-like restaurant
to the back storage rooms, he saw where the freezers had been opened and meat
removed days ago.  He held his nose and pulled his shirt collar up over his
face to shut out the stench.  “Didn’t take it all…damn that stinks!”


Stan unlocked the dry goods storage room
and took a second to survey the contents with his flashlight beam.  The sun was
coming in through the stained glass windows well enough that he almost didn’t
need the flashlight.  Pastas, spices, cheese wheels, canned goods, everything
was where it was supposed to be.  Stan thought for a second.  “Whoever got the
meat has a key.  And if they have a key, they can come back for all this.  It’s
a treasure trove!  Gotta move fast.”


Stan unzipped his backpack and pulled
out a rolled up duffle bag.  Moving quickly and not caring about making a mess,
he stuffed as many boxes of pasta and breadsticks and pasta sauces, and canned
food into the backpack.  In the last few pockets he forced in cheese wheels of
different flavors and sizes.  He proceeded to fill the duffel bag in the same
manner.  Stan grabbed bags of tortilla chips and salsa and many of the canned
and store-bought ingredients for appetizers that he could recognize.  


He had known for a while the restaurant,
charging some of the highest prices in town, really got stuff for many of its
meals from the same stores the customers went to.  He smiled as he struggled to
zip up the duffle.  This would keep his family in food for at least two weeks,
maybe three if they tightened their belts.


“Have to come back for more tonight,” he
told himself.  In that one room was enough food for his family to eat for
months.  As long as they had water to cook and drink.  


Stan turned off the flashlight when he
saw the light coming in through the windows was plenty bright to see by.  He locked
the storage room and raced past the cold storage lockers, holding his breath to
avoid the smell.  He made his way to the back door, unbolted it and cracked it
open cautiously.


Seeing no movement, he opened the door,
slipped outside into the morning light, locked the door and moved again to the
corner near the wooden fence.  He would retrace his route, moving through
backyards and avoiding streets and roads until he got back to his apartment
complex.  Stan checked his watch—from start to finish, his little raid inside
the restaurant had taken about 15 minutes.  Not bad, but I should do it
faster next time.  The first beads of sweat trickled down his back and
spurred him to keep moving.


As he walked quickly around the corner with
his overly stuffed backpack and heavy duffle bag slung over his shoulders, his
spirits rose.  He couldn’t wait to see the look on his family’s face’s when
they woke up and found all this food in the kitchen.  No more tuna for
breakfast!


Stan, in his euphoria over a job well
done, failed to notice the two large men casing the restaurant. One was a burly
white man with a shaved head and wearing a t-shirt two sizes too small that he
had stolen the night before from a vandalized store.  The other man was short
and stockier and he still wore his Sarasota County Correctional Institute
issued shirt and pants.  They had guessed the restaurant would have food left
since it didn’t look looted yet, and when they saw the man sneak around the
back with two bags full of stuff, their suspicions were confirmed.


The two escaped convicts looked at each
other and smiled.  They quickly fell into stalking the man with the bags.  He
was easy to tail and never once looked over his shoulder.  It almost looked
like he had a spring in his step.


“Let’s take this dumbass now.  We can
have a fuckin’ feast!  I ain’t had anything to eat since yesterday!” the
shorter escapee whispered.


“Let’s follow him.  See where he goes. 
Maybe he’s got more?  Maybe he’s got a woman?  Or a house?”  The bigger man
smiled.  “Could lead us right to a party, man.”


Twenty minutes later, Stan opened the
door to his apartment and slipped inside, locking it again behind him.  He
crept into the kitchen and put the two bags of food down on the table.  The sun
was up above the horizon and he was soaked in sweat.  The backpack and duffle
had taken quite a bit of energy to haul back from the restaurant on foot. 
“Maybe I will take the car tonight…” he mumbled, stretching his back. 
“It’d be worth the gas.”


Outside, on
the other side of the ten foot privacy wall, watching Stan enter Colonial
Garden from the upper branches of an oak tree, the taller escaped convict clung
to a branch.  He pushed the Spanish Moss out of his face and grinned.  His
fellow escapee, climbing up the next tree over, looked up and said, “Well, what
is it?  Where’d he go?”


“Jackpot,
baby…Jackpot!” whispered the larger man as he climbed down from the tree into
the apartment complex.  He watched a lithe young woman  stroll through a
parking lot on the other side of the wall.  “Couple ‘a honeys over there too. 
It’s party time tonight, baby!”











ARIZONA


Hold the Line


 


 


JED LEWIS, REGULATOR, sat in his perch in
the rocky hills west of Nogales.  He was on duty again for the dawn watch.  He
pulled the old denim coat tighter around his chest, cherishing the precious
warmth it provided in the cold desert night.  The wind was out of the northwest
this morning, towards his back, so he had pulled himself into a crevice formed
by a boulder that leaned against a rather large slab of limestone.  It made a
convenient hiding place from which he could scan the border and protect himself
from the elements.  He hoped the other Regulators on duty this morning found
similar protection from the chill wind.


Jed thought it remarkable how fast
things had changed since that fateful Tuesday when the power had gone out and
the riots had started.  It was amazing to think how fast things declined.  He
was still trying to block out the memories of the day after they lost power, the
day of the fight where the Regulators killed about 20 illegal Mexican
immigrants.  Rob had said it was an invasion, an act of war just when America
was at its weakest.  Jed wasn’t so convinced.  He thought it wrong that people
try to take advantage of America’s open society, but he balked at shooting
unarmed people.  He had been one of the men who had aimed at the ground in
front of the Mexicans that day.  There had been plenty other Regulators up to
the task of slaying the unarmed.


Jed was one of the men who remained
loyal to Rob and Lance, the unofficial leaders of the Regulators.  Only a few
men sided with John Sellson when he left, so it wasn’t much of a breakup of
power.  But of those that remained true, there was a sharp division—those who
thought it necessary to do anything and everything to protect the nation and
those, like Jed, who believed that was all well and good as long as they didn’t
go shooting unarmed people.  Stop them from crossing the border yes, slaughter
them, no.


Before leaving Rob’s ranch—the equally
unofficial headquarters now—Jed had listened in on the shortwave radio and
learned of the race riots and the Battle of Chicago and fighting in New York. 
He heard about the media blackout imposed by Washington—that hadn’t gone over well
with the Regulators—and of the President’s assurances that the government was
still very much in charge and order would be restored soon.  


Rumors came in to Nogales from Tucson of
the rioting and fighting going on between Latinos and Blacks proclaiming
allegiance to the Brotherhood.  Things were very unsettled at the moment.


By far, the worst news the Regulators
had received was about the growing conflagration in the western states.  All of
a sudden, in an eerie coincidence, it was being reported that several large
forest fires were consuming acres and acres of land, trees and everything in
between, from just outside L.A., up to Idaho, southern Montana, Wyoming,
Colorado and Arizona.  Most of the Regulators were quick to surmise that
terrorists had started the fires.  


Anyone who listened to the reports, then
looked at maps could see all the fires were centered around major interstates
running through the affected regions.  But there was no official confirmation
from either the states or Washington, so people just guessed and hoped the
winds held, keeping the fires away.  The fires were definitely getting close—just
that evening, word came in that there was smoke and flames moving to the west
from the Coronado National Forest on the east side of Nogales.  The community
was sleeping on pins and needles that night.  Jed, on watch, wasn’t sleeping at
all.


He picked up the surplus Russian night
vision goggles that Lance had lent out to the night watchmen.  They weren’t
state of the art by any means, but they were a far sight better than unaided
eyes for scanning the darkness of the borderlands.  Putting the unit over his
head and adjusting his hat to keep him warm, Jed clumsily sought out the power
switch with his work glove protected hands.


With a click, his world erupted into
shades of greens and whites.  The view through the goggles cleared up and he
slowly scanned his surroundings, looking at his hands, legs, gear and pack, his
little cave, the ridge beyond.  Everything was magnified in the ambient light of
the half moon as it drifted through high, thin clouds in the ink black sky.  


Movement to the south of his position
caught his eye—he adjusted the focus and held his breath to prevent the picture
from blurring.  


“Whew, just a coyote.”  Jed sighed and
relaxed.  All quiet on the southern front.  He was just about to pick up his
water bottle and remove the goggles for another ten minutes when a small white
spot blinked on the edge of his vision.  Turning just enough to see what had
caught his attention, the white spot came back, clearer.  It moved amorphously,
appearing, then disappearing.


“One, this is Watchtower…” he called
out.


“Go ahead, Jed…” was the
static-filled reply.


“No names!” someone else hissed
over the ‘net.


“Watchtower, you see that light?”
asked the chastised first voice after a pause to curse off-net.


Jed blindly reached for his radio,
keeping his eyes on the mysterious light cluster to the south.  “Yeah…I got
‘em.  That’s what I was calling to report.  Got some lights, moving…through the
hills to the south of my position.  Coming north.”


“I see one…” was the quick
reply.  “Am I seeing things or…?”


“No…definitely not.  I see…” Jed
squinted behind the goggles, counting shifting lights.  “I count five…no, six.” 
They were bobbing in pairs.  


What the hell?  “Looks like they’re moving in pairs. 
Can’t tell direction—“


“Hey, the one I see just stopped,”
crackled the radio.


“I just saw movement behind the first
six…”  


“There’s movement on foot…I can see
‘em in my scope,” replied the other voice.


“I see another pair.  They’re cars!  I
got at least three cars in front of me to the south, estimate half a mile—relay
that to base!”


“I’m on it…standby one,” was the
terse reply of the radio coordinator.  That night it was one of the Franks
brothers, Ed, who sat in a truck well behind the Ridge where the lookouts were
posted.  The little 2-way Wal-Mart radios were good for a few miles, but to
reach the Gunn Ranch, they needed the 2 meter HAM rig in Ed’s Ford F-150,
normally used for ranch work.


“Everyone keep your flashlights off…”
said Jed.  “They’ll spot us if we light anything…”  As the headlights moved
closer, Jed could begin to pick out individual shapes accompanying the slow
moving vehicles.  “Whoa, we got tangos on foot, repeat, movement on foot with
the cars.”


Ed’s deep voice came over the radios all
the watchmen carried.  “Just sit tight, folks.  Rob’s called out the posse,
we’ll have everyone on line in about fifteen minutes.”


Jed cursed.  They were going to have to
get better at getting the Regulators together.  Fifteen minutes was fast…before. 
Now, he estimated that fifteen minutes would barely get the combined Regulators
on scene before the unknown cars and people showed up on their doorstep.              


After what seemed an eternity, Rob Gunn
stopped his truck next to Ed’s and stepped out into the kicked up dust.  He had
his old Winchester in one hand and his field pack in the other.  In it, like
the other Rangers, he held spare ammo, both for his rifle and sidearm, food,
water, first aid and other emergency gear, plus his radio and weather gear.  He
touched the brim of his Stetson with the barrel of the lever action rifle in
salute as he passed Ed’s truck.  Inside, illuminated by the dome light, Ed
nodded and pointed up the ridge where Jed was located.


A stiff climb through the sage brush and
rocks found Rob creeping up next to Jed, still with the goggles on and watching
the Mexicans in the moonlit darkness.  They were now only a few hundred yards
away and he could clearly make out five vehicles by their headlights; three
beat up cars and two old trucks, plus a motorcycle.  On foot, he counted nearly
fifty men.  This time he could see no women.  As they got closer, he could
easily point out the long dark shapes held by the men.


“They’re armed this time, Rob,” Jed
whispered as his friend and leader crouched down and peered to the south.  Jed
left the question as to whether or not they would be armed if the Regulators
hadn't shot that last group wisely unsaid.


“Numbers?” asked Rob, still seeing only
the headlights, moving in a line abreast.  The noise of the engines was faintly
audible when the wind shifted or died down.


“I count five vehicles, a motorcycle and
about fifty on foot.”


Rob rubbed his eyes.  “Damn.”  We’re
not going to get out of this one as easy as before.


Jed took off the goggles and handed them
to Rob to get a lay of Mexicans.  As he did so, Lance appeared on the other
side of Jed’s little station, said his greetings and crouched down next to
Jed.  He had brought his own pack, hunting rifle and his two old double-action
Smith and Wesson revolvers, strapped to his waist in holsters. 


Rob had seen enough and handed the
goggles back to Jed.  “Looks like they’re serious.  Lotta guns down there,
Lance.”


“Hit ‘em hard, surprise ‘em, then
retreat by teams back to the ravine up the road to the north?” asked Lance,
surmising the situation in seconds.  That was the main reason the men had
selected Lance and Rob as co-leaders by consent—they could see the best options
and made quick, well reasoned decisions.


“That’s what I was thinking,” said Rob,
eyes scanning the darkness.  It would be light in another hour or so.  By then,
he and the Regulators would be about a mile to the north, entrenched at a
ravine where the only serviceable road for miles had to cross.  If those cars
were anything short of 4x4 off-road vehicles, they’d be funneled by the
landscape up the dirt road to the ravine.  A perfect choke point.  From there,
if needed, the Regulators could fall back even further, moving up the hills and
making the Mexicans pay for every step they took inside America.


“Sounds good to me,” offered Jed,
putting the night vision goggles back on his head.  The Mexicans looked closer
than he would have imagined in the brief time Rob had the goggles.  “They’re
gonna be right on top of us in a few minutes, Rob.”


“You’re not going to do anything about
it, Jed.  We need you up here, not shooting but looking.  We’re all
blind until sun-up.  That’s still a couple hours away,” he said, glancing
towards the east.  There was just a hint of a lighter shade of dark indigo.  


“You’re going to have to give us
positions and tell us where to shoot.  Think you can handle it?” asked Rob, seriously. 
They needed someone with nerves of steel for this because things were likely to
get pretty dicey soon.


Jed swallowed.  His qualms about
shooting unarmed people vanished.  These Mexicans were obviously here to cause
trouble and hurt someone, if the number of armed men was any indication.  “You
got it, Rob.”


“Okay, here’s the layout,” said Rob,
explaining where the teams were going to be positioned.


Rob and Lance and considered the
situation on the way up from the Ranch, talking through CB from their
respective trucks.  They had decided to follow the same plan they had a few
days ago.  They would have the teams spread out on the ridge in groups of two,
in a rough U shape to draw the Mexicans in and surround them on three sides,
putting up a crossfire.  Then the tips of the U would fall back to positions
behind the ridge, covering the rest of the teams who would melt away in front
of the Mexicans, if needed, making another skirmish line further to the north. 
In this fashion they would leapfrog up the dirt road cut through the
surrounding ridges and work their way to the ravine.  Once at the ravine,
they’d set up another ambush and finish off the invaders.  Assuming everything
went as planned.


Rob and Lance carefully crawled back
down the ravine to the center of the U, their standard position.  Rob clicked
on his 2-way radio to check in with the other teams.  All 26 Regulators checked
in okay and in position.


“Outnumbered 2 to 1, man,” said Lance in
the darkness to Rob’s right, hidden behind a rock formation.


“Yep.”


“But we got the element of surprise…”
Lance whispered.


“Yep.”


In the darkness, Lance nodded.  That was
all the pep-talk he needed.


Both their radios, indeed all the
Regulators’ radios clicked in unison.  “Overwatch to teams, illegals inbound
at about a hundred yards.”


No one replied.   Rob had ordered strict
radio silence except for Overwatch, to avoid cluttering the channel and getting
mixed signals.  On a night like this, that could get them killed. Everyone knew
if they were wounded or cut off from the group to hole up and wait for sunrise,
then try to regroup after the fight.  In the dark, anyone could be mistaken for
an enemy.


Minutes ticked by like years.  Rob could
hear the rumble from the car engines and the whine of the dirt bike grow
louder.  Every now and then he could hear a Spanish voice or a bit of
laughter.  The headlights grew brighter and bounced around as the vehicles
crossed the rocky tract of land at the border.


“We give ‘em a warning this time?” asked
Lance.


“Overwatch to teams, that red pickup
with the bullet holes from the…fight….is down there.”


Rob looked at his radio.  “They don’t
get a warning, Lance.  That sumbitch was here when we gave all the warnings
they needed.”


Lance licked his lips and checked the
chamber in his hunting rifle, an old scoped bolt action.  He, with a few others
of the Regulators, were to be the “long shots” of the night, concentrating on
taking out as many targets as far away as possible, then moving back and
letting the guys with the assault rifles take over.   Lance took out a bandanna
from his jacket pocket then placed a handful of rifle rounds on the fabric,
next to his position, to allow him to reload as fast as possible.


A few more minutes tense minutes
passed.  The sounds of the Mexican group grew louder.  The headlights flashed
and swerved around rocks.  Engines were gunned.  


They have no idea we’re here…they think
they’re being smart sneaking up in the night…thought Rob.  He grinned.  Invade his country, will
they?


“Almost to the border,” called out Jed
over Rob’s radio, his voice a higher pitch.  “Getting close…”


To Rob’s left, someone shifted
nervously, sending a small cascade of pebbles down the front of the ridge.  His
teammate cussed him out and then there was no noise again except the cars and
talking Mexicans on foot.  One of them stumbled and fell, causing a laughing
fit among his comrades.  The sound of broken glass drifted in on the wind.


“Overwatch to teams,” said Jed
again.  “Looks like more ‘n a few of ‘em are drinking’.”


“This is liable to get sloppy, Rob,”
warned Lance.  Drunken combatants didn’t always take the best of aim, but were
just as likely to hit someone by accident as on purpose.


Rob picked up his radio, breaking his
own self-imposed silence.  “Everyone listen up,” he said.  “No one fires until
I give the command, and everyone stays concealed.  If there’s a few drunks down
there, they could hit you by accident, so don’t get yerself exposed.”


“They’re at the border,” called
out Jed.  “Looks like they’re stopping.”


The vehicles rolled to a slow, dusty
stop at the approximate location of the U.S. border.  The men on foot gathered
around the lead car while a group of five men, obviously drunk, staggered
forward into U.S. territory.  One of them screamed something in slurred Spanish
that echoed off the ridgeline, making the Regulators tense.  Then three of the
drunks unzipped their pants and relieved themselves, to the quiet hooting of
their comrades.


“Son…of…a…bitch…” said Lance
through gritted teeth. He sighted in on one of the men still urinating on U.S.
soil as he was illuminated by one of the vehicles’ headlights and waited for
Rob’s command.  “That fucker’s mine, Rob.”


As the drunks continued their pissing
contest, the rest of the group, all the vehicles included, crossed the border
and moved towards the ridgeline, perhaps 30 yards out.  Rob waited until it was
clear they were all on U.S. soil before unleashing the Regulators.


“Take ‘em down, boys!”


Lance fired as soon as Rob spoke, the
first shot hitting his target just above the eyes, blowing most of the
Mexican’s brain cavity onto the windshield of the dirty car behind him.  A
split second later, muzzle flashes lit up the night all along the ridge as the
Regulators attacked.  The sound of single shot rifles and three round bursts
rolled across the landscape like a hellish thunderstorm.  Every now and then a
tracer burst out of the darkness, streaking to the south, towards the
Mexicans.  The men with the battle rifles had loaded those.


“Teams ten through thirteen, take the
cars!”  Rob said, pausing to take another shot with his Winchester.  He wasn’t
sure in the darkness if he hit the man he aimed for, the Mexican dove to the
right and out of the beam of the headlights just as Rob pulled the trigger. 
“Teams two and three, take the trucks!  Fifteen, get that bastard on the
bike!”  Rob worked the lever action and chambered another round.


The Mexicans, taken completely by
surprise, stood for a few seconds as rounds tore through their ranks.  A half
dozen men dropped to the ground writhing in pain as the fire from the
Regulators peppered the ground around them.  Only then did the startled
would-be-invaders return fire, and haphazardly at that.


“Six, you got three illegals making a
run for your position, they’re coming right at you!” Jed’s voice cut
through the staccato of gunfire on everyone’s radio.


Ed and George, team six, both focused on
their immediate vicinity—they could see movement in front of them.  Like
wraiths appearing out of the shadows, three Mexicans armed with pistols and
shooting at random came clambering their way up the slope.  The two brothers,
using controlled bursts, one from an AR-15, the other an SKS, riddled the
Mexicans with holes.  Before the bodies had finished rolling and sliding down
to the base of the ridge, the brothers had switched targets according to Jed’s
instructions.


An explosion momentarily caught
everyone’s attention to the west.  The flash lit up the night in all
directions.  Bits of flaming wreckage tumbled down the ridge.  “Take that,
you sonofabitch!” hooted someone over the radio as the Mexican motorcycle
disappeared in a ball of fire after a rifle round pierced its gas tank. 


“Cut the chatter!” barked Rob.


Almost as soon as Rob finished speaking,
Jed cut in, “Two and Three, watch it, those trucks are moving around to your
west!”


“They’re trying to flank us!” hissed
Lance, ejecting a spent casing and inserting a new round.  He slammed the bolt
home and took aim.


Rob grabbed
his radio and said, “Right flank, fall back!  Two through nine, fall back to
your next position!  Go!  Go!  Go!”


The fire pouring down on the Mexicans
from the western line of Regulators stopped eventually as the individual teams
crested the ridge and began moving north, towards their next position, ready to
cover the rest of their comrades.


Despite Jed’s constant instructions on
directing fire, the Mexicans were gaining ground.  There were just too many of
them, especially considering the fire teams were concentrating on stopping the
faster moving vehicles, loaded to the gills with combatants.


The two pickups disappeared from view
behind a small hill.  Rob cursed.  “Left flank, fall back!  Get to your next—”
Rob flinched as a stray bullet ricocheted off a rock in front of him.  He
dropped to the ground as more rounds passed nearby.  “Shit!”


The Regulators on the left flank of the
U began crawling and sliding their way backwards to the north, continuing to
lay down fire in the direction of the Mexicans.   Rob, Lance, the Franks
Brothers and one other team remained in the center of the U.


“Get out of there, Rob!” said
Jed’s insistent voice.  “They’re closing in!”


“Left and right flanks, cover us, center
is moving back!” said Rob.  He got to his knees and fired another shot from his
Winchester. 


The gunfire, heavily in favor of the
Regulators now seemed to be equally coming from the Mexicans.  Both sides were
relatively blind, except for Jed’s instructions, the Mexicans would have been
at an advantage through sheer numbers.  As it was, roughly half the Mexicans on
foot were down, killed or wounded.  Those who remained, realizing that their
enemy was on the run, surged forward.  The vehicles picked up speed, racing up
the sides of the ridge to get around behind the Americans.  In less than five
minutes, Jed was surrounded then passed over by the Mexicans, unseen.  He
climbed over his perch and faced north, giving his comrades a view from behind
enemy lines.


The Regulator vehicles, parked behind
the ridge, came to life and were thrown into reverse, team members hanging on
for the ride and shooting at the Mexicans cresting the ridge.  The Regulator
line fell back, leaving Mexican bodies in their wake.  In the confusion of the
ordered retreat, three Regulators went down, two wounded, one dead.


From Jed’s position, the muzzle flashes
from rifles and pistols—and if his ears could discern correctly through the din
of battle, someone was using a shotgun—sparkled like firecrackers on the 4th
of July through the night vision goggles.  He could see the more numerous
flashes coming now from the reformed Regulator line to the north up the dirt
road.  The flanks had already been called on to retreat to the ravine.  Jed
could still see the glow of the headlights from the Mexican vehicles as they
moved along the sides of the fighting, heading straight for the ravine.


“Rob, the two trucks are coming up on
the crest of the hill just south and east of the ravine.”


Jed could see the firing from Rob’s direction
stop, then start again faster than ever when the first of the pickups breached
the ridge and started down.  Someone must have hit the driver, Jed figured. 
The truck swerved erratically, then lost its traction and tumbled sideways down
the hill, throwing debris and wreckage in all directions.  Jed could see men
jumping from the back of the truck when the Regulators began pouring in fire.


“You got guys jumping off that
truck!  Heads up!”


“Everyone to the ravine!” called out Rob
over the radio, his voice straining against the noise of the running battle. 
“Fall back!”   


Lance scrambled from his truck and
dropped down into the ravine, bringing up his rifle on the southern lip. 
Standing, he could just rest his weapon on the southern face of the ravine, using
it like a fox hole.  Around him, the other Regulators, many wounded and limping
jumped, climbed and simply rolled into the ravine.  Approximately two-thirds of
the Mexicans were down, and roughly one half the Regulators were wounded in
some way or another.


A man crashed into the ravine to his
right, panting with his injury.  It was Ed Franks.  He grunted and tore open a
bandage pack from his gear.  A curse was muttered when he tied it around his
bleeding left arm.  


“Took one in the shoulder,” he said,
gritting his teeth against the pain.  His brother George tumbled into the
ravine shortly after Ed.  All along the new line, Regulators were scrambling
over the edge and dropping down into the ravine for cover.


“I’m running low!” someone further down
the ravine called out.


“Here!” came the terse reply of his
teammate handing over another magazine for his AR-15.


“Overwatch, talk to me!” said Rob as he
peered over the southern edge of the ravine, standing next to Lance and just to
the left of the rocky bridge.


“They’re being funneled right to you
guys…” Jed spoke into his radio as he scanned the battlefield, saw the last
Mexicans on foot heading towards the ravine with the cars just behind.  The
ridgeline made a small canyon with the ravine cutting directly across.  The
only way up and out was on the other side of the American position.            


Rob could hear bullets striking the
handful of trucks behind them, their escape vehicles should their position get
overrun.  Realistically, he knew this was a last stand—by the time it took them
to get out of the ravine, into their trucks, start them and…


A few rocks and pebbles were kicked up
by a bullet striking the lip of the ravine two feet in front of him.  Rob
flinched and scanned for targets, thoughts of escape gone from his mind.  He
saw a man slinking his way towards the ravine, cautiously peering to his right
and left, about fifteen yards out.  One moment there as only a dark shape, then
it was obvious the shape was a man.   Rob took aim and squeezed off a shot, clipping
the Mexican in the leg.  The man went down and screamed, causing a hail of fire
from his comrades.  Two of the others went to pick up the fallen Mexican, only
to have all three shot by a Regulator with a rifle set on full auto, further up
the ravine.


“Save your ammo!  Controlled bursts!”
warned Rob.  Every man was responsible for their own ammo needs, but he didn’t
want people running out because they thought they had enough.  As it was, he
checked, he was nearly half out.  He paused, ducking down into the ravine to
reload the Winchester.  He took a quick look up and down the line, seeing here
and there a few men reloading magazines, or tending to the wounded.  He
guesstimated they were down to half strength, what with the wounded and those
helping them.  The driver’s side window of his truck shattered with a direct
hit.  He frowned.


“There’s the other truck!” someone
called out, further to the east.  


Rob stood and spotted the headlights. 
The truck was gaining speed, tearing down the ridge and driving past and
through the debris from its companion.  “Take ‘em out!” said Rob, aiming his
rifle at the windshield.


A renewed volley of fire swept the truck
as it ran down the American lines heading for the rock bridge in the center of
the Regulators.  All four tires were shot out, tires exploding.  The passenger
side windows imploded, all five men in the bed of the truck were flung out,
impaled by rounds fired from the ravine.  Finally someone hit the driver, just
as the truck began the run for the bridge.  It sped up, the flat tires and rims
spewing pebbles and dirt as the driver’s body slumped forward.


“MOVE!” hollered Jed for all he
was worth over the radio.  He could see the truck and the sparks of bullets
hitting its metal sides as it careened for the ravine and just missed the
bridge, soared over the ravine and crashing head-first into the north wall,
dropping with a horrendous crunch and cloud of dust.  Half the truck was in the
ravine, the hood buried to the windshield in dirt and rocks, the bed resting on
the southern lip and sticking up into the air.


“Christ!” screamed Ed Franks, picking
himself up off the ground and helping his brother to move back from the wrecked
truck.


“Tom’s under there!” shouted George,
pointing to the booted foot that stuck out under the driver’s side door of the
truck.


Rob grimaced.  “There’s nothing we can
do for him now, just keep shooting and move away from that thing before it goes
up!”


A beat up old Volkswagen Beatle, shot
full of holes and smoking, tried to turn and head back to the south.  Two
Regulators poured fire into it with abandon, causing it to catch fire and crash
into the side of a boulder.  Seconds later, like the motorcycle destroyed in
the first minutes of the battle, the Beatle exploded in a fireball, momentarily
illuminating the battlefield.


Rob could see in the flash that there
were only ten or so Mexicans standing and shooting, and they were beginning to
halt their advance.  He and a few other Regulators who saw the scene put down a
suppressive fire in the Mexican’s direction, dropping three more.


The two remaining cars, full of bullet
holes and one of them with four flat tires, had had enough.  They swerved back
to the south and sped up, aiming for safety in Mexico, both missing a
taillight.  The car with four good wheels slowed to pick up the last surviving
Mexicans on foot who simply latched on to the car’s frame and held on as the
driver gunned the engine and roared for the original ridge.


After confirmation from Jed, the
Regulators sent up a cheer.  The ‘long shots’ continued popping rounds at the
retreating cars, causing a few more Mexicans to drop off the back and roll to a
stop in the dirt and rocks.  In a few minutes, the two cars had crested the
original ridgeline and disappeared from view, heading for the border like
scalded cats.


The men continued to cheer and others
began to help the wounded.  Rob slumped down against the southern wall of the
ravine, exhausted.


“We did it, man!” said Lance, clapping
his friend on the back and grinning like a ‘possum eating a sweet potato.  “God
damn if we didn’t pull it off!”


Rob looked up and down the ravine in the
waning moonlight, from the wounded men screaming on his left to the crashed
Mexican truck with Tom Early’s boot sticking out from the bottom.  He had no
idea the number of injured and killed the Regulators suffered from the battle. 
He checked his watch…it had taken all of thirty minutes.  The darkness was
marred only by the burning wreckage of the Beatle.


“Yeah…” he sighed, closing his eyes in a
prayer of thanks.  “We did it.”
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THIS, SAID ERIK with obvious pride,“Is
one of my favorites.  The Imperial Roman Spatha.  Sword of the Roman
cavalry.”


Ted whistled softly as Erik opened the
display case and gently removed the gleaming spatha.  The sword was just
about 36” in length, a polished blade that flashed reflected sunlight.  The
blade was nearly two inches at its widest. The long straight blade tapered
gracefully to a shallow point.  


“This sword is razor sharp, I’ve honed
it myself little by little.  Might not stop someone as fast as one of your
guns, but…”


Ted could see that the blade was indeed
sharp enough to easily slice through just about anything short of steel.  “And
they require licenses for guns. May I?” 


Erik grinned and handed over the sword
carefully.  Ted held the ancient weapon in his right hand.  “How much does it
weigh?” he asked, trying a few slashes in the air—the blade practically sang in
his hand.  It was well balanced.


“It’s right around three pounds, just a little
under, actually.  Not bad, eh?  That design was created to allow the Roman
cavalry to reach enemies from horseback easier than with the usual
infantryman’s sword, the shorter gladius.  It was popular with Roman
legions in the last couple hundred years of the Empire.”


Ted handed the sword back, stubby
rounded hilt first.  He looked up on the wall and grinned.  “I’ve seen that
one before.  In that Mel Gibson movie, right?  The one about Scotland?”


Erik looked up, noticed Ted’s gaze on
the wall and smiled.  “That’s the William Wallace claymore; yeah, they used one
similar to it in Braveheart.  But the movie prop is shorter because Mel
Gibson’s not the tallest actor.  The real sword is damn near five feet long and
weighs close six pounds.  Legend has it that William Wallace used that
monster,” Erik said nodded his head towards the wall mounted weapon.  “As a one
handed sword.”


“That thing’s almost as tall as I am…how
the hell…?”


“Wallace was 6’7” tall…” Erik said,
straightening his back.  At 6’4”, he was still 3 inches shorter than the famous
medieval warrior.  “’Course, the average height back then was about only 5’5”. 
Even Julius Caesar, at 5’5” was considered tall for his time period.”


“Where’d you learn all that stuff?  I
thought you were studying Japanese history?”


Erik laughed.  Eric enjoyed the weight
of the spatha in his hand few seconds before continuing.  “I got a minor
in history, though I took more Japanese history classes than European.  I spent
most of my history credits on Japan, the Vikings and Medieval Europe.  Then
after we moved down here, I decided to get my Masters in Japanese history.”


Ted tapped the spatha’s velvet
lined maple wood display case.  “What about this?  Study Roman history in
college, too?”


“No,” said Erik, “I took four years of
Latin in High School.  Lots of people have told me I was born in the wrong time
period.” The two men laughed.


“This though, is the pride of my
collection,” said Erik as he moved to a corner of the room that had a simple
vertical stand holding an elegant looking katana.  Sword of the
samurai.  Above the sword hung a simple bamboo-framed piece of parchment in a
bamboo frame.  Seven Japanese symbols written in broad brush strokes created a
work of simplistic art.


“What does that mean?”


“That’s the seven virtues of the
Samurai.  The code of the warrior.   Bushido.”  He gently lifted the
curved sword in its black lacquered wooden scabbard and balanced it in both
outstretched hands.  “This sword I received as a gift from my wife’s grandfather. 
We went with her family to Japan to visit relatives when we were engaged.  It
was one of the best times of my life.  


Obu-san showed me his ancestral
homelands and we sat around the fire at night and talked about his ancestors
who served the samurai of the area, hundreds of years ago.  His family were
the….I guess a modern term might be hereditary blademaster.”  He could see
Ted’s confusion.  “Okay, more of a hereditary squire for a medieval knight, I
guess.  They’re sole responsibility was to ensure the protection and safety of
the samurai’s swords and armor.  It was amazing.”  He gestured at the sword. 
“This sword belonged to one of his ancestors who fought and died during one of
the wars of the Tokugowa Shoguns.  Generations ago.  Obu-san has a dozen or so
old swords like this.  He gave it to me in order to protect his
granddaughter.”  Erik laughed.  “It’s a museum piece.  I suppose if we came on
hard times I could sell it to the Smithsonian…probably worth a lot of
money.”


The sword was like a work of art.  The
graceful curve of the ancient blade when Erik unsheathed it was stunning.  Erik
had kept the blade in pristine condition through a rigorous polishing ritual
borrowed out of textbooks on the Japanese Shoguns.  With a slight scraping of
metal on tightly fitting wood, Erik slid the sword back in its protective
scabbard and replaced it on the stand.


“Do you know how to use it?” Ted asked. 
“I mean, I’ve seen you outside, practicing your…I guess it’s karate or
something—“


“Tai Chi.  It’s a, well, it’s like slow
karate, I guess you could say.  But, yes, I do know how to use it,” Erik
smiled.  “I took every chance I could to learn from Brin, her father and
grandfather.  Obu-san even tried to teach me to speak Japanese.  He was so
impressed by my dedication to Japanese history he took it on himself to educate
me in the Japanese experience.  He became my sensei—or teacher,
but more formally sensei is translated as ‘master’—for extra-curricular
study.”  


Seeing Ted’s apparent lack of
comprehension, Erik continued, “Yes, he taught me how to use it.  The way of
the warrior runs deep in Brin’s family. After all, Obu-san’s grandfather served
one of the last samurai, still using a sword when Japan adopted western
ways and began equipping its soldiers with rifles--”


Erik still had his hand on the katana
when they heard the scream.  A woman screamed.  A shriek of pure terror
that made the blood in both men’s veins grow cold.  It was the type of scream
that only a woman in abject terror could make.  The type of scream designed to
awaken some long lost genetic marker in all honest males.  


It demanded immediate action.  


In less then the time it took for his
heart to pump once, Erik’s mind raced to find the last known location of his
wife: she had left to join Susan in making the rounds of the apartment
complex.  They were planning on getting another meeting scheduled for that
night.


“Brin!”


“Susan!” 


Both men spoke at the same time, turned,
and bolted for the door to Erik’s apartment.  They erupted into the heat and
sunshine of the breezeway, pausing to try and determine where the scream had
come from.  Ted turned to the right, Erik to the left, the sheathed katana
still in his hand, forgotten.


“Look!” Erik pointed towards the pool,
just visible down the corridor.  A few people stood by the fence, pointing
south of Erik and Ted’s apartment building.  Both men sprinted out of the
corridor and raced into the parking lot.


Rounding the corner, they saw the tall,
muscular man towering over the fallen body of Ted’s wife.  She lay doubled over
next to the privacy wall, holding her head.  Brin was there as well, cornered. 
She stood in a defensive pose, calm and ready to fight.  The big man was
shaking his head from the flurry of punches she had just delivered.  He lurched
forward.  The intruder saw Brin’s eyes flash towards Erik and Ted, then turned
to face the two men.


“Get the food!” he barked, pointing
towards Stan’s building.  Only then did Erik and Ted see a second man, shorter,
wider, and wearing clothes from the Sarasota County Jail.  The shorter man took
a look at the two newcomers then bolted for Stan’s apartment building, moving
surprisingly fast.


Something inside Erik snapped.  Time
seemed to slow to a standstill.  He was able to take in everything with crystal
clarity, something he’d never experienced before.  All the colors of the grass,
the sky, the surrounding landscape seemed dull while the colors of the dark
eyes of the man that threatened Brin were brilliant.  The red of Brin’s hair
and the colors of the clothes she wore shone like pure sunshine.  The whites of
her eyes, revealed in terror were almost painfully bright.  His own eyes
narrowed.  


The moment everything slowed down,
something deep down in Erik’s soul was released.  It was something unknown to
him, dangerous and primal, full of rage.  A white-hot, intense, fury.  


Over the years, from the dawn of history
to the modern legalistic society, the paradigm was essentially the same.  One
man chose to take what was promised to another, by trickery or force.  Most men
chose to fight, but as time wore on, the burdens of society pressed down on the
human spirit, allowing more and more outrages to go unpunished.  It was easier
to give in, to give up, to yield, to let society handle the miscreants. 
Justice was global now, not personal.  Just easier and as a consequence, less
efficient.  A thought flared into his mind: how would this situation have been
handled in the last dark age?  


No…rumbled through Erik’s mind like thunder across a parched
landscape.  


The force that welled up inside Erik’s
soul transformed him in an instant into something from his ancestral past. 
Erik unconsciously slipped into the battle rage feared by the enemies of his
people from centuries past.  A Viking berserker, perhaps some long
distant forefather of Erik’s family, buried deep in his genetic makeup was
unleashed once again into the world.


Acting faster than Ted would have
thought possible, Erik surged forward with adrenalin-induced speed.  He
bellowed a deep animalistic, guttural roar that startled everyone in hearing
distance. Erik unsheathed the katana with a whisper of metal on wood in mid-stride and dropped
the lacquered scabbard in his wake to clatter on the pavement.  


A second later, Ted’s instinct and
training kicked in and he reached for the service pistol attached to his
waist.  Erik was already three strides away, closing the gap between himself
and his wife.  The wide shouldered 25 year old unknowingly blocked Ted from a
clear shot of the intruder.  


Making a snap decision, Ted quickly spun
left and trained his 9mm service weapon on the fleeing escapee.  He gripped the
pistol with both hands in the most stable up-right firing position, leaned into
the gun and took aim. 


The roar in Erik’s throat reached
crescendo just as he got within range.  In his oddly slowed personal time
frame, he could see the intruder’s eyes go wide. It was either surprise or
fear, Erik didn’t care which.  


The man froze, not sure whether to fear
more the crazed man that was shrieking like a demon straight from Hell, or the
lethal looking curved sword that flashed in the sunlight as it rose over his
head, gripped by both hands.


By the time the convict resolved himself
and decided to charge at Erik, it was too late.  Erik brought his katana
down in a vicious swing, catching the convict where his bulky neck met his
shoulder.  The old Japanese sword did its job well, cut threw skin, tendon, and
muscle, stopping with a jarring crunch only when it broke the man’s clavicle
bone.  The rage fully on him, Erik jerked the sword free with a backwards
slash, slicing open the man’s chest in the process. The ancient blade cut
through everything in its path like a hot knife through butter.  A small voice
in Erik’s mind said that the sword’s maker would be proud.


Erik’s momentum propelled him forward at
an unstoppable speed.  He was left little choice but to continue the backswing,
turn his left side towards the convict and crash into the heavier muscled man
with his left shoulder.  Erik’s forward motion halted immediately, but the
bigger man, surprised and gushing blood from his horrendous neck wound, was
bounced to his right and away from Brin.  The body check effectively put Brin
and Susan out of harm’s way.  The convict’s scream of pain was stifled in a
grunt as Erik’s body collided with him.


Erik ignored the scream of the wounded
man, reversed his back swing to preserve the speed of the sword and brought the
bloody samurai sword straight down over the back of the falling man’s head.  It
sliced with a grizzly crunch right through his spinal column and nearly severed
the intruder’s head in the process.  Blood droplets sprayed up in an explosive
release as the steel sliced through arteries and veins on its way through the
muscular neck.


Erik mostly avoided the spray of blood
from the already dead intruder and watched with dull eyes as the body hit the
pavement.  He let go of the sword still stuck in the convict’s crumpled form
and sprang to Brin’s side.  The rage was already forgotten.  It was almost as
if his soul had whiplash inside his body, the way things jumped to normal speed
around him.  All he could think of was getting to Brin.  The only obstacle that
had been in his path now lay bleeding at his feet, opened up like a pig going
to slaughter.  


“Are you okay?” he said in a breathless
whisper, his hands going gently to either side of her terror-white face.  She
blinked, starting to shake.  Erik grabbed his young wife in an enormous bear
hug.  She clung to him then, feeling his arms encircle her in safety, closing
her eyes against the sight of the dead man.  She could still see her husband
striding forward with that sword flashing in the light like some sort of
avenging Angel, literally tearing through the man she thought was about
to…


After a few shuddering breaths, Brin
fought back the tears and whispered, “Y-y-yes…Oh God, Erik…that man…he
jumped over…came out of thin air from the wall—Susan!” Brin gasped.


Both of them crouched next to the
moaning form of Susan, curled up on the grass next to the parking lot.  Erik
immediately noticed she was alive. Brin moved to help her friend up.  Susan
blinked, a painful looking swelling already forming on her forehead.  Ted
suddenly appeared at her side, surprising Erik.  


“Susan!  Are you okay—here, let me…no, I
got you, that’s it, easy now…” the ex-Marine had holstered his sidearm
and was gently helping his wife sit up in the warm grass.  He quickly checked
her over for other wounds, but found none save the nasty bump on her head.  He
hugged Susan tightly, “Thank God…”


Erik looked around and blinked in the
sun.  Fifteen yards away a body lay in the parking lot, dressed in correctional
institution coveralls.  It was slumped over, face down in the gravel arms and
legs flailed about in all directions.  Erik turned his head back to Ted.  He
raised one eyebrow and jerked his head towards the second inmate.


“Every Marine a rifleman, Erik,” said
Ted with a wry grin over the top of Susan’s head, buried in his chest.  “…or
should I say Erik the Red?  That was some fancy sword-work there, man.  Jesus
Christ,” said Ted, glancing down at the still twitching corpse at Erik’s
feet.  The red splattered Japanese sword jutted out of the man’s neck at a
gruesome angle.  “That thing is sharp.”


A moan from the man Ted had shot
interrupted Erik’s reply.  Ted abruptly left Susan to Brin’s care and strolled
purposely towards the man he had taken down with a double-tap to the center of
his back.  


Erik looked at Brin, who nodded in
acknowledgement that she was fine.  He reached down and with a grimace and
slightly shaking hands, jerked free his katana with a sickening
squelch.  He stepped over the body and put out of his mind the screaming voice
that was yelling over and over again in shock that he had just killed a
man.  He bellowed back inside his mind that he had just dispatched an animal. 
Not a man.


As he jogged to catch up with Ted,
Erik’s inner voice roared, He was about to attack Brin!  The lament over
the dead man and his acts vanished in the silence after his last forceful
thought.  There’ll be time to dwell on what happened later.  This son of a
bitch is still alive…


The wounded man rolled over with a
pathetic whine and lay in a pool of his own blood, squinting up at the sun,
approaching mid-morning.  “Aaaah…I knew we should have taken him earlier…” he
groaned to himself.


Ted stopped a few feet away, gun
conspicuously drawn and pointed at the ground.  He addressed the wounded
convict with a tone of voice reserved for his police duties and life in the
Corps.  It called for automatic and unquestioning obedience.  


“What were you doing here, asshole?” 
Ted’s voice was hard with anger and the promise further violence.


The man moved his head, a visibly
painful motion, and grinned with bloody teeth.  “Fuck you…you fuckin’ Pig…”
he hissed, spitting blood.  “Yeah…I seen you at the jail, man…”


Erik joined the conversation, walking up
to and past Ted, the once gleaming katana now streaked and coated in a faint sheen of the other
convict’s bright red lifeblood.  


“The man asked you a question,” Erik
said, surprised at the steel in his own voice.  As if on impulse, he moved his
left arm forward, bringing the bloody point of his curved sword to the throat
of the convict.  “You’ll answer it.”  There was no doubt that silence
was not an option.


The convict swallowed in surprise and
feebly tried to move away with his crippled body.  “Holy shit, man!” he
said, gasping and choking on his own fear at the sight of the recently blooded
sword pointing towards his throat ready to impale him.  The man holding it,
about the same size as his former companion, looked mad enough to use it as he
threatened.  Some blood ran down the blade and began to wet the wounded man’s
throat.


“We…we seen this guy stealing food from
a…a restaurant and…” he coughed a bit, struggling to breathe.  The bullets had
punctured one of his lungs, letting it fill with blood.


“And?” asked Ted, kneeling down
beside the man and looking up at Erik, who pulled the katana back and
watched.


The wounded man, seeing the sword
removed, gained some courage and attempted to stall until Ted slowly and
deliberately put his pistol to the side of the swarthy man’s head.  


“You’re going to die one way or the
other.  I suggest you tell me what I want before you meet your Maker.  Maybe
it’ll go easier on you.”  Ted suggested.


“But…” the man protested weakly, trying
to eye the gun and Ted at the same time.


“But nothing…you attacked my
wife, you scum sucking bastard.  You helped kill my friends yesterday during
the prison break.  You will die—either by bleeding to death or when I
pull this trigger and spray your fucking brains across the parking
lot…Now answer me!” Ted growled just loud enough for the convict to
hear, pushing the barrel of his pistol painfully into the flesh on the side of
the convicts head.  Ted’s forehead shone with sweat to match that of the
wounded man, dying on the ground next to him.  Behind them, Erik only saw the
bleeding intruder stiffen in fear as Ted kneeled over him.


The writhing convict winced in fear.  Finally
the escapee gathered his dimming wits and spoke in a faint whisper. 
“L-l-look…we followed that guy…” he said, feebly pointing with a bloodied hand
over his shoulder towards Stan’s building.  “We seen ‘im…had food…we didn’t
have any…”


“So you were gonna take it from him, let
his family starve, huh?” said Ted, twisting the pistol barrel.  A
trickle of blood formed around the fresh scratch.     


The convict tried to nod and moan at the
same time, his voice fading fast.  “Can’t see, man…it’s co-co-cold…” he
coughed, wincing.  “We wanted his…woman…but found those…two…where…who…”


“Are there any more?  Any more
escapees?  Answer me!” screamed Ted, grabbing the man’s shirt collar
with one hand, jerking his body painfully up off the pavement, keeping the gun
on his forehead with his other hand.


“Yeah…we…got…who…” the man’s head lolled
back, his eyes fluttered.


Ted let his body drop to the ground with
a bloody splat.  He listened as the last breath leaked out in a gurgle from the
man he shot.  


“Is he…?” asked Erik, peering over Ted’s
shoulder. A quick check of his pulse revealed the convict was dead.


Ted stood up and holstered his pistol. 
Getting his emotions under control, he answered, “Yeah, he’s dead.”  Ted
noticed the pale look on Erik’s face.  The younger man was drained and starting
to get the shakes.  


“We got some things to take care of. 
And you gotta get inside.”


Erik looked at him suspiciously, feeling
like a leaf in the wind.  “Why?”


“Ever kill a man before?”


Erik went silent, looked down at his
still bloody sword.  With a morbid fascination, he turned the curved blade in
his hand back and forth, watching how the color of the bloody sheen changed in
the sunlight.  He idly wondered how many times in the past this same sword had
spilled blood and taken lives on the other side of the world.  “What stories
you could tell,” he whispered.


In all his survival preparation and
disaster planning, even with all that he had read on riots and post-disaster
chaos, he had never imagined himself in this situation.  I killed that
man…no—not a man.  He was a beast…he was…someone’s son…or brother…he—


“I’m taking that as a no,” muttered
Ted.  He gripped Erik’s arm to steady the bigger man.


Erik looked up, his mind fighting
itself.  “No…”  Then with more force, “No, no!  Of course not. 
Look, Ted…I mean I’ve read about this…I read a lot about it…but I never…I
mean…you’re not going to arrest me or anything…are you?”


Ted moved his hand to Erik’s shoulder, a
calming gesture.  “It’s okay…I don’t think the law is in all that much effect
at the moment.  I’m not going to arrest you.  That was a clear cut case of
defense if ever I saw one.”


Erik relaxed a little.


“No, I don’t think the law is going to
help us.  Hell, I am the law…or was…I don’t know anymore.  I
think there’s a new law we’re going to quickly have to get used to—natural
law.  ‘Survival of the fittest’ and all that kind of stuff.  I have a feeling
things are only going to get worse…besides, they broke out of jail yesterday,
killing…” Ted paused, flashing back to the bloody jail-break that effectively
shut down the Sheriff’s department, leaving the county’s citizens unprotected. 
“…killing good men, cops.  That there is the best case for
capital punishment, if you ask me.”


Ted looked down at the dead man at his
feet, then back across the parking lot at the other dead escapee.  “Well,
that’s two of ‘em.  The rest are still out there somewhere.”  He looked
at Erik again, who was watching his own hands start to shake.  


There was blood on both Erik’s hands
past the wrist.  Another human’s blood splattered in his arms and clothes. 
Erik began to reel slightly.


“The first time is always rough.  You’re
lucky you got Brin to help you through it.  A woman…well, I know it sounds
sexist, but they always seem to make it better,” Ted said.  He walked Erik back
towards Brin and Susan, where neighbors were starting to gather, wanting to
know what had happened.  


People gasped at the sight of the bodies—especially
the one that looked like it had been through a meat slicer at the local deli. 
One woman fainted dead away when she saw Erik holding the bloody samurai sword.



“Besides, the asshole deserved what he
got and you know it.  Never forget that.  Remember what you told Brin
last night…about what I went through at the prison break?  Just remember he
tried to attack Brin and…Susan,” said Ted in a low whisper as they grew near
the crowd.  “Thank you, Erik.  I mean that.”


Erik tried to remember, but his thoughts
were all muddled—he attempted to stand tall and take the gratitude like a man,
after all, he had helped protect not only his wife, but his friend’s
wife.  But despite his efforts, he could feel his insides beginning to quake. 
His knees began feeling weak as the adrenaline was flushed out of his system. 
All he could think about was getting to Brin.  


“I’m so tired…” he said, losing his own
thoughts as the growing mumbling of the crowd grew louder.


“Oh my God, did you kill that man,
Erik?” someone shouted.


“There’s another over there!”


“He’s still got the sword!”


“Oh, he must have shot that one…”


“Goodness gracious, I didn’t think
people even had swords anymore!”


“Jesus!  Erik, Ted, you alright?” asked
Alfonse, forcing his way through the crowd of nervous residents.  “I heard the
gunshots…what happened?”


“’Fer fuck’s sake, Erik!  You do that?”
asked Henry Grimes, looking like he hadn’t shaved in a week.  He whistled. 
“Who was he?”


Ted stepped in between the pressing
crowd and Erik.  He raised his arms in the standard police fashion, signaling
‘step back’.  “Okay, everyone, settle down.  I need you all to go home for a—“


“We are home, Ted!” a voice called out from the
back.  People were straining to peer around him at the dead convict, a pool of
congealing blood around the body.  “Yeah!” someone else said.


“Look, we’ve had a little trouble this
morning.  Two intruders—escaped from the County Jail, remember I told you about
it last night?  These two got in here and attacked my wife and Brin.”


More gasps, hands reaching out to
comfort the two women.  A few of the other women instinctively moved towards
Susan and Brin to offer support.  More than one man was shaking his head in
disbelief and anger.


“But it’s all over now.  No one was
seriously hurt besides the escapees.  Now…I need you all to just give us some
time to clear things up here and I promise, we’ll tell you all about it
tonight.”


“We having another meeting by the pool,
Ted?” asked Alfonse, loud enough for everyone to hear. 


Ted nodded.  “Sure, sure.  We’ve been
having them there at sunset every night since the…since the lights went out,”
he said.  “Might as well.”


“Is it safe?  Are there more out there? 
What if they come here too?” a high nervous voice asked.


Before Ted could respond, someone else
spoke up, “What are we going to do?”


The mumbling started to turn into a
louder rumble.  Ted, trained as a Marine and a Sheriff’s deputy, could well
recognize the workings of panic on the group mentality.  Fear spread,
then…”Okay, we’ll talk about that tonight.  We’re all pretty keyed up.  How’s
about everyone go home and attend to you own families.  Everyone try to think
up ways we can protect ourselves in case this happens again…think about
anything you can to help the community.  Tonight we’ll tell you everything we
know about what happened here and what we can all do to make this place as safe
as possible.”


He held his breath until it looked like
the group began to accept his plea.  People in the back began melting away and
slowly heading towards the pool or their own apartments.  As more people left,
the rest of the group started flowing away.  One family was actively trying to
convince people to leave.


“All I’m saying is, this,” the
balding middle-management executive said to his friend, pointing towards the
bodies of the ground.  “This is enough for me.  We’re getting the hell out of
here before someone else gets killed.  You can’t have people running
around with swords and guns, for Christ’s sake!  What do they think this is,
New Orleans?”   To forestall the response, he continued, “And you’d be smart to
do the same—think of your kids, John!”


The other man shrugged and tried to
argue that he’d at least wait and see what happened at the meeting tonight, but
Erik lost the other man’s response as the two men and their families moved
towards the pool and out of hearing.


Ted turned around, situation under
control again and looked at the two bodies, then Erik with his bloodied
Japanese sword.  


“What the hell are we gonna do?”
he said quietly.











IRAN


Finger of
Allah


 


 


IT WAS 2:32PM in Amman, Jordan when the
dirty white delivery truck rolled to a stop at a crowded intersection in the
Arab nation’s capital city.  Pedestrians crowded the streets.  The driver
yawned.


“Looks like another celebration…”
observed the sleepy driver, smiling.  If he were not awakened in the middle of
the night to take this mission, he might be one of the masked men out there
with an AK-47, chanting and dancing in the streets at the downfall of America. 
The fact that there were international TV reporters on the scene documenting
the excitement only encouraged the demonstrators to more and more showboating.


The navigator, engrossed in prayer now
and sweating, had ignored the driver for the past two hours.  “I said, do you
not see the celebration?” 


The navigator unclenched his eyes and
focused them on his ‘partner’.  “Celebrating what?” he asked weakly.  His face
dripped with sweat.  His stomach was doing summersaults in his abdomen.  He was
almost quaking with nervous energy.


The driver laughed.  “Have you not heard
anything in the past week?  America is dying, my friend!  It is a great time to
be alive!” he said, clapping his feverish looking partner on the back as they
waited for the massed demonstrators to clear the road.  The driver stuck his
head out the window, chanting and screaming with the rest, pumping his fist in
praise of Allah.


The navigator looked at his watch,
shaking his head.  


Idiot.  You interrupt my prayers for
this?  America’s downfall will only be the first.  All of the Satanic West is
about to fall.  


The digital watch didn’t show the time,
it was set to timer mode, counting down the hours, minutes and seconds until
his mission, and his life, were complete.  27 seconds…praise be to
Allah…grant me mercy for fulfilling your word, Merciful Allah.  The
navigator blinked back his tears of joy.  He was about to pull off the greatest
feat in the history of Al Qaeda.


15 seconds…


The driver was giving a loud and
impromptu interview to an interested camera crew from the BBC.  The navigator
had just enough time to look up with glory-clouded eyes and smile for the
camera before he died as the timer on his watch struck zero.  


Inside the cargo hold of the truck, the
enriched uranium nuclear device detonated.  The spherical blast charge imploded
the fissionable material so quickly that the only release for the energy was
after the bomb reached critical mass in a fraction of a second and erupted into
a ball of pure white energy.  The roughly 2 kiloton ‘bomb’ instantly created a
crater just over 200 feet wide and close to 40 feet deep.  All the surging
throngs of militant Jordanians, who were just a split second before celebrating
the downfall of America turned to ash in the atomic fire.  The entire event
lasted less than a second.


The blast wave erupted from the
vaporized atomic device swept clean the crowded city for about a mile in all
directions, flattening all the brick, mortar and sandstone buildings and
ripping apart everything in its path.  Glass and debris was pushed ahead of the
blast wave like a storm surge of deadly missiles, peppering and shredding
buildings, people and vehicles.   Anyone unfortunate enough to be looking
towards the center of Amman when the bomb went off would be blind for life by
the searing heat and intense light of the blast.


One mile from the explosion the
survivors lived long enough to see the blast wave approach.  Racing outwards at
the speed of sound the shockwave blew them through the air at 20 feet per
second, flinging bodies, cars and bits of buildings through the streets like
paper.


Quickly rising up over the city,
towering like a giant evil mushroom, the cloud formed.  It cast a menacing
shadow of death over the shocked and eviscerated Jordanian capital city.











NORAD


To Reap the Whirlwind


 


 


OKAY, TELL ME we got some good news this
morning,” said the President, taking his second cup of coffee and sitting down
at the head of the War Room conference table.  He still was not used to being
this deep inside a mountain.  “I’ve been informed that the D.C. Police are no
longer able to contain the riots, even with the National Guard.  People,” he
said, looking around at the monitors in front of him.  “I don’t want to end up
being the President who was run out of town by a bunch of looters.  Now what
have you got for me?”  Most of the faces that peered back at him were tired and
scared.


“Well, sir, we’re getting word out of
Texas,” said the Secretary of Homeland Security from across the massive table.


“Hank,” the President warned with a
hand.  “Tell me it’s good.  Please.”


“It is,” SecDHS leader said with an odd
smile.  “In a way.”


“What happened?” sighed the President. 
He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.  Too early for  bad news.


“The rioting in Houston and Austin has
been put down.”


The President sat up.  “Put down?  How? 
What do you mean, ‘put down’?”


“Well, Governor Santos was afraid for
the Legislature’s safety.  He did something rather rash.  Signed an order
allowing for the deputation of all legally armed citizens in Houston and
Austin.”


“That would mean that anyone with a gun
in those cities became an agent of the state government…” mused the Secretary
of Defense.


“It’s unprecedented, but…technically
yes, that’s what happened.  He nearly doubled the size of his National Guard
forces by adding those armed citizens already in the occupied cities,”
concurred SecDHS.


“Wait—what’s this about ‘occupied’?”
asked the President testily.  “This is rioting, not an invading army.”


“Of course, sir.  It’s just that…well,
some of our soldiers are referring to the cities as ‘occupied’….and the term’s
been picked up by the state governments.  Makes it easier to do what they have
to do.  Slip of the tongue, sir.  Sorry.”  Suthby’s face said he was anything
but sorry.  


“Is it really that bad?”  The President
frowned.  “No—just tell me what happened in Texas.”


“Yessir…once the news spread that anyone
legally carrying a firearm was deputized, all hell broke loose.  In a matter of
a few hours early this morning, the rioters were dispersed.  Seems the rioters
lost an awful lot of their own when the citizens started fighting back on the
inside and our soldiers attacked from the outside.  A giant city-wide pincer.”


The President slapped his hand down on
the table with a grin from ear to ear.  “Now that kind of initiative is
what we need more of, people!  Damn fine job—cleaned up the mess on his own,”
the President beamed.  Then his face clouded.  “But why weren’t the civilians
fighting back in the first place, if they had so many guns?  I sure as hell
know I would.”


“Well, sir, most people we’ve been able
to talk to so far—we’re investigating whether or not to recommend this tactic
to the other governors affected…“ the Secretary for Homeland Defense said as an
aside.  “So far we’ve been told they were afraid to do anything because they’d
be in legal trouble once things quieted down.  When the Governor cleared
that burden away by deputizing them…well…” the DHS Secretary shrugged.   He
looked disappointed in the outcome.


“Looks like the good people of Texas had
about enough of this rioting bullshit,” SecDef said.  He folded his arms across
his ample chest and grinned.


“There was significant loss of life, Mr.
President.  Both the rioters and the deputized citizens suffered heavy
casualties, though we’re still working on the numbers.  We’re giving you an
early estimate of close to three thousand…” began Suthby.


“All those citizens dead…my—“


“No sir.  That was just the rioters.  We
don’t have an accurate number on just how many citizen-deputies there were,
yet.”


“Good Lord, look at that nonsense,” said
the image of the Secretary of State, pointing towards an off-screen digital
display at his own secret location.  


The screen everyone turned to depicted a
BBC news cast, showing scenes from Jordan of an anti-American demonstration in
Amman.  American flags burning, people dancing on the flames, others waving
Jordanian and Palestinian flags.


“Laugh it up, assholes…laugh it up,”
remarked the Free World’s leader sarcastically.  “Any news on who hit us yet?”
he asked over his shoulder to the National Security Advisor sitting at the
conference table.  


“If these jackasses had anything
to do with it—“ began the SecDef’s image.


The screen focused on a truck driver
sticking his head out the window of a white delivery truck, joining in the
celebration.  Before the President could finish his sentence, the television
screen went white and then black, confusing both the President and the British
anchorman.


“Uh…Ah…sorry…Our most sincere
apologies about that,” said the Brit, effectuating timeless English class
while covering up his channel’s SNAFU.  “Appears we’re having a spat of
trouble with the signal from Amman…I’m getting word…” he put a finger to
his hidden ear piece.  “Ah.  Yes—well it seems we have another crew ready to
report on the outskirts of Amman…and we go live there, now.”


The screen flickered, cut through some
static then the camera focused on something no one had seen since the horrific
summer of 1945.  The audio feed from the second camera crew wasn’t up-linked,
but the video came in crystal clear.  The scene was something out of a nightmare
of biblical proportions.  The ravaged city of Amman was centered on the screen,
with a huge, threatening snake of a mushroom cloud creeping up and out from
downtown.  The cameraman shook in fear, causing the image to blur.  Then it
rapidly zoomed out to give the impression of size as the cloud towered above
the city.  The image was still shaky.


“God have mercy…” said the
shocked anchorman’s, voice.


No one said a word in the War Room, all
eyes transfixed on the image of the mushroom cloud floating above Amman.  The
President put his coffee down absent mindedly on the edge of the table with his
eyes glued to the display.  The cup fell to the floor with crash—the only sound
in the room.  He slowly pulled himself away from the screen, looking at the
National Security Advisor.  She stared at the screen, mouth open in shock.


Only the Secretary of Defense spoke. 
“Well, I will be dipped in shit,” he said with a straight face, taking
his glasses off.  “Who in the hell would nuke Jordan of all
places?” he asked the room.


All heads swiveled to the President.  


“Israel,” he said, frowning, his fists
clenched.  “But why now?  Dammit, get me the Israeli Prime Minister on
the phone.”  In seconds, a phone was handed to the President, connection
established.  When a nuclear device was detonated in your backyard and the
President of the United States called, you answered the phone.


“I swear
to you on the life of my daughter, Israel did not do this horrible thing!”
said the Israeli Prime Minister heatedly over the secured speakerphone. 


The President leaned back in his chair,
looking at a monitor that showed the streets of Washington, D.C. out the
windows of the abandoned White House.  He looked towards the smoke rising in
the distance, outside the security perimeter thrown up around the nation’s
capital complex.  Something on fire sailed past the window.


“Look, Ben, I believe you…you don’t have
to convince me, but—”


“You are the only one then!  Have you
seen what those…” the Prime Minister rattled off something the President
couldn’t understand.  “What they said?  King Hussein says we did it
and they have proof!  How can they have proof, I ask you?  It’s only been a few
minutes!  The Palestinians have gone wild—I…the Saudis and their cohorts have
already begun to mass armies on their borders.  They were just waiting for an
excuse to invade.  This is a set up—they have planned this, I tell you. They’re
all going to start a war!”  The prime Minister spat.


“Look, Ben, if there’s anything we can
do—“


“You can do something.  Do not
recall your forces!  We need your protection.  Without American military
presence, there’s going to be nothing holding them back.  I tell you, they will
attack us soon!”


“Ben, I’ve ordered our forces home to
deal with our own problems, but I’ll have a carrier battlegroup stationed in
the Med.  I’m sorry, but I can’t spare more.”


There was silence on the other end of
the phone.  President watched the black smoke in the distance on the monitor
screen, like so much smog hovering over the ground, as it smeared the blue sky
like oil in water.


“Is it really as bad as they say?” 
The question was asked in a quiet, not unkind voice. 


The President sighed.  “Ben, it’s
worse.”


“Of course you have the thoughts and
prayers of Israel with you, my friend.”


“Thank you—America thanks you, Ben. 
We’re going to need it.”


“Is there nothing we can do?”
asked the Israeli leader.


The President nearly choked.  He had
never, in all his life expected to be asked that question by any foreign
nation, let alone a tiny nation that America had nearly single-handedly
supported since its creation…America was the world’s only super-power.  America
needed help from no one, because America helped others, not the other way around. 



What’s the world coming to?


“No…no, Ben, on behalf of our people, I
thank you, but there’s not much anyone can do at the moment.  We’re just
dealing with internal issues.  That’s all.”


“And this is why you are pulling your
military out of most of the world and sending them home?”


“That’s just precautionary, Ben.  I will
not take chances with the safety of my nation.”


“I agree completely.  That is why I
am mobilizing the army and air force today.  We will not be caught off guard.”


“Dammit, Ben, tell me you’re not going
to launch a pre-emptive strike?”


“Why do you ask?  You did the same
thing in Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria, no?” asked the Israeli bitterly.  The
voice sighed.  “No.  No, will we not launch a pre-emptive strike.  But I
will hold a news conference within the hour to let the world know that we did
not launch this attack, nor will we stand by whistling in the breeze while our
enemies prepare for a war we do not want.  If they strike at Israel, we will
use all necessary force to defend ourselves.”


The President paused.  “Ben, I think it
would be prudent to hold off on ‘all’ necessary force.  After all, we don’t
know—“


“Someone used a nuclear weapon
against Jordan.  Someone has one, they may have more.  Everyone knows we
have them.  Everyone will soon know we are not afraid to use them.  I am
sorry, my friend, but I cannot let politics and fear of offending a bunch of
war-hungry Arabs deter me from protecting the people of Israel.  Not any more.
”


“I’ve sent my condolences to Jordan,
Ben.  I have also asked them and their neighbors to hold off on any hasty
responses.  I’m trying to get them to go through the United Nations to buy us
some time to figure out this mess.”


“I trust the U.N. as far as I can
spit.  They are run by our enemies and will continue to stop us from protecting
ourselves.  Israel will not listen to the U.N. now—their delaying tactics will
not work on us.”


The President caught the hidden
meaning.  “They delayed us then, Ben, but things have changed.  I—“


There was a heated conversation the
President couldn’t quite hear coming from the other end of the phone.  Suddenly
the Prime Minister returned to the line, his voice strained and full of
anxiety.


“I told you!  I have just been
informed the Saudi Army has crossed the border and entered southern Jordan. 
They are going to start a war!  I must see to Israel’s defense.  Good day, my
friend, and may God bless both our troubled lands.”


“Ben, wait!  Ben?  Ben!  Damn it
all!” the President slammed his phone down on the receiver.  “He hung up on me!”
exclaimed the President.  “Who the hell hangs up on the President of the United
States?”


The SecDef’s image grinned as he
adjusting his glasses.  “Sir, someone who’s got a million screaming Arabs ready
to wipe his country off the face of the Earth.  With all due respect, we’ve got
a million screaming blacks right here wanting to do the same thing.”


“A million?”


“Well…just a figure of speech, sir, but
it’s probably more,” said the Defense Department Chief.  “Mr. President, I’ve
got reports from our forces overseas.  The Navy’s got our carrier battlegroups
headed home, except the Roosevelt—she’s still in the Eastern Med.  We
just pulled the Enterprise and her group off station.  We can have her
hold position.”


“We’re still covered in the western
Pacific?  I want to keep a strong presence there for China and North Korea to
think about.”


“Yes, Mr. President,” the Secretary of
Defense’s digital image said, straightening his shoulders.  “Our pullouts with
the Army and Marines are going smoothly.  But they were pretty deep in Iraq and
Lebanon.  It’s going to be a matter of at least a week at best before we get
most of our soldiers and materiel on the way home.  I’m going to put the foot
down and give them two weeks for the equipment.  But, sir, the only way to do
that is mobilize every C-17 we’ve got and keep ‘em flying 24-7.  It’s going to
be expensive.  If we use the Navy transports, it’ll be three weeks to a month
before we get our boys home.”


“Al, that’s too long.  I don’t care how
much it costs, get them home, now.  In a month, it’ll be too late, the
way things are going.  You have a blank check with this one.”


“I’ll put the order in right away, sir,
and get things rolling.”


The intercom on the conference table
beeped.  “Mr. President, it’s time for your—“


“I know, Sergeant, thank you.  I’m on my
way,” the President said in a clipped voice.  He stood up and grabbed his
jacket.  The President put his suit jacket on, adjusted his tie and grabbed
some papers off the polished table.  “Things are getting out of control, Al. 
Get those orders out and give me an update--“


“We’ll have it ready for the afternoon
briefing, sir.


 


Hank
Suthby, Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, stormed into his new
office.  For being half a mile under a mountain deep in the bowls of NORAD, it
wasn’t bad.  But he didn’t care.  He was followed by his staffers, flocking
around him like royal retainers.


“That fool
is going to let this country fall to pieces before he lets us do our job!”  He
tossed his briefcase onto the desk and clicked on a large flatscreen display. 


“Sir, he’ll
come to his senses soon,” offered one of the lackeys.  The rest hovered near
the door and bobbed heads in unison.


Suthby
found himself watching in horror as the screen warmed up and displayed a
picture of Washington, D.C. from the roof of the White House.  He looked out
over the city, once so full of light and activity.  Now everything was dark,
the street lights, normally turning on about this time in the evening were
off.  There were cars scattered everywhere, some out of gas, some burnt to a
crisp.  There was a mob of rioters, a great undulating mass of humanity filling
the streets.  Torches burned, Molotov Cocktails soared through the air and
fireballs burst at the periphery of the mob.  It was only a matter of time
before they realized that the White House had been abandoned and the U.S.
Government had fled the city.  It would be anarchy in a matter of hours.


Why won’t
he sign the damn orders?  I could clean this up in less than a week!


To the
north and the east, he could see the low hanging darkness in the sky that
represented the smoke that was blanketing the city from all the riots and
burning buildings.  He’d heard the Maryland National Guard was conducting a
military campaign up there, going block by block, fighting the rioters. 
Supposedly, the rioters were well organized, using homemade napalm of all
things to fight back.  Even the street gangs were getting in on the action,
every low-life and street thug taking their shots at the Man while they could. 
The nation’s capital city was all but falling off a cliff.  Despite himself, he
chuckled.


Looks like
fucking Bosnia or Chechnya, not Washington.


“He’s not
acting fast enough,” mused Suthby, reaching for his sat -phone to get in touch
with Daniel at the new DHS HQ in Denver.


“But sir,
there’s not much he can do.  We need the military to help the National Guard
put down the rioting…” one of the female aides said nervously.  Her boss’s
temper was legendary among those working at DHS.


“Shelly’s
right, sir, and it’s not exactly like there’s ongoing terror attacks…is there?”


“We don’t
know that for sure yet, John,” countered another staffer, playing Devil’s
advocate.


Suthby
continued to look at the display, out over the darkened city, noting the glow
coming from the east—the riot fires were beginning to light up the night as the
afternoon faded towards evening.  He listened to his staffers argue out all
that had been going through his mind.  


What is it
now, the fifth…sixth day after the power went out?


“And what
would declaring a national emergency do for us that the President hasn’t
already gotten going?  He’s already restricted the 1st Amendment. 
He’s Federalized the National Guard, he’s recalled the military and he’s
deploying what we’ve got already at home…look at Chicago.  The damn Army is
going to level that city.”


“The
Emergency Order would allow everything to be streamlined.  There wouldn’t be a
delay in getting approval from Congress or—“ another staffer argued.


“It would
allow the President to institute Martial Law and block the Constitution until
the crisis is over,” concluded Shelly.  Suthby raised his eyebrows and glanced
over his shoulders.  His aides had completely forgotten he was here and were
hashing out national policy on their own.  It was exactly why he had
hand-picked them for his department.


“Yes, we
all know that—and the public would think it’s a dictatorship,” snapped John
from the other side of the room.  He was changing the batteries on his
flashlight.


“But maybe
that’s exactly what we need,” said Suthby, turning away from the window to look
at the staffers over his shoulder.  “A dictatorship until the crisis is over.” 
Silence descended on the room.  The only sound was a soft whirr of the air
conditioning system.


“Sir, this
is America…we don’t do dictatorships!” joked John in a quiet voice.


“Oh, it
wouldn’t be a true dictatorship; the President would still be in charge,
and he’s not exactly Joe Stalin, is he?” asked Suthby with an innocent smile.


“Well, in
theory, sir.  Technically, the President gives the orders, but we take
control of everything.  That’s the whole point of DHS.  We are the only
agency set up to run everything at once, on a moment’s notice,” replied Shelly,
her voice wavering.  Suthby could see she was beginning to fear where this
conversation was leading.


“We are, aren’t we?” asked Suthby,
rubbing his chin in thought.  He opened his sat-phone and speed dialed Daniel. 
“I need a few minutes to myself, people.  Thanks,” Suthby said by way of
dismissal.  He turned his back on them as the staffers filed out of the office,
worry evident on their faces.











CHICAGO


First Blood


 


 


TAHRU, ARE YOUR people ready?” asked
Malcolm over his radio.  The Brotherhood’s undisputed leader peered his command
center windows, halfway up the Sears Tower.  There was a large group of
city-folk that were being rounded up and forced out of town at gunpoint.  The
gangs had been very keen on killing them all, but Malcolm’s Brotherhood, with
Tahru’s influence, had stopped that before too many civilians had died.  He
followed the line of the street towards the Chicago River.  On the other side
of the barricades, the National Guard watched and waited.  


They’re not going to sit there
forever…they’re either going to wait for us to starve or they’re going to
attack again, this time in force.  As long as they know we have innocent
civilians in here, they’ll wait.  I hope.


“D’ey’s ready, man…” came the
reply from the Michigan Street Bridge where his younger brother was stationed. 
Tahru was hiding behind the corner of a large building, riddled with bullet
holes and gutted by a fire that was still burning in the upper floors.  Down
the street about two blocks he could see the Man’s barricade at the bridge. 
Over head, he could hear a few helicopters buzzing about, flitting in and out
of the dense riot-smoke.  Occasionally one of their powerful searchlights would
penetrate the smoke briefly and illuminate someone running for cover.   The
lesson learned from the Apache attack was not lost on anyone who had seen the
battle.  Slaughter…Tahru told himself.


“Good…I am sending the refugees towards
you…please remember to not shoot them in the back, Tahru…” Malcolm joked,
trying to ease the tension.  This was a very delicate operation.  Hundreds of
things could go wrong, putting the whole rebellion in jeopardy.


“Sheeeit, man, whatchoo think I am,
some kinda foo’ from South Central?  Man, jes’ get them fuckers up here
already!”  


Malcolm sighed.  He knew what the plan
was, he was just anxious to see the results.  In the group of a few hundred
Whiteys, they had placed some ‘Fruits of Islam’ inside backpacks, bags, and
briefcases that the erstwhile hostages knew nothing about.  


Malcolm had plans that required the
Brotherhood capture Navy Pier.  With that cut off from the Man’s use, they
couldn’t dock their large transport ships and Coast Guard vessels, forcing them
to change tactics and causing a logistics mess.  This ‘hostage transfer’ that
Tahru had helped organize by sending runners over to the National Guard to
parley was step one to taking the Pier.  All he need do was wait for the right
time.


“Yo, man,
how long I gotta stay here?  Almost dark, man…” Tahru said sullenly to
himself.  He could see his boys crouching behind the other nearby buildings at
the intersection.  They had all been there for a few hours, watching the
civilians as they were rounded up.  More than a few were drinking.  


The white
folk were all being gathered a few blocks away.  More than a few had been
killed outright, their possessions taken, some of the women raped.  That was
before Malcolm and the Brotherhood. It had taken a ruthless and determined
response by Malcolm and his followers to put an end to such barbarism.  Many of
Tahru’s thugs had been executed for rape as an example to the others that such
actions would not be tolerated by the Brotherhood.   The minorities
among the hostages were to be given an opportunity to join the rebellion.  The
rest were herded towards the Chicago River.


As if in
answer to his question, the radio in Tahru’s hand came to life.  “Alright
everyone, it is time.  Go with Allah,” his brother called out.


“’Bout
time…” grumbled Tahru.  He had spent most of the day out here and was well past
tired and hungry.  To the radio, he said, “He’ dey come, Malcolm…”   


The
captives had begun marching towards the Michigan Street bridge.  They were
almost to Tahru’s position.  Every now and then someone shuffled past with a
backpack or briefcase. The people in the crowd were too scared and hungry to
care why they had been given things to carry.  All they had known for the past
few days was fire, destruction, darkness and fear.   At this point, the
hostages cared only about making it out of Occupied Chicago and across the
river into the safety of the National Guard lines; they didn’t even notice the
rebels surrounding them in the shadows, watching.


“Excellent…Tahru,
I want you to get inside your building now and get to a higher floor.  I want
you to see this.  Everyone else, you know the plan.  Get moving.”        


Tahru
entered the abandoned office building he had been positioned near and began
climbing stairs to the fourth floor.  He made his way through the debris left
by vandals to the north side of the building and entered a big corner office. 
The room he stepped into was ripped open on the north side; a huge section of
the wall had been blown in by one of the tanks across the river.  Tahru could
see it through the hole, sitting quietly on the other side of the Chicago
River.  


A sobering
thought struck him: If I can see d’em foo’s, d’ey mebbie can see me!  


He rushed
to the partial wall facing north and crouched down, hiding himself in the
charred rubble.  A slight breeze moved through the opening, bringing with it a
mixture of smells, mostly from the smoke and fires still burning south of his
position.  In the distance, through the haze and smoke, he could just make out
Navy Pier.  


The noise
level outside suddenly increased as the hostages realized they were being
marched to freedom.  The leading rows of people could see the National Guard
soldiers patrolling the crude barricade on the north side of the battle scarred
bridge.  Soldiers waved to urge them on.  The Apache helicopter that had
attacked the rioters the day before was hovering in the distance, keeping an
eye on things from the sky.  It had been joined, Tahru saw, by another Apache
and two larger helicopters with twin rotors.  The noise these four machines
made was a constant rumble that competed with the screaming of the hostages on
the streets down below.


On the
ground across the river, Tahru could see all kinds of dark green and brown
colored trucks, jeeps and tanks.  All the tanks looked like nasty bitches to
him, but there was only one that had a big gun barrel sticking out the front. 
The others looked squatter and had little guns and lots of antennae sticking up
all over.  He quickly scanned the vehicles, then whistled as he saw how many
soldiers there were.  Tahru pulled out his binoculars to get a better view as
the first shouts of joy came up from the streets when the hostages drew close
to the bridge.  They were being prevented from running by gun toting Brothers
walking at their sides.  The time for running had not yet arrived.


“Yo,
Malcolm, look like them mo-fo’s gots all the damn Pigs in the city ovah dare!”
he called into the radio.  The display of flashing lights from the squad cars
was dazzling.  The police cars had been brought up in formations behind the
soldiers who were clustered about the bridge.           


“How
many?” came the reply.


“Yo, man, I
cain’t count that high!  D’ey’s gots a shitload of ‘em.”


“Very
well, keep watching…”


Tahru heard
a voice cut through all the background noise and turned his binoculars to the
foot of the Michigan Street bridge.


“It’s all
right folks!  Hurry up now, you’re free!  That’s it move across the bridge,
right over here, come on!” called out a soldier with a bullhorn.  He stood in
full view on a burned out car on the north side of the bridge.  The hostages,
when they reached the south side, began to run and broke free of their
captors.  People further back, still walking towards the bridge, could see the
ones in front making a mad dash for safety and began to surge forward, pushing
those in front of them forward or down to the ground where they were trampled. 
The march had turned into a stampede


“Yo,
Malcolm, d’es goin’ crazy man!” Tahru reported, one hand still holding the
binoculars to his face.


Malcolm
ordered his operatives to sneak into the herd.  Unseen by anyone in the chaos
of the stampeding hostages, Members of the Brotherhood began to slip out of
adjacent buildings and enter the teeming mass of humanity as it crashed forward
like a tidal wave towards freedom.  They were wearing everyday business attire
stolen or removed from the dead, carrying backpacks and briefcases like many of
the others.  


The
soldiers quickly pulled back the barricade as the first of the hostages
streamed past, screaming for help and crying.  The Guardsmen were quickly
overwhelmed for the hostages numbered many times more than their rescuers. 
Hostages poured across the bridge.  The soldiers was forced to fall back or be
trampled as the panicked civilians entered the command post and surged to the
north, looking for shelter and aid.


“People,
please remain calm, you’re safe now!  Safe!” the Guardsman with the
bullhorn on top of burned out car said.  His car was now an island, surrounded
on all sides by civilians trying to get as far away from Occupied Chicago as
possible.  “Hey!  You there, slow down!  Yes—no wait, don’t hit the car like
that, you’re all going to be fine!”


“Now!”
came Malcolm’s voice over the radio.


Tahru
pulled out his .45, aiming vaguely towards the rear of the crowd, still a block
away from the bridge, but picking up speed.  He pulled the trigger a few times,
as did the “guards” of the hostages.  A handful of civilians screamed in pain
and dropped to the pavement, bleeding.  When the rest of the stampede figured
out what was happening in the rear, all hell broke loose.  


The stream
of humanity became a raging river—it was every person for themselves.  A few
people jumped or were shoved off the bridge to drop some twenty five feet below
into the swiftly moving Chicago River.


From what
Tahru could see, the soldiers looked like ants who’s hill had been stepped on. 
They ran here and there, pushing and fighting their way through the civilians
who continued to pour into their lines.  Any organization the National Guard
had enjoyed before the ‘hostage release’ had been totally destroyed.  Through
his binoculars, Tahru could spot a few of the ‘loaded’ Whiteys running for aid
stations and medical tents, still carrying their backpacks and briefcases.  


“Any
time now…” came Malcolm’s voice over the radio.


A few
seconds later, Tahru spotted the first flash by the big green tent that had a
giant red cross on it.  Then another and another.  Three more flashes went off
in quick succession to the right, by the time the first explosion was heard by
Tahru.  It was a muffled pop.  Smoke mushroomed out in at least six different
spots behind the National Guard position.  The backpacks and briefcases filled
with explosives were ripping through the hostages, blowing bodies and bits of
bodies all over the streets on the north side of the bridge.  The Medical tent
was half knocked over, all of it in flames.  More than one cop car was on fire.


The
screaming actually caused Tahru to catch his breath.  He had never heard
anything so awful before.  One of the big tanks with a little gun and lots of
antennae suddenly jumped with an explosion that echoed across the river.


Tahru sat
in stunned silence, watching the chaos across the river erupt in front of his
eyes.  The smoke from the explosions was blocking his view more than a block
away, but from what was going on just across the bridge, he could tell his
brother was a genius.  Not only had Malcolm figured out how to sneak all those
bombs into the Man’s nest, he had killed a shit load of soldiers.  


They had
stirred up some excitement all right.  The four helicopters were all circling
over the scene, looking confused.  There were no targets the attack choppers
could hit that wouldn’t endanger scores of civilians.  There was no place for
the transport helicopters to land and take on wounded.  They merely buzzed
around like enraged bees.


The radio,
forgotten in Tahru’s hand, suddenly came to life.  “Malcolm, we found ‘em! 
Jus’ like you said, Brother!” said a new voice, full of excitement.  “It
was in the big truck with tank treads!”


“Excellent…remove
that pestilence from Allah’s sky,” was the immediate reply.


“By
Allah’s will!” the radio clicked off. 


Movement to
the northeast caught Tahru’s eye.  A thin trail of smoke leapt out of the chaos
on the streets and shot across the sky heading straight for one of the
Apaches.  Tahru realized someone was shooting missiles at the helicopters.  For
Tahru, the battle was like watching something out of a movie or a drug induced
hallucination.  The missile sailed past the dodgy little helicopter and
disappeared to the north over Navy Pier.


“Whoa! yelled
Tahru as a second streak of smoke leapt up and hit the wildly bucking
helicopter.  It was consumed in a fireball in mid-air, raining chunks of
burning metal on the ground below.  The wreckage dropped straight down,
trailing smoke and fire onto the streets still crowded with terrorized people
running for their lives.  There was no way to dodge missiles for long at that
altitude.  He almost felt sorry for the poor bastards flying those things.  Almost.


“Daaaaaaamn!”
said Tahru into the radio.  “Homeboy took dem fuckers down da block!” he
grinned, watching the second attack chopper explode in mid-air.  The bigger
vehicles turned and raced away.


“Both
Apaches are destroyed?” asked Malcolm’s voice, a slight edge to it.


“Yeah, man—blew
the fuck out of ‘em!”


“That is
our sign from Allah, my Brothers,” Malcolm’s voice came in now on all
frequencies used by the Brotherhood.  “Take what is ours, my Brothers—what
the Man has given us.  Harvest our crops!”


Tahru
scrambled to the edge of his burned out office and looked out in the gathering
darkness as a few dozen dark figures emerged from the buildings around the
south side of the Michigan Street bridge and ran across.  There were some
gunshots heard echoing back, as the Brothers pumped some more lead into the
remnants of the fleeing crowd of released hostages and shocked soldiers.


The battle—a
rout, actually—was already over.  Swarmed by civilians and IEDs exploding all
around them, the National Guard was forced into a ragged retreat in every
direction away from Occupied Chicago.  They threw down packs, weapons, helmets,
even the wounded in their flight.  Anything that would slow them down was
abandoned.  Tahru smiled, watching his people emerge from the buildings and
rush forward over the bridge to loot.  The wounded and dying —soldiers and
civilians—lay everywhere.  The sobbing and screaming started the moment the
explosions ended.  The Brotherhood ignored them all and stripped corpses and
wounded alike of anything valuable.  They were like locusts.


Tahru
blinked.  Before his eyes lay Hell itself.  The bodies and body parts, the
smoke, the fire, the noise.  He smiled.


The
Brotherhood, Tahru could see, quickly pounced on the military hardware left
behind in the Guard’s haste to evacuate.  HumVees, a slightly damaged APC,
ammunition, food, communications gear, a few old Jeeps, and three huge trucks,
including the one loaded with heavy weapons.  Bodies of fallen Guardsmen were
striped clean or thrown in a vehicle to be stripped once safely back across the
river.  Anything that remotely looked military or valuable was snatched and
brought back to their side of the river.  


In minutes,
the first of the captured vehicles roared to life—a fully loaded HumVee—and
made its way towards the Michigan Street bridge heading back into Occupied
Chicago, headlights flashing and horn honking in celebration of the
Brotherhood’s victory.   To the west, the sun was nearing the horizon.  


Soon as
d’em boys take da Pier, we gonna party tonight! Tahru thought, heading
back down to the street level to get in on the looting of the military gear.  
He wanted a big-ass rifle with a grenade launcher. 


Motherfuckin’ Rambo in da ‘hood, y’all!











SARASOTA


The Reluctant Caesar


 


 


ALFONSE FINISHED LIGHTING the
tiki-torches around the pool deck.  There was water everywhere, not yet
evaporated after the late afternoon thunderstorm.  The usual three o’clock
storm had been a little late today and dumped a bit more rain than normal, but
it was a welcome relief as it cooled things off and dropped the humidity a bit.


It had been 48 hours since Erik and Ted
had killed the intruders, but it had taken that long just for things to settle
down a bit.  Some people had gone walking around the complex, nervous about
more intruders.  Others had stayed by the pool, trying to keep cool and forget
what had happened.  A few had a somewhat impromptu vigil at Building 6, where
Ted, Susan, Brin and Erik lived.  Ted and a few others had removed the bodies
of the dead convicts to a spot of unused land a ways down the road from the
complex, where they were buried without ceremony under some trees thick with
Spanish Moss.  Erik had kept himself in isolation in his apartment, thinking
about what had happened.  Brin hadn’t left his side since the attack.


Tonight, about a half dozen families
were already at the pool deck, just round sunset on Day Five, as they had begun
calling it.  Somehow, the fact that it was Monday didn’t matter anymore.  After
all, no one had gone to work since the day the power went out, and since there
was no power coming back anytime soon, who would go to work tomorrow?  Or the
next day?  Or next week? 


Due to heavy cloud cover, it was as dark
as full night at Colonial Gardens.  Most of the families that were staying for
the time being had gathered on the pool deck.  A few men and women were
standing around Ted and Erik, who was holding tightly to Brin.  His katana
was strapped to his waist with a heavy sash, in the same manner the samurai
originally wore the sword.  It rested horizontally against his right hip, the
hilt, or tsuba, next to his lower ribs, the tip of the saya, or
scabbard, near his knee.  It looked odd to many people, expecting to see the
more ‘Hollywood’ style, strapped over the back.


Erik ignored the questions from those
around him.  His face appeared to have aged ten years in two days.  He had
spent little of those two days sleeping.  Whenever he tried to close his eyes
and sleep, he saw that man in his vision, leering at Brin with lust in his
eyes.  Then in a heartbeat, Erik’s katana was slicing through the
convict’s neck; the feeling of the sword slicing through muscle and bone
jarring his mind from sleep time after time.


So Erik had meditated the way Obu-san
had taught him.  He sought guidance for his soul.  He tried hard to focus the
scared part of himself into resolve.  It was hard for him to not think
about the man he had killed.  It was a struggle to clear his mind for more than
a few minutes.  To refocus himself, he cleaned and polished his sword in the
bedroom with the door shut for hours at a time, sweating in the confined,
steamy space.  It was a cleansing process for Erik.  Brin, meanwhile, stayed
nearby helping Ted care for Susan, who was in turn worried about Erik.  She had
been around men in Erik’s position as a wife of a Marine, but Ted bid her leave
Erik to figure things out for himself first.  


By the time Erik finally emerged from
the bedroom, his mind was at ease.  He had asked God for guidance, help and
forgiveness, and at last a strange sort of calm had descended on him.  He still
regretted the fact that he had been forced to kill that man, but more and more,
his mind was hardening to the new truth of reality.  Erik realized he had been forced
to kill that man…he didn’t want to do it, but if that man hadn’t jumped over
the wall and tried to assault Brin…


“So why you
still got that sword?  Ted, aren’t you going to arrest him?” asked Henry
Grimes, looking for all the world like something a dog dragged in from the
gutter.  He hadn’t bothered to even try and shave since the power went out. 
People tended to give him a little more space than everyone else because he
reeked of sweat and alcohol.  A lack of running water had not helped his
hygiene.


A few
murmurs of approval after he spoke set the mood.  Those near Erik seemed to be
in support of what he and Ted had done.  Those on the other side of the pool
deck, near Henry, thought the killing was a bad thing, or at least wrong.


Ted glanced
at Erik quickly, then stepped forward, into the no-man’s-land between the two
groups of residents.  He opened his mouth, then realized he was going to have
his back to some people no matter what.  Changing tactics, he spoke: “Alright,
before we get started, I’d like to make a suggestion.  How ‘bout we let anyone
who is going to speak step up on the hot tub deck there,” he said, jerking a
thumb over his shoulder.  The hot tub was set in its own concrete deck adjacent
to and three feet above the pool.  A perfect little stage.  


“If we talk
down here, some people aren’t going to hear.  How about it?”  Heads nodded,
people whispered to each other, but no one really objected.  Taking that in
stride, Ted mounted the five concrete steps and stood on the “stage” holding
the rail with both hands.  I don’t know if this is any better….feels like
I’m giving a speech now.  God, I hate public speaking!


“So why
haven’t you arrested him?” someone called out.


“Look, I’m
not arresting him because he did nothing wrong—“


“He killed
a man!” shouted Henry, a little too loudly.  The affects of his liquid dinner
were still with him, it seemed.


Ted’s face
darkened.  “That man—and I use the word loosely—committed a crime and
went to jail, where he broke out, helping to kill some of my fellow deputies,
then assaulted my wife and was about to assault Erik’s wife.  The jail break
and killing of a police officer were enough right there to justify Erik’s
actions, as far as I’m concerned.  Let alone the physical assault—”


“Well, you
ain’t a court!” someone retorted.


“I got news
for you, there aren’t any more courts,” replied Ted.  “When all this…” he swung
his arm out to encompass the darkened community.  “Went down, things started to
fall apart.  Hell, look at the rioting in St. Pete and Tampa.  Can you believe
it?  Rioting?  What the hell they got to riot about?  Have they
ever lived in Iraq or China?  Do they know what it means to literally have nothing? 
Hell no!  For all its problems, this country is still better than the
alternative.  That means something else is going on…something bad, and I
don’t like it.”


Ted paused
to let his words sink in.  “I believe that this county is on its own now. 
There are no more cops—we’ve all gone home to protect our own families. 
There’s no word on when it’s going to get better—think about that one
for a second.”  He paused again and collected his thoughts.


“Look…When
the power goes out, normally the power companies fall all over themselves to
tell the press and the public how quickly they’re going to get power back up
and how many people are affected.  Well, we all know by now that everyone in
the country is affected.  So what have they told us?  First they said it’d be a
week or more, then two weeks—then they were cut off by the Government.  Now we
get these little speeches every night from the President saying that well, they
just don’t know how long it’ll take.”  Ted shook his head in frustration. 
There just wasn’t anything he could think of to say that would convince people
the system they relied on wasn’t merely broken, it was destroyed.  


“Still, it
ain’t right,” was the sullen rebuttle from somewhere in the back.


“Why?” 
Erik’s quiet voice cut through the discussion like a knife.  Everyone stopped
to listen to him, speaking now for the first time in days.  His voice was quiet
yet strong, forcing the others to stop talking and listen.  Erik stood there,
staring at the group opposing him and waited, his face calm.


“Why what?”
another voice called out.


“Why was
what I did the other morning…why was that wrong?  Who can tell me why I was wrong?”


“Well,
because you killed a man, that’s why.  We don’t like the idea of living with a
murderer,” replied Henry Grimes, testily.  Some others nodded.


The people
around Erik paused at that and looked at each other.  They hadn’t thought of it
that way.  Erik ignored their doubts and took a step out of their area into the
undeclared no-man’s-land.  He stood there, right hand resting on the pommel of
his katana, letting the opposition get a good long look at him.  When he
looked at their eyes, they looked away, embarrassed.


There was a
sudden commotion behind Erik as someone forced their way through the group and
emerged to stand next to Erik.  It was Stan, looking for all the world like he
hadn’t slept in days.


“It was my
fault!  You can’t blame Erik and Ted!” he cried out.


“How’s
that?  You didn’t kill anyone like Lancelot here…” pointed out Henry to a few
chuckles.


Stan looked
nervously around.  Everyone was watching the drama play out.  “Because…” he
took a breath, then spewed out his confession rapidly, “Because I went to my
restaurant to steal food for my family from the storage room, and those
two…thugs…must have seen me and followed me back here.  They were trying to get
to me and get my food…and my…” he swallowed, forcing the image of what the two
men would have done to him and his wife and daughter from his mind.  


“They
wouldn’t have found this place if I hadn’t led them right to it…Erik and Ted
saved me and my family.”  He turned to Erik and hung his head.  “I’m so sorry I
brought this on you, Erik…my family was out of food and I didn’t know what to
do, but I was so…I didn’t want to tell anyone else about the food the restaurant
had…”


That
revelation got a few angry curses from both groups on the pool deck.  More than
one family had run out of food already and was living on scraps and handouts
from generous neighbors.


“Thank
you…for the lives of my wife and my daughter, I thank you…God, I can’t thank
you enough!” Stan burst into tears and wrapped Erik in a bear hug, sobbing.


Erik looked
at Ted, who shrugged.  He gently pulled away then addressed Stan quietly. 
“Stan, it’s okay.  There’s nothing to be sorry about.”


“But he just
admitted he brought those two men here!” someone said.


“He knew
where food was and didn’t tell anyone else!”


“Yeah!  My
kid’s going hungry and—“


“—damn
thief—“


“—I bet
he’s keeping more food from us!”


More
rumbles and murmurs.  Both sides were angry now, angry at Stan for what he had
and had not done.


“SHUT UP!” 
Erik suddenly roared, scaring most people into silence.  His voiced echoed off
the apartment buildings across the pond.  He glared at both sides on the pool
deck equally.  


“Listen
to yourselves!  One second you’re calling me a murderer, the next you’re
condemning a man for trying to keep his family alive!  What’s wrong
with you people?”  Erik’s face dared anyone, from both sides, to make something
of it.  Finally someone had the courage to speak up.


“Well, I
think you’re both wrong!  He brought those men here because of his greed—you
killed one because…”  The woman lost her train of thought.


“Because
the sonofabitch was about to attack my wife!”  Erik roared back, the ferocity
of his voice like a slap to the face.


“And he did
attack my wife,” said Ted, moving to stand next to Erik and Stan.  His 9mm was
conspicuously strapped to his thigh in a drop holster now.


“If it were
you, your husband would have done the same damn thing.”  Erik saw the
shamed look on the woman’s husband and realized sadly he wouldn’t have
done as Erik and Ted had.  The pitiful look on the woman’s face when she turned
back to Erik let him know that she perhaps had realized the true nature of her
husband for the first time.  Those around her could tell as well.  Someone
cleared their throat to speak, then thought better of it.


There was
an uneasy silence as Erik’s gaze bore down on the people opposing him.  No one
could think of something to say.  Finally, in a squeaky timid voice, a woman in
the back said, “But violence never solves anything.”


Ted spoke
in a booming voice.  “Say that to the fucker that tried to rape my wife.”  He
smiled at Erik.  


“Thank you,
Erik…” said Susan, rushing forward to hug Erik like Stan had.  She was openly
weeping and her forehead still sported an ugly bruise a reminder of that
morning’s assault.  Brin followed her and stood beside Erik with pride.


Several
people in the opposition folded arms and simply refused to argue, their minds
mind up.  Erik could see in their faces they just didn’t care about the facts
and circumstances, violence and killing was wrong to them, period.  Erik
shrugged.  They’d find out sooner or later that the world didn’t give a rat’s
ass what they thought.


“He’s still
got food while some of us are starving!” someone remembered and pointed at
Stan.


“Yeah!”


“Where’d he
get the food?”


“How much—“


“I haven’t
eaten since yesterday—“


“—bet he’s
got a whole stockpile…”


“We should—“ 



“—been
almost a week now without fresh groceries…”


The crowd
was getting anxious and started to look harder and harder on Stan again.  He
took a step back instinctively, his eyes darting to the left and right, judging
threats.  Voices grew angrier.  


“How dare
he hoard food while we’re starving!”


“Yeah!” more
than one voice shouted in reply.


One of the
men from the opposition took a step forward towards Stan.  The crowd was
progressing towards a mob.  In a single, simple movement, Erik stifled that
progress.  He took a step forward towards the man emerging from the group and
placed himself squarely in front of Stan.  The man paused, as if seeing Erik
for the first time and noting the lethal sword on his hip.  Erik did not have a
chiseled movie star body, but he was solid from his daily iaito
practice.  His 6'4" frame combined with his Japanese katana and the
dark look on his face presented a rather imposing figure.  


A few
months without power and he's really going to look like a damn Viking if he
doesn't get his hair cut and trim that goatee… Ted thought with a
smile.  The group hushed, like something out of an old Western—the showdown was
set.


“Why are
you mad at Stan?” asked Erik calmly.


“Because he
was greedy and brought those men here!  They know where we live now…” the man
said, pointing over Erik’s shoulder.


“What
consequence did that have for you?  Was your wife attacked?”


“I’m not
married…”


“Were you
attacked?”


“No, but…”


“But?” Erik
asked, one eyebrow arched.  


“But, he’s
got food and I don’t!”


Erik let
the angry murmuring die down a bit.  “Why is that his problem?”


“Well,
because it’s not fair!” the man said angrily.  His fists balled at the
encouragement of a few others behind him.


“Where’s
your written guarantee that says life is fair?” Erik asked.  The man looked
confused.  


“No
guarantee?” asked Erik, pressing again.  “Okay, where’s the contract you signed
that said you were entitled to a fair life?  Show me the paper,”  The man
frowned.  “No?  Hmmm…” Erik scratched his week’s worth of beard.  “Okay, then
who told you that life is supposed to be fair?”


“No one! 
But—“


“Then why
do you think it should be?  What gives you the idea that life ought to
be fair?”


The man was
clearly confused…he shook his head.  “God dammit, I’m hungry and he’s got food,
that’s all I care about!”


“I’ve got
food too.  So does Ted.  So do a lot of us.  Are you mad at us too?”


“Hell yes!”


Erik
switched tracks to see if his opponent’s mental train would crash into the
station.  “Why don’t you have any food?”


“I ate it,
of course!” replied the middle-aged man with a slight beer gut, glaring now at
Erik.  He had the sinking suspicion this kid was making a fool of him in front
of the others.  There were fewer rumbles of support for him now.  Most people
were just watching.  It was like a real life TV show and everyone missed TV
greatly in the past three days…


“Why?”


“Because I
was hungry, you jackass.”


Erik
ignored the insult.  “You know you’ll get hungry, don’t you.  We all do.”  Erik
said, turning to look at the others.  Heads nodded in agreement.


“Well…” the
man considered, looking for a trick.  “Yeah, sure.”


“Then you
know you’ll eventually need food to eat, right?”


“Of course,
that’s why I’m so mad he’s got food and I don’t!”


“Then why
didn’t you keep more food around, if you knew you’d need it eventually?”


Silence. 
Erik relished the gotcha moment.


“Why didn’t
you have more than…what, two or three days worth of food?  You knew you would
need it…?” prompted Erik.


The man,
clearly embarrassed, tried a different approach, attempting to throw the wily
kid off his case.  “Oh yeah?  Why do you still have that sword on?  Why’d you
have it in the first place?”  He grinned and looked around for support.


Erik paused
before answering.  He looked down at the sword on his hip then up at the man in
front of him.  “So I can protect myself and my wife from people who think like you.” 
It was no louder than a whisper.


The man
took a breath in shock.  More than one person gasped with him.  “So now you’re
saying that I’m no better than that criminal that broke in here and
attacked Ted’s wife?”  


Brin gave
him a dirty look.


“He tried
to attack my wife too, thanks for noticing.  But more to the point, when you
behave like you are now, yes.  You’re no different.  That man saw that someone
else had what he wanted and didn’t have because of his own poor planning and
decided to take it without thinking about the consequences.”  Erik said,
his hand still resting on the pommel of the sword.  


“But why
are you offended that I compared you to that animal I killed this morning? 
Just a minute ago you were talking like he was innocent and I was the
criminal…” Erik asked with feigned interest.


Before the
man could respond, Ted took over.  Susan had joined his side now, a bandage
still covering her forehead.  “People, hey, let’s settle down for a second.” 
When he had everyone’s reluctant attention, he spoke again.


“Now look,
this here is exactly what we can’t have going on right now.  We can’t be
fighting with each other.  You all know what happened a few days ago.  That was
only the tip of the iceberg.  People, the jailbreak here in town wasn’t and won’t
be the only one, I guarantee you.  This is a fairly big county, folks.  Our
city ain’t got the only jail and if they can break out here, they sure as hell
will break out other places, like Bradenton or Venice.  That’s not even
including the city jails here in Sarasota.  Remember, I worked for the
county!”   Seeing he had both groups undivided attention, he continued.


“And they
know each other, the convicts.  If those two this morning had talked to any
others, then more will know where we are.  They’ll come here, because of what
Erik said—they’ll want to take what we have and damn the consequences.”  Ted
put a protective arm around his wife and looked more at the women in the crowd
than the men.  


Erik could
see that whether they liked it or not, the women would imagine the worst of
what the criminals would do to them…all those convicts locked up without
girlfriends or wives…imaginations started to churn.


“But that’s
not our only problem!  We got gangs of thugs out there—street gangs…” Ted
continued.


“Come on,
this is Sarasota, not L.A…” someone called.


“That’s
right, and our so-called gangs can’t hold water compared to South Central.  But
they’re out there,” Ted retorted, pointing to the ten foot privacy wall
surrounding the complex.  “And what do you think they’re going to do when they
realize the cops have all gone home for good?  Who’s going to slap ‘em on the
wrist and send ‘em to Juvenile Hall—which is closed anyway!”  Ted was on a roll
and started to get fired up. 


“What about
kids that are just bored?  No cops around, no people, why not break that
window.  Why not go inside.  Why not take what you want?  Who’s there to
care except maybe an old man or woman who’s retired?  Who’s there to stop you—not
the cops.   It’ll grow from there.  I saw it in Iraq, I saw it in other
countries; people are the same all over the world when you get right down to
it.  The only difference is in the mind.”


“How’s
that?” asked the man in front of Erik.


“Civilized
people choose not to do the things that the others do for fun or boredom.  We
choose to respect each other, not hurt each other and steal and loot.”


“Yeah,
well, words and ideas don’t fill an empty stomach.”


“That’s
right, they don’t.  But words and ideas bring people together, and when people
work together, that’s how you feed the empty stomach,” replied Ted.


Taking his
cue, Erik reached into his pocket and pulled out a protein bar, then handed it
to the man that so recently appeared to threaten him.


The man
stared in wonder at the gesture and looked ashamed as he took it.  “Thanks…”


“No
problem.”  Erik turned to face the crowd.  “I agree with Ted.  We’ve got to
work together, to organize…”


“But it’s
not like the Federal Government has been destroyed or anything.  Sure,
the power’s out, there’s riots in the big cities…but they’re —“ someone argued.


“Helpless
at this point,” finished Erik.  “We are on our own.  At least for the
time being.   The quicker everyone gets used to that idea, the better for us
all.”  He paused.  ”Why do you think the President suggested today that
everyone start  their own gardens?  Not for the pastoral beauty of it, I assure
you.  It’s because he’s sending us a message—the country is broke and it’s
going to take a while to fix it.  You know how long it takes to get a garden
going and harvest the crops?  We’re talking months here people.  Ted’s right,
we’re on our own.”


“How do you
know that?” someone asked, still refusing to come to grips with reality.


“I listened
to my shortwave radio today.  News reaches us from Europe and Canada.  All they
talked about was how things were slipping out of control, how the big cities
are called “Occupied Zones” with the rioters in control.  In fact, the
Government is calling them rebels now.  We’re sliding towards a civil war!  Yet
the Europeans report how the power won’t be back on for months, how the fires
out west are destroying whole towns, how every state’s Governor has declared a
state of emergency.  They’re even recalling our troops and ships overseas to
help get things secure here—it’s chaos and it’s not going to get better any
time soon…”


“But
they’ll send the military to protect us…that’s what they’re there for, isn’t
it?” someone asked.  The voices of opposition were growing weaker.


Erik shook
his head.  “I heard this morning…” he cleared his throat.  “I heard that there
was a nuclear bomb set off in the Middle East yesterday.”


Everyone
gasped and started mumbling and talking at once.  The horror of nuclear war
hadn’t been thought seriously about since the Cold War.  And someone dropped a
bomb in the Middle East?  That place was a powder keg on any given day to begin
with!  Perhaps just as shocking was the fact that it took two days to get that
information to the American people, when just a week ago, it would have taken
minutes.


Erik raised
his arms to get their attention, talking over the gasps and worried
speculation.  “I think there’s going to be a big war over there soon.  The
military is going to be tied up trying to protect the cities and…I just don’t
see how they’re going to come to little old Sarasota to save us when they got
such big problems in Tampa-St. Pete.”  More gasps and cries of disbelief.  The
sheep were getting nervous.


“I agree,
in any event, we’ve got to take care of ourselves until someone does come
along.  If they never get here, then we’re set.  If they do get here, we at
least survive till help arrives,” Ted added.


More heads
nodded agreement than there were scowls and frowns of disagreement.  The tide
was slowly turning.  “Ted’s right,” Erik continued, pressing home his
advantage.  “If we spend time and energy fighting amongst ourselves, when
something really bad happens, like ten or twenty convicts, armed, come
over our walls—we’ll all be as good as dead.”


“But Ted
has a gun and you’ve got that sword—“


“And how
many armed men do you think Ted and I can take out while the rest of you hide? 
Are you kidding me?  No way!” barked Ted incredulously.


What the
hell is wrong with these people? thought Erik.


“If that
happens, then they’ll have everything and we’ll have nothing.  People, there’s
an unlimited number of threats out there…fighting with each other only makes
them that much more dangerous.  Think of your families, at least!”


“But…he
still knew about food and didn’t tell anyone…”


“And why should
he?  Look at the reaction you people gave him—his neighbors and friends!  You
were ready to lynch him!  And for what—for trying to save his family?  Can you
blame him?  Any of you?” Erik asked, daring someone to ‘cast the first stone’. 
No one bit the bait so he continued.  “Benjamin Franklin once said back during
the Revolution, ‘We must all hang together, or most assuredly we will all hang
separately,’.  I think that statement sums up our situation perfectly.”


The groups
thought about that old proverb for a second.  More than one face looked up, a
light having gone on inside a head, an idea realized, revelation occurred.


“He’s
right…” said the man to whom Erik had given the protein bar.  Then, louder, for
the benefit of the group, “He’s right.”  The man shook his head and sighed. 
“I’m sorry, Erik…Stan…really, I am.  I just…I don’t know what came over me.”


Erik shook
the man’s hand.  “It’s okay…no one has been in a situation quite like this
before, so how are we supposed to know how to react?”


The man
grinned as he released Erik’s hand.  “You sure knew how to react…”


“Yeah,
how’d you know?” someone else asked.


“Because I
read a lot of history books.  This, I think, is going to be a Dark Age of sorts
for America.  At least for a little while.  Maybe for the world.  Because where
we go, the world has no choice but to follow.  The world economy is too tied
together and two dependant on us being a powerhouse consumer nation.  I don’t
know who caused it or why, and frankly I don’t care.  I’ve read what happens in
dark ages, when people are forced into survival modes.  It ain’t pretty folks. 
But there is hope—the ones who organize, they’re the ones who survive and
thrive.  Happens every time.”


After a few
minutes of whispered conversation and agreement among the residents, someone
finally spoke up.  


“So what do
we do?”


Erik closed
his eyes and sighed.  When he opened his eyes, Ted had a similar look on his
face.  Finally…they’re finally ready.


“What do
your history books say to do?”


Erik
smiled.  “History books don’t tell you what to do, they tell you what others
did.”  A few people smiled back.  “We need to organize, so we should look to
the past and see how others did it.  The greatest organizers of all time were
the Romans.” 


A few
questioning glances: Did he say Romans?


“They
thrived for a thousand years, fighting off all kinds of enemies, both foreign
and domestic.  Their culture spread throughout most of the known world and they
did it all without computers, electricity and cars.  They had running water,
spas, arched bridges, and elevators just to name a few things...and they were
masters of warfare and defense.  But above all, the Romans have gone down in
history as one of the greatest organized societies ever.  Most of our society
is…or was…based on theirs, two thousand years after their demise.”


“Okay…so, what
do we do?” the question was repeated.


Thunder
rumbled in the distance.  The storm was coming back for round two.  Most people
looked up, expecting lighting or rain to pour from the heavens.  When nothing
happened, their attention focused back on Erik, who was requested to stand on
the stage so everyone could hear.  The breeze began as a gentle caress.  Erik
resolved to speak fast before the storm broke.  The smell of ozone was just on
the edge of detection now.  It wouldn’t be long, he figured.


“We have
things that need to get taken care of quickly.  First is food and water. 
Without it, we die.  Second, we have to make this apartment complex like a fort—we
have to have defenses or we die when the next attack comes.”  Erik ticked the
points off on his fingers, though in the poor illumination provided by the
tiki-torches, most people couldn’t see the gesture.


“If it
comes!” some die-hard peace freak shouted.


“Would you
rather be prepared next time or not?” Erik asked sharply.  “Because I am damn
well determined to survive this, to live.  I intend to see my parents and my
little sister again.  I intend to see Brin’s family again.  I want to have
children and give them a world worth having.  I’m sure as hell not going to
pretend everything is better and beg for my life when someone comes to take
what I have,” Erik said with an edge on his voice. It cut through the crowd,
shocking some of the more naïve ones.  Erik took a breath, looking at the man
whom he had given the protein bar.  The man nodded sheepishly.  He’d learned
his lesson.  He’d spread the word too.


“On top of
that, we’ve got to organize politically-like.”


“Politics!”
someone said in disgust.


“Yes.  How
will anything get done if everyone does what they think best?  That’s called anarchy. 
It might be best for them, but not for the community, and you have to admit if
the community is improved everyone is improved.   That means we have to work together,
we have to compromise, we have to cooperate.”


“So, you
think you’re some kind of Julius Caesar, huh?” asked Henry Grimes smiling at
his own wit.  “Think you’ll just take over, is that it?  You think we’re going
to let some kid just run this place?”


Erik
sighed.  “No, Henry, I don’t.  I don’t want to be Caesar—he was stabbed in the
back by people he thought were on his side.”  Et tu, Henry?


Surprisingly,
most people had gotten that little stab and frowned on Henry.  He resented the
turn of emotions against him and glared at Erik.


“I don’t
want to be leader by myself, like some kind of dictator.  I don’t want to be
leader period.  I’ll gladly help out and give advice if it’s asked for—I
don’t want to lead.  But someone or a group of someone’s has to
or nothing will get done.”


“You seem
to be doing pretty good so far…” someone suggested.  A few approvals followed
that statement.  Erik didn’t like it at all.


“I haven’t
done anything yet.  Look, you all are not getting what I’m trying to—”


“You killed
that escaped convict and Ted shot the other one…that may have saved my life or
my wife or daughter!” replied Stan with fervor.  That was a debt he would never
forget.  


“No, no I
don’t want…Look, I’m glad I could help you out, Stan, but I’m no hero.  I just
did what anyone would have done.  Like you said, Ted shot the other guy—”


“Bullshit,
you can’t get off that easy!” someone cried with a grin.


“Who else
has swords here?” someone else asked.  No hands went up.


“Erik,
you’re probably the only one here who would have acted the way you did!  Can’t
you see that?”


“Yeah!”


“—really
smart…”


“You’ve
read all the history—you know what to do.”


“—trust
him, too—“


“—heard
he’s a PhD.”


“—no he’s
working on it…”


“Japanese
history is really tough—“


“—sure!”


“Folks,
don’t forget what Ted did—“ Erik began, trying to put some glory on
Ted’s shoulders and take the heat off his own.


“But Ted’s
a cop—that’s his job, right?”  A man up front asked to the group, receiving all
kinds of affirmations.  Ted just tried to look humble and stay out of the fray.


“Look, I’m
not a leader, okay?.  Sure, I’ve read a lot about leaders in history, but that
doesn’t make me a leader.  Hell, Ted was in the Marines—he’s led men in battle. 
He’s more a leader than I am.”


“Oh no you
don’t—I don’t want that job again.  I just got out last year, man, I’m happy to
be who I am.  Just Ted.”


Arguments
broke out about the best way to do things.  There were a number of options
floated—Erik had a growing following, Ted had some supporters, there was talk
of a Community Committee or Council, everyone gets a vote…After a few minutes,
a consensus of sorts was reached and finally someone called out, “Then why
don’t you just lead us temporarily, Erik?”


Erik
blinked.  “Temporarily?”


“Yeah,”
someone else said.  “How about you get things going, then when we decide how to
get things organized for sure…when we decide on an election process or
something, then you step down.  Like you said, someone’s got to lead no matter
what, right?  You can be…President Pro Tem,” the voice called, pride evident
that he had used such a fancy term.


Erik
gripped the railing in front of him, looking out at all the faces turned up to
him, hoping for help, salvation or just intelligence.  Was this what Caesar
felt like looking at the masses of Rome?


“I…” he
said, looking at the faces.  


Can I do
this?  These people are looking to me for hope…Jesus, I’m only 26!  I haven’t
done anything in my entire life except go to school.  Can I organize these
people?  That’s like building a community from scratch…we’d need food and
water, adequate defenses…I haven’t done anything like this before…but who has? 



Alexander
the Great conquered the known world by your age, a small voice inside
Erik’s head commented quietly.


What will
happen to Brin if you don’t take the reins until things settle down…what will
happen when more prisoners get here, or the gangs get here or…Can you and Brin
survive alone in the apartment with Ted’s family?


Despite the
intense weight he could feel settling on his young shoulders, Erik’s mind began
racing at the new challenge.  He started to recall the stories of ancient Rome,
of the Greeks, the Celts, the Gauls, and the Britons during the Dark Ages.  All
pockets of civilization in a wilderness of barbarity, struggling to survive had
started out like his little apartment complex.  Just a group of scared people
who banded together for the common good.  On a smaller scale, it was like the
Thirteen Colonies before the Revolution.  Just banding together for the common
good.  Perhaps this was just a chance to start over, correct what went wrong
with the “Great Experiment in Democracy”.  It was a fascinating concept.  The
scholar in Erik yearned to get started.  


His mind
made up, Erik spoke more forcefully over the clamoring crowd in front of him. 
“Okay.  I’ll do it…but reluctantly.  I want everyone to know up front
that I don’t want this job.  I want to pass it on to someone else as soon as
possible…”


A few
people clapped in approval.  More thunder boomed in the distance and the breeze
started blowing across the pool deck with a little more force


“But I also
have one condition.”  He waited for the applause and talking to die down
again.  “I’m not going to do this if people aren’t going to help out. 
We have to be united in this, and I mean everyone.  If you want me to
take this responsibility, I want you to be responsible to the community.  That
means when I give orders, you follow them.  Because otherwise, what’s the point
in having a leader?”  Erik paused for the murmurs of assent to die down. 


“If you
don’t like the way I do things—I want you all to remember tonight, because I
want you to remember that I don’t want the job.  What you all choose to do is
up to you, of course, but if you want me to do the dirty work and plan things
out, then by God you’re going to follow my lead!  Because if we’re not all in
this, then whatever we do is going to be a half-assed compromise, exactly the
kind of mentality that will get us all killed!”  


More
applause and promises of help and support were made.  The two groups merged
into one as people began talking about “starting over” with their little
government.  What to do first, how to start, how to choose representatives, do
we need representatives?


Ted moved
up the steps and joined Erik on the stage.  “Nice job, Caesar,” he whispered
with a grin while patting Erik on the back.


Erik glared
at him, his knees going weak.  “Don’t call ever me that, please.  Jesus,
I’m scared.”


“Okay…nice
job, Erik the Red!” Ted grinned.


Brin and
Susan joined the two men.  “You’re not alone, Erik…” Susan said.  “We’ll all
help you.  At least until we can figure out who else to lead us.”


“Speaking
of that,” Erik said, forcing his knees to remain steady by grabbing the hot tub
railing again.  Then, to the group he said louder, “Everyone, listen up!”


After it
was quiet, he said, “Here is my first official act as President Pro Tem,
then.”  


People
waited expectantly.  Some were suspicious, like Henry, who had moved to the
rear of the group.  Henry knew nothing good was going to come out of putting
some young punk in charge of everything.  He’d just as soon get the hell out of
here as see this kid run everything into the ground with delusions of grandeur.


“Everyone
go back to your own building tonight.  Looks like it’s going to get pretty
nasty soon anyway, so if we have to be inside, may as well make the best of
it.  I want you all to talk about what happened here tonight; see if you can
come up with any ideas about what to do about setting up a more permanent
leadership structure.  Does that sound reasonable?  Good.”  


“Then, I
want you all to elect a representative for each building.  Those
representatives will meet with me tomorrow morning to let me know what their
building thinks.  We will then decide in committee what to do and we’ll bring
the winning ideas to a meeting here tomorrow night where everyone will get
their say and we’ll vote it out.  If you don’t like that, tell your building
rep and we’ll put it to a vote tomorrow night.  Sound good to everyone?”


 “Next, I want
volunteers to help patrol the complex tonight,” before the gasps could turn
into dissent, Erik continued, “Look, we’re not expecting trouble tonight, but
we have to be ready.  First thing tomorrow, after we have our…uh…executive
meeting…we’re going to start work on building defenses and getting this place
set to repel anyone we don’t want to get in.  Okay?”


“What, are
you gonna raise an army, now?” asked Henry, scowling from the safety of the
rear of the crowd.  


“No, we’re
not going to raise an army.  We’re going to prepare to defend ourselves
against attacks from those who would do us and our families harm.  If we make
this place look like a place you don’t want to mess with, they—whoever they are—will
leave us alone.  But if someone—more convicts, say, does get over the walls, we
need to be ready.  I will not be killed by some bank robber who wants a
can of tuna!”


More
approval and nodding of heads, with only a few disgruntled looks.  The crowd
began to break up.  A handful of men stayed behind after kissing wives and
children goodnight.  They were nervous, but determined to make the apartment
complex safer for their families.  They gathered around Erik, waiting for
orders.  It was growing late and the storm was getting closer.  The breeze had
become a slight wind, and there was a hint of moisture to come.


Erik
slipped his arm around Brin as more thunder rumbled by overhead.  Off to the
east the reflected lightning lit up the low, heavy clouds miles away.  It would
be a gulley-washer tonight.  Erik was terrified that he was getting in over his
head as he looked into the eyes of the volunteers.  Most were older than him.


God, give
me the strength to do what’s right…











ARIZONA


Revelations


 


 


HAKIM AND SALDID sat
inside the captured Chevy Suburban and watched the smoke rise against the
growing light from the eastern horizon.  In another half hour, headlights would
be unnecessary.


“Ah, the
Holy Firestorm grows…it is beautiful, is it not?” asked Saldid.


Hakim
smiled.  “Yes…to know that those infidels are burning in Allah’s fires.  It
warms my soul to think that Los Angeles will soon be swallowed by the fire.” 
Hakim had long ago associated Hollywood with the root of the evil that spewed
forth from America, infecting the children of the rest of the world with its
glamour and lies.  Los Angeles, San Francisco, Hollywood…they would all burn.


Saldid
looked down at the gas gauge.  “My friend, we are only having half a tank of
gas…I think we should head into town,” he said, licking his lips with
anticipation.  “Maybe we can find a girl…a young one this time…?”


Hakim
grimaced.  This fascination of yours is getting out of hand.  Out loud
he said, “I think it would be best to skirt the outside of Nogales before
heading across the border.”


“Perhaps we
should call our ‘friend’ and ask for a little more time.  The border may be
guarded…” said Saldid hopefully.  Hakim was almost inclined to agree.  Shooting
and ambushing families fleeing for their lives was one thing, but going up
against armed and trained American Border Patrol agents was quite another.


No.  We
have our orders. Hakim shook his head..  “We cannot risk the
call—he can only protect our transmissions for so long.  I am worried the
Americans will try to trace us.  After all, there cannot be that many satellite
phones in use right now.”  Hakim glanced out the window and nervously looked at
the sky.  “They may be watching us right now…”


“But everyone
in this country has cell phones…”


“Yes, and
with the power out, they do not work, nor do the regular phones.  How hard do
you think it will be to trace the handful of satellite phones being used at any
given point?”


“I see…”
said Saldid.  Clearly he did not.  Modern technology was totally alien to him. 
He knew death, rape, and Allah.  That was all.


 


UH OH…AND who exactly
are you?” mumbled Jed Lewis.  He was on dawn watch again.  He scratched the
stubble on his chin and tried to remember how many days, exactly it had been
since The Troubles.  


Four days,
five days, it doesn’t matter anymore.  Wake up and pay attention!  He and
Bill were driving his Jeep towards their border position when Jed spotted the
headlights off to the east a little.  Someone stopped a big truck of some sort
there on the rise and was just sitting there, facing east towards Nogales.  


Bill Warren
sat in the passenger seat and checked his AR-15, careful not to spill his
coffee as the Jeep hit a hole.  “They one of ours?”


“Let’s find
out,” said Jed. He picked up the CB and pressed the transmit button.  “Rover to
base, Rover to base…”


A few
seconds later the static-laced reply came back, “Base to Rover, go ahead.”


“Anyone
else scheduled to be out on the old access road?” Jed asked, slowing down as
his dirt path crossed the gravel road that the mystery vehicle occupied.  It
was about a hundred yards directly to his left.  He slowed to a stop.


After a
short delay, the CB chirped again, “Negative, Rover, you’re it.  Why?  You
got company?”


“Yeah,
we’re just crossing the old access road now, headin’ towards the Ridge.  ‘Bout
a hundred yards east, on the hill overlookin’ town.”


“Alright…I’m
gonna send—“ a pause as Lance reached for the duty roster.  Jed could hear
some rustling papers.   “I’ll send the Franks boys out to meet you, then you
can check it out.  Find a spot off the road and just watch ‘em.  You got that? 
Watch them, nothing else.  No cowboy shit, Rover.  Out.”


“Copy
that…Rover out,” said Jed.  “Well, what do you think?” asked Jed, replacing the
CB on his dashboard mount.


“Uh, about
what?  We’re just supposed to wait, how hard is that?” replied Bill, taking a
sip from his coffee.


Jed 
thought for a second.  “You know, I never got any action the night of the
Battle at the Ridge.  I just got to sit there and watch.”


“You don’t
want to be wishing for any of that, man,” said Bill quietly.  He had been on
the front lines and had seen the Regulators on either side of him shot and
killed.  Both good friends for years.  Dead.  In a heartbeat.  The scene
flashed before his eyes again, for the ump-teenth time since that dreadful
night.  


“Screw it.  Let’s
check it out.”


“What?”
asked Bill, shaken from his waking nightmare by Jed putting the Jeep in drive
and turning left into a sagebrush.  “Wait a minute, Jed, we’re supposed to wait
for backup!”


“The hell with that,”
said Jed, pulling his rifle up from the seat between them.  “I want something
to do besides sit and watch!”


 


HAKIM, WE HAVE
company,” whispered Saldid.     


“What?”
asked Hakim, looking out the passenger window into the pre-dawn darkness.  “Why
are you whispering?  Did you see someone?” he asked.  He shielded his eyes from
the early dawn light and peered out the windshield.


“No, behind
us,” said Saldid, eyes drawn to the Suburban’s rear-view mirror where a flash
of headlights betrayed the Regulators.  “They’re driving up behind us.”


“American
Border Patrol?” asked Hakim, checking to make sure his sawed off shotgun was
loaded.  He shot a glance out the window and looked at the side view mirror.


“I cannot
tell…all I see is lights.  Wait—they’re getting out!” said Saldid, anxiety
rising.  He checked the slide on his 9mm semi-auto and made sure there was a
round chambered.


Hakim
quickly unbuckled his seatbelt and clambered over his seat into the backseat. 
With a grunt, he got into place and gripped the rear passenger door handle,
shotgun at the ready.  


“I will
handle the one on this side.  Are you ready?” he whispered unnecessarily.  Now
I’m doing it.  


“Yes…Allah
protect us from these infidels!” replied Saldid from the driver’s seat.


 


JED, THIS ISN’T a good
idea…look, let’s just pull off before they spot us—“


“Too late,
look,” said Jed, as the mystery vehicle’s taillights flickered.  “Looks like
they just put it in park.” 


Jed drove
up just behind the Suburban and slowed to a stop on the gravel.  The Jeep’s
headlights could see the bumper stickers on the rear of the big Chevy—“My child
is an honor roll student…”, “Jesus died for me…and YOU…”, and “Buy American…”


“Well, that’s
not a bunch of illegals…probably just people
trying to make it out of town before the fire gets there,” said Bill with
obvious relief.  He relaxed his grip on the AR-15.


“Damn.  Oh
well, we may as well check it out and tell the Ranch we don’t need backup,
right?”  Jed said, smiling as he opened his door.  He thought about his rifle,
but realized his pistol was on his hip and these were probably just locals
anyway.  No need to spook ‘em.  “Let’s go say good morning!”


“Alright,”
sighed Bill, also getting out.  “I’ll cover you from this side.”


Jed
adjusted the holster on his hip and swaggered up to the car.  Time to play
helpful citizen soldier.


He casually
strolled the length of the Suburban, glancing in to the windows—Tinted of
course.  Can’t see anything in there…


Reaching
the driver’s window, he put on his most helpful smile and tapped on the glass. 
It rolled down, revealing the face of a sweaty, dark haired man with a thick
mustache and slightly crooked teeth as he smiled back in the dim light from the
dashboard.  He wasn’t exactly the pert soccer mom that Jed had expected.  He
could see there was a bag or something on the front seat, but no passenger.  


“Howdy!”
Jed said, friendly enough.  “Car trouble?”


 


“Hi there!”
Saldid said in his slightly muddled accent. 


 


Hakim saw
movement outside his door as the second American passed by on the way to the
front passenger side door.  He tensed, gripping the door handle even tighter
and slowly pulling it to release the lock.  Without an audible click, the door
was open, ready to swing.  Hakim took a breath and said a silent prayer.


“Now!” he
said, shoving open the door and slipping the double barreled shotgun in the
slot made by the door and the frame.  He unloaded both barrels right into the
American’s chest, blowing the infidel back and off the road into the rocky
ditch with a roar that echoed off the surrounding hills like thunder.        


 


THERE WAS ONLY a split
second for Jed to react.  He saw the dome light come on when the other door
opened, could see a man poised there with a gun—a big one, pointing right
towards Bill.  His hand immediately moved towards his pistol.  Before he could draw
it, the man in the driver’s seat had his own pistol up and pointed right at
Jed’s face.  Jed froze, ignoring the retort of the shotgun that just sent his
friend Bill off the road and into the darkness beyond the headlights.


They just
killed Bill!  Jesus Christ!  Oh, Jesus…Jesus, help me! his
panicked mind screamed.


 


I WANT YOU to see the
face of justice, infidel,” Saldid said with a lecherous smile.  He put
the pistol’s barrel against the skin on the infidel’s forehead, right between
his eyes.  The American closed his eyes and began praying, knowing his death
was imminent.


“Saldid,
kill him already!  We must hurry before others arrive!” cursed Hakim in Arabic.


Saldid
spoke back in English over his shoulder without taking his eyes off the
infidenl.  “I want to make this one special, Hakim.  Give me a second.”


“Look at
me, infidel!” Saldid ordered.  The man opened his eyes calmly.  He was more calm
than ever before in his life.  He was ready for death and it showed on his
face.  Saldid was enraged—he wanted the American to cry and beg for his life,
showing the true cowardice that he believed lived in the hearts of all American
Infidels.  


“I want you
to know that the children of Allah will crush you!  I want you to beg for your
life, Infidel!”


The
American took a breath and focused on the hate filled face in the driver’s
seat.  He knew the terrorist would kill him soon.  That thought shook him.  He wondered
idly why terrorists would be along the border.  With a voice that was
steady as a rock, he spoke his last words.


“Some day,
someone just like me is gonna wipe all you fuckers from the face of the
Earth.”  He defiantly spat a glob of mucus in Saldid’s face.


As Hakim
heard the single shot that scattered the insolent infidel’s brains out into the
pre-dawn night, he rolled his eyes and raised his arms to Allah.  


Why have
You punished me with this fool?  He’s going to get us both killed one day.  I
could better serve You alone!


 


ALONG THE BORDER
between America and Mexico, Ed and George Franks raced across the old access
road, heading away from the Ranch towards Jed and Bill and the mystery
vehicle.  They had been trying over and over again to raise their fellow
Regulators on the CB to no avail.  Dawn was just cresting the top of the
horizon.


“It’ll be
light soon…we’ll have a better idea what we’re up against then,” said Ed over
the roar of the engine.  He dropped the pedal to the floor and crashed over a
small dune.


His
brother, George, said nothing.  He slammed a fresh magazine into his AR-15 and
chambered a round with his bandaged hand.


Ed swerved
the big truck through some loose gravel and onto the road where Jed and Bill
had reported in from.  “There!” he said, pointing the truck in the direction of
the vehicle at the top of the small hill.


“That ain’t
Jed’s Jeep.”


“I think
you’re right.”  Ed floored it again and the truck lurched forward, chewing up
the distance.  They could both tell something was amiss.  The driver side door
on the black SUV was open, as was a door on the passenger side.  The tailgate
was up and there was debris on the ground.  George checked his brother’s
weapon, an old AK-47.  


“Lock ‘n’
load, Ed.”


They slid
to a stop in a cloud of dust behind the abandoned Chevy Suburban and could see
the debris on the gravel more clearly under the big Ford’s headlights.  There
were all kinds of things scattered on the ground behind the still running
Chevy.  A few duffle bags, ripped open—women’s clothing and underwear half
pulled out.  Some papers and books strewn here and there, old shoes, a few
backpacks full of toys…


“What the
hell is all this shit?” asked George, stepping out of the passenger side
of the truck and sweeping his rifle left and right, looking for targets.  He
winced in pain at the movement but never blinked.  “I smell a trap, man…”


“Looks like
someone was running away from home…” noticed Ed, covering the driver side of
the Suburban.  “No one’s home,” he called out.  “Abandoned.”  He lowered his
weapon and peered about.  “Don’t see—“


“Blood!”
said George, pointing to the ground a few feet away from the passenger side
door.  “Shotgun shells…someone bought the farm here, man.”


“Oh that ain’t good…” Ed
noticed a spray of blood and chunks of pink-grey stuff splashed out in an arc
from the driver’s side door.  He could see a booted foot sticking out of the
shrub in the ditch.  Stepping down gingerly, he moved some branches away and
saw a man dressed like a ranch hand.  On his hip was a still holstered .45
semi-auto.  There was a patch on the chest pocket of the leather work jacket. 
It was the Regulator emblem, a large red R filling the outline of the state of
Arizona.


“Jed!  Oh,
God!”


George
hobbled around to his brother and nearly threw up at what he saw.  Their
friend’s face was only slightly distorted, but the back of his head and parts
of the side were gone.  The bushes and brush around him were coated pink and
red.  He had a look of utter peace on his face, his eyes closed as if in sleep.


Ed doubled
over, forcing his hasty breakfast back down.  He didn’t need this kind of
wake-up call.


A groan
drifted out of the sagebrush behind the SUV.  The two brothers looked at each
other and both jogged back around the Suburban to the passenger side where
George had found the blood and spent shotgun shells.


“Bill?”
asked Ed, tentatively.


“Over…unh….over
here…” came the weak reply.


The two
brothers quickly found their wounded comrade through the blood stained
underbrush in the ditch.  He lay on his back, where he had been tossed by the
blast from the terrorists shotgun.  His face and upper torso were riddled with
black marks and blood.  


“Oh hell…birdshot!”
said George through gritted teeth and looked away.  


There was a
significant pool of blood under Bill’s limp form. The shotgun had done its work
nicely, eviscerating the Regulator.  It was obvious to the two stunned brothers
that Bill would depart this world soon.  They worked to make him as comfortable
as possible.


“Bill…can
you hear me?”  Ed asked, taking a knee in the dirt by his friend.


“It’s
George and Ed, Bill…we’re here to help you…”


Bill
groaned in pain and his breath gurgled.  His lung had been punctured.  His face
looked like a swollen, bloody hunk of Swiss cheese.  “I ain’t gonna…make it…”
he whispered.


“No, don’t
talk like that, you’re gonna be fine.  We’ll have you patched up in no
time…George, run get the first aid kit and get on the horn to the Ranch.”


Bill shook
his shot up head with considerable effort.  He reached out with a bloodied hand
and gripped Ed’s denim jacket.  “Don’t bother…Jus’ tell…tell Gunn…”


“What? 
Tell Rob what?” asked George, leaning over his dying friend.


Bill’s eyes
suddenly went wide.  Ed winced in sympathy—he could see in the pre-dawn
twilight that one eye had been destroyed by the shotgun, a bloody oozing hole
left in its place.  The other eye was taking on a glazed look.  


“Arabs, I
think…terrorists…Hakim…Hakim…”


Ed looked
at George.  “Terrorists?  Hakim?”  He turned back to Bill.  “Hakim?  Is that a
name?  Bill, what happened?”


Bill
grunted with the effort of taking a short breath.  “Found the car…ambush…they
got me, left.  Jed!” he groaned.  “Wanted Jed to beg…for his life…”            Bill
gripped Ed’s sleeve with white knuckles.


George
gripped his rifle and fought back tears.  He looked around, hoping to find
someone to shoot and vent his rage.


“Tell
Gunn…they went…”


“Where…Bill,
where did they go?” asked George, gently shaking his friend’s head.


Bill seemed
to slip away into unconsciousness.


“Jesus…”
muttered Ed, crossing himself.  He looked at the broken and bleeding form of
his friend, saw the image of Jed laying in the brush on the other side of the
Suburban.  “Who…why would they do this…terrorists, here?  What the
fuck are terrorists doing…”  His mind was thinking quickly, out loud.


Bill
suddenly spoke through the blood that was filling his mouth, welling up from
deep down inside his tortured body.  He had to get the word out before he
died.  Something was compelling him to speak when all he wanted was to sleep. 
“They went to Mexico…took Jed’s Jeep….Mexico.  Tell Gunn…” he said,
fading.


“We will,
Bill, don’t worry, we’ll tell Rob,” said Ed, trying to sooth his dying friend. 
Tears began welling up in his eyes.  He tried to hide them from his brother,
who was doing the same thing.  


Goddammit, this is
too much!


One last
word escaped Bill’s lips like a ghost slipping into the shadows.  “Remember….”
his last breath expelled.  Bill lapsed into silence and ceased to move.











CHINA


To Prepare for War


 


 


I AGREE, GENERAL, that
this has always been an interesting proposal, but I believe we should take this
matter before the President immediately.  I do not think we should delay
any longer,” offered Shin Ho, Minister of the Interior and ranking Party Member
of China’s Communist Government.


“I think it
would be foolish to rush on this…after all, it has only been what, a week since
the Americans were attacked?  However…You may be right, Shin,” considered Po
Sin, Minister of the People’s Army.  Most people called him ‘Minister’, as he
was hardly an active General any more in the People’s Army.  It had been years
since he’d worn a uniform and he had come to rather enjoy wearing his dark
suits.


“This old
plan needs to be updated quickly.  The timing has to be perfect.” Shin
Ho said, examining the document in his hands.


“I agree. 
And if we move soon, we may have a better than even chance of catching them by
surprise.”  Po Sin pursed his lips and thought for a second.  “I have contacts,
you know…with the Arabs,” hinted the wily head of the Army.


The Interior Minister
put down the report and smiled, intrigued.  “Oh?  And what do
these…contacts…tell you?”


“They say
that they are working on getting us a way in.”


Shin Ho
laughed out loud, causing a few of the aides to bow and hide.  Few people had
ever dared to laugh at the Minister of the Army, no matter how high in the
Party one was.


“Oh come
now, my friend.  What do these uncultured Arabs think they can do for us?”


“I am told,
in exchange for certain, shall we say, ‘privileges’, they will ‘open the
door’ to America,” Po Sin said, face as neutral as he could manage.  He lit
another of his foul smelling cigarettes and puffed.  He knew perfectly well
Shin Ho hated people smoking in his office.  The aides look at each other,
everyone knew never to smoke in this office…the two high ranking ministers
looked to be facing off in an undeclared duel.


The
Interior Minister thought about that.  “Hmmm…how are they planning to open the
door for us?  We will need much space.  An army, even a small one will take
many ships and planes to transport,” he coughed slightly.  Touché. 


Po Sin
smiled, cigarette clinched delicately in his hand.  The smoke wafted around his
head like some mythological dragon biding its time.  


“Mexico,”
he said simply.  “Our U.N. ambassador has worked a deal with the Mexicans…they
turn a blind eye to a fleet of ours making emergency stopover in Mexico, we
give them an economic boost by promoting them to most favored nation status.”


Shin Ho
frowned.  “Impossible.  The Americans will be furious.  Plus, what good will
Mexican trade do for our economy?  They are worthless!”


“Watch our
efforts for yourself then, General.”  Po Sin picked up a remote and pointed it
at a TV/DVR combo unit cleverly hidden in the ornate cabinetry near the door to
the office.  The flatscreen came to life, displaying a generic menu.  Po Sin
found the recording he needed and pressed play, then turned up the volume. 
Shin Ho turned in his seat and raised his eyebrows, pulling a drag on his
cigarette and waiting patiently for this unexpected surprise.


“This
occurred late last night.  I recorded it to amuse myself over breakfast this
morning.”  The recording started, a taping off of the satellite feed from The
Hague.  Arrayed before the camera the U.N. General Assembly came to session in
its home away from home.  It was late into the morning on this opening session
in the new U.N. Headquarters.  About a third of the delegates were missing,
still in transit or unable to attend this first re-opened session. The cramped
quarters had the attending delegates sitting shoulder to shoulder for the most
part.  


“The
Hague?”


“Yes. 
Riots in New York.”  Po Sin laughed aloud.  “Riots!  The rabble in the streets
closed down the United Nations.  I love it.”  Po Sin hit the fast forward
button for a few seconds then muttered, “Ah, here we are…”  A man on the right
side of the screen, dressed in that silly Middle Eastern style of robe, stood
and waited for silence.


“Mr.
Secretary General, I think we should consider some kind of resolution,” said
the Syrian Representative.


“What kind
of resolution?” asked the American Representative raising his hand.  He was
obviously suspicious of any move by the Syrians.


“Israel
must be condemned for this unprecedented, unprovoked, barbaric strike—“


The Western
dressed Israeli Representative leapt to his feet, full of righteous
indignation.  “How dare you accuse Israel of this horrific act!” 
He thrust a bony finger at the Syrian.  “You have no proof that we did
anything!  Likely this is a terrorist plot to—“


The
Secretary General’s soft voice cut through the erupting shouting match. 
“Gentlemen!  The Syrian delegate has the floor—Israel shall have its turn,
following correct parliamentary procedure.”


The aging
Israeli ambassador plopped back in his seat, face red.  The Syrian bowed and
sent a wry smile towards his Israeli counterpart.  “I propose a resolution
condemning the nuclear attack on Jordan and insist this body level sanctions—“


“The United
States will not tolerate any action against Israel without hard evidence—“
interrupted the U.S. Delegate calmly.  He sounded bored.  A tired game.  Only a
few delegates nodded in agreement.


“Mister
Ryan, you are out of order,” chided the Secretary General in his lilting
accent.  “Need I remind you that the Syrian Delegate has the floor?” 
The American feigned regret and motioned for the Syrian to continue with a
mocking bow.  


“Arrogant
prick,” muttered Shin Ho.


“Yes, but,
he got his message out: America votes no, so America’s allies will vote no. 
Ssssh, this is the part I want you to see,” whispered the old general.


The French
Delegate stood up, shouting over the rest.  “I propose a resolution for this
body to investigate whether the United Nations send peace keeping forces to
America.”


The
shocking statement dropped silence on the crowded chamber like a bomb.  Shin Ho
sucked in a breath in surprise.  Po Sin grinned.  The audacity of the Frenchman!
His mind raced with likely military scenarios.


“What?”
gasped the American ambassador on the TV screen as the camera zoomed in on his
face for a reaction.  “Are you mad?”


All
thoughts of condemning Israel were forgotten—delegates all up and down the
aisles of the make-shift conference chamber screamed and shouted for or against
the action.  


After a few
minutes of pounding a book on the table before him, the Secretary General got
things under control again.  He glared at each of the screaming delegates,
shaming them into silence.  Finally, he turned to the French delegate.  “Why
has France proposed this action?” he asked.  In the shock of the proposal, no
one pointed out that inquiring about the proposal while the Syrian proposal was
active violated the rules of parliamentary procedure.


The French
Delegate bowed mockingly towards his American counterpart in a return for the
American’s treatment of the Syrian ambassador.  He sniffed politely before
replying.  


“France
knows, as the rest of the world also knows, that a nation harboring world’s
greatest military—“ the French delegate grimaced on admitting France was not
the world’s foremost military power.  Nevertheless, he continued, “A nation
like America, with such potential for destruction, in the throes of civil
unrest on such an unprecedented scale seen there for the past week, can have
disastrous consequences for the entire planet.”


“This…is…outrageous!”
cried the American delegate, standing again in protest.  The camera swiveled
back and forth, trying to catch all the facial expressions.


“The United
Kingdom agrees, this proposed action is outright lunacy.  This smacks of—” said
another delegate, jumping to the defense of America.


“Gentleman,
wait your turn.  I will not remind you again.”


The French
delegate smiled sweetly at the Secretary General again.  “Merci, Mr.
Secretary General.  As I was saying…” he looked pointedly at the American and
British delegates and sniffed delicately again. 


“France is
concerned that the civil unrest in the United States will bring instability to
not only America, but to any region in which America once had a military
presence—because, as we all know, those soldiers are going home, leaving
warlords and terrorists to run free again.  The potential that a civil war in
America is brewing is just too great.  This is unacceptable to the people of
France and indeed, the world.”


“And
Germany,” said the dour German delegate, though he appeared more disgusted by
the idea than anyone else in favor of it.


“I speak
for Mother Russia,” said a fireplug of a Russian, standing up from the front
row.  “We cannot agree more.  The situation is too dangerous.  How often have
we as a body stepped into affairs of lesser countries, often at behest of
United States, to ‘stabilize’ region?”  The Russian spoke in rough English to
show he was not nekulturniy—some uncultured heathen.


The
American delegate shook his head in disbelief as more and more members stood to
voice their support for the growing proposition.  The lesser nations could
obviously tell which way the tide was turning and rushed to join the bandwagon.



Slamming
his hands down on the table, the aging Yankee stood up, silencing those around
him clamoring for a vote.  The camera angle zoomed in on his figure again.  The
man’s face suddenly went slack with understanding.  It was clear for Po Sin and
Shin Ho to read.  


Po Sin
pointed with his cigarette at the TV.  “This one knows what is going on.  You
see?”  The Interior Minister grunted his agreement and watched the TV smiling. 
“He knows the others were waiting for the right moment to spring this on
America.  He realizes only at the end that his country is doomed.” 


“America
will not tolerate foreign soldiers on her soil,” the delegate said in a
low, dangerous voice.  Those in the chamber had to stay quiet to hear what he
was saying.  Po Sin turned up the volume on the TV.


The Yankee
statesman pointed a finger right at the French and German delegates.  “She
certainly will not tolerate you, who have blocked our efforts at
destroying the machinery of terrorism from day one.  Have you forgotten all
that America has done for you?  All of you?” he asked, looking around the
room.  More than one delegate sneered back at him.  Only one or two looked away
in apparent shame. 


“Our sons
and daughters have fought and died so that your peoples could live in freedom…”
said the American weakly.  He was in shock.  He couldn’t believe it.  “We have
spent countless billions of our taxpayer’s dollars to…”  He looked around, his
voice trailing off.  Not many faces were sympathetic.


“Ja. 
That is so…that is why we are so concerned now about the…safety…of
America’s citizens.  That is why we want to…help,” said the German
delegate with a wolfish grin.         


The French delegate
smiled, inclining his head in acceptance of the American’s words.  “Perhaps it
is as you say.  How many times have we heard this statement from our other
brother countries, as America led the effort to put Peacekeepers on their
soil.”  The Frenchman took his time, making sure everyone heard.  This was the
crowning moment of his diplomatic career and he was going to savor every sweet
second. 


“Is it not
beyond time for a taste of your own medicine, mon ami?  Ah…how you say,
‘what goes around, comes around’, no?”


The chamber
erupted into shouts and curses, arguments and agreements.


Po Sin
clicked off the TV and waited for Shin Ho to absorb what he saw and turn back
around to face the desk.  “My friend, can you not see we are past the point
where we should care what the Americans think?  I just read Xhin’s latest
dispatch from The Hague.  The Europeans are doing everything they can to trap
the American military forces there and around the globe.  Any resistance the
Americans put forth will be easily swept aside by the combined European powers—“


“Whom we
have been cultivating and supporting now for decades in secret…”


“Correct
again, General.”


“If we act
now…” mused Shin Ho.  “Before they can return home…”


The General
puffed his smoke.  “Yes.  To make matters worse, our friends in Mexico plan on
having a little border war.  It seems some rambunctious Americans are trying to
shut down illegal immigration and have slaughtered many innocent Mexicans in
the process.”


“A most
excellent diversion…while they are focused on the border, we march right in—“


“And then their
land and resources become our land and resources.”


The
Interior Minister reviewed the report again in silence for a few minutes.  Po
Sin merely smoked contentedly.  The Minister finally looked up.  “Have we any
casualty estimates?”


“The
General waved a hand in dismissal.  “500,000 to a million.  Mere drops in the
bucket, Minister.”


Shin Ho
nodded.  With America neutralized, a world dominated by a reborn Imperial China
was actually feasible.  The Chinese destiny was on the cusp of being reality. 
Centuries of Chinese prophecy and politics were about to be culminated in the
ultimate empire.  A single government to rule the world would be only years
away, not centuries or decades.  Shin Ho fairly salivated at the thought.  The
men who pulled this off would be treated as gods…


The
Interior Minister laid the report on his desk.  “General.  How soon can we
begin planning?”


Po Sin
could hardly contain himself.  “We have prepared for this moment since World
War Two.  The Army and Navy are on joint exercise trying to scare Taiwan at the
moment.  Forty-eight hours, and I can have them on the way to Mexico.  This
time next week, we can be inside American borders.”


“Do it.”


Po Sin
nearly choked on his own cigarette.  “What of the Politburo?”


“Leave
those doddering old fools to me.  I know who really runs this country,”
Shin Ho smiled.  “Now, how about a toast to the conquering of America and the
rise of the Dragon?”











NORAD


The Trials of Leadership


 


 


MR. PRESIDENT, WE’VE
just been informed that the Israeli Air Defense Force has scrambled.  They have
let us know that nuclear munitions are air borne,” reported the CIA Director. 
His face looked a hundred years old.  He hadn’t slept in more than 36 hours.


The
President looked around his War Room.  All the faces looked a bit haggard this
morning.  It’s been a week since the power went out...it only took six days
to bring us to the edge of utter collapse.  To the edge of nuclear war…too damn
fast!


“Sir,
Israel’s ground forces are outnumbered roughly…” the Secretary of Defense
scanned a paper, adjusting his glasses.  He whistled softly.  “Mr. President,
they’re facing at least four-to-one odds.”


The NSA
Chief joined the conversation.  “We’re tracking armies from Saudi Arabia and
Jordan on the southeast, Egypt on the west, Syria on the north.  I don’t see
how they could have had so many forces in-theater if they hadn’t planned this.”


“Sir, under
these conditions…low-yield tactical nuclear strikes are their only hope.  The
numbers are just too big…” said the Army Chief of Staff.


“This makes
’73 look like a skirmish!” hissed the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  He too was
looking at the report.  He shook his gray head sadly.  “Sir, it doesn’t look
good, even if they nuke—“


The
President spoke, silencing everyone.  “Al, get the word out, find all the
foreign press you can—if anyone attacks Israel without establishing just cause,
without hard evidence, we’ll back them up.”


“Sir…” said
the SecDef.  


“To the
hilt,” intoned the President.


There was
dead silence in the war room for a few tense heartbeats.  Everyone linked into
to the video conference call knew what that meant.  The Secretary of Defense
set is jaw and continued.  


“I
understand your orders, sir.  However, I must inform you that there’s only two
carrier battlegroups anywhere close to the region.  Our other forces are in the
first stages of pulling out already.  If we change our minds now, it’ll
take another three or four days to get most of the equipment turned around.  By
the end of this coming week, we’ll have roughly a quarter of our people in
transit to America.”


“With all
due respect, Mr. Secretary,” Admiral Bortsen nodded on screen to his civilian
boss.  He turned towards his Commander in Chief.  “Mr. President, with those
two carrier battlegroups we could wipe the whole damn region clean.”


“I
appreciate your enthusiasm, Admiral,” SecDef replied, “But we’re talking about
combined opposition forces of close a million.  And that’s not even including
every fool willing to detonate himself in the name of Allah.”  The National
Security Advisor nodded her head in agreement.


“Like I
said, nukes are the only way Israel can go, if they want to survive,” the Army
Chief’s image reiterated.


The
President held up his hands.  “Regardless, gentlemen, I want it out on all the
wires that we’re going to back up Israel all the way.  I’ll not have these
backstabbing sonsabitches turn on the only nation in the Middle East that gave
two shits about the war on terror.  We’ve been through too much with that
little nation.   They were treated too poorly by my predecessors.  Too many
American boys and girls have died trying to root out these terrorist assholes
and now the governments we’ve all known harbored them are turning on Israel openly. 
No sir, I don’t hold by that.   Tim.”  


“Yes, Mr.
President,” called out the Secretary of State.


The leader
of the Free World leaned in towards the camera on the conference table.  “I
want you to spearhead this from State.  Pull all the back-channel favors you
got.  I want everyone out there to know we mean business.  No pussy-foot
half-answers.  There is no mistaking this.”


The
Secretary of State paused, visibly upset by his orders.  “Yes, Mr. President.” 
The discussion was over.  “My team is working on it right now, sir.”


“Now,” the
President said, shuffling the pile of papers in front of him.  “Someone give me
an update on where we stand this morning?”


“Of course,
Mr. President,” said Suthby.  “I’m afraid I have some more bad news…”


The
President sighed and reached for his cup of coffee.  It’s not even eight
o’clock yet, and I’m on cup number three…that’s not a good omen.


“We’ve
received reports that the wildfires in California are spreading faster than
first anticipated.  There is some evidence that they were purposely set.”


“You’re
talking arson?”


“No, sir,
terrorism.  The governor says his investigators are uncovering eye-witness
accounts of middle-eastern men tossing flares and other ‘objects’ out the
windows of cars traveling on back roads and forest paths.  There’s growing
concern that copycat arsonists are starting fires in otherwise untouched areas
of the state.”


“Fools…”
said the CIA director.


“Terrorists,”
corrected the President.  “Hank, I want the copycats hunted down for the
terrorists that they are.  We can’t have more of this shit going on.” 
He shook his head.  What next?


“Also…ah…the
fires in southern California have merged to some degree outside Los Angeles. 
The outer limits of the city, suburbs and such, are on fire and it’s spreading.”


The FBI
director sat up on his display screen.  “Sir, the violence and criminal
activity in L.A. over the last few days is going to skyrocket once people
realize that the city is going to be consumed in a firestorm.  It’s going to
get Biblical…”


“We’re
already getting preliminary reports that up to 50,000 have died on the streets
in L.A. since the gang wars started.  People still trying to evacuate are
getting caught in the crossfire.  The racial riots have just gone all out of
control.  We’re expecting a total loss of the city.”


“Wait,
you’re telling me that not only did we lose Atlanta, but we’re going to lose
Los Angles?”


“I’m afraid
so, Mr. President…at this point we could throw all the manpower we wanted at it—there’s
just nothing we can do.  It’s bordering on total chaos.  Completely out of
control,” replied the SecDHS meekly.              “Chicago may be lost soon,
sir…” said the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  “General Collrade outside Chicago
radioed that he’s lost about a quarter of his men.  There was an escalation in
the rioting—“


“Rioting
hell, sir, they launched a coordinated attack on my boys—“ broke in the
Army Chief.


“Evidently,”
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said testily, cutting off his subordinate,
“The rioters negotiated with General Collrade to release some of the hostages
they held in downtown office buildings.  Those hostages were roughed up quite a
bit, from what he told us.  There were bombs placed on the hostages and when
they crossed into our lines, the bombs went off, pretty much wiping out that
sector’s command center.  The rioters then broke out of the Occupied Zone and
took control of Navy Pier.”  


The
Chairman pointed with a laser pointer on a map of Chicago an aide brought up on
one of the larger displays in the room.  Everyone at the table turned to look,
grimacing at the amount of land marked in red as Occupied—all of downtown
Chicago and a strip of land running along the shore to the massive Navy Pier.


      “These
rioters have broken out and started taking land?  What the hell is going on, a
rebellion or a riot?  I thought I authorized whatever force necessary?”


“You did,
yes, sir…but…ah, General Collrade’s forces just don’t have the firepower to
take back the city.  This is a home guard unit.  They’re able to handle natural
disasters and such, but with the war effort overseas, most of their heavy
equipment has been…ah…loaned out, so-to-speak..  The rioters have begun taking
out bridges and building fortifications, raising drawbridges and such.  That’s
not to mention the fact that we’ve estimated there’s a good three thousand of
them or so, sir.”


“How long?”


“Sir,” said
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, “We’ve got reinforcements from Fort Knox on
the way.  They mobilized two days ago and are on the road to Chicago.  They’ve
got a spearhead clearing the highways ahead of them of all the abandoned
vehicles.  ETA this afternoon.”


“What kind
of reinforcements?”


“The 4th
Brigade of the 5th Infantry Division—that’s the newest Division
modeled after the Digital Division…the 4th, sir.  Brigadier General
Joe Stapleton.  He’s got a mechanized infantry battalion, tank battalion,
engineers, recon and air support.  Close on four thousand troops, sir.  It’s
the best we can do at the moment.  All the other bases in the region are
stretched thin providing support to other riots.”


“Then why
do you have an entire Division coming out of, Fort Knox did you say?”


“Yes, Mr.
President, Fort Knox.  They were supposed to be shipped over to help out in
Syria, sir—they have the generation two digital component, it’s a step up from
the 4th, sir.  When everything hit the fan, the orders to head
overseas were put on hold.  Good thing too, they were only a day away from
transport.”


“Don’t
worry, Mr. President, when they get to Chicago, there’s going to be hell to
pay.  They’re going to tear through those rioters like Sherman through
Atlanta.  Joe Stapleton is considered something of a Patton reborn, Mr.
President.”


“I like him
already.  I want a live feed from him when they reach Chicago.”


The
Secretary of State received a report off-screen, then turned back and looked
shaken.  “Mr. President!”


“Tim, if
you’re going to tell me what some ambassador has replied—“ 


“That’s
exactly the problem, sir.  I have just received a communication from Allan.  My
speech really pissed ‘em off.  He thinks they’re going to go ahead with this
monstrous thing and vote…today now, in retaliation!  It’s outrageous!”


The
President ignored him and scanned a copy of the communication as it appeared on
his desktop screen.  It contained the bare minimum of facts, just outlining the
situation so that Washington could make better decisions.  It arrived moments
too late.


“People,
the United Nations is going to vote today on a resolution to deploy United
Nations Peacekeepers on American soil.   You’ve all seen the fiasco on TV from
yesterday evening.  It’s looking real now.”


“Jesus H.
Christ!” roared the Army Chief of Staff.  “Sir, this is preposterous!”  The
room full of screens erupted into digital chaos.


“I agree,
Mr. President, this is totally unacceptable—“


“Totally asinine—


“Outrageous!”


“This is an
invasion!”


“—the gall
to do this—“


“Enough!”
the President roared.  Everyone went silent.  “Now I’m just as mad about this
as you are—and I can tell you one thing, we sure as hell aren’t going to stand
for this bullshit!” he said, pointing at the screen that held the
warning.


“They know
that, sir, but with my statement about backing up Israel coming out just after this…”
the SecState said, flustered.  “It just fueled the fires to send Peacekeepers. 
They’re going to think we’re looking for a fight—like we’re going off half
cocked.  That’s just going to show that we really are unstable.   I
think the crazy bastards are going to do it.”  SecState took off his glasses
with a weary sigh.


The
President thought in silence for a moment, weighing all the angles.  The Joint
Chiefs just glared at each other.  Each Branch Chief swore he’d personally make
the foreigners pay for invading America, if they did.  The Marine Commandant
merely smiled.


Finally,
the President spoke.  “Tim, recall Ambassador Allan.  To hell with the U.N. 
We’re cutting our ties, once and for all.  I want all donations and money
stopped now.  I want all our boys pulled out of U.N. Peacekeeping missions. 
Get this to Congress.  If they don’t act, I’m going to issue an executive
order“.


“Right
away, sir.”


“I also
want every ambassador to each of the countries siding against us to put the
pressure on those governments.  If that doesn’t work, we’re going to call them
home too.  We’re not going to let them get away with this shit—not now. 
Not now, dammit!” the President finished by slamming his hands down on
the table in frustration.  


“What are
you smiling at, Pete?” asked the beleaguered President.


The
country’s top Marine continued to grin from the other end of the table as the
others around him stared in disbelief.  He looked like he was enjoying a
private joke.


“You know
what they say, sir, ‘Marines pray for a good fight.’  I’d say our prayers have
just been answered.”











SARASOTA


The Shopping List


 


 


LOOKS LIKE YOU were
right about the war, Erik,” said Alfonse, the newly elected Building Rep from
Building 1.         


“Unfortunately…”
said Erik.  He tuned the hand powered radio from the BBC broadcast.  The other
Building Reps, as they called themselves, were gathered in front of Erik’s
apartment in the shade.


“—eaking
news out of The Hague in the Netherlands, new home of the United Nations
General Assembly.  Late last night, a highly placed anonymous source tells Sky
News, in an emergency session of the U.N. General Assembly that lasted until
early this morning, a Resolution was passed authorizing the United Nations
Security Council to send U.N. Peacekeepers to America…for more on this
developing story we go to—“


Static
interrupted the broadcast and no amount of fidgeting with the controls could
bring the remote station back into focus.  Such was the way of shortwave radio
listening sometimes.


“It’s gotta
be a joke…” mumbled Stan Gibbons, the Building Rep from Building 7.  His
selection was no surprise, the Gibbons’ were the only family in Building 7.


“The U.N.
itself is a joke, but they don’t joke around,” said Ted, the Rep from Building
6.  Besides Erik and Brin, there was only one other apartment in the building
occupied, and they chose Ted.  “This is baaaaaad news man.”


“All right,
nobody panic…this is just a bunch of resolutions from the U.N.  They don’t act
all that fast—remember when we tried to go into Iraq the second time around? 
Or Syria?  They take forever—“


“Except
when it’s in their own interest to act fast,” warned Ted.  


“Well,
regardless, that’s for the President to worry about.  We’ve got to worry about
our own hides first,” said Erik, waving away the discussion.  “Now,
let’s get down to business.”


“My
Building wants Stan to turn over his food to the rest of us who don’t have
food,” said Henry Grimes, elected from Building 4 in the northwest corner of
the complex.


“That’s
fine, but my Building wants us to cooperate,” said the Rep from Building
5, just north of Erik’s building.  He was an elderly man, a Korean War Vet who
had moved down with his wife to retire in Florida only a few months back. 
Bernie McDonnel was his name. 


Buildings
4, 5, 6, and 7 were all one-story apartment buildings, while 1, 2, 3, 8 and 9
were three-story structures.  Buildings 8 and 9 were still half complete though
with open windows and half-painted walls.  The pile of construction equipment
and supplies behind Building 9 attested to the fact that the workers had left
the day after the power went out and never returned.


“Building 2
wants to see what Erik has to say first,” said Noreen Wilson, the
thirty-something professional woman who the previous night at the meeting had
realized her husband for a coward.  Since coming to her senses, she had sworn
to do what it takes to protect her family, even if it meant doing things she normally
would have expected her husband to do.  The building had unanimously voted her
as Rep because of her loud and vociferous support of Erik the previous night
after meeting when she went door to door meeting everyone and campaigning for
the nomination.


“Yeah, so
do the people from Building 3,” chimed in the younger woman, Janine St.
Michael.  She was the most popular—because she spent more time sunning herself
by the pool than working—person from Building 3.  There was a number of
fresh-out-of-college age men and women in that Building.  Most of the people
who had lived there had left to stay with relatives or friends or moved to the
Zone of Safety in Bradenton.  The ones left were more interested in partying
than anything else.  Building 3 was quickly being known simply as “The Dorm”.


“Let’s
decide what options we have first, then we’ll vote, how’s that?” asked Ted. 
Henry folded his arms and looked darkly at Erik.  


The other
Reps assented and Erik smiled, happy to be moving forward.  “Okay, the way I
see it, food and water are our top priorities, followed closely by defense. 
So, I propose we send out a party to collect what food we can from Stan’s
restaurant, then bring it back here to provide something for the people who
have nothing.  If that’s not enough for a few days, we’ll have to send out
search parties to the local stores, convenience marts, anything that might have
carried food, and we’ll pick it clean.”


Bernie
cleared his throat and spoke.  “Well, my recommendation is, if we’re going to
go get supplies from some restaurant, don’t wait.  Send people out everywhere
right now.  If we wait a few days, we may have slim pickin’s.  That’s the way
it was in the Army in my day.  Never knew when we were getting another meal. 
It’s catch as catch can, I believe.”


“Uh, that’s
still stealing, Erik, no matter how we do it,” said Alfonse. 
“That ain’t right man, I don’t care if the cops are gone…” he said with
a glance at Ted.


 “Okay,
then here’s what we’ll do—the search parties will keep meticulous logs of whatever
they take and write everything down.  They’ll have to leave a note to the
store’s owner of what we took and why and that we’ll be back to pay for it. 
Then, when this is all over, we pay it back,”  Erik purposely left out that
‘this’ might never be over and money might be useless.  He waited, raised
eyebrows.  The other Reps thought it over and then agreed.  “Anyone have any
objection to trying to get as much as we can, as fast as we can?”


“What about
water?” asked Henry, arms still folded and looking for a fight.  


“Can we use
the water from the ponds?” asked Alfonse, jerking his thumb over his shoulder
at the little freshwater pond between where they sat and the apartment office
building.  A few people were at the pool splashing in the water with some
kids.  One or two were standing next to the railing in the shade of palm trees,
watching the new apartment government at work from a distance.


Ted shook
his head.  “Not unless you want to get dysentery or any number of infections
from bacteria living in the water.  No, I wouldn’t drink that shit unless we
had stuff to purify it.  Bleach and lots of it, or Iodine.  I suppose we could
boil it though…that would take a lot of wood for fires.”


“I have
some iodine tablets and a little bleach, but not more than enough for a about
ten or twenty gallons of water,” said Erik, lying—he easily had enough for a
hundred gallons, but something about Henry didn’t sit well with him.  He’d
trust the others, but not Henry, nor anyone who would elect him as Building
Rep.  His presence there at the meeting raised an interesting question—either
Henry was outright elected by like-minded people in his building, or he
pressured them or threatened them in to electing him.  Probably to cause
trouble, Erik thought.


“Me too,”
said Ted.  “We’ll need a helluva lot more to handle that pond, small as it is.”


“I have
another idea,” said Stan.  “We have bottled water at the restaurant—maybe a few
hundred gallons or so for cooking and serving to customers.  We could take
that, too?”


“It won’t last
us very long, but it’s a start,” replied Ted.


“Rain,”
said Alfonse.  “We can collect the rain.”   


Erik
snapped his fingers.  “Of course!  It rains every afternoon.  If we all put out
collection…I don’t know, buckets?  Tubs?  Whatever, if we put out stuff to
collect the rain, we’ll have more than we know what to do with in no time. 
Great idea, Alfonse.”  


Ted rubbed
the stubble on his chin.  “As long as we can keep the containers sterile, we
would only have to deal with contamination—that we can handle with the bleach
we have…probably be able to stockpile that shit from the grocery stores and
hardware stores.”  He looked up and saw the two women present in the
‘council’.  “Oops, sorry ladies…pardon my French.”


“No
problem, Ted…I’m an adult,” said Noreen, making an obvious reference to her
other female council member, the sun bunny sitting next to her.


Janine
giggled like a schoolgirl, which, Noreen suspected, wasn’t far from the truth. 



“So, let’s
take a vote—all in favor of taking food and water from Stan’s restaurant to
bring back for the good of the community, then spreading our search operation
to other restaurants and store, and collecting rainwater?” asked Erik.  “Being
President Pro Tem, I won’t vote.”


“Good,”
said Henry.  


Erik
ignored him.  “All in favor?”  Five hands went up.  “Opposed?”  Henry’s arm
shot up with vigor.  “Okay.  Good.  Now, here’s how we’re going to do it—“


“Oh, so
you’re just going to tell us what to do now?”  Asked Henry.  “What about
voting?  I thought you weren’t going to be a dictator.”


“Henry
Grimes, you need to grow up!” chided Noreen Wilson.


“Remember
what I said last night, Henry?  I’ll do the leading but only because you folks
elected me to do it for you.”


“I didn’t—“


“Well the
rest of us did, so shut the hell up and deal with it, fer Christ’s sake,” said
Ted.  “You got any better ideas?”  


Henry’s
face darkened at the redress but he held his tongue. 


“Alright
then.  Here’s what we’re going to do.  We need to set up a ranging team to go
with Stan to the restaurant.  Ted, I’m putting you in charge of that, since
you’re the only one besides Bernie here who’s a vet in the whole complex.  Come
up with a plan to get over there and get the food and what water you can find
back here.”


“You got
it.  What about troops?”


“Buildings One
and Two have the most people…” mused Erik.


“We can go
back and ask for volunteers.  I’m sure we’ll have enough.  Hell, I’ll
volunteer!” said Alfonse cheerfully.  Noreen nodded her head in agreement.


“Weapons?”
asked Ted.  “I think we should be armed.”


“Agreed,”
said Erik.  “Just check around and see if anyone has any, or at least any
experience.  Those that volunteer, go, of course, but we need people with gun
handling to be in the group if there are any.”


“Roger
that.”


“Alfonse,”
Erik said, changing subjects.  “Since it was your idea about the water
collection, I’m putting you in charge of figuring out the way to go about it. 
Don’t forget to keep in mind we can go and get stuff from the local hardware
stores if we need to.”


“I don’t
like the idea of taking stuff from stores, but I suppose we don’t have much
choice anymore.”


“That’s
right, better we take it and put it good use before some punks get in there and
smash it all up or burn it just for the hell of it,” agreed Ted.


Bernie
cleared his throat.  The others fell quiet, waiting for the old man to speak
his piece.  “I ain’t good for much no more…too old, y’see.  But back in Korea,
I was the go-to man for my company.”


“Huh?”
asked Erik.


“Then we
need you to organize the search parties…” said Ted with a smile.  “Glad to have
you, Bernie.”


The old
man’s face lit up with pride.  The others were still confused.  “He’s the guy
you go to when you need something.  Always finds a way to get things, even in
the middle of war.  You never ask how he got what you wanted, but given time,
he’ll get it, one way or another.  Bernie here is going to be very handy to
have around,” Ted explained.


“Great!”
said Erik.  “Bernie, you can be the Procurement Chairman.”


“What about
when the food runs out again?” squeaked Janine innocently.


“Yeah…you
know, whatever’s left at the restaurant isn’t going to feed us all for more
than a few days, Erik,” said Stan.  “If there’s anything left.”


“I know,”
Erik replied.  “I’m still working on what to do, long term.  Only thing I can
think of is start growing our own food.  I don’t know how though…I never had
any land to grow stuff.  Dad was raised on a farm, but…”


“I was born
on a farm.  Whole family’s farmers.  Have been for generations,” said Bernie
simply.  “Hell, my granpappy lived through the Great Depression.  I learned all
kinds of things about livin’ on the skinny.”


“Bernie,
you’re amazing!” beamed Erik.  “Can you fill me in on what we need to do after
the meeting?”


“My
pleasure, sir!” said Bernie, giving a feeble salute with his weakened arm.


“Bernie,
don’t salute me.  I’ve never done anything to deserve a salute.  You’re a
veteran, Bernie, I should be thanking you—“


“You took
command when no one else would, son.  I can’t tell you how many times in the
war where we lost our CO.  If’n no one stepped up to the plate, we all would’a
died.  No, what you’re doing is a lot harder than what any of us will do.  For
that, I salute you.”


Erik took a
deep breath.  “Well, coming from a veteran like you, I’ll take that as the
honor it is.”  The old soldier smiled from ear to ear at the compliment.


“Well, if
y’all are done with your little kissy-fest, I’m getting the hell out of here. 
I have things to do more important than sitting around telling each other how
much I love you” said Henry, getting up in disgust.


“Sit down,
Henry,” Erik said forcefully.


“Go fuck
yerself, kid,” he shot back.  “You’re gonna get us killed, screwin’ around like
this—stealing from stores.  Shit—they’re probably gonna think you’re a
rioter!” he hissed at Alfonse.  “Sendin’ a Goddamn nig—“


Alfonse had
leaped across the council circle to send a strong right uppercut into Henry’s
stomach faster than anyone thought possible.  The complainer went down
sprawling.  He rolled over cussing, then got to his feet, fists balled, shoulders
hunched, ready for a good roll in the dirt.  Alfonse, shocked at himself,
started to back up—he had never been in a fight before, but he couldn’t let
this swine of a man insult him with that word while they were all trying
to do what was right for everyone.


Erik jumped
up, grabbing his katana from the ground next to him.  With that same
faint metal-on-wood rasp that had frozen Brin’s attacker the day before, the
samurai sword came out in one swift, sure movement.  Janine shrieked in fear at
the sight of the sword glinting in the sunlight as Erik drew it and stepped
between Alfonse and Henry.


Henry froze
at the sight of the curved sword pointed at his throat.


“That’s enough,
Henry,” Erik said in a commanding voice.  The sword was a not so subtle
reinforcement.  “You’re causing nothing but trouble.  Why do you even want to
be a part of this process?”


“Because I
don’t want to see some little shit like you fuck things up for me and the rest
of us!”  Henry paused to stare at the sword.  “You think you’re so bad with
that fuckin’ sword, huh?” said Henry, fists still clenched.  “Why don’t you
stop bein’ such a pussy and fight me like a man?”


Erik
considered it for a second, waved off Ted, who got to his feet and started to
take off his pistol belt.  He was more than happy to kick Henry’s ass. 


“No,
there’s going to be no fighting.  Dammit, Henry, we have to work together—“


“I aint’
workin’ with no fuckin’ kid!”


“Fine. 
Leave.”


“What?”
asked Henry, incredulous.  “You telling me to leave my home?”


“No, I’m
saying if you don’t want to work with us, then just leave.  Look, you’re either
with us, or against us.  And if you’re against us, we’re not going to concern
ourselves with your safety and whether you eat or not, because you’ll only
distract us from our own survival.  So if you’re against us, get out and go to
the shelters or something, but get the hell out of here.”  


Ted looked
at the other members of the Council.  Alfonse immediately nodded.  Noreen
looked unsure but gave a half nod-half shrug of assent.  Janine looked
frightened but had glow about her that said she was more interested in Erik
than anything else.  Ted filed that observation away as a potential problem. 
He glanced at Bernie, who sat on the ground with a slight smile, arms folded
contentedly across his stomach, watching the situation unfold.  He smiled when
he noticed Ted watching him.  Stan was frowning at Henry.  


“Fuck you,
you arrogant little prick!” retorted Henry.


“Henry,
you’re pathetic,” Erik said sadly.  Pity seemed to flow outwards from the
larger man.  Henry noticed this and grew even more angry.


“You can’t
just order me and my kid out of here like some…like a king!  I’ll take it to
the—“


Ted stood
up next to Erik.  “We agree with Erik.”  He looked over his shoulder at the
others.  Alfonse nodded again and joined Ted and Erik.  Noreen stood up slower
but stood beside the men.  She helped old Bernie get to his feet, and the proud
vet stood his tallest and patted Erik on the back in support.  Janine blushed,
realizing she was the last to stand and moved next to Erik, staring at him with
an obvious look in her eyes.  Stan folded his arms and glared at Henry.


“You’re all
in this together…fuckin’ bastards…all of you!  You’ll see!  He’ll
get you all killed and you’ll deserve it, letting a Goddamn kid take
over like this!”  Henry shot one more defiant look at Erik and his companions,
then turned and stumbled across the parking lot.


“Well,”
said Ted cheerfully, “That ought to settle the leadership debate.  Now we can
get down to business.”


Erik
watched Henry until he disappeared inside his own building.  “I hate that it’s
come to this.”


“Huh?”
asked Alfonse.  “Why’s that?  Maybe Henry’ll get the idea that pretty much the
whole complex is against him and he’ll just leave.”


“Or maybe
he’ll just cause even more trouble,” mused Erik, a sense of foreboding dropping
on the already heavy weight of leadership resting on his shoulders.











SARASOTA


Stacking
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ERIK TOOK THE box full
of packages of pasta from a volunteer who lived in Alfonse’s building and
placed it in the back of Brin’s company car, a Jeep Liberty.  Most of the cargo
area was already loaded with all kinds of non-perishable food products—largely
pastas and canned goods.  


“This it?”
asked Erik.


“No way,
man—there’s a ton of stuff in there.  Lot of canned stuff.  Stan’s in
there saying we should take chairs and things too…”


Erik had a
thought.  “Hey, it’s Tom isn’t it?”


“Yeah.”


“when you
go back in, ask Stan if this place had walkie-talkies for the waiters.  If so,
grab all the ones and their chargers and batteries you can find.”


“You got
it.”


Erik turned
away as the volunteer disappeared back into the darkened restaurant.  Most of
the stained glass windows had been smashed out by vandals and there was some
spray paint defacing the sides of the building, but it had been left pretty
much alone.  He hoped that the two convicts who had followed Stan home from the
restaurant had been the only ones who had taken notice of this place.


Blocking
the only entrance to the parking lot was Ted’s police cruiser.  Not that there
was a lot of traffic—indeed there had been only three cars that had driven by
since the small group of men from Colonial Gardens pulled up in Brin’s Liberty
and Ted’s Crown Vic.  Abandoned cars were still parked in the congested streets
where people had left them last week after the initial panic.  Where the people
went, no one knew.  Erik figured they made their way to the local safe zone or
storm shelter.  


When the
few passerby cars saw the cop car and a man with a shotgun standing next to it,
they sped up and exited the area not wanting to find out what was going on. 
One of the men brought his Ford F250 along and it was being quickly loaded with
five gallon water jugs.


Erik was
concerned about using the precious gas they had in the apartment complex
vehicles, but he saw no other way to haul as much loot as possible without
making a hundred trips.  It was just plain faster and safer to use the load
bearing cars and trucks, get it all over with in one or two trips and get back
home.  He chided himself for considering the food and water ‘loot’.  After all,
he himself was holding the detailed list of everything they were liberating. 
He would go place it on the counter inside the restaurant before they left and
locked up.


He looked
around the deserted parking lot.  A few homes across the street were charred
and looked partially burned.  There were some people walking about, plastic
bags in hand, as if they were scavenging for anything they might be able to use
or eat.  More than one person limped by, obviously wounded in some manner.  The
general movement of people was bringing them from west to east, away from the
downtown area of Sarasota.  They all gave Ted and his shotgun plenty of room as
they passed.  Erik could see the half dozen or so light plumes of smoke coming
from the north west.


“Looks like
fires downtown…” Stan said behind him.


“Yeah.”


“Makes you
glad we live in the suburbs.”


Erik looked
over his shoulder.  “I’d rather be in the boonies, man.  Away from all this
shit,” he said, pointing at the spray paint on the side of the restaurant.  Big
fancy colored in letters and arrows and such.  Typical gibberish placed there
by uncaring ignorant youths.


“We’re
almost done.  Tom checked in with me about the walkie-talkies.  I totally
forgot about them.  We had about fifteen little radios,” said Stan, handing one
over to Erik.  It was a Wally-World special, the cheapie little 2-way FRS
radios that can be had for anywhere between $20 and $50.


“Awesome…”
said Erik, examining the radio.  He turned it on and the radio responded with a
little chirp.  “Batteries?” he asked, shutting the radio off again.  No sense wasting
what you had until you needed it.


“Only a
handful.  Maybe enough for one set for each radio.  We mostly just used the
recharging stands,” Stan shrugged.


“Well,
they’re great, no matter what,” Erik replied, writing down on his list the
radios.  He began thinking of ways to generate electricity.  He wiped his
forehead in the morning heat.  Glancing up at the cloudless sky, Erik thought, Solar? 
Where do we get the photo-cells though?


“I think
we’ll be all done here in about a half hour, Erik.”


“Great,
thanks Stan—the sooner we load up and get back home, the safer we all are.”


Ted’s head
never stayed still for more than a few seconds.  He was constantly watching
both directions of the main drag through town, keeping a wary eye out for
cars.  He was also watching the side streets for people on foot or bikes.  Any
time he spotted a group of more than two or three people, he changed his stance
to be ready to bring the police shotgun to target.  Mostly the people he saw
just looked bored and hungry and dirty.  


There were
a few kids who went by, teenagers really, who had a look in their eyes that he
didn’t like, but they didn’t start anything, just kept moving.  Every now and
then he could see people trudging south on the main highway leading right
through downtown Sarasota, U.S. 41.  They casually checked the door handles on
cars they passed.  


Every now
and then one would open and the scavengers would disappear inside for a few
moments.  Mostly they found nothing, but a few were still stealing radios.  Ted
shook his head at the idiocy.  They were following the road along the coast,
heading out of town and away from whatever it was that was causing the fires.


Tires
squealing from the east caught his attention.  He spun around, shotgun already
at his shoulder, looking for a target.  A car had just turned onto his street
from a side street a few blocks east.  It was heading east, towards him and
gaining speed, racing along the lines of stopped vehicles.  After a second or
so, he could tell it was another police cruiser—a Sheriff’s department car. 
The dome lights were all skewed on the roof, like they had been half blown off
the car.  As it gained speed and grew ever closer, Ted could see a gash in the
partially crumpled hood and some black marks that could only be bullet holes.


“Crap,” he said
to himself.  Over his shoulder, he called out, “Erik!  We got company!  Get a
move on!”  He could hear Erik shouting out directions and commands from inside
the restaurant, urging the others to hurry in their efforts.


The cop car
barreling down the road started swerving.  It looked to Ted’s practiced eyes
that the driver was losing control.  The car behaved like one under the control
of a person falling asleep at the wheel.  It was generally going straight, then
slowly started pulling one way or the other, then jerked back straight, then
slowly pulled the other way.  At the speed it was going, quick movements could
cause an accident.


Ted double
checked the safety on his shotgun, it was on.  He adjusted his grip, thumbed
off the safety and aimed at the car, waiting for a shot.  If that was a cop, he
was either drunk or wounded.  If it wasn’t a cop, the driver had no business in
that car and Ted was damned well going to do something about that.


The cop car
pulled to the right as it neared Ted, heading for the other side of the road. 
The driver—Ted could see only a lumpy form in the driver’s seat and so he
didn’t fire—jerked the wheel too much, causing the front tires to skip off the
pavement momentarily.  Traction thus lost, the car went into a flat spin,
catching a parked car in the middle of the street with its rear bumper.  


At the
speed it was traveling, the forward momentum was just too much to keep the car
straight.  The battered police cruiser twisted and flipped on its side,
crashing into a telephone post and spraying the area with bits of broken glass
and plastic.  It finally came to rest against two other abandoned cars, setting
off a car alarm in the process.


The noise
of the crash and wailing alarm brought most of the men inside the restaurant
out to see what had happened.  Ted held his shotgun aimed at the car but
quickly scanned the surrounding area to see if it was just a diversion.  No
other movement besides a few curious homeowners across the street stepping
outside of their darkened dwellings to see what the latest catastrophe was. 
The rear tire on the ruined cop car was slowly spinning itself out as Ted
cautiously crept forward to get a closer look, his shotgun still at shoulder
level and ready to fire.


“Come on, get
the rest of that stuff so we can get the hell out of here!” said Erik to the
gawking volunteers.  They saw Ted move forward with the shotgun and looked
around nervously, waiting for more convicts to appear.


“Stan, get
‘em finished up—“ Erik started to say when he heard the loud pop of Ted’s
shotgun.  Most of the volunteers dove for cover, a few ran back inside the
restaurant.  Erik ducked and peered around the corner of the building, his hand
on his katana, strapped to his right side.


“Go!  We
may not have much time, get the last of it!” Erik said, waving his arm to get
Stan moving.  When Stan disappeared back inside, Erik saw Ted trotting back
across the street, weaving in between cars.


“We gotta
get moving, man, like now!” said Ted, keeping an eye on the street.


“What the
hell was that?  Did you shoot someone?”


“Some
gang-banger was driving that thing.  He’d been shot up pretty good.  Mostly
bled to death in the front seat anyway.  That explained his driving skills.  He
said there was a bunch of people Downtown doing a lot of looting and beatin’
the shit out of people.  Said they came in from the north.”


“Why did
you shoot him?” Erik asked.  “Sounds like he had info—“


“’Cause the
dumbass pulled a
gun on me and tried to shoot me,” Ted replied.  He handed Erik a shiny
revolver.  “That’s a .357, man.  He would have dropped me pretty quick if I
hadn’t already had this pointed at ‘im,” Ted continued, holding the shotgun
up.  “My vest is good, but not that good at point blank range,” Ted said,
tapping his chest, covered by a blue bullet-proof vest.


“This looks
pretty nice for a street thug…” Erik said, looking at the brand new handgun. 
It only had two rounds chambered, he noticed.


“Someone
must’ve knocked off a gun shop by now…I knew it would only be a matter of
time.”  Ted looked up the street again.  “Look, I think we need to get the hell
out of here.  We got all of it yet?”


Stan came
out of the building carrying one half empty box.  “This is…yeah.  There’s only
a few more water jugs left.”   The volunteers started coming out after Stan, a
few checking the area to see if it was safe first.


“Erik, we
need to get people trained on weapons…we need someone other than just me and
you armed,” Ted said, nodding at Erik’s sword.


“Right…You’ll
have to teach us all.  We’ll get started this afternoon.”  To the gathered
volunteers, he said, “Okay, let’s get the last of the water on the truck there
and go home!”











CHICAGO


Rebels


 


 


MALCOLM WAITED FOR the
cheering to die down.  He stood on top of a captured Humvee, his hand rested on
the .50 caliber machine gun mounted in the turret.  The echoes of his men
danced around them in the cavernous underground parking garage.  All the
abandoned civilian cars had been removed to the street level to make room for
the captured military hardware.  A good two hundred Black Fighters surrounded
him, working on how best to make use of the new tools they took from the Man
the night before.


“So, Allah
has deemed our cause righteous, my Brothers.  The United Nations is sending an
army to help us liberate ourselves!”  The crowd exploded in cheers of triumph
and deliverance.  Hands and fists were raised in defiance of the America that
had repressed their race for centuries.


When it grew
quiet enough again, Malcolm pressed home his advantage.  “Even now we are
contacting our Brothers and Sisters in New York and other cities to let them
know the good news.  If we can hold out until soldiers from the United Nations
arrive, nothing will stop us!”


The
cheering gradually died down a third time.  Malcolm brought himself to his full
stature, then raised his right fist in the classic Black Panther style.  He
looked at all the smiling faces, the tired looks of hope from his Brothers. 
They had attacked the Man last night and won!


“ARE YOU
READY FOR A WAR?” Malcolm yelled.  The roar of his men was deafening.


 


THE MASSIVE ABRAHMS
tank came to a stop with the usual squeaking and rattling of treads, its mighty
engine rumbling.  Brigadier General Joseph Stapleton opened the hatch and stood
up, scanning the horizon with his field binoculars.  The skyline of Chicago
leapt into vision, smeared by the dirty plumes of smoke that stabbed at the
sky.  There was an orange glow about certain parts of the city, General
Stapleton could easily see.  No lights.  A handful of police and Guard
helicopters buzzing about.  They looked like nervous birds.  


His tanks
had just rolled off the transport trucks after a long, weary road trip from
Fort Knox.  They had cleared more cars than he thought he’d ever see in his
whole life off the congested roads leading into Chicago.  All those civilians
had panicked and flocked to the nearest highways causing the mother of all
traffic jams.  There was much evidence of violence and looting among the
abandoned cars as waves of refugees from the cities hoofed it into the
suburbs.  


It felt
damn fine to be back in a tank again, to feel the earth shake under its
treads.  It was almost a spiritual experience.


Through his
binoculars he could see the skyline of Chicago clearly.  His brigade was only a
mile outside the occupied part of the city.   They were tearing the hell out of
the paved highways and streets, but such was the price of getting to the center
of the action as fast as possible.  He didn’t give a hoot about the roads—he
was told to get to Chicago and retake the city, at all costs.  


His intel
briefing on the way up from Fort Knox was very detailed.  The downtown district
had been taken over by some sort of Black Muslim extremists, declaring open
warfare on the United States.  They had slaughtered innocent civilians and just
the night before had taken prisoner some number of Federalized National
Guardsmen along with an ass-load of materiel.


Stapleton
chewed on his stub of a cigar.  The 51 year old general grunted and swung an
arm towards Occupied Chicago.  “All right, Charlie, move ‘em out.”  The helmet
mounted microphone relayed his message to his XO, in the tank next to his own
at the head of the column.  He was a brash and bold field commander, Stapleton,
and he enjoyed leading his men, rather than following.


The digital
linkups between all the tanks and soldiers of the brigade ensured that everyone
got the right messages.  The long column of sleek tanks rumbled forward, followed
by engineers and soldier transports—armored personnel carriers.  Above, a Kiowa
scout helicopter raced forward to get a lay of the land, heading towards the
Sears Tower—apparently the base of the rioting.  Stapleton was quickly coming
to the conclusion that it was more of a rebellion than a riot anymore.  He rode
his tank like a horse cavalryman, preferring the open turret and unobstructed
view as they rumbled towards Chicago. 


“Inform
General Collrade the cavalry has arrived,” he said into the microphone, pushing
the unlit cigar to the corner of his mouth.











NORAD


Aim Small, Miss
Small


 


 


DAMMIT, MAN, GET to the
point.  I want an answer.  Gimme the bottom line, Howard—will you back us up or
not?” asked the President over the phone.  He looked at the monitors on his
conference table that depicted the faces of the Secretary of Defense, the
Director of the CIA and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  The phone was set to
‘speaker’ so the other men could hear through their own monitors at their
secret locations.  


After a
pause and some muffled whispers, the strong English voice of the Prime Minister
replied, “I’m sorry, old boy.  We support you to the fullest extent that we
are capable…however, His Majesty’s military simply cannot become involved.  We
will do our part by not participating.”  It was obvious the man was pained
to say so.


“Howard,
you realize we’re going to have no recourse except to declare war on them or
anyone, for that matter, if they actually try for an invasion.”


Another
pregnant pause.  “Mr. President, that is precisely what we believe they want—further
proof that you and your government are out of control and pose a significant
threat to the rest of the world, all facts notwithstanding.  Of course, if you
do nothing…well, they shall very much appreciate that as well, old boy.”  


“Congress
is damn near apoplectic about the U.N….yet we’ve got a handful that are
actually welcoming this bullshit, can you believe that?”


“Honestly,
how they can do that is quite beyond me,” came the lilting British accent.


“Howard…if
it comes to fighting, you’re telling me you can’t help, or you won’t?”
the President tried one last time.


“My
apologies, old chap, but we simply cannot risk confrontation.  Our forces are
not quite so…large…as your own.  The recent wars in Iraq and Syria has quite
taxed us to our limit.  Our Navy is all that stands between England and an
outside threat.  We simply cannot afford to do anything right now.”


“I’m sorry
to hear that, Howard.”


“I am
sorry to say it, I truly am.  I want you to rest assured, however, that I will
do everything possible to stall this move by the U.N.; we’ll block it every way
we can and do what we can…but I regretfully cannot offer military aid.”


“Well, I’ll
keep you informed…”


“Good
day, my friend—God bless.”  The line went dead as the Prime Minister
hung up in Number 10 Downing Street.


The
President pushed the button on his phone to hang up as well.  He sat back in
his chair, sighing.  “Well, there you have it, gentleman.”


“Horseshit.”


“My
thoughts exactly, Al,” the President replied to the monitor with a tired
smile.  “So, is there anyone we can rely on?  Anyone out there gonna
back us up?  After all the shit we’ve gone through to help people around the
world in the last hundred years…” he asked SecState’s frowning image.


The
Secretary of State looked over his papers.  “Sir…just about all of our major
allies, Spain, Australia, Japan…they’ve all sworn not to help the U.N.
if and when they decide to make a move against us, but they’re not going to
send troops or money to help us, either.  The Canadians say they’ll help
however they can, but they don’t have shit.  And we just heard England’s
response.  Everyone thinks it’s just too risky.”  


“Too
risky?  What part of doing nothing do they think is too risky?  If the
U.N. wins, those bastards can say, ‘Well, we didn’t fight against you, so we can
still be friends, right?’” said the Secretary of Defense bitterly.


The
President rubbed his chin.  “Gentleman, I can’t really blame them, they’re just
being greedy and looking out for Number One.  The same damn thing they condemn
us for trying to do,” he remarked sarcastically.  “It’s a no win situation for
them.  If they back the U.N. and the U.N. makes a move and we win, then
our former allies look like enemies.  If they back us and the U.N. wins—“


“I’ll be
ice skating in hell before that happens, sir!” cried the image Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs.  The President waved him off politely.


“Regardless
of who they back, if the other side wins, they’re up shit creek.  If they back
no one and attempt to stay neutral they might get out of this without many consequences,”
finished the Secretary of Defense. 


“Way I see
it though, we might not be in a mood to thank people for staying out of
the fight when it’s all said and done,” the Commander in Chief said darkly. 
The room went silent for a few agonizing moments.


“What time
frame are we working with here?” asked SecState quietly.


“Even if
the U.N. passes the vote to act tonight, it will take at least a month or so to
get things organized militarily, I’d bet,” said the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs.  “They’ll have to coordinate command structure among the nations
willing to send troops—they always bicker and fight like a pack a dogs over a
bitch in heat when it comes to that—then they have to get ‘em over here…I’d say
on the outside, give ‘em six months to a year.  If they really get their act
together…” he thought, scratching his nose, “Maybe six months or a little
less.”


“That’s not
what Ambassador Allan is telling me.  He’s reporting from The Hague that he
thinks the E.U. and the antagonists in the U.N. have been preparing for this. 
He sees it akin to our invasion plans for Canada, drafted back in the ‘50s. 
It’s like a contingency plan that sits around and is in place just in case…Mr.
President, I think this is going to happen in less than a month.  I’m convinced
that they’ve had this ready to go for a long time.”


“Sir,
either way, that’s plenty of time to get our forces home and dig ‘em in,” said
SecDef’s image.


The
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs nodded in agreement from his location at a remote
Air Force Base in the west.  “We’ve got our special forces already boarding
planes.  They should be here in less than thirty-six hours.  The main line
troops will take longer, because they were spread all over Iraq and Syria, but
say three weeks to a month to get damn near all of ‘em home.  We can
have the bulk of our Marines home by the end of the week.  We can get most of
the armor and mechanized infantry out on C-17s, but the bigger stuff’ll have to
be shipped.  That’ll take a few weeks.”


“So, bottom
line, how long until we’re ready?” asked the President.


“We can be
fighting ready with 60-75% combat strength in a few weeks.  I give it a month,
month and a half for total strength.  You want to be ready for just about anything? 
I’d say two months on the outside.   Either way, we’ll be ready and waiting
before the Blue Bonnets get close.”


 


THE COMBINED SAUDI-Jordanian
army marched it’s way west, heading towards Israel.  Hundreds of tanks and
armored vehicles lead the way.  The infantry was spread out over a few miles in
different waves.  The Saudi Air Force sent up American made F-16s from the
abandoned USAF base in Riyadh to initiate the first strike at dawn.


      On
the western border between Israel and Egypt, the Egyptians massed their forces
and pushed east.  The two armies had planned on meeting somewhere south of
Jerusalem, combining and crushing all before them.  If everything went as
planned, the Syrians, reinforced by Iranian commandos, would move down from the
north and the great Army of Islam would meet in the middle of the besieged
Jewish State.


      About
half an hour before dawn, the first elements from Saudi Arabia and Jordan
approached the base of the mountains on the eastern flank of Israel.  The
Israeli PM tried one last frantic call to the Saudis to call off the invasion
and was rebuffed and told to pray.  


 


MISSILE LAUNCH
DETECTED! called out the officer of the watch at NORAD’s command center.


“Confirm!”
rang out the voice of another Air Force officer, checking his own monitor.  “I
show seven…no, eight—wait, now it’s nine new contacts in the air and
heading west out of Iran.”


The officer
of watch yanked up the phone that linked him with the base CO’s office. 
Someone was always on duty, whether it was NORAD’s commanding officer or a
subordinate for just such a situation.  And when the President was ‘in
residence’ you pulled long shifts.


“Munson,”
came the sleepy voice on the other end. 


“Sir, this
is Control.  We’re targeting multiple ballistic missile launches from Iran. 
The missiles are approaching sub-orbital velocity and heading west.  Target is
unknown at this time, but the vectors are showing the missiles will have
orbital velocity if they keep burning at this rate, sir.”


“This
confirmed?”


“Yes, sir,”
said the nervous Major.  Ballistic missiles launched from a rogue state that
was known to harbor terrorists and labeled one of the axis of evil—


The phone
in his hand cut off the Major’s thoughts, “Very well, keep tracking them,
I’m on my way.  I want targets and probabilities by the time I get down there. 
I need to brief the President.”


 


THE SECURED PHONE on the President’s
desk in the War Room rang with an eerie buzz.  The leader of the free world
glanced at his combined virtual-cabinet and snatched up the receiver.  


“The
Israeli Prime Minister holding for you, Mr. President.”


“Very well,
patch him through,” said the President in a voice calmer than he felt.  The
President watched as the image of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
suddenly turned and was handed a phone of his own.  Likewise the Commandant of
the Marines was handed a phone by someone off-screen. 


“Mr.
President, the invasion has begun!  The Arabs have crossed our borders—I am
ordering my forces to engage the enemy.  We are declaring a state of war and as
such I formally request your country’s military assistance per our treaties.”


The
Secretary of Defense’s image was handed a slip of paper from someone outside
the view of the camera.  He scanned it, eyebrows crawling up his forehead.  An
aide suddenly stepped up to the President and handed him a piece of paper.  


“Ben—hang
on,” he said to the phone, ignoring the screams of protest that now was not
the time to put him on hold.  To the SecDef, with the receiver covered with his
other hand, the President asked, “Is this confirmed?”


“Yes sir. 
It just came in to me from NORAD.”


The President
looked at the full-bird Colonel who had just stepped into the room and nodded. 
“Yes sir, I just came from the situation room myself.  It’s for real, Mr.
President.”


“Well, that
settles it then.”  He took his hand off the receiver.  “Ben, I’ve just been
informed that Iran has launched nine ballistic missiles and they’re heading
west.  We think they may be targeting you.”


“I
know!  I’m reading a report that says the same thing.  We are firing up our
anti-missile systems right now.  Mr. President, I am going to authorize the use
of nuclear force if these missiles are carrying what I fear they are.”  The
Israeli PM abruptly hung up the phone.


“Shit!” the
President said.  He slammed the receiver down on his end.  He turned to the
monitor depicting the pallid face of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.


“The
Iranians just launched some missiles against the Israelis and the Arab armies
have crossed the border.  Get the word out to our carriers in the area to
assist the Israelis.”


“Sir,
assist how?”


The
President drummed his fingers on the highly polished conference table, the
dreaded moment having finally arrived.  It was do or die time.  The next words
out of his mouth would determine the fate of millions.  Without U.S. support,
the Israelis would fall to overwhelming numbers, unless they used nuclear
weapons.  If the U.S. helped, nukes might not be necessary.  Then again, if the
Iranians are sending nukes towards Israel, it would all be over in about five
minutes anyway.


“Tim?”


“I tried to
contact the Saudis just now—to tell them what you asked me to, but
they…ah…insulted my mother and my dog…and told me they would no longer abide by
our rules.”  The Secretary of State shrugged with an angry frown.  “Our
ambassador was expelled from Saudi Arabia.  The Ambassador to Egypt has
disappeared.  I’ve got people trying to contact her, but we’re not getting
anything.  I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”


“That’s
it.  I’ve had it with these assholes.”  The President looked back to the
waiting commanders of the Armed Forces of the United States.  


“Tell our
carriers to take the gloves off.  They are hereby authorized to seek out
Egyptian, Syrian, Jordanian or Saudi targets inside Israeli borders and
exterminate with extreme prejudice.  Any of these Arab assholes so much as fart
in our direction, I want you to blast the sonsabitches straight to Hell.  Have
‘em coordinate with Tel Aviv.  I want a full court press, gentlemen.”


 


SIR, ONE OF the
missiles has just changed its vector.  It’s going to land somewhere in northern
Iraq,” reported the officer of the watch to General Munson.  They were all
watching the same giant digital displays on the far wall deep in the heart of
the North American Air Defense Command Center.  It showed a detailed map of the
world, highlighting the trails of the nine rockets from their launch in Iran
towards the west.  Sure enough, one of the little blips snaked a little south
and became an ‘X’, signaling that the missile had impacted the surface and
stopped.  Another blip changed direction and headed southwest.


A commotion
at the rear of the theater-like room got General Munson’s attention.  He turned
in irritation to see the Commander in Chief of the United States and his
entourage march into his situation room like a conquering hero.  His irritation
turned into annoyance.,


“That one’s
not going to hit Israel…looks like another dud.  Any reports as to what it was
carrying?” asked the President, coming up next to General Munson and pointing
at the stray line sticking out of Iran.


“Negative
on fallout readings detected from our monitoring stations, sir.  But that could
mean they were just too small…” offered a Lieutenant sitting just to the left
of the group of men.  


“Delta is
changing vector,” someone announced behind a computer station.  On the main
screen, one of the colored lines suddenly veered course.  Its altitude was
displayed in feet and was evident to anyone who cared to look that the missile
couldn’t possibly hit Israel.  It was thousands of feet above the tiny Jewish
nation and holding altitude.  Israel was not its target.


“My God,
it’s heading for the Med,” one of the Colonels gasped.











U.S.S. THEODORE ROOSEVELT


The Big Stick


 


 


WHOA, HEY, WHAT the
hell is going on here?” asked the pilot of the F-35C Lightning II patrolling
the skies on the western edge of Israeli airspace.  His threat warning
indicator had just come to life indicating someone was trying targeting his
fifth generation fighter aircraft with air-to-air missiles.  “What the hell are
those Egyptians doing?”


His wingman
spotted it at the same time.  “Comin’ out of the southwest, no lock…it’s
that Egyptian patrol we spotted an hour ago.  Pesky bastards…I got ‘em tagged,
man.”


“This is
Navy One-One-Niner to Egyptian Mirage flight.  You are targeting United States
Naval aircraft—cease and desist.  I repeat, cease your targeting of U.S. Naval
aircraft,” said the calm but stern voice of Lieutenant Commander Riggs.  Fully
aware of the situation at home and here in the eastern Med, he wasn’t about to
let something that could be just a prank turn into an event that triggers a
war.  He gave the Egyptians a few seconds to acknowledge, but they were silent.


“Still
trackin’ us…” announced his wingman over the radio. 


Riggs
glanced out the starboard side of his sleek aircraft to take a look at his wingman’s
plane.  The F-35C Lightning II was a handsome bird, he had to admit.  He never
got tired of flying it.


“This is
Hawk One to Nest, Hawk One to Nest…we are being targeted by Egyptian bogeys,
repeat, we are being actively targeted by Egyptian air—“


The beeping
tone from the alarm suddenly went into an angry growl and grew in volume.  His
wingman saw it too and called out, “Shit!  They got lock.  I don’t know how,
but they got lock!”


Without
replying, the Riggs dropped the nearly empty external fuel tanks and sent the
single engine Lightning II into a wild maneuver designed to throw off an enemy
trying to attain missile lock.  It worked in a matter of seconds as the warning
tone returned to the calmer beeping of an active target acquisition attempt.


“Nest, Hawk
One, please advise!”


The crackly
response came back, “Hawk, Nest.  You are to avoid contact.”


 


GODDAMN EGYPTIANS,
GRUMBLED the Admiral in command of the U.S.S. Roosevelt battlegroup.  He
stood in the massive aircraft carrier’s Combat Information Center, observing
the course of both the American flight of F-35s and the Egyptian Air Force
Mirages.  


“Admiral,
we just received new orders,” said the Captain of the huge vessel.  He handed
the printout to the Admiral.  The message came directly from the Commander In
Chief of the Atlantic Fleet, to which, despite the fact that it was in the
Mediterranean, the Roosevelt belonged.


The Admiral
read the printout twice to be certain.  He grinned.  “’Bout Goddamn time. 
Captain, sound general quarters and alert the battlegroup.”


“Hawk
Two to Nest, we are taking enemy fire!  Repeat, the Egyptians just launched a
missile at us!” came over the command center’s speakers. 


 


HAWK ONE, NEST.  New
orders—you are authorized to engage the Egyptians, repeat, you are authorized
to engage—good hunting!” squawked in Riggs’ headset.


“Finally,”
grunted the Riggs as he spun the Lightning around again looking for the errant
Egyptian missile that had just streaked by.  He didn’t want that thing coming
about and biting him in the ass.  


“Hawk Lead
to Hawk Flight, let’s take these bastards out of the sky,” called out Riggs. 
He pulled back hard on the controls and spun the plane around to face the
enemy.  Now it was his turn.  He flipped the switch to activate his missile
systems and their powerful search radar.


“Hawk
Four, that’s affirmative, targeting now.”


“Hawk
Two, roger that.”


“Hawk
Three, copy.”


“Missiles
hot and locked…target acquired…and locked!” reported his wingman.  Riggs’
own AIM-9M Sidewinder missiles infrared targeting systems sought out and found
the Egyptian fighters heat signature.


“Fox-one!”
he called out as he pressed the trigger and one of the Lightning’s nine and a
half foot Sidewinder missiles leaped from its internal port and streaked
towards its destiny with the French-made Mirage fighter leading a ribbon of
smoke.


“Fox-one!”
called out another American fighter.


“Missile
away!” radioed Hawk Three.


“Switching
targets,” said Riggs, adjusting the path of his jet so he could lock onto
another Egyptian target, still some eight miles away.


“They’re
looking for a lock…” warned his wingman.  Riggs checked his own threat
assessment screen.  The warning lights lit up again.


“They’ve
locked on again—going evasive,” said the voice of one of the fighter
pilots.  Riggs could see out the canopy one of the other Lightnings, perhaps
two miles away to his west, suddenly swerve to port and dive for the ocean.


“Missile
inbound—missile inbound!” reported Riggs’ wingman, Lieutenant Al Jones, his
voice going up in pitch.


“Fox-two…”
came the voice of the pilot of Hawk Two.  Another of the famous Sidewinders
streaked off to the south, heading for the Egyptian planes


“Whoo-hooooo! 
Got the bastard!” cried out Hawk Three.  “Splash one Mirage.  Okay boys,
we got five left.”


“Splash
two!  Reaper’s in the house!”


“Target
locked….Fox-two!” said Riggs, squeezing the missile trigger again.  There was a
flash of smoke and the plane shuddered when the missile jumped clear of his
plane.


“Splash
three—“ called out Jones.  


The
exploding Egyptian fighters were just coming into visual range.  They were
painted to blend in with the sky and were hard to pick out from the clouds, but
the little fireballs that signaled a dead Egyptian fighter were easy to pick
out.  The two groups of fighters, one American made, the other French, raced
towards each other.  In less than a minute, both flights of fighters were too
close for missiles.  The air battle became a dog-fight.


The
Lightnings, propelled by more thrust capability than the French Mirage
fighters, were the more powerful fighter.  They were newer—5th
Generation fighters—and came packaged with all the bells and whistles that only
a Superpower could afford.  However, the Mirages were lighter and more agile,
offering a balance to the speed and technology of the American planes.  


However,
the quality of the respective pilots was incomparable.  The Americans were
trained to be the best in the world and kept a constant edge on their skills. 
The Egyptians had only been flying the Mirage for twenty years or so off and
on.  They were good, but not great.  This day, they weren’t even adequate.  


The fact
that these pilots were fighting over the Mediterranean Sea only added to the
advantage held by the Americans.  The Egyptians were flat out not comfortable
being that far out to sea.  They were forced out over the unfamiliar waters as
a diversion only.  They were expendable.  The Lightning Riders—as they so
fondly called each other—were Naval Aviators.  They weren’t just pilots,
and they were perfectly at home over open water.  


As a
result, three more Egyptians were plucked from the sky like ripe oranges in
quick succession as the odds grew longer and longer.  In minutes, it was down
to one on four.


In less
than ten minutes, the first air battle of the new unnamed war was over.  All
six Egyptian fighters had been blasted from the sky and only one American plane
had been damaged.  An Egyptian fighter pilot had gotten a lucky shot with his
on-board machine gun, strafing the starboard wing on Hawk Three’s Lightning.  


“Did we
just start a war?” The Americans had dropped back to subsonic speeds to
keep in proximity with their wounded comrade.


“Damn if I
know, Jonesy,” replied Riggs.  He unstrapped his oxygen mask and let his
breathing rate return to normal as he scanned the horizon for the carrier. 
When he landed he’d be debriefed and he couldn’t wait to get some answers of
his own as to just what the hell was going on. 


 


CAPTAIN, I’M PICKING up multiple bogeys,
fast moving…”


“What are
they?” asked the Captain of the U.S.S. Roosevelt, still in the CIC.


“This
profile matches ballistic missiles, sir,” replied the petty officer, watching
the screen in front of him.  “Sir, they’re gonna hit Israel, but one’s heading
out towards the Med.  Sir, it’s gonna be close.”


The Captain
snatched up the nearest intra-ship microphone.  “Admiral, we’ve got to warn the
battlegroup—“


“Go ahead,
but it’s too late,” said the grizzled old Admiral, watching the radar returns. 



He was
right of course, the Captain could see.  Undaunted, he began the frantic
message sent out to the little fleet the Roosevelt spearheaded.  He
thought how pointless the warning was as he was speaking.  What could any of
the massive ships do to avoid a ballistic missile that may or may not be
carrying nuclear warheads?  The Roosevelt took miles to turn around.  He
grimaced and put the microphone down.  May as well go stand on the flight deck
and piss in the wind for all the good it’ll do.  They were had.  


By now five
of the eight missiles had already hit Israel, two more were still falling an
and the third would be closing in on the carrier battlegroup faster than the
mammoth ship could even begin to turn.


The Captain
thumbed the mic again, “All hands, this is the Captain, brace for impact, I say
again, brace for impact!”


The control
room went silent…everyone held their breath.  Was it a nuke?  Was it air burst
or ground-impact?  Was it chemical or biological?


 


THERE SHE IS! called
out Lt. Commander Riggs from the pilot’s seat of his F-35C.  He could just make
out the dark smudge on the horizon that marked the location of the Roosevelt. 
The little specks to the left and right of the smudge were the support vessels
and other ships of the line that made up the battlegroup.


“Still
hangin’ in there, Stackhouse?” he asked.


“Copy
that, Hawk Lead, still here.  It’ll take more than a lucky shot to drop this
ol’ bird.”


Riggs
grinned as he saw the wounded yet lethal looking Lightning bobble it’s wings in
tandem with its pilot’s words.  The rest of the Flight were spread out in a
diamond pattern, designed to offer maximum protection to the wounded fighter.


“What
the hell is that?” asked Jones from the next plane over.  Riggs glanced at
his wingman’s plane and saw the small form of his friend pointing to a bright
point in the sky that quickly over took the Lightnings.


“Jesus,
that’s a missile Jonesy—“


“Hawk
Lead, Hawk Two—you see that?  Looks like a Goddamn ICBM!”


“Where
the hell did that come from?”


“Look! 
It’s heading for the carrier!”


Before
Riggs could switch his frequencies to contact the Roosevelt, the missile
gained speed and dropped from the sky, about halfway between the carrier and
the returning fighters.  It disappeared in a flash of sea foam and steam.  A
trail of smoke and steam pointed straight up into the sky like a giant spear
thrust into the ocean.


“That
was fuckin’ weird…” 


“Hawk One,
Nest—be ad—“ the incoming transmission simply stopped.  At almost the same
time, a huge white bulge appeared beneath the surface of the
Mediterranean Sea faster than Riggs thought was possible.  It was as if he had
just watched a bad edit on a movie.  One frame the ocean is fine, the next
there’s a huge underwater explosion appears.  The editor cut out the buildup. 
It was surreal.  


The ball of
vaporized seawater was big enough to swallow the carrier and half the battle
group whole.  The white-water circle of ocean seemed to swell upwards before
suddenly exploding into the sky, throwing hundreds of thousands of tons of
seawater up from beneath the surface.  The explosion formed into a dirty-white
giant ping pong ball on the surface of the ocean.  There was a crown of boiling
steam and smoke expanding at the very top of the giant ball.  


“Oh my
God—that was a nuke!”


“Christ! 
Evasive, evasive, evasive!” called out Riggs, not knowing or caring if his
microphone still functioned.  Nukes are supposed to have EMP effects that
cripple electronics, so how are we still flying—the radiation, what about the
radiation—God Almighty, that was a nuclear missile…the thoughts waterfalled
through Riggs’ mind as he pulled his fighter into a hard turn to avoid the massive
ball of vaporized water and smoke only a few miles ahead.


The F-35s
scattered, each struggling to change direction and get the hell out of the way
of the expanding ball of water vapor.  The damaged Lightning followed the lead
of Hawk One, pulling to port and pushing the engine to the limit to out run
the…whatever…that might be coming towards them from the nuclear explosion.  


In seconds,
all the pilots had realized that the EMP must have been negated by the salinity
of the seawater or that the nuke must have detonated deep enough beneath the
surface not to drop their planes out of the skies.  They still had voice
transmissions between each plane, but they had lost contact with their carrier.


“Hawk Wing,
form up on me, we’re going to go around this thing to the south,” called out
Riggs, plotting a new course to steer clear of the now collapsing ball of fury
hovering over the ocean.  He couldn’t help but look at the morbid beauty of the
thing.  It was so symmetrical, so smooth…simply stunning.  It was a moving,
almost living, breathing thing.  Riggs idly wondered how many fish and sharks
had just been vaporized.


“Somebody
just took a swipe at us!” called out Jones breathlessly.  


If
Stackhouse hadn’t been hit and we slowed down, we could have been right over
that thing when it went off…Jesus Christ!  A nuclear missile!  Riggs’
hands began to tremble.


“Yeah…my
guess is someone’s gonna pay for it too.  The Old Man won’t take kindly
to that shit,” replied another pilot’s voice.  Their Admiral was old
school.  Vengeance would be top priority.


“Egypt?”
asked Jones.  


Riggs
didn’t answer—he was still gazing with rapture on the steam cloud that had
reached its expansion limits and was beginning to evaporate.  The shockwave
traveling along the surface of the roiling ocean beneath them was quickly
racing away in all directions, dissipating on its own.


Finally
Riggs spoke in a tired voice that sounded older than he was:  “Don’t know…I
don’t think it was very big though…look, it’s already starting to disappear. 
If it had been a big one, like one of the ICBMs the Air Force guys got…I think
we’d be toast, Jonesy.”


“This
just got real, man.”











SARASOTA


Foundations


 


 


FOR ALL INTENTS and
purposes, it appears to this newsman that the United States is entering a
period of Civil War.  The United Nations have reiterated their request to send
advisors to Washington, D.C. in an effort to help smooth relations between
those living in the besieged cities of the American continent.  An emergency
session of the U.N. Security Council, now holding court at The Hague,
authorized yesterday the use of International Peacekeepers in America, should
the situation devolve any further.”


Erik closed
his eyes, imagining what the reporter was talking about, leaning against the
warm side of the apartment building as the sun faded in the west.  He was
listening to the shortwave emergency radio with Ted and Alfonse, waiting for
the nightly meeting to get started.  Tonight they would have many things to
discuss.  


First on
the list was to inform the community of the votes of the Council, as they
called themselves, and to decide on a form of self-government.  Then they’d
give the report on the food and water gathering from earlier in the morning. 
They’d have to discuss defensive measures.  Erik concentrated on the British
accent coming out of the radio again.  The warmth coming from the building
soothed the aching muscles in his back.  He had pushed himself hard that
morning in his sword practice.  


“With
rumors abounding about a nuclear missile launched from Iran towards an American
aircraft carrier in the eastern Mediterranean and the start of a pan-Arab war
against the Israelis, the situation in America has been pushed to the top of
the list for the U.N. Security Council.  Should the war in the Middle East
spread, America’s role will be pivotal, as the last superpower.  Should America
dissolve into civil war, anything could happen.  The Secretary General of the
United Nations today issued a press release in which he claimed, and I quote,
‘America is our top priority at the moment.  An unstable United States is the
worst thing for the world at this delicate point in history.  We are hoping for
peace in the Middle East, and throwing every effort towards that singular goal,
however, as long as America’s future is unknown, peace is threatened the world
over.’”


Ted hissed
and shook his head.  “That’s bullshit man!  We’re not threatening anyone, and
if what this guy says is true about that nuke in the Med, we’re the ones being
shot at!”   Alfonse waved his arm to silence Ted—the news reporter from London
was speaking again.  Static crackled in the background a little more intense
now as atmospheric conditions changed.


“For the
moment, reports are coming in from our Tel Aviv bureau chief that the fighting
in the Middle East has been limited to air battles for control over the skies
of the beleaguered Jewish State.  There was a missile attack, evidently
launched from Iran or Iraq, leaving a trail of death across Israel as the
missiles were tipped with chemical weapons of some kind.  The pan-Arab army has
met stiff resistance in the form of Israeli air attacks and ground assaults. 
The Pentagon has informed us that Allied air strikes in the form of F-18
Hornets from the U.S.S. Theodore Roosevelt…” static interrupted the
broadcast.  “…deep into Egypt in an attempt to draw off pressure. 
Casualties are estimated in the thousands at this point, but I must—“ a
sharp burst of background noise completely drowned out the reporter for a few
agonizing seconds. 


“—stage
in the undeclared war, reliable statistics are just not available.  It is
unclear if American ground forces will make an appearance in this war—conflicting
reports are coming in from all over the world about a massive American military
redeployment.  However, Sky News is not yet confident enough to say whether the
American soldiers are heading towards Israel or back home to the United States
to try to stop a rumored civil war from…” the reporters voice faded into
the static and finally disappeared.  Erik shut the radio off reluctantly after
a few moments.


“This is
gonna be bad news for us, either way,” said Ted.


“What’s
this about a civil war?  I thought it was just rioting…” asked Alfonse.


“Looks like
someone has decided to up the stakes.  It could be the reporters just blowing
things out of proportion…” offered Erik.  The three men sat in silence for a
few minutes, pondering the uncertain future.  “But the more people hear this,
the more they’ll believe a civil war is starting.  Then things will go
downhill fast.”


“It’s gonna
be bad news for us, either way,” Ted repeated after a bit.  “If they send our
boys off to war, that’s going to give the rioters, or rebels, or whoever the
hell is causing all the problems in the cities a big advantage.  If they can
get some outside help in the suburbs…” 


“And if the
military comes home to help put down the riots…or rebellion,” Erik shuddered at
the thought.  In High School, he had read just about every book on the Civil
War he could get his knowledge-greedy hands on—he knew how bad things could get
if Americans fought each other again.  “If they come home, they’re going to
have to use an iron fist all across the country to stop this…”


“Gonna be a
lot of people trampled in the meantime,” said Alfonse sagely.


Erik saw
Brin wave from the pool deck across the pond where most of the apartment
dwellers had gathered.  A light flashed.  “I see Brin’s signal.  Looks like
they’re ready.  Let’s get goin’.”


 


AND THAT’S HOW things
went this morning when we got the food and water,” finished Ted, standing on
the hot tub ‘stage’ by the pool.  The crowd was silent, thinking things over. 
The small team of volunteers had indeed provided enough food and water with
their raid in the morning that the people of Colonial Gardens could live
comfortably for at least two weeks or so.  No one need go without food or water
for at the very least the next ten days.  It was a vast improvement.  The crowd
erupted into clapping and cheering.


“Looks like
you’re a success, Erik,” Ted grinned.  He turned to point at Erik, the
motivating factor behind the raid.  The clapping and cheering grew in intensity
as the grateful residents began to realize that Erik’s ideas were pretty good—after
all, many of them had gone a day or two without food and now they had plenty.


Erik
stepped up to the Stage and quieted down the crowd.   “Ted’s encounter with the
man who stole the cop car raises an important issue though—defense.  There’s
only a handful of us who have ever fired a weapon before and I’ve heard rumors
that there’s a bunch of people downtown shooting up the place.  Robert informed
me this morning,” Erik said, nodding to a man in the crowd who beamed at the
mention of his name.  Someone patted him on the back.  “Word has it in the
surrounding neighborhoods that the folks up on the northeast side of town are
getting real antsy.”   Everyone knew that the Northeast, as it was called by
long time Sarasota residents, was the proverbial wrong side of the tracks. 
Fears ratcheted up a notch.


“Someone
came to the front gate today from the subdivision to our south.  He said he
heard on his radio that the National Guard is coming around to all the local
communities to get people to go to the safety zones.  There’s a lot of folks
without food and water now,” someone in the back of the crowd said.


“I didn’t
hear anything about shootings though…” said another voice in the crowd. 
Murmurs started as everyone chewed that new information.


Erik cursed
inwardly.  He hadn’t heard anything about that at all.  “That’s another thing
we have to take care of—The Council and I need to know about things like
that!  Whenever someone comes to our gates or talks with anyone in the
community, we have to know about it, so that we can make use of whatever news
they have.”


A few
people questioned why the Council should be informed before the rest of the
community.  


“Because
you have asked us to lead you—you asked me to lead you. 
And I am, and I hope I’m doing a good enough job to warrant your trust.  But, I
can’t do that without the best information possible.  If I don’t know what’s
going on or what the others around here are doing, how can I plan—and if I
can’t plan out what we need to do, what gets done?


“Now I’m
not saying you drop everything and tell me what’s going on, or what your friend
in another neighborhood said when they rode past on their bicycle.  But if you
hear something new, or you find someone trying to get in, you’ve got to tell
someone!  Tell your building rep—that’s probably the easiest.  If you can’t
find your building rep, tell one of the others, or tell me.  I’m appointing
Alfonse as our Information Chief.  Any news—get it to him.”  Alfonse couldn’t
help but smile.  People nodded—it was sensible, because Alfonse probably knew
more about electronics and they still associated technology with information. 
It was an easy adjustment.


“Which
leads me back to the main subject we’ve got to handle tonight.  Defense.  We’ve
got food and water taken care of for the next week or two.  That gives us some
time.  I’m still working on finding a way to keep us in food and water
permanently.  For the time being, we’ll institute Alfonse’s plan of collecting
rainwater.  Find whatever you can and put it outside for the afternoon
thunderstorms.  Collect what you can and as much as you can then get it
inside.  Everyone is responsible for themselves in this.  I don’t want someone
complaining they don’t have enough water if they’re not setting out pots and
pans to collect it and store it.”


“What do we
do when those get full?” someone cried out.


“We’re
going to be sending out another team of volunteers tomorrow to find stuff to
hold the water and keep it safe.  Don’t worry about where to store it, just
worry about putting something out there to collect it,” said Alfonse.


“Now. 
Defense,” said Erik again.  More murmurs and rumblings.  “I know some of you
don’t like to think about things like this, but whether we like it or not,
we’re going to have to do something about it.”  More than one set of female
eyes turned to Brin and Susan, standing nearby Erik and Ted.  They, if no one
else, would remember the incident with the two escaped convicts.  “So, I’ve
asked Ted to start training a guard force.”  More grumbles.  


Erik raised
his hands.  “Look, folks we can’t all stay awake every night, nor can we
all go to sleep at the same time.  Someone’s got to watch out for us,
twenty-four hours a day.  Period.  If we turn our backs or go to sleep
for an instant, people who don’t give a damn about us or our survival might
crawl over these walls…” he left the obvious threat unsaid.  Some in the crowd
shuffled uneasily.  More than a few eyes were trained on his katana,
lashed prominently to his hip.  He still held their attention however, so Erik
continued.  


“We’re not
drafting anyone, so don’t worry.”  He paused for the chuckles and when he was
met with silence, Erik cleared his throat and continued:  “We’re asking for
volunteers.  And before anyone says it, I’m not going to ask anyone to do
anything I wouldn’t do myself.  So I’m volunteering first.”


Ted,
Alfonse and Stan shared looks of concern.  Erik had mentioned nothing about
this to them.  They looked at the other Council members and got similar blank
looks.


A hand shot
up in the back.  Erik pointed.  “Yes…go ahead…”


“I’ll
volunteer.  I was in ROTC in college…never did much, but I’ll do my part.”


“Thank
you.”  Some more mumbling by the crowd.  A few more hands went up.  The number
increased as more men saw what the brave ones were doing and either didn’t want
to look bad in the eyes of others, or had their wives or girlfriends prod them
into joining for their sake.


Erik
smiled.  “We don’t need to do this just right now.  After the meeting, I want
everyone interested to see Ted.  He’s going to be our Defense Chief.  I’m also
going to ask anyone who has a gun or has ever fired a gun to see Ted.  No,
we’re not going to take your guns or draft you—“ Erik said to stem the wary
looks he was getting.  “We want your advice, and if you’re willing to
volunteer, your service.  But only if you’re willing to volunteer.  


“This
nation was founded on the spirit of volunteering for the cause of
Independence.  The Minute Men, the Militias.  We’re going to protect and defend
our own independence from any who threaten it by that same spirit of
volunteering to take up arms.”  Someone whooped in support.  


“We’ll
begin training tomorrow morning,” announced Ted, who stepped forward to join
Erik.  “After I get a list of who’s going to step up to the task.  It’s not
going to be easy, but it needs to be that way so we can make sure it’s not
going to be easy for anyone to get in here and do us harm.”


Erik went
through a list of things he wanted to lay before the residents.  They formed a
Procurement Team, lead by Old Bernie, to find things the complex needed—top
priority was rainwater storage containers and a means of sterilizing them. 
Between the need for raiders and guards, a few of the men who volunteered after
the meeting wound up being on more than one team, pulling double duty.  Bernie
and Ted got together to work up a schedule in order to make sure there were no
conflicts.  Alfonse got some volunteers together, mostly women, to man Erik’s
emergency radio twenty-four hours a day to listen to news.  He also found a
woman who was a free-lance writer to become the ‘historian’ of the group, to
write down meeting minutes and record the day to day activities of Colony
Gardens for posterity.  If nothing else, it was a way to keep one more person
busy and keep them from feeling sorry for themselves.  


Erik
recruited some more volunteers, male and female, even some older children not
yet ready for guard work, for a Construction Team.  He envisioned using them to
shore up the defenses of the apartment complex.  He wanted towers or watch
posts or something built so that the people inside the complex could see what
was going on outside the complex before what was going on outside got inside. 
He wanted to beef up the main gate and make sure no one could get in
unannounced.  


After
another hour of talking and making plans and committees and teams and taking
volunteers, Erik asked everyone to once again try and think of anything that
they might do to make the complex safer.  “If you can think of something that
will allow us to store water, or find food, anything—let Alfonse or one of his
team members know.  Even if you think the idea is stupid, let us know. 
Thinking outside the box might just save our lives, people.”


Erik waited
nervously after the close of the meeting, but no one said anything about the
absence of Henry and the other families that lived with him in Building 4 as
the crowd broke up.   It had been recognized and accepted.  His decision to
exile Henry had set a precedent.  Erik wondered how dangerous a precedent he
had created.


Building 4
had been abandoned early that afternoon without any fanfare.  They totaled only
eight, but they were all gone.  Henry and his followers simply packed up and
drove out the main gate, neither stopping to say goodbye or even give a dirty
look.  Erik was surprised they had exited so smoothly, actually.  He was
worried someone would bring up the issue and make a scene at the meeting, but
no one said anything.  


Maybe no
one cares…











U.S.S. THEODORE ROOSEVELT


No Quarter


 


 


LIEUTENANT COMMANDER
RIGGS was back in the cockpit of his F-35, back in the sky above the Eastern
Med looking for trouble.  Someone had tried to nuke his carrier, his home away
from home.  Someone had tried to kill him and his shipmates, his friends, his family. 
Someone tried to knock the Big Stick out of the water.  He took
something like that very personal.  There was a shooting war between
Israel and just about every Arab nation in the Middle East.  The Pan-Arab War,
it was being called.  America had just been dragged into the fight.


“Why is it,
we always seem to get pulled into shit like this, Jonsey?” asked Riggs, not
bothering to check his language.


“Uh,
we?”


“You know,
the U.S.?  World War I, World War II, hell you could even say Korea, ‘Nam and
the Gulf Wars were thrust on us…now this?  We didn’t want this fight or
any others, but people seem to love picking on us.”


“Well,”
said Lieutenant Al Jones, trying his best to imitate the Duke.  “Maybe
that’s just because, they like ta die.”


Riggs
laughed.  “Damn, that was pretty good, man.”  That was Jones—Jonsey to everyone
he considered a friend.  The squadron had lost a good wingman in the form of
Hawk Three when the wounded F-35 crashed on landing after the nuke strike. 
Here it was, only fourteen or so hours later and they were on combat patrol,
the high altitude watchdog over the F-18 strike element that was screeching in
low to hit some poor dumb bastards who were sitting on targets in Egypt. 
Anything to take the pressure off Israel, besieged on all sides by pissed off
Arabs in tanks and planes.


That
sobering thought brought him back to reality.  Riggs scanned his radar screens
and checked the horizon.  It was the wee hours of the next morning to him,
though it was still ‘night’ because he hadn’t slept yet.  The mission was
proceeding as planned.  No resistance yet.  If they met any, they were prepared
to plow right on through.


“Where
they at?” asked Jonsey.  “Blueprint got himself two bandits this
afternoon—you see that on the ops board?”


“Yeah. 
He’s been up twice, though.  Maybe we’ll get some tonight,” Riggs replied.  “If
these jokers get the balls to come back out and play.”


“Hawk
Lead this is Hammer Lead, target acquired, we’re starting our run.  Give us
five more minutes,” squawked into Riggs’ helmet.  Somewhere far below
America’s armored fist was about to obliterate a few dumbasses that didn’t know
when to leave the big dog alone.


“Copy that
Hammer, go get some!”


 


CAPTAIN, WE JUST got
word from the strike group, they’re starting their run, now, sir,” said the
Comm officer of the watch, in the Combat Information Center on board the U.S.S.
Theodore Roosevelt.  The hulking carrier was steaming to the north,
making a giant loop in the extreme western Mediterranean.  Her fighter
protection circled high overhead and spread out all over Egypt this night,
bringing death with them.


The Captain
sipped his coffee and rubbed his lower back.  It had been a long day. 
Communications with the rest of the battlegroup was still scratchy at best. 
The nuclear missile had fried a lot of circuitry and made a mess out of their
nice, smooth running battlegroup.  Most of his support ships had been forced to
rely on the old World War II standard, the Morse Code light signal for
between-ships communication.  He still hadn’t been able to contact one of the
subs.


The Captain
nodded, taking another sip from his coffee.  Standard report, didn’t mean
anything except that the mission was going according to plan so far.


Another
petty officer with a large headset on suddenly jerked upright.  He touched the
side of his earpiece and frowned.  “Sir!  Zeus reporting in that there’s a
large flight of bandits inbound, coming in from the southwest.  Another large
group from the west.  Multiple contacts, fighters mostly.”  


‘Zeus’ was
the call-sign for the Northrop Grumman E-2C Hawkeye airborne early warning
aircraft flying well to the south of the Theodore Roosevelt.  Its
powerful dome mounted radar system extended the range of “sight” for the Big
Stick and allowed the carrier to have a heads up on what the enemy was
planning.  It could spot airplanes over 550 kilometers away.  Zeus worked
perfectly this time—giving the carrier plenty of warning of an impending
attack.  


“Christ,
here we go.  Sick CAP on ‘em,” the Captain said.  He turned to face his most
senior fighter jock, the man in charge of the carrier’s air wing.  


“Scramble
everything, Rick.”


 


ZEUS, TO HAWK Lead,”


“Uh oh,”
Riggs mumbled.  He keyed his mike.  “Hawk Lead, go ahead Zeus.”


“Bandits
sighted on inbound approach, low altitude surface attack run from the west. 
They’re goin’ after mamma!”


“Not on
my watch!” cried out Jones.  Both men strapped on their oxygen masks. “I
knew this was too easy…”


“Got the
attack vectors, thanks Zeus,” said Riggs, watching the information transferred
to his plane from the E-2C appear on his computer screens.  He never ceased to
be amazed at how fast the ancient Hawkeye could send out the positional
information about the enemy to its fighters.  In seconds, the Hawk Flight knew
where the enemy was, knew they were the closest of all the American forces, and
turned to meet the latest threat to their carrier.


“You are
clear to engage—good hunting!”           


“Roger
that, Zeus.”  Riggs gripped the throttle and shoved it forward, causing the
powerful engine on his F-35 to roar wide open and propel the sleek interceptor
past the speed of sound.  His computer screen showed that the remaining
Lightnings were following suit, forming up on his position.  Since it was
night, there was no way for him to spot the other Hawks in the vast darkness of
the sky and ocean, save for their afterburner glow.


“Hawk Lead
to Hammer Lead,” he called out.


“Hammer
Lead, we just finished dropping the last of our load—on our way out.”


“Did you
get the heads up from Zeus?”


“Roger
that, Hawk, save some for us, we’re on our way.”  The wing commander for
the strike element knew his F-18s wouldn’t be able to fight long—they had used
most of their precious fuel carrying the heavy ground-pounding ordinance to
target.  They had just enough fuel to make it back to the Theodore Roosevelt,
with a little to spare.  That little to spare was going to get them in a dog
fight.  The Hornets throttled up and roared off to the north, leaving smoke and
burning, gutted buildings in their wake.


 


ALL WINGS REPORTING in,
sir.  The Hawks will be first on the scene—Hammer Flight successfully engaged
their target and is moving to intercept the southern bandits.  CAP is heading
for the western bandits.  We’ll have two more flights up in about five
minutes.”


“Very
well,” replied the Captain, any thoughts of sleep now banished from his mind as
he stared at the electronic displays in the CIC.  Word had been spread of the
impending attack through the battlegroup, and the destroyers and frigates were
moving into a defensive position around the all important carrier, warming up
their defensive systems and waiting.


 


THE LEAD EGYPTIAN pilot
thumbed the radar switch and sought a hard lock on the nearest American ship. 
He knew he was very likely going to die if he got any closer than the absolute
maximum range of his French made AM-39A Exocet missiles, so he was targeting
the first ship—looked like a small supply vessel or a destroyer.  The radar signature
was fuzzy at this distance.  He was still a hundred miles out or so, but
closing fast, skimming the deck, only about fifty feet off the surface of the
choppy ocean.  


At about 85
miles out, the warhead on the modified Exocet came to life and locked on the
American ship.  Without radioing his wingmen, he launched all four of his
missiles, shaking the frame of his Mirage 2000 fighter.  Seeing the flashes of
successful launches, he pulled up hard and brought his fighter in a large
circle, intending on getting the hell out of the combat zone.  He hadn’t
spotted any American aircraft, but was told to expect fighter coverage.  Their
absence made him more nervous than he would care to admit.


As the
French made delta-shaped fighter and his wingmen pulled away, they failed to
see the faint glow of roughly twenty inbound American missiles.  The deadly
AIM-54C Phoenix air-to-air missiles streaked across the night sky, passing the
equally deadly Exoset missiles, nearly equal in number going the opposite
direction.  Launched from over a hundred and fifteen miles away by the rapidly
gaining F-35s, the venerable Phoenix missiles tore into the Egyptian anti-ship
squadron at speeds in excess of 3,000 miles per hour.


The
Egyptian planes were wiped from the sky, almost to a plane, in less than thirty
seconds from the time of the first exploding missile.  So accurate were the
American missiles that only one Egyptian survived, his plane badly mauled by
other exploding Phoenix warheads.  Seventeen Egyptian Mirage 2000 fighters were
erased in the night sky over the Mediterranean Sea before their pilots could
react to the warnings from onboard computers of inbound missiles too close and
too fast to evade.


High above
them, the Egyptian cover squadrons saw with disbelief the decimation of their
comrades from as yet unseen or even un-detected enemies.  Of the twenty-five
planes in the cover squadrons, all of them hit afterburners and streaked
forward, seeking blood.


 


WE GOT ‘EM, all but
one!” called out Jones from his Lightning.


“Yeah but
they got their missiles away.”  Riggs had already warned the battlegroup that
inbound anti-ship missiles were launched and proceeding to target.  Hopefully
the ships defensive systems would take care of the missiles, but there were a
lot of Exosets.  Hopefully they all weren’t targeted on the Theodore
Roosevelt.  


At any rate, Riggs
told himself as the F-35 blazed a trail through the high thin clouds on its way
west, I don’t have time to worry about them.  The real  fight is about to
begin…


 


CHRIST, IT’S GETTING
hot down there,” said the pilot flying Zeus.  His copilot grimaced and checked
the instruments again.  A female voice behind them called out from the radio
room.


“Teddy’s
gonna get hit…not all the missiles were taken out.”  She listened to her
headset.  “Shit…they’re abandoning one of the destroyers.  The Lewis is
going down.”


“Turn us
around, Stinky,” said the co-pilot with no emotion in his voice.  “We gotta
start heading back home if we’re going to make day break.  This crate don’t fly
so fast…”


“I know, I
want to keep our eyes open as long as possible for the fighters…”


“Teddy’s
hit!  One missile…forward flight deck…another hit!  Wait a minute…shit!”


“What is
it, Mary?” asked the pilot.  “What the hell is going on?”


“We’ve lost
Comm with the Roosevelt.  That second missile must have hit the stack.” 
There was no other sound other than the usual whirring of fans and electronics
and the rushing of air and the roar of the propellers.  The plane’s crew was
silent.  Their home had just been attacked and they—of anyone in the
battlegroup they relied on communications more than anyone—had just been cut
out of the loop.  


“Greg,
start plotting us routes to land, I want friendly zones, times, fuel
estimates.  Mary, you give our flyboys all the info they need to shoot every
one of these fuckers out of the sky.  Try to reestablish Comm with one of the
other ships.  Someone’s got to be broadcasting.”


High above
the Mediterranean, the lone American plane, an old twin prop intelligence
aircraft built when her pilot’s parents were children, did a lazy circle and
began to head for home—not knowing if home was still there or not.  To the east
and west American pilots were using the information provided by the E-2C
Hawkeye to eradicate the Egyptian attackers with a vengeance.  


No warnings
were given, no attempt to scare them off.  


‘No
Quarter’ was the order.  


Every last
enemy fighter was to be chased and hunted down.











SARASOTA


Visitors


 


 


ERIK SLOWLY WOKE up to
a low rumble, like thunder.  A gentle rain was spattering on the windows of the
bedroom, creating a nice, lulling effect.  He struggled to keep a hold on his
tenuous grasp of consciousness.  When he finally opened his eyes he realized
the rumble wasn’t the gentle rolling sound of the storm.  No, it was a
continuous, throaty roar.  He thought for a second, staring at the rivulets of
water streaming down the windows.  It was dark gray outside, a pre-dawn
shower.  


He sat bolt
upright when he heard the little handheld two way radio squawk next to his
head.  Alfonse had scrounged up enough spare parts to rig up the charger to a
car battery.  He was working on setting up solar cells to run the charging
station for the six walkie-talkies they had liberated from Stan’s restaurant.


“Motorcycles
at the gate!  Erik, you read me?  Hey, Ted?  Anyone??”


“Yeah,
read you five-by-five, quit yelling, dammit!” cursed Ted’s sleepy voice.  “On
my way…”


“I’m coming
too.  Don’t do anything—just stay hidden, Tom!” Erik said quietly while getting
out of bed.  Brin stirred but didn’t wake.


Erik was
still trying to get his poncho on as he reached the corner of the office
building at the gate of Colonial Gardens.  The rain was steady  enough for a
good soaking.  In his right hand he clutched his sheathed katana, in his
left, the pistol and holster that Ted had given him.  He was just about to step
around the corner when Ted showed up, splashing water off his face from the run
around the pond.  He was already fully dressed and armed.  Under his Marine
issue combat poncho, thick and camouflaged, Ted was comfortably dry.  He
carried his service shotgun and pistol strapped to his side.


“Motorcycles,”
Erik said, tying down the last strap on his sword and blinking the water from
his eyes.


“Sounds
like a lot of ‘em,” said Ted, straining to hear everything through the muffling
rain.


“Shit…you
think they’re here to—“


Ted looked
at Erik with a grimace on his face.   Someone had shouted something but it was
undecipherable through the rain and the noise of motorcycle engines revving and
roaring.


“Well,
let’s check it out, but from inside,” suggested Ted, blinking under the
raindrops.  Together they entered the rear of the office and moved to the
front, dripping water on the floor as they went.  They were careful to keep
clear of windows so as to not allow whoever it was at the gate to know they
were inside.


The night
guards that Ted had established for their first shift were still at their
posts.  Both were lying on the floor by the big front doors, trying to peek
over the edge of the window sill without being seen.  They had sleeping bags
just around the corners from the doors.  Food and water containers were spread
out between them.  The shortwave radio Erik provided for the guards to monitor
at night was still there, though switched off at the moment. They had followed
orders exactly.  


“Good job
guys…” Ted said, putting his hands on their backs.  Both jumped.


“Dammit,
Ted!  You scared the shit out of me!” the older guard complained.


“I’m a Marine,
that’s what’s supposed to happen when you see me,” Ted replied with an
evil grin.  He shrugged off the poncho and tossed it aside with a wet splash on
the floor, readying his weapons.


“Listen,”
hissed Erik.  He waved a hand for silence.  “They’re shutting off the bikes.” 
Erik stuck his head up real quick, took a fast look and ducked down again.  In
his mind, he counted off the bikes he saw as the water dripped from his
poncho.  “There’s gotta be ten, twelve people out there on motorcycles, all
parked at the gate.”  His mind raced on what to do about this obvious threat. 
A biker gang was something they were decidedly not ready to handle.  And
in the rain, of all things!


Ted turned
his head sideways and slowly raised himself so that only one eye and half his
head was visible from the outside, hardly noticeable unless you knew what to
look for, and that when it wasn’t raining.  In this storm Ted was pretty much
invisible.  Unfortunately, his vision was fairly restricted as well.  


“You’re
close, I count thirteen bikes…looks like a few are doubled up—those three on
the right are women—gotta be…a few bundles are draped over some bikes; look
like they could be bodies.  A couple of ‘em up front look shot up.  Jesus,
they’re packin’, almost to a man.”


“You men
sneak out of here and get back to your buildings.  Find your building Reps and
get ‘em over here—no, wait,” said Erik as the guards graciously got up to
leave.  They didn’t have rain gear, but they looked happy enough to be getting
out of the office.  “Find the Reps then tell ‘em to meet behind the office,”
Erik said with a nod of his head.  “Hurry!”


When Erik
and Ted were alone, Ted lowered his head and looked at his friend.  The rain
spattering on the windows and roof of the small building were the only sounds
either heard.  “This don’t look good at all, man.”


“I
know…they out-gun us right from the start.  Dammit, this wasn’t supposed
to happen yet…we haven’t had the time to train anyone more than a few days—“


“Hello?”
called out a deep voice from outside.


“Are you kidding
me?” whispered Ted.


“Hello?  Is
anyone in there?” called out the voice, louder this time.  The sounds of
someone rattling the heavy gate echoed through the rain.


“Well…what
do you think?” hissed Ted.


Erik
grinned with sudden inspiration.  “Follow my lead,” he whispered.  Cupping his
hands around this mouth he shouted towards the window, opened a few inches to
let in fresh air and keep out the rain. 


“Stay where
you are!  All of you are being covered by snipers.  Any sudden moves and you
will be shot.  Any attempt to draw your weapons and you will be shot!”


Ted moved
across the hallway and found a better spot behind some furniture to watch the
scene outside unseen.  “They’re frozen.  Nobody’s moving but they’re looking
around—mostly at the bigger buildings,” he reported


“Very well,
then.  What do you want?” shouted Erik.


“We ain’t
here to pick a fight if that’s what you’re worried about.  We’re running from
one.  Some of us got shot up pretty bad and we’re wondering if you can help us
out—we just want to get out of this rain and hide from the sonsabitches that
chased us through town today,” boomed the voice outside.


“Still no
movement, no weapons,” reported Ted.


Erik, with
his back to the wall facing the bikers, thought for a second and listened to
the rain.  “Think they’re telling the truth?”


“Dude,
they’re bikers!  I’ve dealt with plenty of ‘em…not nice people
generally.  At least not the ones in gangs…”


“Why the hell
would you think we’d want to help a biker gang?” shouted Erik.


“Hey, we
ain’t the Hells Angels, if that’s what you’re worried about!  We were riding up
from the Keys after Bike Week when all hell broke loose.  Everybody’s been
takin’ pot shots at us the whole way north.  We can’t rest, we can’t stop, we
can barely get enough gas to get a few miles down the road—We don’t even know
what the hell is going on.   It’s like the whole damn world is falling apart!” 
The desperation in the man’s voice was obvious.


Erik paused
for a second, something in his memory jogged.  The Keys…I remember the last
time I was in Key West, it was Spring Break, my last year in college…Sean,
Gary, and I went down there to drink our pre-exam worries away and ended up
camping next to some bikers down there for Bike Week…every morning they were
tuning their hogs at dawn, listening to Elvis on the boombox they had—what was
his name?


“Hoss?”
Erik asked.


The biker
cursed in disbelief.  “How the fuck do you know my name?  Who are you!?”


“Cover me…”
Erik said.  He hoped that was the right thing to say at the moment.  Ted’s eyes
grew wide.  Before he could respond, Erik rose and opened the front door to the
office, stepping out into the rain and throwing up the hood to his poncho. 
Sweat dripped down between his shoulder blades.  He was taking his life into
his own hands at this point.  He said a quick prayer concerning protecting good
hearted fools and let the bikers see he was armed.


“Who are
you?” asked the biker spokesman, taking a step back from the gate and shielding
his eyes from the rain.


Erik walked
up to the gate through the rain, nice and slow, hands away from his weapons. 
He could see the bikers were a tired, haggard and bloody looking group, but
they were holding true and no weapons were raised.


“You down
in Key West two years ago, late March?”


“Yeah…”
replied the biker, nervously.  “Why?”


“You
remember staying in that campsite off Mallory Square?” Erik asked, his heart
racing.  Could it be the same group?


The man
thought for a second, looking miserable in the rain.  He looked down, rubbing
the matted, wet beard on his chin.  Suddenly he looked up with a smile. 
“Yeah…there were these three guys, said they were in school up north somewhere,
stayin’ in a tent.  They tied the damn thing to their car because they couldn’t
drive the stakes into ground because—“


“It was a
gravel covered parking lot!” said Erik with a hearty guffaw.


The biker
roared with laughter.  “You three kids got drunk as ticks every night and we
woke your asses up at dawn every day workin’ on our bikes—“


“But we
weren’t all that upset because we got to start drinkin’ again.”


The two men
shook hands through the gate gripping forearms instead of hands, laughing. 
“This here’s…hang on…lemme think,” Hoss said to his crew.  “Erik!  Erik, with a
‘k’, like the Vikings.”  The tension broke at once.  The other bikers just
stared, watching and hoping.


“What the
hell are you doing here?” asked Erik.  “Where’s your wife?” Erik smiled, left
hand coming off his pistol finally.  His smile froze when he saw the look of
pained anguish flash across the face of Hoss.  The big man’s shoulder’s slumped
ever so slightly.  The rain fell in sheets off his forehead.


“We got
ambushed down in Fort Myers…we were just trying to get some food; we weren’t
trying to steal or anything.  Had plenty of cash, because no one was taking it,
but they didn’t care…they started shootin’ at us.  Sally took one…in the…” the
biker’s face seemed to crack in grief.  He put one hand to his face in a very
non-biker pose and stifled a sob.  Slowly he gained control over himself in the
gentle rain.  He looked up, a man more haggard and road weary Erik had never seen. 
“She didn’t make it.”


“Oh God,
Hoss, I’m so sorry…”


“We lost
six more just today…” he was trying to get his composure back, his voice still
thick with pain.  His hand gripped the slippery post of the gate.  “We could
only manage to bring three back with us out of Osprey this morning.  Known ‘em
all for years…God damn it…what the hell is going on in this state? 
Everyone’s shooting at us for no reason and no one’s taking the time to explain
why!”  Hoss gripped the vertical iron bars of the gate to support his
weight.  His knuckles were white and for a second Erik thought the big man
might break the gate in half.


Erik could
see Hoss was spent, physically and emotionally.  His mind made a snap decision
that came more from his heart.  He knew, deep down in his soul that this man
could be trusted.  But the others…


“Hoss,
who’s all these guys you’re riding with?”


“We were
all at Bike Week this year together.  We all came down from Montana,”  Erik
remembered then that Hoss and his wife represented a riding club out of
Billings. 


“They’re
good people Erik.  You knew Sally, even if only for a few days.  She don’t
tolerate assholes.  Didn’t…”


Even
through the dim light of the dawn filtered through the rain, Erik could see the
white knuckled grip on the iron bar of the gate waver.  His hands slid down the
rain slick bars slowly.  Hoss was at his breaking point.  Erik scanned the
other bikers, silently watching the parlay with hope and desperation in their
eyes.  They were all exhausted and worn down.  More than one sodden head was
simply lowered.  They were at the end of their trails.


“Well, I
can’t let y’all sit out here in the rain, then,” Erik said, moving towards the
little guard shack to unlatch the gate.  He thought idly that in better times,
when the power was still on, the old man who manned the gate at nights probably
would have called the cops had he seen Hoss and his crew ride up like they had.


He and Hoss
physically pushed the heavy gate just wide enough to allow the bikers to enter
the complex two at a time.  Erik took a quick glance and could see more than a
few windows in the closer buildings of the complex with lights glowing.  The
residents were starting to wake at all the noise and were trying to see what
was going on.  Erik made a mental note to talk to Ted about blacking out the
windows after dark…  


“God bless
you, Erik…I know we don’t look like—“


“Hoss, shut
up and get your sorry asses inside where it’s dry.  We’ll talk then.  Come on,
you can park by the office here under the sunshades to keep the bikes dry.  No,
Ted, it’s okay!” said Erik, noticing Ted come out of the leasing office
building with his shotgun at port arms.


“Howdy,”
called out Hoss.


“That’s
Ted,” said Erik, “Our chief of security, so to speak.”


Ted
continued to watch all the bikers at once, waiting for an excuse to send one or
more to Hell.  As far as he was concerned they were all threats.


“Relax,
Ted.  Hoss is a friend of mine from a few years back.  Drinkin’ buddy.  Anyone
who rides with him rides with me,” said Erik using a phrase Hoss himself used
to welcome Erik, Sean and Gary into the biker party two years ago.  Hoss smiled
at the sentiment.  Ted dipped his head slightly, his face grave under the
dripping poncho hood.  His eyes never left Hoss.


“Don’t mind
him,” Erik said in a too-loud whisper.  “He’s a Marine.”


One of the
bikers behind them heard that comment and stood up, straddling his bike. 
“Semper Fi, Marine!” he barked as the bike coasted by.


Ted’s
attention snapped to the biker who spoke.  “You in the Corps?”


“Damn
straight, the 1st MEU in Kuwait—Second Gulf War.  Big Green Machine
all the way,” the man said over his shoulder as the bike continued rolling
through the rain.


“Well I
will be dipped in shit,” Ted muttered with a smile.  He pointed the shotgun at
the ground and walked forward through the rain to greet the newest guests to
stay at Colonial Gardens.











NORAD


The Enemy Within


 


 


MR. PRESIDENT, WE’VE
lost contact with the Theodore Roosevelt battlegroup,” reported Admiral
Bortsen sourly.  “Again.”


The
President rubbed his forehead.  What a way to start the day.  “Why?”


“Another
nuke?” asked the Secretary of State.


“No. 
Conventional attack from the Egyptian Air Force this time.  They got lucky,
that’s all…pardon my language, sir.”


The
President waved it off and accepted a cup of steaming coffee from an aide. 
“Casualties?”  He wished desperately for a window.  It was too damn gloomy
locked up under the mountain.


“No word
yet sir.  If the carrier took a hit hard enough to knock out all
communications, it could be bad.  If the carrier got hit at all, it
could be bad.”


“How many
did we get?”


The
Admiral’s image smiled.  “All of ‘em, sir.  We swatted every last one of them
sons of bitches out of the sky.  No quarter asked nor given.  Egypt can be
taken off the threat assessment board.”


“The
Egyptian government is screaming bloody murder, but right now the only thing
they can hit us with is sticks and stones,” said the face of the Secretary of
State on the large video screen.


“Good. 
First good news I’ve heard all week.”


“I have
something, sir,” said the National Security Advisor, recently arrived from an
abandoned Washington, D.C..  “CIA sent this over from Langley.  Hot off the
press,” she said, handing the President some 8 x 10 glossy photographs.  High
altitude photos.  Very high altitude.


“Satellite
photos?  What am I looking at, Alicia?”


“That’s the
southern coast of China, sir.”


“China?”
asked Admiral Bortsen’s image.  “What the hell are they doing?” 


“Yes.  China,”
said the NSA.  “Looks like a lot of large ships—tankers, we think—just put to
sea.  We don’t know what’s going on, because there’s no obvious military
vessels in the fleet…”


“Let me see
that,” said the Admiral.  


“Thank
you,” the President said as an aide took the photos.  In seconds, the images
were scanned and sent via secure link to the other cabinet members.  The
admiral was able to see what the President saw within a minute.


“Christ,
those are tankers, all right.  But you got a classic fleet formation going on. 
See here?” he asked, pointing it out to the President.


“Why are
they moving a fleet of commercial ships in naval formation?” asked the
Commander in Chief.


“Any
threat?” asked the SecDef’s face on the large screen.


“Negative,
sir…” said the Admiral, studying the image.  “At least, not from these photos. 
Could be subs all mixed in there.”


An Air
Force Lieutenant snapped to attention in the corner of the conference room and
spoke, “Mr. President, I’ve just been informed the link with our forces in
Chicago has been established.  General Stapleton is ready for you now, sir.”


“Thank you,
son,” the President said.  He swiveled his chair to face another video screen
at the rear of the room and saw a bulldog of a man. General Stapleton’s image
glared back at him.  


“General.”


“Good
morning Mr. President.”


“What’s
your situation?”


“Sir, my
men are all set up in a perimeter around the occupied zone,” said General
Stapleton, internally grating at having to call any part of an American city
the ‘occupied zone’.  “We’re locked and loaded.  I’ve sent some scouts in to
recon and we’ve had some casualties.  Artillery is sighted in, my tanks are
hummin’.”


The
President looked at the large wall-sized picture of General Stapleton’s upper
body and the pall of smoke obscuring the view of Chicago in the background.  


“I hate to
Hell having to say this, but General, take the city.  Just try not to burn it
to the ground…”


“Sir, I
want to be absolutely clear on my orders—“


“General,”
the President said, sitting straighter and effecting a more official tone of
voice.  “You are hereby authorized to use any force necessary to liberate the
city of Chicago from occupying forces.”


The general
nodded then continued without missing a beat.  “Sir, my scouts tell me they’re
holed up in the old Sears Tower.  I’ve already lost two tanks, their crews, and
an entire scout squad.  Short of storming that tower with every man I have…”
the General looked over his shoulder at the massive black structure just
visible through the smoke in the background.  “I’m going to lose a lot of men. 
There’s too many choke points inside a high-rise like that.  It’ll be suicide. 
Easiest way is to bring that sucker down and end this rebellion once and for
all.”


“We may be
too late for that, General, but if you have to bring down that tower…” the
President thought for a moment.  Destroying one of the nation’s landmarks would
be devastating to his career and legacy.  Not destroying it could allow the
rebels to escape, which could be devastating for the country.  He could see the
face of the SecState go white on the other video screen.


“Do it,
General.  Take that thing down if you have to, but this ends today!”


“Yes, sir!”
The General snapped a salute and turned to say something off camera to the
artillery squad.  Just before the picture went dead, the howitzer bucked and
the picture was shattered.


The
President put both of his hands on the glossy polished surface of the large
desk deep under NORAD.  His head dropped a little as he said a silent prayer
asking for help and guidance.  Stapleton doesn’t screw around.


“My
God…I’ve just ordered an attack on one of our own cities…”


“Sir, you
weren’t given much of a choice,” offered Hank Suthby..


The
President pounded the table and looked up suddenly.  “Dammit that doesn’t
matter, Hank!  I was chosen to lead and protect America, not attack it.”


“With all
due respect, sir, if you don’t attack Chicago, that little movement will turn
into the Rebellion the foreign press is harping about so much.  Then we’ll have
a real civil war again—one that’s going to be a hell of a lot worse than last
time, I assure you!  Sir, no matter how hard you try, we are falling apart—whether
you like it or not!  Everything we do that takes the pressure off one group of
people and puts it on two other groups…”


“You don’t
have to remind me!” barked the Command in Chief.


“Sir, God-dammit…someone
has to!”  Hank Suthby held up his hand and ticked off points on his fingers. 
“We’re holding our own for the first time in this crisis.  It’s only been a
week and a half since we lost power and we’re already attacking one of our
largest cities.  We lost control in Chicago and Atlanta.  New York is going to
be next—L.A. is damn near a wasteland and Atlanta is a ghost town.  In another
week we’re going to have cholera and typhoid running rampant through the urban areas,
there’s going to be no food or water…how much control will you have then? 
America will be no better than a third-world country…”


“Hank,” the
President said in a quiet voice.  His face was a mask of exhaustion.  “Do you
realize what you’re asking me to do?”


“Sir…everything
my boys are telling me…Jesus, sir, it’s getting bad out there and it’s only
going to get worse.  Food shipments are non-existant.  We can’t—there’s just too
many people to take care of, sir.”


“With the
stroke of a pen you would have me ignore almost two-hundred and fifty years of
freedom,” sighed the President.


“I’m asking
you to sign this damn paper and save your country!” the SecDHS said, pulling
out the already prepared Executive Order authorizing Homeland Security to take
control of the nation.  “I’ve been carrying this around for a week now.  In my
opinion you should’ve signed a long time ago—“


“I’m not
going to be known as the President who threw the Constitution out the window,
Hank!”


“You’re not
throwing it out the window, just…ignoring the more time constraining and
frustrating parts until all this is fixed.  Then we put everything back.  It’s
all right here,” the Secretary of Homeland Security said, sliding the Executive
Order across the desk.  


For the
first time, the President picked up the Order and read it carefully.  Hank
Suthby sensed his moment.  “Sir, this is the right thing to do.  As soon as you
sign that, I’ll call my people still in Washington and the others in Denver—everything
is in place, we’re just waiting for your say-so.”  He paused, trying to read
the expression on the President’s face.


“My people
will have all state, local and federal authorities working together, we’ll get
the food distributed, we’ll get the water distributed, we’ll make coming to the
Safe Zones mandatory, the people will be protected and—“


Just when
it looked like the President was ready to sign, he shook his head as if he had
seen a ghost.  His eyes were bright when he looked up, the exhaustion and
weariness suddenly gone from his face.  “Hank, I will not sign this
Order.  We are handling everything at the moment.  I cannot sign this order and
give away the birthright of every American citizen.  We’ve eaten away at too
many rights already—“


“Sir!”
squealed Director Suthby, a look of pained frustration on his brow.


“Hank, shut
up!  I’m not signing your Devil’s Deal, and quite frankly the more you
pester me about it the more I’m inclined to tear the damn thing up.”


“Mr.
President, I have to say I agree with Hank,” began the Secretary of State. 
“But…well…”


“Tim, I
know…and I respect the fact that you’re nervous—we all are.  But dammit, we
can’t go this far!” the President said, clutching the unsigned Executive
Order in his fist.  The President smoothed out the wrinkles in the sheet and
stared at the door.  


“At least,
not yet…”











CHINA


First Strike


 


 


HIGH IN EARTH orbit
seven days after the initial attack on America, the Chinese satellite Sino-star
glinted in the sunlight as it sailed through the blackness of space around the
globe.  Technically a communications satellite, Sino-star was carrying a
payload not listed on the official records.  Few Chinese, let alone Westerners
knew of the deadly package hidden deep in the bowls of the overly large—to
NASA’s standards—tele-comm sat.


The
monitoring stations in NORAD and the US Space Command noticed nothing when the
satellite shifted its position in orbit ever so slightly.  While the tracking
system employed by the United States was by far the best in the world, able to
track every single orbiting spacecraft and many millions of pieces of
spacecraft and space debris down to debris particles less than a few inches
across, when an object merely rotated to face another direction, it didn’t
register.


Sixteen
other Chinese satellites, telecommunications, weather, and military alike,
began rotating in orbit, facing new directions.  Anyone in space with them
would have noticed the cameras and antenna arrays no longer pointed towards the
earth far below.  The satellites were looking at something new.


With the
detailed information stolen by Chinese agents from the Los Alamos National
Laboratories under the Clinton Administration’s nose, the Chinese had uncovered
many of America’s space technology secrets.  Everything from nuclear weapons to
launch systems to satellite information was obtained through the high level
access the Chinese agents employed.  One bit of information led to another, and
before long the Chinese knew far more than the Americans feared.


Each of the
Chinese satellites in orbit had now been targeted on top secret U.S. military
communications satellites.  These birds were affectionately touted by the
American military as the deck of cards that were stacked in America’s favor. 
The satellites provided instant and reliable communications.  They were hack
proof, jam proof, untouchable.  No one would dare launch anti-satellite
missiles from the ground, because the US Space Command could pin-point who did
it and the military would clean up the mess.  But with the information garnered
by the Chinese, they didn’t need to launch from the ground.


Identical
panels on Chinese satellites slid open in the silence of space, exposing crude
but effective laser systems.  Three minutes after five o’clock in the evening,
Washington time, the lasers on the Chinese satellites lit up their American
targets.  


Seven
minutes after five o’clock in the evening, Washington time, the American
military began to go blind and deaf.  The Pentagon had scores of military
satellites in orbit, some for spying, some for communications, but over the
past decade, America had come to rely on a select group of seventeen global
positioning and encoded-communication satellites.  Those seventeen were now
worthless space junk.  


The back-up
satellites were decades-old and the components were failing on more than a
few.  That was part of the reason the U.S. had switched to the new birds.  The
Chinese satellites shifted orbit—something picked up immediately by NORAD—to
seemingly harmless orbits and began selecting new targets, again using
information obtained covertly.  


China had
moles in every American agency and institution.  The spy game was being played
by China the way the Russians had under the Soviets.  America was still playing
catch-up.  


The price
to be paid for being politically correct was about to be realized.











SARASOTA


Darwin’s Game


 


 


ERIK TUNED THE little
radio and waited for the static to clear.  He was listening to a shortwave
broadcast, courtesy of the BBC, of the latest meeting of the United Nations. 
The international body was meeting in full assembly to discuss and resolve the
matter of the United States.  Erik shook his head at the marvel of radio, that
he was able to hear a live transmission from The Hague, on the other side of
the world.  


“My
fellow delegates, I must remind you all that it has merely been a week since
America entered the current troubles,” said the representative from the
United Kingdom.  The exhaustion in his voice was clear.  He was beginning to
fear his was a lost cause.  He was beginning to fear for the world when the
wounded and cornered America decided to really defend herself.


“And I
must remind you,” snipped the French delegate.  “That America is not a
Balkans, nor is it a Yugoslavia.  America disintegrating is a far bigger threat
to the rest of the world, including our friends from Mexico and Canada—“


“Here, here!”
cried the Mexican delegate. Erik could almost see the man’s smile.  


“We all
appreciate that the threat posed by a United States breaking apart—rogue
military units and commanders, and such, cities in open rebellion—“


“But, my
dear friend,” hissed the Frenchman.  “You must see the light of
reason.  We, as the representatives of the world, cannot stand by and
take our time discussing and thinking about the situation as it unravels, like
we could over lesser countries like Bosnia or the Congo,” the French
delegate uttered sarcastically.


Thunderous
applause broke out, only gradually silenced by another delegate trying to
speak.  Eventually Erik heard a gavel smashing in the background over the
sporadic clapping.  When silence reigned, one tired, clear voice rang out over
the thousands of miles: “I, as the duly appointed representative of Her
Majesty and the people of the United Kingdom, must try one last time to warn
you—do not do this.  The American delegate has already left our body. 
America is no longer a member of the United Nations.  You will be facing a
nation besought with its own troubles, cornered and wounded.”  


Erik had to
turn up the volume almost all the way, the man was speaking so quietly: “We
learned over two hundred years ago just what type of resolve the American
people have.  I believe there are more than a few nations here who know
all too well that same lesson.  We will take no part in relearning that lesson
again.  While Great Britain is not pulling out from the United Nations, neither
will we aid you in this disastrous course of action.  You will have to commit
suicide without the help of the people of England.”


More gavel
pounding and a new voice cut through the mumbling.  Erik assumed this man was
the Secretary General.  “Assembled delegates of the world, I call this body
to cast a final vote on the matter.  We shall now vote the resources for an
international Peace-keeping force to send to America—-which I remind the
Gentleman from England, the mission itself has already been voted on and
approved by this body.  Now then, do I have a second?”


Erik
gasped.  He had only tuned in part of the way through the debate on something,
he just didn’t know what.  “My God,” he whispered.


He spent
the rest of the day debating with himself on what to do with the information he
now possessed.  Should he call the Council?  What about telling the gathering
tonight?  What did it mean?  The broadcast had sizzled into static after the
call to vote, so Erik didn’t even know if it had passed.  Deep down, he judged
that the response of the Frenchman’s speech meant that the vote would be
carried.  America, invaded by Peace Keepers.  The thought was so alien, Erik
was stunned into silence for more than an hour.


At sunset,
Erik found himself on the Stage, waiting to call the nightly meeting to order. 
He had found something else to worry about.  The residents of the community
were all gathered, shouting at him and expressing their worries at the same
time.  Ted looked nervous and slightly ashamed.  


“How dare
you!”


“—bringing
in a bunch of dirty bikers!”


“—probably
drug users and sellers…”


“Who knows
if they’ll kill us all—“


“Is this
some kind of dictatorship?”


Erik raised
his hands to try and get some order.  It took a few minutes but finally things
settled down.  He was upset because most of the residents had spent the day
arguing over what to do and why.  Hardly any work got done concerning building
defenses or training guards.  Erik thought about the news he had heard over the
radio that morning.  If they’re flipping out over Hoss and his boys…they’ll
go absolutely apeshit over the invasion threat.


Erik was
therefore forced to spend the first few minutes of the meeting trying to
explain the circumstances to everyone.  


“The main
problem is that you didn’t talk to us!” someone shouted.  “You just took ‘em in—no
meetings, not even with the Building Reps!”


“If we had
done that, it would have been hours before they could get in out of the rain,”
Erik tried explaining.


“That’s not
the point!”


“That’s exactly
the point!” Erik roared back.  “They’re my friends, and I wasn’t about to let
them sit out there in the rain, bleeding and wounded like they were.  For
cryin’ out loud they’re not murderers—“


“They’re bikers,
what’s the difference?” someone else shouted from the back.  The residents, all
fifty or so, erupted in heated arguments and accusations.  A handful of people
had actually spoken to the bikers and realized they were not the hardened
criminals so often portrayed by the media before the Troubles.  Those people
were few and far between.


As the
minutes ticked by, Erik could look around and see the organization he had tried
to establish start to break apart.  The mob mentality that he had last seen
days ago when he rose to power was coming back.  The fears and nervousness and
selfishness of the people who lived at Colonial Gardens were resurfacing. 


The
Building Reps, siding with Erik were coming under verbal attack by their
neighbors for allowing the bikers to enter the apartment complex and take over
a whole building.  It didn’t seem to matter that the building had been
abandoned a week ago.  It didn’t seem to matter that for the most part the
bikers were too tired and wounded to hurt anyone.  All that mattered was  they
had weapons enough to do so.


Shout and
scream as he might, not even Ted could get through to them.  He could not get
the idea across that the bikers, tough and scary as they may seem to the
residents, had gotten their own asses handed to them by some other group.  The other
group was the ones they should all fear.  The residents did not agree.  Why
worry about the devil outside when you had a devil inside?


As the sun
sank fully behind the horizon and another muggy early summer night crept on,
Erik realized that these people really didn’t see what he saw.  They had no
clue, or if they did, they were deluding themselves about the future.  Most
were still of the mindset they were before the power went out.  Only a handful,
the enlightened ones, saw the coming Dark Age that Erik saw with every rumor
from the lips of the passerby.  


Every time
a National Guard truck drove past the neighborhood, speakers blaring and
offering shelter at the local school, promising food and water.   Every time a
newscast from England was picked up or a nationally repeated message of hope
from Washington was heard on a radio, the sheeple bleated and smiled, believing
the end to be near and happy.  The darkness was coming.


Over the
din of the near riot going on all over the pool deck below, Erik said to Ted,
“They just don’t get it, do they?  Even after all we’ve done, all we’ve seen
and heard, they don’t get it.”


“I don’t
know if they ever will, man.  Hell it’s just been a week and a half.  This time
two weeks back they were eating TV dinners and watching the game on the boob
tube.  You have to have seen something like this before; lived it…like
we did over in the Sandbox,” Ted said.  “Or you have to know so much about it…“


“History
repeats itself…I wonder if someone was saying this exact thing a week after
Rome fell…” muttered Erik.


Finally the
crowd got itself calmed down and one person stepped up to the plate.  “This
ain’t no kingdom, is it?”


Erik looked
around at the angry and confused faces.  More than a few had apologetic and
frustrated looks.  His supporters tried and failed to win over the herd
mentality.  “No, of course not—“ he said.


“Then
you’re not the king of us are you?”


“How could
I be, you all voted to put me in charge!  I’m here because you
asked me to be here.”  Erik regretted those words as soon as he said them.


“Then we
can remove you too!”  The clamor started instantly.


“—gone too
far by letting those animals in here!”


“What’s
wrong with you?”


“They’ll
kill us—“


A single
gunshot erupted from the stage, effectively silencing everyone and causing many
to drop to the ground.  When the screams subsided and everyone had their
attention focused on Ted, pistol still raised in the air, he spoke.


“Don’t you
people forget for God-damn second that if it hadn’t been for Erik getting us
all to work together, you’d be without food and water right now.  You’d
probably have gone to the ‘safe zone’ and not be living in your own place right
now.  Don’t you forget that for one second!” Ted barked angrily.  Not a
single person spoke or stirred. 


Erik could
sense the mood of the crowd getting ugly and put a hand on Ted’s shoulder. 
“Thank you Ted, but it’s okay.”  Inwardly he sighed.  If this is what it
takes, so be it…


“I can see you’re
not happy with my decisions lately as your leader—“


“Damn right
we’re not!” someone shouted.  Erik pondered for a second how funny it was that
people grew bold when hidden in numbers.


“So, I’ll
resign and step down.  Someone else can lead you.”  With that, he simply turned
and stepped down off the stage, Brin following him with a shocked look.  Ted
and the other Reps simply stood with mouths open.  Erik took his place in the
crowd and looked up at the stage while everyone else looked at him.  The crowd
erupted again.


“Now wait a
minute—“ 


“Fine! 
Let’s put someone new in charge!”


“He can’t
just quit like that, can he?”


“What are
we gonna do now?”


“We need
someone who’s used to running an organization, not a damn kid!”


“Hey!  What
about…”


Ted forced
his way through the crowd and found Erik and Brin.  He gripped Erik’s arm and
whispered harshly, “What the fuck are you doing?”


“Stepping
down.  Literally!” Erik said, smiling.  The weight of leadership had vanished
from his shoulders the moment his foot left the Stage.  He suddenly realized
how much pressure he had been under, trying to get the complex organized. 
“They obviously didn’t like the way I was running things, so let ‘em find
someone new.  I have no problems with that…Hell, if they screw things up, Brin
and I—and you and Sue and the kids of course—we’ll all just head to Dundee and
set up at my Great-Grandad’s lake.  My family’s got a house out in the boonies,
middle of an orange grove.  Should be pretty much untouched, I would think.” 
Ted stared blankly at Erik’s words.


“Josh
Lentz!” someone shouted, louder than the rest, stopping Ted from arguing
further with Erik.  


In seconds,
Mr. Lentz’s credentials were argued, passed around and ratified by the mob. 
Before too long, a group of people began chanting his name.  In a few minutes,
it was all over.  Josh Lentz, a resident in Alfonse’s building, former
superintendent of a school system in Illinois before retiring to Sarasota, had
been elected leader pro tem, just like Erik had been.  He would get a trial
period, and if the people of the complex liked him, he’d be put in charge on a
more permanent basis.  The details were to be worked out later.


Lentz was a
bureaucrat.  He knew how to grease skids and sooth ruffled feathers.  He knew
the way the ‘system’ worked—or had worked, and he had a plan for
institutionalizing Colonial Gardens.  He was a kind but firm man.  Well liked
and now in charge of leading the little community through its darkest hour, all
this he said without really saying anything of worth.  With much clapping and
cheering, he took over the Stage.  The Council, without Ted, remained on the
Stage, unsure of what to do.  


Lentz got
the crowd to settle down then spoke, his gravelly voice in clear contrast with
Erik’s youthful deep sound.  The man was an orator and utterly comfortable
doing what bureaucrats did best—getting power, keeping power, and keeping
people happy so he could remain in power.  “I want to thank you all for this
tremendous vote of confidence.  I wish to first say that I think Erik did a
great job running things…“


Some cheers
and claps, but mostly silence or a few jeers.  Erik ignored it.  He was
watching Lentz to see what kind of a man had been chosen as his replacement. 
When they were looking for a leader a few days ago, Lentz decided not to do
anything.  Suspicious by nature, Erik had an itch between his shoulder blades
he couldn’t scratch and that made him pay very careful attention to how things
changed in the next few days.


Lentz made
the wise move of accepting the Council as Erik had left it, keeping them in
power for the time being to make everyone comfortable.  When he decided he was
fully informed and up to the task of running things, then and only then would
he consider changing the organizational setup Erik had struggled to put in
place—if necessary.  Lentz doubted he would change things though.  Erik
marveled at the graciousness his successor was spreading.  It was like he was a
politician.  Erik mentally snapped his fingers.  


That’s why
this guy’s making me edgy…he reminds me of a sleazy politician.  After this
meeting,
he told himself, Brin and I should go over maybe leaving for Dundee, just in
case…hell, it’s only a three hour drive from here.  Maybe we could  bug out and
head for New York even.  My parents have plenty of space up by Lake
Ticonderoga.


The meeting
settled down and Lentz decided to conclude things early, because they had all
had a chaotic night.  He resolved to deal with the bikers as soon as the
meeting was over.


Erik was
circled by his supporters as the meeting broke up, all offering thanks for his
services and apologies for not keeping him in power.  Roughly a third of the
residents were firmly behind Erik, he quickly found out.  Mostly the younger
people, the ones who volunteered for guard duty, and the Council.  


He tried to
thank them, but couldn’t—he was reeling inside over the sudden changes that had
occurred in the last hour.  From top dog to just another Joe, Erik was riding a
roller coaster of emotions.  He had just finished shaking hands with another
supporter when he saw the flash of light from the guard position in the three
story building near the gate.  Quickly he snatched his radio from its place on
his belt—something he forgot to turn over to Lentz.


“What is
it, Sue?” he asked.  Ted’s wife had decided to pull guard duty rather than sit
through another boring meeting.  Erik was impressed with her abilities with a
gun and her resolve to keep her children safe.  Ted pushed closer, noticing the
light himself.  Those around them fell silent, all trying to hear the small
speaker on the radio.


“I see
some lights up at the corner—from the main drag.  Can’t tell what’s going on,
but it kind looks like fire.  Maybe torches?  Someone better get up and have a
look.”


“I’m on
it,” Ted said.  He grabbed a handful of the supporters and went to the
building.  Erik let Sue know Ted was coming up, then radioed the other three
guards, patrolling the walls of the complex.  He had them find hiding places
and go on alert.  They were the only other people besides Ted, Sue and himself
at the moment who had been in training on the meager firearm supply they had in
the complex.  Not surprisingly, the remaining men and women around Erik had all
been in the guards as well.  They liked the way Erik handled things and decided
to stick with him no matter what.  Erik realized he had just created his own
faction in the new government.


Erik went
to inform Lentz of the situation, who brushed him off politely but with
indifference, saying lights didn’t concern him, bikers inside the ‘city-walls’
did.  Lentz and some supporters moved away to decide what to do, though to Erik
it was clear the Bikers were going to be kicked out.  He decided to talk to
Hoss first.


Erik found
Hoss in the ground floor apartment where he had been set up in the abandoned
building.  He was tinkering by candlelight with some component from his
motorcycle.  There were a few others chatting and tending to wounds.


“Hey man,
they’re gonna come here and kick you out,” Erik said.  “I’m not the one in
charge anymore.”


“They put
someone else in charge because you let us stay here?” asked one of the female
bikers, a tough woman named Donna.


“Pretty
much.  That’s how it went…the new guy, he’s a superintendent of some school
system out in Illinois.”            


“Jesus,
that’s fucked up...I’m sorry man…” muttered Hoss.  One of the others
growled something about Lentz’s mother.


“Look
they’re not going to do anything other than ask you to leave, but there’s a
problem—“


“I’ll say
there is, we’re still bleeding from this morning…can’t we stay the night?  At
least let us dry our gear…”


“I don’t
think so...”  Erik keyed the radio in his hand.  “Ted, you read me?”


A moment,
then Ted’s scratchy voice was heard.  “Yeah, we’re in position in the guard
room.  I’m looking at the…whatever it is now.”


“Any idea?”


 


THE STREET TOUGHS and ex-cons were
congregated at the corner, looking for a place to crash for the night.  They
had chased a biker gang out of town that morning and were feeling full of
themselves.  Fifteen burned homes, a handful of rapes and a broken into liquor
store later and the group of about thirty thugs was looking for more trouble. 
They had left a trail of carnage along the main drag, heading east up from the
downtown district.  That’s where the really bad guys were, shooting up the
place and relishing the fact that cops were on permanent leave.  


One of the
younger thugs, through his alcohol and drug induced stupor, thought it’d be
funny to make a Molotov cocktail and throw it at the gas station across the
street.  Hell, no one needed gas anymore—if you wanted a car, you just took it
and got another when the gas ran out.  Most of the people in Sarasota—the
affluent side, at least—had fled town or gone to the ‘safe zones’ after the
power went out.  The ones who stayed were too old, afraid, or hungry to care if
a bunch of hoodlums went joyriding in the caddie.


He lit the
fuse, to the laughter of his cronies and ran across the street.  Stumbled
actually.  Someone shouted something from across the street.  The fool with the
bomb figured they said pour some gas on it to put it out.  Laughing, his mind
lost to reality, he pulled the nozzle on the nearest pump and tried to squeeze
some gas onto his flaming bottle of vodka.


The
resulting finger of flame that leapt from the bottle to the residue gasoline in
the pump, then shot up the hose and down into the tank created a huge explosion
in the underground tanks which in turn, enveloped the gas station in less than
a heartbeat.  The fireball split the night with a heat and intensity that threw
most of the witnesses on their backs.  In less than a heartbeat the gas station
was gone, replaced by a gigantic billowing pillar of fire and smoke.  Many of
the doomed youth’s comrades were still laughing as they lay on the ground holding
their bleeding ears. 


 


THE EXPLOSION WAS heard through the
soundproof walls of the apartment building like a dull thud.  Everyone on the
pool deck was screaming in confusion.  They were only a block away so when the
night sky lit up like day, fear boiled over and people panicked.  More than one
person stood slack jawed, staring at the growing plume of smoke and fire.


“Jesus
Christ!” one of the bikers exclaimed, standing on the porch to the apartment,
watching the people on the pool deck.  “What the hell was that?  Looked
like a bomb went off to the north!”


“Ted, what
happened?” Erik said into the radio.


Some crazy
fool just blew up the damn gas station on the corner!” Ted’s
shocked voice came back.  “We watched him run across the street and then,
BOOM!”


“Can you
see anything else?”


There was a
slight pause as Ted scoped in on the surrounding area near the glowing and
burning gas station.  “I got movement…lots of it…people…there’s about—I
can’t say for sure.  Looks like a sizeable group of people jumping and moving
near the gas station.  Pretty cohesive.  I’d say they’re a group…gang maybe.” 
Ted saw a flash, then another and another.  “Shit, they’ve got
guns…definitely a gang.”


“Probably
the ones who ambushed us yesterday morning…come to finish us off,” said one of
the bikers.  He had a bloody bandana tied around his forehead.


“They’re
the cocksuckers who killed Sally…” muttered Hoss, his hands gripping the wrench
he held like a knife.


“I can
see torches…flashlights,” called out Ted’s voice.  “They’re heading this
way, I think…yes, definitely moving down the street.  They must have heard all
that screaming going on by the pool deck.”


“Dammit!  I
swear the people in this apartment complex want to be killed!” hissed
Erik in frustration.  First they fight tooth and nail against what I wanted
to do, then they throw me out of office and put some teacher in my place, then
they want to kick out Hoss and the bikers, who might…the bikers…of course!


“Whatcha
wanna do, boss?” asked Ted.  “They’re definitely coming this way.  ETA
fifteen minutes at this pace.  They’re checking things out as they go…”


Erik stared
at the walkie-talkie in his hand, his mind racing.  “I’ve got an idea.  Hoss,
we’re going to guarantee you and your gang will be allowed to stay here.”


“How’s that?”
asked Hoss, disbelieving.  “Your people want to kick us out, and if that’s the
group that hit us this morning, they want to kill us!”


Erik
ignored him.  “How many of you got guns?” asked Erik.


Hoss
laughed.  “Hell, by now, we all do.  Mostly sawed off shotguns, but a
few pistols.  Not a lot of ammo though.  Just the shit we picked up on the way
north from the Keys.  Why?”


“Get you
and your bikes out the main gate, no noise or lights—just walk ‘em out, head
south to the first main street…”  Erik began laying out his plan.


In the time
it took the street thugs to cautiously work their way down the street past the
shopping center and all the broken pre-looted stores and discover an apartment
complex that looked none the worse for wear, Erik set his plan in motion.             


 


THE RAG-TAG GANG halted
at the north corner of the Colonial Gardens complex wall and discussed how to
sack the place.  With as nice as it looked, they figured there’d be some good
pickin’s inside.  Two scouts raced up to the gate, checked it out and ran back,
while another one circled the complex looking for easy ways in.


Their
leader, a drug dealer who busted out of the Sheriff’s office when it all hit
the fan days ago used his street selling skills to convince the others to take
the place from the front.  He had organized them the day before when the biker
gang roared through town and they had chased them away under his leadership. 
They trusted him now.  


There was
no other way in without ladders.  The group milled about a bit before working
up the group-courage to head to the main gate and try and pull it down.  After
all, a gate has to have a few weak points where it’s attached to a wall.  They
would put all their strength into it and tear the fucker down. 


 


ERIK RUSHED FROM his building, carrying
the supplies he needed and a few extra shotguns from Ted’s stash.  Ted followed
him, carrying the last of the spare guns.  They picked up Erik’s supporters on
the way back to the leasing office, where they found Lentz still in discussion
over what to do about the bikers and the new threat outside the front gate.


“Ah Erik,
just the person I want to see.  I want you to talk to your…biker friends…let
them know—“


“They’re
already gone, Josh.  I already took care of it.”  Ted smiled as a look of
someone who’s had the wind taken out of their sails passed over Lentz’s face. 
One of Lentz’s people got an angry scowl, no doubt for seeing Erik act like he
was still the leader.


“Ah, well,
good!”  Lentz said, trying to recover.  He had to establish dominance.  “Well
then, we’ve talked to the people at the gate—“


“You talked
to them?” asked Ted, incredulous.


“Yes,
that’s what people do…we talked to them and they’re just a group of refugees
from a neighborhood to the east that were burned out of their homes.  They only
request some food and water and they’ll be on their way.”


“You’re
crazy!” said Ted, to the glares of some of Lentz’s men.  The smug grins showed
Ted they believed he was crazy.


Lentz
seemed to realize for the first time that Erik, Ted and all the men behind them
were armed.  “We certainly don’t need all those…guns…” he said the word
as if merely mentioning the word would bring sickness.  “We’ll just give them
some supplies and they’ll be on their way.  Violence is not necessary.”


“Were there
any women or children?” asked Erik.


“What?”


“Women and
children?  You don’t think a group of people from a neighborhood would leave
their women and children behind when they go looking for food and water would
you?  Especially if their houses were all burned down?”


Lentz
looked as if he hadn’t seriously given it thought.  “I’m sure they’re just in
the back where we can’t see them.”  His voice wasn’t so sure though. 
“Perhaps…perhaps you and your…ah, friends could check them out though,
first…as a precaution?”


Erik
noticed the sudden pleading looking Lentz’s eyes.  The man was looking for an
out, so the two of them could work together.  He was obviously not a fighter. 
He as an organizer.  An arrogant one at that.  Erik knew his plan at organizing
obviously hadn’t worked the way he had wanted it to, but he also knew the only
fighting he’d done so far had been successful.  He nodded agreement and
restrained Ted from saying something to upset the truce.


“I’ll round
up the guards and we’ll figure it out.  You take…”  Erik paused.  Not wanting
to ruin the chances for everyone, he realized he’d have to work together with
the bureaucrat.  “I would suggest that you lead the rest of the
residents—“


“I’ll get
everyone in a safe place, one of the abandoned buildings.  We’ll see what
happens from there.”


“Agreed. 
Alright, let’s go boys,” Erik said over his shoulder and took the guards with
him around the building to scope out the situation.  They saw what looked like
a mob, not a neighborhood committee, on the other side of the iron gate.  Men
were shaking the gate, making increasingly violent threats and alternately
pleading.  It was confusing.  In the back and middle of the group a few crude
torches were held aloft.  In the glow from the light, Erik could spot a few
rifle or shotgun barrels, some baseball bats and even a few 2x4s.


“These
assholes mean business…” muttered Ted, crouching behind a bush.


“All right, Ted,
get your best shots, let’s get snipers up in these two buildings,” Erik said,
pointing with his right hand to the three story buildings to the left and right
of the gate.  


“Roger
that, I’ll get a crossfire going.  Buell, Dickson, Albertson and Murphy, get up
to the top floor in that building, open the windows.  When you see me shoot,
lay into them.  I know you haven’t shot at a person before—but get over it and fast. 
Those animals at the gate are going to get in here and rape and kill your
family if you don’t act.”  Ted said harshly.  No time for a pep talk or proper
training, this was sink or swim time.”


“But…there’s
so many…look at them…”


“George!”
Ted shook the man in front of him.  “Snap out of it!  Remember your kids!”  Ted
took another three men and went into the other building.   That left Erik with
seven others. 


“Well,
we’re the infantry, guys.  Only three of you have weapons.  Here,” he said,
handing each of the four unarmed volunteers a different sword from his
collection.  One he gave an English longsword, two others a pair of ninja
swords, the last a replica Viking sword.  Erik kept his katana, plus the
9mm that Ted gave to him.


He looked
into the eyes of his troops and had to raise his voice over the growing din
from the gang outside of the gate.  Everyone was nervous and sweating in the
humid darkness.  “Take a deep breath.  All of you.  Relax.  You’re going
into battle.  You might get hurt or…,” he let that sink in.  “Deal with it on
your own, but deal with it later.  Your families, your wives and
children your own lives are at stake here.  Not to mention the lives of
everyone  who lives here.”  He turned and pointed towards the gate.  


“On the
other side of that thin gate are people who are no more than animals.  They’re
going to kill and do what they want to us if they get in.  All that stands
between the deaths of your families and freedom is us.  It sucks, but nobody
ever said life was fair.  We are the thin line, people.  They cannot
be allowed to cross it.”


Another
Molotov cocktail sailed past the corner of the building and landed in the
grass, exploding.  “Refugees my ass,” he said simply.  Something inside him
took over, whether it was all his studying war and generals of the past or some
primordial instinct to stay alive, he would never be sure, but in that split
second, he changed.


“When they
get in, you guys with the guns, you start shooting at anything that moves. 
Make your shots count.  Take aim and squeeze the trigger just like in
practice.  Right?” he asked.  The ones with guns nodded shakily.


“You men
with swords, you’re with me.  We’ll be behind these bushes, here, here, and
there,” he said, pointing in the glow from the burning grass.  “When I yell,
step out and start swinging, don’t stop moving and swinging your swords till I
say so.   Remember what I taught you.  Swing, turn and step away.  Swing
the opposite direction, turn and step away.  Never stop moving—that’s
your advantage.  These swords will do the work for you.  Trust me, these
fuckers have no idea what they’re about to walk into.  Got it?”   Two of the
men nodded grimly.


“Jesus
there’s a lot of ‘em…” someone muttered in the darkness.


“That’s
what some poor scared farmer said on Bunker Hill too,” quipped Erik, getting a
few grins.  “Our forefathers made the British pay for taking that hill…we’ll
make these bastards sorry they ever laid eyes on our home.”


Erik got his
handful of troops into position.  As he peered through the leaves on a small
bush next to the leasing office, Erik radioed Ted in the building to his left. 
“Ted, you in position?”


“Copy
that…windows up, we’re spread out and sighted in.  We’re ready.”


Erik took a
deep breath, offered a prayer to God to see this roughly trained militia
through the conflict and asked Him to protect Brin.  Make my arm strong and
my steel sharp.  Feeling a sense of calm wash over him, Erik figured his
prayer had been answered.  He gripped the radio in his sweaty palm and gave the
order to attack.


The first
shot was Ted, followed quickly by six more from the second building’s snipers. 
At the gate, three men dropped to the ground screaming.  Those around them were
too stunned to know what happened at first.  By the time the second volley
entered the flesh of the attackers, they knew.  They had been ambushed.  


After the
one nervous guy left saying he’d discuss what to do with his new leader, the
gang expected more talking from the people living in the apartment complex. 
They expected easy pickings once the gate was down.  Now people were shooting
at them from the third stories of two different buildings.


It didn’t
take long for the gang-bangers with guns to start a mostly ineffectual return
fire.  Those by the gate were dropping fast as the snipers quickly slipped into
firing, reloading, aiming, firing and reloading again.  One of the snipers took
a lucky shot to the face from a gang-banger and fell silent, his shotgun
clattering to the ground outside the building.    Ted and his men kept up a
steady, if slow, rate of fire on the attackers.  After all, shotguns were not
meant to be sniper rifles.  Erik watched.  The gate was bent slightly near the
top from the sheer weight of the attackers.  It was still holding.


 


THE GANG’S LEADER
didn’t like what he was seeing.  The apartment defenders were shooting his
front people.  He’d lost eight or nine by now.  Pulling out his own pistol and
pointing at the men trying to run, he convinced them to surge forward.  


“If we all
hit the fuckin’ thing at once, it’s gonna break!  Look, it’s already bent!” he
said, pointing through the torchlight at the damaged gate.  His men got the
idea.  “Those fuckers got something worth protecting in there!  Probably a
bunch of cheerleaders on a school trip got stuck here!”


Lust and
alcohol will make a weak-willed man do many a foolish thing.  It was enough for
the gang-bangers to surge forward.  Through the sheer crushing weight of 26 men
smashing into it at once, the gate partially gave way.


 


ERIK’S EYES BULGED in
surprise.  He couldn’t believe they were ramming the gate with their own
bodies.  What the fuck is wrong with these people?  Can’t they see they’re
dying? he asked himself as more shotgun blasts belched out from the windows
above him.  He expected to see bodies drop like flies, now that they were all
pressed into the gate like that only about thirty feet away, but no one was
dying.


“Ted,
what’s going on?” he asked.


Another few
shots before Ted answered over the radio.  “Don’t know, we’re aiming,
they’re just not dying!”  A pause while a few more shots were fired.  The
men at the gate were getting an organized shake going, making the gate wobble
dangerously close to the breaking point.  They began cheering and hollering
like an army of ghouls fresh out of Hell.  


More
Molotov cocktails sailed through the air to smash against buildings, cars and
plants.  The lights from the fires were casting an unearthly glow on the
siege.  The random gunshots from the mob were starting to track towards the
defenders’ positions, gouging out bits of stone and masonry from the side of
the  building.


“We’re
out of solid shot…we just got riot scatter shot now…” said Ted’s voice over
the small radio speaker. 


Erik
cursed.  “Just keep on ‘em.  When they break through, get down behind ‘em and
flank them...”


“Roger
that.”


Erik
reached down and pulled the flare gun out of his belt.  It was the signal gun
he’d squirreled away in his survival supplies.  Never knowing when he’d use it,
it was on sale and cheap and besides, when he got it, he’d thought it was just
plain cool.  Now it was going to save his life.  He hoped.  If he timed it
right.  If it worked.  He hoped the flares didn’t have a shelf life less than
two years.


The gate
wobbled and creaked, one of the hinges tore free of the concrete retaining
wall.  Finally another gang-bangers body dropped to the ground.  The scatter
shot just wasn’t as effective at killing someone as the solid shot.  It was
designed to wound and scare, to break up a crowd.  The opposite effect was
happening.  In their drunken and drugged state, the stinging pellets only
enraged the would-be pillagers and fueled their thirst for blood.  


Through the
dim light from dozens of small fires, Erik could see one of the remaining gate
supports give way.  The gate almost broke down completely.  One of the
attackers slithered up the leaning wrought iron and dropped down on apartment
soil.  Others were climbing up now.  Erik decided it was time to call in the
cavalry.  But first, he aimed his pistol and shot the son of a bitch who was
first to land on the inside of the gate.


 


HOSS WAS SITTING
astride his bike, checking the load in his sawed off shotgun when he saw the
signal flare streak into the sky down the street and arch up and over.  He
dropped the remaining shells in his hand back into the worn leather saddlebags
on his bike.  


The bright
fluorescence of the light cast shadows on the ground around the complex. 
Gunshots rang out, people were screaming.  Folks from the surrounding
neighborhoods were starting to peer out around trees near intersections further
up the road.  People were trying to figure out what was happening.  


“Alright
boys, that’s our cue.  Let’s get some payback!”  roared Hoss as he started the
powerful Harley.  “Saddle up!”  The rest of the bikers kicked their machines to
life and thundered down the road towards Colonial Gardens in a wedge
formation.   This is for you, Sal!  If it don’t work, I’ll see you soon,
baby…


 


WITH A FINAL groan,
just as the flare was crossing overhead, the gate collapsed under the weight
and pressure of the attackers and slammed to the ground amid the cheers of the
gang-bangers.  They surged forward and into the parking lot, heading for the
closest building, the leasing office.  They wanted to get at the snipers—they
wanted to kill everyone standing in their way.  They wanted a bloodbath.  It
would be a slaughter.


“Now!” Erik
said, ordering the ones with him to start shooting.  The three men with guns
opened up at point blank range, dropping attackers quickly.  For every one that
fell, however, two more came at them.


Right on
cue, Erik heard the roar of motorcycles cut through the sporadic gunfire and
shouting.  In seconds, Hoss and his gang tore through those attackers still
waiting to get inside the complex.  


The
motorcycles slashed through the attackers like charging knights, headlights
looking for all the world like white lances.  Hoss’s bikers unloaded shotguns
and pistols as they cut a swath through the men still in the street.


Ted,
watching from his third story sniper perch, saw the bikers slice through the
gang-bangers and cheered as they roared past.  Hoss lead his crew down the
street, turned them as a group and headed back to chase down those thugs who
were scattering for safety.  The rest of the attackers poured into the gate to
escape the bikers.  


More than
one biker was shot, or somehow pulled off his or her bike.  The gang-bangers,
at least the ones in the front of the melee, oblivious to the noise and death
going on behind them in the street, pressed forward against Erik’s small band
on the ground.


“Let’s go! 
Get downstairs!” Ted said, ordering his snipers to help out on the ground,
where the shotguns would do the most damage.


 


ERIK HAD GIVEN his spare magazines to
one of the others with a pistol.  In short order he tossed aside his empty
weapon.  Stepping calmly around his concealing shrub, Erik caught the attention
of the first three attackers.  They paused, seeing the big man suddenly appear
and walk slowly towards them. 


“Roma
Victa!” Erik bellowed.  It was the code word for the others with swords to
attack.  Erik drew his katana in a slow, deliberate movement and walked
towards the closest thug.  A few of the attackers paused, trying to figure out
what they heard.  The rest of his hidden swordsmen followed their leader a
little nervously, but they screamed and made as much noise as possible, as it
appeared to shake up the attackers.


Baseball
bats, 2x4s and knives are no match for sharp, well cared-for swords.  The first
drug-crazed man to reach Erik swung a piece of wood with nails sticking out on
the end.  Erik side-stepped the first attack, then swung his katana in
an upward arc, slicing the 2x4 neatly in half.  The thug paused to look at his
worthless weapon.  He had used it earlier in the day to bludgeon to death a
woman trying to protect her daughter.  Now it was just a stump of wood in his
hands, cut with a smooth edge.


Erik’s
sword put an end to the man’s confusion as he reversed his swing, brought the
lethal Japanese steel downwards and caught the attacker on the side of the
neck.  The gang-banger dropped, gushing blood and writhing.  He would die less
than a minute later from the gaping wound near his jugular.


Slicing and
swirling to keep moving forward, Erik’s blade flashed in the torchlight,
chopping up and down, spinning, slicing, stabbing.  He didn’t have time to
notice the extra light coming from the fires beginning to eat at the leasing
office building.  They were shedding light on the battle and that was all Erik
needed to know.  


Man after
man charged, attacked and fell by Erik’s sword, bleeding and dying.  All around
him, the chaos of hand to hand combat erupted as the rest of the attackers not
cut down in the street by the bikers joined the fight.  Over the screams and
noise, Erik could hear shotguns and pistols still going off, albeit more
sporadically now.  It was a bloody free-for-all.  He stepped outside his
consciousness and dealt with the matter at hand.  It was the only way he could
function.  He was dealing death like it was his profession and a part of him
was utterly disgusted.  The part that demanded protection for Brin would not be
silenced.  This part of Erik’s soul took over.


Every few
seconds, Erik would glimpse one of his swords rising and falling, blood
stained.  His greenhorn troops were holding their own for the moment, cutting
down anyone foolish enough to charge them.  But they weren’t moving forward. 
An explosion on the other side of the battered down gate signaled the death of
one of the bikers.  Erik didn’t have time to ponder what happened before three
more men rushed him at once.


 


THE LEADER OF the
street thugs peered at the flaming wreckage of the last biker to go down before
his men were wiped out in the street.  He had been forgotten, hidden as he was
behind a tree just off the road opposite the gate.  He could see through the
dim firelight of the first burning building that his gang was through.  It was
only a matter of time, he realized, as those bikers dismounted and charged
through the gate.  


For some
damn reason they were on the side of the people living in the apartment
complex.  He couldn’t fathom why that was so, only shrugged.  He now knew for
sure this place definitely had something worth defending.  His greedy mind
wondered if it was money, drugs, food, water, girls…it certainly wasn’t a lot
of guns.  


He had been
watching and counted only six different muzzle flashes from the windows of the
two large three story buildings on either side of the fight.  There were a few
more on the ground.  He expected if they had guns, they would have been using
them.  Instead, he couldn’t quite make out what everyone was fighting with. 
Though every now and then he swore he saw a sword or two flash in the
firelight.


Either way, he
thought to himself as he crept away in the darkness, I’ll have to find some
new homies and come back to this joint…I don’t like it when people tell me
‘no’.  Maybe those bad-asses downtown I been hearin’ ‘bout might want to get in
on this action…


 


TED RUSHED FROM his
sniper building at full speed, blew the face off a man that tried to step in
front of him with his shotgun and continued to make his way towards Erik’s
position.  He could see roughly half the attackers had been dispatched, with a
good many of those lying in the street outside the complex, writhing and
wailing in pain.  The noise threw Ted back to the Gulf, back to Iraq, back to
Fallujah.  The screaming, the blood.  The chaos.  Ted shook his head and
cleared his mind just in time to duck the swing of an aluminum baseball bat. 
He stood up and crushed the thug’s face with the butt of his shotgun and jumped
over the crumpled body.  


The bikers
were beginning to park their rides at the gate, shining their headlights on the
battle before dismounting and joining the fray from the rear.  The enthusiasm
they had for revenge more than made up for the empty weapons they held in their
hands.  Shotguns became clubs as the bikers tore into the rear of the remaining
gang-bangers with a vengeance.  At the start of the battle, the attackers held
the slight edge in numbers.  Just minutes into the fray, roughly half the
attackers had been dispatched and the remaining thugs were going down fast as
more of the defenders and bikers were getting into the fight on all sides.  The
surviving gang-bangers were surrounded.  Blood and gore was splattered all over
the parking lot where the battle was taking place.


The
guard-in-training Erik had handed his Viking sword to suddenly appeared next to
him, staggering from a gash on his right leg, but holding the bloody sword and
smiling gruesomely.  Erik grinned between gasps for air and took a baseball bat
to his right shoulder. Cursing his stupidity for standing there grinning like a
fool, Erik ignored the pain, rolled to his left and sprang up from the ground
where he fell, sword stabbing blindly ahead of him in the direction of his
unseen assailant.


The fat
ex-con who finally hit somebody saw this and jumped to the side, swinging the
bat as he did so.  It missed Erik’s head by about two inches, close enough so
Erik could feel the breeze and be thankful it didn’t hit home.  Before his
attacker could finish him off in his off-balance state, a huge man wearing a
leather vest and bleeding from multiple cuts and scratches appeared through the
crowd and with one meat-hook of an arm toppled the fat dirty man who attacked
Erik.  


“Hoss!”
Erik said in relief as the biker finished off the thug with his own bat.  The
attacker’s head made a squishy noise as Hoss pulled the captured bat back.  


“Glad to
see you could make it!” Erik grinned, gripping the larger man’s forearm in a
shake.  Hoss flipped the greasy hair out of his eyes and smiled, dirt, blood
and filth partially obscuring his face.


“Heard
there was a party going on—“ Hoss said, smacking a smaller thug off his feet
with the captured bat.  “Wouldn’t miss this shit for the world, man!”


Erik saw
the defender with one of his Ninja swords turn to his right and hamstring a
gang-banger with a vicious down-sweep to the back of the leg.  The thug was
fighting someone else with an empty gun and went down in a heap, his leg
useless.  


The battle
was slowing.  Instead of two and three men attacking each of the guards, now it
was more one on one.  Two of the guards even managed to team up and attacked
one gang-banger.  In minutes it was all over.  Those that refused to flee,
died.  There were no prisoners.  No one had thought that far in advance.


Erik spun,
avoiding one last aluminum baseball bat—he could see the price sticker as it
sailed by—pierced the attacker through the chest with his katana and
jerked the sword free, allowing the man to slump to the ground with a  slow
gurgle emanating from his chest.  Erik prepared for the next attacker as the
man on the ground clutched feebly at the lifeblood seeping out of his chest and
onto the pavement.  


There was
no one threatening him.  On the ground, men were moaning and in various stages
of death.  The only ones still standing up were residents or bikers.  In the
distance, one of the bikers was on his knees choking to death a wounded
gang-banger near the gate and sobbing over a lost friend.


It was
over.


Erik looked
around and only saw people he knew.  Interspersed with the defenders were
bloodied bikers, holding guns like clubs or captured baseball bats.  Five or
six were down, being attended to by their compatriots.  In the street, one bike
was still burning, two others destroyed.  One guard was being helped by a
biker.  Four guards lay dead, surrounded by attackers’ bodies.  The Viking
replica sword was sticking up out of the still-warm corpse of a gang-banger,
the blood on the blade sending chills down Erik’s spine.  Seeing the sword like
that was like stepping back into time.


Everyone
was cut or bruised in some manner.  In the dim light of the fires all around
them, the ground appeared covered in bodies. The defenders were all panting and
suddenly tired.  Battle induced endorphin rush faded fast.  Everyone was
sucking wind and leaning against a building, a sword, a bat or someone else—it
didn’t matter if they were a resident or a biker.  They had survived.  They had
done it.


Forcing all
of the anguish over the dead, all the fears, all the worries and all the joy at
surviving into one hard knot, Erik pointed his bloodied katana at the
night sky, threw his head back and roared in victory.  In a heartbeat, his
comrades were all cheering and raising swords, guns, fists, and a few bats to
the sky to offer thanks and proclaim their triumph.  They had been challenged
for the first time and had bested the enemy.  


After a few
minutes of gruesome work, the dying enemy combatants were dispatched
mercifully.  With no doctors in sight, no real medical supplies worth
mentioning, many of the wounds the attackers received would be fatal anyway. 
Erik began to worry over the wounds his volunteers suffered, especially the man
with the gash in his leg who wielded his Viking sword so well.


Residents
began creeping out of hiding places deeper in the complex to see the result of
the battle.  Women ran to their men, crying in joy or falling over the body of
their loved one, wailing in grief.  Erik stood by, helpless and watched it all,
sinking to his knees.  Before he could piece together all the information his
eyes were seeing, Brin crashed into him and held him tight, crying in relief
that her husband was safe.


A fire
chain got started by Lentz and before long the fledgling fires trying to
consume the leasing office were put out, as were the brush and grass fires set
by the Molotov cocktails.


Fatigued as
he was, Erik managed to work out a plan with Lentz that entailed moving some
cars to prop the damaged gate back into place until the morning after dragging
the bodies of the attackers into the street.  The wounded defenders were taken
inside the rear of the leasing office to tended to by wives or anyone who
wished to help.  The fallen defenders were to be placed on the pool deck to be
cleaned and prepared for burial the next day.


Erik
allowed Brin to half drag, half walk him to their apartment, where she laid him
down on the porch and cleaned and dressed his minor cuts and scratches with
their extensive first aid kit.  Some alcohol swabs over the wounds, hydrogen
peroxide to follow, then clean bandages.  


“There! 
Good as new…” said Brin, admiring her crude handiwork.  She was thankful Erik
hadn’t received any major cuts, like that poor man with the gash in his leg.


She shook
her head with a smile and snuggled on the ground next to Erik, thankful to God
that Erik was home and safe and they would both survive to see the next day.










FIST OF THE JIHAD


Fanning the
Flames


 


 


HAKIM STOOD IN the sun
near the little cantina and looked up and down dusty streets of the Mexican
town.  It had been days since he and Saldid had slipped past the American
paramilitary forces at the border and disappeared into the Mexican wastelands.     


Since then,
he and his partner in terror had been spreading the word of the now infamous
‘slaughter at Nogales’.  They had first heard of it in a little dive somewhere
south of the border.  It couldn’t have had better timing, so they picked up the
story and ran with it.  Heading deeper into Mexico, they fanned the flames of
anger and resentment.  Coupled with stories of the suffering and privation
wrecking havoc in America, the Mexicans were all too happy to have something to
gossip and get angry about.


The day
after slipping across the border, Hakim and Saldid had met up with their Al
Qaeda contact, a man who called himself Hassif.  He never referred to his last
name, nor answered to anything other than Hassif.  Long used to the secrecy and
tactics of a terror organization that spanned most of the globe, Hakim and
Saldid asked no questions.  They received their orders and using Hassif as an
interpreter, began spreading hate and lies among the gullible Mexican towns
they encountered, who were just looking for an excuse to shake a fist at the Yanquis.


Hakim shook
his head at the beauty of it all.  They had done only enough damage to knock
out the power in the United States, set a few forest fires, and the whole damn
country had imploded.  Of course, my ‘Brothers’ in the inner cities had a
hand in that…civil war…it is priceless.


Every town
they had passed through, the three Arabs had caused quite a stir with their
stories.  When they arrived, the sleepy little communities were just going
about their business as usual—what business they had.  When they left, there
were marches, speeches and planned rallies in defiance of American aggression. 



Word soon
spread faster than the three terrorists could travel among a people desperate
for something, anything that provided relief from the day to day grind.  Hakim
figured it would only be another day or so before the Mexican government would have
to do something.  The international media would be in on it soon.  After that,
Hakim wasn’t sure what would happen.  He knew damn well the Mexicans wouldn’t
stand a chance if they attacked America, weak though she was.


On that,
Hassif promised a great surprise, but would reveal nothing further.  With
typical Arab fatalism, Hakim shrugged, leaned against the wall of the run down
brothel, pulled out a cigarette and prepared to wait for Hassif and Saldid to
have their fun before they all moved to the next town south.


I only wish
the American news media were still broadcasting—how I long to see the chaos in
their streets!











NORAD


Drastic
Measures


 


 


THEY’VE TOTALLY
SURROUNDED Israel, sir,” said the President’s National Security Advisor. 
“There’s just too many Arabs, too many tanks, too many planes, too many
expendable soldiers.  The Arab ring, you can see here,” she said pointing at a
map on the display wall.  “It’s closing like a vice.”


“More like
some monstrous steel noose,” grumbled the tired looking image of the Secretary
of Defense. 


The NSA
continued without missing a beat: “Suicide bombers are being reported now in
ever increasing numbers,  24 hours a day.   Israel is being attacked from
without and within at the same time.”


“Sir, my
people tell me it won’t be long before they nuke the Arabs,” agreed the
SecDef.  “We’re hours away from a nuclear war.”


“The brink
of nuclear war…and where are our boys?” asked the President in the voice of an
old man.  “Eh?  I hear they call it the ‘Great Withdrawal’.”


SecDef
nodded.  “Yes, I’ve heard that too.  Can’t blame ‘em.  We’re engaged in the
largest global troop movement the world has ever seen.  We’ve got assets on
five continents.  Soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines…they’re all congealing
towards ports and airports, climbing aboard transport jets, commandeered
airliners, cruise ships and transport vessels of every make and size.  Anything
we can commandeer or buy or beg, borrow, or steal.”


“Sir, due
to the attack on the Theodore Roosevelt, our response is limited now to
long range bomber attacks.  Without a clearly defined enemy other than Iran and
Egypt, those attacks are not heavy or concentrated,” bemoaned the Secretary of
the Air Force.


“Turn ‘em
loose.  I want to make Operation Rolling Thunder look like a gentle rain,”
grunted the President.  “Let the B-52s have one more chance at payback.”


 


THE OLD MAN frowned.  “Payback, revenge,
vengeance.  Call it what you will.  They will not do anything.  They are
not the people they once were.”  


The leader
of the Al Qaeda cells in Iran paced in front of the desk of the highest cleric
in the Islamic Theocracy.  He was afraid the old man would get cold feet, at
this, the most critical hour.  He stopped suddenly and faced his elder.   The
old man peered at him from under shaggy grey eyebrows.


“Ayatollah,
I swear to you, the Americans will not be long in retaliating.  They
must know where that missile came from.  And the Jews—they have their
nuclear weapons in the air already—“


“This I
know…” croaked the old man.  He waved a scraggy hand in dismissal.


“Then why—“


The old man
looked up under his dark turban and silenced the younger fundamentalist with a
cold stare.  “I do not wish to destroy that which is our holiest site without a
care for the consequences, in this life or the next!”


“I have
explained to you—the Holy Osama has—“


The old man
waved an impatient hand.  It showed how much he truly cared for the much touted
martyr Bin Laden.  “Bah…what has he done to deserve the name ‘Holy’?  Has he
conquered the world with his preaching?  Has he destroyed all the infidels—“


“This act
is but a piece in the war, if we stop now—“


“We will
not stop now.  We cannot,” said the old cleric, sadly.  “The Americans are far
from defeated, this I know,” he said, pointed a craggy finger at the younger,
well dressed man.  Dressed western-style, the cleric noted.  “The Great Satan
has rallied before—history, young one, history!  They are slow to react but
once put in motion are terrible to behold.  You would do well to learn from
history—“


“If we act
now, we can live it!” cried the Al Qaeda rep.  “This act will start a
chain reaction which will bring down the Westerners who have oppressed us and
mocked us with their affluence—mocked Allah!  We will become the
dominant civilization once more!”


The old man
considered the alternatives and weighed each possible action in his mind for
the umpteenth time.  “You are sure this will work?”


“Positive. 
But we must act soon.  Timing is critical.”


The cleric
sighed.  He leaned back in his old padded chair and waved his hand again. 
“Very well.  Do it.  And may Allah have mercy on you if this fails.  For no one
else will.  This, I know.”  The older man fixed the younger with a look
of death as an aide slipped out of the sparse room to give the fateful order
which would either remember him through the ages as the man who saved Islam, or
the man who destroyed it.


In the desert,
west of Tehran, at the base of a dusty mountain, two massive doors of crude
construction, camouflaged to fit in with the surroundings, slowly opened with a
hiss of steam and condensation.  A few minutes later, a single Russian
ballistic missile with a Chinese warhead shot out of the concealed launch
complex and tore into the sky on a column of fire and smoke.


 


DEEP INSIDE NORAD on
the other side of the planet, the officer of the watch was about to have
kittens.


“Say that again,
Lieutenant?”


“Sir, we think
we’ve figured out what’s going on with the satellite signals.  Our birds aren’t
aligned properly in orbit—“


“I got that
part, mister.  I want you tell me again, why,” the stressed and sweating
Major said through clenched teeth.


“One of
NASA’s birds picked up an anomalous energy reading at about the same time that
our orbital malfunctions took place.  We’ve done some tracing—it’s all
preliminary of course, but we think that some other satellites must have
used some pretty high powered lasers to disable ours,” the young lieutenant was
flushed with excitement and dread.


“Jesus…whose?”
the Major rubbed his forehead with a handkerchief.  He loosened the collar on
his uniform.  The pressure just went up a notch.


“The
satellites we’ve identified were launched by China over the past three years.”      


“China?”
the Major said, breathless.  He scrambled to find a phone and get the Brass in
on the loop.  He wanted to pass the buck on this one so bad he could taste it. 
His pay grade wasn’t high enough to deal with situations this hot.


“Officer of
the watch!” called out a voice on the other side of the darkened command and
control center.  The Major rushed over to the new problem.


“What is
it, son?” he asked.  


“We’re
getting some sketchy data because of the satellite glitches,” he obviously
didn’t know the full situation.  “But I think we just saw a missile launch from
Iran…again.”


“ICBM?”


“That’s
affirmative, sir.  We’re plotting vector and trajectory based on the latest
info we got, but sir, it’s just a guess at this point with so many satellites
screwing up.”


“But it’s a
pretty Goddamned good guess, Lieutenant—this is NORAD, remember?  Now,
where’s it going?” asked the near apoplectic Major.  He had to find a phone
before he had a heart attack.


“Well…from
this,” the young man said, pointing to his glowing screen, “It looks like it’s
sub-orbital.  It’s not leaving the Middle East.  I’d guess Israel, since it’s
originating from Iran, but it’s curving south.  We lost contact here.  Should
pick it up in about two or three minutes when another CIA satellite passes
overhead.”


“Time to
impact?”


The
lieutenant swallowed audibly.  “Two or three minutes.  Best guess, sir. 
Sorry.”


“That
doesn’t help at all.  Someone get the General out of that staff meeting.  NOW!”
the Major bellowed.


 


RICHARD ASMAR PEERED
around the corner of the dingy old stone building and saw the goal of his great
Pilgrimage.  Newly Converted to the Faith, he had changed his name from Smith
to Amsar, quit his job, pulled out all his stocks and devoted everything to
attaining this one Truth—to stand in Mecca before the Ka’ba, the large
black house built by Ibrahim and his son Isma’il to house the ‘Truce of God’. 


The massive
structure, all black in the bright sunshine, was surrounded by hundreds, if not
thousands of worshipers, all chanting and circling in unison.  All the toil and
hardships he had endured over the past two months vanished from his mind.  He
had attained Nirvana.  His infidel ex-wife would laugh if she had been there to
see him, broke, dirty, a two month beard adorning his face, wearing hardly
anything but rags, quite possibly the only sun-burnt white American within a
thousand miles.


Richard
didn’t feel like laughing, he felt like crying—for joy.  In his rush to join
the throngs in prayer, he, like most of the people crowded into the most holy
of holy sites at Mecca, failed to notice the bright star-like object in the
sky.  They failed to take note that the object was getting bigger and brighter
with each second.  They failed to notice the smoke trail chasing the point of
light and arcing out of the heavens toward Mecca.  Like the scimitar of Allah
Himself.


An instant
later, they failed to see the flash of released atomic energy.  All of the
Faithful, too busy with their prayers, failed to see the dirty mushroom cloud
growing up out of the crater of what once was called Mecca.  


On the
outskirts of the holy city, a shockwave emanated in the hearts of every
Muslim.  An anger so deep, so white hot, so scorching erupted in their very
souls.  For one shining moment, every Muslim on the face of the Earth was
stunned into silence.  Years later, legend would have it that many of the
witnesses, their eyes burned out by the blast, would simply keel over and die
on the spot in grief.


The
shockwave of hatred raced around the globe as fast as the news could travel—that
is, about ten minutes.  By then, most of the world’s largest media firms were
interrupting coverage of the Middle-East War, the American Crisis or the U.N.
situation with devastating new alerts about the developments in Mecca.


Mecca had
been effectively wiped off the face of the earth.  


Islam’s
most holy site was no more.


 


THE NATIONAL SECURITY
Advisor’s most senior aide burst into the President’s war room at NORAD about
five minutes after the destruction of Mecca.  Most of the leaders of Congress
and the higher ranking officials in Washington were gathering in Denver.  They
were setting up the government out of reach of enemies.  It was a safety
measure first dreamed up during the Cold War but never really implemented.


The
President, the NSA, and the head of the Department of Homeland Security turned
to look at her.  She swallowed her nervousness as she noticed for the first
time all the faces on the myriad displays.  The heads of most departments, the
military and many senior officials in congress.  All gathered digitally in this
one room deep under the mountain.  All looking at her.


“Mr.
President, we have a big problem!”


 


ON THE FLOOR of the new
U.N. Assembly Room in the Hague, chaos had erupted when news of the attack on
Mecca was announced.  The Islamic delegates cried, screamed in anguish, clawed
the air in rage—three even leapt over their desks and charged headlong at the
Israeli delegate, who looked just as shocked as the rest of the room.


Once order
was restored, some minutes later and only with the help of a few burly security
guards, the accusations started to fly.  Israel was blamed right off the bat—America
included as an accessory after the Egyptian delegate told of the sudden and
inexplicable destruction of most of his country’s military bases.  No one
bothered to tell anyone about the surprise attacks on the U.S.S. Theodore
Roosevelt.  The loss of a city in Jordan by a nuclear device was forgotten
in an instant.  All eyes were on Saudi Arabia.


The
Secretary General, while just as surprised as the next man in the room, was
delighted inside.   He steepled his fingers and sat in his position at the head
of the room and thought.  He didn’t try to slow things down—the enraged Arab
and Islamic delegates were pushing matters to a head faster than even he had
wished.  The Islamic world—and it was a big chunk of Earth’s population—was
quickly gathering together and rattling scimitars in the direction of Israel
and her western allies.  America and Israel were names to be hissed in infamy,
it appeared.


Demands for
action were called out, votes taken and measures adopted in record speed.  The
U.N. was going to act, faster than anyone had thought possible and faster than
the Secretary General had dreamed.  His plan was going even better than could
have ever hoped.  Israel was the prime suspect and in the eyes of most of the
delegates it seemed, was already guilty.


The Israeli
delegate roared in impotent rage at his accusers.  “Even while you
attack my homeland, you accuse us of this monstrosity!  We are a
people of Faith—we do NOT attack holy sites!”  He thrust his age-spotted
hand at the Palestinian repres


“Do not
dare to speak, Jew!  You and your kind will be exterminated from this
planet once and for all…this act…this…barbarity…crime…” the Saudi
delegate was growing red in the face and stammered in his rage.  Finally his
assistant pulled him down to his seat, shaking with fury.


The
delegate from Great Britain watched the scene unfold with genuine sadness in
his heart.  While not a religious man, personally, he never opposed some bloke
getting his jollies off talking to God.  Whatever suits, that was his motto. 
But destroying a holy site, be it Christian or Muslim or Pagan, as far as he
was concerned that was just wrong.  He just couldn’t bring himself to
believe the poor Israeli chaps had gone off the deep end like that.  When he
saw the shared look between the Russian and French delegates, warning bells
went off in his mind.  


So, the
game is afoot, eh, old boys?


 


HAKIM, SALDID, AND
Hassif stared with open-mouthed wonder at the badly flickering old TV sitting
on the rusted wagon in the door to a run-down little shop in a run-down little
town just north of Mexico City.


The picture
on the distorted screen showed another mushroom cloud in the Middle East.  The
anchorman, speaking rapidly in Spanish told the story.  Hakim and Saldid had to
wait for a few minutes while Hassif listened, translated, digested, wiped his
eyes and finally told his comrades what had happened.


An old
Mexican lady jumped nearly out of her colorful but tattered shawl when the
three Arabs across the street suddenly started screaming and ranting and
raving, waving their arms about, crying and carrying on like a bunch of young
girls at a wedding.  She clucked her tongue at the idiocy of foreigners and
shook her head, shuffling down the dusty street heading for the ancient
Catholic Mission on the edge of town for her daily devotional.


 


WHAT THE HELL is this?”


The Arab
communications officer stared at the hand written orders thrust in front of
him.  He had just finished a set of highly coded orders for troops coming in
from the north, only a few miles away—his break was coming up in a few
minutes.  Now here someone steps into his tent and gives him another classified
order manifest.  He sighed as the messenger shrugged and left the tent. 
Reading over the message, then checking the frequency it was to be transmitted
on, he knew there must have been a mistake.


This
message will be heard by the Jews for sure…they’ll be able to translate it with
little trouble…and this message!  It cannot be correct!  Or can it?  I haven’t
heard anything about this yet…Since when are the Russians sending in tanks to
support us?  By Allah’s Hand, three whole Divisions!?  That’s almost as many
tanks as we have already fighting!


The radio
man got on the horn and checked the authenticity code for the message.  An
angry voice on the other end—his Colonel, confirmed everything and demanded he
get the message out as soon as possible.


Okaaaaay….someone’s
going to lose a hand for this, though…and it better not be me, he thought
as he picked up the dusty transceiver and began to speak over the airwaves.


 


WHAT THE HELL is this?”
asked the CIA trained Israeli counter intelligence technician.  He pushed
harder on his headphones to drown out background noise.  The command post,
situated just behind the front lines, was a scene of anarchy.  The noise was
almost unbearable.  Such is war.


He reached
back and grabbed his superior officer while writing down the message he had
just intercepted with his other hand.  When the officer leaned over with a
harried look on his face, he nearly fainted as he read the written message.


“Is this
real, sir?”


“The signal
came from a command post—that’s the right frequency…but I’ll be damned if I see
why they didn’t encrypt this…” the officer said, clutching the fresh
dispatch in his sweaty hand.  “Damned crazy Arabs.”


“What do we
do, sir?  It’s obviously a fake.”


“Get this
to Headquarters.  Our job is not to ask why the Russians are siding with the
Arabs and sending forces to aid them, or why they’re trying to make us think
they are—we just get the info to our commanders.  They’ll decide what to do. 
Now hurry!” ordered the officer.  “With any luck the Americans will send more
help our way…this is getting too big for us to handle alone.” 











SARASOTA


Shopping Spree


 


 


ERIK SLOWLY GOT up off
the bed just after dawn the second—or was it third?—day after the battle. 
Maybe it had been four days.  He shook his head, it didn’t matter anymore. 
Time seemed to lose relevance.  All that mattered was they get as much work
done between the hours of sunrise and sunset.  At night, bad things stirred and
haunted the world.


He checked
his bandages—Brin had wrapped and cleaned his wounds after the Battle of
Colonial Gardens, as the remaining people in the surrounding neighborhoods had
named it.  Since the Battle, they had seen more and more  people show up at the
gate begging to be let in, seeking safety behind the big concrete walls of the
complex.  Some had checked out the ‘safe zones’ and determined that they were
more like prisons than sanctuaries.  Some were just frightened neighbors who
wanted to be in a larger group.  All had been turned away reluctantly, for fear
of setting a precedent.


Erik flexed
his torso to test the healing of his right side where he had received a nice
scrape during the fighting.  His right arm was still sore and stiff around the
shoulder, where an ugly purple and yellow bruise was just starting to lighten. 
That was where the baseball bat had knocked him off his feet.  Three or four
inches higher and Erik had no doubt the man would have taken his head off.


Erik slowly
dressed himself in the usual t-shirt and shorts, then strapped on his sword and
ever present K-Bar.  He grabbed a cup of water from the kitchen and stepped
outside.   With the new guard training programs, there were always ten armed
men roving about to keep his mind at ease.  Anyone with any weapon of any kind
usually carried it on their person now.  It was ammunition they were concerned
about.  The Battle had shed light on the situation they all faced more than any
speech Erik had given in the past few days.  Every day, their supplies of
everything—food, water, ammunition—dwindled.


As he
walked into the early morning sunshine and peered out across the pond towards
the leasing office, he marveled at how much had been accomplished in the days
since the Battle.  It seemed that the fighting had awakened many people in the
complex to the new reality they all faced.  There were still the old die-hard
peace freaks who remained steadfastly loyal to the ‘wait and see’ attitude, but
there were a lot more people at least willing to consider the ideas and reforms
Erik had pushed the week before.


Only now
Lentz is pushing them and taking the credit…Erik thought to himself
darkly.  Not that credit for the idea mattered to him.  He was just glad something
was getting done.  It was the thought that Lentz didn’t have any ideas of his
own that worried Erik.  


Maybe it’s
time to take Brin and run.


“Morning,
Duke,” one of the residents said with a cheerful smile as he hauled some odd
bits of scrap wood from the abandoned construction materials by the south wall.


The title
irritated Erik to no end.  Lentz, knowing Erik’s educational background—as all
good school administrators do—took it upon himself to bestow Erik the honorific
title of Dux Bellorum the day after the Battle.  War Leader, in Latin. 
A glorified general of sorts.  Now the residents, especially those loyal to
Erik since the beginning, took pride in calling him Duke—once Lentz pointed out
to people that the word duke was derived from the Latin dux, or leader.


It seemed
Erik was the only one that immediately questioned his being given the title. 
He had two reasons.  First and foremost in his mind was the clause in the U.S.
Constitution that prohibited American citizens from being granted titles,
unlike the old-world Europeans.   Second, and perhaps only a little less
disturbing was, if Lentz could hand down a title, what did that make him?  Imperator? 
Emperor?


“Hey, Duke,
nice to see you up and about.  How’s the side?” asked Lucy Clark, the complex’s
Historian, one of the appointments made by Erik that Lentz had chosen to keep. 
She had her ever present messenger’s bag over one shoulder, full of notebooks
and pens and pencils to record the daily activities of the apartment complex. 
Over her other shoulder was an old plastic grocery store bag that had a few
boxes of nails and screws, all liberated from the abandoned construction
supplies by the south wall.


“Morning,
Lucy…how’s the Keeper of the Flame today?” asked Erik with a grin.  You
embarrass me, I embarrass you.


Lucy
blushed.  “Oh, I don’t think it’s all that important to deserve a title like
you,” she said, hurrying on her way.  “But there’s so much going on, it’s hard
to keep up!  See you later!”


Erik
grinned.  Someday, if we survive this, she’s going to have a hell of a book
to write.  He took a sip from his water and strolled up to the main gate,
suffering through more ‘Duke’ greetings than he cared to hear.


He had to
admit, the people around the complex certainly had come out of their slump. 
Before the Battle, things were gloomy and getting worse with every foreign news
media report they heard over Erik’s radio.  


The people
of the complex had been depressed, and Erik and Ted had to damn near resort to
using whips and chains to get any work accomplished at improving the conditions
and defenses of the complex.  But, since the Battle, everyone had been busting
ass to get things done and what’s more they were in a good mood about it.  Erik
figured coming so close to being killed by a ravenous gang of street thugs
might have an effect on people.  After all, if the gang had broken through the
eight or nine defenders before Hoss and the cavalry had arrived…


That was
another bright point.  Hoss and his crew had been unanimously accepted into the
complex with open arms after coming to the rescue of the residents during the
Battle.  Erik explained to Lentz what had happened—his plan for sending Hoss
and his bikers around the flank of the gang and Lentz had in turn told the
people that the bikers had come back of their own volition to help save the
good people of Colonial Gardens.  That had become the only sticking point Erik
had with Lentz.  He did not like the idea of the new leader lying to the
apartment residents.  In part, Erik felt that he was awarded the title and
fancy ceremony as a way of giving Erik credit for something the people thought
the bikers did on their own.  It was confusing but Erik resolved to sort it out
soon.  He hated politics.


Erik
spotted Alfonse up on the roof of Building 1, the big three story building just
to the north of the leasing office, where Ted and his snipers had perched
during the battle.  Alfonse was installing the battery of solar panels
‘liberated’ from the local Radio Shack the day before.  He was running wires
down through windows on the third floor, where his workshop was situated.  That
was a move that Erik had actually agreed with—moving Alfonse and his critical
electronics skills to the most secure spot in the complex, the third floor of
one of the big buildings.


Erik was
becoming aware that it was getting harder and harder to find a store that had not
been raided.  Those that the complex sent out to find food and water were
coming back with stories and rumors.  More and more reports from visitors and
neighbors were talking about groups of cars driving around town looting.  The
people in those cars were armed.  Erik shook his head, And it’s only been a
few weeks since the lights went out.  How quickly things fall apart…


Erik had
suggested that Lentz use the inner most three story building as a ‘Keep’, where
the non-guard residents might hole up during a siege for safety.  They had
worked out a rudimentary room assignment for all the families and people and it
had appeared that the large building, designed to hold 200, would easily hold
the 60 or so people, including bikers, who still lived at Colonial Gardens.


The Bikers
had been given one of the last completed buildings on the south side, complete
with car-ports for their bikes and a small covered garage to use as a
workshop.  For the time being, the complex had more than enough space for
people to live.  After all, at peak occupancy, it was designed to hold close to
five hundred residents.  


Erik turned
and surveyed the entire complex from the pool deck.  It’s almost too
damn big.  There’s only about sixty of us, now that Hoss and his crew are
here.  We need more people, it’s just too big for twenty guards to patrol on a
daily basis.  Erik filed that thought away to bring up at the daily Council
Meeting that afternoon.  He thought about asking the National Guardsmen who
stopped by every few days to warn people about going to a safe zone if maybe they
wanted to move in.


We need
more men, more food, more water, more guns, more ammunition, more time…more
everything.


Erik heard
a commotion from the other side of the leasing office and watched as a group of
eight people, four men, four women came trotting around the building in shaky
formation, all trying hard to run in step with each other.  Just to the left of
the group, at the front and running faster than they were, but backwards, was
Ted.  


“Move,
move, move…keep up the pace—Good, Johnson!  I’ll make Marines out of you
assholes yet!” Ted bellowed in their red faces as they tromped past on their
daily PT drill.  Erik didn’t know how Ted managed to train two different groups
of guards, one in the morning and one in the afternoon, every day without
killing himself.  


“There’s
the Duke!  Guards, salute!” roared Ted.  Very nearly in unison, with
only a few stragglers, the guards in training snapped hands to foreheads as
they ran by, saluting Erik.  Not knowing what else to do, Erik gave a surprised
salute back.


Day before
the Battle those people were the same ones lounging around the pool finding
excuses for not doing the work I asked them to do…and only one of them actually
fought in the Battle.  It’s amazing…Erik thought as he
watched them go by, Ted yelling obscenities at them.


Drawn by
the sound of hammering, Erik strolled around the side of the leasing office to
inspect the damaged gate, site of the recent battle.  Where once a strong
wrought iron gate had stood, now two cars left behind by some residents who
fled the day after the power went out blocked the entrance to Colonial
Gardens.  The night of the Battle, those same cars were used to prop the gate
up after the fighting.  Now the gate was back in place, with layers of thick
beams of wood on both sides for added support.  There were even a few slots
left open in between the big wooden beams for guns to poke through and shoot
someone on the other side.  Erik’s first thought was that people on the other
side could just as well stick a gun in there as well and shoot the defenders. 
He’d have to talk to Lentz about that.


After the
obligatory round of ‘Morning, Duke!’ greetings, Erik climbed up on the cars to
inspect the work that four men and a biker were doing.  They were in the
process of installing a crude platform about halfway up the gate to allow
guards to stand there and see over the gate or shoot down at people standing
before the gate.


“Damn,
you’re making this place look like a castle more and more every day,” said
Erik, admiring their work.  After the Battle, the construction materials along
the south wall were finally considered by many to be the treasure that Erik and
a few others knew it to be from day one.


“You got
it, man,” grumbled the biker, his flashy sunglasses twinkling in the light. 
His large frame and bushy beard contrasted with the smaller more groomed men
from the complex.  “We figure we got enough of this shit,” he said, motioning
with a hammer to the planks they were using for the platform, “To almost ring
the whole place.  We’re gonna have to raid a lumber shop to finish, though…” he
said.


“Yeah,
we’re sending a team out this afternoon to check out the hardware stores and
the Home Depot up by I-75 to see what’s left.  If there’s enough stock layin’
around we’ll go ‘liberate’ it tomorrow,” said another of the impromptu
carpenters.


Erik
grinned.  “You guys are doing a helluva job here.  Keep up the good work.”


“You got
it, your grace,” the biker said with a wide grin.  He knew the title irked
their new-found battle chief.


Erik
climbed back down to the ground, grimacing in pain as he over stretched his
bruised shoulder.  He looked at the gate and thought for a second that it would
be nice to build a second gate—like a true castle, with walls to connect the
two.  That way, instead of repairing the gate after each fight—he presumed
there would be more as people became more desperate—the residents could open
the first gate, let the attackers flood in and be stopped by the second gate,
then close the first and lock them in.  At which point, just like in the Middle
Ages, the defenders could climb up the walls and on the second gate, able to
strike and kill the attackers from three sides and above.  A kill box. 
Nice.  Something else to talk to Lentz about, if he’s really serious about
putting me in charge of defenses.  I’m sure Ted will love the idea.


As he
toured the complex, Erik could see on just about every porch or balcony the
rain collection devices people had set up to collect their own water for
flushing toilets or drinking.  Most were half full.  It had rained the day
before in the morning, but there had been no rain since.  He looked up at the
cloudless sky.  Obviously, collecting rain water was not going to be a
long-term solution to getting drinking water.  It might not even be a long term
solution for flushing toilets.  Erik filed away a thought about fixing the
sewage problem.


He walked
down to the edge of the pond and looked into the water, hoping to spot a fish. 
They had cranes and turtles aplenty and luckily no snakes or alligators—though,
on second thought, he realized that snakes and ‘gators would make for tasty
meals if food got scarce.  But what about the water?


No, we’re
going to have to find water elsewhere or dig a well.  Erik
thought for a second.  Of course!  A well…the water table in Florida is only
what...five feet down or so?  Or is it three feet?  Something like that…that’s
why there’s no basements in Florida.  Erik found Lentz and told him of his
idea to dig a well.  Lentz liked it and passed the job on to Noreen, the
Building 2 rep.  She jumped at the chance to give back something after the
fight and took the details down from Erik before rushing off to start the
well.  They were concerned that the water might be brackish, but left that
issue for when the well was dug.


A few
minutes later, Erik was visiting with Old Bernie, the complex Procurement
Chief.  Bernie explained to Erik how he had set up teams of five men,
volunteers all, to scout the area looking for items the complex needed—food,
water, building materials, and weapons.  


“They can
take whatever cars we got sittin’ around here and if they need gas, they just
siphon it out of an abandoned car on the road somewhere.  Ain’t no one gonna
complain.  If they do, that’s why we got three of ‘em packin’ shotguns.”


Erik
frowned.  “I don’t like the idea of that so much of our arsenal is out roaming
around in the hands of men who aren’t all that trained.”


“Well,
they’ve been training for days now, since all that fightin’.”


“Yeah, but
it still makes me nervous.  What happens if we’re attacked again and there’s a
roving party out.  We’re down three shotguns—that’s a lot of firepower to be
missing, Bernie.”


“Well,”
Bernie said, picking up a clipboard with the raiding schedule posted.  He
scanned the sheet.  “There’s a group headin’ out today at noon.  Was gonna send
‘em over to the big Publix Distribution center south of town.  Figured no one
would have bothered that too much.  Don’t look like a grocery store to most
folks.  We could send ‘em over to all the gun stores in town instead…”


Erik shook
his head.  “No, I wouldn’t waste my time with that.  From what we’ve heard
through rumors from people heading out of town, the gun shops have already been
looted.  That’s probably where the people downtown got their firepower.  Last I
heard they were still tearing things up by the Marina.”  Erik thought for a
second.  “No, I’d send the raiders off to pawn shops—“        


“Won’t get
very many new guns that way, son.”


“No, but
used guns should do just fine.  What about that Sports Giant store up by I-75? 
Didn’t they sell guns?  Or Wally World?”


“Them
places prob’ly done been cleaned out.  That’s where I woulda started,” grunted
Bernie, looking up at Erik.


“Well,
we’re in a pickle.  If we had gone after the weapons like I wanted back before
the Battle…”


“Woulda,
shoulda, coulda, son…it ain’t the best of times to be cryin’ over spilt milk. 
Now what we gonna do?”


“We can’t
take the raiders off the food run.  That’s top priority right now.  I talked
with Stan yesterday and he said that we’re down to about three days worth left,
because of the added mouths of the bikers.  We need food and we need it now. 
Lentz is going to want to put us on rationed meals otherwise,” Erik said,
grumbling inwardly because he and Brin had plenty of food.  He vowed there’d be
no conscriptions of individual food reserves.  Every family would be provided
for, but no one would be forced to hand over what they had prepared before the
lights went out.  That would be reinforcing and rewarding foolish
short-sightedness.


“Alright,
here’s what we’ll do.  You send your raiders to hit the distribution center and
get us some food.  Have ‘em look for anything usable, but bring back as much as
they can.  If there’s enough there, we’ll send a larger party back with more
vehicles and load up.  Before your team heads out for food, I’ll take Hoss and
we’ll look for weapons.  Sound good?”


“Well…”
Bernie thought.  “It’s better than sending all of you out at once…”


“I know,
it’ll leave the complex a little exposed for a while, but we’ll only be short myself
and Hoss.  When we get back, your team goes out.  But they’ve got the gate
repaired and better than it was before.  Short of someone crashing a tank
through the walls, no one is getting in for the time being.  Even if someone
were to set the gate on fire—the big wooden beams would take hours to burn and
we’ve got that big pond there to put out any fires with,” he said, thinking
back to the Battle and blurry images he saw of people carrying buckets up from
the pond to douse the Molotov cocktail fires that had spread through the front
of the complex.


“If’n your
gone…all o’ ya, I mean…if’n you ain’t gone more’n an hour or three…well, might
be it’d work,” Bernie said, nodding his head and planting a look of grim
determination on his wrinkled face.


Erik clapped
him on the back.  “Good.  You see to your raiders and I’ll get mine.  Sound
good?”


Bernie
grinned.  “Good enough for guv’ment work, son.”


 


BRIN HUGGED ERIK
tightly in the parking lot behind their apartment, not caring if Hoss watched
or not.  “You better come back, or I’ll hunt you down and kill you myself—and
if you’re already dead, I’ll resurrect you and kill you again,” she whispered
nervously in his ear, trying to sound calm and sarcastic.


Erik
returned the hug and tried not to wince over his bruised shoulder.  The warm
body squeezing his was all that he could see of his old life—he hadn’t heard
from his parents or friends  or anyone up north since the power went out. 


Those were
the worries he had been trying to force from his mind while he concentrating on
survival and protecting his wife.  But he knew at least Brin would be safe
until he returned.  Hopefully in just a few hours.  He untangled his reluctant
bride and took a breath to calm his mind.


“Here you
go, Hoss,” Erik said, handing the large biker his Viking sword.  It had been
cleaned, polished and sharpened after the Battle, during which its previous
user had died.  Hoss hefted the weapon like a knife in his massive hand.


“Ain’t got
much use for a pig-sticker, Erik…I got this,” he said, holding up the sawed off
12-gauge he used so well during the Battle.  “Got a handful of spare rounds in
the saddlebags on my bike.  Besides, I don’t know how to use one of those
things like you do.  I saw you during the fight—you were like a meat grinder. 
I’d probably cut my own damn foot off.”


“Well,
think of it this way.  If you’re on the bike and out of ammo—God forbid,” he
said, hoping to sooth Brin a little.  “You hit someone with that sword going
thirty miles an hour and you’ll cut ‘em in half at the waist.”  Erik raised an
eyebrow.  “And besides, it’s easy to use…just stick ‘em with the point.”


Hoss
laughed and admired the gleaming blade.  “Hmmm…that might be kinda cool to
see.  Okay,” he grunted, his mind made up.  “I’ll take it.”  He bent down and
strapped the scabbard to the side of the motorcycle, so that it would be within
easy reach if he needed to draw it while riding.


“Here’s
some extra water and food, too.”  The food was U.S. Coast Guard approved
survival rations, in a freeze dried brick that Erik pulled from his
bug-out-bag.  “Thirty-six hundred calories and they won’t make you thirsty. 
Plus they  taste somewhat like a coconut flavored shortbread.  All in all not
bad, lasts for years, even in extreme heat and they’re cheap,” Erik explained.


The rest of
the contents of the bag, weeded out for weight, included parachute cord,
matches, a flashlight, and many of the lightweight and handy items a hiker
might need to stay alive and comfortable for a few days before being rescued. 
Erik had packed, repacked and packed again that same bag hundreds of times
since September 11, 2001, practicing over and over again what to do if he were
forced to evacuate his apartment up north in the event of a terrorist attack or
other disaster.  Now he was finally using it.


“We’re not
staying out that long, are we?”  Hoss asked while watching Erik heft the medium
sized backpack and put it in the SUV.


“No, but
this is just in case.  If all goes well, we won’t need any of this stuff, but
why take a chance?”


“Suits.”


“Great.” 
Erik tightened the sheath on his K-Bar, strapped securely to his right thigh. 
His pistol was in its drop holster on his left thigh.  The katana he
placed on the passenger seat of Brin’s SUV.  “Okay, we’re all gassed up, we got
food and water, we got our weapons.  All we need are the radios.”


Brin handed
one to Erik and one to Hoss.  “Here you go, boys.  I set ‘em both on channel 4
and put them both on the same security code.  I’ll have one here tuned to the
same channel.  Me and Alfonse will be listening.  If there’s any trouble, say
so, and we’ll send out the cavalry.”             Both Hoss and Erik knew that
meant the rest of the bikers would come roaring down the road to rescue them.


Erik gave
his wife one last kiss before climbing into the driver’s seat of the big black
SUV and starting it up.  Hoss sat astride his bike and kick started the Harley
to life with a thunderous roar.


“Let’s
ride!” Hoss bellowed, giving the hog some gas and heading for the gate with
Erik right behind him.  Upon reaching the gate, Erik saw that the carpenters
had been ready.  They pulled the two cars out of the way and let the massive
new gate stand on its own for the first time since the Battle.  A team of men
on the ground then swung the reinforced gate wide for the two raiders to leave
the complex.  Erik honked the horn as they turned onto the street and headed
for the main drag through town.  


They
ignored the shallow graves where the gang-bangers from the Battle had been
covered across the street under some trees.  By the time they were at the north
corner of the complex wall, the gate had already been secured behind them.


“Alright,
man, where to?” asked Hoss’s voice coming out of Erik’s radio in the
passenger seat.  The background rumble of the motorcycle was incredibly loud
but Hoss’s voice cut through it easily enough.


“Hit the
intersection up ahead and go right.  We’re gonna follow that road to the last
intersection before the interstate overpass,” he replied.  “We’ll check out the
sporting goods store first.”


“You got
it…” was the crackly reply.  Hoss waved his right arm in a standard
motorcycle ‘turn signal’ and pulled on to the main drag, heading east towards
the interstate.  Even through the nicely soundproofed SUV Erik could hear the
roar of Hoss’s motorcycle as the biker gunned it.  


A few tense
minutes later, Erik and Hoss pulled up in front of the obviously ransacked
sporting goods store.  They had seen only a few people out and about on the way
there—mostly dirty, hungry looking people who were drawn to the noise of a car
and motorcycle.  


There were
a handful of abandoned cars along the sides of the road, many with windows shot
out and a few with drivers still inside.  Erik tried not to think about
that…all those bodies, swollen and bloated in the summer heat.


Trash had
piled up in front of many of the houses they passed, a sure sign that the
people who still lived in town were cowering inside but tried to go about the
normal routine.  Obviously the trash men didn’t share that hope because it
looked for all the world like no one had collected trash in about a month.  


The
strangest part to Erik, was how everything appeared to be deserted.  He had
expected to see more people milling about, rummaging through stores, looting,
doing something.  Evidently most people either fled, as the rumors had
it, or went to the National Guard ‘safe zones’ like the radio had reported a
few days before the Battle.  Erik shook his head.  The government asked people
to go to the ‘safe zones’ and they did, just like good little sheep.  He noticed
that no one that had gone to one of the ‘safe zones’ ever came back.  Something
to check into with the other people in the neighborhood surrounding the complex
when they got back.


Erik
scanned the parking lot and saw no movement and only a few cars, parked
haphazardly here and there.  Most had bullet holes.  “See any threats?” he
asked, holding the radio tightly.  He watched Hoss, just in front of his SUV
look left and right and over his shoulder, straddling the motorcycle for extra
height.


      “Nope.
 Looks deserted, man,” came the static filled reply.


“Alright,
let’s go around to the back and see if we can find a way in that won’t leave us
so exposed,” Erik said, thinking that anyone watching the store would notice
two new vehicles parked out front.


They worked
their way through the trash and debris left in the road by looters and parked
at the rear of the building.  The fire door was slightly ajar.  Erik said a
silent prayer of thanks and put the SUV into park before turning it off.   He
gathered his radio and sword before exiting the vehicle.  He put the backpack
on, then strapped his katana to it vertically and settled all his gear
for comfort. 


Hoss shut
off his hog and coasted to a stop next to Brin’s SUV and dropped the
kickstand.  He pulled out some spare shells for the shotgun and dropped them in
one of the many pockets on his worn black leather vest and pulled the Viking
sword free of its scabbard.  The biker was surprised there was no
Hollywood-esque schinng of metal on metal.  The wooden scabbard gave
only a soft sigh as the blade was pulled free.


“Let’s
rock,” he grinned.  Looking over Erik, he whistled.  “Damn, man, you look like
Rambo—got yer sword, knife, gun and all that shit on your back…” the biker
chuckled.  


“Yeah, well
you look like something the dingo dragged in from Mad Max—with your
big-ass bike, the leather pants and vest, big ol’ shotgun and that Viking
sword,” Erik retorted.  Both men shared a quiet laugh, just what they needed to
break the tension.  They were about to enter the unknown.


“Okay Base,
we’re here.  Going inside to take a look, over,” Erik said into the radio.


“Roger
that, Raiders…good luck.  Out,” replied Ted’s voice.  Erik could imaging
Ted, Susan and Brin all huddled around the radio by the pool, listening for
signs of trouble.  He smiled.


Erik
stepped over a fast food wrapper and peered into the darkened crack that
represented the open fire door.  Seeing nothing but a few empty boxes spilled
on the ground, he turned back to Hoss.  


“Okay, I’ll
throw the door open, you cover it with the shotgun.  Ready?”


“Ready.”


Erik pulled
his pistol free, held it with both hands pointing down like Ted taught him,
removed the safety and took a breath before kicking the door open with his
foot.  It was the first time he mentally thanked himself for remembering to put
on his combat boots with the steel toes instead of the more lightweight and
breathable tennis shoes he normally wore with shorts.  He may have looked silly
with shorts and combat boots, but he felt they would keep his feet safe and
hold up better.  Besides, he told himself trying to ignore the odor from
his own body after a few days in Florida without a bath, fashion doesn’t
exist anymore.  No one has that kind of luxury anymore…


Hoss saw
nothing inside and stepped through the door, scanning the room.  Erik had to
wait a few seconds for the big man to move out of his way so he could get in
behind him.  He held Hoss up for a few more seconds and explained to the biker
the benefits of military-style entry tactics.  


The small
room they were in looked more like a garbage heap than anything else.  Erik
scanned the area with his flashlight, a medium sized Mag-Lite.  There were
massive heaps of empty boxes and shrink wrap piled halfway to the twenty foot
high ceiling.  


They saw a
door directly across from them and moved cautiously forward.  The door was shut
but unlocked.  As before, Erik opened the door quickly while Hoss covered.  It
was some kind of receiving area for freight.  Dark, like the first room and
cavernous. Hoss swept through the door and turned immediately to the right,
allowing Erik to follow through and turn left, effectively covering the room in
a quarter the amount of time it took Hoss by himself.  They were greeted with
silence and darkness.  The two men quickly checked the place out with the
flashlight, finding nothing but more trash and neatly piled empty boxes and
packaging materials.  


“This
doesn’t look like looters work.  I bet this shit has been here since the lights
went out,” observed Hoss.  “Everything is opened neatly, just the same way,
with a knife.  Looters don’t take the time with that.”


“Doesn’t
even look like anyone’s been back here…” commented Erik as they slowly walked
their way through the cave-like room.  “I don’t see anything we can use…do you?”


“I’m sure
we can find a use for all this shit if we tried…like the cardboard boxes, they
might be good for storage or kindling…” replied Hoss, lifting a cut open
plastic wrap with the tip of his sawed off shotgun.  “This stuff…I don’t know.”


“Well, we’ll
make a note of it and tell Bernie.  Who knows what’s in these boxes,” Erik
said, scanning the high ceiling in the room.  “If he wants to come back and get
it, it doesn’t look like anyone else has taken an interest in it.  Looks like
down that way might be the store rooms.  Bernie can check it out.  Come on,
there’s the door out of here.  Doesn’t have a handle…it just swings.  Ready?”
asked Erik in a hushed voice as he took his position next to the door, pistol
ready.


“Go for
it,” said Hoss, shotgun at his hip and pointed towards the door.


Erik shoved
the door and rolled away as the door swished open.  Hoss saw nothing and before
the door could swish back he stepped through and moved to the right.  Erik
followed and cut to the left.  By the slight echo their footfalls were making,
both men realized they were in a sizeable room.  A dim light in the distance
ahead of them let them know they were actually in the store.  


“There’s
the front of the store,” whispered Erik.  “Listen, you can hear the seagulls
out in the parking lot.”


“Shit, man,
I don’t think there’s anyone in here,” mumbled Hoss.  It almost sounded like he
was disappointed.  The shotgun came up to rest on his shoulder but he was still
wary.


Erik
cautiously moved around the corner of a tipped over universal home gym.  “Well,
someone’s been here.  This place looks like a bomb went off.”  He
scanned the store and his heart sank.  Trash was everywhere.  It seemed that a
few of the giant dividing walls used to separate the sections of the store had
been toppled.  Merchandise, most of it either damaged or partially opened, lay
strewn everywhere.  As they worked their way around the store they passed
through several areas where it appeared someone had lit fires.  


“Would you
look at this shit?” asked Hoss, incredulous.  The camping section was stripped
bare of tents and sleeping bags, as they expected, but most of the camping
equipment was still there.  Camp stoves, lanterns, fuel, light-sticks,
dehydrated foods and countless other goods were merely scattered across the
floor.  The dehydrated foods seemed to have been ripped open in frustration as
some of the stuff was on the floor and other packages were still sealed.


“Some fool
thought he could eat this stuff without water, I guess,” Erik said, examining a
bag of pasta and sauce that had chew marks on the foil wrapping.  Other
packages were sliced open with knives, but the food was still there, spilled
out and wasted.  


Hoss let
out a howl, “Damn, that stinks!  I don’t think there were only people here…big
pile of dog shit over here under the coolers.  That’s just nasty, man.”


Erik
laughed and grabbed a few packages at random and put them in his backpack. 
“Look at all the great stuff they left behind!” Erik said, eyes a-sparkle at
all the loot on the floor and still on the ransacked shelves.  “We can use most
of this…”


“Remember
we came here for guns, man…”


“Right,”
Erik said, shaking his head.  “We can load all this stuff in Brin’s car after
we’re done looking.  Let’s keep moving.”


The entire
shoe section was stripped bare.  There were even a few shell casings and some
spots of blood near the Nike displays.  Old tennis shoes, well worn and filthy,
were tossed here and there.  The shoes were liberated first it seemed.


“Dumbasses…why
would you steal tennis shoes when all hell was breaking loose in the world? 
Some people are so fucking stupid!” muttered Erik.


Hoss
chuckled, the noise echoing in the empty building.  “Look, they even took all
the rollerblade gear.”


As they
moved closer to the front of the ransacked store, Erik switched off the flashlight
to preserve the batteries.  The sunlight flooding in through the broken windows
and smashed down doors was more than enough by which to see.  They quickly
noticed that the clothing section—workout shorts, replica jerseys from hockey,
baseball, and football teams, sweatsuits, etc., all of it was pretty much
gone.   Some clothing items were on the floor where they had been trampled by
many feet.  Water stains from the frequent rains had ruined what clothing was
left on the racks.


“Looters
have no brains, I swear,” said Erik, clucking his tongue over the wasted
clothing.  Why people would steal sweatshirts and pants in south Florida in the
middle of August was beyond him.


They
quickly moved through the store, passing the exercise equipment and weight sets,
the golf department, basketball section—totally bare—baseball and other sports
until they reached the outdoorsman’s section.


“Here’s pay
dirt,” said Hoss.  “Let’s put the light on…”


Erik
flipped on the Mag-Lite again as they moved in, quickly checking the rows of
partially looted merchandise.  Most of the hunting gear was still in place. 
Camouflaged jackets, pants, shorts, shirts, gloves, everything—it was all
there.  The traditional woodlands cammo gear was okay.  The urban patterns, the
grays and blacks, were partially missing.  Moving on, the two men came to the
gun case.  


“Shit…that’s
what I thought.”  Erik said, looking at the smashed display.  All the rifles
and shotguns were missing.  The flashlight lit up the counter where bits of
glass were still twinkling in the light.  Emptied boxes of shotgun shells of
all sizes were strewn on the floor and counter.  A few shells were laying
around, dropped by the looters.  While Erik was examining the display cases,
Hoss moved around the counter.


“Hah!  Hand
me one of them glow-sticks you got from the camping aisle.”  When Erik fished
it out of his pocket, the biker snapped it to start the chemical reaction and
bent down behind the counter.  Erik could hear him rummaging around, tossing
things and making a bigger mess.


“What are
you doing down there?”


“Whoever
these people were…the looters, I mean…they didn’t do a good enough job.  They
didn’t think to open the shelves down below the counter.  See?” asked Hoss,
suddenly appearing from behind the counter like he worked there.  In his hand
were two boxes of 12-gauge 00 buck shot and a brick of .22 cartridges.


“How much
more is down there?”


“Hell
there’s all kinds of sizes and shots…I’d say maybe twenty, thirty boxes worth. 
Probably ten, fifteen bricks for the .22s. It ain’t much, but it’ll help
replace what we spent during the fight.”


“Damn
straight,” said Erik.  “Wait, what .22s?”


“These
.22s!” replied Hoss.  He stood up again from behind the counter, a Ruger 10/22
in each hand.  “There’s six of them down here—five with scopes, one without. 
All of them have little tags around the trigger guard that say they were used
as displays.  Don’t look too bad though.  I think this here little magazine,”
Hoss said, examining the one in his left hand and bringing the light stick
closer.  “I think that means it’s semi-auto or something.  But these,” he said
as he put the two rifles down and grabbed a third.  “These lever action Henry’s
don’t need anything.  I had one of these when I was a kid!  Load ‘em on Sunday
and shoot all week!”


“Well,
they’re not M-16s, but hell, a .22 can do some damage in the hands of someone
like Ted, I bet,” said Erik with a smile.  “I’ll grab a shopping cart from up
front, let’s start loading up.  We’ve been here a half hour already.”


After
cleaning out what was useable from the gun case, they quickly dumped a whole
range of sizes of camouflaged gear into their shopping cart.  Erik tossed in a
dozen or so pairs of binoculars that the looters didn’t care for.  They rounded
the last aisle in the section and Erik froze in his tracks, his flashlight
illuminating the Holy Grail.


“What is
it?” asked Hoss.


“Look!” 
Erik pointed with the white beam of light.  Straight ahead was another large
display case like the ones the long-guns were in.  This one held archery
equipment though.  It was broken, like the shotgun case, but there were still
nearly a dozen compound bows and a few crossbows and cases of arrows and bolts
stacked neatly in the display case.


“Sweeeeeet,”
whispered Hoss.  “But, uh…that shit ain’t much good against a shotgun.”


“Hoss, when
the ammo runs out, that bow and arrow will be more lethal than anything
else…’cept maybe a sword.  And it’s reusable.  Just retrieve the arrows!”


“Damn,
we’re back in the Middle Ages.  Camelot and all that shit,” muttered Hoss.  He
grinned.  “We even got a castle and a Duke!”


Twenty
minutes and two more shopping carts full of loot saw Erik and Hoss working
their way back to the rear of the store.  On the way through the stockroom,
Erik tossed some boxes on the overflowing carts to give the people back at the
complex some kind of idea of what they saw.  Maybe someone might have an idea
about using some more.


“Alright,
let’s get this shit loaded up and get out of here,” said Hoss.  “I’m getting
nervous.  It’s too quiet around here.”


Erik
readily agreed and after a cursory check to make sure the vehicles hadn’t been
tampered with, they loaded the shopping carts into Brin’s SUV, filling it about
halfway with all kinds of camping and hunting gear, including the bows and more
arrows than they could count.  Erik shut the clamshell rear door and grinned. 
“That was a helluva shopping trip, wouldn’t you say?”


“Oh yeah,”
said Hoss with a laugh.


“Let’s get
the rest of that dehydrated food from the camping section and clean that out
really well.  If someone comes back, they may take it before we get the
chance.”


“You got
it,” replied Hoss.  The two scavengers grabbed their carts and went back into
the ravaged store.  They quickly loaded up the carts with the last of the
usable foodstuffs and camping gear then did one last pass through the
outdoorsman’s section.  The last of the fishing gear, mostly poles and tackle,
went into the carts along with all the fishing line they could carry.  Looters
evidently didn’t care much for hunting and fishing.  


After the
camping and fishing gear had been taken, Erik had a brainstorm.  “I just had an
idea…come on, follow me over to the sports gear.”


“What are
we doing over here?” asked Hoss, growing increasingly tense with every minute
they spent in the store.  “Feels like we’re grave robbing.”  


Erik hefted
a baseball bat, a solid wooden one.  “This is what some of the attackers were
using during the Battle.  Pretty effective too,” he said, gently rubbing his
still sore right shoulder.  “Come on, let’s grab ‘em all—if everyone can’t have
a gun or bow, they’ll have clubs!”


After the
fifteen or so wooden bats were loaded in the carts along with the dozen
aluminum ones, Erik got them to take what was left of the ice hockey pads and
baseball catcher’s gear.  Helmets and all.  The looters hadn’t done so thorough
a job of stealing this type of equipment as they had with the sports clothing
and shoes.  Either it wasn’t flashy enough or people just didn’t expect to play
baseball or hockey any time soon.


“Why are we
taking this gear?  You gonna start up a bush league or something?” asked Hoss
as he dropped an armload of expensive hockey upper torso and shoulder pad sets
into a cart.


Erik said
nothing but found an XL hockey torso set and put it on.  “Hit me.”


“What?”


“Hit me—hard
as you can.  With that bat.  Swing it at my chest.  Come on, trust me.”  Hoss
swung a bat into Erik’s chest with a grunt.  Erik crumpled and fell backwards
but got back up immediately, trying to catch his breath.  


“This shit
is body armor, Hoss.  The guys who play ice hockey would kill themselves
if they didn’t have stuff like this on when they crashed into each other at
thirty miles an hour.  This is pure gold!  It won’t stop a bullet…but for hand
to hand fighting, this stuff will be great.”


Hoss
grinned as Erik took off the reinforced pads.  “I’ll be damned…”


Erik
finished taking off his armor and tossed it in the cart.  “Come on, let’s get
the hell out of here before we get company.  The sooner we’re back at the
complex the better.”


“Amen,
brother!” replied Hoss.


Once they
were back at the vehicles, Hoss stopped them from leaving.  “I don’t wanna just
roar out of here.  I’ve got this feeling that we’re being watched, and I can’t
shake it.”


“Well, do
you think someone could stop us?  Let’s just floor it and race home.”


“Erik, I
ain’t got three tons of steel around my ass on the bike.  Someone with half a
turd of luck could shoot me dead on.  Now, think we can get to the roof?  I
wanna check out the lay of the land first.”


Erik pulled
out a pair of the newly liberated binoculars, shucking the packaging and
tossing it aside.  Littering laws were a thing of the past.  They found a roof
access ladder hanging off the side of the building near the fire door.  By
climbing on the SUV they could jump and reach the hanging ladder then pull
themselves up it to the roof, some thirty feet up.


Erik went
up first, then helped pull Hoss, huffing and puffing up over the lip of the
roof and onto the hot tarpaper and gravel surface.  They rested for a few seconds
and then cautiously worked their way across to the front of the huge building,
crawling on hands and knees to keep a low profile.


Halfway
across they saw the smoke.  Moving quicker, they got to the front and dropped
down to a completely prone position, peering over the edge of the roof towards
the east and the interstate.  There was a shopping center just across the
street.  There sat the Home Depot and Wal-Mart, a looted strip mall and a few
fast food joints.  Thick black smoke was billowing out of the Burger King in
the parking lot.


“Soups on,”
said Hoss dryly.


“See
anyone?” asked Erik, scanning the far off parking lot with his new binoculars.


“No…” Hoss
said, using his own pair, a camouflaged set.  “Wait…there, coming out of
Wally-World…see ‘em?”


Erik
shifted his gaze.  “Yep.  Looks like three, no, I count four now.  Dragging
bags of something behind ‘em.  Looters.”


“Like us.”


Erik looked
at him for a second.  “No, not like us.  They’re probably stealing tennis
shoes.  We’ve got shit for an army.  We’re here for survival against guys like
them.”  Hoss chuckled.  Erik looked again.  


“Look at
that…in front of the store.  They got four cars line up, backed up to the
front, trunks open.  Pieces of shit, though…all shot up.”  Erik scanned the
parking lot.  


“Uh oh,
there’s another car at the front of the parking lot.  I see two guys inside.  
Behind the pine tree…see?  There’s a gun sticking out the passenger window.”


“They got
religion,” muttered Hoss.


“They’re
organized too.”


Hoss
checked out the street back to the main drag.  “Good thing we waited…lookie
there.”


Erik
followed his gaze and spotted another car in the intersection.  There was a man
sitting on the roof of the car with a large rifle across his lap, drinking what
looked like a can of beer.  A driver sat at the wheel reading something.


“Scouts,”
said Hoss.


“Good thing
we came in the back way.  If we had parked out front, they would have had our
asses good.”


“Yup.  I
think we should wait and see what goes on…”  Squealing tires from Wal-Mart
announced they wouldn’t have to wait long.


“There they
go,” remarked Hoss, watching the four cars swerve out of the parking lot, form
a line on the road and head for the scout at the main intersection.  The scout
started up and after the gunman got inside led the four loot cars west towards
downtown Sarasota.  The car with the gunmen in the parking lot caught up and
formed the rearguard.  Erik could see the guns sweeping the sides of the road
as the little convey drove away.


“There’s
some serious dudes, right there,” he said.  “They’re not just a bunch of
gang-bangers.  They knew what they wanted, took just that and left.  Very
ordered.”


“Sounds
like what we should do.  Let’s get the hell out of here,” suggested Hoss.  











SARASOTA


To Secure Peace, Prepare for War


 


 


ERIK
STOOD ON the ‘Common’, the patch of ground in the center of Colonial Gardens
and watched his troops.  He smiled, thinking of how odd it was that he, a
civilian, considered these people in front of him his troops.  The
Battle had done wonders for the volunteer rate.  Despite the fact that the
families of the men who died treated him like the very Devil himself, about
half of the available men in the complex had joined up, willing to put their
lives on the line to defend the entire community.  Their cadre of
guards-in-training had tripled.


As Erik watched his select group of
swordsmen practice the moves he had just demonstrated with his katana,
he came to the conclusion that they needed a title.  There was really nothing
he or anyone else could award them, they were really just trying to survive. 
They didn’t have the luxury of medals or prizes.  Perhaps a pair of
binoculars or a bow and some arrows? He asked himself.  He and Hoss had
brought back a truckload of supplies.  And other raiders had been dispatched. 
There would be more loot coming in soon.


Idly, he plucked at the bandage still
wrapped tightly around his lower torso.  The wounds from the Battle were
healing nicely, but they itched now, a handful of days into the healing
process.  


He had started with three men wielding
his swords during the Battle.  One, a man named Roger Pansk had been killed. 
Erik had cleaned the Viking sword Roger had used so effectively and replaced it
in his collection, then later loaned it to Hoss.  The two other men who had
borrowed his ninja swords—a shorter, straight version of his katana—had
both survived the fight.  


During the memorial ceremony the day
following the Battle, Erik had made a great show of recognizing those who had
willingly put their lives on the line for the protection of the complex.  As a
result, he bestowed on the two swordsmen his swords as gifts, one warrior to
another.  The two men were beaming from ear to ear for about 36 hours after
that.  They were warriors, not merely a financial advisor and a college student
anymore.  The swords they wore on their backs proclaimed them to be veterans. 
They had seen the elephant and survived to tell the tale.


The stories had already started, Erik
remembered with a frown.  People—mostly Hoss, Erik figured—had started talking
almost as soon as the ceremony for the dead was over.  People looked at him
differently now.  Especially after his idea to raid the sports store had panned
out so well and swelled the stock of their armory.  


Hoss had told the story of how Erik had
waded into the front line of the attacking street toughs, his sword flashing
like lightening and cutting down thugs left and right, fighting his way towards
the bikers who were smashing their way through the rear of the attackers.  The
big biker took especial delight in telling the story to the children of the
complex, much to their parents delight, as he usually toned down the violence
and made it sound more like St. George and the Dragon, then the dirty, violent,
half-crazed street brawl Erik remembered.  Besides, it kept the youngsters
entertained—something very hard to do now that TV was a thing of the past.


Erik cleared his head and focused again
on his fledgling fighters.  His sword collection contained twelve serviceable
weapons.  He actually had sixteen swords, but four were too poorly made as
replicas to be used in actual combat.  Erik watched the ten men—including his
two veterans—move roughly as a group, stepping forward and swinging down with
their quickly made wooden practice-swords.  They didn’t have enough skill or
confidence yet to use live steel.  The last thing anyone needed was one of the
recruits cutting off an arm or hand of another before they even saw their first
fighting.  


He watched the different men and their
abilities, trying to figure out who would use which of his swords.  He had a
list in his head and every time they practiced, he reconsidered which man
should get what sword.  Some would have replica Roman swords, some the longer,
slightly more curved samurai swords, and the rest would wield his Medieval
European one-handed swords of one design or another.  Erik’s two massive
Scottish claymores were not to be given to anyone.  He had to find someone
large enough and skilled enough to use the two-handed brutes without killing
himself or his comrades, first.  


Step, swing, recover.  Step,
counter-swing, recover.  Step, stab, backpedal, slash, turn, swing, recover. 
The drill continued for over an hour, until each and every man was sweaty and
muscles were fatigued as the heavy wooden swords swished through the air.  They
had been made from the scrap lumber at the construction site the day after the
battle.  Erik and Ted did the cutting and sawing—again using left behind tools—of
the models, then the recruits made their own swords.  Each one was to learn to
respect his sword from the start.  Erik was as relentless in his sword training
as Ted was with his physical conditioning and all around training of the
guards.  He walked up and down the lines, smacking shoulders and tapping heads
with his own wooden training sword whenever someone’s stance was off.  If it
hurt in practice, it would kill in battle.


As the men rested in the shade of one of
the larger buildings, Erik examined some plywood sheets abandoned by the construction
workers a week and a half before.  His two veterans joined him, catching their
breath.  They were the only ones who figured they had a right to be close to
Erik.  The Duke.  The rest of the squad still felt like awkward students.  They
hung back and watched.


“Whatcha lookin’ at, sir?” asked Alan
Jakes, the college student turned sword fighter.


“Dammit, don’t call me ‘sir’,” said Erik
over his shoulder in a grizzled voice that belonged to a much older man.  “I’m
only two years older than you, Alan.”


“Sorry, Duke,” grinned the college man.


Erik sighed and ignored the title. 
“Alright people, bring it in!” he called out.


After gathering the students around him,
he showed them a few more moves with his katana.  


He pushed the swordsmen-in-training harder
than the regular guards who were being trained by Ted on how to use the surplus
shotguns and pistols he had brought back the week before from the Sheriff’s
department.  They had added the odd assortment of handguns and shotguns the
gang-bangers had left behind after the Battle to the Sheriff’s department stash
and the “liberated” handful of .22s from the sports store, effectively doubling
the Colonial Gardens arsenal.  


Hoss’s bikers, increasingly known as the
Cavalry, knew how to use their guns, and so they helped out the new guards as
they could.  It was a rough and tumble training process, designed to train as
many people as well as possible, as fast as possible.  


The Battle had scared everyone.  They
had decided to lock up all the loot from the Sports Giant raiding trips in the
‘Keep’.  It was on the second floor of the most central apartment building. 
Spare keys were found in the office, so Lentz, Bernie, and Erik all had keys to
access the storage rooms.  


Erik dismissed his men after they all performed
the ritual bow and cool-down stretch that Erik had learned back in his college
karate class and later reinforced from his in-laws.  The rest of the students
jealously watched Peter and Alan head home carrying their gleaming ninja swords
which they had brought to the training session.  They carried their real swords
with them everywhere.  The others carried their practice swords with them
everywhere.  It was a status symbol now.  The people of the complex could spot
on sight someone who had pledged to put his life on the line by being a
swordsman.  They would be the front line.  The Guards were there for defense. 
The swordsmen were there for offense.


Erik saw this and commented, “Soon, when
you graduate from this little school we’ve set up, you’ll have your own
swords.”  Faces lit up.  The group dispersed, walking proudly home or to other
duties, wooden swords hanging from belts or across backs.  A wooden sword
wouldn’t deter an attacker, after all it was just a glorified stick.  But
someone trained in how to use that stick could bring a man down pretty quick,
nonetheless.  One couldn’t cut an arm or a leg off with a stick, but you could
bring an attacker to his knees by breaking an ankle or a wrist.  Erik figured a
well placed shot to the head might render an attacker unconscious, stick or not.


Erik’s smile vanished as he turned
towards his apartment.  He saw a woman watching him from across the lake.  It
was one of the new widows, still grieving after the Battle.  Erik couldn’t
quite see her face at that distance but he could tell from her stare that she
was not happy.  Her husband, one of the men who had volunteered to help defend
the complex, had been slain in the fighting.  She, like the other women and
their families, blamed Erik solely for the deaths of the four guards who fell. 
They were solidly under Lentz’s influence now.


Archie Townsend’s wife—widow—and her two
girls left yesterday,
Erik remembered.  Ellen couldn’t cope with losing her husband of ten years, so
she packed up her kids and some of their things and drove to the ‘safe zone’
set up by the National Guard at the local high school.  Her departure had been
the first in nearly a week.  


After the initial exodus of residents
following the terrorist attacks and the riots, those who were left behind
hunkered down and waited.  Erik figured there would be a few more to leave
after the Battle and its implications sunk in and he had been right.  He
figured by the end of the week a few more people, mostly the ones who thought
everything would return to normal soon, would leave for the ‘safe zones’.


He watched the woman out of the corner
of his eyes as he made his way around the pond towards his own building.  When
he came within speaking distance, she turned and ran.  That was the downside to
the Battle, he had quickly realized.  If the people around him didn’t suddenly
idolize him for being some kind of hero—thanks to Hoss—they thought of him as
some kind of cruel warmonger and looked on him in fear or suspicion.  In the
worst cases, the widows looked at him with hate filled, bloodshot eyes.


Erik had made personal visits to the
women who had lost husbands during the Battle the day after, but found that
Lentz had beat him to the punch.  After Lentz’s talks, they had no desire to be
with Erik.  He wondered if it was because Lentz was purposely trying to sour
their sentiments towards him or whether it was just too bitter a topic for them
to bring up again so soon.  Either way, Erik was alternately praised or shunned
by different people in the community.  


He was starting to notice that the
people who supported him during his term in office, as he thought of it, were
more likely to call him Duke.  Those who supported Lentz—the peace-freaks, as
Ted called them—generally tolerated Erik, but that was all.  More and more
people were noticing that the complex was quickly dividing into two factions:
those who followed (or worshipped) Erik and those who followed Lenz.  The
Bikers, solidly in Erik’s camp, made the numbers nearly equal.  Among just
residents, however, Lentz had an advantage in numbers.


“Erik!” Alfonse’s shrill voice called
out behind him as he reached his building.  Erik turned to see Alfonse running
along the concrete path from the leasing office and pool deck, a sheet of paper
in his hand.


“What is it?” asked Erik, hand already
on his sword.


“I just got a news flash from Beth
Winsmore—she’s got radio duty this afternoon.”


Erik grinned.  “I’m glad to see the
system is starting to work.  What’s up?” he asked, hand coming off the sword
hilt.


“The President signed an Executive Order
this morning granting Homeland Security a blank check.  They can do whatever
they want to get the country back in order.  It’s scary shit man—the British
guy on the short-wave…he said they suspended the Constitution!”  Alfonse paused
for a deep breath, his dark skin shiny with sweat.  “It’s martial law, man! 
Can they do that?”


“Does it matter?  Who’s going to sue?”
Erik asked sadly, trying to realize the implications of what Alfonse just
reported.  “Jesus…martial law.  Things are going downhill fast, man.”  Erik and
Alfonse shared a worried look.  “The meeting tonight is going to be pretty
interesting, I think,” said Erik.  He couldn’t wait to see what kind of a spin
Lentz put on this.


“National Guard coming in!” someone called
out from the other side of the leasing office, near the gate.  People in
hearing distance put down tools and stopped whatever work they were doing to
rush to the gate.  National Guard trucks carried supplies and more importantly,
news.  News of the outside world.


Erik raised
his eyebrows at Alfonse and jogged over to the gate.  The small crowd parted as
he approached and the way was cleared for him to go up the ladder.  He went up
and found himself on top of the new wooden platform riding the back side of the
Colonial Gardens gate.  He peered out over the edge, watching the National
Guard truck roll to a stop.  


The driver
got out and walked over to the gate while a few soldiers climbed down from the
back of the canvas topped vehicle.  Erik took notice that the soldiers all
carried loaded M-4 carbines.  They were constantly scanning different
directions, looking for immediate threats.  It was another early afternoon
without power and the sun was beating down again.  In the distance, the first
clouds of the afternoon thunderstorm were forming.  The sweltering heat
promised a mighty storm.  Other than the incessant buzz of insects in the humid
air, the only sound was the crunch of the soldier's boots on the crushed shell
driveway.


“Afternoon,”
Erik said nonchalantly.  


“How ya
doin’, Captain?” asked Ted, appearing next to Erik on the platform.  The
National Guard had up to this point merely driven past slowly, blaring out
warnings and directions on how to get to the nearest ‘Safe Zone’.  No one had
seen soldiers up close like that before.


The
Guardsman stopped a few feet away from the gate and shielded his eyes as he
looked up at Ted and Erik.  “Afternoon, gentlemen.”


“What can
we do for you?” asked Erik.  He nodded to one of the soldiers who looked up to
the wall as well.  All of them were fully loaded out with body armor, helmets,
side arms.  They looked like they were on patrol in Baghdad, not Sarasota. 
Erik did not like this.


“Sir, my
name is Captain Jonas Williams—“ he waved his hand back over his shoulder to
indicate the truck and the handful of soldiers milling about.  “We're driving
around to every community in south Sarasota to warn folks about the curfew and
Martial Law announcements.”


“What
curfew?” asked someone.


“Anyone caught
out in the streets from dusk till dawn will be arrested.  Anyone that resists
arrest will be detained with all necessary force.  My men are now carrying
fully armed and live weapons.  The Secretary of the Department of Homeland
Security—“


“Screw that!” someone
shouted.


“Be that as
it may,” the soldier said with a grin.  He shook his head.  “At any rate, I
have a duty to perform.  I’ll be patrolling this section of Sarasota.  If I see
anyone out at night, you’re going to be detained and taken to the local Safe
Zone for relocation.  Anyone seen armed after dark will be shot on sight, no
warnings no questions asked,” the Captain finished, pulling out a small
flashcard to get the warnings right.  He hadn’t given them more than ten times
yet that day, but he figured by nightfall, he’d have it all memorized, word for
word.


“Fair
enough.  We don’t plan on bein’ out after dark anyway,” Ted replied.  “Just let
any gangsters out there you meet know that we don’t take kindly to people
trying to break their way into our apartment complex.”  Ted gestured across the
road to the make shift cemetery where the enemy casualties from the Battle were
buried in shallow graves.


The Captain
turned to look and saw the mounds of still fresh earth for the first time.  “So
it’s true then…y’all had a firefight.  I thought it was just a rumor some bored
kid put out over the HAM net.  I have to report this, you know…”


Erik
nodded.  “We figured as much.  Go right on and file your reports, Captain.  We
won’t hold it against you,” he said grinning.  


“Would you
and your men like some refreshments, Captain?” asked Lentz, slightly out of
breath from the climb up the ladder to the gate platform.  Erik almost flinched—he
hadn’t heard the older man climb up.


“I
appreciate the offer, but we’ve got a whole list of neighborhoods we need to
visit today.  You folks doin’ okay?  We got a convoy coming by later on—should
have water and food.  We’re handing it out to all the people who are choosing
to stay behind rather than move to the ‘Safe Zones’.  Can’t say for sure how
long that policy will last, though.  Word has it that FEMA is going to start
confiscating people’s food and supplies in order to keep the shelters stocked
up.”


“That’s
bullshit!” Ted said hotly.  “They can’t do that--”


“I don’t
know yet, sir,” said the Captain.  “I’m just doin’ my job.”


“So are you
going to force us to go to the shelter?” asked Erik.


“No, sir. 
We’re not here to take people away.  If anyone inside wants to leave, we can
provide transportation to the ‘Safe Zone’.  But the evacuations are voluntary
only.”


Erik, Ted
and Lentz looked at each other and thought over what the Guardsman had said. 
Ted looked down.  “Is it really that bad that you need to protect people
getting to shelters?”  


“Not
really…I mean, at least not here.  I got a buddy up near Tampa—it’s bad
up there.  They got us bringing in tanks and choppers to keep the highway
bandits off people as they get stuck on the interstates.  Trust me, you don’t
want to go anywhere near I-75.  Cars stuck for ten, twenty miles in all
directions.  It’s crazy.”


“When did
all this happen?  The only news we get is pretty much from overseas.  The local
radio station stopped operating almost a week ago,” said Erik.


“Yeah, the
EAS program is still up and running but if nothing pressing is going on, you
won’t hear about it.  Tonight the President will be making a nationwide
address, you should hear that on most stations,” replied the sweating
Guardsman.


“Hey, you
sure you don’t want anything?  We got some food and water to spare.  Any of
your men need any supplies?” asked Ted.


“No, sir,
thanks.  I appreciate it.  Really.  Most of the time we’re either swamped with
people panicking and trying to climb on board our trucks without permission, or
we’re shot at because people are thinking we’re there to haul them away against
their will.  I tell you the world is going crazy.”


After the
conversation died down and the Guards loaded up and left in a rumble of dust
and diesel exhaust, the three leaders of the complex looked at each other again
on the gate platform.


“Something’s
going on,” said Erik.  “I got a tingle between my shoulder blades when he
mentioned confiscating food and water to keep the shelters open.  I think it
has something to do with the U.N. peacekeeping force they’re sending to us.”


“Oh come
now, Erik.  You’re exaggerating.  I see it as nothing more than a good faith
attempt to make the concept of the ‘Safe Zones’ more viable to as many people
as possible.  Sounds good to me.  There’s no need for people to hoard stuff
when others are starving.”


“Did you
not see everything that we went through a week ago?” asked Ted
incredulously.  “Hey man, we’re hoarding stuff!  If they,” Ted jerked
his thumb over the wall towards the receding military caravan, “find out we got
all this stuff in here and we’re raiding shops and business in the area to stay
alive, they’ll haul us all away!”


“Oh I
rather doubt that, Theodore.”


“It’s Ted!”
the ex-Marine barked.  He was about at his wits end with the peace-loving
Lentz.


“No, I
don’t think it’s that…” Erik said, attempting to calm down the situation.  “I
mean, for the past two weeks we’ve been without power.  We’ve gotten by.  We
were attacked and we fought off those street thugs.  But by and large, it ain’t
that bad out there.  At least around us.  There’s people still living in
their homes, just a block away from here.  You can see people milling about in
their yards from the observation deck up on Building 4.  There’s decent people
still around us.  But further downtown, all the criminals and the ex-cons who
got out are doing the looting and stealing.  Look,” Erik said, pointing to the
ever present black smear on the northwestern horizon.  “That smoke has been
there since the beginning and we’re used to it now.  Sarasota is still
burning, man.”


“So what’s
your point?  According to that BBC guy we listen to, the Army’s up there
tearing Chicago to pieces trying to crush this race rebellion that’s going on. 
That sounds suspicious to me,” said Ted.


“Well, look
at it this way.  The National Guard has been by here before—they never stopped,
just drove past with those damn loudspeakers trying to scare people into going
to the shelters—“


“Safe
Zones,” Lentz said.


“Shelter,”
Ted replied.


“Whatever!”
Erik retorted, wiping sweat off his brow.  “Now, the day after the President
declares martial law and Homeland Security and FEMA get put in charge, the
Guards are going around putting the pressure on people to ‘give up and go to
the shelter’.  Need I remind you that U.N. just voted to send an army over
here?”


“They’re
just peacekeepers, Erik, they pose—“


“They’re a
Goddamned invasion force!” barked Ted.


“Now you
don’t know that—“


“Yes, I
do!  I was in one of those peacekeeping forces, you stuck up fool. We
were assigned to ‘police’ Bosnia.  We were in a multilateral force in Iraq. 
It’s an invasion, plain and simple.  Those jokers don’t screw around.  They
crush the local resistance then police them.  Most of the time they can
do it without full scale war, but Saddam showed the world that sometimes it’s
necessary.  Twice.  They won’t be afraid to hit us hard.”  Ted
finished out of breath and slightly flushed.  He was getting worked up.


“I think
Ted’s right.  I’ve got a sinking suspicion that Homeland Security is going to
try and round everyone up—ostensibly for our own good—but realistically, to
make defending the nation that much easier.  After all, if you’ve got most of
the civilians holed up in secured areas, you can worry less about collateral
damage when the big guns come out and start kicking ass in downtown
Smallville.  You know?”


Lentz
looked at the other two men as if they were stark raving mad.  “Your comments
give me pause, Erik.”   He thought for a second.  “Although I’m not truly
surprised, after your stunt the night of that horrible fight.”


“Stunt? 
Sending the bikers out to flank the gang-bangers?” asked Ted.  “Are you
serious?”


“I’m
seriously thinking you’re clinically paranoid.  Both of you!” snapped Lentz. 
“You watch too many movies, my friend.  Our own government isn’t out to get us,
there are no aliens and there was no magic bullet!”  The elder statesman of the
complex turned in a huff and climbed down off the gate platform mumbling to
himself.


“Christ,
man, if that guy is really in charge…what the hell are we still doin’ here? 
I’m surprised he hasn’t turned us in to the Feds or something.”


“Turned us
in on what, and to who?” asked Erik.  “I think you’re right though.  He’s
slowly taking over.  I saw one of the wives of one of my students come up to me
and ask me to flunk her husband,” Erik had taken to calling his budding
swordfighter corps ‘students’.  “She said she was more scared of him dying in a
fight that wasn’t necessary than of people scaling the walls and attacking. 
Someone’s out there spreading rumors that we’re training everyone to create
some sort of vigilante army and go out and attack the looters downtown…” Erik
said, gazing off at the smoke on the horizon.  The black smear looked like so
much charcoal on a sheet of blue paper.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that it
was actually growing closer.


Ted crossed
his arms and leaned against the gate.  “I know, I heard something like that
with one of my guys.  It’s starting to annoy me.”


“It’s
starting to alarm me.”  Erik sighed.  “You notice that Lentz is more
vocal about shoving us aside?  It’s like now that it’s been a while since the
Battle, things are going back to normal…”


“I knew
people had a short memory, but come on…we were fuckin’ attacked!” cursed Ted.


“I don’t
know what’s going on, but just keep a good lookout, and check your six, okay? 
Watch your people close and I’ll watch mine.  I have a feeling someone’s trying
to pull some strings.”


“Yeah,
roger that, man.  I think that someone is Lentz,” Ted said, nodding his
head towards the leasing office, where Lentz was talking with two men carrying
building supplies.  “Just like a good politician.”  They watched Lentz pat the
two men on the back and continue on his way.


“Let’s not
do anything hasty, but I think it’d be a good idea to start getting a plan
together for at least our families and maybe a few others to get the hell out
of here.  Just in case.” Erik said.


Ted looked
at his friend sideways.  “You thinkin’ of buggin’ out?”


“No…not
really.  But if things get bad, do you want to stay here where Lentz is in
charge?”  Erik needn’t finish the thought.  Ted knew if Lentz had had his way,
the Battle would have been a slaughter.  He had wanted to let the gate open and
talk to those animals…


“No…”


“I will
make sure Brin is safe, come hell or high water.  If that means leaving our
home, then so be it.  For now though, the safest spot looks like right here.”


“I read
you…” Ted replied.  “If anything happened to Susan or the kids…” the Marine’s
eyes began to cloud.  He wiped the thought from his mind and regained control
of himself.  “But where would we go?”


“My
family’s got a little vacation spot up in Dundee on the lake.  My
great-grandfather built it back in the twenties.  Solid as hell.  Anyway, once
he passed away, my family made it a vacation spot.  It’s on some land in an
orange grove.  There’s a few other houses around the lake—more of a big pond
really—but it’s way off the beaten path.  Bunch of old timers live there. 
Should be safe enough.  Either that or we can head to upstate New York where my
parents live.  Got a big cabin on Lake Ticonderoga.”


“Sounds
great…when can we leave?”


Erik
laughed.  “I’m still just making contingency plans, remember?  We’re not going
anywhere yet.  This place is turning into a fortress…I’m not sure I want to
give all that up yet.  Besides,” Erik said.  “Dundee’s like three hours away by
car…that’s following the interstates—without monster gridlock and bandits. 
It’ll take some serious planning.  We’ll have to take back roads…”


“No harm in
planning.  Let’s figure it all out and have it in our back pockets so if
something does go wrong, we can just pack up and get the hell out of Dodge,”
Ted urged.  “It makes me feel better just knowing we have options.”


“True.” 
Erik tugged on the two week beard growing on his chin.  “Alright, let’s do it. 
Just between me and you.  Don’t even mention it to Susan.  I won’t talk to
Brin.”


“Loose lips
sink ships, gotcha.”











ARIZONA


Line in the
Sand


 


 


ROB GUNN TOOK a sip
from his canteen and replaced the valuable water back into his combat pack. 
The dust covered pack lay at his feet and looked more like a rock than a bag. 
He and his scouts had been out on the Ridge now, south of Nogales for three days
straight, watching.


The
Regulators had tried to make one last attempt at informing the Border Patrol
about the situation with the armed Mexicans and the two fights that had broken
out but the Feds were tied up with their own problems.  It seemed the real
issue was people leaving America, not coming in.  In two weeks since the first
terrorist attacks had taken down the energy infrastructure of America, the mass
of illegal immigrants in the southwest began receding, like an out flowing tide
of humanity.  


In the past
three days, Rob had personally seen more than a thousand Mexicans trudge back
across the border.  Sometimes they drove past in old jalopies stuffed to the
gills with people, animals, and belongings.  All of them were fleeing the
growing anarchy in America.   He shook his head in disbelief at the sight.


Anarchy it
was, in the United States.  More so in the western states, as the wildfires,
finally officially acknowledged to have been set by terrorist cells were still
raging, after two weeks.  Los Angeles was still smoldering; millions had been
killed.  


Phoenix was
reduced to mostly ashes and shells of buildings as the fires consumed
everything in their paths.  Hundreds of miles long and still growing as
National Forests ignited.  The sky in southern Arizona was perpetually cloudy
from the soot and smoke of fires to the west and north.  The Regulators had
taken to wearing water soaked bandannas around their faces to help make
breathing easier.  Days were reduced to murky twilight conditions, even at high
noon.


As the
Mexicans streamed south into their homeland, Americans streamed north and east,
away from the burning, rioting cities.  Even those cities that had no formal
ties to the Brotherhood and their riot instigators fell prey to the newest ‘fad’. 
Many of America’s cities were glowing after dark, not from streetlights, but
from bonfires and burning buildings.  Those who were too poor to leave town
joined in the fun of burning down their own neighborhoods.  It was the Rodney
King Riots, the New Orleans looters and the Paris riots all over again, on a
massive scale.  Those who had the money to leave left, forming huge caravans on
the choked highways leading out of towns all across America.  


Bandits and
robbers were quick to pounce on the gridlocked travelers.  Rumors spread like
lightning about what roads were safe and what roads weren’t.  When it was
released that the President had declared martial law and a mandatory national
curfew was put in effect, the proverbial shit hit the fan.  Places that weren’t
in a state of rebellion or riot went up in flames overnight as angry citizens
revolted at the government’s attempts to calm their fears about this latest
assault on their already endangered lives.  


The
Regulators and their families and long ago decided that they would never be
forced from their homes, either by natural disasters or man-made crises.  And
so Rob and his seven companions peered over the ridge in the murky noon-day
dust and soot and watched the flow of Mexicans.   Rob shook his head at how far
the country had fallen.  It was a cryin’ shame.


“Rob we
got movement behind us!” crackled the voice of their rear-guard, Ed Franks,
on the other side of Ridge, to the north.  Rob’s mind was jerked from his dark
broodings.  He picked up the radio next to him and pushed the transmit button.


“Numbers?”


“I see
three…” 


“Position?”
Rob asked, already giving hand signs to the two men on either side of him.  The
Regulators were switching positions and turning to face the first threat since
the gunfight a few days back that saw seven Regulators buried and fourteen more
wounded.  Since then three of the wounded had returned to duty, the rest were
still healing in the makeshift hospital at the Gunn Ranch.


“Should
be comin’ over the north ridgeline any second now…” was the scratchy reply.


“I got
two targets…no three!” came Lance Bryton’s voice over the radio from Rob’s
right, to the east about three hundred yards.


“Overwatch,
any others?”


“Negative…that’s
it.” Replied Ed.


“Alright,
elements One, Two and Four, let’s get ‘em.  No firing until I give the order. 
Three and Six, you watch the herds,”  Rob commanded, using the new term ‘herd’
for the waves of people migrating south into Mexico.


“This is
Two, I have visual,” came Lance’s voice over the radio in a few moments. 
Rob was still run-walking through the brush and trying to keep a low profile
against the rocky outcroppings while circling away to the east and south in an
effort to catch the three intruders in a slight ravine.  


“Three
has eyes on target.”


“This is
One, I’m in position,” whispered George Franks.  “Targets in sight,
thirty yards out.”  He paused to look through the scope on his hunting
rifle.  “They look dark…maybe Mexicans but they don’t look quite right.”


“Two
here…in position on the west.  I see ‘em.  He’s right, they don’t have any
stuff.  No bags, no nothing.  I see no weapons.”


Rob finally
spotted the three strangers through some sage brush he was hiding behind, just
under a large boulder.  “I got ‘em,” he reported into his radio.  Fishing out
his binoculars from his combat vest, he zeroed in on the three targets.


“Weapon! 
I see an AK-47!” Lance Bryton’s voice squeaked over the radio.


“Confirm…targets
are armed,” hissed Three.


“They
ain’t Mexicans…I can hear ‘em now,” George Franks mumbled into the radio. 
“Sounds Arabic to me.”


“Fuckin’
terrorists!” someone grunted.


“Cut the
chatter, I want a clear channel,” barked Rob.  He sighted in on the man on the
right as the three unwitting Arabs cautiously picked their way down the dry
stream bed towards the Regulators.


“Two, you
take the one on the right, I take the one on the left.  Three, you get the one
in the middle.  I want leg shots only.  We want to talk to these assholes…hear
that One?  No head shots.”  Rob could imagine the other Regulators
cussing him right about then.  He didn’t care.  Jed and Bill had been murdered
by friends of these three Arabs and he wanted info.


“Copy
that…”


“Confirm.”


“You got
it.”


“Right
then, wait for my signal,” said Rob, putting down his radio and taking aim with
his old lever-action Winchester.  He took a deep breath.


“Stop where
you are!” he called out.  His voice echoed off the walls of the slight ravine
the three Arabs had wandered into.  They froze and pulled out weapons.  They
spun around trying to place the location of the voice that just hailed them.


“Drop your
weapons and lie down on the ground, hands and feet spread apart,” Rob called
out.


The three
Arabs crouched and spread out a little bit, weapons up and seeking targets. 
Rob noticed then that these men had received some form of proper training. 
They didn’t panic and fire or comply with the orders they were given.  They
were waiting to strike.  As a team.  They kept their backs to each other,
covering all angles.


Rob
switched languages and called out his orders in fluent Spanish.  No result. 
One of the Arabs screamed something unintelligible back at him.  Rob heard
something about ‘Allah’.  That was all he needed. 


No more
warnings, assholes.


“Take ‘em
down!” he said, pulling the trigger on his rifle.  The old Winchester barked
and bucked, but before Rob could blink, the man he had targeted was rolling
around on the ground screaming.  The other two Arabs were down as well.  One
was on hands and knees, the others laying on his back, flopping around for his
pistol.


“One and
Two, secure ‘em!” Rob called out to the others.  George and Lance burst from
their hiding places less than twenty yards from the Arabs and ran forwards to
kick away the enemy’s weapons and begin tying them up.  They paid no attention
to the screams and pathetic protests of the wounded men.  In less than five
minutes, the confrontation was over and the Regulators had three very alive,
bleeding, and pissed off terrorists hog-tied.


Rob made
his way down the ravine to the waiting captives.  His Winchester was resting
over his right shoulder.  Lance stood watch over the captives, and they all
waited for Rob to do something.  He walked up to the three bleeding Arabs and
looked at them the way a rancher sizes up a head of cattle.


The one in
the middle had a stream of blood running down his forehead from cut he received
when he fell after being shot.  He glared at Rob defiantly and spat at the
ground.  He grinned through bloodstained teeth and spoke a string of what
everyone figured was Arabic for cussin’.  Rob waited till the man was finished,
then planted his worn cowboy boot squarely in the man’s teeth with a satisfying
crunch, sending the captive sprawling on his back.


The other
two captives just looked at Rob with shock.  He leaned down to the man on his
right, a thick bushy mustache coated in dust.  Rob could see the sweat on the
man’s forehead.  


“I’m gonna
ask you a question.  I know you speak English, don’t you?”


The captive
on his left shook his head and spoke in Arabic.  Rob looked up at Lance.  Lance
smashed the back of the speaker’s head with the butt of his rifle, sending the
Arab to eat a dirt sandwich.  Lance stepped back and leveled his rifle on the
three Arabs again.


“I know you
speak English…all you bastards do, don’t you?”  Rob asked, eyebrows raised.  He
waited.  Rob brought down his Winchester and cocked it, the loud cha-chack
echoed slightly in the ravine as he worked the lever action, chambering another
round.  He replaced the rifle on his shoulder, at ease.


“Yes…” said
the Arab.  “I speak…English…”


“Oh good,”
replied Rob.  He straightened up and smiled.  “Now, you’re going to tell me
what I want to know, or you’re going to die.”


“You Yankee
pig-dogs will kill me no matter what,” spat the prisoner.


“Yes, we
will.  Your kind aren’t even worth feeding to the coyotes.  But you can choose how
you die.  If you tell us what we want, you’ll die quickly, kinda like how we put
a horse out of its misery if it gets snakebit.  If you don’t tell me what I
want to know, I assure you, you will suffer so bad you will want us to kill
you…" Rob paused in thought.  "You assholes ever hear of what the
Apaches used to do to foreigners they caught on their lands?"  No response
but a hate filled glare.  Rob sighed.


"Well,
let's just say you want to tell us what we want to know, okay?”  Rob smiled
again.  He paced a few steps away and then turned back, composing himself.


“What are
you doing here?” asked Rob, his face a look of grim determination, all
joviality erased in a split second.


“Screw you,
Yankee, Allah will cleanse this land—“  Rob pulled out his buck knife
and jabbed it into the Arab’s thigh in a lightning quick movement.  The captive
man howled in pain and screamed in Arabic.


“Wrong
answer, jackass!” grunted Rob as he jerked the knife free, leaving a bloody
patch on the Arab’s pant leg.  “I told you—you answer my questions and you die
quickly.  You try to jerk us around and you’re going to feel pain.  Lots of
it.”


The other
two Arabs took note of the turn of events with shock and anger.  “You cannot do
this, American!  Where are your Bill of Rights and your Constitution now,
Yankee cowboy!?  Where are your—“


“Haven’t
you heard?” asked Rob with a sly smile.  “You stupid fuckers forced the
President to suspend the Constitution.”  Rob frowned as he dropped his
Winchester down and leveled it at the face of the Arab who spoke out of turn. 
He pulled the trigger, sending one more Jihadist to Allah with a clap of
thunder and spray of blood.


“You
sonsabitches have killed a lot of my friends.  You started all this
shit.  God knows how many have died because of you—“


The Arab
Rob was trying to interrogate spoke up, looking at his friend’s twitching body
with tear filled eyes.  “Animal!  You killed Shadin…he was my father’s—“


Lance
kicked the Arab hard in the ribs.  “I don’t give a fuck what he was!  You come
over here and set our country on fire, kill our people, burn our cities and
then have the gall to criticize us?”  Lance kicked the whimpering man
harder.  “Shut up!  Shut up you piece of shit!”


When the
Arab could breathe again through the pain in his broken chest, he whispered,
“So, you think you are so high and mighty…yet you stoop to beating a man who is
tied up?  Where are your morals?  You are the Great Satan…you are
repugnant to Allah and you will be cleansed.”


Rob moved
forward and put his boot squarely but gently down on the Arab’s throat.  “How
many more are there of you assholes?”


The Arab
smiled, his spit bloody, dust covering most of his face.  Rob put pressure on
the Arab’s throat with his boot and cut off the air.  The Arab tried to breath
but couldn’t and as the seconds ticked by, he began to struggle and twitch, but
couldn’t remove the dusty boot from his neck with his hands tied behind his
back.  At the point Rob figured the animal would pass out, he lifted his foot. 
The terrorist wheezed and sucked wind for a few seconds.  The color came back
to his face.


“How many
are there?”


“Screw—“ the boot
cut off the rest of the captives reply.  Rob let the man squirm again for a
while then took his boot off the man’s neck.  The Arab drew ragged breaths and
looked up at Rob with squinted eyes.  He was in serious pain.


“How...many?”
Rob waited for an answer.  Finally the Arab nodded.  In a voice hardly audible,
he spoke.


“I know
only ten…but there are more…many…in cells…do not know all.”


“See, was
that so bad?” Rob asked, stepping back.  He hating having to resort to this
kind of interrogation but his mind was made up.  The terrorists had started
this mess in his own backyard and by God, he was going to finish it.


“Why are
you going to Mexico?”


The Arab
shook his head.  Rob nodded to Lance with a sigh.  Lance strode forward, pulled
the Arab to his knees and held his head inches away from the fresh brain matter
that lay sprayed out from the open cavity of his comrade’s head.  The cherry
cobbler looking material was on the ground, rocks, and sage brush in a cone
shaped pattern.  The Arab vomited.  Lance dropped him painfully back on the
ground and stepped back.


Rob forced
himself not to throw up as well.  He hated doing this, but considered it a
necessary evil.  “Why were you going to Mexico?!”


The third
prisoner spoke up now, hoping to take the heat off his friend.  “We will get
our Mexican brothers to rise up against you!  A vast army is forming even
now!”  


Rob and
Lance exchanged looks.  An army?  The Mexicans are going to attack?  With
all those people heading back home to Mexico…of course…the government down
there doesn’t want them in the first place…we’re weak now and they have an
excuse.  Jesus, if they join up with the UN invasion…talk about a beachhead. 
Open door into America…Oh my God.


The two
Arabs held a heated exchange in their native tongue for a few moments before
Rob interrupted by putting the tip of his Winchester against the nose of his
interrogation subject and turning his head back around.


“You’re
going to talk to me and no one else, buddy.”  


“Allah take
you!” said the third prisoner.


“Lance,
shut that asshole up.”


Lance stepped
forward and pulled out his own hunting knife.  He let it gleam in the sun in
front of the bound Arab for a second before drawing it across the surprised
man’s throat in one clean motion.  The blood was so thick, it was almost black
as it cascaded all down the man’s chest and in a spray to the ground before
him.  The body dropped to the ground and flopped a little as the dying man
tried in vain to draw breath through his severed throat.  The loud gasping
sound was grotesque but the Americans grit their teeth and ignored the
distraction.  This was payback.  Above them, hidden in the sage brush, one of
the Regulators threw up.


“Sic
Semper Tyrannis, motherfucker,” said Lance as he cleaned his blade on the
still twitching body.  All the tolerance, acceptance, benefit of the doubt and
forgiveness in his heart had been replaced by cold hatred the night he saw what
had happened to Jed and Bill.  He had no more compassion in him for anyone who
raised a hand against his countrymen.  


The sole
remaining captive howled in grief at seeing his second comrade dispatched
without so much as a trial or press conference.  He was beginning to feel
something he hadn’t felt before in his career as a Jihadist.  He sensed that
perhaps, just perhaps, they had pushed these Americans too far.  


They
weren’t backing down the way he and the others had expected.  As he saw the
American cowboy slit his comrade’s throat and send him to Allah, he finally
recognized something deep down in his soul that his trainers had thought
vanquished.  For the first time since he took up the scimitar against the Great
Satan, he felt fear.  A mind numbing, bowel emptying, totally petrifying fear.


“So you
thought you could just march in here, stir up the hornet’s nest and go home,
huh, Muhammad?”  Rob cocked the lever on his rifle again.  The loud cha-chack
caused the Arab to flinch.  The last prisoner watched intently as the spent
shell tumbled through the air, glittering in the sun, before it impacted the
dusty ground in silence.  


“You
assholes thought if you hit us again like September 11th, we’d just
roll over and give up on everything, right?  That you would rule the world…well
guess what, you piece of shit…” he leveled the long rifle at the terrorist's
head.  


Before he
could finish his sentence, somewhere deep in his mind, Rob questioned himself. 
What’s happened to you?  What’s happened to all of us?  We were good, decent
folk…before.  Now look at us?  We’ve killed women and children, those
Mexicans…we killed the others during the Battle…I just killed another, these
Arabs…these terrorists.  When did I become them?  


Rob held
the rifle to the Arab’s sweating forehead for a few moments as he debated with
himself.  You haven’t become them.  They’re animals, they kill
indiscriminately.  You have killed, yes, but in defense of your land, of your
rights, of your country.  These…people…have attacked your nation, killed who
knows how many of your fellow citizens…Jesus, any one of the dead could have
been Leanne…


The Arab
saw Rob’s apparent indecision as weakness.  He grinned despite the rifle
pointed at his face.  “You shall pay thrice for every sin visited upon my
people, Yankee pig-dogs!  You will all die!   Infidels!” swore the Arab, one
last streak of defiance rising in his voice.


Rob pulled
the trigger. 


“You first.”











SARASOTA


Dark of Night


 


 


ARTHUR “ART” CARILLION
looked over his radio dials in his small HAM shack.  He grunted and pushed his
wheelchair forward a few inches so he could reach the adjustment knob on his
antenna gain control panel.  The large headphones on his head crackled a little
less as he adjusted the frequency.


“Got it!”
the fifty-three year old exclaimed, closing his eyes to listen to the
transmission.  He had tapped into a ‘net’ one of his friends had set up in the
Midwest, just outside Chicago.  HAMs from Montana to Georgia had jumped on to
share news of local conditions.  Art was sure he was about as far away as any
of them could be from Ben Thompson and still hook into the net he had set up.


“…CQ…CQ…Art,
you out there?” static cut off the voice of a man more than a thousand
miles away.


“Yeah,
Ben…I read you five-by,” replied Art, full of excitement.  The darkness of his
radio shack matched that of the outside world.  He had the window shades drawn
to block out the faint glow of the electronic dials.  He didn’t want anyone
passing by at this hour of the night to know he had electricity.  The solar
charging system he had set up for his deep cycle batteries kept him in ‘juice’
indefinitely.  He wouldn’t have to worry about not being able to contact
anyone.  


That opened
a whole can of worms for him to worry about.   And he did.  Art lived by
himself.  Art was disabled—he had lost his legs in a car accident fifteen years
ago and was confined to his wheelchair.  He had a few firearms at his disposal,
mostly just pistols used to comfort him in the middle of the night when a
strange sound woke him.  


The radio
shack he was holed up in at the moment had been built as a tool shed before his
accident.  After he lost his legs, his wife left him, and he lost his job as a
truck driver.  But he didn’t lose his passion for radio, which he first picked
up while making long, lonely cross-country hauls.  


Radio, in a
way, had saved his life.  At the lowest point he could get—legless, jobless,
loveless, he turned to HAM radio as an outlet of grief and a tool for healing. 
He threw himself into it, got a license, got the gear and got involved.  He
came back to life.  Ever since then, for the past ten years or so he had been
volunteering with the local emergency services to provide backup emergency
communications in situations where normal channels aren’t available for the
police or EMTs.  He had been training every year with thousands of other HAMs
across the country for emergencies.  


Now he was
handed the mother of all emergencies.  Many of the HAMs Art had trained and
practiced with were off helping FEMA with communications.  Art, disabled and
chair-ridden as he was, had been delegated to the back burner.  


“There’s
still folks…” more static.  “…by my place every day.  I give ‘em some
water and move ‘em on, but they tell me about the city.  It’s a war zone. 
Fella yesterday said half of Chicago is flattened.  Army rolled in tanks and
artillery and just leveled it trying to stop this rebellion,”  Old Ben
Thompson’s voice called out.  "When it's clear, I can hear 'em
fighting.  Scary as hell.  Reminds me of the stories my dad told me of
World War Two."  The country drawl was unmistakable.  He waited, hand
by the microphone on the desk.  


“It’s been
two weeks now without power,” Art said into his table mounted microphone.  His
eyes moved to the right, spotting his ever present handgun laying on the table
ready for use.  He was always scared to transmit, fearing someone lurking about
in the darkness might hear him and figure out what was going on, even though he
was transmitting on a semi-concealed antenna.  It was cleverly hidden in the
branches and up the trunk of the large oak tree in his back yard.  He grinned. 



He had cursed
the home owners association for requiring his antenna be hidden from the
street.  Now he blessed them.  Only the tip and the lightning rod projected
from the top of the tree.  The wires and cables were all run underground and
came up through the floor in Art’s shack.  The building itself sat some fifteen
feet from the back door to his small ranch house. 


“Any
more gunfights down your neck of the woods?” asked Ben.  “Heard about that
battle y’all had…” the old farmer clucked his teeth.  “Having the Army roll
into Chicago and start up a little war didn’t do my nerves any good either.”



“No…the
National Guard stopped by today though and wanted me to come to the local
shelter.  They said something about how the people over in that apartment
complex that had the big fight are turning that place into a fortress of some
kind.”


“Smart folks…things
are only going to get worse, if y’ask me.” Replied Ben’s voice


“They
already are.  I picked up a signal today from Europe.  There was a HAM over
there talking to a buddy about some sort of attack on one of airliners ferrying
our troops home from overseas.  Bunch of fighters intercepted it over the
Atlantic and shot it down...”


“Those
European sonsabitches…” muttered Ben.  


Static
faded into the signal as both men waited in silence, pondering the
ramifications of Art’s news, relayed from Europe.


“It’s
gonna be…” more static interrupted Ben.  Art waited patiently for a few
heartbeats.  “…knew it.  World War Three.”  The frequency gave out to
constant static.  Art figured somewhere between Florida and Illinois,
atmospheric conditions had changed just enough to scramble the radio waves. 
Art was alone again.  He turned off his equipment and sat in the dark for a few
seconds, thinking about the loss of so many American soldiers on that airliner
in the Atlantic.  If it was true.  Rumors flew over the HAM nets nowadays like
flies over dogshit.


“I wouldn’t
be surprised if they did shoot it down,” he mumbled to himself,
gathering his drink and his gun and preparing to go back to his house for the
night.  “Best chance they’re gonna have to hurt us.  Hit us while we’re trying
to get home and we’ll be half dead when they get here to invade.  Damn smart
idea…”


He rolled
his wheelchair to the door and opened it a crack, the moonlight from outside
creating a beam of light into the interior of the shack.  The humid night air
began to circulate.  He strained to hear over the din the local insects were
making.  Nothing out of the ordinary.  Art was about to roll out the door and
make straight for his house about fifteen feet away when he heard it.


Pop. 
Pop-pop. 
Someone screamed.  In the distance, more shots were fired.  Dogs began
barking.  Art paused, half in and half out of his radio shack.  It was becoming
a nightly occurrence, hearing the sporadic gunfire in the distance.  No one
during the day knew where it came from.  All he knew was that his neighborhood
was growing smaller and smaller by the day as more and more families moved into
the safe zones or simply left for parts unknown.


Art rolled
quickly to his back door, unlocked it with shaking hands, pushed himself inside
and shut the door.  Only after he locked and bolted it did he breathe easier,
despite the higher temperature inside the house.  The air felt stagnate.  


I can’t stand
this much more.  Keeping the windows and doors shut is making this house a
sauna.  But I can’t leave them open…someone could get in.


Art looked
at the gun in his lap.  An old police revolver he picked up at a pawn shop
years ago.  He considered ending it right then and there, the fear, the
depression, the loneliness, the uncertainty.  Do it like old man Dawson up
the street.  Found him two days ago, lying in his own dried blood, all bloated
up.  He ended it with a gun…I could too.  I bet he’s feeling no pain—


The
rational side of his mind shoved the thoughts of suicide violently aside,
reminding himself that he wasn’t the quitting type.  If he were, he wouldn’t
have been able to make anything of himself after losing his wife and his legs. 
With a rueful grin, he rolled into the kitchen and peered out the windows to
the east.  


“Just a few
hundred yards that-a-way lies Colonial Gardens.  A fortress…people banding
together to stave off the darkness.  Christ it’s like Mad Max out here
anymore…” he muttered to himself.  “Think tomorrow I’ll go pay them a visit…”


 


WHY DO THEY have to
shoot their guns in the middle of the night like that?” said Brin, snuggling
closer to the solid warm comfort of Erik’s body.  


He rolled
over on the mattress they had set up on the floor.  It was cooler down on the
floor.  Erik wrapped his arms around the woman who had been his wife for only a
year and held her tight.  She burrowed her head into his chest and sighed,
feeling safe again.


“I don’t
know why they shoot ‘em off, baby,” he said softly.  Being a light sleeper by
nature, he was up instantly after the first shot while Brin didn’t stir until
the last shot echoed in the distance and the dogs began barking.  Everyone in
the complex slept with windows open, secure in the knowledge that with guards
patrolling all night, they were safe to have a little ventilation.  


The first
few nights after the Battle, whenever she’d heard the random gunshots in the
night, she’d scream and have a flashback to the night the gang-bangers tried to
break into the complex.  “Go back to sleep, Brin…” he whispered softly into her
hair.  It smelled of lilacs.  


“I won’t
let them hurt you.”











NORAD


Knife in the Back


 


 


CAPTAIN URI STOLNOYVICH
stood near his XO at the Conn.  He smoked his cheap Ukrainian cigarette to a
smoldering stub and let it hang from his dry lips absent-mindedly.  His
attention was focused exclusively on the radar return screen that transmitted
the signals from the three torpedoes he had just launched.


Every man
in that cramped command center held his breath.  The air was rank with
cigarette smoke and the air filters were working at full capacity to clear the
atmosphere inside the Russian attack submarine Dansk.  The dull red
light that signified combat stations cast a demonic pallor on all the men.


The XO held
a stopwatch in his hand, watching the numbers tick by, one by one.  He cleared
his throat and spoke softly.  “Time to impact, twenty-seven seconds.”


Uri could
imagine the scene that surely was playing out on board the American Naval ship
he had just designated to be destroyed.  Men at computer consoles not unlike
those before him were probably screaming out commands and information, fear
boiling up inside them as they noticed the three spears coming out of the
darkness of the sea aimed straight at their soft underbelly.   Sirens would be
going off to alert the ignorant of their impending doom.  The ship would be
like an anthill that has been kicked over by a child, men swarming everywhere,
to battle stations, to damage stations, running in panic.


Uri smiled
through a week-old beard.  Moscow would be pleased to hear of this.  The other
subs had moved into position around U.S. Naval bases and troop concentrations
around the world.  The big boomers, the ballistic missile subs of the Red Navy,
had taken their position in the middle Atlantic, waiting to unleash their
deadly cargo on America.  


But the old
Dansk, relegated to patrol duty off the coast of northern Africa for
more than a year would be the one to reap first blood in the new war.  Dansk,
hull rusted and leaking in more than a few places, low on every imaginable
supply, would get the first kill, sink the first ship.  Everyone in Moscow
seemed to have forgotten the American presence in Liberia.  There were a couple
thousand Marines stationed there to help the African cesspool get itself
together after decades of bloody civil war.  Now they were all nicely packed on
two large American naval vessels, just getting underway for home.  


Uri felt no
remorse—After all, he thought, we are all soldiers.  They would do
the same and feel the same if our roles were reversed.  I shall drink some
vodka for you, Americans.  You were a worthy adversary for so many years. 


“Twelve
seconds to impact…”


 


CAPTAIN DANIEL HURT
roared into the microphone in his hand.  “Flank speed, rudder hard to port!” 
He could feel the ship respond to his commands and felt the deck shudder as the
amphibious assault carrier tried to evade the incoming torpedoes.  Orders were
shouted out by more than one man on the bridge.  Lights flashed, klaxons
sounded.


As the big
ship began to heel into her turn, Hurt called out, “Where the hell did they come
from?”


“Countermeasures
away, sir,” reported the XO.


“They’re
locked on!” reported the radar man.


“Look!”
said the XO, pointing out the observation windows to starboard.  In the early
morning light, three slim trails of phosphorescent light broke the calm dark
surface of the sea.  “There they are…”


A large
white spot suddenly appeared at the lead point on one of the glowing trails
left by the torpedoes.  “One fish down!” reported the radar operator. 
Countermeasures got that one, sir.”


“Very
well,” said the Captain.  “Time to impact?”


“I estimate
about fifteen seconds…”


“Number two
just veered off course, it’s following the decoy!” called out the XO.  The
glowing trail in the water suddenly turned and headed aft, heading back out to
see, the torpedo’s guidance system scrambled by the American decoy.  Everyone
on the bridge strained to see the third trail, still heading true for
amidships.  


“Seven
seconds to impact…” called out the XO.


“All hands,
brace for impact—I repeat, all hands, brace—-“ Hurt was knocked off his feet
when the torpedo punched through the ship’s hull below the waterline and
detonated deep inside the American vessel.  As the explosion reverberated
throughout the ship’s hull, more sirens went off, louder.  The deck began
shuddering and sailors slid and fell all over the bridge.  An awful groaning
sound echoed through the hull.   The captain grimaced.  His ship had been
gutted.  Like a fish in a barrel.  By a damn torpedo.


Captain
Hurt composed himself and climbed to his feet in order to hold onto to a
railing nearby.  The ship had already swung up to level and began listing to
port now.  “Damage report!” he bellowed into the microphone hanging from the
ceiling in the bridge.  Nothing.  The deck shuddered again from a secondary
explosion.  


“She’s
listing to port, sir,” called out the XO, watching in horror as the ship began
to slowly rotate and lean out over the water.  He could see men jumping from
the deck into the ocean below.  The groaning sound grew louder and louder. 
“Sir, she’s tearing apart—“


The captain
grabbed the mike one last time, made a snap decision that would probably cost
him his career but save the lives of the men he was sworn to command. “Abandon
ship, repeat, abandon ship!  All hands to your lifeboats!  Abandon ship, this
is not a drill!”  Another explosion shook the bridge, computer monitors sparked
and went black.  A thick, dark cloud of smoke began to obscure the view out the
bridge windows.


The XO
raced to the radio station and began to call for help over the fleet frequencies.


 “Alright,
everyone out!  Let’s go, move!” shouted the captain.  


 


IN THE HEART of the Dansk,
silence still reigned.  No one dare speak yet.  The captain had not said if it
was a kill or not and none of the crew wanted to jinx the attack.  


Uri could
tell by the radar screens that two of the torpedoes had failed…but the third
had hit home.


“Transmission
from the Americans…” said the radio operator in a high, excited voice. 
“Translating…” the man closed his eyes and concentrated, hearing English over
his large headphones and converting it to Russian in his head before speaking. 
Everyone in the command center turned and stared at their comrade.  He began to
sweat.


“Mayday…mayday…”
the man mumbled to himself, trying to get his thoughts straight.  “Under
attack, torpedo strike…” he shook his head.  “They talk so fast!” he took a
breath and tried again.  “Taking on water…sinking…abandoning ship…” the man
never finished his sentence as the command center erupted into cheers.


The XO
clapped his captain on the back and smiled.  “Congratulations, Captain!  You
sank the Americans!”


Uri shook
off his XO’s hand and barked a command for silence.  “Get me plots on the other
ship, comrades!  Our business with these Americans is not over!”  More cheers
erupted as the Russian sub aimed its sights at the second Marine transport
ship, now slowing down to gather survivors from the flaming, dying sister ship.


“By the
time we are through with the Yankees, our comrades in the Army will have
nothing to fight but gang members and prostitutes when they reach American
soil!” bellowed Uri.  The men cheered again and set to work.


 


WHERE THE HELL is our
Force Protection?” asked General Robert Stirling’s image on the wall monitor.              


“It’s
there, and it’s working—“ began the Secretary of Defense’s face.  


“The hell
it is!  We lost two amphibious carriers this morning—God knows how many Marines
died, we’re still waiting for the numbers because someone shot our damned
satellites down,” barked the Commandant of the Marine Corps.  He glared at the
Chief of Staff for the Air Force.


“Hey, we’re
just as blind as you are,” retorted the Air Force general’s avatar.


“Knock
it off!” barked the President, slapping the oak desk with his open palm. 
All the gathered men and women fell silent.  The President was letting his
anger show more and more as the days and weeks went by.  “It’s bad enough I’ve
signed away our Constitutional rights temporarily, I don’t need school yard
bickering from my chiefs of staff.”  All the display screens fell silent and
most look ashamed to have been called out by their Commander in Chief.  No one
was getting enough sleep lately.


Hank Suthby
frowned at the mention of his role in the national interest in such a negative
light.  He brightened when the President nodded for him to start the briefing.


“Hank.”


“Yes, Mr.
President.  Ladies and Gentlemen, it’s been almost three days now since we’ve
instituted Martial Law, and I’m happy to say, we’re seeing the first signs of
success.”


“Oh?” asked
SecDef’s image.  He half grinned, eyebrow arched.  “That’s not what I’m hearing
over short-wave broadcasts from the BBC.”


“With all
due respect, Mr. Secretary, the British have their own agenda.  Now, as you can
see from these numbers,” the head of Homeland Security said as aides began
passing around photocopies.  “We’ve got New York, what’s left of L.A., Houston
and Tampa under lockdown and contained.”


“What do
you mean by contained?” asked the Secretary of State.


“Simply
that—we’ve encircled the cities, we’re blocking all exit/entry and the looting,
raping, violence and destruction is not spreading outside those cities, and in
some cases, we’ve localized it to the downtown areas altogether.”


"And
we're doing nothing to stop the looting, raping and violence that's now trapped
in the cities?" asked the President.


"Sir,
we can't solve everything in a week.  I think it's good enough that we're
preventing it all from spreading for the moment," replied Suthby.  More
than one pair of eyebrows went up around the room.  The DHS chief was growing a
pair and letting it show.  The expected rebuke from the over-stressed President
never came.  That caused even more eyebrows to go up.  More than a few looks
were shared across the virtual conference table.  Things were shifting.


“How much
manpower is this using up?” asked General Stirling’s screen, looking at the
confusing paper in his hands.


“We’ve got
roughly one third of available National Guard units in the affected states
handling ‘encirclement detail’.”


“A third
for shelter—“ began SecDef.


“Eh, Safe
Zone…” offered Suthby with a sly grin.


“Safe Zone,
whatever…and the rest are doing what?”


“The
remaining troops are being used to…persuade citizens to come to the Safe
Zones.  In cases where they are met with refusal, we’re handing out food and
water, whatever they need.  But it’s taking more time than we thought to reach
the more rural areas and bring people in.  I’m considering forced evacuations…”


“Just out
of curiosity, why are we doing this?” asked the pug faced Marine Commandant. 
“These are Americans, not—“


“Frankly,
General, it’s because without us people will starve and turn to
violence.  Remember, we’ve got large areas of the country that have been
without power and running water for almost two and a half weeks now.  I’ve got
reports of cholera and typhoid fever popping up in the south.  If we don’t get
people out of those zones and fast, we’re going to have nationwide epidemics on
our hands!”


“I’m
getting reports from some National Guard units that there are pockets of
‘resistance’ out there.  People banding together for the common good type of
thing.  When the scum come creeping out of the gutters in the cities, there’s
bound to be problems,” said General Stirling’s image.  He directed his comments
directly at the President, ignoring the uppity DHS Secretary.


“With all
due respect, General, I think you should focus more on bigger problems, like
Chicago,” replied Suthby with an icy tone to his voice.


The
General’s face flushed with wounded pride.  “There is a stalemate, yes.  But
General Stapleton has the city under siege.  This rebellion will die down soon
enough.”


“Well, he’s
already destroyed half of Chicago, he may as well level the rest and finish the
rebellion off,” muttered Suthby defiantly.


“Leaving
Chicago aside for the moment, I want to know the situation with our soldiers
returning home,” cut in the President.  “We lost two Marine carriers and a 747
in the last thirty-six hours.  What the hell is going on out there, people?”


“Sir, it’s
the U.N.,” commented SecDef’s image sourly.  “We expected them to marshal their
forces and launch an invasion, but we didn’t expect them to hit our boys before
they got home.”


“It makes
sense, that’s the weakest point,” said the National Security Advisor.  “We
expected marginal loses in transit.  So far the numbers are in the green.”


“In the
green?” asked the President, incredulous.  “What the hell are you talking about
Alicia?  We lost over a thousand soldiers and Marines!  That is unacceptable
bullshit in my book.  Marginal losses my ass!”


“Sir, I
understand and I grieve with the rest of us over the loss.  But this is a war
we’re fighting—“


“And we
haven’t fired a shot yet!”


“Sir, I
realize that as well.  We just didn’t think the U.N….well, that they—“


“Had the
balls,” finished the President.  “Backstabbing bastards.  I never have trusted
Europeans and now I know why!”


“Sir, we
still haven’t regained contact with the Roosevelt,” stated Admiral
Bortsen’s face on the screen labeled NAVY.  He had dark circles under his eyes
but his uniform was perfectly pressed and ship-shape.  “We could be looking at
a total loss.  That’s over five thousand lives, sir.  Losing that carrier
battlegroup will be a significant loss to our overall strength projection in
the Med.  It'll make it that much harder to get our boys home from Europe
without a carrier to provide escort.”


The
President shook his head.  “No, I'm not going to believe we lost the Roosevelt. 
Not until it’s confirmed.  Keep trying to locate them.  I know it’s difficult
without our satellites but dammit, our grandfathers did just fine without
satellites in World War Two, we can do it again.”  


The only
problem,
the President told himself, is that the Japanese didn’t have satellites
either, but our enemies do.  And their’s work just fine.  Bastards.


“We expect
the attacks to worsen over the next few weeks, the closer our troops get to
home.  Remember, we’re pretty much fighting the whole world now,” said the
NSA.  


“Speaking
of the world, General Nadine, what’s the report on the nuke that took out
Mecca?”


“Mr.
President,” said the Air Force Chief of Staff.  “We were able to pinpoint
exactly where it came from.  Just outside Tehran, Iran.  The Iranians did it.”


After the
shouts of surprise and disbelief quieted down, General Nadine continued.  “I
don’t know the why’s—ask CIA.  All I know is that we tracked it and the
Iranians did it.  But for some damned fool reason, the rest of the world is mad
at us.  Or Israel.  The Israelis wouldn’t waste a nuke on Mecca. 
They’re going to need them to save their own asses in the next few days, I
think.”


“I agree,
sir,” said SecDef’s image.  “From what we can gather, the Israelis are falling
back fast.  The whole eastern front has collapsed and Jerusalem is surrounded
now.  The Arabs are trying to push up from the south and cut off the south
western army by reaching the Med.  If that happens, Israel will be sliced
neatly in two.”


“Divide and
conquer,” said the President, exhaling.


“There’s
reports the Russians are sending in an entire division of tanks to reinforce
the Arabs,” said the head of the CIA.


“I thought
you said that was just false info put out by the Arabs to trick everybody?”
asked the President.  


“Well…we did. 
This morning, however, we got word from a mole in KGB headquarters that the
transfer is real enough.  Vladimir is gonna help Achmed.”


“Son of a bitch.”


“That
pretty much sums it up, sir, yes.”


Hank Suthby
watched the conversation unfold behind hooded eyelids.  He was getting the
feeling that he was glad he hadn’t gotten command of the armed forces as well
when the President signed the Executive Order.  What a nightmare that’d be
trying to coordinate everything…the domestic side is going to be tricky
enough!  Things are moving faster than I thought.  I can't have too many
soldiers arrive home.  That needs to be priority number one.  They've been out
of the country too long and won't be willing to play ball.


“Alright,
it’s settled then,” the President said.  “We’re going to pull most of our Force
Protection into the Atlantic to protect the bulk of our people trying to get
out of the Middle East and Europe.  Everywhere else seems pretty quiet at the
moment.  No more warnings, people.  We’re going to treat this pull-out like a
hot LZ.  I want beachheads, roadblocks, the works.  You do what it takes to get
your people home safely, I don’t care who’s toes you step on!  If your people
see someone get within striking distance, shoot the bastards down and send
their ships to the bottom of the sea.”


The
Commandant of the Marines grinned.  “I know some friends of mine that will be
very happy to hear that, sir.”











U.S.S. THEODORE ROOSEVELT


Haze Gray and
Under Way


 


 


TOM, A LITTLE over
twenty-four hours ago, the United States launched a massive air strike against
Egypt, using high altitude heavy bombers.  Tonight, Cairo burns, with reports
that up to half of the ancient city lies in ruin.  The casualties are estimated
to be above a hundred thousand as no warning was given before the attack—“


The crowded
mess hall on board the injured U.S.S. Theodore Roosevelt erupted
in cheers.  Sailors and Marines roared in approval, watching the few T.V.s in
the room while eating their mid-shift meal.  Clapping and cheering died down as
the reporter, dour faced and duly concerned on the screen, with smoke and
rubble behind him, continued. 


“Our
sources in America tell us that a declaration of war, put out by Congress just
a few days ago encompasses any and all nations that are joining in the proposed
U.N. Peacekeeping Force now on its way towards America.  Egypt, as one of the
supporters of this newest U.N. mission, falls under the crosshairs of the
American military, it seems.  But this reporter wonders why the civilians in
Cairo, men, women and children with no say or desire to join this fight were
slaughtered in such a bloodbath that the world hasn’t seen since Dresden,
Hiroshima and Nagasaki….”


More cheers
went up, fists raised high.  Chants of “U…S…A…” broke out.  Someone reached up
after much prodding and changed the channel to another news station, picked up
by the carrier’s damaged satellite antennas.  The feed was static-filled and
choppy, but the audio was clear.


“—news
coming in to us just now that there has been several attacks—or counter
attacks, I should say—made on U.S. forces over the Atlantic and off the coast
of Liberia…”


The mess
grew deathly quiet in a heartbeat.


“It
seems that one, possibly two American Amphibious Assault Carriers were sunk off
the coast of Liberia this afternoon.  These ships, the U.S.S. Nassau and the
larger, more modern U.S.S. Bataan were attacked by a submarine or submarines. 
Only hours ago, the Russian government announced that its Navy had sunk the two
American ships, killing well over three thousand sailors and Marines—“


More than
one man or woman in the mess hall knew someone on one of the two doomed ships
and stared in abject horror at the static-filled images of the wreckage and
bodies floating on the oil-slicked surface of the ocean off the coast of
Liberia.


“—combined
with yesterday’s downing of a commercial airliner carrying a brigade of Army
soldiers, the U.S. is increasingly facing attacks from all corners on its
soldiers and sailors who are trying to return home.  


“The
airliner, a Boeing made 757, was shot down over the North Atlantic yesterday
afternoon by a German fighter squadron which attempted to divert the American
plane to an airport in Europe.  When the plane refused to comply, it was shot
down, killing all two-hundred and seventy-eight passengers.  


“Riots and
fighting have broken out in most major seaports and around the airports where
Americans are departing from in about a dozen countries in Europe and the
Middle East.”


More shouts
and angry roars from the sailors and Marines drowned out the T.V. for a few
moments as the scene shifted to long distance camera picture of a battle raging
near a U.S. Army base in Germany.  German tanks and troops had encircled the
base out of the mountains and were pouring fire in on the besieged Americans.


“As
these pictures show, American forces are also under attack in their own bases,
like this one in Friedberg, Germany.  The Germans have, since this morning,
succeeded in nearly surrounding the American Army units who are trapped inside
their own facility.  This next clip, filmed by our crew based in Berlin, shows
the U.S. Army is not willing to lie down and give up just yet, however,”
said the reporter, nodding as a cue for his cameraman to roll the tape.  


The scene
shifted to about the same shot as before, only there were more German tanks and
infantry moving about in the foreground.  Tanks were spitting up plumes of
smoke and responding fire was coming from behind the tattered fences and
buildings of the American base.  Smoke and fire was just starting to destroy
one of the larger buildings.  


Suddenly,
over the mountain range behind the base, a flight of Apache attack helicopters
appeared, swooping down in unison and strafing the enemy positions as they flew
overhead.  Explosions and chaos erupted in the German ranks as men scattered
and tanks tried to flee.  


Cheers went
up from the sailors and Marines again as they saw their comrades in arms rise
up against the enemy before their eyes.  


The main
mission of the Apache attack helicopter was a tank killer and the film showed
just how deadly effective the Army’s air wing could be.  Within a minute or so,
more than half the enemy tanks lay smoking and destroyed.  The helicopters were
eventually chased off by shoulder mounted guided missiles.  One Apache was shot
down over the base.  


Fire from
the American lines stepped up a notch and explosions began to appear in the
German ranks as artillery and tank fire rained down on the besiegers.  As a few
white half-tracks suddenly appeared in the picture from the west, with blue
painted rectangles on their sides unreadable white letters, the film ended and
the screen shifted back to the reporter.


“Obviously,
the Germans—once staunch allies of the Americans, have their work cut out for
them if they plan on taking this base,” he said, jerking his thumb over his
shoulder to indicate the much cooled off battle miles behind him in the
distance.


Once more
the mess hall roared with approval.


In the
Admiral’s Cabin, the commander of the super-carrier rubbed his bruised chin and
thought.  He had been watching the same broadcast on his own private television
with his remaining fleet captains.  It was a council of war.  He pushed a
button on the remote and shut off the T.V.


“It ain’t
lookin’ good for the home team, Admiral,” said the carrier’s captain, bristling
with rage.  “Bunch a back stabbin’ Krauts…”


“Can’t
blame the Russians though.  I always knew it was just a matter of time,”
commented the man in command of the listing but functional destroyer off the
portside of the Roosevelt.  The carrier captain had called a meeting of
his ship commanders, bringing together the heads of his little battered fleet. 
He had a bandage over most of the right side of his face: injuries sustained
fighting the fires that broke out on the wounded destroyer.  Heads nodded
around the room as men agreed with the sentiment about the Russians.


“Never did
trust ‘em; glasnost be damned.”


The captain
cleared his throat.  “Way I see it, the Middle East is a shithole and they can
have it.  We’ve lost enough good men and women fighting in this flea infested
toilet bowl.”


“Sir, with
all due respect, our last orders were to assist the Israelis,” said Doug
Mitchem commander of Cruiser-Destroyer Group 8, in charge of all the ships
protecting the Roosevelt. His ship, U.S.S. Anzio (CG-68) survived
unharmed through the waves of air attacks by the Egyptians.  The last crushing
air strike by the Air Force B-52s, had convinced Egypt to stop sniping at the Roosevelt
and her support ships once and for all.  


“Doug,
seriously…do you want to stay here and fight everyone, or do you want to
go home and fight everyone?” asked the captain.  A few moments of
silence made up the commanders minds for them.  Home was the one place everyone
went when their tours were up, where their families waited patiently with open
arms and love.  Home was relaxation after the stress of being thousands of
miles out, in mostly hostile waters, treading the line between peace and war. 
Without Home….


“Those
sumbitches in the U.N. are sending everything they got at us from all sides. 
There ain’t no one back home but the National Guard and a few home units.  I
say the Big Stick would be a welcome addition.”  Many of the assembled
officers agreed vocally with their admiral.


“We’ve been
threatened, our ships hit…and sunk,” he said, lowering his eyes in honor of the
dead.  “But now they’re going after our families.  Our wives and children.”  He
looked at each of his commanders.  


“Not on my
watch, gentlemen.  Not on my damn watch.”


This time
the officers and usually more reserved commanders of the Battlegroup did the
cheering and shouting as the wounded Roosevelt fleet began the slow turn
to the west, heading for the Straits of Gibraltar at the other end of the
Mediterranean Sea.  The fleet powered up engines and turbines, spinning props
and throwing spray.  In their wake, they left two support ships and a destroyer
at the bottom of the sea, two thirds of their respective crews lost with them. 
Behind them, on Egyptian soil, they left a wake of destruction that would take
twenty years to rebuild.  


The Roosevelt
Battlegroup was heading home.


 


INBOUND BOGEY SPOTTED, said the calm
voice of one of the F-15 fighter pilots off the left wing of the British Airways
jetliner.  “Moving to intercept, 727 Heavy, continue on your flight path. 
Don’t worry, we’ll handle this.”   


The airline
pilot breathed a sigh of relief, watching the three American fighters peel out
in unison and streak off to the north.  He had heard about the other airliner
full of American soldiers that had been shot down the day before and had seen
all the posted threats on T.V. about cooperating with the Americans and flying
them home.  


The flight
group of four British Airways Jets was bunched up together like sheep being
herded across the Atlantic at 30,000 feet by American sheep dogs.  Each one of
the Sheep carried more than a Company of Army soldiers on their way home to
help defend against the imminent invasion of the United States. 


“Give ‘em
hell, Yanks,” said the co-pilot, from Yorkshire.  He watched out the right side
cockpit windows as the two remaining F-15s in their covering flight edged
forward and took up positions in front of the passenger jet, leading them to
America.


“Sheep
Lead, this is Dog Four, we’ll be your escorts until the others get back.  Just
follow us now, we’ll take you right in,” crackled a Texan’s accent over the
English pilot’s headset.


“Roger, Dog
Four, we’ll follow you.  Thanks again.”


Eleven
tense minutes passed, without radio contact from the Americans in front of or
those who had streaked away from the English jet.  The Co-pilot was checking
his instruments for the ump-teenth time when the radio came to life again.


“727
Heavy, this is Dog Four, Dog One will be taking over lead position
momentarily.  Maintain course and speed.”


“Spot on,
Yanks, thanks very much.”  The Co-Pilot smiled and waved through the cockpit
window as the two lead fighters slowed down and resumed position on the
passenger jet’s right wing.  As the airliner over took the American fighters,
one of the pilots waved back through the bubble canopy on the sleek fighter.  


At the same
time on the other side of the massive airliner, two of the three intercepting
Eagles resumed their station on the left wingtip.  The flight leader gracefully
slid back into position just above and in front of the airliner, resuming his
role as ‘nose guard’.  The British pilot couldn’t help but notice the obvious
fact that the three returning American planes were missing a few missiles.


“Have any
trouble, Dog One?” asked the Co-Pilot.


“Nothing
we couldn’t handle, sir.  Just a few Germans and a Frenchman that decided to go
looking for love in all the wrong places,” came the scratchy reply.  The
two English pilots looked at each other.


“Scare them
off, then did you?  Good show,” grinned the pilot  The copilot smiled back
through a sheen of sweat on his forehead.


“No, sir,”
replied the dead calm voice of the flight leader.  “We’re not much in the
mood for scaring people off anymore.” 











SARASOTA


Calling Down
the Thunder


 


 


GOT ANY IDEA why Lentz
called this emergency meeting tonight?” asked Erik as he and Hoss warily
covered the trash detail team from the ramparts.  The three men and one woman
below them walked slowly around the corner of the complex walls and headed over
to the trash pit about two hundred yards away, dragging the days refuse with
them.  Erik peered through his binoculars, scanning the area across the field
where the dump had been formed up to the surrounded trees.  


On the
other side of the trees lay a community of suburbanite homes, mostly ransacked
and abandoned already.  To the west, more trees and homes, of lower price. 
They were still mostly occupied, the people there living more like cavemen than
before, but still there.  To the south, further still in line with the trash
detail team, the road met an intersection and disappeared into more trees,
pines and oaks.  The afternoon sun was partially blocked by a high white cloud,
giving some reprieve to the heat of the day.


“Nope. 
Probably has something to do about the fact that we’re running out of food,
though,” was the rumbling reply.  Hoss was scanning the trees surrounding the
trash detail team through the scope mounted on his .22 rifle, one of the five
liberated in their shopping spree a week ago.  “There ain’t nothin’ out there,
man.”


“I don’t
see anything either, but that doesn’t mean we get to relax.”


“Word has
it that more people are starting to think the National Guard has already gotten
things under control…ain’t been no more attacks on us, hardly even seen any of
them cars with the funny hand symbols on ‘em either.  Not since we went
shopping,” Hoss said..  “I mean, a few of those cars went past us earlier this
week.  No problem.”  


“Doing
reconnaissance,” Erik muttered.   They all had a strange, white symbol on the
hoods and doors, like something hand painted with finger-paint.  The defenders
of the complex had simply watched them drive by and waited for an attack that
night that never came.  Because the attack never came, more than a few people started
calling Erik, Chicken Little.  The divide between the Lentz and Larsson
factions in the complex were deepening.


Erik
grunted.   “I don’t like it.  I’ve got this feeling in my stomach that
something bad is coming…I just don’t know what, or when…” he said scanning the
trees to the south with his binoculars.  He shifted his shoulders to adjust the
.22 rifle slung there.   “Maybe it is about food…after all, with
Alfonse’s rain collection program and all the showers we’ve been having in the
afternoons, we’ve got plenty of water for a few days.”


“Yeah,
until it stops raining.  Rainy season ends in a couple three months.”


“Good
point.  But we’re still working on getting those containers that John spotted
at the hardware store three days ago.  They’re just so damn big!”


“Well, it
don’t help the motivation to have the National Guard stop by everyday offering
salvation or food and water.  Pretty soon we’ll have to take ‘em up on that.”


“God I hope
not…” Erik mumbled, his mind imagining the crowded hellhole the shelters must
be as his eyes continually looked for dangers.  The trash detail team gave a
wave, the signal that they were through and on their way back okay.  Erik
grinned and pulled up the large signal flag and pole kept on this wall.  He
raised it high and swung the wooden staff—an old broom handle, really—back and
forth.  The trash detail team continued walking home.  He could see them
talking and laughing as if there weren’t a care in the world.


“We’re
getting lazy.  They’re not hurrying like they did a few days ago.  What, do
they think there’s nothing out there anymore?” he asked.


Hoss swung
his rifle over the trash detail team and looked to the east.  He was about to
move on when he spotted movement.  “I got something on the east.”  His voice
was suddenly tense.


Erik swung
his binoculars over to the east quickly, his heat rate picking up.  He didn’t
see anything at first, then spotted the movement, coming around the corner of
the side road about a hundred yards to the southeast from their position.  It was
something low to the ground and moving fairly fast  through the trees.  A few
seconds past for the shape suddenly emerged on the road.  


It was a
man in a wheel chair pushing himself for all he was worth.  With the
binoculars, Erik could see the sweat glisten on the man’s forehead and strong
arms.  He took a glance over his shoulder and knuckled down, pushing himself
even faster.  He turned the corner heading towards the complex, lost his
balance, teetered for a split second then crashed to the pavement, spilling
some gear onto the road.  Erik and Hoss could hear his cry of pain carried on
the wind.


Hoss
laughed.  “He’s not much of a threat.”


Erik looked
back towards where the man on the wheel chair had come.  “No, but they
might be.  Four people, coming up behind the crippled guy…see ‘em there through
that break in the trees?  ‘Bout fifty yards behind him.  They look like they’ve
been following him.  I see ‘em laughing.”


“Yep, look
like a bunch of punks to me.”


Erik pulled
out his emergency-use-only radio.  “Response Team to the Gate.  Response Team
to the Gate.  On the Double, this is not a drill!” he barked out.  


“Cover the
trash team,” Erik said, bolting for the gate ladder.  He didn’t wait for Hoss’s
affirmative reply but slid down the rough ladder and met his Response Team,
already running to meet at the gate.  Within a few seconds, all of the men—armed
and armored with hockey gear, swords, bows and arrows—assembled.  


“Let’s go—open
the gate!” he called.  Two men from a repair crew ran over and swung back the
heavily reinforced gate, allowing the Response Team to charge out like knights
sallying forth from the castle.


“Here we
go, guys…there’s the group of bandits,” Erik informed his troops as they ran
for the downed man with the wheelchair, struggling to get up and gather his
things a hundred yards down the road.  He used the popular term ‘bandits’ that
had come to denote anyone unknown that could be a threat.  “Down at the
intersection—they’re coming after the guy ahead of us.  Flank ‘im and let me do
the talking!”


The Team
grunted replies as they jogged toward the man with no legs.  They reached the
wheelchair just as the four bandits did.  Both groups stopped within ten feet
of the legless fellow, caught in no-man’s-land with a look of sheer terror on
his face.   He looked at Erik and the Response Team, standing at ease with
wicked looking swords and garishly painted body armor over their t-shirts and
shorts, jeans and fatigues.  He could not fail to notice the large pistol
strapped to Erik’s left thigh or the discipline the four men behind him seemed
to exude as they spread out, two on either side of him, in unison, eyes never
moving from the four street toughs.  


The
handicapped man turned to look then at the punks who had been chasing him.  All
smirks and airs of superiority were gone from their pimpled faces.  They had
thought to rough him up, have a little fun with him…maybe find out where he
lived and steal what he had.  The looks on their faces ranged from surprise to
fear to anger at the sight of Erik and his men.


Without
even glancing at the punks, Erik strode forward and knelt to help the stranger
back into his chair and pick up the pieces of electronic equipment—they looked
to Erik like hand held radios and some books—that had spilled onto the hot
black pavement.


“Here you
go, sir, let me help you with that.  You alright?” Erik asked, kneeling.


“Thank you,
son…” said the stranger, smiling in genuine relief.  He was out of breath from
the chase and  took a moment to calm himself before continuing.  “These kids
here were chasing me…I was…uh, going to go see the people in that apartment
complex there,” he said, examining the armor on Erik’s chest.  The logo said Bauer
Hockey right under a little American flag.


“Well,
that’s us,” Erik said with a smile.  Almost as an afterthought, he glanced up
at the punks, all of which held faces contorted with impotent anger.  “Oh,
y’all can leave now.”


“Fuck you
man!” spat one of the kids.  The others started teen-aged taunting that came
with their age group.


“Yeah, he’s
ours!  We saw ‘im first, asshole!”


“Nice
costumes!  Where’s the party, jackass?” 


Erik’s men
unsheathed swords and notched arrows in compound hunting bows.  Erik glanced at
his men and lowered his hands, signaling them to stand down.  He turned and
looked at the punks again.  He smiled the smile of a man that knows a very
dirty secret.  Very deliberately, he stepped in front of the man in the
wheelchair, putting himself in front of the punks.


“This man
is now under the protection of the Colonial Gardens Freehold,” he said.  Colonial
Garden Apartment Complex just sounds too…complex.  Freehold sounds cool…have to
see what the others think now.  “There’s no need for trouble here, so like
I said, go on home now.”


“Like I said,”
the punks’ leader said, laughing and stepping forwad.  “Go fuck yerself and
your Freehold.”  He poked a slim dirty finger onto Erik’s hockey armor to
emphasis his words.


“I gotcha
Freehold right here, mothafucka!” exclaimed the biggest of the four as he
grabbed his crotch with a dirt stained hand.


Erik
listened to the buzz of the insects in the trees to the left, just off the road
for a few seconds to calm himself.  It took everything he had to not grab the
little asshole’s hand and break the finger that poked his chest.  Behind him,
he knew that Hoss was watching the situation through his rifle scope.  Erik’s
radio crackled, the ear-bud in his ear speaking with Ted’s voice in a low
whisper.


“Erik,”
he said, panting.  “I’m in position on the ramparts with Hoss.  We got two
of ‘em in the scope, buddy.  Just don’t go any closer and we can take ‘em from
here.  Ones on the right and left flanks.  Raise your arm then drop it if you
want us to fire.  You can call down the thunder when you’re ready.”


Erik nodded
to let the riflemen know he understood.  Behind him, he heard the aim of the
two bowmen shift to cover the two punks closest to Erik, making sure all four
could go down in seconds.  The two men with swords unsheathed them slowly.  One
had a katana,  the other had Erik’s Viking sword.


“I’ll give you
kids one last chance to leave,” Erik said, his best poker face set.


“Or what,
shitface?” asked the leader.


“Someone
with that many pimples shouldn’t be calling anyone else names, kid,” Erik said
with a smile.


“They ain’t
so tough, let’s cut ‘em,” said the biggest punk, pulling out of his pants
pocket a large folding knife.  The others quickly followed suit with knives of
various sizes, from a ridiculous pocketknife held like a dagger to a sizeable
Bowie knife strapped to a shin.


Erik raised
his arm.  “Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you.  Goodbye, assholes.”  He dropped
his arm.  Almost instantaneously, two arrows whizzed past his head, sending a
chill down his spine he hadn’t anticipated.  One arrow thudded into the big
punk’s chest and he reeled backwards onto the ground, writhing in pain.  The
other arrow hit its target square in the face, dropping the youth faster than
King Harold at the Battle of Hastings.


Before the
other two could react, one took a .22lr round to the forehead  and fell
backwards with a wet splat.  The last remaining punk took a round in the right
shoulder, screamed in pain and fell sideways off the road and into the drainage
ditch.


Erik let
his men take care of the cleanup.  He got behind the wheelchair-bound man and
began to push him towards the apartment walls.  He took off his helmet, popped
the earbud out and let the cord dangle from his chest. “Thanks for the backup,
Ted, Hoss.  You guys did great.  But Hoss…” he said into the radio.


“Yeah?”
was the reply.  Erik could see the silhouetted shapes on the wall ahead of him.


“You only
hit the kids shoulder.  Now we’ve got to let him go.  I’m having George make
him drag the bodies into the ditch then send him on his way with a warning.”


“Damn…sorry
man, I’ll nail it next time.”  Ted’s laughter rang in the background.


“I must
say, I’m rather shocked at how callous you treated the deaths of those young
men…” said the wheelchair bound man as Erik pushed him forward at a casual
pace.


“Yeah,
well, you get over it pretty quickly.  We’ve had to get over pretty
quickly.  Wouldn’t be here if we didn’t…” Erik said, looking down at the older
man.


They moved
on in silence, listening to the buzzing insects.  “My name’s Art Carillon, by
the way.”  Erik leaned over and shook his hand.


“Erik
Larsson.  Nice to meet ya.”


“So…ah,
you’re from the apartment complex then?  What did you call it?  The Freehold?”


“Yeah…I’m
in charge of…well, I’m sort of like our chief of security I guess.  Though I
used to be the leader of the whole place.”


“I can see
I’m going to have lots of questions…”


“Don’t
worry, we’ll get back, get a drink and talk all you want.  We don’t get many
visitors other than the ones that are either trying to force their way in or
beg their way in.”


“That’s
precisely what I want to talk to you about…”


“I’m afraid
our resources are pretty much strained to the limit as it is, Mr. Carillon—“


“Art, please,
you just saved my life!”


Erik
grinned.  “Art it is.  We just can’t take everyone in that wants in…we’re
barely able to feed ourselves as it is.”


“I see,”
said Art, head drooping in defeat.  “The chase those kids gave me finally got
it through my head that I can’t live by myself in this new world anymore.”  He
sighed.  


“I mean, we
can make exceptions,” Erik said, quoting the guidelines made up at the last
meeting.  “For people who have talents that we can use.”  Art’s head snapped up
with hope.  “But,” Erik said quickly.  “We have everyone we need pretty much,
unless you’re a surgeon.”


Art could
see clearly at that point the larger buildings sticking up over the stucco
walls and ramparts of wood that surrounded the Freehold.  He searched quickly
and saw no antennae.  “So how’s your comm gear?”


Erik
paused, taken aback and missed a step.  “Pardon?”


“Your
communications…with the outside world?” Art asked, twisting around in his seat
to look up at Erik.  “You know, can you or can’t you communicate with the
outside world?”


Erik
blinked in the sunlight and looked at the roof of Building One, where Alfonse
had installed the makeshift solar array to recharge some of the smaller
electronic devices they used, primarily the hand-held radios.


“We have a
few short-wave radios, so we can get the news from the BBC and other foreign—“


“Got a
HAM?”


Erik
paused, hope beginning to rise in him like was in Art.  “No, we don’t…we have
an electronics guy, but no HAM gear or training…”


“You got
one now, if you’ll have me,” Art said with a smile.  He recognized deep down in
himself that he liked the way the men from the Freehold had handled those punks
that had chased him half to death.  


It’s a
rough new world with rough new rules, I suppose, he thought to
himself.  “I’ve got antennae, gear, solar power, battery backup, the works, all
back at my house.  I’ve got more’n ten years experience, contacts all over the
country and I’ve been a ARES volunteer now for years.”


Erik knew
exactly what being an ARES—the Amateur Radio Emergency Service—volunteer
entailed: sacrifice, dedication, and commitment to helping others in
emergencies.  Above all it meant being prepared, 24 hours a day for whenever a
disaster or emergency struck.  In a heartbeat, Erik knew that Art would be a
valuable and welcome addition to the Freehold community.


“Well, I
got in trouble the last time I let people in without asking, so this time I’ll
have put it to the vote, but I have a feeling you’ll be welcome to join us.  I
can’t tell you how happy I am to meet you, Art…being cut off from talking with
anyone outside…” Erik began to think of the possibilities.  HAMs were
everywhere.  He might be able to get Art to contact someone up north, maybe get
word of his folks and his sister or Brin’s family…  


Erik picked
up his pace and was practically jogging by the time they got to the gate and
entered the Freehold.











NORAD


The Speech Heard ‘Round the World


 


 


The Congress shall have
Power To…declare War, grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal, and make
Rules concerning Captures on Land and Water.


—Article I, Section 8, U.S. Constitution


 


Letters of Marque: (n.) Archaic. A letter of marque
issued by a nation to a private citizen (privateer or mercenary) to act on the
behalf of that nation for the purpose of retaliating against another nation for
some wrong, such as a border incursion or seizure.


Reprisal: (v.) Archaic. An act taken
by a nation, short of war, to gain redress for an action taken against that
nation. For example, seizing a ship in retaliation for a seized ship 


—The Constitutional Dictionary


 


 


I WANT AN update on our
satellites, and I want it yesterday.”


“Mr.
President, we’re working on it, but it seems that most of our birds have been
disabled.  We’re still trying to find out exactly how extensive the loss is,
but it looks like at least 80% of our orbital assets are down,” replied the
Chief of Staff for the Air Force, General Kenneth Neville.  The old Vietnam Vet
hated to admit that his eyes in the sky were blind, and didn’t have a clue as
to how it happened.


“Well, fix
the damn things.  I’ll sign an EO to commandeer the civilian satellites if have
to, not like they’re doing anyone any good right now.  We can’t run a war
blind!  Someone did this to us, and I want to know who.”


“Yessir.”


“Mr.
President, I’ve got some disturbing pictures here from NOAA.”


The
President shifted his weary gaze to Admiral Bortsen.  “Sam, what the hell does
NOAA have anything to do with—“


“I used one
of their old geo-stationary weather satellites to get some shots of the Pacific
coast.  It’s all I have left, sir.”


The
President smiled.  “I will be dipped in shit.  Good to have some ingenuity. 
Alright, Sam, what did you find?”


The Admiral
handed some large glossy photographs to an aide off-screen.  In a moment, the
images were scanned and placed on the displays of every member of the meeting. 
“Sir, do you remember about a week or so ago we noticed that…I hesitated then
to call it a fleet, but that large group of commercial shipping that put
to sea from China?”


The
President whistled as he looked at the impressive number of dark tiny shapes on
the smooth surface of the ocean in the photograph.  There were at least twenty
wake lines that he could count at first glance.


“My
sentiments exactly, sir.  That’s a large number of ships to be heading this way—“


“This way?”
said the President, holding up his hand to stop the Admiral mid-sentence. 
“What do you mean?”


“Well, sir,
they’re not heading for the U.S., that much we can tell.  But they are heading
east, for what looks like Mexico.  Southern Mexico.”


“What?”


“Why the
hell are the Chinese sending all these ships to Mexico?” asked the Commandant
of the Marine Corps.  “You’re positive they’re not warships?”


“Absolutely,”
replied the Admiral.  “Our Intel boys went over the ships already—they’re just
standard commercial scows.  Some supertankers.  Just cargo ships really. 
Though we’ve never seen this many—49—in one formation together.”


“Where’s
their Navy?” asked the President, his suspicion growing by the second.


“Near as we
can tell, they’re still bottled up in the western pacific—there’s only about
fifteen ships we can’t account for but there are a dozen or so in dry dock—or
there were when we had satellites.  No one has slipped through.  The
waters should be clear all the way back to Hawaii.  There’s nothing except
what’s ours.  A few Aussies down south but that’s it.  No other warships or
subs.”


“China was
not pressuring Mexico to go along with the U.N. sanctions.  In fact, at the
last minute, China decided to abstain from the vote to send peacekeepers here,”
offered the Secretary of State.


“Tim, you
really think those duplicitous bastards are going to keep their noses out of
this stink?” asked the President.


“No, sir,
not really.  I’m just telling you what I know.”


“I’ll do
the same thing, sir,” said General Pete Rodney.  “I can put a shitload of
Marines on each one of these here ships,” he said.  “And their gear and
equipment.  Hell, I could put a good chunk of the entire Marine Corps to sea
plus a whole air wing.  That’s a lot of firepower sir.  These things are huge—“


“We’re
talking super-carrier size, sir,” confirmed Admiral Bortsen.


“I want to
point out we have no information coming from the Chinese or our sources that
would lead us to believe there’s anything suspicious going on here,” warned the
SecState.  “In fact, we haven’t had any contact with the Chinese government now
for almost five days…”


“That’s
precisely why I’m suspicious, Tim.”  The President glared at the photos. 
“They’re up to something.  Sam, I want you to bird-dog ‘em.”


“Already
done sir, I’ve had four fast attack subs trailing them since they crossed the
meridian of the Pacific.  No unusual sonar or radioactive signatures.  For all
intents and purposes, they’re just cargo ships.  Makin’ enough noise that we
could hear ‘em in the Atlantic.”


“Ken,” the
President said.


“Sir?”
asked General Neville’s image on the screen.


“I want you
to keep an eye on this fleet as well.  Send in SAC or something.”


“Yes, sir,
though I doubt Strategic Air Command will be necessary.  Targets this big, hell
our training cadets out of Edwards would take ‘em all down blindfolded.  Those
tankers are sitting ducks.  Almost too easy.”


“That’s why
I’m nervous.”


 


WELL, ADMIRAL, I got
the high-gain online…sort of,” said the exhausted radio operator.


“Explain.”


“Sir, she’s
really temperamental.  After we got hit, she just don’t work right.  But if she
ain’t tossed around all that much she’ll pick up stuff, at least on this
side of the world.”


“EAMs?”
asked the Theodore Roosevelt’s captain, arms crossed next to the
Admiral.


“No sir, no
Emergency Action Messages can get through, the UHF is fried.   That missile
that took out the radar mast did us in on that one.  Sorry.  Sir,” the man
said, his unease as evident in his voice as the sweat on his forehead.  He
swallowed and began to speak again.  “I can try and rig one up…but it’ll take
time.”


“Do it, and
get it done in half as much as you think you need.  We’re blind, Gonzalez. 
We’ll have to rely on the Anzio to relay messages for the time being.”


“Yes, sir,”
the radio op said, returning to his soldering of circuit boards, glad to be rid
of the brass.


The Captain
rubbed his bruised chin.  He raised an eyebrow to his CO.  “Deck’s still
listing a little off center.”  


“At least that’s
an improvement.”  When the carrier took a missile hit to her aft hangar bay, it
set off a secondary explosion that ruptured the hull just below the waterline. 
The ship began taking on water but was soon resealed at the cost of several
valuable crewmen who sacrificed themselves to save the wounded carrier.  The
water was slowly being pumped back out and the ship brought back to even keel.


The Captain
looked about the bridge.  Everything was in a state of semi-disarray.  Still. 
The Egyptian missile had just missed taking out the entire command structure
when it hit the radar mast and communications array.  The ship was blind and
mute and limping, but it was alive and far from helpless.     “Any luck getting
with the satellites?” asked the Admiral.


“No, sir,”
replied the dejected radio operator.  He looked sorry to be dragged into the
conversation again.   “I can’t find anything.  It’s like…well, it’s like the
damn things aren’t there anymore…pardon my French, sir.”


The Captain
was about to speak when another crewman grabbed his headset.  “Incoming
transmission from the Anzio, sir.”  He held up the headphones to the
Admiral.


“Put it
through, son,” grumbled the Admiral.  After a switch was thrown, the radio
operator gave the thumbs up sign.


“Roosevelt
here,” called out the ship’s captain.


“Anzio. 
We just touched base with our Italian friends.  Evidently, their ports are
not welcoming us anymore.  What did we do to upset them?”


“I was
hoping on being able to hole up for a few days...” mumbled the Captain in
dismay.


“Washington
probably pissed ‘em off,” said the frowning voice of the Anzio’s
commander Doug Mitchem, some ten miles northeast of the Roosevelt.


The Admiral
sucked in his breath in a kind of reverse sigh.  “Alright, here’s what we’re
going to do.  Son, patch me into the fleet.”  He paused, waiting for the radio
connection to be established and the other ships to link up.  


“This is
Admiral Nella.  New SitRep.  Italy is off limits.  As of this moment, I’m
placing every foreign vessel on the watch list.  Initiate no contact,
except if confronted.  Report any and all foreign vessel sightings.  We know
the French, Germans and Russians are out for us, but we don’t know about anyone
else, so let’s be cautious, gentlemen.  Maintain course and speed for the
Straits of Gibraltar.  That is all.”


The Roosevelt’s
Captain handed back the headset to his radio operator.  “Keep me informed on
your progress with the satellite uplinks.  And get that EAM mast up and
running, will you?”


“Yes, sir!”


 


THE PRESIDENT LOOKED at
his assembled cabinet.  He had to suppress a grin.  My virtual cabinet.  The
most power people in our government reduced to pictures on a flatscreen panel. 
He was once again in the War Room deep in the bowels of NORAD.  Once again,
they all had bad news.  It had been over almost three weeks of bad news.  Every
day.  


He glanced
down at his papers, spread out neatly in front of him.  The casualty reports
from the sinking of the two Marine Amphibious Carriers.  The jet-liner shot
down by the Germans.  The Roosevelt, still missing.  


A whole
carrier battlegroup vanished after a surprise attack.  He prayed for survivors,
but without satellites and with old allies suddenly giving the cold shoulder,
it was damn hard to find out anything about the super-carrier and her sailors,
aviators, and Marines.


He looked
at another stack of papers.  Israel.  They were surrounded by Arabs, and in a
few days, the Russians would most likely be on the scene as well.  Jerusalem
was cut off.  Israel was on the verge of being cut in half.  Rumors delivered
from the British ambassador at the U.N., were that the Israelis had already
used nuclear tipped artillery shells with devastating effect on the advancing
Muslim horde.  Nothing could be confirmed.  


The
President looked up, watching his cabinet members argue and worry about the
Chinese merchant fleet, the Arabs, the wildfires still burning out of control
in the west.  Chicago.  He watched the Army and Navy Chiefs of Staff argue over
how to pacify the great city without destroying it further.  Rumors there
had the leader of this so-called rebellion fleeing into Canada already.


The Army
wanted a full-scale assault.  Level the high-rise buildings and send in the
tanks—just so happens a small army was sitting there on its ass outside the
downtown area, waiting for orders.  The Navy wanted to use its Great Lakes
fleet and maybe bring some big guns in from the Atlantic fleet and pummel the
city from offshore.  Then when it was duly pacified, they could land the
Marines and mop up the mess the Army was making of the city.  Perhaps even the
threat of sending in the Marines would be enough to quell the rebellion.  After
all, the Army didn’t do any good for New York.  He could see their mouths
moving, hands gesturing and faces redden, but had stopped listening.


Out of the
corner of his eye, he saw Hank Suthby, head of Homeland Security and de facto
leader of America’s domestic concerns.  The man was pretending to look at his
own documents but was clearly watching every move the President made.  It made
the Commander in Chief uneasy looking at that man and knowing he was watching
him and ignoring the bickering going on all around him.  


Something
wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.  Too many other issues were
clamoring for his attention.  He didn’t have time to worry about conspiracies—Americans
were dying out there, most just trying to come home.   Under Suthby’s guidance,
at least the domestic situation seemed to be gradually coming under control.  But
at what cost?  Is control worth it if the curfew and martial law are turning
America into a police state?  And I’m the one that signed the order…


The U.N. 
His mind was racing through the list of hazards.  Land invasion, European
fleets mobilizing in the next month, maybe right now.  Armies forming.  Nations
merging their forces together.  The E.U. becoming a heavyweight counterbalance
to a crumbling NATO.  His imagination saw hundreds of foreign warships in
American ports, bombarding the cities into submission.  Just like his advisors
were considering for Chicago…


And then
there was the disturbing reports of vigilantism popping up in the southwest
along the border with Mexico.  Reports of battles, hundreds killed.  He was
sure most were blown out of proportion but still…with everything else going on,
he couldn’t rule out the fact that Americans were sick and tired of Mexicans
sneaking across the border and now had a perfect opportunity to do something
about the problem.


Something
needed to be done.  Things were not happening fast enough.  Some things were
happening too fast.  America was tearing itself apart and the U.N. hadn’t even
set one foot on American soil.  The country needed to be unified to fend off
the foreign invasion that was coming.  The weight of the world was approaching
like the proverbial freight train.  


He suddenly
remembered something his father had told him years ago, when he began his
career in public office.  “Son, against all the evil, the misaligned, greedy
and self-deluded of the world, the light of freedom shines alone.  We are that
light.  We are lighthouse to the world.  That light must never be
extinguished.  Never.”  


The light
seemed to the President to be flickering and growing weaker by the hour. 
Something needed to be done.  Now.


“Jack,” the
President said quietly.  When he spoke, everyone in the room fell instantly
silent.  Men and women turned their heads mid-sentence to see what their
over-burdened leader had to say.


The
President’s press secretary perked up.  He was more of an after-thought at
these meetings and rarely had a chance to participate.  His input was valuable,
because he had press connections all over the world.  His job was to gather
information from outside the country—find out what the rest of the world
thought.


“Uh, yes,
sir?” asked the surprised man, grabbing for a pen and some paper.  He had been
half asleep, lulled into semi-unconsciousness by the constant arguing cabinet
members.  


“Jack, get
on the horn to all the major media outlets.  I want air time and I want it
tonight.  Shouldn’t be too hard all things considered...  I want radio spots
too.  In fact, just get me on everything.  Hell, even the internet, if
it’s still up and running.  Send out notices to our foreign friends as
well.  I want everyone in the world to listen in.  Can you make sure they get
it?”


“Of course,
sir…I’ll have to pull some major strings, but…”


“Just make
it happen, Jack.  That’s all I ask.”


“Yes, sir!”


When the
Press Secretary had left the room, the National Security Advisor spoke up. 
“Sir, what’s all this about?  What are you going to do?”


“I’m a
politician, Alicia.  I’m gonna give a speech.”  The President sighed.  The
faces of his military leaders were all worn and weary, most were looking down,
taking a moment to gather thoughts.  Only the Commandant of the Marine Corps
looked like he had spirit in him to spare.  The wiry old man watched the
President with a keenness in his eye reserved for hardened warriors.  


The
President met his gaze and studied the old Marine’s face.  He thought back to
his history lessons and wondered if Julius Caesar had a look like that at the
battle of Alesia.  The Romans had cornered the Gauls and besieged the hilltop
town.  Before long a colossal force of reinforcing Gauls then besieged the
Romans, cutting off their tenuous supply line.  And yet Caesar did not give in
to the overwhelming numbers of the enemy both in front and behind.  He split
his small force and attacked both sides at once, eventually achieving a hard
fought victory and the conquest of Gaul at last.


Well,
Julius, we copied your government, your legal system, hell even your army and
navy to some extent.  Let’s see if we can copy your luck, thought
the President.


Lost in his
own thoughts, the President never saw the look of surprise and worry appear on
the face of Hank Suthby from across the long table.  The head of Homeland
Security would have something new to fret about in his schemes.  


 


WELL, THERE YOU have
it.  I’ve made my speech,” said Erik, standing on the Stage, looking out over
the pool deck at the assembled residents of the Freehold.  The lit tiki-torches
were competing with the setting sun.  “You all know where I stand on the
issue.  I think Art should be welcomed into our community.”


“Yeah, and
you’d have us start an army—three boys were killed today!“ someone
heckled.


“Those boys
were probably rapist and thieves!  Looters!” someone else called out.


“Probably? 
We’ll never know, will we?!” someone else countered.


Erik held
up his arms to stop the bubbling in the crowd.  “Come on….people, hey, hold it
together for a second.  Look…” he said, pacing a bit and waiting for the
murmuring to die down.  He could feel the eyes of Lentz boring into his head
from behind.  “I know a lot of you haven’t liked the way I do things…”   He
continued quickly before anyone could interject.  “But you have to admit, since
I have been either in charge of the community or its defenses, we have suffered
only slightly.”


“Tell that
to Ryan’s widow!” someone shouted.  Angry rumblings issued forth from the
crowd.  The pain was still fresh from the Battle.


Erik
chopped the air with his hand, cutting through the dissent as if with the sword
that hung from his belt.  “Do you think I don’t know that?  Do you honestly
think that the deaths of everyone who I fought with mean nothing to me?  That’s
all I think about!” he roared.  Tears of frustration and rage and shame
bubbled up in his eyes but he fought to keep from shedding them.  “If I didn’t
care so much about this place, I assure you, I’d give up this post in a heartbeat. 
The responsibility is enormous!  Does anyone else here want to deal with it? 
Do you want to have to tell someone their husband or son or brother has
just died to protect them and everyone else?”  He pointed at the loudest
protester.  The man shrunk in shame.  He didn’t want the job.


“I didn’t
think so.  Now for the love of all things good and holy, put all that aside and
consider the fate of this man, Art Carillon.  Think of yourselves as well.  Think
on what Art can bring to us, his knowledge of amateur radio.  We won’t be alone
any more with him around.  We can talk with the outside world again!  But only
if you let him stay.”


Erik heard
something about one more mouth to feed.  He pinpointed the speaker and pointed
at her.  “You there, yeah, you, the one griping about feeding another
mouth…” the people around the accused woman slowly stepped away.  She was alone
and seemed to shrink in size, her protective anonymity gone.  


“What have you
done to help secure our food?  Have you gone on the scouting parties?  I see
you shaking your head.  Is that a no?  Okay, so do you help unload the
stuff when we find it?  No again?  Well, then…have you helped Bernie and
his crew with planting the gardens?  No?  Hmmm….Okay, have you at least helped
with the cooking or trash detail?  No again?”  When her head shook
negative to each relentless question, Erik sighed.   She began to sob quietly
with a hand over her mouth.


“Then…who…are…you…to
judge anyone except the others in this crowd that do nothing but suck
their existence off the hard work of those that sacrifice?  Answer me!!!”
he roared.  She opened her mouth in a silent appeal for mercy but Erik was
past the point of mercy.  “


Why the hell
should we feed and protect you and not Art, especially when he has
skills we can really use and he wants to help?”


The poor
woman looked utterly broken.  Those around her pretended she wasn’t there and
tried to edge away even further.  Erik marveled at the cruelty of crowd mentality
but continued using it to his advantage anyway.


“I’ll tell
you why,” Erik said to the rest of the crowd.  He had to bury his disgust to
move on.  “Because we are Americans, not a bunch of barbarians.  There
are those of us here who for one reason or another can’t or won’t
help with the chores.  Does that mean we throw them to the wolves?  This
country, hell this neighborhood has seen enough death and destruction in
three weeks.  I think helping someone in need is something we can all do to
help stand up and defy the current trend. “  Erik stepped off the stage.  A few
people clapped.


 


LENTZ, CLAD IN his
flowing white poolside robes—which looked more like a toga to Erik—stepped
forward with the air of a man used to commanding attention.  He looked around—down
his nose—at the crowd.  Sensing the shift in mood, he chose to forgo arguing
against letting Art in.  Instead he simply put the matter to a vote.  In
minutes, the tally was counted and Art Carillon was the newest resident of the
Freehold.


As the
crowd began to disperse for their nightly activities, the leaders of the
Freehold had gathered to discuss how to get Art’s gear moved in as fast as
possible.  It was then that Alfonse suddenly spoke for the first time, that
night.  


“Hey,
everyone, the President is about to address the nation…it’s on short-wave…” he
said, pointing to his ear.  He unplugged the headset and turned on the speaker.


 


THE PRESIDENT LOOKED up from the make-shift
press-room in NORAD.  He was immaculately dressed and groomed, the first time
in a few days—to the First Lady’s immense relief.  His Press Secretary stood
next to the closest camera, counting down the seconds until his boss went on
the air.


“Five…four…three…” 
He stopped counting out loud and held up two fingers, then one finger, then
pointed at the President as a red light appeared at the top of the camera.


The
President took a deep breath.  “My fellow Americans, good evening.”  Even
though he had the speech memorized by now backwards and forwards, his eyes were
trained to read the teleprompter as he spoke.  He ignored the dozen or so aides
and military staff in the small, dark room.


“In the
past few weeks, we have seen terrible destruction visited upon our fair
nation.  We have lost many of our citizens.”  His voice dropped with his eyes
and the weariness came through for a split second.  The Press Secretary began
to sweat.   Then the President continued: “We have been without the comforts of
modern civilization and we have been under increasing pressure from other nations…the
world over.  


“As many of
you may already know, the brave men and women who serve in our armed forces
have been deliberately and maliciously attacked all around the globe in what might
be viewed as a concerted effort to cripple our defensive capability.  What
hurts most is that many of our attackers were once considered our friends.”


 


GOT THAT RIGHT,
muttered the Anzio’s skipper.  “Fuckin’ French…”


“Stow
that!” hissed the Admiral, eyes and ears glued to the TV in his cabin aboard
the Roosevelt.  The rest of the fleet’s commanders were in the room,
watching their Commander In Chief with rapt attention.  For most it was the
first direct contact they’d had with anyone higher up the chain of command
since the nuclear strike against their battlegroup.


“…My
heart grieves for the families who have lost loved ones in the terrible acts of
cowardice that took from us some of our finest men and women in Liberia and
over the Atlantic Ocean.  The thoughts and prayers of the entire nation reach
out to the soldiers still besieged in Germany.  Hold out, I say to you—hold out
at all costs.  We are coming for you.”


“What about
us?” asked the XO of the Roosevelt.


“And to
the brave men and women of the U.S.S. Roosevelt, if you can hear this,
know too that we are not about to forget you.”


“Jesus
Christ, they don’t know if we’re alive or dead…” muttered the Admiral


“There
are rumors floating around the airwaves, what little we have left,” the
President’s image said on the screen.  He looked sad for a moment, then
continued.  “There are rumors that the United Nations will be sending a
Peacekeeping force to America to help us stabilize our beleaguered nation. 
Tonight I will address those rumors…”


 


OH FOR THE love of—“
moaned the National Security Advisor.  


“Wait, why
is he pausing?  Just follow the teleprompter…?” asked the Press Secretary in a
horrified whisper.  Seconds ticked by with nary a word from the President.  The
Press Secretary grew more nervous with each passing moment the President said
nothing.  The cameramen began looking at each other.  They were rarely in the
know, but even they could feel something was about to hit the fan and it
wouldn’t smell sweet.


“Sir!”
hissed Jack.  “Come on!  You’re live!  On the air!”  No response.


The
President stared at the paused teleprompter screen.  His next lines hung in the
air, waiting to be plucked and fed to the American People.  The speech had been
changed from his original format, by Jack and the Cabinet.  The consensus was
the President needed to be more reassuring than appear as a newscaster.  Others
could tell the people the facts, the President had to inspire.


“What the
hell is he doing?” asked Jack in a hiss to one of the make-up artists.  She
shrugged.  Jack could feel the sweat trickling down his back.  


 


THE SECRETARY GENERAL
of the United Nations smiled with barely contained glee and leaned back in his
plush leather chair.  He observed the television in his richly appointed office
and savored every awkward second the President did not speak.


“My
friends, you are seeing the downfall of the American President and beginning of
the end of the American Empire…”


The Iranian
ambassador laughed out loud, “Look!  He has lost his mind.”


“He cannot
even read the words in front of his face!  I knew he was just  another
buffoon!” spat the French ambassador.


“Gentlemen,
our victory is assured!” saluted the German, raising a Champaign glass.  


The Russian
ambassador had removed himself from the group of conspirators and sulked in the
corner, sipping a glass of vodka.  “Do not be so hasty to judge our American
friend,” he warned in a low, dark voice.  He was concerned about the lack of
contact with a few Russian ships the navy had reported to him earlier,
including the now-famous Dansk.  It seemed the American Navy had some
fight left in it after all.  He wasn’t about to release that information to his
fellow ambassadors yet though.  Not yet.


“Oh come on,
Gregor!  Join in the fun!” teased the Frenchman.  “Look!” he said, pointing his
glass and spilling some bubbly.  The atmosphere in the office was similar to a
bunch of friends watching the Super Bowl.  “He’s getting up from his desk!  Ha
ha!  What’s he going to do now?”


The Russian
glared at the gleeful Frenchman.  “You fool…my country will not underestimate
the Americans.  We have plenty of experience sitting across the lines of combat
from them…” he said quietly.  The others ignored his warning.


“Ssssh! 
Pierre, be quiet, he’s taking off his jacket!  Perhaps he’ll strip for us!”
quipped the German ambassador.  The group broke up in guffaws and gut wrenching
laughter.


“My
fellow Americans…” the President said hesitatingly.  “Ah hell, I’ve
never been good at prepared speeches.  Everyone knows that…” he said,
tossing his jacket down on the large table.  The foreigners watched as the
American President began rolling up his sleeves in a slow, deliberate fashion,
never taking his eyes off the camera.


The
Secretary General began feeling a bit uneasy in his stomach, looking into the
eyes of the American on the television.  He began to understand the Russian’s
warnings when he saw the look of determination in the President’s cold eyes.


“I’ll be
straight with you, America.  There ain’t no peacekeeping force coming from the
U.N.  It’s a goddamn invasion.”


The
Frenchman paused mid-swallow with his Champaign glass at his lips.


 


IN THE OVAL Office,
Jack fainted dead away and crashed into a light stand.  The President’s make-up
girl screamed as sparks shot from the broken lamp.  The President ignored the
commotion and continued, looking right at the cameras and imagining all the
thousands and millions of people who were hanging on his every word, his every
movement, all over the world.  


This, he
decided, is the moment for which I was born.  This is my destiny.  With
that thought, all his stress, anxiety and worry seemed to disappear.  A cool,
calmness swept over his soul and he felt relaxed and ready.  


“Our former
friends have banded together to take us down, it’s as simple as that.  Good
people of America, we’re alone in the world now.  The list of traitorous
nations grows longer by the hour.”  He held up a hand and ticked off a finger. 
“France—“


 


SACRE BLEU!  SPAT the
Frenchman.  “He would have to mention France first, of course!”


“Germany…”
said the President’s voice.  The German ambassador sucked in a breath.  


“Russia…”
the President said, shaking his head sadly, as if he were more disappointed
with the Russians than anything else.  Gregor raised his glass in silent
salute.   As he downed the burning liquid, he grinned for the first time that
day.


 


IN FACT, I can’t stand
here and tell you how many there are lining up against us.”  The President
seemed to stammer and try to collect his thoughts.  “The only way to describe
it…it’s like, well it’s like a damn feeding frenzy.  We’re the wounded fish and
the rest of the world is becoming sharks.  They’re just circling us and nipping
at our fins for now….but when they start to really smell our blood in the
water….”


 


WELL, THAT’S
APPROPRIATE, muttered Captain Mitchem, thinking of the ships and sailors they had
left behind at the bottom of the eastern Mediterranean yesterday.  A few other
officers nodded in solemn agreement.


“They’re
gonna start a feeding frenzy.”  The President’s image sat down heavily on
the corner of the big table in NORAD.   He sighed.  It was evident, even on the
small television, with grainy reception, the immense burden of responsibility
was weighing on the man’s soul.


“I wish
I could stand here and tell you how we’re going to win this fight.  And it’s
gonna be a knock-down, drag-out dogfight, make no mistake.  These duplicitous
foreigners have bought our own technology from us for years.  They’re better
off and better trained because of us.  Now they’re all going to throw that back
in our faces.  That’s the thanks we get for being who we are. 


“I don’t
want to start any panics now, but I’m going to tell you flat out: these
foreigners, when they get here—and they will—“ he said, holding up his hand
to forestall an interruption off camera.  “Make no mistake about it.  We are
trying to bring our armed forces home, but they’re being shot in the back. 
We’re simply not going to be able to prevent one or more of these countries
from landing troops on our shores.”  He looked down, as if in shame.  When
he looked up, his voice was quaking and full of emotion.  


“I wish
God Almighty that it were anyone but me having to admit that to you all, but
it’s true.”  He sucked in a deep breath, gathered his resolved around him
like a suit of armor and continued in a stronger, firmer voice.  “I’m not
about to waste words or time trying to pussyfoot around the matter, either.”


 


HOLY SHIT…HE’S losing
his mind!” 


“My
God…he’s going to start mass chaos…”


“Riots…”


“—hell is
he doing—“


Hank Suthby
stared with open mouth at the war room’s main display screen .  He ignored the
images of the rest of the Cabinet and the Joint Chiefs on the walls around the
room.  Reed was playing right into his hands.  The people of America were going
to totally freak out after this speech.  No one would care at all when he went
ahead with the plan to institute the harshest measures he might choose in order
to gain control.  His timetable just got bumped up by months.


 


ERIK COULDN’T BELIEVE
what he was hearing.  “I knew it!” he said quietly to Ted.  The
ex-Marine nodded grimly.  They looked out over the crowd on the pool deck,
everyone waiting in silence for the speakers Alfonse had rigged up to continue
the President’s speech.  The only sound came from the insects of the night and
the crackling of the tiki torches.


“We are
stepping into dangerous times, friends.  Perhaps the most dangerous times we
have faced as a nation since our Founding Fathers decided to stand up and fight
for their liberty…and ours.”


A few of
the men in the crowd set their faces and folded arms, agreeing in silence. 
Erik could see the worry on people’s faces reflected in the warm light of the
tiki torches..  


“I don’t
think I need to remind all of you—for more than two and a half centuries this
nation has stood for Freedom and Liberty, not only on our own shores but across
the world.  We have freed millions over the years from the yoke of tyranny and
oppression.  And now the circle is complete.  Those we have freed are turning
against us.  It is we who are under the threat of the hangman’s noose now. 



“It is
now our solemn duty, our turn to pick up the musket and stand
tall for Freedom.  Our freedom.  To fight those that would strip our
families and our posterity of the liberty we have enjoyed for so long; a
liberty that was forged in the fires of battle and quenched with the blood of
Patriots.”


Erik and
Ted looked at each other nervously.  If they were sitting they’d be on the edge
of their seats.  The President was a master orator, Erik discovered.  His
speaking style might not be as polished as his political opponents, but Erik
couldn’t help but feel his heart swell with pride at being an American.  Even
in the face of so many of the nations of the world coming down on them like so
many bricks out of the sky, Erik wanted to shout defiance.  Adrenaline flowed
in his veins, he was ready to fight, to defend America.  Right now.


“Be that
as it may, I know…I know more so than any foreigner out there who may be
listening to this broadcast, the true spirit and nature of the American
people.  I am…we are therefore, faced with the threat of invasion on all sides
by most of the civilized world, forced to play our hand, as it were.”


 


THEY WANT TO take over our
nation,” the President said, nodding to himself.  “That’s fine and dandy.  A
nice dream,” he said with a half smile.  The disquieting smile vanished. 
“Never gonna happen, but a nice dream.”  


He bent
down and opened a drawer in the desk, pulling out an official looking
document.  “In the spirit of the friendship that we once had for the nations
now attacking us, I’m announcing this Congressional Order, right now.”  


The
National Security Advisor felt her mood change.  She was no longer angry with
the President for giving away tactical secrets.  The man was pissing in the
face of his enemies and doing it with style.


“This
Congressional Order,” the President said, holding up for the cameras to get a
good tight shot.  “For all you out there who don’t have access to a television
or aren’t within range of an operating television station, the document in my
hand is the equivalent of what our Founding Fathers would have called Letters
of Marques and Reprisal.”


 


WHAT THE HELL? asked
Ted in a hushed tone.


Erik felt a
slow, steady smile spread on his face.


 


I DON’T LIKE the way he
looks…why is he smiling like that?” asked the Iranian, pointing at the
television on the Secretary General’s desk.


The
Frenchman sat back and pursed his lips, lost in though.  The mood in the room
had gone from victory party to funeral parlor.  Only the Russian was smiling
now, dark and rueful.  He chuckled to himself and drained his glass of vodka in
salute to the courage the American was displaying.  Wasted courage, because the
Americans would fall in the end—but courage nonetheless.  He shrugged, chuckled
again and poured himself another glass of Polish vodka.


 


THIS ORDER GRANTS any
American citizen the right to raid, capture and or kill any foreign soldier,
foreign vessel or aircraft…hell anything having to do with any
country we’ve declared war against.”  He took a moment to look at the historic
paper in his hands.  “It boils down to this: If you see a French or German
soldier in your neighborhood, shoot the bastard or drag his sorry ass to the
nearest army base.  Take his boat, take his plane or chopper, take his
vehicle.  It’s called the spoils of war and Congress has declared it
legal for every single American to do what he or she wants towards these would
be conquerors.  


“We have to
limit this to only commercial or military people or vehicles.  Civilians will
be left alone.  Anyone who shoots an unarmed foreign civilian—will have to
answer to me,” he growled, pointing at his own chest.   Then his mood
lightened.  


“Of course,
there shouldn’t be any civilians in this invasion, so I wouldn’t worry
yourselves to much about it.  Otherwise, if you keep it legal and only go after
legitimate targets, you keep what you take…tax free.”  He
imagined the cheers going up across the country at that those two little words.


The
President made a show by signing the document with a flourish.  “There, it’s
signed.  It is now the law of the land.  This is for all you foreigners out
there thinking we’re gonna be easy money.”  The cameras zoomed in on the
President’s face.  “Hunting season is open.”


The cameras
took his cue and backed off.  The President stood again, just under a large
painting of George Washington.  “Good night, America…and may God give us
guidance and strength in the coming weeks and months.  May He grant you safety
and good aim and may He continue to bless this, the greatest nation on the face
of the earth.”


 


THE RUSSIAN LAUGHED out
loud at the slack-jawed faces of his fellow conspirators.  “Come comrades!  Drink! 
The battle is joined, da?  Come, come—here, drink this, Pierre,
it will fortify you against the American pirates!  HAR!” he guffawed,
handing the Frenchman a hastily made vodka martini.  It spilled on the floor as
the Russian nearly doubled over laughing.


Slapping
the German on the back he offered another drink.  “Here, comrade!  To our good
fortune!”


“You fool,
what is possessing you to celebrate!?” asked the Iranian.  “Did you not
just hear the American defy us openly??”


“HA! HA!  Da,
I did!”  He slugged another shot of vodka.  “I did!” he said, eyes burning and
his voice rough.  Suddenly he grew quite serious and calm.  The others watched
him warily.  He knew they thought him drunk, and he didn’t care anymore.  


“We have
made our bed, comrades.  Now we sleep in it.”  The Russian roared in laughter
at his own mental quickness and reached for the vodka again.


The
Secretary General leaned back in his chair and remembered the look of sheer
determination behind the eyes of the President.  “I fear we will not get much
sleep, Gregor.”  The Russian barked a laugh and stormed from the room, heading
to consult with his government.  


The
Iranian, suddenly possessed of false courage, waved a dismissive hand at the
television.  "The fool is only going to cause our soldiers to fight
harder.  This is insulting.  We are going over to help
them!"


The
Secretary General rolled his eyes.  "Really?  You really think
we're going to just walk in there?  Do you realize how many citizens in America
are armed?"


The Iranian
blinked his ignorance.


"Over
100 million.  A hundred million registered gun owners in America. 
That's not including those who chose to keep their guns secret from their own
government."


"There
will be a rifle behind every building, every rock, tree and blade of
grass..." muttered the French ambassador.  "Guerilla warfare on a
scale that is unimaginable."


"It is
no worse than Chechnya…or the Balkans.  They will be handled.  These people are
fat and lazy," pleaded the Iranian.


"That's
what the Japanese said in the summer of 1941.  Ask them how that war turned out
for them," grunted the Frenchman in reply.  The German flushed but
remained silent.


The
Secretary General held up his hand to stop the bickering.  "It matters
little enough, friends.  This merely adds a level of complication to our plans,
nothing more, nothing less.  We will succeed gentlemen.  America is
strong, yes, but she cannot sustain a coordinated assault by all of
us." 


Out in the
poorly lit hallway, the Gregor passed the senior English Ambassador down by the
street entrance to the makeshift U.N. Headquarters.  He had no more time to
spend with those fools in the Secretary General's office.  He grinned to
himself.  All those people with guns in America.  It would be a nightmare for
any invading troops.  Should even one percent of the gun owners decide to take
pot shots at the invading soldiers...


One million
rifles and pistols, hindering our movement.  Death through a million
pin-pricks.  If ten, twenty, thirty percent of the gun owners...that's ten,
twenty, thirty million armed guerillas...no, that line of
thought would not do.


“Jolly good
speech, eh old boy?” the Brit said with a wry grin as the Russian brushed past
muttering to himself.  He raised the bottle of vodka in salute and laughed
again as he rounded a corner.


"Marque
and Reprisal.  Bloody brilliant!" hooted the English ambassador.


 


THEY STILL HAVE a
carrier battlegroup in the Med, the Roosevelt,” said France’s top
Admiral to his country’s U.N. ambassador.


“Mon ami,
they do, but not for long.  I have just secured the aid of the Spanish
Navy.  Their government has had a change of heart in terms of dealing with the
Americans.”


The French
Admiral frowned.  “Yes, it’s amazing what a little terrorism will do to a
sitting government.  We must see that it doesn’t happen in France,” the old
sailor said, raising an eyebrow and looking down his nose in that uniquely
Gallic manner.


The Ambassador
sniffed.  “That, dear Admiral is your concern.  I’ll get you your
allies.  For now, a flotilla of Spanish warships is heading for the Straits of
Gibraltar.  I trust you will act accordingly and unite our ships with theirs to
bottle up these troublesome brats from America?”


The Admiral
stood from the conference table and gathered his papers.  “This I will do.  I
have calls to make.”  He turned and headed out of the room.  Looking back over
his shoulder, he paused at the door.


“It would
do you well to not underestimate these Americans.  They are not mere troublesome
brats, as you put it, Messier Ambassador.  I would hesitate to go toe to
toe with the American Navy on a good day.  And yet I have a few Spanish
ships—“


“Flotilla.”


“As you
say.  A Spanish flotilla to assist us in stopping the most powerful Navy the
world has ever seen.”


The
Ambassador bristled at the slight to France’s honor.  “Don’t say such things—you
are with the Spaniards now!  The Iranian and Egyptian Ambassadors assure me
their attacks were crippling.  You shall put this already wounded group of
American ships on the bottom of the ocean with ease!  Before long, the Italians
will join us, I promise you.  After all it is only one carrier.”


The admiral
shook his head in disgust.  “You have no idea the mess you political types have
just gotten us into.”


“Just do
your job, Admiral.  Leave the rest to me.”


“Oui,
we’ll do our job.  Dying is always the easiest thing for warriors to do.”


 


DAWN IN THE Med brought
the Roosevelt’s Captain to the flight deck with the assembled crew of
the mighty ship—or at least as many as would fit as the super-carrier barreled
through the waters toward home.  


The Captain
stood on a makeshift platform just aft of the Bridge.  He stepped up to the
microphone and cleared his throat, getting everyone’s attention.  “You all have
by now seen or at least heard of the President’s speech last night.”  He
paused, waiting for the cheering and clapping to die down.  Thinking idly to
himself, he marveled at how the massive ship had not yet righted itself and was
tearing through the waters of the Mediterranean at a slight angle.  In the
distance, all around the huge carrier were the remaining support vessels and
the vital defense ships.  Unseen, lurking through the waters far out ahead of
the Battlegroup, the American attack subs were prowling the waters, clearing a
path so to speak.


“I’ll make
this short and sweet.  The President issued Letters of Marque to every American
citizen.  Well, last time I checked, you all were Americans.”  More cheering. 
When it died down, he spoke again.  


“So, in the
spirit of the President’s speech, any ships we take in the process of getting
home, there’ll be prize money for everyone involved.”  More cheering.  “And we
have another surprise for anyone we bump into.  Go ahead, son,” the Captain
said, nodding to a shadow up on the flag mast high above the flight deck.


“Your XO
worked hard making this, so I hope you all will appreciate it,” the Admiral
said with an uncharacteristic grin into the microphone.


 


YO, HO HO and a bottle
of rum…” muttered the Anzio’s skipper.  His ship cut through the chop
like a scalpel as they ran smartly alongside the massive super-carrier about a
half-mile out.  Captain Mitchem was viewing the impromptu ceremony from his own
watch deck, using large field glasses. 


Just
beneath the large American flag that flew proudly from the top the twisted and
burnt radar structure and flag mast, a huge red shape unfurled.  On the center
of the new red flag: a large white skull with two large crossed white sabers
beneath the skull.  


It looked
all the more menacing when Captain Mitchem panned his glasses down and observed
the damage on the sides of the carrier and the flight deck: great black swaths
of carbon scorching from fires long since put out.  The ship looked like hell,
but that made her all the more scary looking with new colors flying from her
mast.


“Johnny,
get started on a flag like that for us,” Captain Mitchem said to his XO, never
taking his eyes off the evil looking red flag.  “Never thought I’d see one of
those on an American ship.”


“I never
thought I’d see one of those flying on a ship, period,” muttered the XO
on his way out the hatch to get started on the Anzio’s new colors.


"I
don't understand, sir," said a lieutenant, holding the Captain's hourly
reports.  "I thought pirate flags were supposed to be black?"


The Captain
grinned, eyes still glued to the carrier.  "Son, the black flag was a
signal to the intended victim.  'Surrender and you will be spared'.  Basically,
the pirates were announcing their intent to rob the ship."


"And
the red flag, sir?"


"That
was for when the pirates were...well, pissed.  It meant no quarter was
asked or given.  It was the announcement that 'we're going to rob you, kill you
and sink your vessel'."  The Captain looked over his shoulder at the
lieutenant.  "Although in our case, I believe it's meant to convey the
message that payback's a bitch."











SARASOTA


Daggers and
Decisions


 


 


WHEN THEY FOUND him,
Henry Grimes was crawling through a trash pile behind a half burned house. 
They were surprised to see the body of a young girl laying next to him, covered
in filth and slightly bloated.   It was obvious from the stench as they
approached the wretched man that the little girl had been dead for a while.


“Hey, you!”
called out one of the group as they approached cautiously.  “Hey bitch, I’m
talkin’ to you—damn that stinks!” the black man said as he caught a
whiff of the dead girl.  One of the other scouts turned and threw up noisily.


“Suck it up
you pussy,” hissed the third man, a wide shouldered Latino covered in
prison-style tattoos.  He swung the butt of his shotgun and caught the vomiting
man in the middle of his back with just enough pressure to get his attention.


“Knock it…”
the man threw up again.  “Knock it off, asshole…Christ what a…” the man
gave in to more heaves.


“Boss’ll be
pissed when he finds out you wasted all that food, punk…” mumbled the Latino.


“Get over
here!” roared the tall black leader of the scouting party.  He was standing a
good six feet away from the dead girl and trying hard to ignore the pitiful
sight.  So far, Henry Grimes had yet to notice the scouts.  He continued
digging in the charred trash and muttering to himself.


“Sssssh—man
you gonna get us killed talkin’ that loud!” whispered the Latino as he
gingerly bypassed the dead girl and crossed himself.


Henry saw
the movement of the Latino near his daughter and suddenly spun, still crouching. 
“Get away from her!” he bellowed.  The filthy man charged from his crouching
position in a heartbeat and tackled the heavily muscled Latino.  The thug went
down with a cry of surprise as the others laughed at his plight.


“Man, get
that dirty ass bum off you—“ suggested the leader while holding his nose to
block out the stench of the rotting girl.


“Stay away
you perverts!  I’ll kill you all!” Henry roared.


“Get the
fuck off me!” pleaded the panicked Latino, punching and kicking for all
he was worth.  His powerful blows had no effect on the stark-raving mad man who
was clawing and biting at him now.


“Ow! 
Motherfucker bit me!” 


The others
bellowed laughter and doubled over, howling in glee.  Henry was acting more
like a dog than anything else, growling and striking his enemy with all limbs
at once.  The fight was a flurry of arms, limbs, curses in Spanish and English,
and bits of dirty cloth and trash flying in all directions.


Finally the
Latino pulled his shotgun free and shoved the barrel up under Henry’s chin. 
That got his attention.  Somewhere deep in his tortured mind the man realized
his life was in imminent danger of being extinguished.  He froze, releasing his
iron grip on the Latino’s long greasy hair and pulling his other hand off the
man’s throat.


“Back the
fuck up, bitch, or I blow your goddamn brains all over your girlfriend!”


Henry’s
eyes narrowed and the fear vanished.  His warped mind realized through the fog
of near-starvation and exposure to the elements that his reason for living was
gone.  His daughter was dead.  


The anger
that consumed him on a daily basis welled up inside him again.  A cold hard
rage.  Larsson.  That snot nosed punk who took over the apartment complex
after the terror attacks.  He kicked me out.  Bessie is dead because of him… 



Henry’s
mind snapped into focus for the first time in two weeks.


As he scrambled
away from the angry man with the shotgun—whom he just noticed was there—Henry
tripped and fell over the corpse of his daughter, Bessie.  At the gruesome
sight, the poor man collapsed into a blubbering fit of nonsense.  The scouts
looked at each other.  Even the Latino, wiping his own blood from his neck,
felt pity for the shriveled up man before them, crying over the body of his
daughter.


“What do we
do now, man?  I didn’t sign up for this shit…” 


Before
their leader could answer, Henry suddenly cried out, his voice full of pain and
anguish, “Why!?  Why couldn’t You take me!?  What the fuck did
she ever do to You??”  In a heartbeat, his pleading voice changed to rage, “You
did this, Larsson!  You sonofabitch—you killed my baby!  My little
girl…”  


The scouts
looked at each other—something deep inside them was struck.  His daughter.


“I’ll kill
you!  All of you!  You threw us out into this nightmare!”  Henry began
sobbing and talking to himself again, his sanity slipping away as quickly as it
appeared.


The leader
stepped forward gingerly and tried to console Henry, gently patting him on the
back.  It was a forced, awkward gesture.  He was shocked to feel the vertebrae
and bones underneath the filthy rags Henry wore.  It was plain he hadn’t been
getting enough food.  Indeed, he looked like a walking skeleton.  He tried his
best to avoid looking at the rotting remains of what he assumed was a sweet
little girl a few weeks ago.


Henry
looked up at the black man, tears leaving fresh clean streaks on his filthy face. 
His beard was matted with dried blood and dirt.  His eyes were sunken and
slightly yellow.  He was warm to the touch.  “Why?  I gave her all my food and
she still got sick…it isn’t fair…I loved her…” he whispered.


“I know you
did, man…” the scout leader didn’t know what else to say but Henry seemed to
warm to the simple human contact of a reassuring hand on the shoulder.


“That boy
did this…” Henry sniffed.  “Kicked us out…”


A thought
emerged through the drug induced haze of the black man’s mind.  “Kick you outta
where, man?”


Henry shook
his head.  “The apartment building…over there…” he said, not even bothering to
look.   He raised a hand towards the dumpster.


The black
man cut his eyes to the Latino and his partner.  The direction Henry indicated
beyond the dumpster was just forest.  “Yo, he must mean that place them bitches
tried to take a while ago, you remember that shit?”


“Yeah, but
that’s over there,” said the man who had thrown up, pointing weakly in the
opposite direction from where Henry indicated.


“Cut the
brutha some slack.”  The black man turned back to Henry, who was trying to
smooth out the hair on his daughter’s grotesquely swollen face.  A clump fell
out in his hand and he began examining it carefully.


The black
man swallowed his own bile at the sight and regained his composure.  “Hey,
man…what’s your name, yo?”


Henry
waited a while, caressing the clump of matted hair in his hand that had been
such a pretty shade of blonde only a few weeks earlier.  “Henry….” His voice
said.  He didn’t remember thinking it…he had lost track of who he was a long
time ago.  There was only pain.


“Think you
could get us in that apartment place?  We could get you some food, a woman—“


“Or a man,
yo,” joked the Latino, elbowing his friend in the ribs.  The two chuckled but
were silenced by the black man’s angry glare.


Henry shook
his head, still playing with the rotten hair.  “No…”


“You can’t
get us in?”


“No…”  The
black man was about to reply but Henry spoke again.  


“No food. 
No woman….”


“Uh…I don’
understand—“


“I want Larsson.”
Henry said, looking up with pure hatred in his eyes.  The black man sat back on
his heels in surprise at the ferocity of the look on the man’s face, but he
nodded just the same.


“Man, we
get you the fucker that did this, I swear it,” the black man said, thumping his
own chest.


Henry
looked back down at his daughter.  “Larsson…” he said stroking the
bloated cheek of his baby girl.  As the other men helped him into their car, he
was finally able to let go of his daughter.  He was focused on a new task.  


Revenge.  


He never
saw the odd white hand-like shape painted on the sides and hood of the car as
they climbed in.  


They left
Bessie where she lay. 


 


ERIK TOSSED THE last of
his pile of trash onto the pile and wiped his hands on his sweaty shirt.  He
had pulled trash detail and didn’t make any noise about it.  It was nice, he
figured, to get away for a half hour and have some peace and quiet.  Even if it
did come at the cost of a pretty nasty smell.


Following
his own procedures set in place after the Battle, Erik and the other members of
today’s trash squad had a guard detail to watch over them as they left the
Freehold.  Paying more attention to the task at hand, Erik soon forgot about
the guards.  When all the trash was disposed of, he turned and blinked in the
afternoon sunlight, expecting to see the guards watching all approaches to
their positions.  Instead he only saw the other members of the trash squad.  A
few looked around nervously, acutely aware of being outside the Freehold walls,
alone and unarmed.


Erik
subconsciously wiped the ever present sweat from his brow with the back of his
hand and scanned the little clearing they were in.  No guards.  “Where the hell
did they go?” he asked aloud.


“Right
here, sir,” came the reply.  Erik spun just in time to see three of the four
guards quietly emerge from the nearby scrub brush as if born in the forest. 
They had been totally invisible, despite not wearing camouflage gear.


One of the
trash squad cursed with a start.  The others shared a nervous chuckle and began
the trek back to the Freehold and safety.


“Well…it
looks like Ted’s teaching you guys some tricks.”


“And
girls,” said a female voice as the fourth guard emerged.  It was Janine, the
Building Rep from Building 3.  Gone was the sorority girl image of a few weeks
ago.  She had dirt smeared on her face and her thick blonde hair was pulled
back tight against her skull, keeping it from flopping about as she moved.  She
carried no weapon save a small hunting knife.


“I’m the
mouth,” she said with a sly look on her pretty face, holding up the radio each
patrol was to carry, answering Erik’s silent question about her purpose on the
squad.  One of the other guards grinned at the obvious sexual overtones in
Janine’s voice.  


Erik looked
to the three men who were all armed with either bows, arrows or captured
handguns from the Battle.  One was a member of Hoss’s biker gang.  The beer-gut
toting biker grinned, showing yellow stained teeth through his thick, coarse
beard.


“Haven’t
had this much fun since prom night.  This guard shit is fun, man—it’s
like playing Rambo,” the big man chuckled.


Erik
grimaced but the others took it for a grin.  “Come on, let’s get back inside.”


As they
neared the main gate, Erik heard the tell tale rumble of Hoss’s Harley.  He let
the others go on in and waited for his cavalry leader to pull up and roll to a
stop in the gravel next to the entrance of the Freehold.


“Howdy,
Duke,” Hoss said with a grin as he shut down the motorcycle.


“What’s up,
man?  You find anything good today?” Erik said, shaking the big man’s hand by
their customary method, gripping the forearms instead of hands.


“Did we
ever,” Hoss said, adjusting himself in the seat.  Erik couldn’t imagine how hot
Hoss had to be, wearing leather chaps and vest on a day like this.  Even for
this time of the year, it was hot.  “Just outside town, up on I-75,
well, just east of 75, I guess,” Hoss said, scratching his beard.  “Anyway,
found a big-ass semi run off the road.  Looked like an ambush; driver didn’t
make it—he’s still there…sort of.  Somethin’ been chewing on his ass.  Found
all sorts of weird graffiti on the rig.  Looked like big hand prints in white
paint.  Like that car we saw that day we went up to the Sports Giant.  Creepy
shit, man.  


“Anyway,
the trucker’s been there for a while.  The truck was busted open and torn
through.”


Erik’s face
fell; he was hoping the biker had discovered some food.  They were running
dangerously low at the Freehold.  “We’re going to have to keep a serious watch
for these Hand People.  Haven’t seen ‘em in a few days.”  Erik cleared his
thoughts of the mystery.  “Was anything left?”


“Oh yeah.  Flour,
and lots of it.  It was some kind of supply truck for a grocery store or
something.  Here’s the manifest,” he said, handing over a crumpled and
sweat-damp piece of carbon paper.


Erik
scanned the list of contents.  “Damn…he had all kinds of dry goods.  Whoever
hit him took it all, huh?”


“Well,
‘cept the flour and all that baking type shit.  I figure it ain’t steak, but
it’s food, right?  I mean, someone can make something with it, right?”


“Oh sure,
we can make lots with flour…some of these other things are great too—like these
spices.  It’ll go a long way towards giving us a choice in taste of the food we
have left.”  Erik shrugged.  “Pretty damn lucky, I’d say.  Anything else?”


“Yeah, we
swung down by the Marina earlier.  A lot of boats out there are missing or sunk
or damaged.  There’s still a good number just fine though, I guess.  Don’t
really know the difference, actually.  But the fishing party we sent out?  They
caught a shit load of fish.  Said to send someone with a bigger truck to help
haul ‘em in.  Big fuckers, man.”


“Thank
God!” Erik said.  His idea had finally paid off.  Now if they could continue to
catch fish, they’d at least have a steady supply of meat and protein. 
Something behind Erik caught Hoss’s eye.


“Whoops,
there’s your buddy.  I’ll leave you two lovebirds to chat.  Later man.”  Hoss
waited until Lentz walked within hailing distance before kick starting his hog
to life and roaring past the older man just as he tried to speak.  Erik
suppressed a grin.


“That man insults
me,” Lentz said quietly, watching the biker disappear into the Freehold,
hooting at a guard on top of the main gate.  The guard waved back and signaled
those behind the gate to keep it open for Lentz and Erik.


Erik handed
the manifest over to Lentz.  “Hoss found a supply truck today.  Here’s what was
in it.  Only thing left,” Erik said as Lentz perused the crinkled paper.  “Was
some flour and spices and baking supplies.  I think we should send out a party
to bring it in, ASAP.”


“Hmmmm…yes…I’ll
bring this up before the committee.”


Erik put
his hands on his hips and looked down at the hot baked dirt under his feet for
a second, getting control of his temper.  It was all too short with Lentz
lately.  He finally looked up.  Lentz was watching him, eyebrows raised, like a
teacher watches a suspected troublesome student.  “You’re taking it to the
committee?” Erik asked.


“Yes. 
That’s what I said.”


“But that’s
going to take a while…someone may come along and take the flour—“


“Then it
wasn’t meant for us, was it?”


“What? 
What’s that supposed to mean?  Are you going religious on me now?”


“I meant to
speak to you about the fishing plan you set up.  It’s not working.”


Erik’s mind
raced to catch up, he was still thinking about the committee.  “The fishing
team?  Hoss just said they caught a boatload today!  They need help bringing it
home, as a matter of fact.”  Ha, take that you crotchety old bastard!


Lentz
paused and stroked his smooth chin, almost to point out Erik’s mangy looking
beard which he had been growing since the troubles started weeks ago.  Lentz’s
expression seemed to say, ‘Look here what I see, hark, ‘tis a barbarian at the
gate.’  Instead, he muttered, “Hmm…yes.  Indeed.”


“Indeed what?”


“Where is
this help supposed to come from?  You have us stretched too thin.  What with
the guards already in training and your silly play time with those swords—“


Erik felt
his hand instinctively grip the pommel of his katana, hanging at his
side in its scabbard.  “Say what?”


“I believe
you heard me, Mr. Larsson.”


“Hey, don’t
take that tone of voice with me, Lentz.  If it weren’t for my men with those silly
swords, this place would be a smoldering ruin and we’d all be dead by now,
or have you forgotten the Battle?”


Lentz
sniffed and looked down his nose at Erik.  “No, I dare say none of us has
forgotten the so-called Battle.  But I tell you again, it is the opinion of the
committee that you have stretched us too thin.  I only meant to come out
here to catch you alone,” he said, raising a hand to forestall Erik’s
outburst.  “So that I could inform you in private that we are considering
removing you from your post as head of Security.”


Erik’s jaw
dropped.  “I…what?”


“I did not
come here to argue with you, Mr. Larsson, only to inform you of what the committee
is doing.  After all, until they decide otherwise—“


“You mean
until you decide otherwise,”


Lentz
looked at Erik with an expression that said, ‘That’ll be enough of that, young
man.’  Aloud, he said, “Until they decide otherwise, you are
still one of the administrators of this community and as such are entitled to
know the workings of said administration.”


Erik
brushed past Lentz in frustration.  “I don’t have time for this.  Captain
Williams and his National Guard patrol will be by soon and I’ve got to—“


“Yes, I
know,” Lentz called out, causing Erik to turn around.  “There is a group of
five or six that plan to join the good Captain and move in to the Safe Zone.”


Erik shook
his head in desperation.  “They’re gonna regret that…”


“They’re
only leaving because they can’t stand you any longer.”  The ex-school
administrator said sweetly as he shuffled past Erik into the Freehold.  Erik
stood in the road and fought back the urge to scream.


Instead, he
resolved to get himself, Brin, Ted and his family and any who wanted to follow
out of the Freehold and into the country before something happened.  There were
plenty of ‘somethings’ to worry about nowadays.  The strange group of survivors
they had nicknamed the Hand People, the U.N. invasion, the still-roving bands
of criminals, disease, lack of food and water.  The list kept growing until
Erik cut if off and stormed into the Freehold.











U.S.S. THEODORE ROOSEVELT


The Big Stick Strikes Back


 


 


THIRTY MILES OUT in
front of the Roosevelt battlegroup, the U.S.S. Hampton,
one of the two surviving fast attack nuclear submarines attached to the Big
Stick raced ahead towards Gibraltar, the open Atlantic and home.  They were
running fast and silent, just south of the Balearic Islands on the western edge
of the Med.  


During the
attack on the Roosevelt, the underwater shockwave created by the
thermonuclear explosion and the subsequent electromagnetic pulse crippled the
two other ‘Silent Sticks’, sending one to Davy Jones’ locker and the other to
the surface to be towed by a support vessel.  


None of the
submarines assigned to defend the Roosevelt escaped without damage.  In
the case of the Hampton, it was only superficial and easily repaired. 
As a result, she held the honor being the tip of the sword for the
battlegroup.  Her sister ship, the U.S.S. Scranton, was less than a mile
to starboard.


“Conn,
Sonar, contact bearing zero-one-nine.  Range, two miles,” called the cracking
voice of the Hampton’s sonar officer of the watch upon hearing the new
contact light up his display screen and his headphones.


Commander
Rick Umbris made his way to the sonarman’s ‘office’.  “Whatcha got, Townsend?”


The young
man fresh out of high school looked up nervously from his screen.  He was first
in his class and was considered one of the rising stars in the Atlantic Fleet.  Umbris
was proud to have him on his fast attack boat.


Townsend
scrunched up his face, concentrating, and pressed his headphones tight.  “Twin
screws...big fat surface vessel, sir.  She’s moving slow.”  His eyes popped
open.  “Active sonar…very faint, but they’re scanning.  Sorry sir, it’s at the
limit of our gear, set passive.”  His training officer listened for a second
then nodded towards the CO, affirming his student’s assessment.


The boat’s
skipper clapped him on the back, confirming everything the young man said by
looking at the computer screen before him.  “Good work.  Decrease speed to ten
knots,” Umbris called over his shoulder, eyes still on the screen.  “Let’s take
this nice and slow.” 


“Ten knots,
aye,” replied the big XO from the command center.   Lieutenant Commander
Lawrence Whittaker was a large black man with the body of a football player and
the mind of an engineer.   “Make your speed ten knots, “ he barked.  


The massive
cylinder of steel, gliding through the ocean water as quiet as a whisper,
slowed imperceptibly.  She was rigged for silent running and as one of the
newest Los Angeles class subs, the Hampton was one of the hardest
to detect.  Even when running war-games with her own fleet, she routinely
slipped past sonar nets.


“Speed is ten
knots, Cap’n,” said Lt. Commander Whittaker.


“Very
well,” replied the commander as he returned to the nerve center of the nuclear
submarine.  “I have the Conn,”


“Cap’n has
the Conn,” called out the XO.


“What’s the
ID?” asked Commander Umbris.


“Conn, Sonar,
she’s being run up by the computer as a Spanish warship.  Frigate, F100 class;
she’s a big ol’ twin gas turbine.  I think they use a Raytheon built sonar
system…” replied the young sonar operator, consulting the computer screen. 
“She sounds rigged for anti-submarine warfare, sir.”


“Very
well.  What’s her mood?”


“Sounds
like a bull in a china shop, sir,” the young enlisted man shook his head
confidently.  “Got no idea we’re here.”


“Well,
then, keep us clear of her and warn the fleet.“


“Aye, sir,”
replied the XO.  He turned to the communications center to advise the Roosevelt
via their UHF towed array, a long cable stretching hundreds of feet out behind
the quietly advancing submarine.


“Conn,
Sonar!  Multiple contacts, Jesus, sir!”


Commander
Umbris raced from the Conn back to the young sonar operator.  “What is it?”


Looks like
a fleet, sir!  Look, there’s two more, they’re just coming into
range…man, it’s up to six already.”


“They’re
spread out for anti-sub alright,” said the Hampton’s chief sonarman. 
“My guess is they’re not going to be fooling around.  My count is seven.”  He
took the headset from his pupil and was back in command of the sonar
operations.  


“Eight,”
countered the skipper, pointing at the computer screen.  


“Yup. 
That’s a destroyer, there.  But it ain’t Spanish.  My guess is it’s a
Frenchman.  Suffren class by the signature,” said the Chief with a
frown.  “Fast sumbitch too.”            


“Looks like
we stumbled onto the welcoming party, Cap’n,” boomed the XO’s deep voice. 
Commander Umbris could imagine the smile.


The CO put
his hands on his hips, knowing full well that all eyes in the Conning Tower
were on him.  He took a moment to think.  Anything he said would have dramatic
affect on the already tense crew.


“I haven’t
heard anything about the Spanish being against us, but I know damn well the French
are,” the skipper said.  He remembered the President’s speech.  They had picked
it up when the Hampton went to periscope depth to check in with the
fleet.  He had confirmed his orders with the Admiral and could hear the fateful
words echo in his mind:  “We’re trying to get home…if you can, avoid the
enemy.  If you can’t, cut a path right through ‘em.  We’re not going to let
anything or anyone stop us from reaching the Coast.”


“Any chance
we could make it through that sonar net, son?” asked the CO.


Young
Townsend looked up, eyes wide.  “Sir, they’re all pinging on active.  Even if
we got lucky, it’s almost impossible to penetrate a screen like that.“


“They think
there’s something out here, sir.  They’re thinking they’re ready for us,” added
the Chief.


“Where they
goin’?”


“Sir, their
course and speed are constant heading due east.”


“They’re
looking for us aren’t they?” asked the XO over his commander’s shoulder.


“Yep.  Only
we found ‘em first.”  The attack sub’s commander made up his mind fast.  He
calculated odds.  “There’s nine of them now…”


“Hardly
seems fair, don’t it?” asked the XO.  The young sonarman looked up, scared.


“Yeah.  We
should see if they got ten before we move in,” grinned Commander Umbris.  He
moved back to the Conn.   “Battlestations!”


“Battlestations,
battlestations, this is not a drill!  All hands to battlestations!”
barked out the XO over the boat’s intercom.  Instantly men began running to
posts, waking comrades and preparing for a fight.  The ship went from a calm
sleepy ‘night’ to an angry hornet’s nest bathed in eerie red lights in
seconds.  Within a minute, the ship was calm again, coiled and ready to strike.


Lt.
Commander Whittaker looked at his stopwatch when the ship was reported battle
ready and frowned.  He expected better.  Their next drill would be a doozy.


 “Weps, get
me firing solutions on that French garbage scow,” ordered the Commander over
the microphone that hung near the periscope station, satisfied that the boat
was ready for war.


The boat’s
Weapons Officer complied quickly.  “Lock ‘n’ load, Skipper!” came the
voice over the command center’s speaker.


“Load and
flood tubes one and three, I want the Tomahawks on standby,”


“Flooding
tubes one and three, aye, aye, Captain,” replied Weps.  Seconds later:  “Tubes
one and three flooded, sir.  Tomahawk missiles prepped and standing by.”


“Sonar,
Conn,” called out the Commander.


“Conn,
Sonar, aye,” replied Townsend’s adolescent voice over the intercom.


“Any sub contacts?”


“Negative
sir, all surface vessels.”


“Very
well.  Weps, Conn, lock in firing solutions and prepare to fire.”     


“Firing
solutions locked, sir…” 


The
Commander rubbed his chin and thought for a second on his intended course of
action.  For a split second, he hesitated.  After all, his boat had not been
attacked yet by the French or the Spaniards.  Was he starting a war? 
Then the other part of him flooded his mind with the memory of the nuclear
missile nearly hitting the Roosevelt and the subsequent Egyptian air
strikes.  He remembered the sense of helpless he felt as they listened to the
battle, unable to do anything from under the waves.  He remembered the
President’s speech.  He remembered the Marines that were slaughtered off the
coast by some cowardly Russian sub.


“Range to
target?” he asked gruffly.


“1,700
yards.”


Commander
Umbris nodded.  “If the world wants a war, by God we’ll give it to ‘em…” he
paused, then said a single sentence, pointing his finger forward, towards the
enemy.


“Fire tubes
one and three!”  


 


CAPTAIN, THE HAMPTON
has engaged the enemy.  French destroyer, Suffren class.  They’ve found
a small surface fleet about twenty miles west of our position!” said the Roosevelt’s
XO, storming into the Captain’s cabin holding an onion paper facsimile hot off
the printer from the Command and Control Center.


“Get CAP in
the air, take us to battle stations.  This is it!”


“Aye, aye,
sir!”


 


MON DIEU!  TORPEDO in
the water!” shrieked the French sonar operator on board the destroyer targeted
by the as yet unseen Hampton.


“Where did
it come from?” asked the captain in a voice more calm than he felt.


“No contact—it
just appeared—-wait, now there’s two torpedoes…active pinging.”  The young
Frenchman’s long thin face took on a sweaty sheen quickly.  “They’ve acquired
us, sir!” he said, voice cracking.


“Countermeasures! 
Now!” ordered the surprised French commander.  “Flank speed, hard to
starboard.”  As the doomed ship obeyed his commands, the Frenchman began to
pray, something he hadn’t done in years.


“Torpedoes
inbound, they have acquired us…time to impact, 42 seconds!” called out the
sonar operator.  Panic flashed across the face of more than one man on the
bridge.


“Battle
stations!  Inform the Admiral.”  Klaxons scorched the air as the French ship
suddenly came alive with activity.


When the
bridge lights faded to be replaced by red background lights, the captain called
out, “God damn it, where did they come from!?”


“Time to
torpedo impact, 21 seconds!” called out the sonarman.  His voice was getting
higher pitched.            


“There,”
pointed the XO through this binoculars.  “Port bow!”  More than one set of eyes
suddenly peered out the forward windows.  The twin streaks of phosphorescent
white-green gave away the location of the needles of death that raced towards
their appointment with the French ship.


“Another
torpedo…” the sonarman moaned.


“Where?”
asked the stunned commander.  Was not two enough?  “Where is the
target?”


“No
target!  They all just appeared out of nowhere.   Heading towards the Anjou!”


“Let them
worry about it then,” replied the commander, gripping his captain’s chair with
white knuckles.


“The first
two torpedoes went right through the countermeasures.  Time to torpedo impact,
12 seconds…nine, eight, seven, six,” the atmosphere on the bridge was so
tense, the captain swore he could taste it.


“Two…”


“One…”
the young sonarman removed his headphones and closed his eyes in silent prayer.


 


GOT ‘IM!  CHEERED
Townsend, hand to his headset.  “Target struck by both torpedoes!  I’m
getting…she’s breaking up, sir, secondary explosions…”


The room
erupted with cheers and waving fists.  The first blow had been struck.          


Commander
Umbris didn’t share in his crew’s jubilation yet, however.  “Take us up to
launch depth and pop up the hatches,” he ordered, bringing the cramped room to
silence.  “All ahead flank speed—I want us through the thermal layer as fast as
possible.”


“Aye sir,
launch depth at flank speed,” replied the XO.  The Hampton eased up on
its glide planes as the single propeller began to churn the ocean and push the
massive sub from its hiding spot beneath the thermal layer of the ocean.  As it
passed through the area where the cold deep water met the warmer surface water,
the Hampton would be briefly visible on sonar screens throughout the
enemy fleet.  It was a risk Commander Umbris was willing to take.  He knew that
once clear of the turbulent waters, his submarine’s superior engineering would
bring it back under the cloak of stealth.


 


ABOARD THE MORTALLY
wounded French destroyer, the sonarman called out, “Contact!  Bearing
two-seven-seven—submarine, it’s American!”


“Class?”
asked the captain, wiping blood out of his eyes.  The ship was on fire and
listing fast.  In a few minutes she would begin to capsize, he feared.  His
ship was doomed.  But if he could fire a few anti-sub torpedoes of his own…or
at least warn the fleet…


“I think…Los
Angeles…”


A most
lethal enemy indeed.  The Los Angeles class was a little
long in the tooth for the American Navy but still way too much for the French
destroyer to take on with little more help than the ragtag collection of patrol
boats the Spaniards called a fleet.


“Get me a
firing solution…and someone inform the Admiral!”


“It’s gone,
sir!” moaned the sonar operator.  “It was right there, big as the Eiffel
Tower…then, gone.”


“He’s
crossed the thermal conversion layer…that was fast.”  An explosion
rocked the forward section of the dying ship, sending the captain sprawling on
the badly tilting deck.  He could hear the horrible shuddering sound as metal
began to tear itself apart deep in the bowels of the sinking warship.  


“Communications
destroyed sir.  We’ve lost compartments forward of section twelve,” someone
called out through the smoke.  Behind him, another sailor was screaming in
agony.  


Pounding
his fist into the sharply tilting steel deck he called out in desperation,
“Abandon ship!  All hands, abandon ship!”


 


CONN, SONAR, WE just got nailed by
half the French fleet!” the young sonarman exclaimed.  He had just
heard the pings of more than half a dozen enemy ships bounce sonar beams
off the Hampton’s exposed hull.


“Sonar,
Conn, very well…keep an eye on ‘em.”  The Commander spoke into the intercom. 
“Weps, I need firing solutions on the Spanish ship,”


“Conn,
Weps, solutions forming now…”


When he got
the all clear sign, the Commander said, “Fire Tomahawk One.”


 


NEST, HAWK ONE, called
out Lieutenant Commander Riggs, strapped into his F-35 and streaking across the
evening sky towards the battle.  Behind him, spread out in a delta-wing
formation was the rest of Hawk Flight.  Just lifting off the deck of the Roosevelt
and still a few miles back were two other squadrons from the carrier, one of
the older FA-18s and another squadron of Lightnings


“Hawk
One, Nest, roger,” came the voice in Riggs’ helmet.


“I have
visual of a missile heading due north.  Big one.”


“Copy,
Hawk One, that’s our Silent Sticks softening up Frenchie for you.”


Switching
off his mic, Lt. Commander Riggs grumbled to himself,  “Screw that!  I want
some this time.”  He dropped the sun shield on his helmet and turned Hawk
Flight directly into the setting sun.  


 


JACQUE DEPONTE, CAPTAIN
of the crippled French cruiser, Anjou, stared in disbelief at the
remnants of his fleet.  Once, they were twelve ships of the line, strong and
confident.  Now in mere minutes, the fleet was reduced to frightened
schoolgirls running for cover.  


Three
Spanish destroyers were dead in the water to his starboard, one so heavily on
fire it was totally obscured by smoke.  The other two were listing severely,
barely afloat.  His mind quickly deduced the two ships would not last more than
a few more minutes before slipping beneath the waves.  


The Descoteaux
was the first to call out abandon ship.  Even before the Anjou could
deploy rescue teams, more torpedoes streaked through the water.  Then missiles
began raining down from the sky.  Tomahawks, the Yankees called them. 
He thanked God that they were not nuclear tipped, as they could have been.  He
knew full well the Americans were justified in using their most terrible
munitions after the Iranians screwed up with their nuclear attack.  


His own
ship, the Anjou, once a jewel of the French Navy, was on fire and taking
on water.  Half his bridge crew was killed or lay bleeding and moaning on the
shattered deck around him.  All but one of the windows were smashed out, debris
lay strewn about him and acrid smoke, started by an electrical fire somewhere aft
of the bridge was filling his eyes and lungs.  


He
staggered forward towards one of the newly created ‘windows’ on his bridge and
sucked in the cool evening air.  All hell had broken loose in a matter of
minutes.  And still no sight of the Americans.


The fleet
was in total chaos.  After the first torpedo struck the Anjou, the
Americans, wherever they were, had apparently moved on to choicer targets.  He
could almost feel where the sub was that struck his ship.  The cowardly
submarine.  Always the scorn of the real navy.  And here his proud ship
was crippled by one and he hadn’t even had the chance to see it.


It wasn’t
until the first falling star shot out of the heavens and slammed into the top
of one of the listing destroyers that Capitan DePonte realized perhaps
the Americans should have been left alone.  It wasn’t the first time the
normally conservative capitan had questioned the odd behavior of his
government, but it was the first time he had been personally wounded
because of his government’s rash decisions.  The thought of losing his ship
because some politician pissed off the Americans made him sick to his stomach.


A bright
flare erupted from the top of the twice wounded destroyer.  DePonte couldn’t
tell if it was the Crecy or the Aquitaine. Either way, that ship
would fight no more.  It seemed to jump out of the water in pain as the
American missile bored straight through its smoke-stack and blew a massive hole
out through the bottom of its hull.  The ship was illuminated in a giant
fireball that raced skyward just as the hull tore itself apart and began to
disappear below the water, splitting in two.


Her back is
broken,
thought the Frenchman.  He chuckled to himself, a dark, rueful sound.  We
thought America’s back to be broken…the fools.  The sight of the ruined
French fleet stirred ominously within DePonte’s stomach.  He didn’t feel well
about this war against the Americans any more.  They will not like being set
upon by the Old Countries, he mused.  I fear we have just signed our own
death warrants.


Another
missile slammed into the remnants of the split and sinking destroyer, as if in
insult.  Pieces of the dying ship rained out of the sky.  Huge plumes of water
sprayed up with the concussive shockwave of the explosion.  All around the
crippled Anjou, missiles were raining from the sky like hailstones.  “So
many!  How can this be?” he asked aloud, shocked by the scene unfolding around
his ship. 


The ocean
was lit up by the gargantuan explosion of the last surviving cruiser to port. 
Two missiles had already hit home and still the ship struggled forward, to the
east, looking for someone to kill.  A third missile slammed into the ship from
the starboard and superstructure literally disintegrated, spraying the water
with debris and chunks of metal.  The cruiser, decapitated, continued forward
but began a lazy circle, belching smoke and fire from secondary explosions. 
Other ships began to swerve to avoid her death throes.


The first
high-pitched roar of turbine engines from above announced the arrival of the
American naval aviators.  Capitan DePonte looked up and squinted, trying
to make out the form of a streaking F-35 as it shot by not a hundred feet
overhead.  The noise was deafening.  He followed the American pilot as he swung
by a few support vessels and strafed them with a powerful machine gun.  In
seconds, the fighter had obliterated an unarmed supply ship.  Even at this
distance, DePonte could see sailors jumping off the doomed little ship into the
turbulent and unforgiving waters of the western Med.  The American pilot pulled
his plane into a vertical climb and did a barrel roll as a victory dance.  


DePonte
cursed in French.  The arrogance of the pilot infuriated him.  Three more
Lightnings roared in from the north, crisscrossing their paths, laying waste to
the scattered French fleet.  In desperation, DePonte grabbed the nearest
undamaged pair of field glasses and searched for a Spanish ship.  Were the
Americans attacking the Spaniards as well or was their anger directed only at
the Gauls?  Bloody Spaniards…if they have backed out of the fight—-


 


LIEUTENANT COMMANDER
RIGGS threw his Lightning into a hard right turn and surveyed the carnage. 
Ships exploded and fireballs mushroomed in his field of vision in all
directions.  Anarchy.  A beautiful sight.


“That’s
number three—“ observed his wingman.  Riggs could imagine the smile on his
partners face.  “Let’s see…who’s next?” 


Tracers
blurred by the cockpit canopy as if they were laser beams out of a science
fiction movie.  “Whoever the hell just shot at us, that’s who’s next!”
barked Riggs as he forced his plane to jerk and weave.  It was barely enough to
avoid the deadly anti-aircraft fire sprouting up from a still-defiant ship
below.  Riggs keyed his mic, “Hawk Flight, concentrate on that Spanish cruiser,
six o’clock low, take that bastard down!”


“Hawk
Four, roger that, moving to attack position,”


“Hawk
Two, missile away!”


Riggs knew
his plane was out of missiles so he decided to go old school.  “Gonna dive bomb
that fat bastard,” he mumbled.  He rolled his F-35 in a gut wrenching spin,
then angled straight down like an arrow.


“Fox
Two!”


“Fox
Three!” called out the other Hawks.  Out of the corner of his eye, Riggs
could see pinpoints of light streaking in from opposite directions towards the
surrounded Spaniard and her sister ships.  Tracers erupted from the port side
automated ‘R2-D2’ ship defense mini-gun, tracking to and destroying one of the
inbound missiles.  The starboard unit missed its target and the missile struck
home with devastating effect.


“Hawk
Two, I’m hit—watch that Ack-Ack boys!”


A heartbeat
later, Riggs gripped the joystick and the GAU 22/A four barreled 25mm cannon
came to life with a muted roar that shook the plane.  The massive shells began
shredding the deck of the wounded and smoking ship hundreds of feet below. 
Riggs held the dive to the point where he could make out individual explosions
on the ship from his cannon before jerking back on the stick hard and pulling
away.  The plane groaned and shuddered with the strain of leveling off with
such tremendous speed, but she held together.  


It was a
little close for comfort, even for him.  One or two small arms rounds bounced
and tinked against the side of his jet.  Someone on the burning, half
destroyed Spanish ship was actually shooting at him with a machine gun.


“Hawk Lead,
taking small arms fire from the Spanish cruiser,” he calmly reported, easing
the fighter back to level flight some hundred feet off the deck.  Tracers began
crisscrossing his field of vision from two or three directions as other ships,
still in the fight began taking shots at him.  It seemed that every ship in the
water began taking a bead on the bold American jet. 


The plane
shuddered as a shell punctured the starboard tail fin and blew a ragged
football sized hole in the metal.  “Hawk Lead, I’m hit!” called out Riggs as he
pushed the throttle over to max, lit the afterburner and screeched straight up
into the sky, much faster than the ships gunners could track.  He grunted,
trying to control the bucking joystick.  His plane was hurt and didn’t want to
move as nimble as it had just seconds before.  The tracers fell harmlessly aft
of the retreating Lightning.


“Hawk
Lead, Hawk Three, that French carrier is trying to clear the decks.  Looks like
they wanna launch…” squawked over Riggs’ helmet.


Riggs
banked hard to port and did a lazy circle in the smoke filled evening sky,
looking for the carrier.  There.  She was on fire, trying to turn into the
wind, leaving a huge smoke trail he assumed could be seen for miles.  Maybe
even by the Roosevelt, well over the horizon.


“SAM
launch!  Starboard side, three o’clock low,” came over his helmet, words
that no aviator wants to hear in the middle of a fight.


“Any air
cover yet?” asked Riggs, never taking his eyes off the massive carrier, rapidly
growing bigger as the Lightning raced forward.  He hit the chaff and flare
launch buttons on his keyboard and pressed forward, hoping the Surface to Air
missile would miss his plane.


“Two
more SAMs up!  Hammer Flight is only a few seconds away though…took ‘em long
enough,” muttered Jonsey.  


A few more
missiles began climbing from the decks of smoking ships, adding their smoke
trails to the tangled knot of contrails, smoke and missile trails already
polluting the sky.


“I’m
hit!” someone screamed.  “Hawk Two—“ an explosion to starboard
caught Riggs’ eye.  He saw the remnants of Hawk Two come shooting out of the
ball of fire in three large chunks streaking down in a graceful curve towards
the ocean below.  No parachutes.


“Nest, we
just lost Hawk Two, repeat, Hawk Two is down,” he said, still looking for
parachutes and fighting the grief welling up in his throat.  Sidewinder was a
good friend.  Riggs couldn’t imagine he had time to pull the ring, but…


“Christ,
there’s a SAM coming right up my ass!” someone else shouted.  


“Breaking
right,” called another American voice.


“Alright,
Hawk Flight, we only got a couple more minutes of this…let’s make it count!”
ordered Riggs with a smile as the plane swerved to the left and rolled down
towards the deck, back into the roiling hellfire of AAA.  He couldn’t wait to
hear the bitching from the F-18 pilots.  They’d be pissed at the scraps the
Lightnings would be leaving.  


He strafed
the injured French carrier, relishing the sight of sailors diving for cover and
bits of machinery exploding.  Tracers of his own tore a path through the heavy
metal and tarmac flight deck, effectively ruining any plans of launching
fighters.  Out of the corner of his eye, as he streaked by virtually unopposed,
he saw a single French fighter taxing to the crippled catapult launch system,
seemingly ignorant of the damage to the flight deck.  


Resolving
to nip the problem in the bud, he swung the wounded Lightning around in a tight
circle, coming head on to the carrier.  From this angle it was more difficult
to see the rest of the fleet; the smoke from the carrier and her sinking
support vessels virtually turned the world black.  The slight wobble in his
planes flight path caused by the big hole in his tail fin didn’t help.  But
there was the French fighter, rolling confidently up to the catapult, firelight
glinting off the graceful canopy. 


The sun was
halfway below the horizon and night would be on them soon.  Everyone knew
America owned the night with their technological superiority.  He smiled,
thinking of the fear the French must be feeling at the prospect of fighting as
night settled upon them like a smothering blanket of death.  


“Not today,
Frenchie.  This is for the Marines!” Riggs bellowed squeezed the trigger on his
joystick.  The cannon responded and molten death shot out across the closing
gap, ripping the French Mirage fighter to pieces.  The canopy on the French
plane started to open as the pilot realized too late what was happening.  The
Mirage exploded gloriously as one of its missiles self destructed, throwing a
fireball across the deck and sending debris flying in all directions.  Riggs
banked hard to starboard and pulled away from the fleet with an awful roar of
his plane’s engine, gaining altitude fast.  He hoped his flyby broke a few more
windows on the crippled carrier.


“Oooh
rah!” a new voice called out over the radio frequency.


“Time to
drop the Hammer, boys!” came the grizzled voice of Sledgehammer, Hammer
Flight’s leader.  The Roosevelt’s F-18F Superhornets had arrived.  “Fox
one!”


A chorus of
missile launches filled the speakers in Riggs’ helmet as he and the rest of
Hawk flight began to withdrawal from the slaughter.  Their fuel tanks were
nearly at the critical point.  They would have enough to get home, but barely. 
Fighting really burned the gas.  


Riggs was
satisfied though, as a score of missiles streaked past his fighter group and
pummeled the already scattered and half wasted Franco-Spanish fleet.  As the
Superhornets raced past heading into the fray, a few saluted the retreating
Lightnings, surprised at the amount of damage the F-35s had sustained.  Not a
single fighter was returning that did not have half a dozen punctures in its
wings and stabilizers.  The AAA fire had shredded the American planes, yet they
still were flyable.


“Nest, Hawk
Lead, Hawk Flight coming home, minus one feather but talons red,” Riggs said
with a sad smile, removing his oxygen mask and wiping the sweat from his face. 
He was happy no one else could see the tears forming in his eyes.  Hawk Two
would be missed sorely in the coming weeks.  Some part of him hoped those
Marines who were murdered by the Russians would be happy with the vengeance his
squadron had just exacted. 


He vowed
there would be more to come.











SARASOTA


Of Pipers and Whiskey


 


 


HALF THE WORLD away, Erik
lay on the pool deck at the Freehold, under the stars next to his wife, Brin,
sharing a radio between them.  Across the short table, Ted and his wife were
lounging in the same manner, idly watching the black sky—devoid of any light
pollution for the first time in a hundred years—and listening.  It had become
sort of a ritual for the four of them.  


Each day,
after all the chores were accomplished and the sweat and work of the day lay
behind them, they gathered on the pool deck to cool off in the warm night
breeze and relax before retiring to their apartments and the confining darkness
of a home without power.  Every now and then one of the other residents, or
Freeholders, as they were calling themselves, would stop by and sit with them. 
Tonight, however, they were alone.


“…reports
from our stations in the Mid-East are telling of a dramatic sea battle taking
place off the southern coast of Mediterranean France this night…” droned
the English accented newsman.  “BBC has just learned that a combined Franco-Spanish
fleet has intercepted what they believe to be the remnants of the U.S.S.
Theodore Roosevelt battlegroup, which disappeared last week amid a rumored
nuclear strike by Iran.  The Pentagon was unable to confirm or deny these
reports over telephone as our Jan Smitheson could not get the Americans to
talk.  We of course will have updates to you as soon as we ourselves learn
anything new.”


“Go get ‘em
Teddy!” whooped Ted.


“Ssssh!”
said Susan, playfully smacking her husband on the arm.


“—of you
in America, know that your British friends still stand by you.  We are sending
our own aid workers to you in order to assist your speedy recovery from this
crisis.  


“In
other news from America, it appears that the city of Chicago has been all but
destroyed by the U.S. Army in an attempt to quell a rebellion, started by
Muslim Separatists.  It appears, however, that the popular African-American
leader of this rebellion, known only as Malcolm, has escaped by boat to
Canada.  To report on this aspect of the American Troubles, is our Canadian
Bureau chief, Alexis Dejarde, in Ottawa.”


“Well,
that’s right, Jonathan, here in the Canadian Provinces, people have been
casting a wary eye south at our troubled neighbors for quite some time now, you
know—“ began the female voice.


“Chicago’s
gone?” asked Brin with a quiver in her voice.


“How…how
can that be?  They destroyed—Chicago…did he mean everyone is
dead, or…if some people were allowed to leave…how can they do this?” she
began to stammer and trip over her own words she was speaking so fast.


“—seeing
a mass exodus from the ruined city for some time now.  The people living in the
outlying communities and towns, as far away as a hundred miles and more in all
directions are being flooded with hungry, tired, refugees.  So far, fighting
has broke out in the southern directions from Chicago proper.  In the western
areas, most people have already fled their homes in advance of the millions of
refugees heading their way.  We are being told by FEMA representatives that the
casualty rates will increase as people become more desperate for food and
shelter.  In fact, the head of the Department of Homeland Security said today
that—“


“Oh my
God…” Brin sobbed, clinging to her husband.  “The whole world is falling
apart!”


Overhead, a
shooting star burned up in the atmosphere, leaving a glowing phosphorescent
trail as a tribute to its blazing death.  Erik held his sobbing wife and began
to think she might be right.


 


GOOD, NOW COUNTERSTRIKE. Again.
Reverse swing and advance. Again! Again!” Erik called out more routines
and walked among the ranks of his little band of swordsmen. The men were
progressing well. 


“Excellent
thrust, Josh. Ted! That sword is not a baseball bat. We’ve had this
conversation before.”


“I know
that, Erik,” Ted grunted, his stick held awkwardly.


“Then don’t
swing it like one!”


Ted flushed
and a few of the others grinned. Everyone knew Ted was a friend with Erik and
second in command of the little strike force, but it was good for morale to see
Ted get treated like one of the grunts every now and then.


Erik
stopped in front of Ted. The Marine opened his mouth to say something but
winked instead. “Erik, I don’t think—“


“That’s
right, you don’t! In combat you must act, not think, and act on
training, which is what you’re disrupting. Thirty pushups. Go,” Erik said,
turning his back on Ted and moving to watch the next man in line.


Ted frowned
and dropped to the grass. “One…two…three…four…I…love…the Marine…Corps!”


“Erik,
these aren’t swords, they’re sticks,” said Alan, one of the best of the
veterans of The Battle.


“One…two…three…four…I…love…the
Marine…Corps!” Ted called out in the background.


“Thirty for
everyone, courtesy of Mr. Jakes. Go!” said Erik. While the men grunted and
cussed, Erik called out cadence over Ted, “…three…four…push Don! Five…six…”


Ted
finished his thirty as Bernie hobbled up. Ted had not even broken a sweat.
“Ted, lead ‘em through this, then one more round of front assaults, then
calisthenics, please. I need to talk to Bernie for a minute.”


“You bet,”
Ted grinned. He turned to the troops, half way through their pushups. “Move it
mud-lovers! Seventeen! Eighteen! That’s it, push! The harder you work
now, the less you die later!”


“What’s up,
Bernie?” asked Erik, stepping aside with the older man.


Bernie
mopped his brow with a rag in the late August heat. The two men began to stroll
away from the recruits, towards the pond. “Erik, I just took stock of our food
and with all the new mouths to feed…” Bernie’s face wore a troubled look.


“We’re
running out,” it wasn’t a question.


“It ain’t
that I don’t appreciate what yer biker-men done for us, or Art and his radio
gear…it’s jes’…”


“We’ve
grown but our food supply hasn’t.”  Erik put his hands on his hips and
considered the pond for a moment in silence. He had known the addition of Hoss
and his bikers meant that this discussion with Bernie was inevitable.


Bernie
stomped his cane into the ground in impotent anger. “That’s the long and the
short of it.” He watched Erik’s face out of the corner of his eye before he
continued. “I have an idea though…”


“Let’s hear
it,” Erik said, eyes back on his swordsmen. Ted was leading them through more
front swings. A few wobbled, but less than last week. Erik squinted in the
afternoon sun. 


Bernie
slapped the surface of the pond with his cane. The sound caused a bullfrog to
jump in the shallows to their right. “Fishing,” the old man said with a nod.


“The
marina,” Erik blurted. “If we had a boat…a couple of tuna would feed the whole
complex for a long while.”


“What about
gas? It’s getting harder to find cars that haven’t already been drained. My
boys are using as much gas to find gas as they’re bringing back.  They’re
telling me cars are empty now.  Someone else out there is takin’ it
all.”


“I know.
But maybe we don’t need all that much gas…” Erik mused, lost in thought.


“How you
gonna run a fishin’ boat what don’t have no gas?” asked Bernie.


“I know how
to sail. Learned back at my parents place in upstate New York on Lake
Ticonderoga.” Erik paused, thinking, then said: “With a sailboat, I could do
salt-water and fresh-water fishing in the inlets and swamps up and down
the coast. We’d have to start soon though…it’ll take awhile to get gather
enough fish to feed everyone.”


“Even if we
can get a little, we can stretch what supplies we got that much further. Maybe
them National Guard boys’ll bring something next time,” Bernie said, hope in
his voice.


“If they
don’t try to relocate us,” Erik said sourly. “And I don’t want to rely on
governmental folks anyway. We can’t be sure they’ll even come back. All we hear
on the radio now is how the U.N. is coming and the Guard will be expected to
protect the civilian population…”


Bernie
waved off Erik’s comment with derision. “Them boys’ll be home protecting their
own. That’s what they’re there for. The army fights on foreign soil.”


Erik
sighed. “Either way, it’s going to be a bloody mess. If the U.N. isn’t stopped
before they get here…”


“Then every
redneck with a huntin’ rifle an’ a six-pack will be out lookin’ for a good
time,” grinned Bernie. In an instant he turned serious again. “So who do we
send and when?” His wrinkled face peered skyward while Erik thought. “Rain
comin’,” the old man said, more to himself than Erik.


Erik pulled
his mind back from the U.N. problem and all the chaos it would cause here at
home. “Huh?” Bernie nodded to the west. Thunderheads were forming in the
afternoon heat. The evening promised to be wet. Erik’s mind raced back to the
problem at hand.


Who to
send? Ted? Maybe Hoss? He mentally shook his head. No, if there’s
anyone at the Marina, we need to make friendly contact. A biker will
scare them…especially Hoss. Ted’s got his hands full with the Watch. Lentz is
running things now, he admitted bitterly to himself. It has to be me. He
looked back at the clouds gathered on the horizon.  Lentz said it himself,
they’re trying to get rid of me.


Can’t go
alone….so who do I take? A name popped into his mind and he hated
himself for suggesting it.


Brin. Best
case scenario: we’re a stranded couple of tourists or newlyweds. Worst case,
she’s better at defending herself than anyone in here so far except Ted and me.
I won’t have to worry about her.


Bernie saw
the grim look cross Erik’s face as he worked out who to send. The old man had
seen the same look on his company CO back in ’49 on the Korean Peninsula more
than once. It always happened when the lieutenant had decided that he had to
lead the mission himself, from the front.  Bernie well knew what that look
meant. Erik had decided to take the responsibility on himself. He patted Erik
lightly on the shoulder. “You be careful, son. Remember,” he said, all humor
gone from his eyes. “Shoot first.”


“Ask
questions later?” 


“Nope,”
said Bernie, all smiles again. “If’n your aim is worth a damn, it’ll be mighty
hard to talk to a feller what’s dead.”


 


THE RAIN HAD been
falling for about half an hour when Hoss and Jimbo dropped off Erik and Brin a
half mile south of the Sarasota Marina. The young couple had backpacks, simple
tourist-looking affairs, full of food, water, and most definitely non-tourist
items. It was dusk, and the storm had made it hard for Erik to see Hoss’s broad
face through the rain and wind.


“Thanks for
the lift. If all goes well, we’ll radio you for a pick-up in an hour or so. At
the latest, call it 8 o’clock. Meet us here,” Erik said over the noise of the
two motorcycles at idle and the storm at full throttle.


“We’ll park
the bikes by the beach a little ways south. There’s some better cover there.
You call if you need help—we’re only 5 minutes out, tops.”


Erik
slapped Hoss on the back and the two burly bikers accelerated off, illuminated
by lightning. When the red taillights disappeared from view around a bend in
the road to the south, Erik turned to his young wife and waited for the thunder
to subside.


“You ready
for this?” he asked. She looked like a child with her purple raincoat and hood
pulled tight around her face. Her large almond shaped eyes appeared even larger
than they were. She wiped rain off her face and smiled. “Ready when you are,
baby!” 


Erik leaned
down to kiss her and she giggled when the scratchy beard he had grown since the
power went out tickled her face. They moved off the road towards the beach on a
path that cut through the scrub pines, giving way to palm trees as they
approached the storm-tossed Gulf.  Erik paused in the rain as they came to the
edge of the treeline.


“Let’s stay
close by the trees. It’s darker here…if we go out to the beach, that white sand
will give us away in a heartbeat,” Erik said over a sudden clap of thunder. Brin
nodded in the semi-darkness and adjusted her pack to cover the sudden rush of
fear she felt course through her body.


Erik
checked the straps on his K-Bar, secured to his left thigh. The knife was for
show, this time. He had Ted’s M-9 strapped in a shoulder holster under his
windbreaker if needed. This was a recon mission, Ted had reminded him, so Erik
opted not to take his katana. He felt naked without it strapped to his side. 


The ancient
sword had served him well since the power had gone out and he had become quite
adjusted to the feeling of the lethal instrument at his hip. He doubted he’d
ever get used to a handgun, but for Ted’s sake, he relented and brought it
instead of the trusty sword. Otherwise, his pack contained: a bit of the
Freehold’s precious food and sterilized water from “the well”, some matches, an
Altoids tin mini-survival kit, a first aid kit, weatherproof binoculars, and a
radio. Brin had exactly the same loadout with a spare radio. 


It was dark
and they didn’t want to get separated in unfamiliar territory, so they held
hands tightly. The couple crept slowly along the palm trees to the far edge of
the sugar-white beach for which Sarasota is world famous. When lightning
flashed, they froze.  In this manner they crept through the pelting wind and
rain for a good fifteen minutes, heading north for the Marina. Erik walked with
the trees on his right, Brin next to him so the Gulf was on her left. She
watched the beach, he the treeline.


Brin
gripped Erik’s rain slicked hand tight. They froze and ducked behind two palms
that leaned out over the beach, making a slight barrier behind which they could
hide for a moment. “Lights!” she whispered in a hiss. “I saw three, ahead to
the left.”


Erik poked
his head up above the trees and waited through some lightning before lowering
again in the dark. “It’s the marina alright. Looks like a few boats have
lights. I’m surprised any do. I saw a path from the beach that goes around the
clump of trees ahead of us. Let’s get into those palms and see what we can see.”


“Okay,
sweetie, lead on.  This is so exciting!” Brin almost giggled, whether
from nerves or glee, Erik never learned. He just smiled at his diminutive wife
and pushed on towards the patch of palm trees.


Once they
were safely hidden in the small copse of palms, they shrugged out of their
packs and broke out the binoculars. Brin looked out for anyone nearby and kept
watch behind them while Erik scanned the Marina. In flashes of lightning, Erik
saw a facility battened down for the storm or the recent troubles, or both.
Then he saw the sign:


 


 


CLOSED


Due to
power outage.


Sorry! Mgmt


 


 


It was a
crude sign, painted on a piece of scrap wood nailed across the door to the gate
house at the Marina entrance. “There’s a sign says it’s closed…no power,” he whispered.
The rain made a terrible racket on the palm fronds all around them so Brin was
nestled close. She never took her eyes off the surrounding terrain.


“How come
they have lights on the boats then?” she whispered back over the rain and
thunder.


“Those
sailboats must have generators, or batteries hooked up to solar cells,” he
mused quietly. He felt Brin twitch when a peal of thunder split the night,
almost on top of them.


“It’s
getting darker,” she murmured. “I’m soaking wet. See anyone yet?”


“No…” he replied.
Then, “Wait…yeah, I see someone. Hang on…” In a flash of lightning Erik
spotted the shape of a man rise from the first boat moored at the dock. He was
carrying a handgun and had something on his head. A flashlight beam cut through
the darkness and wobbled its way from the big white iron gate towards their
clump of palm trees.


“Shit. He’s
coming towards us,” said Erik. He was about to tell Brin to run when he noticed
the man with the light was limping. “Hang on; he’s either wounded or old…”


“Or acting,”
Brin replied.  She touched his arm gently. “I don’t like this…”


“You there!
In the trees! Coom on then, show yerselves!” called the stranger. The
flashlight couldn’t quite penetrate the palm copse, but it was scary enough for
Brin and Erik. “I’ll have ye know I’m armed!” the man shouted over the storm.


Another
loud clap of thunder interrupted the speaker. “Och! Games up, ye’re spotted.
Now come out an’ we can have a look, eh?”


“He’s
Scottish!” Brin said with relief. “They’re our allies,” she started to get up.
Erik put a hand on her shoulder and kept her down.


“You stay,”
he whispered forcefully. “Anything goes wrong, run to the beach, get back to
the trees and call Hoss. Don’t look—run.” 


She glared
at him. 


“Okay?” he
asked the question but it wasn’t really a question, she could tell from the
tone of his voice. Brin was about to tell him where he could stick his orders
when she realized deep down he was only acting like John Wayne for her benefit.
Her resolve softened and he only relaxed the iron grip on her shoulder when she
nodded assent to the plan.


Once
satisfied she would leave if he got into trouble, he stood up and stepped
through the trees, right hand up to shield his eyes from the flashlight and the
rain.


“My, but
ye’re a big one, then,” exclaimed the stranger when Erik stepped into the beam
of light. The Scotsman had that distinctive burr known the world over.


 “I’m
sorry, I got lost—“


“Where’s
t’other one, then?” the Scot demanded, looking over Erik’s shoulder without
pause.


“What?”
stammered Erik. The game was up too fast. He hoped Brin was preparing to make
her escape.


“Coom out
laddie, I know ye’re in there,” called out the Scotsman, not unkindly.


Thunder
drowned out Erik’s lie, so he had to repeat himself. “I’m alone, sir. Please,
don’t shoot me!” It was too late. Brin had already joined her husband in the
rain.


“No point
in telling me a—oh…” the Scotsman said. When he saw Brin’s scared face, he
bobbed his head and knuckled his brow. “Beggin’ pardon, mum.” 


Brin’s
almond eyes blinked in the rain as she focused on the gun the Scotsman held. He
followed her gaze and aimed the gun at the ground in front of them sheepishly.
“Och, deary me…Sorry about that. So happens you lot are trespassing this fine
night and I pulled short straw.” He leaned in conspiratorially towards Brin and
whispered something behind his hand. She laughed, dropped her hands and was
visibly relaxed.


Erik fumed,
confused. “Wha—“


The
Scotsman spun around with military precision on his good heel and called over
his shoulder, “Weel, coom on then, no sense drownin’ in th’ rain. Follow me and
we’ll all have a wee dram to war’um up.”


Erik
dropped his arms and debated whether or not to retrieve their packs. He opted
for the former when Brin passed him and slipped her radio into his hand. He
smiled and pocketed the radio in the darkness between lightning flashes. If
need be, now he could at least get Hoss a warning. “I love you,” he whispered
in the cold rain as she passed, following the limping Scotsman.


“I know.”


The
Scotsman opened the gate and waved, “Coom on, we’re goin’ to the fifth slip
there, on the right.” As Erik moved past him, the old man said, “If t’eren’t
for me wee googles, I sha’ think ye’d never ha’ been seen, laddie. That was
nice work.”


He helped
Brin down to the mildly bucking deck of a rather large sailboat, then motioned
for Erik to join his wife with the handgun. The movement was too cavalier for
Erik’s taste, waving a gun about like that. In a flash of lightning, Erik then
realized that the pistol his captor wielded was only a flare gun. Erik hid his
relief and waited patiently for their elder host to clamber down from the dock.


Waves
splashed like drum beats against the hull and the howling of the wind in the
rigging was unnerving. The rocking of the boat didn’t seem to faze the Scotsman
one bit as he swaggered to the sturdy cabin hatch, flung it open and called
out, “Maddie! We’ve coompany!” He was silhouetted by a warm, inviting glow from
below decks.


“Aye?
Coompnay? In thus way-ther?” the thick, matronly Scottish accent wafted up to
greet them as Erik and Brin were led down inside the boat. As soon as the hatch
was shut and secured behind them with a resounding thud, the violence of the
storm outside all but vanished. The boat rocked slowly but of the wind and rain
and lightning they could detect almost nothing. It was as if they had descended
into a different world. Only a dull, faint clap of thunder penetrated the snug
boat’s hull into the warm and cheery interior.


The
Scotsman shook water from his rain slicker and wiped his face. “There noo,
that’s better. Welcoom aboard the Flying Piper. My name is Archibald
Sinclair, captain and commander of thus fine vessel.” He shrugged out of the
slicker and removed the night vision goggles from his balding head. “Och, tha’s
better. These wee straps were giving me a brilliant headache.”


Erik
considered Archie a moment. The flare gun had disappeared into one of the man
pockets on the photographer’s vest the Scotsman wore over his Bermuda shorts
and deck shoes. 


He was tan,
Archibald Sinclair, in the manner of men accustomed to life at sea. Tan and
squint-eyed with the look of one who is always in the wind.  A sailor through
and through. Archibald had kind, grandfatherly eyes, though, and wide
shoulder’s for one so short—Erik guessed the man was about 5’7” or 5’8”. The
graying thinning hair on Archibald’s head was in stark contrast to the
reddish-brown hair covering his forearms. He looked like a small, balding bear.


Erik’s gaze
then shifted to a rather wide-looking women he spotted stepping through the
bulkhead at the other end of the cabin with a leveled short-barrel shotgun
pointed in their direction. Before Brin and Erik could raise their hands again,
the woman gasped, then called out, a dark look on her face for Archibald, “Och!
Archibald Sinclair!! How dare you drag these poor wee bairn in here at
gunpoint!”


“Wee? Bairn?”
Archie looked from the woman to Erik and back again. “D’ye no see ‘im, lass?
Tha’s William Wallace reborn, woman! He’s got to stoop to stay inside. Wee indeed!”


“Aye, he’s
a big lad then, is he no?” said Maddie with an appraising eye and wink for
Brin. “But the wee lass—she’s no’ but a bridie thing.  A wee sprite!” The older
woman casually tossed the shotgun at Archie and moved to wrap Brin in a thick
wool blanket pulled out of a cubbie-hole in the cabin’s wall.


“There we
go, dearie,” she cooed with her own softer Scots burr. “My name’s Maddie — I
fear I mus’ apologize for the rudeness of my husband. He’s only trying to
protect me, in ‘is own misguided way, y’see,” she said to Brin with a dark look
again at Archibald. Brin looked more like an Eskimo than ever with the thick
woolen blanket exposing only her face.


Archibald
grimaced but held the shotgun pointed loosely at Erik. “Are you of the
Campbell, clan, then Maddie?” asked Erik. Maddie and Archibald exchanged a
look. He lowered the shotgun.


“No laddie,
I’m a MacGregor. Archie was a piper for the Black Watch.”


Erik’s
eyebrows went up and he nodded in respect to Archibald. The Black Watch, the
Queens Own 42nd Highlanders, a fighting unit with a storied past full of
daring, bravery, tragedy and glory. In his history classes Erik had heard the
name of the Black Watch come up many times, especially dealing with the
American Revolution. No British unit was more feared or respected during the
War of Independence.


Archie
cocked an eyebrow of his own. “And how d’ye know the Campbell Tartan?” he
asked, inclining his head towards the blanket that wrapped snuggly around Brin.


“My mom’s
family came from Scotland, a long way back.  MacKenzies.”


“The
Orkneys. I knew it!” said Archie with a wide grin.


“Lewis,
actually,” replied Erik with a smile.


“Och, th’
big island for a big man! Highlander through an through, no doubt!  What’s yer
name then?”


“Erik
Larsson,” he replied, with a slight bow towards Maddie.


“Dearie me,
a Viking and a gentleman.  Careful Archie, I may run ‘way with the big
laddie here!” snickered Maddie as she tried to hide a blush. She was the image
of someone’s grandmother, plump, but not fat, gray of hair but full of spirit
and life.


“I
may have something to say about that,” said Brin with a lopsided grin of her
own.


“May I
introduce Brin, my wife,” said Erik, an arm around his bride.


“Ha! D’hear
that woman?  He’s taken,” cried Archie with glee. He dropped the shotgun into a
chair and shook Erik’s hand with gusto.


Maddie
began removing her flannel shirt and revealed a bullet proof vest. “So is she,
you devil,” she grunted at Archie. 


Erik
noticed right away that Maddie was not nearly as ‘plump’ as he first thought
she was. The Scotswoman was wearing armor. Without it, she was only moderately
heavier than Brin; a healthy weight for a woman of any age.


After hugs
and handshakes all around, in the true fashion of Highland Hospitality, drams
of whiskey were passed out and the four new friends toasted Scotland and
settled into chairs. Brin screwed up her face and gasped as the liquid fire hit
her throat, then smiled as the warmth began to work its way down to her
stomach. Archie and Maddie drank theirs like water and watched with approval as
Erik did likewise. 


Erik tossed
the dram back and was hit hard by the strong woodsmoke and sea-salt aroma of
the Scotch. It was something he hadn’t encountered before. During college, his
buddies had made great sport of drinking Scotch at social gatherings—it
impressed the girls and seemed classier than swilling beer with frat boys. 


He’d had
many brands, Glen Livet, DeWar’s, Chevas Regal. But this…this was
something similar yet worlds apart. It was smooth and yet it burned like fire.
It had the most delicious coloring, but the aroma was almost overpowering. It
made the other brands he’d had taste like plain water. His eyes were trying to
water as he sought out the label on the bottle when Archie poured another
round. 


Talisker
Single Malt, aged 12 years. Talisker Distillery, Carbost, Isle of Skye,
Scotland. 


Erik hoped
that he had covered his own gasp well enough. It had been a few years since he
had taken a dram among friends. Soon enough, the warmth spread throughout his
body and he relaxed. This stuff is good…


“Aye,” said
Archie, recognizing the look on Erik’s face. “Thus is no Chevas Regal. 
Thus is a real Scotsmans drink.”


Erik
cleared his throat. “It’s a fine whiskey, Archie. The flavor—-it’s very strong.
Reminds me of the ocean.”


Archie and
Maddie grinned in delight. “It’s brewed on the Isle of Skye, Erik,” said
Maddie. “Here in the States, thus brand is most rare. Thus is our last bottle.
Archie and I have grown quite fond of it over the years. Next time we call on
Skye, we’ll get more.”


“Now then,
d’ye mind tellin’ us why ye two were out a-skulkin’ in the palm trees?” asked
Archie with another dram of the water of life in his hand. He handed a refill
to Brin who politely refused. Erik leaned forward to accept another glass and
followed Maddie and Archie’s lead by sipping round two.


“Sure, but
shouldn’t you be guarding — you said it was your turn. It’s not safe out there
anymore,” Erik said, nodding towards the hatch.


“Moor’s the
pity,” said Archie as he sipped his whiskey. “We’re safe enough in here,
though. “ He nodded and Erik looked over his shoulder to see a black and white
video screen embedded into the bulkhead by the stairway leading up to the main
deck. The imaged swayed back and forth with the motion of the boat and flashed
with lightning but still showed a clear picture of the dock, almost to the main
gate.


Satisfied,
Erik and Brin told the tale of the Freehold form when the lights went out. They
completed each other’s sentences and tried to refrain from too much detail of
the Battle. Archie did not press the issue, though Maddie was quite concerned
to hear about the plight of the women and children.


“So ye’re
the one’s who gave those muther-lovun’ bandits the bloody nose, then? With swords
even?” Archie raised his dram in salute. “William Wallace, aye.”


“We saw the
stragglers coom by here after you beat them off,” Maddie added. “What a sorry
lot. Looked like they’d been in an Irish pub fight!” she exclaimed.


“They came
here?” asked Brin.


“Och, aye.
They scared off t’others,” said Archie with a smirk.


“Others?”
asked Erik. He sipped the woodsy single malt and savored the warmth spreading
into his body from his stomach.


“The first
lot broke into more than one boat that night lookin’ for supplies,” replied
Maddie, squinting at them with one well practiced eye. “Sank some others t’vent
frustration I suppose. The other owners wha’ stayed to that point gave up and
raised anchor.”


“We’re the
last,” agreed Archie with a grim look. “We were plannin’ on leaving in a day or
two. I’m gathering supplies from the boats that were left abandoned,” he
mumbled ruefully. “Och, it pains me ‘eart to do so but they’ll never be used
now. No one’ll coom back here with the war brewin’.”


“Again
w’tha’ war! They’re the U.N., not the Soviet Union!” cried Maddie in
exasperation.


“Ah know
the likes o’ these peacekeepers,” Archie spat the word. “They’ll be
coomin’ here soon enough!” His look said ‘mark my words’. “This country isna’
Serbia, though. The Colonials wull fight back!”


“Och, away
w’ye, daft old man,” chided Maddie with wave of her arm.


“Archie’s
right, Maddie. Oh, there’ll be millions—probably in the cities—who may welcome
the U.N. at first. But I have to believe most of us will resent foreign
soldiers on our soil.  I know I will.  But there’s a lot of military guys who
will have something to say about that before people like me—“


“Us,”
said Brin gently, but with a determined look on her face.


“Before we
get involved.”


“Cheers to
that, laddie, “ said Archie, empty dram half raised in salute.


They talked
of the coming war in warm companionship—-it wasn’t declared, but all the
newscasts said the President would fight — the power outage, looters.  Their
friendly chat went on for a few more minutes until the mood suddenly darkened. 
A loud clap of thunder silenced talk for a minute or so further as the foursome
stared into empty drams and felt the rocking of the boat riding the waves.


At last
Erik cleared his throat and looked up. “So.  Archie. You’re sailing out
tomorrow?”


The
Scotsman glanced at his wife and cleared his throat.  “Aye, we figure safest
bet is to make for the Keys, then follow the Intercoastal Waterway to the
Carolinas.”


“I’ve kin
on the Outer Banks,” said Maddie with a smile.


Archie
nodded and scratched his chin. “We’ll see how things look then, maybe make the
crossing home after we resupply. If luck holds we’ll be back in the Highlands
coom Christmas. If no, we’ll cross the spring.”


Erik
whistled. “Talk about bugging out.”


“You mean
to cross the Atlantic?” asked Brin, eyes round.


“Aye,
lassie!” grinned Archie as he patted the wood paneling lining the hull. “She’s
a bonnie lass, strong of keel and stout of sail.”


Maddie
spoke up, seeing Brin’s disbelieving look. “She’s bigger than she looks,
dearie. The Piper has served us well as a home for almost six year noo.
We’ve crossed the Pond five times already — almost once a year.”


Archie
spotted Erik try to sneak a glance at his watch. “Ye’ve coompany waitin’ for
ye, no? S’alright, lad,” he said, sipping his refilled whiskey. “Good idea.
Times like these it’s nice t’have someone watch ye’r back.”


Erik
paused, cursing himself for the slip up. “It is,” he said slowly, watching
Archie’s genial face. He pulled out the radio and said, “Hoss, you read me?”
The Scotsman raised an eyebrow and winked but said nothing.


Through the
rain and static came Hoss’s reply, “Go ahead, man…I hear ya.”


“Ready for
pickup. Let’s get back home for the night.”


“Amen
brother! I need to dry out. Be right there…”


Archie
ushered Erik and Brin out after Maddie supplied hugs and some shortbread
cookies in a little tin. Standing on the deck in the rain, Erik and Archie
shook hands. “If you want, coom by tomorrow before the tide runs out and I’ll
show you the boats worth saving.  A sailboat is a handy way to disappear, lad.”


“I will.
Thank you Archie. What time –“


“A wee
before eight o’clock.,” said the little Scotsman with a grin. “Give or take a
bit.”  In the distance, motorcycles rumbled over the wind and rain of the dying
storm. “Now go—get ye;r lassie home safe. See ye in the morning!”


Erik
thought about Archie and Maddie and the possibilities a boat provided the whole
way back to the Freehold. He was soaking wet, cold, and windblown, but excited.



Brin
immediately went to dry off but Erik went across the breezeway to Ted and
Susan’s apartment. Ted answered the door with his service shotgun and a
relieved look. He was, as usual, wearing his PT shorts and USMC shirt. Barefoot
but ready to act, 24/7.


“You’re
back! How’d it go?”


“Great…better
than great! We met this couple from Scotland—“


“What?”
asked Ted, eyes wide. “What were they doing there? How have they survived—“


“They live
on their sailboat. He’s cool, ex-military,” Erik said.


“No shit?”


“No shit. 
Anyway, they invited me back tomorrow. He’s going to show me which boats to
salvage for our fishing expedition,” Erik said, wiping rain from his forehead.


“The one Lentz
canceled?”


Erik’s face
fell. He looked down the breezeway into the ink of the storm riddled night.
Rain gusted down the corridor driven by wind. The storm had spent its violence
but was still soaking everything in a wind tossed fury. He looked up again and
rubbed his nose. 


“But it’ll
be great for us….if…when we bug out.  I need to get out of here
for a few days, just regroup, you know?  I’ve been thinking this is a way to
kill two birds with one stone.  An escape and a recon/fishing expedition all in
one.  If it works, we’ll have more food.  If not, then at least I’ll be ready
to bug out with a clear mind.”


“The HAM
net tonight has it that there’s a rumor going around that French and German
troops have boarded passenger planes in Europe. Paratroopers I’m guessing.  The
first wave.”


Erik was
speechless. 


“I know, I
had the same reaction. This shit is getting real, real fast. Personally,
I think it’s just a rumor. I don’t think they can move that fast without
committees. But…”


“The
National Guard guys didn’t come around today. This is the first time they
missed their usual time. Now this rumor. That can’t be a coincidence. It’s
what, a seven hour flight?”


Ted put his
hand up to stop Erik right there. “Dude, we got time. I can’t believe I’m
saying this, but the big cities will be the first targets. New York, Philly,
LA…well maybe not Los Angeles. At any rate, they won’t come to little out of
the way retirement towns like Sarasota.  Besides, most people seem to have left
here already.  Why come here at all?  The beaches?”  Ted laughed.  “No, trust
me, they’ll go after Tampa and the Air Force Base at MacDill first. We got time
to do a little fishing before the shit really hits the fan.  We’re pretty much
ready to roll as it is. We just gotta convince the girls.  Besides, we also
heard our boys are starting to trickle home at last.  Got a big chunk of the
101st on U.S. soil today.”


Erik was
about to say something when Ted’s radio, set to the Watch frequency, squawked
to life. “Ted, come in.” 


Erik
grinned. He recognized Art’s voice—still new to so many people, but more
trusted than most. He didn’t sleep much and monitored his HAM gear retrieved
from his own radio shack almost 24 hours a day. They got most of their news
from him now and his remote contacts around the nation and the world were
invaluable.


“Go ahead,
Art.”


“Can you
come here and gimme a hand moving this receiver?”


Ted’s eyes
bulged. “On my way,” he said. To Erik he grunted, “Come on, he’s got something
good.”


“You’re
using code with Art?” asked Erik as Ted grabbed shoes and the two men started
for the Keep, where Art was holed up with his radio gear.


“Yeah,
since Lentz wants to keep a radio for himself, I told Art to ask me for help
moving something if he gets any info. That way Lentz won’t block us out of it
and we have first crack at the intel.”


“Better
hurry, this thing’s heavy,” crackled over the radio as Ted and Erik moved
into the rain on their way to the Keep.


“Shit. 
It’s serious.”


Once inside
the warm, dry radio room, they shut the door behind them and let their eyes
adjust to the warm glowing light of the radio dials and equipment. After not
having power for so many weeks, it was startling to Erik how odd it seemed that
there should be light in this room without candles.  Art quickly waved them
over towards him and turned the volume up on the speaker next to his
wheelchair. “Got a net going with some guys out west.  Arizona, I think. He
keeps talking about terrorists so I figured I’d stall ‘im until you got here.”


“Go ahead,
I got the antennae stabilized now,” said Art into the microphone mounted on the
desk.


“I say
again, if you have access to government officials, tell them that we have
uncovered a planned invasion of the United States…” a thick western accent
drawled over the speakers.


“Well, we
know about that.”


“You do?”
asked the voice.


“Yes,
everyone does—the U.N. is sending troops our way—-“ said Art.


“Not the
damn U.N.! The Chinese! They’re sending a freakin’ army through Mexico to
invade from the south!” said the voice, desperation lending credence to his
claims. “We’ve already fought some skirmishes with the Mexicans. Some Al
Qaeda guys have been lurking around down here stirrin’ up the illegals…They’re
going to fight with the Chinese…” static broke up the conversation
momentarily.


“You’re
breaking up, Regulator, come back,” called out Art. It was no use, the signal
had faded in the storm’s wake and somewhere in the ionosphere the tenuous link
had been severed between Arizona and Florida.


“Anybody
else getting a bad feeling about this?” asked Erik.











THE LEADERS


Enemies,
Foreign and Domestic


 


 


MALCOLM STEPPED OUT of
the dark sedan and paused to check his reflection in the tinted window. 
Immaculate.  He marveled at the difference a few weeks made. Just last month he
had been the leader of a national movement, a real rebellion. He was on
the run, dirty, hungry, and constantly looking over his shoulder. The Canadians
were trying to appease the upset child to the south and hunted him almost as
ferociously as the Americans had in Chicago. 


‘Seek
safety in Canada,’ his Arab friend Hakim had told him once. ‘When the time is
right, you will find allies.’


How right
you were my friend. And powerful allies I found. With Ossad’s help, I was
rescued and reborn. I am no fugitive now, but a ruler in exile. Exile.
The word leant authority to his position. He smiled. There was not a damn thing
the Man could do to him now.


“Malcolm,”
his mountain of a guard rumbled from the other side of the car. “Best be inside
now. Not safe out the gates and the car,” he nodded to the stately
Egyptian Embassy.


I wonder
where you are, Hakim? This day we save the rebellion and pave the way to our
own country. Real freedom. Dr. King would be proud. Malcolm
paused long enough to let the mountain know he didn’t fear anyone and made his
own decision to move before turning to his guard.


“Yossef,
you worry too much, like an old woman,” he flashed his trademark smile when the
man looked down in shame. “But you have my safety at heart, even before your
own. You have been with me since the beginning. You got me out of Chicago and
across the Great Lake. You have bled for me. For that, my friend, I am grateful—more
than you will ever know.” Malcolm patted the huge man on his broad shoulder as
he passed up the marble steps. The big man grinned sheepishly then scowled when
his partner snickered.


“You stay
with the car. I go with Malcolm,” he barked, voice like so many boulders
rolling down hill.


Malcolm
tried to sweep through the gilded doorway into Egypt’s Canadian Embassy, but
was outshone by the gracious ambassador who acted as if he were meeting the
Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia. 


Remember,
you are a soldier, not a diplomat. This is his world. You only
need to live in it for today, then I shall have everything we need, Malcolm
told himself.


“My great
friend! Welcome again, welcome!” cried the Ambassador. The two men
embraced following Middle Eastern custom and kissed cheeks.  As they walked the
halls of the Embassy, Malcolm saw the place was bustling with activity.  It was
much more crowded than the first time he had arrived begging asylum.  Aides and
staffers ran from room to room, shuttling papers and phones. Fax machines
hummed and phone banks cried out for attention. It was a war room. For indeed,
Egypt was at war.


“The filthy
American Imperialists may have caused a lot of damage and killed many thousands
of innocents, but by Allah’s will, we shall have our vengeance! It is as they
say in America, this is only round one,” said the Ambassador as he ushered
Malcolm into a state-of-the-art conference center. There was a large mahogany
table in the center of the long room, polished to a high sheen and completely
empty of design.  The several chairs around it were of the thick-cushioned
leather style favored by government types. 


A side
table by a long row of bullet-proof windows held a simple serving tray and some
glasses for the pitcher of ice water.  A man nodded to them as they entered,
informing the Ambassador that the camera on a tripod at the head of the table
was ready for the conference.  After the technician left, the Ambassador
offered Malcolm a seat and shut the door.


Malcolm
hesitated to sit.  Instead he turned to his host and said in a gentle voice,
full of concern, “Any news of your family? When last we met, you were still
trying to contact them after the attacks from that aircraft carrier. Were you
able to find them…?” Malcolm had his hand on the Ambassadors arm as a sign of
support.


“Praise be
to Allah!” the Ambassador’s face lit up with a great smile. “Fatwimah and the
children are safe—I found out yesterday,” the relief in the man’s voice was
obvious.


“Allah is
indeed merciful, my friend,” Malcolm said with a genuine smile. It really was
good news.


“Allah
ackbar,” intoned the Ambassador with a nod. He clapped Malcolm on the
shoulder.  “Now! On to business! Today we make history, no?”


Malcolm
nodded and sat down. “I am ready.”  He turned to face the camera that the
Ambassador switched on.  At the same time, the large, full-wall flat screen
television in front of the two men flickered to life, displaying a blue screen
with white letters that read, ‘No Input’. After a few adjustments to a control
on the massive conference table, the Ambassador grinned and looked at the
screen.  The giant face of the Secretary General of the United Nations
appeared.


“Ah,
there you are my friends!” he boomed.


“Hello, Mr.
Secretary General,” said Malcolm, with a polite nod. He didn’t smile. For some
reason, he didn’t fully trust this foreigner.  Something about the U.N. chief’s
eyes whispered to Malcolm that he should deal cautiously with the fellow.


“Ossad,
are we secure?” the giant face asked to the Ambassador.


“Yes, sir.
Only the three of us will hear what is to be said.”


“Good,
good!” The warm smile vanished. “Now, then. I trust you have read my
proposal?” he asked, holding up a document that appeared to be the size of
the conference table.


Malcolm
nodded. “I have. You are most generous in your offer of support.”


“Yes,
yes—can you deliver what we require?” asked the Secretary General, a hint
of impatience and disbelief in his voice.


“Yes.” The
answer was flat, with no emotion at all.


“What
assurances do you offer?”


Malcolm
looked square into the Secretary General’s cold eyes with a stare that could
freeze ice. “I led an assault on America’s ‘Second City’.  I conquered the
heart of Chicago and made the American government send an army to engage
my forces. If I could not deliver what you require, I would not be alive today
to tell you so.  All that you ask of me is to harass the Americans when….I
should say, if…you arrive.”


“If? If!?
I have just received word that the first wave is leaving Europe by plane and
ship at this very moment.  The hour of our invasion is at hand—“ burst the
insulted U.N. leader.


“Do not
become overconfident, Mr. Secretary General. You will not waltz into America
and win the hearts and minds of the people there over night.  You have fought with
them.  I have fought against them.  You will be lucky —and you know
it—to get a single battalion on U.S. soil, let alone conquer a single state. 
And they have fifty of them, you know.”  Malcolm was straining to keep his face
emotionless and his body completely still.  He was almost there….


The
Secretary General frowned.  “We have an armada of planes loading as we
speak. They will sweep across Europe and cross the North Pole—“


“The
Canadian government will not appreciate that, sir,” interrupted Ossad, the Egyptian
Ambassador.  It was the first he had heard of the actual plan for the invasion.


“I do
not care what they appreciate.  Canada is in no position to stop us!”
roared the Secretary General’s face on the screen.


“But the
Americans are,” countered Malcolm. The Secretary General froze with his
mouth open and looked coolly at Malcolm, evaluating him seriously for the first
time.  “Their Air Force is mostly still in the U.S..  They will shoot your
soldiers out of the sky like so many pigeons.”


Before the
Secretary General could explode with rage, Malcolm slipped in a grin and the
sudden expression on his face caused the Secretary General to pause,
calculating. “I,” said Malcolm, rising from his plush chair to walk to the side
table. “Can guarantee your success.”


The
Secretary General’s face furrowed in thought. He looked at Ossad, who shrugged,
then over to Malcolm.  “Alright. I’m listening…”   The expression on his
face said, ‘Go ahead, amaze me. I dare you.’


Malcolm
slowly poured some ice water into a glass and savored a cold sip.  He closed
his eyes and relished the feeling of the cold, pure water travel down his
throat.  He could almost feel the Secretary General begin to tremble with
anticipation.


Casually turning
to the screen, he twirled the water in his glass, making the ice dance.  “I can
deliver you airports in strategic metropolitan locations.  Imagine, Mr.
Secretary General, a safe landing zone in downtown New York.  Or Tampa?  Or
Cincinnati, Seattle, Boston, Philadelphia?  Others, many others, all
over the country.”  Malcolm watched the wheels turn on the Secretary General’s
face as he calculated the offer. Malcolm pressed his closing argument.


“The
Brotherhood…my people…control the cities of America.  We control the
airports of America.  If you reach the airports with your transport planes I
can guarantee a safe landing site.  If your planes survive the American Air
Force, they will land unopposed in friendly territory.  My people are ready to
fight at your side.  Do not underestimate our number,” Malcolm said as he took
another drink of water, never taking his eyes off the Secretary General.


The
Secretary General knew at once Malcolm’s plan could seal the fate of the
Americans swiftly.  From secure landing fields, his forces stood a much better
chance of initial survival.  With an army of millions of rebels—poorly trained,
equipped and lead they may be—the United Nations would be practically
unstoppable.  His image grew large as he leaned in towards the camera, mind
made up. 


“And in
return for holding the airports and raising an army….you ask for what?” he
asked quietly, the barest hint of a smile played across his lips.


Malcolm
smiled.











SARASOTA
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THE NEXT MORNING, Erik,
Ted, Susan and Brin gathered for breakfast in the breezeway.  Even though the
sun had barely broken the treeline, the early heat and humidity made the shady
hallway an ideal spot to relax while the children played in the grass by the
pond.  Erik filled Susan’s plate with re-hydrated eggs and spoke around a
mouthful of cold oatmeal.  He was purposely spoiling the girls with some of his
‘good stuff’ out of the reserves that even Brin didn’t know about.  “So whaddya
think, ladies?”


Ted
swallowed some lukewarm rainwater from the night before and said, “Yeah, feel
up for some seared tuna-steaks?”


“Ted, my
mouth is already watering,” said Brin with a smile.


“Well, I’m
all for fresh fish…” worried Susan as she doled out rehydrated scrambled eggs
to the kids. “But I’m just not excited at having both of you gone at the same
time—“


“Sweetie,
if I didn’t think the Guards could hold the fort for a few days, you know I wouldn’t
even suggest going,” replied Ted.


“I know,”
she said. “I trust the guys, I just don’t trust Lentz.  He’s behaving
openly hostile.  To both of you.”


“And the
way he talks to me…like I’m, a child!” Brin shriveled up her nose in
anger.  “It just pisses me off.”


Erik
pointed with his fork towards the pool.  “Look, there’s Caesar now…I guess
Pompey would be a better fit, actually.”


“Pompous ass,
that’s for sure,” muttered Ted.  He slapped his thighs and stood up: “Well,
I’ll go talk to him — hey, maybe it’ll cool things down if we’re gone a few
days?”  He got up amid protest from the women and walked over towards Lentz,
humming a Marine Corps march cadence.


Susan
frowned, watching her children eat noisily.  She suddenly got the feeling it
would be very hard to feed her babies if they couldn’t get fish.  She knew
their food supplies, all of them, were getting dangerously low.  Her heart was
torn between her man and her children.  In the end, she sided with her mother’s
instinct.  Sighing, she looked down at her half eaten breakfast, her appetite
gone. “Well, I suppose we’ll be okay.”


Erik and
Brin shared a look. “I don’t want you to go either,” she said in a soft voice. 
“But we need the food.”  Brin looked towards the pool deck where Lentz was
shaking hands with Ted.  


“It’ll only
be a few days.  We’ll head to the marina soon, probably spend today scavenging
and getting ready, then head out tomorrow, maybe the next day too.  I can teach
Ted how to sail, then see what we catch.”  He ruffled the hair of Susan’s eldest
son.  “Would you like to eat some grilled fish?”


The little
boy, spitting image of Ted, squinted up at the red haired giant that was his
daddy’s friend.  “Can we bar-b-que it, mister Duke?” Susan stifled a laugh,
Brin didn’t.  Erik flushed.  He was saved from a response when the boy’s
half-sister found something “gross” by the pond.  The boy jumped up, bar-b-que
fish already forgotten and scampered off to investigate the new find.


When Ted
returned he found all three adults laughing as they cleaned up from breakfast. 
They stored the leftover water in bottles, packed up the food that could be
saved and Susan had one of the children take the leftovers to Bernie.  Waste
was a cardinal sin anymore.


“Well,
Lentz actually thinks it’s a good idea.”


Erik
stopped in his tracks, hands full of dirty dishes.  “He what?  He just reminded
me the fishing plan was cancelled, just yesterday.”  Erik could feel the
heat rush into his face.


Ted raised
an eyebrow.  “Yeah, before I could say that, he said maybe he and the new
council were too hasty.  That we should just test it first and implement it on
a larger scale if it’s a success.”


“I don’t
know whether to be relieved, happy, or suspicious,” commented Erik as Brin took
the plates from him.


“I’m all
three,” mumbled Susan.


“Well, I’ll
be glad to help with the munchkins, Susan!” 


“Thank you,
Brin,” Susan said with sincerity.  “I was thinking, maybe we could get a
homeschooling program set up.  What do you think?”


“You know,
that would give a lot of parents a break if we could get all the kids together
and have classes…” agreed Brin.


“Well,”
said Erik, looking at his wife.


“Yes, yes,
we have a project to keep us busy till you ape-men come back.  C’mere,” she
said playfully.  After a long embrace, she whispered in his ear, “You come back
to me.”  Louder, she said,  “Now git, boys! Bring us some tuna!”


Once Ted
and Erik had disentangled themselves from their wives, they loaded up Brin’s
dusty SUV and headed for the main gate.  Ted’s children chased behind them on
foot and scooters and bikes.


“Quite the
send off, gentlemen,” called out Lentz from near the gate as they waited for
the Guard to open the Freehold’s main line of defense.


“This is
going to work…” said Erik, already on the defensive.


Lentz
raised his hands in a sign of truce. “I hope it will, for all our sakes.
Especially the children.  They have seen too much in these past few weeks.”
Lentz, lost in thought, watched Ted’s offspring peel out and chase each other
through the parking lot.  Suddenly he jerked around and in the most sincere
voice said, “Look. Erik, Ted,” he nodded, putting a hand on the driver’s open
window.  “We haven’t always seen eye to eye on every issue, but I do hope you
understand I don’t harbor any ill will towards you.  Either of you.  You both
are valued members of this community and we all owe a tremendous debt to you
both.”


Erik and
Ted looked at each other in abject confusion. “I—“ Erik began.


Lentz
raised his other hand to forestall Erik’s reply. “I didn’t mean to get all
sentimental. Just….just be careful.  Godspeed, gentlemen.”


 


ON THE WAY to the Marina, they
decided to take the long route and do a little reconnaissance of Sarasota. 
They had been cut off from local news since the power went out, except for half
crazed reports from people begging entrance into the Freehold as they moved
through the area.  They expected to see deserted houses and cars, but not at
the level they witnessed.


“Where is
everyone?” asked Erik as they drove deeper into the heart of town.  Trash
littered sidewalks, shops were ransacked and left empty and open to the
elements.  A handful of dogs scurried out of one house but there were no people
visible anywhere.


“Lock ‘n’
load, man,” grunted Ted, scanning for any threats.  “I feel like we’re being
watched.  Speed it up—let’s get outta this area.”


Ted feeling
uneasy was enough for Erik’s own tingling anxiety.  He gunned the engine and
they picked up speed, swerving around abandoned cars and debris in the road. 
“You see that?” Erik asked.  “Damn fridge in the middle of the road!”


There was a
small metallic clink-tink at the rear of the SUV.  “Floor it!  We’re taking
fire!” roared Ted, crouched over and shotgun up.  “Still no targets,” he said
as the scenery began to blur.  


Erik pulled
off the main street and tore through a few trash littered yards to avoid some
wrecked cars.  “Holy shit!” screamed Erik as he swerved the vehicle to avoid
incoming rounds.


Erik didn’t
slow down until they exited the neighborhood and rumbled on the nearest main
road.  “There were bodies by those cars,” he observed in a detached voice,
swerving back onto the road. 


“Did you
notice anything weird about that neighborhood?” asked Ted.


“Other than
there were people shooting at us!?” said Erik, his voice cracking under the
strain.  He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself.  Then, “Should we
stop to check the damage?” asked Erik, indicating the shots someone had taken
at the SUV.  He took his foot off the accelerator and the they began to slow.


Ted glanced
at the fuel gauge.  “We losing fuel?”


“Nope.”


“Then we
stop at the Marina.  That was an ambush like one we almost fell into back in
Fallujah.”  They began to speed up again.


Erik
thought about Ted’s first question as they headed for the Marina on the main
north-south parkway.  “The White Hand People…”


“Yeah, they
left their calling cards on most of the houses and buildings. On all the ones
that were looted.  I don’t like this, man—it’s like they’re systematically
going house to house —- a bunch of locusts.”


“They’re
organized,” Erik agreed. “Not the mob that hit us a while back. Those guys were
just thugs.”


“We need to
check out the boat thing, then get out of town, I think,” said Ted.  “This
stuff is getting too close to Mad Max for my taste. We need to hightail
it to the boonies, man.  Maybe we can use sailboats to bug out?”


“That’s
what I kinda was thinking. The marina’s up around this next bend,” said Erik.
“When we get back, we’ll talk to the girls and get out.  Meantime, I just want
my heart to stop pounding.  That was pretty intense!” 


Ted
chuckled the laugh of a man who’d been there, done that.  “Get used to people
shooting at you, Erik.  I think it’s gonna be a way of life, at least until
this U.N. thing is resolved.”


Erik pulled
up next to the marina gate past the copse of palm trees he and  Brin had hidden
inside the previous night.  “This place has seen better days,” he muttered as
they got out.  In daylight, it was a different world.  A few cars had been
burned where they had been parked in the lot.  Beer cans, trash and items
hauled from the cars and possibly bits of sailboats were strewn across the
parking lot.  A warzone compared to the night before.


Erik was
examining the bullet holes just above the right taillight while Ted did a
perimeter sweep, looking for threats.  The Marine suddenly dropped to one knee
and had the shotgun up and cocked.


“Movement!”
he hissed as a warning to Erik.  Then in the voice of a drill sergeant, “You!
In the bushes!  Come out with your hands up or I will open fire!”


Erik dove
behind the rear wheel and drew his pistol with shaking hands.


“You have
three seconds to comply!  One!  Two!”


“Alright,
laddie!  Hold ye’r fire!”


“Archie!”
sighed Erik with relief.  “It’s okay, Ted, that’s Archie.”


“Ye’re
late, lad,” said Archie Sinclair as he rose from the bushes, hands up.


“This is
our new friend,” said Erik, holstering his pistol and rushing to greet the
grinning Scotsman.  Erik and Archie shook hands and Ted was introduced.


“Ye’re an
operator, lad?” asked Archie.  “Been a while since anyone got the drop on ol’
Archie Sinclair.”


“U.S.
Marines, six years,” replied Ted with a grin of his own as the warriors shook
hands.


“A Devil
Dog!  I should ha’e known…”


"You?”
asked Ted as they walked towards the docks.


“Och, aye,
the Queen’s Own 42nd Highlanders,” he said with pride.


“The Black
Watch.  Top shelf, sir,” said Ted with a respectful nod.


“Weel, it
was a long time ago.  Now, if ye’ll follow me, I’ve the best o’ wha’s left to
show ye,” said Archie.  He led them around and over and through most of the
sea-worthy vessels.  Nearly half were damaged or half-sunk, charred hulks of
the bright, slick looking pleasure boats they were, only weeks earlier.


Archie
explained the events of the night the defeated remnants of the Battle arrived. 
They were frustrated at the defeat the Freeholders handed them and torched the
marina to salve their wounded pride.  “Maddie and I simply weighed anchor and
moved out yonder a wee way.  They yelled and carried on like so many wee bairns
but coudlna reach the Piper,” he said, grinning again.


Erik
pointed to Archie and Maddie’s boat for Ted’s sake.


“Big ‘un
for two,” commented Ted with a whistle.


“We
manage,” shrugged the Scotsman, picking at some planks of charred wood that
used to be the deckhouse of a two-masted sloop, half-sunk in the murky water of
the marina.  “What a waste.”


The three
men spent the next few hours scavenging and piling what supplies the could
find, including radios, batteries, jerry cans of diesel, rations and so on,
alongside a couple of the better looking 20 foot day sailor boats.


At length,
Archie declared he simply must be off and took his leave.  “Ye watch out for
ye’re lassie,” he said to Erik in parting.


“Aye, and
you for Maddie,” replied Erik with a handshake.


Archie
shook Ted’s hand again and wished them luck.  One last look at Erik produced, 
“Aye, William Wallace indeed…Remember to call for the Piper on marine
sideband radio.  We’ll listen every night at sunset for 30 minutes.”


Erik looked
in his hand and saw Archie had slipped him a scrap of paper with a HAM call
sign and frequency the Scots monitored along with the marine sideband
information.  He jogged over to the Flying Piper and helped Archie cast
off.


“Thanks,”
Erik said, holding up the paper. “For everything.”


Archie, now
joined by Maddie on deck, took the last mooring line from Erik and began
coiling it up as Maddie expertly guided the boat out of its slip with the
diminutive diesel outboard engine. “I hope you survive what’s cooming ,
laddie,” he shook his head sadly. “Thus is a beautiful coon-try…worr-uth
fighting over," the rough Scot's burr made Erik grin.


“We will,”
Erik indicated Ted.


Archie
waved and said a little louder as the Flying Piper gracefully pulled
away from the dock, “Take my advice, laddie. Leave the fighting be to the
professionals!  Run while ye can!” He and Maddie waved as the sailboat coast
past the end of the long dock, Erik keeping pace.  “Ye’ll always have a place
t’stay in Scotland!” Archie continued waving for a few seconds, then turned to
his tasks.


Erik
watched the Flying Piper until it was perhaps half a mile out into the
peaceful Gulf of Mexico, past the sand bars visible even at high tide, and the
blazing white mainsail was unfurled.  The offshore wind was caught quickly and
the boat turned south and began the trek around the Floridian peninsula. 
Quickly, a jib was run up and the sailboat began to pick up speed.


Moments
later, Erik had their own boat, named the Tarpon Whistler, ready to head
into the bay.  The little 2hp engine gurgled noisily to itself as Ted cast off
the mooring lines and gingerly climbed aboard.  He almost looked surprised the
boat didn’t sink with him in it.  Erik grinned, then eased the boat out, not as
gracefully as Maddie had the Piper, but at least they didn’t hit
anything. 


“Okay,
we’re clear of the Marina, you take the tiller, I’ll prep the sail.” Erik and
Ted switched positions carefully as every movement rocked the little sailboat. 
Erik began instructing Ted on the basics of sailing.  “It’s really pretty easy,
as long as you’re not trying to win the America’s Cup or anything.  Just let
the boat and the wind do all the work.”


Erik pulled
on the mainstay and the mainsail began to rise haltingly with each pull.  A
moment later and the sail was up.  Almost instantly the wind snapped the white
sail taut and the little boat began to heel.  “Ease her to starboard,” Erik
said, ducking under the boom as it swung to port.  “Good, you remembered to
reverse your movement for the rudder’s position!”


“Hey, Marines
are part of the Navy to some degree.”  Erik looked at Ted with an eyebrow
raised.  “Technically, I mean. Look, I ain’t no squid, but I can steer a
boat…it’s the sails that screw me up.  Hey…I think we’re going sideways!”
observed Ted, his grin erased by sudden worry.


“Hey, this
thing has a rotating keel, I should have checked…” Erik clambered around Ted
and found a lever marked “KEEL”. He remarked, “Someone customized this thing to
look like a car’s emergency brake.” He released the lever and the boat shook,
then steadied out and stopped drifting.


“Pickin’ up
speed,” commented Ted with approval.  “Holding course.”


Erik
grinned as he checked the mainstay and perched on the port side of the boat. 
He closed his eyes and savored the whistling of the wind in his ears, the
slight force on his face, the silence.  Taking a deep breath, he inhaled the
sounds and smells of the Gulf.  The surface of the water was not quite glass
smooth, but Erik knew it was infinitely more calm than the open waters of the
Atlantic, far to their east.  He turned back to Ted and began to explain how to
tack a boat.


“Angle us
back towards the shore…see how the sail’s starting to drop? We’re running
closer to the wind.  Can’t do that all that well with a little rig like this.” 
Erik ducked the boom again, surprising Ted that such a large person could move
with such agility on a moving vehicle, let alone a sailboat.  He untied the
guideline, gave the boom a tap and let it swing out in the opposite direction
until it caught the wind and filled again, from the other direction.  


Tying the
mainstay on a cleat on the starboard side this time, he said,  “Now, hold this
course a ways, then reverse the process and catch the wind going that way,” he
said pointing off-shore.


“You know,
this ain’t so bad,” mused Ted, squinting in the wind.


“Let’s head
up the coast a ways,” Erik said, pointing north along the beach.


“Siesta
Key?”


“Why not? I
don’t know the fishing grounds around here but there’s got to be something out
here.”  Erik set to pulling out the trolling lines with the gear stripped from
the other boats at the Marina.  In short order, 4 ramshackle poles were
trailing tackle from still other poles out behind the Tarpon Whistler. 
Erik watched the horizon.  It was a little past noon, they had some few miles
to go up the coast, the sun was shining, the breeze steady.  All they needed
were fish on the line and cold beers.


They spent
the afternoon in that manner, tacking up the coast, lines out for fish, talking
of sailing and how to escaping the looming war.  They watched the shoreline
glide past, saw knots of people in tents on the beach.  Some waved, some ran
out to the water as if on a deserted island and the rescue boat had arrived at
last.  One man went so far as to shoot at them with a pistol. 


The Tarpon
Whistler was a good three-quarters of a mile offshore, so Erik laughed
while watching through binoculars as the man switched between waving and firing
woefully ineffective shots at the cruising sailboat.


“Look at
all that trash on the beach,” Ted commented as they slipped past just north of
Sarasota’s downtown district.


“Bet you
the White Hand People already came through here, too,” said Erik as he rested
in the shadow of the mainsail.  He scanned the beach with the binoculars. “Lot
of tents—and people, stretching up and down over the dunes…Ted a lot of them
aren’t moving…” he passed the binoculars to Ted and gripped the rail for
support.


“Guess
that’s where everyone went…My God…”


“Think the
White Hand People did that?” asked Erik, his knuckles white with anger.


“I see some
guards of some kind…damn that’s a prison.  Uh…uh oh. We’ve been spotted.”


“Take us
further out off shore, I don’t want any lucky shots,” said Erik as he took the
binoculars back from Ted.  The Marine readily agreed and pushed the tiller to
starboard and the little sailboat dutifully angled further out towards the
west, smoothly turning into and through the wind.  Erik reversed position again
and let the boom swing around and catch the wind with a nice snap.


“What if
they have a speedboat?” asked Ted, the shotgun balanced on his knees.  “I don’t
think we can outrun anyone in this…”


“Dammit, I
hadn’t thought of that. We don’t really have any options for a tactical
sailboat, do we?”


“Not unless
we mount some cannon…”


“Well, just
take us way out then.  We can come around after we cross Siesta Key,” replied
Erik, eyes still on the shore.  Finally he exhaled a sigh of relief. “Well,
they don’t seem to care too much about us.  No one’s really doing anything.  Wait…”


“What is
it?” asked Ted, suddenly tense.  He was trying not to think about how deep the
water must be beneath them as the Tarpon Whistler cruised further into
the Gulf.


“Someone’s
watching us through binoculars.  Not doing anything, just watching.” Erik
looked at Ted’s worried face and then back to the retreating shoreline.  “Oh.
He’s gone, now.”


Ted took
them out far enough that the people on the beach were tiny specks.  Then they
held course and tacked again to run parallel to the white strip of beach, close
to three miles in the distance.  “Well, I hope whoever he ran to tell about us
doesn’t have a speedboat or jet skis…”


As the sun
was nearing the horizon, they caught sight of Siesta Key and began the run
towards shore. 


It was as
they got within a half mile or so of the deserted nature preserve at the
northern tip of the island that they caught their first fish, after much
excitement.  “I think it’s a barracuda or something,” said Ted.  “Look at those
teeth!”


“Whatever
it is, it’s dinner now.  Smack it with something to knock it out, before
it bites one of us!   That thing could take off one of our legs flopping around
like that!” replied Erik.  He lifted a leg over the thrashing fish, nearly as
long as his arm and watched as Ted silenced the flopping fish with a butt
stroke from the shotgun.


“Take us in
up to the point there and we’ll beach.  Then we can make a fire and cook this
bad boy,” suggested Erik, pointing off the starboard bow.  He could almost
taste the roasted fish.  His mouth began to water.  Erik raised the keel and
untied the mainstay when the water depth came to about four feet.  He could see
right down to the bottom and watched it slowly get shallower as the gentle
slope of the beach approached.  The sail fell and they ghosted to a smooth stop
in about a foot of water at the very tip of Sand Key, the bow of the sailboat
running up into the smooth sand.


After
spending ten minutes gathering driftwood from the edge of the mangrove swamp
that covered the island near the tip, they had a fire going.  The smell of
roasting fish was intoxicating after so many weeks of plain, survival food. 
They were going to eat meat—fresh meat.  Both men let their worries melt away
as they savored the relaxing warmth of the fire, the sound of the gentle Gulf
waves lapping the shore, the cool evening breeze off the water. 


They talked
of better days while the fish cooked, what it was like before the attacks, of
camping, family and friends.  It was the most peaceful few hours either man had
experienced in well over a month.


It was as
the sun finally vanished beneath the horizon and the heat of the day began to
bleed off rather quickly that they heard the sound.


A plane.  A
big one.


“Look,
there it is!” said Erik, pointing in the fire’s glow towards the northeast. 
Three blinking lights gave away the planes location.


“It? You
mean, they.  Those aren’t lights, that’s sunlight reflecting off metal. 
I saw at least five of them before they moved into that cloud there.  They were
in formation.”


Erik
deferred to the Marine. “Bombers?”  He paused, searching the sky.  “Ours?”


Ted
scrambled back to the boat and grabbed the binoculars.  “Damn, they passed into
that cloudbank…all I could see was a tail. I’m not sure what they are, or who
they are.  But…they are coming from the direction of MacDill.”


“The Air
Force base up near Tampa?” Erik squinted up at the clouds again.  He almost
thought he could hear an engine.  It was weird to see planes all of a sudden
after an almost total lack of anything in the air for weeks.  “Ah, they’re
probably ours, getting ready for the U.N.,” Erik said, feigning relaxation.  He
tried be nonchalant. “Well, not much we can do about it anyway. Those suckers
are way up there.”


Ted paused,
cocked his head listening as the first rumbles of the jet turbines caressed the
darkening world around them.  He didn’t mention to Erik that he was scared out
of his mind.  “Well, those suckers are big.  Airliner big. And that means one
of three things: One,” Ted raised a finger in the firelight at the side
of the boat, knee deep in the warm Gulf water.  “They’re airliners.”


“Not
likely; who’s flying right now anyway?”


“Right,”
agreed Ted. “Two:” another finger.  “Transports.”


“Three,”
said Erik, “Bombers.”


“Either
way, the question is: Us or them?” said Ted, looking south towards the
direction the planes were heading.


“And just
who is ‘them’?” mumbled Erik, stowing the binoculars.


As they
settled back by the fire and ate their catch of the day, Ted mulled the
possibilities over in his mind again and again.  He had to fight the urge to
run to his family.  He and Erik needed downtime.  The noise of the jets
continued to roll over them in waves.


Finally, as
they finished the roasted fish dinner, Erik spoke.  “Okay, either those guys
are circling us like planes at O’Hare or there’s a shit-ton of ‘em flying over
us.”  Erik looked at his watch.  “I mean, we’ve listened to their engines,
going on what, 15 minutes now?”


Ted
finished the last delicious, nourishing morsel of fish and took a swig from his
canteen. “Well, I don’t see any bombs, or see mushroom clouds, so I have to
assume they’re ours.”  He grinned in the firelight, a wicked image.  “Besides,
I think the U.N. would have a hard time sneaking that many transports or
bombers in across the Atlantic.  They’d have fighters up there pickin’ ‘em off
like fish in a barrel.”


Despite the
attempt at humor, neither man slept well. 











CHINA


A Dragon’s Patience


 


 


SHIN HO LEANED  back in
his softly padded leather chair and watched the Press conference with barely
contained glee. Everything was working according to his plan: The U.N. — mostly
western Europe, really — was going to invade America; Mexico had agreed to the
passage of Chinese troops into southwest America in exchange for giving back
the spoils of the Mexican-American war; the U.S. military was blindly stabbing
in the dark at real and imagined threats without the aid of their spy
satellites; the Arabs had lived up to their word and distracted America with
the attack on Israel.  It was beautiful.


“…we are
a compassionate people.  China denounces these horrible actions in the
strongest sense of the word.  The consequences of these attacks on America last
month are far-reaching.  Thousands of innocent Americans, and Mexicans are
suffering needlessly.  As a result, we, the Peoples Republic of China announce
today a commitment to send aid, in the form of food, clothing, medical
supplies, and temporary shelters to our dear friends in Mexico—“


Camera
flashes from the horde of foreign reporters caused the Chinese diplomat to
blink and pause.  The news ticker at the bottom of the screen scrolled by:
“China to Mexico: We’re coming to help.”


“—to
assist the refugees fleeing the violence and unrest in America, regardless of
their nationality.”


“Good, good—that
will sting Washington.  We don’t care if they are illegal or not.  We will help
them all!” Shin Ho lit another unfiltered cigarette and cursed Po Sin
for getting him hooked on the damnable things.  “When this war is over, I will
be Emperor.”  That thought always sounded better when he said it out loud.


The
diplomat took a sip of water behind his podium and continued through the
lightning storm of camera flashes. “Now….at this time I am prepared to
answer a few questions.” 


Pandemonium
ensued as the reporters shouted over each other.


“—truth to
the charge—“


“—how much
money?”


“—China
just wants the oil fields—-“


“—any
advisors being sent, if so—“


“—any
military presence?”


The
diplomat picked out one of the questions and spoke, silencing the reporters. “China
does not need Mexico’s oil fields.  It is true, yes, Mexico is rich in natural
resources, including oil deposits.  But China is wealthy.   We buy our
oil.  We do not invade foreign countries to take it.  Such is the civilized way
to do business.”  He smiled.  More shouting erupted.  He turned his head to
hear and raised a hand for silence.


“Ha ha!
Good…yes, America is the one you should be worried about.  They are the
ones who invade places to take their oil.  Ha!  Ask the Iraqis!” roared Shin Ho
merrily.  This news conference was the highlight of his week.


“To
address the question of advisors, yes we are sending several advisor and
emergency response teams.  A relief effort of this magnitude has never before
been attempted,” he said, motioning to the flow chart on an easel next to
the podium.  Cameras flashed.  Shin Ho could read the chart on his TV easily:
Supplies for 3 million people.  Housing for 6 million.  The scale was
staggering.  It was all a show, of course, on more little needle to prick America’s
pride.  Now China would be seen as the world’s first responder.


“Say it…”
Shin Ho muttered, exhaling smoke.  He rubbed the cigarette butt out and leaned
in to the TV.  “Go on…saaay it….”


“At this
time of crisis for America, we will be there.  China will be ready to assist
the American government as well.  We will initiate this aid operation and do it
bigger, better and faster than ever before.”


“Ha!  Sheer
genius!” Shin Ho cackled, laughing at his own wit.  “I put that in there, you
know,” he added to his assistant, cowering in the shadows of the dark room.


The young
man bowed low.  “Most excellent, honored minister.”


“Oh, shut
up,” he waved the man off.  “No…wait,” he said as the assistant turned to
leave.  “Get me a girl,” he grinned. His eyes twinkled.  “I’m in a good mood
tonight.”  The press conference continued on the TV in the background,
forgotten in his sudden lust.  “Hey!” he called out as the assistant was
halfway through the door.


“Yes
Minister?” asked the silhouetted figure of the assistant, standing in the
glaring light of the outer office through the open doorway.


“A young
one this time.  Young, do you hear?  Like one of the new Thai girls I
saw Po Sin with last week,” called out China’s Interior Minister.  The
assistant bowed low and shut the door quietly.  Shin Ho was sealed in darkness
again.


“—arrive?”
a reporter was asking on the TV.


Shin Ho
focused on the TV again.  The diplomat’s figure grinned like a tiger watching a
goat.  “Why, the advance units should be arriving in Mexico very soon. 
Tomorrow, if I’m not mistaken?” he said, feigning ignorance and looking to
the row of men and women behind him on the dais for confirmation.  Many smiles
and nods, a few looked at papers, but no one gave a definite answer.  The
reporters nearly got into a fistfight trying to get the next question.  It
almost erupted into pandemonium.   After a few tense moments and shouted
questions, order was restored.


The
conference continued, more questions, more answers, more camera flashes.  Shin
Ho was lost in his own thoughts.  He lit another cigarette and took a deep
puff, exhaling slowly.  The army was landing already, so said a report on his
desk.  He glanced at the report. 


A division
already on the ground and setting up the refugee center cover.  The rest were
due to arrive soon and begin the march towards the American border.  The
Chinese were being greeted as heroes by the ignorant Mexican villagers.  Food
and supplies, for sure, were being brought and handed out generously to the
terribly poor civilians.  The cover story was perfect.  Any reporters that
interviewed people would get nothing but glowing praise and fluff. 


By then it
would be too late.  Shin Ho thought about the hundreds of trucks
and vehicles that would be spreading out from the coast soon to roll in an iron
fist towards America’s soft underbelly.  Those trucks would be loaded with
troops and weapons, not food and medicine.


We will wait
for the Europeans to strike, then when the Americans are focused on their East
coast….we will gut them.


He chuckled
to himself and opened a drawer in his desk to take a little blue pill.  He
would have fun tonight.  He almost felt sorry for the trembling, naked child
his assistant dragged through the door.


“Tonight,
your name is America. HA!” he roared at the wide-eyed kidnapped village
girl from Thailand.











SARASOTA


Day of the Dog


 


 


I think we are drawn to dogs because they
are the uninhibited creatures we might be if we weren't certain we knew
better.  They fight for honor at the first challenge...and they do not for
all their marvelous instincts appear to know about death.  


—George Bird Evans


 


 


HE
LIKE AN animal, yo,” said the young thug as he watched the poor white man slurp
up two whole cans of dog food.


“Appropriate then that you and your…homeboys,
are feeding the wretch dog food,” said the larger man, immaculately dressed and
well spoken.  The younger man looked at his elder with a mix of scorn and
amusement.  


All these fools…so many brothers, so
much wasted talent. 
The large black man shook his head in disgust.  If nothing else, we will
need their numbers.  Malcolm will need every man he can get.  If what happened
this morning is a taste of things to come, we're going to need a lot more...


The younger man turned away from the
noisy scene.  “That just nasty.”


“Then why did you feed him?” asked the
bigger man.  And why can't you speak English properly? It is a product of
the Man, but until you fools learn Swahili there is no point in using some
bastardized language.  Inwardly, he sighed.  We shall have to remedy
that as well.  If only you children had any shame at how you have debased your
noble selves.  Allah grant them mercy and strength.  Alas...I suppose for you
to have shame, you would have to know pride.  But no, the Man has taken that
from you as well...he frowned.


“We feed him ‘cause he may be loco, but
he still a man.”


“He is the man.  A representation
of the Oppressor.”  Perhaps these fools are not completely wild after all,
thought the well dressed representative from the Brotherhood.   A sidelong
glance at the youth next to him—he refused to label the young man what he
really was: a hoodlum and nothing more—revealed a spark of humanity in
the boy's face as he watched a grown man shovel dog food into his mouth
like...well, like a dog.


A few others strolled into the room in
the occupied two story house, tossing empty liquor bottles into a filthy
corner.  The clatter caused the dog-man to flinch and look up, but only
momentarily.  They immediately saw the filthy white man in rags slurping up dog
food.  Erupting into laughter, the taunts began.


The Rep sighed and turned his back on
the scene, instead, he chose to look out the filth smeared window.  There was
precious little time to make up his mind.  He had sent the order out for all
the survivors to regroup here and even now, through the grime smeared window he
could see small groups and broken individuals lurching their way towards the
house.  


Command center, he chided himself.  Command of
what?  I have a collection of rejects at which even the street gangs would
laugh.  


The Rep focused on the task at hand.  Remember
your training.  Malcolm's followers know what they are doing.  The war is at
hand.  You are a military commander now.  These are your troops.  He
squared his shoulders and stood a little taller.  Or what's left of them,
a small voice echoed in his mind.  If I had only gotten here sooner, been in
place longer.  These fools wouldn't have wasted their lives trying to ransack,
rape, and loot.  They wouldn't have so blindly drawn the attention of the Man. 
If they had just a few more days...


The Rep ignored the taunts and laughter
behind him.  He felt no pity for the white man whatsoever.  His men were beaten
and shamed.  Perhaps if they took out their inadequacies on the white man they would
feel better.  Fight better.  Act better.  


He saw a ruined neighborhood, once owned
by the Man.  Trash and burned cars littered what he assumed used to be well
manicured lawns of the upper middle class white people who lived in this area. 
He allowed himself the luxury of thinking that it may have been quite pleasant
and civilized once, even for a nest of the Man.  Bet there wasn't a single
brother living here.  


Behind him the taunts grew more bold. 
He heard a beer bottle smash against the wall and voices raised.  The Rep
frowned.  Through the dirty window, in the distance at the end of the street
leading out of the neighborhood, he saw a tan, blocky looking vehicle pause at
the entrance, then race off.  Allah give me strength.  They know we're here. 
It is time to evacuate.  This place will be crawling with soldiers come
sundown.


“Yo, you hear me fool?” asked one of the
louder thugs.  “I said you can be our mascot!  You a fuckin’ dog!” the
laughter continued.


"Ugga!  We call you Ugga, bitch—"


"'Cause he ugly!" another
laughed.  The howls of mirth echoed in the small, stuffy room.


The Rep turned around.  Very quickly the
noise stopped when the street toughs saw the look of fury on the huge man's
face.  “Look at yourselves," he rumbled in a voice so deep one of the
thugs thought he was Barry White.  


"You are a disgrace to the Cause. 
You would think that the loss of all your local leadership in that…pathetic
excuse for a fight last night with the Man would have taught you a lesson in
humility.  You people deserve to be slaves.”  His voice was like thunder
and stunned the younger men into complete silence.


"Slaves?  What the fuck—"
started one of the braver ones.  


The Rep ignored him and steamrolled on. 
The clock was ticking and he was running out of time.  “Look at
yourselves.  You hide in this filthy house, you drink and party and debase
yourself constantly…Allah help me,” he said and raised his hands in an appeal
to heaven.  


“Who the fuck you think you are, Uncle
Tom?” asked one of the new recruits with more bravado than brains.  He tried to
get a laugh with his wit, but failed miserably.  The others were looking down,
shamed at last.  They had been with Teedell since the beginning, had figured
they ruled the land now.  But they had been over confident.  When they attacked
the soldiers, they had been slaughtered.  It had been a long night.  The
alcohol they consumed to hide their fears and self-pity was having a very
negative affect on the remnants of the White Hand People.


“I’m the one who has to care for you
children, since you have so aptly proven you cannot do so yourself,” the Rep
grumbled.  His eyes dared anyone to say something else.  He shifted his wide
shoulders and watched the youths pause.  He was in his forties but still proud
of the fact that he could probably be a walk-on to any pro football team.  That
kind of presence commanded respect from those who only respect violence.  


“Unless there is someone here who knows
what to do now that the Man and his army has all but wiped you out?”  He raised
his eyebrows, pleading for someone to say something.  They sniffed, looked away
defiantly or down at the ground sheepishly.  Pathetic.


“Aaaaw, d'at nasty!” said another one,
who looked like a Latino.  “He’s takin’ a shit in the corner.”


“Damn, that stink!”  A chorus of
hoots and hands waving broke out. 


The youths appealed to the Rep for
guidance.  “Do not look at me.”  He pointed towards the thugs responsible for
the Dog.  “You brought this poor creature here.  He is your
responsibility.”


A side door burst open and two large men
entered dragging a white woman.  She looked half beaten to death and was barely
dressed in some rags.  The youths began hitting each other on their shoulders
and making lewd comments.  As they dragged the woman past the Latino kid, he
waved a hand in front of his nose.


“Damn, she stinks like that guy’s
daughter when we found him.”


Before anyone could move, Henry Grimes
had leapt from his position near a corner and tackled the punk that spoke about
his daughter.  He flew into a rage, growling and snapping at the younger man,
clawing, kicking and biting.  The howls of rage and pain intermingled to a
point where the shocked gathering had a hard time deciding who was screaming
more.  The others unconsciously made a circle around the two fighting men and
began hooting and cheering.


The Rep rolled his eyes.  Allah...how
can I work with this?  We have no time...


“ENOUGH OF THIS!” he bellowed. 
The windows actually shook in the tiny room.  “Someone pull these two apart. 
We do not have time for this foolishness.  The Man will scour these
neighborhoods looking for us.  We need to move to a safer area and regroup.”


The Latino whimpered and scrabbled his
way across the filthy floor to a wall and glared at Henry through a swollen eye
and blood splattered face.  Half an ear was missing and his lip was torn open. 
He rubbed his neck where Henry had a death grip.


“Fuckin’ loco…” the youth said,
then began to curse in Spanish.


The others began laughing hysterically. 
High fives and fist-bumps all around in celebration of the moment's
entertainment.


“Leave my daughter alone!  Bessie!”
Henry shrieked, forgotten in the grips of the three large men it took to hold
him down.


“How the hell some scrawny ass white boy
this strong?” grunted one of the bigger ones.  The crazed man howled and whined
in pain, then began sobbing and blubbering incoherently.  He reeked.  His face
was clawed by the Latino kid and angry welts stood out in stark contrast to the
dirt, filth, and dried blood that caked the man's haggard, half-starved visage.


“Yo that’s some shit right
there,” mumbled one of the thugs.  “That white boy like a rabid dog…”


“Naw, he a dawg.”


“You see how he jumped?  Like Anton all
juiced up on smack,” two of them high-fived.


The Rep did not miss what had just
happened.  The wretch…the dog, no…The Dog, had just earned some street
cred.  He would never have guessed that could happen.  This white man could be
of some use after all.


At last Henry slumped to the floor and
curled into a fetal position, whimpering and moaning to himself.  Only a few
snatches of phrases and words could be understood.  It was clear he was
mentally unbalanced.  Two of the men holding him down made eye contact with the
woman they had dragged into the room.


“Party time back on,” one grinned.  They
got off Henry and moved towards the woman who sat slumped against a wall, her
eyes staring straight ahead.  The bruises and marks on her body told the tale
of her life after the lights went out.  The wedding ring on her broken and
swollen finger spoke of more than one life ruined and wasted since the power
went out.  


What was left of the woman was no longer
there.  She was already with her family.  Most of the street thugs in the room
recognized the look, but didn't care.  She was an object—a toy—now. 
Nothing more.  When she wore out, starved, or just plain gave up, they'd find
another and they all knew it.


“Bessie?” asked Henry weakly from under a
fold of rotten cloth.  He moved some matted hair off his scratched and bloody
face and looked through clouded eyes at the woman, seeing instead his dead
daughter.


“On your feet, girl.  We ain’t done with
you yet,” grumbled one of the giants.


The Rep crossed his arms and debated how
far he was willing to let this go.  He glanced back out the window.  Instead of
men shuffling along or straggling in with friends, a few were running—or trying
to.  More than one stumbled on baggy pants, then had to be helped up by someone
else, leaving a dark stain on the street.  


Walking wounded, he thought.  Must be the tail end of
the survivors.  Why are they running?


In a flash of rags and dirt, Henry
roared in fury and crashed into the nearest of the two giants.  They were going
after his little girl.  His baby!  No force on earth could stop a father from
defending his child, no matter how weak, beaten and abused he was.  


Henry was filled with a rage and a
strength that a brief blip in his mind said must be from God.  The thought
vanished as quickly as it came.  Henry wasn't the most religious man, hadn't
gone to services since his wife left him years ago.  His mind paused at the
thought of Bessie alive—he saw her die.  Yet here she was, about to be attacked
by two big black men.  Henry didn't care.  His baby girl needed him.  


The big man didn’t fall the way the
Latino kid did, he calmly swung one meat-hook of an arm around and threw Henry
to the floor.  Henry struggled to get his footing, screamed about his daughter
and launched another assault.  Only the sight of the man’s gun flashed in his
face stopped the charge.


“You bes' check yourself, bitch,”
the man growled.  He was an ex-con who had spent years of 'hard-time' building
up muscles that would allow himself to have a good time now that he was out on
the street.  “I seen some bad shit in the joint and no scrawny white man that
bit like a dog gonna stop me getting’ my first piece ‘a pie since I got
locked up.  Now back the fuck up.”    


“Aaaw snap!” said his compatriot.  The
two bumped massive fists.  The Rep was the first to notice what happened next.


Henry calmly walked two steps closer to
the larger man with the gun.  He didn’t flinch, didn’t say anything, didn’t
utter a word.  He set his face in stone and stared right at the gunman.  Right through
him.  This man was between him and his daughter.  Getting to Bessie was all
that mattered to Henry at that moment.  He would walk through Hell itself for
his little girl.  


Death held no fear over Henry Grimes. 
Not anymore.  


His upper lip curled.  The whiteness of
his yellowed teeth compared to the filth and dried blood on his face was
startling.  There was some fresh blood and a bit of ear in Henry's teeth.  The
man with the gun began to sweat.  


He realized he was going to have to
shoot this fool or back down.  It was clear to everyone that nothing was going
to scare The Dog.  Nothing would stop him.  He quickly changed from a poor,
half-starved white man in rags who had lost his mind, into a force of nature.  The
Dog.


Soon the others noticed as well.  They
shared looks of amazement.  No one had ever stared down Dozer before.  And here
this white boy in rags, acting like a rabid dog, was actually making the big
black man—with a gun—take a step back.   A trickle of sweat ran down Dozer's
right temple.  One of the thugs saw it and smiled.


“Yo, you ain’t right in the head,
man…step off…” said Dozer in a low voice, meant only for Henry.  He glanced
quickly at his audience.  He was about to lose face.  A thought in his drug
addled head whispered, You might lose part of your face too...


The Dawg don’t fear nuthin’!”
someone else hooted and pumped a fist in the air.


The Rep made up his mind.  “Lower that
gun before someone gets hurt.  You," he growled and pointed at the wounded
Latino.   "Get that woman out of here.  He clearly thinks she’s his
daughter.”  The bloodied kid jumped to obey and quickly pulled the disheveled
woman into a side room and shut the door.  The Rep pointed at another thug, one
of the three that brought The Dog in earlier.  “You—get in there and make sure
that woman is not raped.  Allah will not tolerate that kind of defilement.”


When the side door closed again.  Like
magic, Henry reverted to his former state, crouching on the floor, picking at
his rags and investigating his empty cans of dog food.  Every few seconds he
glanced up at the man with the gun and glared at him like a dog on a leash that
had been beaten and starved by a cruel master.  The Rep folded his massive arms
across his chest and pursed his lips in thought.  This Dog could prove some
use after all…


“We are wasting too much time.  We need
to round up as many survivors as we can and find a new base of operations,” the
Rep intoned with a deep voice.  He was determined to bring as many of the fools
before him out of the danger zone.  In time he would introduce them to Allah
and might actually transform them into useful soldiers of the Cause.  But they
had to survive first and the National Guard had determined them to be a threat
worthy of extermination.  


Just like the Man to go after the
Brothers first.  


“Yo, what about that place the Dog came
from?” asked one of the youths.  “You know, that Colony place…where they had
that big fight?  Word is they pimpin’ it.”


"Yeah," said another, with a
solemn nod.


"Didn't some fools already try
d'at?" asked the first.


“Watch yo’ mouth, bitch,” another
growled and thrust out his chest.  “I was there when those cats fought back. 
They tough, y’hear?  We can’t get in that place.”


“The Dog could,” offered the
youth with a foul tone, pointing at Henry.


“You expect him to get us in the
place that crushed our initial efforts?” asked the Rep.  He had not been tasked
to this area then, but he had heard the stories.  The first organized effort to
take control in this area had met with utter disaster.  They had tried to
assault a local apartment complex and had been nearly slaughtered to a man.  In
the ensuing weeks, word got out to give that place a wide berth until the
situation had changed.  Perhaps the situation had changed.


“That fool came from the Colony?”
someone else asked.


“Colonial Gardens…” whispered the pile
of filthy rags in the corner.


“What?” barked the Rep.


“It’s called Colonial Gardens,”
the voice was stronger.


The black men all looked at each other,
stupefied.  It was the first coherent words anyone had ever heard from the Dog
when not screaming about his daughter.  Henry rolled into a crouch, a little
shaky, but filled with a new found resolve.  They could see the change in his
eyes.  The cloud of grief was replaced with a clarity only supplied by white
hot anger.  He used a dirt encrusted hand to brush some matted hair from his
face.  He stared at the Rep with eyes that hungered for vengeance.


“I can get you in…strong place.  You’ll
be safe.  But I have a price.”


The Rep smiled despite himself.  He
needed to put on a strong face.  The kids were so close to completely accepting
him as their new leader.  Teedell and most of the brothers had met a painful
death just hours before at the hands of the National Guard.   And if the Dog
were to die in the process….  


“What is your price, Dog?”   Inside he
was quite nervous and it shamed him to admit that, even to himself.  This
Dog…is dangerous.        


“Larsson.  I want Larsson.”


“Yeah, Larsson…d'at's the cat he talkin’
about when we pick him up.  He top dog in d'at place, yo,” said one of the
thugs as he rubbed his stubble covered chin.  “Said d'is Larsson threw him out
on the street with his girl…guess she die.”


“Yo!  In da house!” came a shout from
outside.  It was one of the guards the Rep had posted.  Everyone rushed to look
out the window.  Street hoods and ex-cons were running from house to house,
spreading the alarm.  “Here come da law!”


The Rep glanced further up the street. 
Sure enough, two Humvees were parked in the road, blocking access.  Further
behind, he could see lights of other vehicles moving into position.  


Time's up.


“Very well.  I know you want to return
to those people and exact your revenge.  Allah wants you to have it as well,”
the Rep said in a solemn voice.


Henry growled, a low, menacing sound. 
“Screw your Allah.  I want Larsson.”


The Rep barely contained his rage. 
“Fine.  Go.  But we will be in charge of this assault.  Do you understand?  I
will put you down like the rabid dog you are.  But if you get inside…”


Henry smiled.  “Blood.”


The Rep nodded.  “Yes.”  He turned to
his lieutenants.  “Gather the men, we need to move, now.  Get every car
we have, load them up and follow me.  You,” he said the last to Henry, pointing
a massive arm in his direction.  “Come with me, my friend.  We have much to
discuss.”


Henry smiled, a look that would freeze a
normal man's soul in fear.  The crusted blood and matted hair made him look
like something out of a nightmare


."Bring my daughter."


 


IT
WAS AN impressive little army, Henry realized in a murky sort of way.  He sat
in the back seat of a shot up sedan as it drove towards the rendezvous point. 
There were nearly 300 fighters, juiced up on hooch and whatever prescription
meds they found in houses after looting.  Fueled by tales of cheerleaders and
white women looking for love, spurred forward by racial hatred and intolerance,
they marched.


It was quite the caravan, he noticed, as
they wound their way through back streets and alleys.  They headed east,
through wasteland neighborhoods already ransacked, through gutted shopping
centers and and grocery stores, through a town that had fled or died.


Empty house after house rolled past his
grimy window.  He saw yards strewn with trash and debris, even bodies, swollen
in the sun.  His comrades, the Brothers, were excitedly talking of the heroic
deeds they would soon perform upon joining battle.


Henry heard, but did not listen.  He
saw, but did not see.  His mind, his soul, his very reason for being was all
focused on one thing now: revenge.


As they pulled up at the rendezvous
point, Henry could not get out of the car fast enough.  He knew, deep in his
troubled soul, where he was — just about a quarter mile down Bee Ridge Road, a
little west of the Freehold.  Just a short walk from vengeance.


They were gathered at looted hardware
store, sheltered in the parking lot by the shadows of the building and pine
trees.  They were close enough to strike fast, yet far enough to avoid early
detection by the Freeholders.


Beat up cars and trucks, overloaded with
fighters hanging on roofs and sides trickled into the parking lot.  Radios
blared stolen CDs.  Alcohol was passed out freely.  Molotov’s were handed out
from trunks, along with whatever weapons remained after the disastrous action that
morning.  Planks of wood, pipes, shards of glass, even axes and baseball bats
were turned into weapons for the final, all out assault on the Freehold.


Henry looked around impassive and
realized in a moment of lucidity that the people swarming around him were
planning to make one last ditch attempt.  If they failed, they were trapped
between the National Guard coming from the coast and the Freeholders.  If they
succeeded, the Freehold would be theirs and along with it, the safety of the
Freehold’s walls.  Life or Death.  A simple choice.


Henry needed only one outcome: Larsson’s
throat in his hands.  Everything else faded to nothingness and irrelevancy.


The Dog stood apart, one of the few
white men among the growing little army.  He wanted nothing of their cause; he
cared not at all if they lived or died.  They believed him to be a mad dog.  He
snarled at the first one to approach him with a water bottle.  At least it got
him some peace and quiet in the block party atmosphere of the parking lot.


If they don’t’ know we’re coming…they’re
making enough noise to give it all away…idiots.


Time seemed to drag by.  Henry began to
pace.  He relieved himself on the curb near the trees.  Some of the fighters
pointed and laughed, but most kept a respectful distance.  His followers began
to trickle in and set up camp near him — but not too close.  Most of the
fighters had sloppy white hands painted on jackets or shirts or chests. 
Henry’s men had also painted crude white dogs on themselves to show others that
they were Dogmen.  The elite of the fighters.  


Henry happened to glance down and was
inspecting the dirt caked on his hands when he realized the noise level around
him had dropped significantly.  Word was spreading through the army from those
equipped with radios.  Something had them worked up.  More and more fighters
began to move and then run towards vehicles.  Tires squealed and men whooped
and the army began to dissolve and head back west down the main drag.


Henry overheard bits and pieces of
excited banter as the great block party began to break up.  His hate-filled
mind gradually pieced together the concept of a mission aborted.  Their home
base was under attack—the National Guard was on the offensive.


“No!!” he shrieked.  “We must kill them
all!”  Desperation seized him.   He roared his frustration to the clear summer
sky as his army disintegrated and raced away to rescue their brothers. 
Colonial Gardens was forgotten.


But Henry was not totally abandoned; the
Dogmen remained.  He had about 50 fighters, thirsty for blood and now an even
bigger share of the loot and women in the apartment complex.  He nodded his
approval at the words of encouragement they gave him.


Without warning, Henry turned and
sprinted towards vengeance, his howling minions close behind.  Henry grinned as
he ran – he had his pack.  They weren’t dogs…but wolves.


It was as they approached the corner so
near his old home that Henry’s men found prey.  He didn’t have time to marvel
at the sight of what looked like a bomb crater where once the local gas station
had stood.  On the outside of the big reinforced gate to Colonial Gardens was a
group of ragged looking bikers.


      Henry did not bother with stealth—by
the time this first of the tired bikers noticed the group of wild men
descending on them, it was too late.  A few of them raised the alarm and fired
off shots, to little effect.  Henry tackled the first man he encountered, a
big, brute of a man in a leather vest and sank his teeth into the biker’s
throat with a scream of rage.  These men, standing in the open gate, were all
that stood between him and revenge for the death of his little girl.


The Pack smelled blood.











SARASOTA


No Man Left Behind


 


 


ERIK WOKE WITH a shriek
and lunged at an opponent that was not there.  He nearly fell over the side of their
little boat before he woke enough to realize he had been dreaming.  He lowered
himself to one knee on the deck and held on to the taut rigging and tried to
catch his breath.  The boat ceased rocking after a few seconds and peace
returned to the pre-dawn beach.  The gentle hiss of the light surf—-more a
ripple than anything else—against the coarse sand soothed his nerves quickly.


Erik wiped
the sweat off his brow and commanded his heart to stop racing.  He could still
see the look of triumph on the man's face.  He couldn't make out the face, but
he knew the man was gleeful.  He knew something had happened to Brin.  Pain in
his hand brought his mind back to full alertness.  He had gripped the wire
rigging too tight.


Glancing up
at the sky he could see the familiar stars of pre-dawn southern skies.  He
wasn't much into astronomy and could only a name a few, but the ones he knew
were comforting none the less.  They offered consistency when the world seemed
to be spiraling out of control.  We will always be here, the same place, the
same time, every day, without fail.  You can count on us, the stars seemed
to say, as they twinkled in the clear gulf air.  Erik took a deep breath,
savored the salty-sweet smell of the air and exhaled, feeling himself relax.


Just a
dream.  Brin is fine.  Everyone is fine.  You'll head back today, take your
time fishing and bring her a present or two.  That fish tasted fantastic last
night.  It'll taste even better when she gets some, he told himself with
a smile.  Another thought flashed through his mind.  


Hope I
didn't wake Ted, the smile vanished.  Suddenly Erik recognized a slight
tingling on the back of his neck.  He was alone on the Tarpon Whistler. 
Ted was gone.


Erik looked
up and down the beach.  The sand glowed a pale light blue in the quasi-light
cast by glowing suns millions of miles away.  No sign of Ted at all.  He got
the binoculars from their case and scanned further down the beach, looking
south.  There.  Movement.  It took a second for his eyes to focus on the
person, but it was definitely someone.  Using averted vision, he glanced away
from the person and let his peripheral vision give him a better image in the
darkness.  He couldn't be sure, but Erik was fairly positive he saw
"USMC" on the light colored shirt.


"He's
running on the beach," Erik mumbled to himself.  "What a
freak!"  Erik chuckled to himself and started to rummage through their
gear, looking for food.  He glanced at his watch: 4:46am.  In the east, over
the strip of land that was all he could see of Florida, the sky was definitely
lighter than behind him, out to sea.


"Well,
I'm up, may as well get breakfast going.  Ted'll probably be hungry." 
Erik kept an eye on Ted as he made his way north up the beach, heading towards
the boat, anchored about 30 feet offshore in the shallows.  Erik noticed the
former Marine was keeping a pretty good pace for running on the sand and had
been at it for at least the five minutes he had been watching.  Ted was known
for getting up early and go for a PT run, as he called it, but something was
telling Erik this wasn't the case.


To the
south, out of the corner of Erik's eye, he saw a flash.  "What was
that?" he said as he looked up from the meager breakfast he had prepared. 
Some beef jerky liberated from a convenience store, some water, and a few
pieces of dried candied fruit Brin had slipped in his bag.  He had no idea
where that fruit had come from but it was a Godsend.  The remnants of his dream
tried to force itself back on his conscious mind.  He closed that door and focused
on what he was seeing.


Erik
expected Ted to pause and look south as well, but he hunched his shoulders and
went into a full on sprint instead.  In a another minute, he had reached the
spit of land closest to the boat and slowed to a walk.   He passed another
minute or so pacing back and forth, hands on hips, a cool down from his run. 
Ted had missed the event, whatever it was.


Erik
thought he heard a low rumble echo of the water from the south.  And another. 
A weaker flash of light bubbled over the horizon around the bend in land due
south.  Then nothing.  Silence, except for the gentle, ever present cadence of
the light surf on the sand.  Erik didn't like the feeling he was getting.  When
he glanced back to the beach, Ted was gone.  Erik looked south.  Nothing.  


"What
the hell?"  Erik was suddenly uncomfortable.  He set his mind to preparing
the boat to get under way and tried to ignore Ted's disappearance.  His mind
began to race:  Maybe he went over the crest and is doing pushups.  Maybe
you never saw him, a little voice countered mischievously in his head.  Maybe
you're still dreaming.  Erik sighed and looked up.  "Maybe I'm going
crazy."


Ted emerged
out of the water just off the bow, where it was only chest deep.  Erik gasped
and stumbled which caused him to land squarely on his rear at the tiller.  The
little boat rocked as Erik cursed.


"Really?"
he asked, voice dripping with sarcasm.  "You trying to give me a heart
attack?  Shit!" Erik said, exasperated.


Ted laughed
as he climbed aboard.  He shook his head and flung water off onto the deck. 
"Hey man, remember, I'm a Marine?  We do stuff like this all the time.”


"Running
on the beach, disappearing into the water, or scaring the living hell out of
people for no good reason?" asked Erik sharply.


Ted smiled,
his teeth flashing white in the dim light.  "All of the above."


"But
I'm the good guy, remember?" asked Erik.  He found it hard not to smile. 
Ted sat there with a grin on his face so wide, Erik half expected to see canary
feathers on his lips.


The second
explosion startled them both pre-dawn darkness.


"What
the hell was that?  It's flashing again," asked Erik as he picked
himself off the deck.  


"Again? 
Why didn't you say something?"  Ted sat up and rubbed his eyes, blinking
at the flare of light down the coast.  It was already fading by the time Erik
got the binoculars on it, way south on the horizon.


“'Cause you
scared the piss out of me, that's why," grumbled Erik.


"Down
by the White Hand camp we saw yesterday, I bet," Ted grunted.  The loud report
of the explosion finally reached them and rumbled past half a minute later.  


"That
was big.  That was an explosion.  Look—tracers!" Ted exclaimed, pointing.


"Wow—there's
some serious shooting going on," Erik muttered.  He focused the binoculars
a little more.  "Looks like a small scale version of Christmas in
Baghdad."   He passed the binoculars to Ted.


The Marine
whistled.  "I think someone is getting his ass handed to him."  Two
more explosions blossomed, as if in competition with the faint tinge of color
on the eastern horizon.  "Whatever the hell is causing all that, I'm glad
it's way down there and not up here with us."


"Yeah,
well, whatever the hell is causing that is between us and home,
remember?" asked Erik.  "I think we need to get ready to go."


"I
agree.  Last thing I want is to be caught here next to shore with our pants
down.  Let's switch spots, you're the sail-master here."


They
carefully swapped positions on the boat, passing the central mast on opposite
sides to keep the little vessel level on the water.  Ted sat and tried to
squeeze some water out of his shirt.  He seemed refreshed and a little more
relaxed than Erik had seen him in weeks.  A flash caught the bigger man's eye.


Erik
swiveled his head and stared down the beach.  "Light's on the beach, by
the curve of the point," he called out in an urgent whisper.  Sound
travels extremely far on a beach with nothing to block it but a few mangrove
trees hundreds of yards away.  He loosened the main sheets and hauled away. 
"We need to bail, like now."  


Ted panned
over to the lights as Erik, now finished with the mainsail,  started to haul
the anchor up.   Once released from the soft sandy bottom, the Tarpon
Whistler began to bob out into the gentle surf. 


"Mmmmm...I
see a small group of people with lights, looks like a few may be wounded. 
They're armed though.  Don't look friendly," Ted announced, eyes still on
target.


"Glad
to see you're staying calm!" Erik grunted as he stowed the anchor. 
"You wanna steer or watch them?  Let's get the hell out of here and get
some distance between us and shore."  He watched the sail flutter in the
slight pre-dawn breeze that was always there, just off shore.  "Hold off
on the motor.  I think we have enough wind..."


Erik worked
quickly and swung the boom back and forth until the large white sail caught the
slight breeze with ease.  Once secured, he gave Ted the thumbs up.   Ted pushed
the tiller hard over and the sailboat slowly but smoothly began to bite the
water and turn out into the Gulf.  


"Not
much wind," Ted observed as he dropped the keel with an audible thump they
felt in the hull.


"Whatever's
here will get us moving.  It won't take much for this little thing,"
replied Erik, never taking his eyes off the group of people close to the
horizon.


"Thank
God the moon already set," muttered Ted.


Erik cursed
under his breath.  "I didn't even think how this white sail on a white
boat would be lit up like a beacon in moonlight."


"It's
all good, man," Ted glanced behind them at the coast.  It wasn't receding
fast enough for his taste, but their movement was as stealthy as he could hope
for.  "Besides, I think these guys are more concerned with whatever the
hell is going on behind them.”  More tracers lit up the night sky.  The two men
could just barely hear the rat-tat-tat of automatic weapons echo across the
glass-smooth water.


The further
they got from shore, the stronger the breeze became so that soon they were
about half a mile out and running south, with the wind at their backs and
gaining speed.  Erik glanced to the east and noticed the first blush of dawn.


"It's
a little choppier out here but the wind is better.  We should be even with the
action by dawn," Erik remarked.


"We'll
be lit up," Ted nodded to port and the glow from sunrise on the other side
of the dark strip of land at the edge of the water.  "But maybe they'll be
too concerned with the fighting to notice us."


For the
next half hour, neither spoke, preferring to battle their fears in private as
they watched the fires and smoke of the suspected battle creep closer.  In the
east, the sun had crested the horizon and was bathing the world in its early
glow.  


Along the
coast, the beach was wreathed in smoke from a dozen fires.  The once
sugar-white beach was a cratered wasteland.  Charred debris and a growing pile
of bodies marred the north end of the beach.  The south end was littered with
charred vehicles and a few Humvees.


"Well,
if it ain't our old friends the National Guard," quipped Ted with a
smile.  He'd be the first person to respect anyone who put on a uniform, even a
Coastie.  But he was a Marine and a combat veteran to boot.  In Ted's
mind just the title alone gave him a lot of joshing rights that he fully
enjoyed.


"Looks
like the National Guard whooped some ass," commented Erik.  He offered a
low whistle of admiration.  "Kickin' ass and taking names."


"'Bout
damn time!  Those White Hand People are getting out of control.  Hey, check it
out," Ted muttered.  He pointed to a particularly active spot on the north
end of the beach.  "The troopers got 'em penned up in the same spot they
had their own prisoners yesterday.  Nice."  He laughed.   "I
hope it stinks."


Erik was
about to crack a joke when the forgotten marine radio in the tiny cabin
crackled to life as it broke squelch.  "Unidentified sailing vessel,
this is the Florida National Guard, on the beach to your east.  You are in
violation of the statewide mandatory dusk till dawn curfew.  Identify yourself
and come ashore for inspection."


"Uh,
oh," Ted said, binoculars up.  A soldier on the beach was looking at them
through his own field glasses.  He looked away and was obviously saying
something to a second soldier.


"I
repeat, sailing vessel, identify yourself and come ashore.  If you do not come
ashore immediately, you will be deemed hostile and fired upon."


"Damn! 
I hate martial law..." muttered Erik as he reached for the radio. 
Something about the voice triggered a memory in his mind.  It was familiar.  He
spotted a puff of smoke just inside the tree line behind the beach and the mic
paused on its way to his mouth.  "What was that?" 


"Mortar!"
Ted announced.  "Incoming!"  He swung the tiller hard to starboard so
the sailboat turned towards the shore with a lurch.  She was a little
daysailer, but her size made the little boat nimble.  Ted had to grip the rails
to keep from sliding as the boat heeled in the water, picking up speed. 
"Hang on!"


A heartbeat
later, Erik heard a high faint whistle grow louder before it disappeared.  A
sudden splash and explosion of water to starboard, exactly in their previous
path.  It nearly made him jump out of his skin.


"They shot
at us!"  Erik dove for the dropped radio and wiped the water from his face
as the spray from the warning shot rained down on their little boat. 
"Hold your fire!  National Guard, hold your fire!  This is sailing
vessel Tarpon Whistler, out of Sarasota.  We're coming ashore, we're
coming ashore!"


"Wise
decision, Tarpon Whistler."  The voice sounded even more familiar.


"Captain
Williams?" asked Erik on a hunch.  To Ted he said, "I think that's
him, man, from the gate the other day?"  There was a pause on the other
end of the conversation.  Ted could see through the binoculars the speaker
conversing with other soldiers, acting quite animated.


"That
stirred 'em up," grinned Ted.


"Who
is this?" asked the voice.  "How do you know me?"


"Captain,
this is Erik Larsson, from the Freehold—I mean, Colonial Gardens.  Over on Bee
Ridge?   You stopped by..."


"Mr.
Larsson, what the hell are you doing out there?" the voice
sounded relieved and irritated at the same time.


"Well,
we were fishing before we had to do some evasive maneuvers."


"Sorry
about that...the men are still a little keyed up from the fight.  But
you are in violation of the curfew."


The Tarpon
Whistler was nearly within hailing distance from the shore before anyone
spoke again.  When the little daysailer was about 30 feet out, Ted turned her
into the wind and Erik dropped anchor with a small splash.  The small boat did
not require anything more than about 15 pounds to hold it still in the water.


"Bring
it on in, sir," one of the soldiers said.  The black trooper held his M-4
in a sling over his right shoulder and was waving with his left hand.   His
helmet looked a little too big for his head.  Erik noticed the weapon wasn't
pointed at them, at least.  That was a good sign.  There were three others, all
watching with hooded expressions.  All fully armed with rifles.


"Sorry,
but this things got a keel that sticks down about three feet.  This is as close
to shore as I get without a dock," Erik called back.  It was a lie and he
knew it, but he also didn't want to get trapped on shore.  Ted, for his part,
said nothing and merely watched.  They were both playing things by ear.


"It's
alright, sergeant, I'll handle this.  Go help Lieutenant Walsh with the
prisoner transfer," said Captain Jonas Williams as he walked up to the
beach from the command center over the first dune.


"Yes,
sir," snapped the soldier.  He saluted and moved off towards the tree
line.  "You three, with me.  Let's go round up some trash."  The
three other soldiers moved off without comment.  In a moment, Captain Williams
was alone on his particular stretch of the beach with Ted and Erik.


Erik stood
on the bow and held onto some rigging.  "Haven't seen you and your men in
about a week now...how are you all doing?  I take it you won?" Erik asked,
motioning with a free hand to include the cluttered beach.  The smell was
incredible.


Captain
Williams put his hands on his hips and pushed his helmet up on his forehead a
little to let the cool morning air calm his skin.  "Yeah, CO had my men
tooling up with Delta Company in prep for taking out the hostile band that was
gutting Sarasota.  Looks like they were an offshoot of those 'Brotherhood' guys
up near Tampa.  Sick bastards, too," he said and motioned to the bodies
stacked up like cordwood further north on the beach.  "There's practically
a whole neighborhood in there."


 "White
Hand People?" asked Ted, who showed almost no outward concern for the
hundreds of people who had been killed.  


Innocent
families wiped out and God knows what done to them, Erik thought with
horror.


"The
same," nodded Captain Williams.  "They mark up every building or
house they go into, paint it on cars, hell some of 'em even have the white hand
painted on their chests.  Freaky."  He scanned the smoking ruined beach
and all the debris and rotting bodies.  A whole new batch had been added to the
pile just hours earlier.  It seemed a shame to lump the bad guys in with the
dead civilians but Erik supposed they didn't have the manpower or the time to worry
about niceties.


"Helluva
mess your men made here, Captain.  It does this Marine good to see some
indiscriminate justice heaped on the bad guys," called out Ted.


Captain
Williams flashed a lopsided grin.  "Yeah, well, we taught these assholes a
lesson.  Rest of my men are headed south chasing the remnants down the coast. 
Should have 'em all wrapped up today."  He glanced up at the brightening
sky.


"Any
casualties?" asked Ted softly.


Another
trooper huffed it over a sand dune and presented an olive drab pouch to the
Captain.  He saluted and moved off, poking through the bodies looking for
wounded.  Erik was surprised to see it was a woman.  She wore a red-cross arm
band.  It was a sobering moment.


Captain
Williams looked at the bag he held in both hands.  "A few wounded.  Three
killed, including the CO.  That's why I'm here instead of with my
men."  He looked at the sky again, as if searching for something. 
"They got through our lines and surprised us.  We were going to hit them
at first light but somehow they got the drop on us."  He shook his head. 
Erik saw the crease in the side of the helmet cover that marked where a bullet
had tried to find the Captain's head.


"They
were pretty well armed, then?" asked Ted respectfully.


"Surprisingly,
yes.  Mostly handguns, but there were enough of 'em with AKs or carbines and
the know-how to use 'em right that gave us a few hairy moments at first.  After
we caught on, it was all over."  He glanced up at the sky again, looking.        


That motion
reminded Erik of something.  "Did you see those planes last night?"
he asked.


“Yeah." 
The Captain shook his head sadly.  "Cryin' shame.  Never thought to see
that..." he mumbled.


Erik and
Ted shared a look.  "Ours?" asked Ted hopefully.


"You
haven't heard?" asked Captain Williams after his head snapped up in
surprise.  A look of shock crossed his face.  "How long you been at sea? 
Nevermind,"  he waved off the reply.  "No, they weren't ours."


"You're
shitting me!" exclaimed Ted.  "How—"


"They're
what's left of the U.N.'s first wave.  Headed for safety in Cuba, I
guess."


"What's
left?  That was a lot of planes we saw last night!" sputtered
Erik.


"The first
wave?  They already started the invasion!?" exclaimed Ted, suddenly very
anxious to get back to his family.


Captain
Williams shook his head sadly.  "I'm not supposed to be spreading this
around...but you guys are running that apartment complex, so you're classified
as 'Local Leader' as far as I'm concerned.  Anyway, from what I can gather—mind
you, I'm pretty low on the totem pole right now," he shook his head
again.  "The Eurotrash were able to trick us by sending their assault
troops in jetliners, pretending to be our soldiers.  Someone put the word out
that they were friendly.  Someone on our side."


"Holy
shit...." muttered Erik.


"Yeah,"
said the Guardsman.  "Someone's feeding intel to the enemy..." he let
that thought trail off.  "Those bastards paid for it though.  Heard up
north the flyboys shot down most of the inbounds before Russian bombers crossed
Canadian airspace to draw 'em off.  They hit damn near the whole seaboard:
Boston, New York, Philly, D.C.  Savannah and Jacksonville got it last night
just before sunset.  The planes you saw last night were their rides.  A lot of
'em didn't make it, but they still dropped hundreds, maybe thousands of
paratroopers at each city.  We lost all contact with Jacksonville about an hour
ago," he said sadly.  


"The
first wave," Ted said quietly.  He nodded to himself.  "Recon,
secure, expand."  He glanced at Erik.  "There'll be more.  A lot
more.  They're following the book so far.  Same thing we did in the
sandbox."


"That's
my thinking, too," said Captain Williams with a nod of respect for Ted's
assessment of the situation.


"I
don't believe it," said Erik.  His mind was in free-fall, trying to think
of what it was like in the occupied cities.  How could this happen?  This is
America!


"I
heard in some of the bigger ones like New York and Philly, they even landed safely. 
Can you believe that?  People on the ground were cheering." 
Captain Williams shook his head again.  "I just don't understand it."


"Have
you heard anything about the west coast?  California?" Erik asked, hoping
for something he could take back to Brin.  Her family was still out there.  He
hoped.


"Sorry...I
haven't gotten anything west of the Appalachians."


"This
is unreal..." said Erik.


"Roger
that," replied Captain Williams.  "Gentlemen, the shit has officially
hit the fan.  We haven't seen anything around here other than the gangs and
rioting.  Not until these White Hand People showed up.   But I know
Jacksonville and probably Miami by now got enemy airborne on the ground." 
He swung the satchel around his head and launched it over the calm water of the
Gulf.  Erik caught it with a grunt.  


Erik looked
at the well worn satchel.  "Nice throw.  What's this?" he asked and
passed the bag to Ted.


"A
lil' gift to repay the kindness y'all showed me and my men the other day. 
Yours was the only place we didn't get yelled at...or worse, that whole day. 
Made a big impression on the men.  We lost a corporal the next day.  Drove into
a neighborhood and before we could even say hello, some asshole popped off a
round and took out MacKenzie."  The man looked furuious.  "Our own
damn citizens were attacking us.  The gangs attack us.  Now the U.N. is
attacking us."  He shrugged and seemed to resign himself to his fate.  


"Anyway,
there's a short-range radio in there, some MREs, nothing much.  You can reach
me on the frequency it's set to if you're in range.  We're moving out soon so I
doubt you'll be able to catch me but you never know."


"Where
to?" asked Ted.


Captain
Williams thought about it for a second.  Finally he decided to speak up.  He
shrugged again, as if to say, What the hell does it matter, anyway?


"Miami
is my guess.  Orlando-Tampa seems to be the dividing line. All units south are
redirecting to Miami to stop the foreigners down there.  I guess they got
enough manpower further north to deal with Jacksonville for the time being. 
We're getting stretched thin, though.  If rioting gets out of hand in
Tampa..."  Captain Williams shrugged.  "Hell of a mess."


Ted
recognized the man's fatigue.  "How long?" he asked with a knowing
look.  It was clear the soldier had been up more than 24 hours.


"Three
days now...I think.  Long stretch rounding up as many people as possible to
relocate, then chase these assholes," he said with a casual wave of a
gloved hand at the fresh bodies.  "Only to get surprised in the middle of
the night by a buncha juiced up crackheads with AKs."  He shook his head. 
"Well, I gotta get the men ready to hit the road to catch the convoy
south."


"Here's
hoping you can catch some sleep, Captain," Ted said solemnly.


Captain
William's eyes had a haunted look about them.  "Thanks, I hope so
too."  He stifled a yawn.  "Be on the lookout for the good guys,
y'hear?  Some of the Regulars were flying in and got mixed up with the
invasion."  He shook his helmeted head again.  "Freakin' chaos, I
swear."


"I
hope you and your men make it back to your families, soon," said Erik
sincerely.  "I think we're all going to be in for a rough ride and your
place is by their side."


The Captain
nodded.  "Thank you."  He squared his shoulders, no longer Jonas
Williams, but The Captain.  "Now you get on back to your families
or at least try to get the hell out of Dodge," he waved them off. 
"Good luck, gentlemen.  There's dark days ahead for us all."


Erik was
already weighing anchor.  Ted called out to the retreating form of the soldier,
"Hey, what about McDill?  Why didn't they shoot down those transports we
saw?"


"Don't
know," replied Captain Williams.  He waved again, "Keep your head
down, Marine!"


"Keep
your powder dry, soldier!" replied Ted.  He began to dig through the
satchel.   "Some good...sort-of food in here, man.  I can't believe
how hungry I am...MREs are actually lookin' tasty.  Damn."


They sailed
south in silence, seeing not a single other soul for nearly two hours along the
beach.  Ted would later recall it to be the longest few hours of his life. 
Both men wanted desperately to be back with their families, to protect them
from the shadow threat made suddenly real in the early morning light.  The
invasion they had speculated on and debated and worried over was finally here. 
America had foreign troops on her soil for the first time since the War of
1812.  Erik felt dirty, violated.


They were
just about out of sight of the smoke from previous night's beach battle when
the Tarpon Whistler rounded the last jut of land north of Sarasota Bay. 
That was when they heard the gunshots.


It sounded
like random pot shots from small weapons, echoing off the water only to be
replied by the deeper rat-tat-tat of military weaponry.  As they sailed past
the point and came in sight of their home Bay, they saw smoke billowing up out of
the marina.  The pier looked like an anthill that had been kicked over by a
child.  Soldiers in full gear ran from quay to quay, ducking behind ruined
boats, shooting and hauling supplies and wounded towards the end of the long
main pier.


Ted needed
only a second to assess the situation.  "They're trapped."  He
pointed to the marina office, blazing away and belching smoke up into the air. 
"Something in front of the office is on fire...a car I think."


Erik took a
hard look.  "That's Brin's car!  That's our ride, man!" Erik wailed. 
"They turned it into a barrier to seal off the pier...that's just
great!"  He looked through the binoculars as the boat turned to run with
the wind into the bay.


"Man,
they're really getting backed into a corner.  There's more of those White Hand
guys coming in from the east, down the main road.  They're all in the
trees..."


"What
I wouldn't give for a fifty-cal right now...." muttered Ted.  He gripped
the railing with white knuckles.  A single flash of light and two soldiers went
down screaming.


"They're
throwing Molotov cocktails...we gotta do something!"
Ted fumed, eyes still on the desperate fight.  "They're
out-numbered..."


Erik
paused, watching the fight.  The soldiers were infinitely better trained and
equipped—they were holding their own for the moment but...there were just so
many attackers.  He could only count about seven or eight troopers moving on
the pier.  A quick glance towards shore showed at least twenty bad guys.  He
thought he could see more moving across the parking lot, drawn to the battle
like ants to a picnic.


"That's
no remnant.  That's a damn army," said Erik through gritted teeth. 
"I hope Captain Williams knows that he's walking into a hornets'
nest."  He frowned.  "There's no way these guys are just street
thugs.  Someone's helping them out.”


The long
rumored war had suddenly arrived on their doorstp and it stood between him and
his wife.  The two men looked at each other.  The pain on Ted's face showed he
came to the same conclusion.


"Brin,
Susan, the kids..." said Erik.  "Maybe we can swing south..."
the thought died in his mouth.  He didn't like the idea as he said it out loud.


Ted sighed,
a deep shuddering movement.  "I know.  But I can't stand by and do nothing." 
He pointed at the pier.  "Those are brothers in arms—I have to help
if I can."  Another fireball caught a wounded soldier in the chest on the
dock.  His screams made it faintly across the water to their sailboat.  The
soldier jumped into the water to extinguish himself.  Two more scrambled to try
and pull him out.  The gunfire around them intensified.  They made easy
targets.


Erik
frowned, his mind made up.  These men and women are dying to protect people
they don't even know.  Our families.  Brin.


"You're
right...Well, we could sail in, load up any wounded and..." Erik looked
around to get the lay of the land.  He pointed a little to the north.  "We
can take them around the point of land there and off-load.  At least it'll get
them off the pier."


"Sounds
good.  Let's do it," replied Ted.  He set his face and gripped the tiller.


"Alright,
steer us in towards the pier and I'll let 'em know we're coming," said
Erik, his voice deep with resolve.  He ducked down into the cabin.


Ted tried
the radio Captain Williams had given them.  "National Guard on the pier,
this is sailing vessel Tarpon Whistler on your six.  Turn around!" 



No
response.  Ted tried again as they grew incrementally closer to the pier.  A
bullet punched a hole through the mainsail with a faint slap sound.  Ted
looked up and frowned.  "Back in the shit again, Marine," he muttered
to himself.  He tried yelling but his voice was drowned out in the noise of the
firefight.        


Erik
reappeared from below with a bright orange emergency flare gun.  "Look
what I found." He waved it at Ted.  "Might get their attention with
this."  He hoped it would work—who knows how long it had been forgotten in
the bottom of that locker.  "I've never shot one of these things
before," he mumbled by way of advance apology for failure.


"Point
n' shoot, man," grinned Ted from the stern.  A bullet slapped the water
about ten feet to the starboard side.  "Just do it quick before the wrong
people see we're here.  I'd like a little cover fire for this slow cow."


Erik aimed
a little high of the pier, hoping the noise would alert one of the soldiers. 
He pulled the trigger and flinched when he heard a loud pop.  The two
men waited a few seconds.  The firefight continued unabated.


"Nothing
happened," observed Ted with a frown.


Erik looked
at the side flare gun and slapped it in his hand.  "What the hell?  I
primed it, pulled the trigger...it popped.  It had to—"


A flash of
light and smoke erupted out of one of the partially sunk powerboats collapsed
in the water by the pier.  One of the soldiers noticed but his alarm was
ignored as a rain of bullets poured down on the beleaguered Guardsmen.


"Hah! 
Hole in one!" barked Ted.  


Erik opened
his mouth, ready with a quick retort when the smoke and light expanded in an
audible WHOOOSH of fire.  The oil and fuel leaking from the boat,
placidly floating on the surface of the bay had ignited from sparks cast off by
the flare.  A quick burst of a short-lived fireball and suddenly the water
around the pier was a ghostly orange-yellow conflagration.  The soldiers
shouted in alarm and backed away from the docks.  The attackers cheered and
poured more fire on the pier.


"Oops,"
said Erik.


"Nice,"
laughed Ted.  "Now that's what I call a hot LZ."


The little
boat began taking fire from the shore.  Bullets splashed into the water all
around them and more than a few punched holes in the sail or took bits of wood
and fiberglass out of the cabin.  "Shit!" Erik ignored Ted's laughter
and ducked when a bullet popped through the mainsail a few feet above his
head.             


Ted stood
up and screamed, "Oh sure, shoot at the slow moving target you pussies! 
Give me a gun and let me get on shore and—"


"What
are you doing!?" a soldier yelled from the end of the pier.  "Get the
hell out of here you fools!"  He waved them off and ducked as a chunk of
concrete exploded next to his head.  Erik saw him readjust his helmet and curse
before speaking again.  "Can't you see what's going on?  The damn Marina's
closed!"


"Figured
y'all could use hand," said Erik.  "I see you got wounded—load 'em on
and we'll get them to safety.  You guys are trapped here."  The boat
continued to sail closer.  They were about a hundred yards out.


"This
thing ain't a powerboat, soldier.  Make up your mind!  You guys were sent down
here by Captain Williams, right?" asked Ted.  He leaned over the side of
the boat to get a better view of the dock.  Smoke was starting to obscure the
shoreline from burning vehicles in the parking lot.  He saw a lot of
movement.


The soldier
froze, his face clearly registering his surprise.  "Captain Williams? 
What?"


"We
left the Captain up the shore a ways a while back—he's meeting up with a convoy
heading south.  Get your wounded ready for evac!" barked Ted with voice
that demanded obedience.  


The soldier
considered this new development for a second and looked at the USMC shirt Ted
wore.  He glanced over his shoulder and peered around the make-shift barricade
his squad had erected halfway down the pier.  They were still trying to drag
the wounded further back but the attackers on shore had started get fire in
from the flanks.  Pretty soon it was going to get real ugly.


As the boat
drew within 20 feet Erik loosened the lines on the mainsail and prepared for
docking.  He grabbed a rope and called out to the soldier, "Catch this,
wrap it around that cleat and throw it back, this is gonna hurt."


The
Guardsman let his rifle hang by his side on the sling, caught the rope tossed
by Erik and latched it on to the cleat mounted on the pier.  He tossed the
remainder back to Erik and shook his head, "Y'all gonna get killed!" 
A spray of bullets, as if in confirmation of his fears, peppered the port side
of the Tarpon Whistler.


Erik cursed
and ducked again.  He reached out and took hold of the rope laying on the deck
where it landed.  The noise was almost overpowering: small arms and a few
AK-47s rattling from the shore, answered by the loud, sharp bark of the troopers
M-4 carbines.  Casings plinked off concrete pillars and the pier.  Soldiers
called out targets and yelled orders.  The wounded screamed and others did
their best to pull them to safety while staying low.  It took every ounce of
courage Erik had to keep himself from diving into the cabin and hiding.  It was
the scariest experience of his life.


Ted manned
the tiller and gamely steered the little boat into a gut wrenching stop, partly
crushing the starboard side against the heavy main pier.  He grunted and barely
held on to the tiller.  "Oops!"


The mast
shook on impact and one of the wire rigging lines snapped.  Ted flinched as it
whipped inches past his face.  He could feel the wind as it passed.  Out of the
corner of his eye, he saw Erik trying to man up and face the battle with some
courage, not knowing what he should do.  Ted took a dangerous second to be
impressed—he figured most civilians would have wet their pants by now.


"That
was some entrance," the soldier said with a grin.  He ducked as a bullet produced
a cloud of concrete dust next to his right shoulder.


Another
bullet ricocheted of the railing next to him and Ted snapped back to the
fight.  He glanced at the soldier on the pier, who was trying to yell something
to him.


"Corporal,
get your wounded over here—how many?"


The young
man crouched behind a pillar and glanced around, taking a quick head count. 
"Seven or eight."


"Alright,"
Ted replied and ducked as a bullet soared overhead with a faint whistle. 
"Load up the critical ones first—walking wounded last!  Move!"
he roared.


The
corporal sprung into action.  "Hicks!  Garcia!" he yelled to the men
in front of him.  “I don’t know who that big guy on the boat is, but the other
one is a Marine and an officer from the sound of it.  That’s good enough for
me!” 


“So what’s
the plan?” asked Hicks as he adjusted his helmet.


The man
Erik assumed was Garcia struggled to reload his weapon.  "It's
jammed!" the other man replied.


"Screw
it!  Help me get the wounded on that boat!" the corporal said over the din
of the battle and gestured to the sailboat.  Erik ducked out of sight again as
some more holes appeared in the sail.


"Hurry
up, man!" Erik called out, his voice strained.  "This thing isn't
a battleship!"


"Popping
smoke!" called out the corporal.  He pulled a canister off his tactical
harness and yanked the pin, then tossed it towards the barricade at the middle
of the pier.  It rolled to a stop, began to hiss and in seconds a vast plume of
obscuring smoke billowed out over the water and all around the Guardsmen. 
"That'll buy us some time...move, move, move!" he ordered.


As the
survivors worked in fire-chain fashion to load the groaning and wounded men,
Ted asked the corporal, "You in command here?"


A random
shot fired into the smoke caused more than one soldier to curse.  The smoke was
drifting out on the slight breeze and began to obscure everything now.  The
corporal squatted on the pier and shook his head.  "CO was Sergeant
Oxford.   Took a round to the forehead at the beginning of this mess.  Some
lucky bastard got 'im."  He spat into the water.


Ted
nodded.  "Ammo?"


"Got
enough to last until backup gets here," he said, and slapped his rifle. 
"Not like we can run anymore, right?  We'll make 'em pay for every
inch."


"So
you got the word out?" asked Ted.  They could hear shouting and taunts now
that the gunfire had slacked.  It sounded as if someone had a car stereo on
full blast too.  The loud bass rhythm made Ted grind his teeth in anger.  


"I
don't think so...most of our comm gear ended up down there," the corporal
replied and pointed a gloved hand towards the water.  "One of the
downsides to a running retreat on a pier."


"Lay
them out length wise, here, here and here," ordered Erik.  "No, put him
up front.  This thing isn't a yacht, people," he cautioned the
over-zealous soldiers.  "Make 'em comfortable but don't over balance one
side or the other or we'll all end up in the drink."


The
incoming fire had slackened considerably during the smoke screen.  It grew
almost quiet, except for the taunting and the music.  It was an eerie sensation
for Erik.  "I don't like this...come on, let's get him on.  Careful!"
Erik cautioned.  The boat rocked dangerously but not quite enough to capsize. 
The last soldier off cursed and dove for cover.


"Smoke's
fading!" he reported.  The fire from shore started up again as targets
emerged in the smoke.


"Y'all
get out of here," said the corporal.  "Thanks," he said to Ted. 
He unwound the rope from the cleat on the dock and tossed it to Erik.


"Casting
off," Erik said and gave the pier a hard shove and the little sailboat
slowly began to drift away.  "And we're away."


"Here's
the last of our meds.  Try an' keep 'em comfortable!" called out the
corporal.  He tossed Erik a bag of supplies.


"What's
your name, soldier?" asked Ted as the Tarpon Whistler turn about. 
A few more bullets whined past.  She made a nice slow target.  Ted was relieved
most of the scum on the shore was either too stoned, drunk, or stupid to hit
them.


"Stillman."


"Hold
out—we'll get word to Williams for you.  If your call didn't make it through,
we will."


The soldier
waved and turned back for round two of the firefight.


Ted ripped
the little outboard engine to life—-not much more than a lawnmower really—as
Erik tightened the rigging.  The bullet riddled sail snapped taut and they
began to pick up steam.  "Yo, ho ho and a bottle of rum," Ted hummed
with a smile as he watched the sail fill.


"You a
Marine?" grunted the young man in front of Ted, shot in the side and
smeared with blood and grime.  The man's skin was dark by nature but nearly jet
black on his hands and abdomen where his clothing had been cut away.  He was
bandaged and in obvious pain, leaning against the mast facing aft.


Ted grinned
down at him.  "What gave it away?" he asked and pointed at the shirt.


"'Cause
you're fuckin' crazy," the soldier grunted with a smile.  His white
teeth were in sharp contrast to his swarthy skin and filthy face.  He winced in
pain and closed his eyes in an attempt to rest.  "But thanks, just the
same."


With the
wind at their backs and the little outboard wide open, the sailboat seemed to
be going even slower than it had coming down the coast.  Ted frowned.  It was
all the extra weight.  He fought the wave of nausea that swept over him
suddenly when he got a glimpse of the clear water slapping the chewed up side
of the boat.  It was only a few inches below the deck line.  "She's ridin'
low, Erik!" he called out.  


Ted saw the
half wave of recognition from the big man up by the bow.  He watched Erik
gingerly moving from man to man, administering some of the supplies out of the
kit that Corporal Stillman had tossed aboard.  With every movement the boat
rocked perilously close to the tipping point.


"This
is gonna be a looooong trip," Ted said to himself through gritted teeth. 
They had maybe a mile or so to go to round the point.  That would put at least
five or six miles of land between them and the Marina thanks to the curve of
the coastline.  "Shortest distance between two points," he muttered
to himself with a mental shrug.


For Erik,
time flew.  He was able to brush all thoughts and worries of Brin out of his
mind by focusing on the pleas and moans of the wounded soldiers.  Some had
pretty serious gunshot wounds.  One poor man, was gut shot.  He could think of
nothing to do other than have them apply pressure to the wounds and wrap them
with fresh bandages.  The burn victims were for the most part unconscious, a
fact for which he was grateful.  Erik had no medical training whatsoever.  He
could hear Ted trying to hail Captain Williams over the borrowed radio.


"Florida
National Guard, this sailing vessel Tarpon Whistler, mayday, mayday,
mayday, do you read?" 


Erik
half-listened and knelt down by the man who was furthest up by the bow.  The
soldier had been shot in the leg and had already been bandaged.  "Hang in
there."  The man nodded his thanks and watched the coastline slowly roll
past.


Erik
noticed another soldier had been grazed on the neck.  His bandage was soaked
through with blood and his skin pale.  "Hey, listen to me soldier, we're
going to get you out of this shithole, you hear me?" he asked, switching
out the filthy cloth with a clean sterile one from the bag.  He applied
antibiotic cream to the wound and applied pressure.  He watched his own hands
tremble as he tried to keep the man from bleeding out.  For the tenth time, he
reminded himself he had no idea what the hell he was doing.  "I uh...don't
know what I'm doing here, so I hope this doesn't hurt too much, but I figure
fresh bandages can't be that bad, right?" he tried a smile.


The soldier
rolled his eyes in pain and slowly focused back on Erik.  His face was pale
with blood loss or shock or fatigue, Erik couldn't tell which.  He tried to
speak but no words came out.  Erik reached down and grabbed the man's blood
covered hand and squeezed.  The wounded soldier closed his eyes and nodded. 
The hand that gripped Erik's squeezed back, fairly strong.


"Good—that's
good."  Erik looked at the soldier's cloth ID strip on his outfit. 
"Stay with me, Private Holbert.  Not much longer," he lied.  Erik
glanced back at Ted.  The Marine nodded his approval.  They were about a
quarter of the way to the point.


I hope this
works...Erik
prayed with a glance heavenward.


As they
sailed northward from the firefight at the Marina, Ted tried again and again to
hail Captain Williams on the radio they had been given.  "I say again,
Captain Williams come in!  Florida National Guard, any unit, please
respond."  He let off the transmit button and was rewarded—again—with
nothing but static.  "Still nothing," he called out to Erik.


"Just
keep trying...I've got to try and help these guys stay comfortable."  Erik
moved from man to man, ever so slowly and applied pressure here, a kind word
there, checked on the unconscious and alert alike.


One of the
soldiers suffering from a nasty burn to the chest and arms from a Molotov
grinned.  "Man, you're the ugliest nurse I ever seen."


Erik paused
and looked down at the wounded soldier.  "Hey Ted, I think if we throw
this one overboard we might pick up some speed."


The man
laughed then coughed in pain and gritted his teeth.  But he smiled.  Erik
clapped him on the shoulder and moved on.


After what
seemed like hours to Ted, the radio suddenly broke squelch.  "Roger, Tarpon
Whistler, this is Guard 255, over."


"Thank
God!" Erik called out from the bow.  A few of the soldiers cheered weakly.


"Guard
255, we are loaded for bear with wounded from the firefight at the Marina,
what's your location."


"What
firefight, over?" the woman's voice asked.


"Damn,"
muttered Ted.  To the radio, he said, "Get on the horn to Captain Williams
and inform him the squad sent down to mop up the remnants of this morning's
action on the beach are pinned down at the Sarasota Marina.  We have seven
wounded on board, the rest are still back there.  Corporal Stillman is acting
CO."


There was a
long pause.  Ted looked along the shore for any sign of movement.  “Where
the hell are you?”  He grabbed the radio again.  "Guard 255 do you
copy?"


"Standby
one, Tarpon Whistler."  Another agonizing moment of silence, then the
radio broke squelch again.  "Okay, Tarpon Whistler, Captain
Williams is advised and relief units have been dispatched.  Thanks for the
heads up on that.  What's your location, over?"


Ted looked
at Erik.  "Whaddya think?"  They were over halfway to the point.


Erik
glanced at the shoreline.  "I think that's the Ritz Carlton, right?"
he said and gestured at the large building near the shore ahead of them.


Ted
nodded.  "Guard 255 we are rounding the point north of the Marina by the
Ritz Carlton Hotel, over."


"Roger,
Tarpon Whistler, I've got you on the map.  We'll send the medics down to
meet you."


"Yeah,
but how long will that be?" asked Erik.  Ted relayed the message.


"Tarpon
Whistler, our ETA in..." there was pause in the transmission but
the speaker didn't release her transmit button.  "Call it ten minutes. 
Repeat, we will be on scene in ten minutes, medics are Oscar Mike, over."


"Copy
that, 255.  Tarpon Whistler, out," replied Ted.  "Well, that
wasn't so bad."


"We can't
leave them back there," said Erik.  "And we can't wait around for the
ambulance either.  We'll be ashore in a few minutes."


"Go
get the guys, we can hold out here.  Just gimmie my rifle and put everyone
behind me on the point," grunted a soldier who had been shot in the leg. 
"Go get the others, man.  They can't..." he gasped.  "They can't
hold out forever.  There's only six left."


"You
heard the man, Marine, take us in!" barked Erik.  He turned to the shore. 
"Looks clear, there's no trees and I don't see anything moving."


"Aye,
aye, Cap'n," replied Ted.  He pushed the tiller hard over and the little
sailboat limped towards the sandy point.


"Alright
everyone, hang on," warned Erik as they approached the beach.  


The
overloaded boat shuddered.  "Keel's up," announced Ted.


A soft
grating sound signaled they had touched bottom in about a foot of water.  Erik
was the first one out and splashed ashore.  He pulled hard on the boat but it
was stuck fast.  "Alright, she's not going anywhere until we offload some of
the soldiers.  Give me a hand here, Ted, I don't want to hurt anyone."  


The two men
spent the next few agonizing minutes carefully unloading the wounded Guardsmen
to the sound of distant gunfire from the Marina.  They gingerly carried the
soldiers up the beach clear of the surf.  Behind the gentle slope of the
ground, there was no shade, but no one seemed to mind.  They were just grateful
to be off the leaky, bullet riddled sailboat.  


Their guard
was set up at the rise of the land where the grasses met the beach and was
placed on his side, two M-4s and a half dozen magazines spread out in front of
him.  He winced until the pain in his leg dissipated, then waved off the two
good Samaritans.


"Go...I
got this.  Cavalry'll be here in a few."


Erik and
Ted got back in the battle-worn Tarpon Whistler and cast off again. 
When the riddled sail snapped taut and they headed south once more, Erik took a
glance and winced.  Erik took the tiller this trip, so Ted could stay in the
bow and offer a little covering fire from a few of the M-4s the Guards left in
the boat.


She's not
going to take much more of this," commented Erik.


Ted looked
over his shoulder and grinned, "You planning on going down with the
ship?"


It was a
much faster trip to the Marina with an unloaded boat.  They were within sight
of the battle still raging on the pier within about 10 minutes.  The crackle of
automatic weapons was punctuated by the blasts of shotguns and a few pops. 
Smoke from the flames that had engulfed office cast a dark pall to the sky over
the bay.


"I got
targets about a quarter of the way down the pier.  Ain't lookin' good for the
home team!" called out Ted from a prone position at the bow.  He was
looking down the sights of a borrowed M-4.


Erik took a
moment as they motor-sailed closer and decided how to approach.  Movement out
of the corner of his eye to the left drew his attention.  "Ted!  Portside,
10 o'clock on the shore, they're trying to ambush us!"


Without
comment, Ted smoothly swung his rifle to the left, found the three men
scrambling on beach to the north of the Marina and took aim.  He fired a
controlled three round burst and paused.  Erik saw one man fall into the water,
the others broke and ran.  Ted was able to get one more in the back as he
retreated into the palm trees by the road.


"Good
eye, Cap'n," Ted hollered over the noise of the battle ahead of them.  He
shifted position back towards the pier.  "Can't get a target, we're coming
in too sharp!"


"I
know," replied Erik.  A bullet slapped the water an arm's length away.  Here
we go again...God, let us get these guys out of here without anyone getting
killed!


"What
are you doing?  Swing around to port like last time!"


"No,"
answered Erik.  "We'll be sitting ducks when we try to escape!. The only
chance is to come straight on point to the pier.  We load up the soldiers and
head straight out to sea, due west.  Then those assholes have to come down the
entire length of the pier to get a shot at us.  It still might not be enough,
but we'll have no time at all if we go in at an angle," Erik said, gauging
distances.  


Almost time
to drop the sail.  He was planning on waiting until the last possible moment
before he swung the boom around and shoved the tiller to pivot quickly to kill
momentum.  That is, If I don’t capsize us in the process.


"Hold
on, this is gonna be close!" called out Erik.


One of the
soldiers on the pier heard a voice on the water behind him and turned around. 
Soon the soldiers were falling back towards the tip of the pier.  They were
behind the last barricade and putting up a stiff volley to keep the attackers
unawares.


"Corporal,
start the smoke screen!" Ted yelled as the boat began to slow and turn. 
When the sail swung wildly to the starboard on the boom, the little sailboat
careened on its side and for a split second, motionless just a few feet from
the pier.  Erik let the main lines go and the sail dropped with a tired
whoosh.  He left the motor running on idle and threw a line to the nearest
soldier.


"Pull
us in, let's go!" he said.  Bullets were chirping into concrete and
slapping the water all around them.  Again, Erik noticed immediately the
deafening noise of the firefight.            


The first
soldier dropped onto the deck with a heavy thud and latched on to the
mast as the little boat wobbled.  "Easy!" said Erik to the next man. 
"I didn't risk my ass to have you guys flip us!"


The next
few soldiers got aboard in a more orderly fashion after throwing a few smoke
grenades towards the attackers.  "They're gonna know something's up,"
muttered one of the men.


"Shut
up, Hicks," barked another.  "Check your ammo."


Finally
Corporal Stillman crawled off the edge of the pier and carefully lowered
himself and his gear to the crowded deck.  "That's everyone, let's get the
hell out of here!"


"Fine
with me," replied Erik.  He hit the throttle on the little engine and
steered them straight west in line with the pier.  "I hope this
works," he muttered to himself over the whine of the struggling little
motor.  One of the soldiers took his cue and pulled up the sail.  


Damn,
there's a lot of holes...


"How's
the smoke holding?" asked Ted from the front.  His view was now partially
blocked by camouflaged helmets, men, and rifles.


"Looks
solid.  They're still shooting but they can't see shit," replied
Stillman.  "Can't this jalopy go any faster?" he asked Erik.


"Dude,
it's a sailboat," replied Erik with a sarcastic smile.  He looked
over his shoulder at the slowly receding pier.  "Just make sure nobody
shoots me in the back, okay?"


Stillman,
his back resting against the straining mast, grinned.  "You got my men off
that pier.  It's the least I can do."


"Movement
on the pier!  Someone came through the smoke!" called out an observant
trooper.


"He's
mine," a calm voice announced.  One sharp crack of a rife and high fives
were shared all around the little deck.


"Nice
shot, Cooper, another one in the water," said Corporal Stillman.  His face
cracked into a smile.  Erik marveled at how dirty the soldiers' faces had
gotten during the firefight.  Their teeth looked pure white.  He looked around
and found the soldier who had fired the shot.  He had an ACOG scope attached to
his M-4.  It wasn't a high powered 'scope, but at the meager distance they were
from the pier, it had been enough.


"Two
more comin' through."


In seconds,
Erik had two soldiers, one on either side of him aiming rifles back toward the
pier.  He had just enough time to cover his ears before they both fired
three-round bursts.  The noise was louder than anything he'd ever experienced,
even with hands over his ears.  The boat rocked as they moved back to their
original positions.


"Holy
shit!" Erik exhaled.  "A little warning next time, guys," he
grinned.


"Hooah! 
Two more in the drink!"


"I
think we're clear enough for the turn north," Ted advised from the bow. 
"Those assholes can't get us without a sniper rifle now."


Erik pulled
the tiller and readjusted the boom, careful not to knock anyone overboard. 
Slowly the little sailboat turned north and Erik got a better look at the
pier.  The smoke had mostly dissipated and the pier was crawling with White
Hand People.  The echo of their impotent shots rolled across the water but grew
dimmer with each passing minute.


"I
think we made it," he breathed.


"Looks
like backup got to the point," someone called out.  Erik leaned over the
side a bit and saw a few boxy looking vehicles on the spit of land where they
had left the wounded.  Three Humvees were parked behind, parallel to the
coast.  He could see soldiers moving about.


The men on
the boat passed the rest of the trip in silence.  They landed a about ten
minutes later.  After the soldiers and splashed over the sides and made their
way ashore to the medical team, Erik and Ted got off the boat.


"Which
one is the guy I spoke to?" asked a woman in BDUs with a medic armband. 
Erik recognized her from the beach that morning.  She had been with Captain
Williams.


"That
would be me, ma'am," said Ted as he shifted his rifle to the left hand. 
They shook hands.


"You
got these men out in that?" she asked with a nod of her helmet
towards the poor sailboat.  Its entire starboard side was a ruin of wood and
fiberglass.  Holes riddled the hull and the sail was in tatters.  She whistled.


That was
when Erik noticed water in the cabin.  He grabbed Ted's arm and pointed. 
"Man, if we hadn't come ashore when we did..."


As they
spoke, the battered little daysailer slowly settled on the soft sand beneath
her.  The Tarpon Whistler died quietly, the warm waters of the gulf
lapping her sides in a permanent embrace.  Erik glanced up at the rigging and
saw the little Stars and Stripes he had hoisted.  It was torn and had a few
bullet holes.  


"She
was a good ship," said Erik with a hint of sadness in his voice.


"His
first command," Ted grinned towards the medic.  His face grew serious. 
"How are the wounded?"


"I
think most of them are going to make it, thanks to you two.  That was some
crazy stunt you guys pulled.  The men were telling me about it."  She
shook Erik's hand.  He looked at her face for the first time and saw she was
clearly of Asian descent.  He immediately thought of Brin for the first time
since the rescue operation began.


"No
problem, ma'am," he replied.  Erik glanced at Ted.  "Do you...ah,
think there might be a way to help us get to our families?"


"We're
just down Bee Ridge.  On the way to 75," added Ted.


Behind them
another soldier called out to the medic, "Cap'n wants our ETA,
Ell-Tee!"  He was half sitting in the open door of a Humvee, radio to his
ear.


"It's
on your way..." pleaded Erik.


"Please,
Lieutenant," said Ted.


The medic
looked around her at the blood in the sand.  Her squad was loading up the last
of the wounded into one of the ambulances.  The walking wounded were already in
the Humvees.   She shook her head and sighed.


"Get
in the lead vehicle.  I don't think Captain Williams will have a problem with
giving you a lift.  Not after this," she said.  As Erik and Ted
moved past her, she took one last glance at the sad wreck of the Tarpon
Whistler.
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YOU SEE IT?" asked
Lance in a tense whisper.


Rob sighed
and rested his dusty binoculars on the parched earth just shy of the crest of
the ridge the two men occupied.  Eight o'clock in the morning and the heat was
already building.  He missed winter.  He squinted down into the flat plain that
represented the last bit of America and the first bit of Mexico.


"Yeah,"
he said, his voice sounded more tired than ever.  All of his hopes and dreams
for the future had just come to a crashing halt with one glance through the
binoculars.  His whole being wanted to cry.  It wasn’t fair.


"Mexicans
is one thing.  That," Lance said with a slight nod south.  "Is
outta our league, brother.  There's nothing we can do about that without some serious
muscle."  He thought for a second.  "You know, maybe if we dug a
trench...?"


Rob had
seen enough.  He ever-so-slowly crept backwards away from the crest of the sage
covered ridge until he was sure he was out of sight to any observers south
other position.  He stood up and tried to pat off some of the dust from his
vest and jeans, to little effect.  Silent still, he leaned against a boulder
and took a long draft from his canteen.  The cold water he started his shift
with was already lukewarm.


Lance stood
next to him and shouldered his hunting rifle.  The radio earbud he wore broke
squelch in his ear.  "Did he see it?"


Lance shook
his head in displeasure at the utter lack of discipline.  “We've been pushing
them too hard.  I knew it would start to fall apart eventually.”  He glanced at
his close friend and leader.  Rob was lost in thought, his eyes glazed over,
facing north.  


“I believed
for so long that we could make a difference.  That we could somehow…stop
some small part of it.  The destruction of our country,” Rob muttered sadly.  


Lance too
looked north.  Everything in front of the two men on that dusty ridge was the
United States of America.  As far as they could see to the west, the north, and
the east.  Home.  


Even the
ever present smoke that seemed to be all around them as it drifted from the
still spreading forest fires in the Coronado National Forest seemed
comforting.  It represented a pain inflicted on America, and by definition,
Americans.  It was a constant reminder of what they were up against, what they
had fought off.


The radio
crackled again, "Cut the chatter, Two.  You know the drill."


Lance
smiled despite his anguish over the general situation.  Ed Franks.  Still full
of piss and vinegar.  


Rob
grinned.  “That man had to have been a drill sergeant in a former life.” 
He activated his radio and cut in on the scouts' circuit.  "Okay, listen
up.  Everyone maintain your positions and observe, do not engage.  I
repeat, just watch them.  Just give us regular reports.  Over."


"Copy
that, One."


"You
got it."


"What
do you want to do now?" Lance asked quietly in the early morning heat.  He
couldn't bring himself to raise his voice above a whisper.


"We
run."


"What?"
Lance gasped, shocked.  "Run?  Us?  The Regulators?"


Rob turned
to look at his friend with eyes that had seen too much.  Too much crime, too
much death, too much hopelessness.  Too much that was not fixed by people who
had sworn to prevent the problems and protect the land.  Too much...everything. 
"We all knew something like this was coming.  Those ragheads told us as
much."


"But..."


"But nothing. 
Holding the line against some illegal immigrants is one thing.  We did our job,
we fought the good fight.  No one else cared, but we did."


"Those
people in Nogales that got out alive because we delayed the carrion birds
coming across the border—-those people cared!  Rob, we saved that
city!"


Rob shook
his head.  "Nogales is dead, Lance.  You heard Ed when he got
back.  Everyone's gone or dead.  It's been taken over by the immigrants moving
south to get out of this mess," he said, sweeping his hand to encompass
the United States.  "It's not ours anymore.  It's a ghost town for
Americans."


"But
they got out—they had the chance to get out and get north.  If we hadn't
taken a stand, Nogales would have been wiped out!"


Rob
smiled.  "And that's something that we can be proud of."  The smile
vanished.  "What that thing over there means," he said and jerked a
thumb over his shoulder.  "Is endgame.  It's over, Lance.  We done
our best.  And it's time to—"


"We
can still fight!" Lance said, anger rising in his voice.  Even
though he knew it was a lost cause, part of him refused to give in and
surrender their rights to the land that he loved.


"We
can.  And we will.  Just not here."


"Wait,
what?"


"Come
on, we need to get moving," said Rob.  He shouldered his old lever action
Winchester and picked his way down the side of the rubble strewn ridge.  Lance
followed, too intent on finding secure footing to continue the discussion until
they both reached level ground and their vehicle.


Once inside
the 4 x4, Lance looked towards Rob, behind the wheel.  "Mind telling me
what the plan is?" he said in a voice that had more attitude than he had
intended.


Rob forgave
his friend instantly.  Pulling out of a fight was never Lance's strong point,
even when it was strategic, as Rob hoped it was now.  Lance was a loyal friend
and slow to anger, but once the fire lit, he wouldn't stop until every last
threat was down.  That included, Rob considered with a smile, coyotes, street thugs,
illegal's or terrorists.


The truck
rumbled into gear and began to pick up speed as Rob drove them out of the
little gulch and back onto the dirt path they called a road.  "Remember
all those hunting trips we used to take up in the Apache, in the mountains?"


Lance
smiled, caught off guard by the fond memories his friend's question had dredged
up unexpectedly.  'The Apache' was their shorthand for the Apache
National Forest, northeast of Tucson.  He forced the smile from his face.  He
wasn't in a mood for stories of the golden days of their youth.  "What the
hell does that have to do with anything."


"I was
thinking maybe we should go hunting up there again."


"What?"


Rob took a
quick glance at his friend.  "It's time we pull out."


"Are
you crazy?  After everything we've done?  We've had men—friends!—lay
down their lives for this Godforsaken ground, we just can't—" 


Rob looked
at him again and Lance came to a sputtering halt.  "I know, believe me…I know
the sacrifices we've all made.  There isn't a day that goes by that I don't beg
forgiveness from God for things we've done...at my order."


For the
first time since everything fell apart, Lance looked, really looked at
his old friend from high school.  There were lines in Rob's face that he
couldn't recall last winter.  Circles under the eyes.  He looked worn down,
underfed and exhausted.   He looked...old.  Lance looked down at his own
rough hands, almost ashamed to speak. 


"If we
don't get our families out and live to honor those that have already
fallen...then what's the point of their deaths?  What's the point of anything
we did?  You want us to stay so we can go down in history as a speed bump to
the apocalypse?"


Lance looked
up and stared straight ahead out the windshield.  He couldn't believe what he
was hearing.  The sage brush and rocks and boulders slowly passed by.  They
couldn't travel much faster without kicking up a giant trail sign in dust that
would be visible for miles.   So they slugged along, bouncing with every dip
and hole in the "road" and dreaming of asphalt.


"I've
been thinking about this ever since we caught those three...animals...and got
scoop on their plans," Rob continued, in a tone of voice that was more
like a confessional than a conversation.  "We can't stay here if what they
said is true.  Hell, you've seen it with your own eyes.  Everything's backwards
now.  We're not keeping the Mexicans out, they're running hellbent for leather south
now.  All we have to do is watch 'em and wave.  They probably think we're
idiots for staying..."


"I
think we're Americans.  I think this is our land and no one can
push us off it."


Rob looked
at his friend again.  "And what you saw on the other side of that ridge doesn't
affect that view at all?  Come on, buddy, you know as well as I do that thing
was just the tip of the iceberg.  It won’t push us off this land, it’ll bury
us."


"It
was just one," offered Lance in a small puerile voice.


Rob slowed
the truck to a stop.  "It was a damned armored personnel carrier." 
No reaction from his friend.  "It was flying the damn Chinese flag and
when it stopped, three Red Chinese popped out to have a look!  You think they
really shipped an APC across the Pacific for humanitarian reasons?  Really? 
Come on, man!  Think!" Rob snapped at his friend.  "This is an
invasion, and we're standing right in their path."


A sullen
Lance looked out the passenger window as the truck began moving again. 
"That means we can do something about it.  Doesn’t it?"

  Part him was worried he was pushing Rob too far, the other that Rob was right
and they should have pulled out long ago.  


"Yeah,
it means we can stand here and get cut down like grass.  Those are trained
soldiers, with heavy weapons, Lance.  They got tanks for cryin’ out
loud!  I'm all for fighting in the name of our country, the Founding Fathers
and all that...but not just to throw our lives away.  That would be a slap in
the face to everyone that came before us, to every man who died for our
freedoms.  Why did they suffer at Valley Forge, so we could just stand here and
get run over by a Chinese APC?"


"Better
than running away without firing a shot!" spat Lance, still not looking at
his friend.  He could simply not believe what he was hearing.


Rob took
another approach, his voice quiet.  "If I'm right, and that thing we saw
was just a scouting party...then there's a whole army of those yellow bastards
heading our way.  The two dozen people we can round up now..."


My God...is
that all? he thought, mind reeling at the numbers of friends killed
in the past weeks.  


"That's
including women," Rob added soberly with a glance towards his friend. 
"They won't even be a fart in the wind compared to what's coming.  They'll
roll right over us.  Hell, that one APC had enough firepower to drive right up
to the compound and wipe us all out.  D'you see the guns on that thing?  Lot
more bang than my old Winchester."


Lance could
see the logic, however much he hated to admit it.  "So..." he
started, part of him still fighting every step of the way.  "So what do we
do?  Pack up, run for the hills?"


"Well,
if you call the Apache National Forest hills, remind me not to go hiking
with you anymore."


Lance
grinned despite his mood.  "All I'm saying is, I don't like high-tailing
it out of here without so much as yelling at them.  It's a freakin' invasion,
Rob.    There's no one here to stop them but us."


"And we're
not the damned Army.  We are a handful of citizens.  We're not trained
to fight professional soldiers!"


"I bet
someone said that at Bunker Hill, too," mumbled Lance.


Rob thought
for a second.  "The British didn't have night vision, rockets, guided
missiles and air support or tanks.  These guys do.  But are we are like
the Minutemen in some respects.  So yeah, you're right.  We've got some guns
and guts.  That's about it."  He waited for a response and when Lance
remained silent, Rob continued.       


"And
what's more, we don't even have a chance in hell of stopping that one APC, let
alone an army.  You really want to stand and fight, just to make a point
about holding a border that even our own military seems to not care
about?" asked Rob.


Lance waved
a hand to dismiss the question.  "They're more concerned with the real
invasion on the east coast—you heard the HAM broadcasts last night. 
Paratroopers from Germany in New York and Boston, French commandos in
Charleston, the Russians in D.C. and Baltimore..." Lance trailed off.  


Rob’s mind
clicked two pieces of the puzzle together.  He looked at Lance and recognized
the blank stare.  Lance had just figured it out as well.   They're more
concerned with the invasion on the east coast.  Oh my God.


Rob could
almost hear his friend's thoughts.  "See what I mean?" he said
quietly.  "I was skeptical of the ragheads when they told us about the
Chinese.  A Chinese army?  Really?  In Mexico?"  Rob
chuckled.  "Then we heard about that news conference...ChiComs sending humanitarian
relief to Mexico...oh, and by the way it's already on its way."


"Bet
that caused some Navy guys to crap their pants.  How the hell did they let all
that slip through?" asked Lance in a sullen voice.  His dad had been a
Boatswain’s Mate in Korea.  He could see his father's frown in his mind's eye. 



"Then,
when word got out on the HAM nets that foreign troops were dropping into east
coast cities..."


"The
bombers over New England..." added Lance.


"Yeah,"
said Rob quietly as they navigated a rough patch in the "road". 
"Everything suddenly got very real, very quick.  It's either the biggest
coincidence in the world, or the world just Rope-a-Doped the United
States."


Lance
sighed and leaned his head against the window as the truck rolled and rumbled
forward.  "What the hell is happening..."  His dad would be rolling
in his grave.  "We've got to..."


Rob
resolved himself.  "No.  There's no way we can stay here any
longer.  We got to pull out and head north.  It's what?" he glanced
at the truck's clock.  "Eight thirty?  Okay, we get back, load up every
vehicle we got left with as much gas, food and ammo as we can carry...we can be
on the road by noon. "


"What
about the scouts already on the lines?"


"We'll
get their wives to pack everything up for them, leave them out till the last
minute.  They can meet us on the road north.  I don't want us all back there
packing and loading and have no eyes or ears out there.  If that thing came
towards us we'd be sitting ducks.  All of us.  If they spot the army..."


Lance
looked at his friend.  "We'll, I guess you're right..." he shook his
head.  "This is just unreal."


"I
know.  I like it even less than you.  Believe me."  Rob focused on
driving for a few moments. "I want to send someone on ahead of the main
body.  Someone to scout things out .  Makes no sense to get us all out of here
just to head north into an ambush, y'know?" 


The two men
froze as the radio on the dashboard crackle to life.  "One, you read
me?" 


Rob glanced
at Lance before he picked up the mic.  "Go ahead, Two."


"Uh...that
thing is still sittin' there...looks like five tangos walking around now. 
Three are in full gear, rifles, packs, the works.  Serious dudes, you know? 
Other two look like officers, I guess.  They're glassin’ the hills."


"Well,
stay the hell out of sight, for cryin' out loud," Rob replied with a
little more emphasis in his voice than he would have liked.


"I
am, man.  You think I want to be spotted by that thing?  Oh, hey, there's
another one, just came over the horizon.  Must be moving pretty fast too
because there’s a BIG dust cloud following it."


"Shit,"
said Lance in resignation.  


"Three,
you got a visual on the incoming?" asked Rob.


There was a
slight pause then the radio broke squelch.  "Hang on...no. I see the
dust, but...wait, there it is! Uh...it's got friends. I got a visual on three
more of them things comin’ towards us.  I repeat, there are three more coming! 
I don't like this..."


"Three,
you got a tango heading your direction.  One of the soldiers is making his way
towards the ridge.  One, he has crossed the border!"


Both men
looked at each other.  The invasion had just begun.  Rob got back on the radio.
"Alright, you two, stay calm.  No movements.  Now listen…they couldn't
have seen you from your positions, right?  Don’t panic.  That guy's probably
just going to climb the ridge for a better view.  Do not engage unless
fired upon.  Do you read me?  Sit tight.  I know that's asking a lot of you. 
We're working on something but we need a little more time.  Just hang tight,
boys."


"Roger
that, One."


"Okaaaaay."


They rode
in silence for another moment, then Lance said, "So, now what do we do?  I
mean, I get the whole load up the wagons and head out idea, now.  But, what do
we do, y'now?"


Rob
smiled.  He hadn't been sure what they were going to do either.  Until that
moment.  He had figured they would pack up their families and get into the
mountains in a couple of days, get the old hunting camp fired up and stocked
for the winter, then lay low and see what happened.  The men they had were all
ranchers and crack shots with rifles.  They all hunted, to a man, and some of
the women—back when the lights were on and the only real threat was the border
runners.  They could bring seeds from their family gardens and live off the
land in the protective mountains.  There were turkey, deer, pronghorn, all
kinds of animals up in the Apache...But...what would they do?  Now Rob knew.


"Every
rock, every blade of grass."


Lance
arched an eyebrow.  "Huh?"


"We're
going to do something that will make those Chinese bastards feel like the
Redcoats after Lexington and Concord."


"Okay,
you lost me.  What?" asked Lance.  "What does that have to do with
the Chinese?"


"We
can't just stand out there and slug it out with them, not without some tanks
and serious manpower.  We're not the Army."


"No
shit, Sherlock," grinned Lance.


"But
we are the Regulators.  We're ranchers, we're hunters, we know how to
survive.  We have the gear, we have the tools, and for now, we have the ammo. 
This is our land.  We know these hills and rivers and forests like our
own backyards, because they are.  We get up in the mountains and let
them come to us.  On our ground, our homeland.  We put a rifle
behind every rock and tree and blade of grass and we start hunting.  Might not
seem like much...."


Lance
remembered the story well.  The British had just forced the first two Battles
in the American Revolution by taking an overwhelming force of Army Regulars and
attacking two bands of ragged, scared farmers who made up the militias of
Lexington and Concord.  The Redcoats accomplished their mission, bloodied the
nose of the upstart militiamen, ransacked their armories, and headed back to
Boston.  On the way, Minutemen from all around began to pour into the woods
along the route.  Soon the Redcoats were outnumbered and still the
Minutemen came to the call.  The Americans picked off Redcoats every step of
every bloody mile back to Boston.  


The result
had been a horrifying loss of life for the British and an uplifting moral
victory for the Colonials.  What started as ineffectual and irritating for the
English had turned into a real threat to the survival of the entire force that
marched to Lexington and Concord that April day.  When a few thousand armed men
was considered an army, loosing hundreds was damn near a complete disaster.


"Maybe
we can kill a dragon through a thousand pin-pricks," Lance said with a
grin.  "Never hunted me a dragon before..."


"Or at
least we can keep it occupied until a tank runs it over," replied Rob.  He
picked up the radio and said, "One to base, One to base, over."


"Go
ahead, One," came the almost instant reply.  It was George Franks'
turn to man the radio this morning.


"You
remember what we talked about this morning?"  Rob winked at Lance. 
"I thought something might be up when you asked me to come 'see
something'.  Me and George had a quick conversation.  He's on board.  By the
time we get back, he'll have everyone packing."


"Roger
that," was the reply.


"Do
it."  
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THE PRESIDENT RUBBED
his temples and stared at the monitors on the wall.  Each one depicted a
different crisis.  There was New York, skyline obscured by smoke, streets lit
by fire.  A destroyer sat in the harbor, watching.  Several helicopters flitted
in an out of the wall of smoke.  It looked for all the world like September
12th, 2001.


Just below
was Atlanta, or rather, a map of Atlanta.  The red colored sections were
considered "Total Loss".  The whole city was red.  So were most of
the suburbs.  


Next was
Los Angeles.  This screen had a picture in picture view.  The main view showed
a skyline shot, much like New York.  Fire and smoke everywhere.  No lights on
in the city of Angels, just fire.  In the background, the hills around the city
were aflame as well.  The wall of fire was eating its way downtown and the thin
line of defenders was running out of time.  The small picture was a rotating
flash view of street cameras, patched in from the department of transportation. 



Each image
depicted scenes out of some nightmare.  Burned cars, bodies in the street. 
Smashed windows, buildings on fire.  Some shots showed people running across
streets, ducking fire and avoiding gangs.  Others depicted gangs fighting each
other openly, weapons flashing like toys in the tiny black and white image.


Above that
was Chicago.  This image was broadcast from the Army, courtsey of General
Stapleton.  The old Sears Tower was half gone.  It looked like some giant had
come through with a sword and sliced the building in half diagonally.  The
massive broken pillar glowed with a thousand fires and the rubble and
destruction below was shocking in its enormity.  Chicago had been gutted.


Screen
after screen, America's largest and greatest cities were dying.  Citizens were
dying by the score, every hour.  The country was hemorrhaging.  


And it was
his fault.


The main
screen showed a map of the continental United States.  Glaring red dots
indicated where foreign soldiers had landed on U.S. soil.  Red dots surrounded
by a ring of orange were where they had started to harden their positions. 
Every major city on the east coast had a red dot.  Some, like Washington, D.C.
and Baltimore, had several red dots.  New York was a big red square.  Many had orange
rings around them.


It was all
his fault.


The main
screen was a video feed from the outskirts of Boston, where National Guardsmen
were in a firefight with foreign paratroopers.  The screen shook every time the
soldier who carried the camera on his helmet fired his weapon.  Tracers shot
across the image like something out of a science-fiction movie.  The soldier
ducked down behind an overturned car.  As he turned away from the fight to
reload, the scene depicted utter chaos.  Office buildings on fire, tracers
lanced back and forth from the roof of one building to the ground where
Americans were attempting to storm the ground floor.  


The soldier
turned quickly, so the image reeled about in a gut-wrenching spiral, then
stabilized when he found a suitable firing position.  It lasted for only a
second.  The screen jerked violently up, then everything went white.  When the
camera readjusted itself, the only thing visible was rubble strewn pavement. 
At the corner of the screen, a dark smudge was spreading.  


Two men
wearing camouflage of a pattern the President could not recognize appeared to
be moving towards the camera, returning fire and advancing.  A boot moved
across the screen and the feed was killed as effectively as the young man who
had worn the camera.  The President sighed.  He had just seen another young
American's life snuffed out, live, without sound.  It wasn't fair.


And it was
his fault.


"They
actually let them land in New York...our own citizens...cheering,"
the President said, utterly disgusted.


Hank
frowned.  He had heard.  He'd had to ratchet up the pressure on his foreign
contacts over that.  It was too fast, too risky.  He hadn't been consulted. 
Somebody else had ordered go-ahead and he was damned sure going to find out
who, and how.  Now he was going to be forced to tip his hand before everything
was in place.  It was not going to be a good day.  Not the way he wanted it to
go.  Too messy.


"Sir,
after everything they've done, I hardly think calling the members of the
Brotherhood our 'citizens' is..."


"All
my fault," sighed the President.


"It's
not your fault," the head of Homeland Security said quietly.  It's mine,
his mind whispered with an inner, secret smile.  


The
President looked over at him with haunted eyes.  He hadn't slept in days. 
"The buck stops here," he said weakly, tapping a finger to his
chest.  "I'm in charge.  It's my fault."


Hank Suthby
shook his head.  "Sir, there are elements out there beyond our control—"
he gestured at the different views of dying American cities.


"I'm
the President of the United States!" he barked with surprising
strength.  "I hold the most powerful office on the planet!" 
He put his face in his hands.  "I'm the single most powerful man in the
history of man kind...and I'm powerless to watch the destruction of my
country."


Staffers in
the room paused, unsure what to do or say.  Most said nothing and turned back
to their work or quietly left the room.  The Homeland Security chief was
embarrassed for his boss, but ecstatic for himself.  He waited, like a cat
watching a bird, for the last staffer to exit the room.  It was just the two of
them now.


"No
element is outside my control," muttered the President like a sullen
child.  He looked up, eyes on the verge of tears.  "In theory."


"Sir? 
When was the last time you got some sleep?" 


The
President stared down at the polished conference table.  He had trouble
counting the hours.  "Uh...four days I think.  Can't sleep.  They gave me
something, but it doesn't work."  He looked up at the monitor bank on the
wall.  "Nightmares...all of it.  Just like my nightmares."


"You
can't do this to yourself," said Hank sympathetically.  He glanced up at
all the monitors.  "Watching this all day will eat you alive."


"What
the hell else am I supposed to do?  Answer me that, Hank.  The Joint
Chiefs are having puppies trying to figure out who dropped the ball and let the
Russians get tactical bombers over our cities.  How the hell do I
explain that to the American people?"


He suddenly
laughed, an oddly uncomfortable sound.  It was filled with self-scorn. 
"As if I could!  There's probably only a handful of people out
there who could hear my voice anyway..."   Another thought occurred to his
troubled mind.  He turned slowly to Suthby and grew deadly serious.  


"My
God, if they had been ready to nuke us, it'd all be over by now.  Do you
understand?  They walked right in.  We held the damn door open for
them."


Hank
winced.  They're moving too damn fast.  I need to have another talk about
this.  I had no choice on the paratroopers, but we never discussed bombers. 
Damn Russians.  


"Sir,"
he began.


The
President waved him off.  "Hank, just stop.  Okay?  Stop.  Go gloat
to someone else."  He sighed, a deep, shoulder quiver of exhaustion. 
"I signed those papers not because I thought you'd do a good job...or even
a better job than me.  I signed those papers to get things going faster,
get around the bureaucracy of Washington.  To save this country."


Hank
flushed with anger.   I will truly enjoy this.  He looked at his watch. 
9:30am, MST.  He still wasn't quite used to the hour time change here at
NORAD.   A side door to the room opened and one of Hank's staffers came in with
a tray that held two cups of coffee.  Right on time.  I picked this
kid for the right reasons after all.


"Excuse
me sir, you wanted me to bring this in before your meeting," said the
young man.  He had the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.


"Thank
you, Charles," purred the Secretary of Homeland Security.  He raised an
eyebrow.  


"Here you
are, sir," said Charles, a knowing look on his face as he took one china
cup and handed it to the President who started to slurp it down immediately. 
"Freshest coffee under the mountain."


"Hope
it's strong," muttered the President.  He ignored the feeble attempt at
humor.  "I need to be alert for this.”  He glanced at Hank over the rim of
the fine china cup.  “The Joint Chiefs better have an answer for
me."  He put the cup down and closed his eyes.  


Hank
witnessed the coffee’s warmth spread throughout the President’s stomach and for
a split second, when he inhaled the rich aroma,  he appeared normal again. 
Opening his dry eyes, the President sighed, composed himself and began to
toggle the commands to start the conference.


Hank sipped
his own coffee and leaned back in the chair, eyes on the President.  Any
second now...  He looked down at the coffee in surprise.  Man, this
stuff is pretty good.


The
President's hand hovered over the transmit button.  His fingers all felt thick
and his vision was slightly blurred.  That was new.  Maybe Hank's right.  I
really do need some sleep.  Can hardly...think...He shook his head and
blinked to clear the exhaustion out of his system but it didn't work. 
Everything was really blurry, now.  He could feel his heart begin to
race.  A look of panic flashed across his face.  He tried to say something to
Hank but nothing came out of his slowly opening mouth.  His hand slowly dropped
to the tabletop of its own accord.


"Wha...?"
his speech was heavily slurred.


Hank
leisurely finished his coffee and placed his cup back on the saucer with a
delicate tink sound.  He adjusted his tie and smiled at the President. 
"Sir, you look exhausted.  You really should get some sleep."


The
President tried to focus on the sound of Hank's voice and turn his head. 
Instead he leaned forward and his head dropped to the surface of the table with
a painful thud.


Hank smiled
and patted the President's check.  His eyes were closed.  He checked the
President's pulse.  Strong and slow.  So, that Chechen was right.  It is
fast acting.  Now, hopefully he'll sleep it off in about two days.  That
should give me plenty of time to move the National Guard troops into position
outside the major cities.  I've got to give those paratroopers some time
to entrench before we move in...


Hank smiled
again at the line of drool that formed a puddle on the table already out of the
President's open mouth.  "You know, I can almost tolerate you like this. 
You're like a sleeping baby."


He punched
the intercom to the duty station, just outside the doors.  In a commanding
voice, touched with just the right amount of concern, he said, "Son, I need
you to get a couple orderlies in here."


The door
burst open before he released the transmit button and two Air Force security
guards, lieutenants by the looks of them, walked into the room right on cue. 
Two Secret Service agents were right on their heels, eyes locked on the
comatose form of their President. 


"I
think the President needs to be getting more sleep.  I'll have a word with his
physician.  If you could help him get to his room?" said Hank.  


The two
lieutenants looked at Hank and stopped smiles that started to form.  Hank
narrowed his eyes just enough to make sure they understood his message: Just
shut up and get him out of here.  You need to handle the Secret Service, so get
busy!  


The Secret
Service agents didn't bother with even so much as a glance towards Hank.  They
had eyes only for the President.  The large men gently took their charge under
each arm and  carried him out the door, snoring.  The two security guards
followed them out.  One put a hand on his duty pistol, the other began to
mumble into his shoulder mounted radio.  They closed the door softly.


Hank
punched in a few more codes on the computer and within minutes, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff were staring at him from the wall bank of monitors.  He wiped
the President's drool off the table with a handkerchief and sat imperiously in
"The Chair".  The Secretary of Defense raised an eyebrow.


"Where's
the President?" asked the Secretary of State.


"He's
sleeping.  I'll take good notes," replied Hank with a disarming grin. 
"Now, let's get this briefing going.  I've got a lot on my plate today. 
Where to do we stand on the foreign personnel in our cities?"


"You
mean the enemy soldiers invading our country?" asked the Secretary of
Defense with a frown.  "They're still there."  His image looked down
as he read from a fresh report.  "I see you ordered the National Guard to
assist DHS quarantine forces around most of the big cities.  I agree."


The
Homeland Security chief decided it was time to test the waters of his new
powers.  "I didn't ask for your opinion or approval."  He
almost smiled at the instant flush of purple under the collar of the old man on
the monitor.  "Now, what's the status of our inbound soldiers?"


The head of
the Army spoke up.  "Our first units were caught in the invasion last
night.  I don't know how to explain it but some of our planes were shot down
along with the Europeans.  We lost a lot of good men.  It's inexcusable." 
The General was furious and barely contained his contempt for the Air Force. 
Planeloads of combat hardened soldiers, shot down like so many clay pigeons by
their own brothers in arms.  It was worse than disgusting.


"Have
you tracked down who is responsible for this tragedy, General?" asked
Hank.  He shifted his most imposing gaze towards the screen that displayed the
face of a very downtrodden looking head of the Air Force.


"I
assure you, my men had the correct codes for those planes.  The codes checked
out as hostile and all those damn airliners all looked the same.  It was a
glitch!"


"Horseshit!"
retorted the Army chief.  He took the loss personally, as if he had lost his
own sons in the worst case of friend-fire casualties in the nation's history.


Hank
enjoyed every second of it and struggled to keep a smile off his face.  He was
too busy watching the top Generals of both the Air Force and the Army yell and
accuse each other to notice the Commandant of the Marines was watching him.


After a few
more heated minutes, Hank reluctantly decided it was time to play peacemaker. 
"Alright, gentlemen, that's enough."  Slowly the two men calmed down.


"There. 
Now, fighting each other is going to get us exactly nowhere.  We don't have the
luxury of time to bicker amongst ourselves.  We need a unified front to repel
this invasion.  Now..."


"Excuse
me, Secretary Suthby," the old Devil Dog said in a voice like
rusted iron nails hitting a chalkboard at 60 miles per hour.  SecDHS winced
visibly.  The emphasis the Marine Commandant put on the word secretary
caused a slight reddening of Hank’s face.


"Acting
Command-in-Chief," replied Hank with a finger up in instruction.


"Have
we located the Vice President yet, Secretary Suthby?"  The old
Marine did it again just to agitate him, Hank was sure of it.


He adjusted
his collar and loosened the suddenly constricting tie.  "No," he
said, a little shake in his voice.  "We've got everyone prowling for
him," he continued, gaining strength in his lie.  "From DHS on down
to local cops.  If that plane survived the landing, we'll find him."


"Seems
to me, he should be the person in that chair.  Seems to me that his
disappearance is mighty…convenient."


Hank
flushed completely, a frown creased his face.  The impudence of this man! 
Old fart probably just thinks I'm a paper pusher...I'll have to make an example
of him.  There was a quiet burst of bitter laughter in his mind.  I
actually had nothing to do with that.  Old fool doesn't know how off base he
really is.


"I
think, uh, what the general is trying to say—" started the Secretary of
State, ever the peacemaker.


"What
the general is saying is, he doesn’t like holding briefings for his
Commander-in-Chief, when said Commander is asleep," interrupted the head
of the Marine Corps.  He pointed a thick finger towards the camera in front of
him, which caused his image on the screen in front of Hank to take on a very
menacing aspect.  "And he really doesn’t like holding briefings when additionally
the Vice President is missing and we can't get hold of—"


Hank put
his hands on his chest as a gesture of surprise and righteous indignation.  


"Oh, I
know your little paper says you're in charge, Mr. Suthby.  But you're
almost complete lack of respect or grief over the deaths of hundreds, if not
thousands of our own soldiers, combined with—" the screen went black.


About damn
time!
Hank raged inside his head.  I'm paying those A/V techs to monitor this and
cut out dissent.  I'll have to have a word with them about acting sooner. 
Typical.  You want something done right, you gotta do it yourself.


"What
happened?  I lost my feed..." the Secretary of Defense started to say.


"No,
we're still here," said the head of the Navy.


"Are
you all still there?" asked Hank, a look of concern on his face.  Everyone
was still present, except for the troublesome Marine.  He lied through his
teeth.   "My signals are getting very fuzzy.  Can you all hear me?" 
He looked off-camera to someone who wasn't there.  "Get that cleared
up!" he barked to the empty room.


In another
room on the other side of the cavernous base under Cheyenne Mountain, a DHS
technician was scrambling the signal from NORAD.  Everyone else at the briefing
would think the signal loss of the Marine Corp Commandant was part of the
larger problem NORAD was experiencing.  If he did it right.  He was paid a lot
of money to make sure it was right.  


"Gentlemen,
I apologize, but we're going to have to reschedule.  Continue with your
coordinated efforts—I'll contact you—"  Hank began, trying to appear like
he was squinting through a snowstorm, to show that he was having a hard time
seeing his Joint Chiefs of Staff.


The acting
commander in chief never got to finish his statement as a side door to his
conference room burst open.  There was a scuffle outside the door and some
grunts before a breathless staffer rushed in followed by a furious security
guard.  


"Sorry
sir, he got the drop on me—" 


"Sir! 
The President's dead!  Agent Perez said I should find you immediately."


No one in
the room or on the monitors was more shocked than Hank Suthby.  That's
impossible!  They gave me...his mind raced.  Then with a clarity he hadn't
experienced in a long time, his mind found the answer like a slap to the face. 
They gave me the wrong dosage...those idiots!! This will ruin everything!  
Okay...think, Hank!  You've got to act fast!  It's only been,
what...fifteen...twenty minutes since they took him to his quarters?  He
flicked his eyes to a wall clock.  9:47am MST.  Secret Service shift change
coming up...have to do it now.


The Joint
Chiefs erupted into tele-chaos.  Questions were shouted, curses flew.  He tried
to ignore the intense focus he was now under and calm down the others.


"Just
calm down—"


"Did I
just hear that right?  The President is dead?" asked Secretary of Defense.


"How
the hell can you expect us to calm down?  The President is dead!" roared
the Army Chief of Staff.


"How?"
asked the top Navy admiral.        


"I
want details!" demanded Secretary of Defense.


"What
do we do now?" asked the Secretary of State.  He took his glasses off and
wiped his eyes.  He had been fairly close to the President.


Hank
stood.  "Gentlemen, let me figure out what's going on here.  I'll get back
to you with the details.  Hopefully we'll get this signal problem fixed as
well.  I'm not going to take anything at face value yet.  In the meantime, I
suggest you focus on your war efforts and above all, this information does
not leave this meeting.  Do I make myself clear?  If this is true and word
got out right now, it would have a devastating effect on our country.  Just
give me some time to sort things out first."


The top
general of the Army shook his head.  "I don't have time for this—"


The others
began to chime in, more questions, a few fingers pointed.  The volume increased
ten-fold.  "You can't just tell us to calm down—"


"How
do we know he's dead?"


"What
the hell do we do now—?"


"—status
on the Vice President—"           


"—need
to notify the Speaker of the House—-"


The
situation was spiraling out of control.  Hank needed to act and act fast. 
He pushed the KILL FEED button on the table.  The entire wall of screens
went dead.  Silence descended on the room.  Finally...  In a bit of
morbid irony, he suddenly realized why the President was always rubbing his
temples.


"What
are your orders, sir?" the nervous staffer asked.  He had heard about the
Executive Order granting the head of Homeland Security all the powers the
President normally had plus many most Presidents could have only dreamed
about.  He didn't know there were a lot of powers in that E.O. that our first
Presidents not only did not want, but feared.


The
security guard stood there, mouth open in shock.  He blinked and looked from
the staffer to Hank.  Mouth closed, he waited for orders as well, though the
look on his face was one of utter confusion.


Hank
smiled.  That's the kind of initiative I like.  He walked over to the
young man and put a fatherly hand on his shoulder.  "Take me to the
President.  I need to know exactly what's going on."  He glanced out the
door.  His hand-picked DHS Supplemental Security personnel were rushing down the
hall, radios crackling.  


Well...it's
a little fast, but my people seem to be taking it in stride.   Now...to see to
the Secret Service.


As the two
men stepped through the door a gunshot down the corridor caused the young
staffer to flinch. The security guard drew his weapon and darted into the
hallway, in search of the threat. 


"Stay
behind me, sir!"


Hank
focused on the staffer.  On the collar of his DHS emblazoned beige Polo shirt
was a little award pin.  It was how his team had identified people they could
trust and bring in to the organization.  They made up some bureaucratic contest
and the award was a little silver star, to be worn by the winner.  


Hank smiled
at his own genius in devising that little plan.  He asked casually,
"What's your name, son?  I think I'm going to need people I can trust
around me now..."











SARASOTA


The Dogs of War


 


 


TED NOTICED, FOR the
third time, the eyes in the rearview mirror as they glanced at him.  He was
tired from the short night last night on the beach—had it really been last
night?—and the long day shuttling Guardsmen from the marina to safety.  Now he
was just plain exhausted and looking forward to getting back to Susan and the
kids.  The eyes were starting to piss him off.


"You
keepin' an eye on the road, soldier?" asked Ted with a lopsided grin and a
slight attitude.  The eyes shifted to Erik, who sat next to Ted in the rear of
the military vehicle.  The medic, Ell-Tee, as her soldiers called her, sat in
the front seat, reviewing some documents.  Ted figured they were reports of the
wounded.  She was adding notes to the papers, updating the numbers and
injuries. 


The driver
swerved around some charred cars in the middle of the wide street called Bee
Ridge, continued to head west towards the interstate.  Behind them was one of
the three Humvees loaded to the gills with the Lieutenant's squad plus the men
from the Marina.  In the middle of the convoy were the ambulances—Humvees with
extra large box-cabs attached to accommodate the wounded.  Bringing up the rear
was the last Humvee, a soldier manning the M2 machine gun turret.  


"Just
not used to having...civilians...in my vehicle, that's all," came
the acid filled reply.  Erik noticed the way the sergeant had said
"civilians".


Ted
returned the gaze in the mirror, one warrior to another, with a steely eyed
look that had unmanned more than one drunk at bars in the past.  "He's no
civilian.  More like a Viking."  Erik looked at Ted and grinned through
the grime, salt-spray and exhaustion.


At least
I'm not shaking like before...he thought to himself.  Hah, some
Viking....I lost my ship.


"And
you?" the driver asked, eyes back on Ted.


"I've
done some wetwork," Ted mumbled, eyes out the window.


The driver
grunted his disbelief, but kept his eyes on the road for the rest of the brief
trip.  Ted scanned out the left passenger window, repulsed at the damage that
had been done to the strip malls and gas stations that lined the street. 
Abandoned cars were everywhere, most with shot up windows.  More than one body
could still be seen slumped over the wheel.  


Even with
the windows up, the stench was almost unbearable.  It was like a physical
barrier they had to tunnel into.  Erik's stomach roiled.  That's just
sick...it's been weeks since everything went to hell.  These people were left
to rot...


As they
drew near the apartment, Erik suddenly stiffened in alarm.  His senses went
into high alert and the smell all around them was totally forgotten.  
"Ted!" he croaked, his throat constricted in fear.  He clawed at the
window to lower the bullet proof glass and only ended up smearing it with
grime.


Something
in Ted's battlefield experienced remembered a young Marine speaking just like
that before getting capped by an Iraqi.  He was instantly on full alert and
wired.  He snapped his head to the right to try and see what had spooked Erik.


"Smoke! 
The Freehold's on fire...something's burning!" cried Erik in a voice that
nearly broke with emotion.  No God, no...not after all we did to get
back...no, please...


The medic
in the front seat pointed out the turn for the driver.  She grabbed a radio and
gave out orders.  "Miller, lead the ambulances to 75.  Riojas, you're on
me—we're going to check this out.  I want that Ma Deuce warmed up and
ready."


She turned
in her seat and stared at the two men in the back.  She had to adjust her
helmet to see Erik, directly behind her.  "When we stop, everyone gets out
and hunkers down till I send a scout.  Am I clear?" she asked.  It
was obvious she was used to compliance.


"Yes,
ma'am," Erik said, glad someone else was making the decisions.


Ted stared
out the window.  His hands were white with tension, wrapped around the M-4 he
still carried.  He said nothing.


The
acknowledgements from the other vehicles crackled over the speaker on the dash
as the driver slowed—just a little—before taking the right hand turn off of Bee
Ridge towards the Freehold’s main gate.  Erik and Ted were forced to hang on to
the doors to keep from sliding into each other.  Out of the corner of his eye,
Ted saw the following Humvee and ambulances speed past and continue on towards
the interstate a few miles west.  He could hear the heavy tires of the tail
Humvee skip off the pavement and chirp as that driver followed close on their
vehicle.


The two
Humvees pulled up straight across the entrance to the Freehold and ground to a
stop.  Doors flung open and everyone filed out of the trucks and crouched down
behind the bulk of the vehicles.


"Any
movement?" asked the medic over her shoulder to the second vehicle.  The
only man who didn't exit was the M-2 .50 caliber machine gun operator.  Erik
crouched behind the left rear wheel of his Humvee and watched as the gunner
swiveled in his turret, scanning for targets.  He had lifted up a roof hatch
and appeared to have some sort of clear shield in front of him to deflect
incoming fire.  Erik stared for a moment.  It looked for all the world like a
Humvee windshield had been cut down and mounted on the machine gun.  The closer
he looked at the second vehicle, the more he realized that the men and women he
was accompanying were simply making do with what they were given.  The shiny
new military toys went overseas to the combat troops.  The home guard got the
leftovers and retreads.  He frowned at that thought.   


It ain't
lookin' good for the home team...Wonder what the rest of the National Guard out
there has to deal with...this is a big country.  The thought was
almost as sobering as the sight of a military vehicle full of soldiers in front
of his apartment.  


"I got
nothin'," the M-2 gunner said in a tone so close to normal Erik could
hardly believe it.


Here his
home was on fire—he risked a quick look around the bumper—the main gate was
smashed open with what looked like a flatbed truck half sticking out…and the
soldiers were acting like nothing untoward had happened.  


Now that
was training.  Erik wished he could have had troops like that to work with,
then shook his head to clear his thoughts.  He recognized how tired he was.  Mind's
beginning to wonder.  This isn't good...Focus, dammit!


There were
no signs of life; no noise, no fighting and most disturbing of all to Erik was
the absence of any of his guards.  The thick black smoke roiled into the sky
and cast a dull gray light on the world around them.  It partially blocked the
late afternoon sun.  He could hear the blood roaring through his ears as
adrenaline began to course through his tensed body.  Other than the cackle and
whoosh of the fire, he heard nothing.


The attack
was earlier in the day...  He glanced at Ted, saw the pale look to the
Marine's dangerous face.  He knows.  We were rescuing the soldiers at the
Marina when...  Erik couldn't finish the thought.


"Roger,
no movement here," said the driver. 


Ted dropped
to the sun warmed ground under the high-clearance vehicle and scanned
everything he could see.  "Nothing through the gates beyond the
truck," he reported quietly.


Everyone
waited: the driver, the Lieutenant, Ted, Erik, the four soldiers in the second
Humvee and the roof gunner behind his improvised bullet shield.  No one spoke
for a few tense moments and just when Erik was about to ask the medic if he
could go in, she spoke.


"Alright,
Riojas and Cooper, get up to that gate and check it out," she said, waving
her hand forward.  "We'll cover.  Ready?"


"Hooah,"
was the whispered reply from two voices in unison.  All business.


“Go!"
she hissed, rifles rippled and waited as the two men weaved  around their
vehicle and crouched-ran to both sides of the shattered main gate.  They
checked angles and took a quick look by turns.


"Nothing...lot
of bodies, and debris,” Riojas whispered.


"Same
thing over here, and that building to the south is on fire too," reported
Cooper.


Without
taking his eyes off the gate or his gun sights, the driver whispered to Ted,
"You never answered my question..."  He glanced at Ted's shirt. 
"Been to the sandbox?"


Ted had
crawled out from under the truck and was positioned next to the large
sergeant.  Erik fought the urge to roll his eyes.  He could recognize a pissing
contest when he saw one.  Obviously the driver was a combat vet and was sizing
up Ted.


Reflected
movement in the window next to his head caught Erik's eye.  He turned to see a
filthy man explode from the shrub lined ditch behind them and take a step
towards their vehicle.  He had a scuffed up chrome plated pistol and was in the
motion of bringing it up to fire right into their backs.  He held it sideways,
like a gangster in a rap video.


Ted didn't
see the man, but he saw Erik flinch.  Faster than the Erik thought possible,
Ted turned to the right, simultaneously using his left hand to snatch the
sheathed knife off the sergeant's vest rig.  It only took half a second for Ted
to complete his spin, but by then the other man had his pistol up, mouth open
in a scream.  He pulled the trigger.


What
happened next was something Erik would remember for the rest of his life. 
Without the slightest flinch, wince or hesitation, Ted moved forward, directly
into the path of the bullet and the open maw of the pistol.  From as close as
they were, the gun sounded like a cannon had gone off in their faces.  It
looked like one too.


The bullet
penetrated Ted's right shoulder and exploded out the back in a spray of red mist. 
Erik was horrified to see the dark hole open as the bullet exited, as if in
slow motion, then watch as the torn flesh of Ted's shoulder closed back up
slightly.  He could swear he saw what looked like ripples on a pond radiate
from the wound through the thick muscles of Ted's shoulder.


He had no
time to react to his friend being shot, however.  Ted was already on the man
who shot him, the sergeant's knife plunged deep to the hilt in the attackers
chest with a satisfying sound.  The force of the impact stopped the attacker on
a dime.  He dropped to the ground in a heap, his heart sliced almost in two by
the expert killer Erik had come to know as a friend.  


He's right
handed,
flashed through Erik's head.  Ted just walked through a bullet and cut that
guy's heart out with one slice of his left hand.  Like a walk in the
park.  Ho-leeeey shit.  That is one scary dude.  Erik's mind did not
even register that he had fallen over in surprise and was sitting on his duff
while the Marine stood over the crumpled body of their assailant.


The M-4,
still clutched in Ted's now bloody right hand, was unused.  He casually bent
down, jerked the knife free and cleaned it on the twitching body, then handed
it back, handle first to the driver.


"Recon,"
was all Ted said as he walked past.


The
sergeant blinked.  The contest was over.  Game, set, match: Marine. 
"Hooah," he said quietly.


"My
God!" gasped the Ell-Tee.  She dove into the vehicle's first aid kit and
set to work on Ted's shoulder.  "You need to sit down...you're
bleeding."


Ted looked
at her, his face like granite.  "I've had worse, ma'am.  Just patch me
up.  My wife and kids are in there.  Your men said it's clear."  He jerked
his head towards Erik, who only now though to pick himself up off the asphalt
where he had fallen over backwards during the surprise attack.  "We're
going to get our families."  It wasn't a request.


Ted's
mention of their families cast the butterflies in Erik's stomach to a sudden,
fiery death.  Fear was replaced by a white hot, seething anger that had been
glowing in the back of his mind and suddenly burst into an explosion of rage.  


Someone had
attacked their home.  They were gone not even 36 hours and someone had
attacked.  Erik was beyond furious.  All the preparations he had made, the
training, the sweat, the work of drilling movements into his men.  All of that
predicated on the thought that he would be here when things went south. 
And of all the hours and days to choose from, they attacked while he was
absent.  Brin faced God only knew what...by herself.


He mentally
shook his head to clear his thoughts and focus the anger to a needle sharp
point.  His only remaining thought was to get to Brin.  He reached inside the
cab of the Humvee and hefted a spare rifle.


Ted raised
an eyebrow as the medic applied some anti-biotic cream and sprinkled clotting
powder in the wound then bandaged his shoulder.  She had cut away his right
sleeve to expose the wound better.


“Sorry,”
she said and tightened the bandage.  “This is all we got left after picking up
all the boys you brought in.  We’ll get you patched up proper when we get back
to base.”


Ted grunted
and watched Erik.  "Why don't you just keep the pistol?"


Erik's face
remained calm as his turned the rifle over in his hands.  He knew what Ted
meant.  Ted knew Erik had never fired a .22 before and had never even held an
M-4 before.  His entire experience with firearms could be written in a
paragraph.  A few weeks of practice, a pistol fired in anger during the
Battle.  That was it.  


Erik
checked the safety, deftly released the magazine and caught it with his left
hand.  He checked the rounds, slammed it back home and pulled back on the
charging handle.  He released it with a satisfying clack and checked that
the safety was still on.


When he
looked up, the sergeant, the medic, and Ted were staring at him in disbelief. 
"How...?" asked Ted.  He had never looked more surprised.


"I
used to play Modern Warfare 6…before the lights went out."


"The
video game?" asked Ted, incredulous.


"A
lot," was the straight faced reply.  He looked at the disbelief on
the sergeant's face.  "It's very realistic.  I didn't use pistols
very much, but these...these are another matter.”


"Hooah,"
grunted the sergeant with a grin.  His two civilian passengers were anything
but civilian, and it was alright with him.


"I
can't believe this...." the medic said.  "You're both
insane."  The other troopers were watching the scene now with more than a
few grins.  "All right," she sighed and put both hands up in front of
her armored chest.  "We'll check it out."  She adjusted her helmet
and keyed her mic: "Let's go.  Eyes open people.  You two," she
pointed thumb and forefinger at Erik and Ted.  "With me.  Move out!"


After a
chorus of quiet "Hooahs", the men moved forward and took
position all lined up against the front of the charred main office building,
just inside the gate.  The scope of the damage was finally visible.  Three
guards were still at their posts, shot in the back, slumped over on the
makeshift catwalk Erik and his men had erected after the Battle.  Erik could
see they were taken by surprise.  Someone had planned the attack.  Someone had
tricked them into letting their guard down.  


Erik vowed
he would find out who betrayed them.  Whoever it was had betrayed not only the
guards, but Brin and Susan and the kids too.  Payback was going to be a real
bitch for that person.  Oh yes.


There were
seven or eight bodies, filthy and scattered about the ground in front of them,
some face down, some face up.  All dead.  Erik noticed a white arm hanging out
the driver's window of the truck.  It was covered in tattoos.  Impaled in the
engine of the truck was the remains of a motorcycle.  He turned away before he
felt the urge to throw up.  The stench wasn't as bad as the beach where they
had come ashore at dawn, but the sight was ten times worse.  He knew these
people.


"You
see Hoss or the other bikers?" whispered Erik, eyes on the hellish scene
around them.


"No...”
replied Ted.  He stopped and looked around more.  “That’s odd…”  He was focused
on the motorcycle embraced by the truck.  He took a quick look around, then ran
crouched over and investigated further.  Erik watched him look for a moment,
then hang his head and return in the same fashion, crouched over in an awkward
looking run.


"That is
Hoss."


"What?"
Erik asked a little too loud.  The Lieutenant shot a glare at him and moved her
finger across her lips.


Erik
dropped to a knee and shifted the weight of his rifle.  Ted joined him as the
troopers scanned corners and peered through the corners of windows.  The
building appeared to be deserted.


"Hoss
bought the farm stopping that truck."  Ted glanced at the heinous wreck. 
"But I don't see any others..."


"He
wasn't a kamikaze type, Ted..." replied Erik, shocked at his friends
demise.


"I
know.  I think..." he swallowed hard.  "I think that was an
act of desperation."


Erik
followed Ted's gaze and examined the wreck.  His mind suddenly clicked. 
"He was trying to stop whoever was riding that truck from getting in.  He
knew what was about to go down.  So why didn't the guards?"


"Cooper,
point.  Riojas and Jones, follow him, let's get to that building to the
north," the Lieutenant barked.  Erik and Ted had no choice but to follow,
each lost in his own thoughts and questions.


"Roger
that," said the soldier in the lead.  He kept his rifle up and leaned
forward before he quartered the corner and moved quickly on to the next
building.  The two other men followed him, one scanned high through the
shattered windows of the building they approached, the other looked low for
movement around corners.


They paused
at the next building, then, on no sign of anyone but more bodies, they signaled
all clear.  "Alright, let's go.  Quickly, eyes sharp.  Stay frosty
people," the Lieutenant whispered.


The rest of
the squad and Erik and Ted moved efficiently over the open space of the parking
lot and around a few burned out cars.  Erik recognized a few bodies in the
grass.  One was just a child, the daughter of one of his guards.  He had
trouble with her name all of a sudden.  


Allison?  He
viciously suppressed the wave of fear that suddenly washed over his soul.  Whatever
happened here, Brin was better prepared to handle it than anyone else here. 
Remember that! 


He risked a
glance at Ted as they moved on to the next building, engulfed in flames.  Ted
wore a mask of non-emotion.  It was as if he was a machine.  Erik knew he
recognized some of the bodies as well, but it didn't seem to affect him at
all.  More dark skinned bodies mixed with tattooed ex-cons, highlighted in the
light of the fire were scattered on the ground in small groups.  They were
concentrated at the entrance to the building on fire.  


They
skirted that building—if anyone was in there, there was nothing they could do. 
Smoke poured out of every ground floor window and door.  The heat was so
intense they could not even get within twenty feet of the doomed structure. 
They moved on to the next building, one away from where Erik and Ted lived.


More bodies
littered the parking lot.  "So many," whispered Erik.  "Where
the hell did they all come from?"  He noticed an especially large black
man, face up, in what looked like a very clean, expensive suit.  He had
designer sunglasses on and his hands even looked manicured.  He didn't look
dead, just asleep.  There was no sign of struggle or anything.  


It was as
if this mysterious man just laid down and went to sleep in the middle of the
parking lot.  As they pass closer, Erik could see why.  The man's chest was
dark with blood.  There was a circular ring of scorched cloth in the middle of
his torso.  Someone had put a gun to his chest and pulled the trigger.  It
must have been someone he knew or trusted, Erik figured.  The man had been
completely taken by surprise, and the consequences was scattered on the
pavement next to his head.  But this stranger wasn't in the Freehold.  He came
with the attackers.  A doublecross.


The hair on
the back of his neck went up.  Erik could not explain why, but he was more
alert than he had ever been in his entire life.  Something was not right and
his instinct shouted at him to find cover, find Brin, and get the hell out of
Dodge.


It was like
something out of a dream.  The bodies were everywhere.  Those of their friends
and neighbors were only a blessed few compared to the score or more of black
men with a few Hispanics and a dozen or so heavily tattooed whites tossed in
for good measure.  


Someone had
planned the attack.  They had won the confidence of the guards and gained
entrance by surprise.  Otherwise those men Erik had trained wouldn't have died
at their posts, shot in the back.  He glanced down at the well dressed man at
his feet.  


And this
guy...the leader?  Someone didn't like what he was doing and capped him, right
here in the parking lot, mid attack.  That means the attackers were unstable or
doped up.  Maybe disorganized enough to give our people a chance to regroup?


They paused
at the corner of the next building.  The anxiety was almost enough to make him
vomit.  Just thirty yards away, around the corner was his home.  Ted's home. 
Brin, Susan, the kids.  That would be where they were when all this went down. 
Ted took a quick look and popped back around the corner, his back against the
wall.  "Lentz."


"What?"
asked Erik in a surprised whisper.


"At
the corner, slumped against the wall.  Someone beat him halfway to
hamburger."


Erik
gripped his rifle tight.  "If that damn fool had something to do with
this," he began.


"He's
already paid for it, in spades.  Trust me," replied Ted with a serious
look.  "What you're about to see..."


"I
need to find her," said Erik.  


"Just...prepare
yourself," was all Ted muttered.  Erik saw the skin around Ted's eyes was
drawn tight.  


"Voices,"
called out Cooper from his position on one knee by a large bush next to the
corner of the building.  He had an unobstructed view down the walkway, but was
easily hidden from the view of anyone not behind their building.


The driver
turned and jogged around opposite corner behind them.  Another soldier peeled
off to cover him.  The Lieutenant made eye contact with Cooper and pointed at
him.  Cooper nodded and moved slowly forward, looking for the source of the
voices he heard.  The rest of them slowly followed.


Cooper
suddenly held up his hand in a fist.  Everyone froze and crouched.  He pointed
off ahead of them to the right.  There was some movement in the windows of
Erik's apartment.  


His heart
raced and he took an involuntary step forward before Ted's arm pinned him to
the wall like a steel rod.  Erik didn't see the look of warning on Ted's face. 
His eyes were locked on to the window of his bedroom with tunnel vision.  He
saw movement, a flash of white.  Was it skin?


Someone was
thrown through the window with a crash.  Lots of white skin.  A dark head poked
through and yelled something that echoed between the buildings.  Erik paused. 
It sounded like the man was…laughing?  No.  Barking.  


What the
hell?


Two more
men came around the corner and howled.  They pounced on the figured squirming
in the grass and glass.  Kicks flew, punches, a few swings of a bat.  Grunts
and groans and screams and then barking again.  A few more men came from the
biggest building in the center of the complex.


Erik
remembered the plan he and Lentz had put together.  Get the women and children
to the top floor of the main building, turn it into a last ditch shelter.  The
Keep, like a castle's last line of defense.  They had cleared the lower floors
and booby trapped doors.  He closed his eyes and silently prayed that Brin,
Susan and the kids had made it to the Keep and locked themselves in on the top
floor.  Maybe someone made it to safety or they got word out for help.  After
all, Art’s radio shack was up there on the top floor too.


But who
would, or could help? asked his rational mind in a whisper.  You're
with the National Guard!


When he
opened his eyes, there were maybe ten men, some no older than teenagers, all
attacking the person thrown out of Erik's apartment.  He could tell by the
grunts of pain that it wasn't Brin.  It was...he squinted.  He couldn't quite
tell.


"Bernie,"
hissed Ted through clenched teeth.


For the
first time, Erik noticed the number of bodies that littered the ground just outside
his apartment.  It left a clear path of travel.  Everything the attackers did
focused on his apartment building.  His mind made the connection
although he couldn't quite believe it.  "They were after me.  Look,
all the bodies are leading in this direction."


"Grimes,"
Ted said with a nod of recognition.  ‘He could have got past the guards, got
people in.  He knew where we lived."


"And I
threw him and his daughter out..."  Erik found himself locked in a stare
on the ground at his feet.  He slipped into a state of mind beyond the
berserker rage of his ancestors, beyond the swordsman who cut down Brin's
attacker what seemed like a year ago.  


Something
cold, calculating, and relentless raised its head deep in his being.  They came
after him.  They came after Brin.  All his neighbors and friends killed,
lives snuffed out because Henry Grimes wanted him.  Erik slowly focused
on the scene before him with a clarity of purpose he had never known.  Now it
was personal.            


Ted watched
the sea change on his young friend's face.  Erik went from a young man who had
put everything he had into putting on the air of bravery to...what, exactly? 
Not the Viking he saw cut the prisoner in half so long ago...no, this was
something different.  Much more dangerous.  Ted smiled.  Erik looked like a Marine. 
He followed Erik's gaze back to the scene of Bernie's attack.


Someone
came out of Ted's apartment with a long rifle.  He was hunched over, half
walking, half hopping.  He was white, but filthy and dressed in rags way too
large for him to wear.  Then they heard the voice.


"Where?  
Where are they?" he roared.  He pointed the gun at Bernie's crotch and
pulled the trigger.  The old M-1 Garand cracked like thunder and the old man
jerked on the ground and screamed in pain.  


"Grimes,"
Erik said through gritted teeth.  His voice sounded like death itself.  He
raised his rifle.


The medic
put her hand on it and roughly pointed it down.  "Not here.  We're exposed
and there's too many..." she hissed.  "Look," she said and
nodded to the left.  The sergeant and his backup had made their way to the
corner of the main building and were creeping along towards the scene at Erik's
building, still out of sight.


Cooper got
the message and crawled forward to a bush.  He was hidden now and poked his
rifle through the leaves so he could get a clear field of fire.  Ted grabbed
Erik's shirt and pulled him forward slowly until they were hidden by the same
bush that concealed Cooper.  The Lieutenant and the others spread out, low to
the ground.  None of the gang bangers across the parking lot had any hint they
were surrounded.


Erik felt
every muscle in his body scream for action.  He sighted in on Henry Grimes
through the leaves of the bush and waited for the signal.  Bernie screamed
again, his voice cut off when someone kicked him in the face.  Erik looked down
and begged forgiveness for not acting.  He looked up again when Ted nudged him
in the ribs.


Henry
screamed again, incoherently.  The thugs around him swayed back and forth
rhythmically and barked or howled.  It was the most surreal thing Erik had seen
in his life.  It was like a football pre-game ritual circle on drugs.  He saw a
flash of metal in the dim sunlight and knew someone had one of his swords.


"Oh
no..." the sword raised and fell.  Bernie screamed, his voice high and
thin as it carried across the Bermuda grass to their location.  


"That's
it," the Ell-Tee muttered when she saw her driver flash a hand sign from
the main building.  Everyone was in position.  She glanced to her right and got
the thumbs up from the three men over there.  She had to pull together all her
training to not rush off to save that poor old man.  She knew they would be
outnumbered, cut down and killed just like him if she didn't employ the tactics
she had been taught by men wiser from war.  


"Light
'em up!" she roared.


As she
spoke the first word, Ted fired one round into Bernie's head and put him out of
the misery of his grisly murder.  The crack of his rifle and the medic's scream
paused every one of the thugs to freeze, all trying to detect which direction
it had come from.  That was the last mistake many of them ever made.


From three
different directions, the soldiers poured in controlled bursts of fire that cut
down the barking men like the rabid dogs they imitated.  The M-4s crackled in a
staccato beat that echoed and reverberated off the walls of the buildings which
surrounded Erik.   The noise created a unearthly din unparalleled in his life. 
The Marina had been loud, but this was just...deafening.  The anger inside him
pushed all his senses away except for the gun-sights in his vision and the man
framed by the old rifle held above his head like a staff.


Erik
squeezed the trigger and felt the M-4 kick three times quickly.  When the
barrel dropped below his line of sight, Henry was gone.  That kicked less
than I thought it would...that game was realistic but that was intense!  He
couldn't help but smile.


Half the
dog-men were already down.  Erik had time to drop one who had tried to get
around the corner of his own building and saw him slump against the wall, a red
trail followed him to the ground.  Three more were spun around and dropped
where they stood.


Erik saw
only four get away around the far side of his building.  And Henry had
vanished.  The soldiers stopped firing and waited for more targets to appear. 
No one moved.  Though most of the dog-men had carried weapons, not one had
fired a shot back at the Guardsmen.  Their surprise had been total
incapacitating.


A handful
of the gangbangers writhed on the ground and cried out in agony.  Erik heard a
door slam and car engine start.  Tires squealed, a radio blared some jarring
rap music and an old beat up Chevy truck swerved on skidding tires around the
back of his building.  The driver made a straight line for the main entrance. 
He failed to see Erik rise from the bush he was behind and take aim.


Erik saw
the white face in the passenger seat.  Henry was in that truck.  He saw Erik
and opened his mouth, arm out in a motion to encourage the driver to go
faster.   As the stolen truck entered the straightaway and the engine roared, a
thought came to him.  


You will
NOT get away.  


He stood
and brought his rifle up in one smooth motion.  Without looking, his thumb
sought out the fire mode selector switch on the side of the rifle, just where
he had seen it on his television in countless hours of virtual warfare.   His
hand had a sort of muscle memory from seeing the digital hand make the same
move on the screen so many times.  If this were any other time, any other
place, he might have stopped to ponder how...cool...that side-effect of
excessive video gaming was.  Somewhere off to his left, he heard a woman's
voice scream his name.  He ignored the medic and walked towards the parking
lot, eyes and rifle locked on target.


Erik
thumbed the switch to full-auto and brought the rifle up to his face as the
truck's engine sucked down air and roared.  The driver still hadn't seen Erik. 
But Henry did.  Erik's world was in slow motion again, like the day the man had
tried to attack Brin and Susan.  Only he did not hold a sword now.  He heard
Ted's voice roar now and ignored that as well.  It was like he heard everything
through a wall.  Distant.  Irrelevant.  As the gun met his cheek, he sighted
down the barrel, saw Henry's face, smiled, and pulled the trigger.  


This time
he had a better expectation of what would happen and held a death grip on the
weapon to keep it from jumping about like a scalded cat.  He poured the
contents of his entire magazine into the driver and the hood of the truck in a
few loud seconds as the truck tried to pass his position.


It
disappeared behind the building in a flash and Erik snapped back to real time. 
He lowered the rifle and ran around the corner of the building in time to see
the truck speed up, swerve wildly around the corner of the road, and crash
headlong into the wreck at the entrance gate.  There was a loud, delayed crash
sound and parts of the crumpled truck flew into the air in a circle pattern
around the gate.  The three men who were in the bed of the truck were flung out
like rag dolls.  They didn't rise after they hit the ground.


Erik took
off in a ground eating sprint towards the wreck.  Then he heard his name again,
only it wasn't Ted and wasn't the Medic.  It was Brin.  When he recognized her
voice, his mind froze, sent mixed signals to his long legs, which caused him to
face plant on the asphalt.  The rifle scraped and skidded off the ground out of
his grip.  


He rolled
over, with a groan and got to his knees as his skinned hands started to bleed. 
He heard her voice again and looked up.  There.


"Erik!"
she screamed again.  She was on the top floor of the Keep, half out a window
and waving frantically to get his attention.  He closed his eyes and sent the
most heartfelt prayer of his life Heavenward.


Thank You.  He
struggled to his suddenly weak legs and raised a bloody hand to signal he saw
her.  He smiled.  She didn't.  


"Hurry!"
she called out.  "Susan's hurt!"  Brin ducked back inside the window.


He took off
towards the building, Henry forgotten.   Nobody could have survived that,
anyway...his mind told him as he applied his long stride to propel him
across the lawn in seconds and through a ground floor door to the Keep.  Two
soldiers had taken posts at the doors, guarding the exits.  The rest had
already started up the stairs of the five-story building.  He took the first
stairwell three steps at a time.


There were
bodies of some of the gangbangers on each floor.  He took in the ghastly scene
as he went higher and higher.  They had been fought off, floor by floor.  One
of the soldiers ahead of him peeled off the stairs to man a window and get a
better view of the wrecked apartment complex.  Erik ignored him and took the
last set of stairs, focused on the screaming and moaning coming from the upper
floor.  Ted was just in front of him and leapt up the stairs like a jungle cat.


When he got
to the top, he found the Ell-Tee already at work on Susan, who was very pale. 
Erik quickly saw she had been shot in the abdomen.  The medic had another
soldier kneel down beside her and assist.  Ted was there in a flash, his hands
cradled his wife's face and the two of them were nose to nose.  They whispered
furtive greetings to each other and Ted tried to reassure his wife she was
okay.


Brin
crashed into Erik with such force they both nearly tumbled down the stairs. 
"Oh God, I thought I'd never see you again!" she breathed into his
ear and nearly choked him.  They had hands in each other's hair, on their
faces, their necks, subconsciously checking for injuries.  Brin had a bandage
on her right forearm but otherwise appeared unhurt.  Erik just held her for a
few precious seconds more.


He muttered
over and over into her dirty hair, eyes screwed shut: "Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou..."


"They
came for you...they kept saying they were hunting you..." she began
to cry.  "Henry...."


"It's
okay...I don’t think Henry will be bothering us anymore," Erik whispered. 
In his mind’s eye he saw again how the truck had smashed into the wreck at the
entrance gate.  There's no way Henry survived.


"What
happened to your arm?" he asked.


"That
bastard bit me..." Brin almost laughed.  


"He bit
you!?"


"Like
he was a dog or something.  Well, not a real bad bite.  I'm pretty
fast.  It was more of a scratch than anything.  I kicked his ass across the
room for it, but...the others went after Susan and the kids.  They said they
wanted to..." she glanced at Ted's girls.  "With the girls...Erik,
they made me so mad I wanted to hurt them.   Bad..." she whispered,
head on his chest.  The tears came back.


"He's
gone...they're all gone.  Don't worry, it's over..." Erik said with a
warmth he didn’t quite feel in his voice.  


Crazy son
of a bitch bit her.  Bit her!  What a freaking nutcase.


"Hey! 
I need help here!  See to the children," barked the medic with a voice
that cracked like a whip.  She had Susan's shirt ripped open to expose what
looked to Erik like a nasty gut shot.  A few of the other surviving women
hovered over the scene, hands over mouths.  


Erik
glanced up from the top of Brin's head and saw there were also a few men, all
guards he had trained and every one of them was wounded.  They had already seen
to each other's wounds and had set to their weapons.  A few peered out windows
in an effort to see if the nightmare was really over.  One just stared straight
ahead, back slumped against the wall and watched the drama unfold over Susan. 
He was done fighting.  


Erik
blinked.  He suddenly couldn't remember anyone's names.  It was as if he were
floating behind himself in a dream.  Nothing made sense.  The fear of losing
Brin had vanished so fast when she called to him that it was like he was in jet
lag.  


Is this
it?  These are the only survivors?  Dear God...where is
everyone? Where's Art?


He could
see down the hall into the room in which Art Carillion had taken up residence. 
The door was open, some radio gear strewn about.  No sign of their wheelchair
bound HAM radio operator.  For that matter, Alfonse was gone too.


Erik shook
his head to clear it and he and Brin quickly disengaged and grabbed supplies
before checking over Ted and Susan's kids.  One had a nice gash on his leg
where he fell in the rush to get to shelter.  The adults had been too busy
fighting off the attack to tend to the wounded yet.  


Defense
came first. 


Erik set
started to clean Ted's youngest boy's leg.  He carefully wrapped it up with a
bandage.  Inwardly, he marveled at how many wounds he had patched up that day,
between the wounded soldiers at the Marina and now Ted's children.  It seemed
he had lived a lifetime in one day.


"You're
gonna be alright...you're very brave, you know that?" said Erik as gently
as he could.  His hands were red with his own blood and he smeared the nice
clean bandage on the boy's leg.  "Is that too tight?" he asked.  The
little towhead shook side to side.  


The other
children sobbed quietly and clung to each other for support.  They were all
huddled together in the corner further from the stairwell entrance.  Furniture
had been piled in front of them to shield them from stray bullets should the
fight reach the top floor.  Now they used the barricade to hide from the truth
that their mother was in mortal danger.


"Cooper!"


"Here!"
he replied, facing the stairs, rifle up and waiting for an attacker to try and
gain the top floor.


"Get
on the horn—we need those ambulances, now," ordered the
Lieutenant.  "Stupid...stupid...stupid...should've kept them with
us..." she muttered to herself as she threw a blood-soaked bandage over
her shoulder and applied a fresh one.


"Push
harder, dammit, stop that flow!" she growled at her assistant.


"I'm trying,"
grunted the trooper.  He was a grunt, not a nurse.  Erik watched the man's
clumsy hands, filthy with the grime of battle.  The soldier gamely tried to
staunch the flow of blood out of Susan.  It was dark, dark red.  Almost black. 
Erik shivered.  Even he knew that was a bad sign.  


Lord....not
like this.  She deserves to die many years from now in her bed surrounded by
grandchildren...not like this in front of her own babies.  Please...I know I've
asked a lot of you lately, but this is not for me...Erik prayed
as he watched Ted.  The tough Recon Marine was on edge of the cliff.  It was
everything he could do to hold on.


"On
their way!  ETA in five," called out Cooper from the stairs.


"Better
make it two!" replied the medic.  Cooper relayed the frantic message.


The filthy,
scared little boy looked up through the tears that streamed down his face.  His
little body shook with fear but he controlled his crying long enough to speak. 
He could see the Medic and her assistant bent over the pale form of his
mother.  His father slowly rocked back and forth on his heels and held his
wife's head.  The bandage on Ted's wound was soaked to a dark color as if
someone had thrown a glass of merlot at him. Ted's back began to quiver when
the medic's voice started getting higher pitched.  They had to work fast; too
fast for her liking, but they didn't have a choice or the supplies they
needed.  It was going to be a battlefield patch.  Susan's arms slowly dropped
to the floor, limp.


"No...no,
Susan stay with me.  Stay with me!" begged Ted in a soft urgent
voice that Erik would never have recognized as belonging to the Marine. 


"Mommy?"
asked one of the girls.  Her eyes were wide open in fear.  She stood and
reached out an arm.  She was too young to know exactly what was happening, but
instinct told her it was very, very bad.


Erik felt a
little hand squeeze three of his fingers. The big man's eye filled with tears
as he looked down at the little boy.  He really was a younger, smaller version
of Ted, Erik noticed for the hundredth time.  The little man looked up at him
with red rimmed watery eyes.              His eyes were large and very blue.


"Erik,
is my mommy gonna die?" the little boy asked in a high, quiet voice
between quivering breaths.


Next to
him, he heard Brin gasp and put a hand over her mouth.  She wrapped her arms
around the little boy and held him close.  The child still held tight to Erik's
three fingers—it was all he could manage to grab in his small hand.


Erik opened
his mouth but didn't know what to say.


"Stay
with me!" cried Ted.  "Please..."











U.S.S. THEORODORE ROOSEVELT


Haze Gray and Under Way


 


 


WELL, ADMIRAL, THERE it
is…the Rock of Gibraltar.”


“Nothing
between us and home now but the open Atlantic,” grunted the old Admiral.  He
leaned over the railing of the observation deck on the Roosevelt and
peer below.  Satisfied with the level of activity on the flight deck as crews
continued to make sea-repairs, he grunted to himself and turned to face his
companion.


“Steady as
she goes, Captain.  Make your course for Norfolk.”


“Aye, aye,
sir,” replied the Captain.  He nodded to a Lieutenant to relay the message to
the bridge.


Ahead of
the wounded supercarrier, on the gentle swells of the extreme western
Mediterranean on this bright day was the Anzio, spearhead of the surface
fleet.  Still miles out in front further, was the true tip of the spear: the
battlegroup’s remaining twin nuclear attack subs.  They prowled the deep water,
itching for more targets.  The little Franco-Spanish fleet had gotten the
entire battlegroup spooled up for more combat.


Arrayed
around the supercarrier like a pack of sheepdogs were what was left of the
battlegroup: the surviving unarmed support vessels, another cruiser like Anzio,
and the three destroyers.  Together they had cut a wide swath through the enemy
off the coast of southern France like a sword and taken minimal casualties. 
All in all, the Admiral and his command staff figured they were in pretty good
shape for the sprint home.


“Any
contacts?” asked the Admiral has he glassed the African coast, rolling
peacefully by to port, south of the command ship.


“Negative,
sir.  I think we scared the Spaniards right out of the fight with that last
half-assed sortie they tried yesterday.  They won’t contest our crossing into
the Atlantic.”  The Roosevelt’s Captain thought for a moment.  “CAP has
airspace locked down tight till we’re offshore and out of range any land based
fighters.  You want me to add to it?”


The
Admiral, out of curiosity, aimed his collapsible telescope towards the sky and
scanned in silence.  He couldn’t see the F-35 Lightnings of Hawk flight or the
F-18 Superhornets of Hammer flight, but he knew they were up there, circling
like sharks, sniffing for blood in the water.  Between those two squadrons, the
entire battlegroup was protected, 24 hours a day now.  The other squadrons
could scramble within minutes.  An American supercarrier battlegroup, even
wounded, was still the single most potent fighting force on the high seas.  


And his was
going home, no matter the cost.  That determination had already wrecked a
significant portion of France and Spain’s naval power, days earlier.  Another
reminder of America’s rule of the high seas had to be dished out the day before
when a flight of Spanish jets had tried a last ditch attempt to further wound
the Roosevelt.  The Admiral suppressed a chuckle.  The Spaniards had
never even gotten within visual range of the Roosevelt before they were
plucked out of the sky by Hawk flight. 


“I believe
we’ll maintain our status, Captain.  I want the other squadrons to maintain high
alert and be ready at a moment’s notice.  Continue the CAP rotation as is.” 
The Admiral lowered the spyglass and squinted in the glare of the sun
reflecting off the Med.  “I think the news casts we were able to pick up give
us all the info we need.  I don’t see Spain trying anything else.”


“Agreed.  I
think they just want us to get the hell out of here so they don’t have to try
to attack anymore,” the Captain chortled quietly.


The bridge
radio squawked to life from its cradle on the gray railing: “Admiral to the
bridge, Admiral to the bridge!”


A junior
officer rushed up as the Captain held the heavy steel hatch open for the older
officer.  “Report,” he barked over his shoulder.


The Admiral
collapsed his spyglass with a snick-snick-snick and handed the antique to the
young lieutenant.  He knew the crewed loved the idea of running up the Jolly
Roger and the Admiral using a pirate’s spyglass.  Moral couldn’t be higher,
under the circumstances.


“The Hampton
just radioed in contacts to our south, along the Liberian coast.  They also
picked up scratchy transmissions—“


“Let’s hear
it, son,” said the Admiral, impatiently willing his eyes to adjust to the
semi-darkness of the command center, the brain of the supercarrier.  He made
his way forward to the twin heavy seats on a dais looking out over the vast
flight deck and the expanse of ocean beyond.  Above their heads, speakers in
the ceiling let everyone hear the patched through signals from the attack sub.


“—day,
mayday!  Any United States military assets come in…we are under attack!  This
is the U.S.S. Coral Sea, requesting immediate assit—“


The Admiral
stepped over to a microphone and pointed at the Captain, a signal the younger
man well understood.  Find them.  Provide them cover.  Now.


“Coral
Sea, come in Coral Sea, this is Theodore Roosevelt, do you
read me, son?”


“Thank
God!” was the scratchy reply.  The voice nearly screamed in relief.  The
obviously shaken man on the other end of the transmission radioed their
coordinates in a shaky voice.  “They bottled us up after the attack in the
harbor last week.  Left us alone for the most part, to lick our wounds.  But we
couldn’t come ashore because the local warlord got the whole town up in arms
against us.  Now they’re just trying to finish us off.  Just a bunch of pirates
but we’re—“


“Don’t
worry son…I have help on the way.  Just hang tight, keep your heads down and
keep quiet.  No sense giving away details.  This channel is not secure. 
Understand, sailor?”


“Aye,
aye, sir!”


 


LIEUTENANT COMMANDER
RIGGS led Hawk flight over the remnants of the Marine Corps amphibious
carriers, holed up in the small Liberian harbor.  From his view, screaming in
at 10,000 feet, the ramshackle enemy flotilla looked like toy boats blockading
the mortally wounded U.S. vessels.


“Coral
Sea, Coral Sea, do you read me, this is Hawk Lead,” he called out from the
cockpit of his F-35 Lightning II.


“Roger
that, Hawk Lead, thanks for the assist.”


Riggs
grinned behind his oxygen mask as he tipped his stealth fighter over and began
to vector in from the north.  “Looks like they’re trying to move in tight.”


“Affirmative,
we’ve been able to hold our own, but now they’re sending in zodiacs filled with
explosives.  Fuckin’ suicide bombers!”


Riggs could
tell by the lack of return fire and the proximity of the unarmed little
inflatable boats to the larger ships that the Americans were extremely low on
ammo, if not out.  There was no other excuse for letting the scum of the water
get that close to your ship.


“Just keep
your heads down and prepare for evac.  We’re comin’ in hot.”  To his squadron
he called out, “All right, boys, you know the drill.  Spearhead, on me, keep it
loose.  Call your shots.  We don’t want to waste any missiles on these floating
trash heaps.”


“Let the
turkey shoot begin!” whooped one of the other Hawks.


Riggs
checked his mirrors and saw his flight spread out behind him to the left and
right, wings wobbling only a little with the delicate maneuver.  As they
descended down through 5,000 feet and a thin patch of clouds he called out,
“Light ‘em up, Hawks!  Let’s show these jarheads how we do it in the Navy!”


“There
must be sixty or seventy targets down there!” another pilot announced.


“Fox one!”
called out Riggs.  A chorus of missile launches filled his headsets.  The
deadly rain shot forward, their smoke trails looking for all the world like
lances as they sought tiny targets on the water far below.


Missiles
continued to streak across the late afternoon sky.  The first explosion puffed
to life on the surface of the water.  “Got one!” called out Riggs’
wingman.


The third
world flotilla opened up with random and ineffective AAA: AK-47s, pistols, a
few mounted .50 caliber machine guns.  The spray of small arms fire was
impressive in its impotence to defend against the lethal state-of-the-art American
warbirds.  The Lightnings streaked ahead, untouched over and past their
targets.  The little gunboats exploded like firecrackers as the seemingly
unending cascade of missiles rained down on the pirate blockade.


Riggs
risked a low pass to get a better look at the beached Coral Sea.  It
dwarfed the attacking gunboats.   Even run aground and on her side, the
amphibious carrier still looked dangerous.  


He swooped
over a gunboat that looked like it had been put together from six or so
different boats just as a missile hit it amidships.  The explosion was
impressive and rocked the Lightning as he made a pass up the starboard side of
the carrier.  Marines in battle fatigues cheered and raised weapons along the
tilted and torn flight deck.  He saw the main hanger was mostly wreckage, bits
of Harrier jumpjets and hardware were strewn out in the shallow water of the
harbor among the support vessels that had tried to form a protective wall for
the disabled carrier.  He could see the firefight as the guns on the smaller
vessels engaged the enemy flotilla at point blank range to devastating effect.


The little
gunboats and pirate skiffs were quickly closing the distance to their quarry. 
Riggs didn’t like the odds that gave, when his missiles slammed into their targets,
practically on top of the besieged Americans.  He rolled hard into a bank
around the battle, roaring out over the harbor town.  Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw an explosion—one of the support vessels had been rammed with a
zodiac loaded with explosives.  Its hull ruptured, the support vessel nearly
lifted out of the water in a massive fireball.  


“Shit!”
he called out, watching pirates get knocked off their boats by the shockwave
from the death of the American ship.  “Hawk Lead, Hawk Flight,” he said,
grunting from a high-gee turn to get back into the fray.  “Watch it, guys, the
port is crawling with bad guys.  They’re truckin’ ‘em in.  They’re too close
now for missiles—switch to guns and start your strafing runs!”


Something
down below in the spinning view of shanties and dilapidated coastal warehouses
caught Riggs’ eye as he looped out over the city, heading for the water.  He
ignored his squadron’s chatter as they eagerly lanced through the hapless
blockade.  


There.  Two
convoys of trucks forking in towards the coast…oh shit.  His
onboard early warning system squawked to life the instant he saw a flash and
smoke trail in the warren of crowded streets below.


“SAM
launch!  Northwest corner and southeast corner of the port—“ he called out and
threw his fighter into a gut-churning evasive spiral.


“What? 
I got nothing on active search…” another pilot radioed.


“Stingers! 
Handheld missile launch, southeast of the harbor!” crackled the voice of
Riggs’ wingman.  “Target locked, fox two!”


“Taking
fire—“ someone called out with panic in his voice.


“Hawk
Lead, you got a tail!”


“Can’t see
it,” Riggs grunted, ignoring the shrieks of warning from his jet’s computer.


“Bank
port…now!” called Jonesy, screaming in between his commanding officer
and the missile.  Riggs saw a flash out of the corner of his eye as the stinger
missile found Jonesy’s flare.  The two jets turn in tandem and bore down on the
SAM site from opposite directions.  They fired missiles and passed
belly-to-belly.


“Wooaaah! 
That got ‘im!” called out Jonesy as he turned towards the sea battle once
more, another target already in sight.


Riggs hit
the deck and roared through the smoke to strafe what was left of the SAM site. 
Men ran everywhere as vehicles exploded in Riggs’ path.


“Hawk
Lead, Hammer Lead.  Anything left for us?” came over Riggs helmet.  He
grinned as he saw a fresh wave of American jets streak into the maelstrom of
destruction from the north.  Reinforcements had arrived.


Poor
bastards won’t know what hit ‘em.  Maybe next time they won’t pick a fight they
don’t have any business watching, let alone fighting.  Out loud,
Riggs replied, “You bet, Sledgehammer.  There’s another SAM site, southeast
corner of the harbor—looks like they’re getting reinforced from the east.”


“Copy
that,” replied Sledgehammer.  Riggs wobbled his wings in salute as he
headed out to sea, past Hammer Flight, hell bent on destruction.


Once Riggs
was satisfied resistance had been crushed, he circled the crippled amphibious
carrier one more time through the smoke of dozens of burning enemy boats. 
“Nest, Hawk Lead,” he said.  “The road’s clear for evac, over.”


“Roger
that, Hawk Lead.  Stay on station as long as you can, transports are inbound,”
replied the Roosevelt’s communication officer, miles out to sea to the
east.  The supply ship Rodger Young, now an impromptu rescue ship, had
diverted to only a mile outside the harbor during the battle.  By the time she
steamed into the harbor through the wreckage, all the Roosevelt’s
contingent of SeaKing helicopters began to arrive, ready to pull out what
surviving Americans they could find.  The swarm of massive helicopters began to
make their way towards the waiting survivors on board the crippled Coral Sea.


Riggs and
the rest of Hawk Flight circled high overhead of the harbor and town, like
prowling sharks.  Hammer Flight had chased the surviving warlord forces inland,
striking a devastating blow to the private little army that funded pirates for
decades.  Riggs shook his head at the carnage in the streets and the awesome firepower
unleashed on the would be warriors.


“Can’t
believe they’d be so stupid to attack us like that…” he muttered at the scene
below.  Most of the town was on fire, many of the buildings nearest the water
were simply flattened and lay in pieces in the water they overlooked just an
hour before.


“Well,
my momma always says, ‘stupid should hurt’,” Jonesy drawled in a dramatic
southern accent.


“Thank
you, Forrest,” another pilot laughed.


 


IF WE RUN across the
Russian sonsabitches that did this, we’re putting them at the bottom of the
Atlantic!” roared the Admiral in a fit of rage not seen in many years.  It had
been three hours since the last surviving American was pulled from the wreckage
of the Coral Sea and airlifted to safety.  The battlegroup was making good
time, heading due west for home.


      “Sir,
taking on France and Spain is one thing…” cautioned the cold-war trained
Captain of the Roosevelt.


      “To
hell with them!  All of ‘em!  I’ve seen the after action report from the
Coral Sea’s XO.  Damn it, they were already run aground and the Russians
hit her again.  They didn’t help our sailors and Marines when the Forrestal
sunk at the beginning of all this mess.  I think they did that as well!”


“We do have
authorization,” mused Anzio’s skipper.  The assembled captains from around the
battlegroup nodded in agreement.


“There are
certain lines a sailor—no matter what nation, no matter what conflict—simply
does not cross!  Well…” the Admiral huffed, one grizzled finger pointing
on the map spread out across the polished oak table in the conference cabin.  “Two
can play at that, gentlemen.  Shame we don’t have the opportunity to go
hunting…”


“We’ll make
Norfolk in about four days at present speed, barring weather…” the Roosevelt’s
skipper looked up from a chart.  He put the report down and folded his arms. 
“Still no contact outside the battlegroup.  That ICBM sure did a number on all
of us.”


“Maybe
there’s no one back home to listen.  If they nuked us…”


“Tom,” the
Admiral said in a not unkind voice, looking at the last speaker, the skipper of
one of the support vessels serving as a hospital ship.  “We’re not going to
fall prey to rampant speculation.  Gentlemen,” he said, taking in the rest of
the captains.  “We have a mission to achieve.  We are going home.  I don’t care
what has been done to them back home until we get there.  Then…” he said,
balling a fist and slapping it into his other hand.  


“It’s our
turn.”











THE REGULATORS


Scorched Earth


 


 


AND TO ANYONE in
America this dark night, anyone listening to my voice, know this: the people of
Great Britain stand with you.  This is Nigel Tinwattle saying goodnight from
London.  May God protect us all.”


“Screw
that!  Send some damn troops, you Limey bastards!” hissed Lance.  He slapped
the shortwave radio off in disgust.  “England done lost its balls.”


Rob
finished re-loading his old Winchester 30-30 and leaned it gently against the
wall.  He sighed, a long, deep, weary sound that unsettled his friend.  “Don’t know
how we’re gonna get out of this one.”  He passed a bottle of Kentucky bourbon
to Steve who took a swig and passed it back with a hiss.


“You know
we can’t stay no longer,” said Lance.  He all but shrugged his shoulders. 
“whole damn town’s fled north.  There’s just too many Mexicans and they’re all
armed now.  Like the damn Chinese just gave all the Mexicans guns and said ‘Go
on, now, take all that land back.’”  He shook his head, creating a small cloud
of dust and fine ash.


Ash.  The
fires had swept down out of the Coronado National forest and consumed Nogales
days ago.  All around the compound now the world was choking in smoke and armed
Mexican nationals.  For all the Regulators knew, a Chinese army was marching
north right then, covered by smoke from Nogales.  It was the definition of an
untenable situation.


Rob
frowned.  It wasn’t fair.  He slammed a dusty gloved fist into the radio
bench.  Steve caught the bourbon bottle as it tipped over.  “We were so close. 
We saw this coming and no one bothered to listen.”


“Well, all
the Border Patrol boys high-tailed it a while ago.  No one left now but us, I
reckon, anyway.”  This time Lance did shrug.  He had gotten the mad out of his
system and resigned himself to what fate had served him.  He took another slug
of the bourbon.  It helped.


A knock at
the door revealed the Ed Franks, smiling like a cat.  “We’re all set Rob. 
Anyone pokes around here’ll be in for a treat.”


“I never
thought I’d leave this land,” muttered Rob to himself.  He sighed again, stood
and fetched his rifle.


“All rigged
up?” asked Lance.


“Yup, got
your standard homemade explosives and napalm traps at all the doors and
windows.  Jimbo set up one doozey of a pit down yonder by the mess hall.  Got
stakes dipped in sheep shit at the bottom.”


“Nice.  Too
bad we won’t see the look on their faces when they fall in that,” grinned
Steve.


“Have the
boys gas up all the vehicles we got left that’ll run.  Fill up every can we got—hell,
even the water bottles.  We’ll burn the rest.”


Lance
looked at Rob.  “Food and supplies?”


“Take
everything we can.  Burn everything else.  Scorched earth, Lance.”  Rob put on
his weather-beaten Stetson and opened the door to the simmering Arizona
morning.  The ever present cloud of ash and smoke threatened to blanket the room
immediately.  Through the dim light, Rob grimaced.  Over his shoulder, he said,
“Scorched earth, boys.  We leave them nothing but death and ashes.  Exactly
what they gave us.”


Ed nodded
then turned to go but paused, as if unsure what to say.  Steeling himself for
the answer, he asked, “Have we heard from the women?”


Rob turned
and smiled.  His first genuine smile in days.  “Yes, as a matter of fact.  They
made it just t’other side of Tucson this morning.  Susie’s got family there.  
They should be fine till there till we get to the Apache and get the hunting
cabins set up.”


Ed nodded
again.  “Any word  from ‘em today?”


Lance and
Rob shared a look.  “No,” said Ro.  It sounded like an apology.  Rob set his
face in stone again and went past Ed.  “Come on.  We’ve got a compound to
destroy.”


It took
longer than Rob had hoped, but eventually, every truck, Jeep and trailer was
loaded for bear with food, water, gas and ammo.  The chickens had been taken
ahead with the women and children.  That left the handful of the Franks’ sheep
and the horses.  After their mounts were loaded on trailers, the sheep were
rounded up and shot.  They couldn’t be taken along and Rob wasn’t  about to let
them be eaten by the invaders.


“Well,
she’s the last one,” said Lance, pointing at the docile ewe, watching the
Regulators through dull eyes and chewing a its cud.


Rob
strolled over to the sheep and patted its head.  “One last act of defiance.” 
He hefted the sheep and carried it over to the compound’s well.  With one
smooth motion, he slit the poor animals throat and dropped the twitching body
into black pit of the well.  A few heartbeats later there was a muffled splash.


“Hope the
bastards are thirsty,” said Lance with a grin.


Rob cleaned
his blade and stared into the darkness of the well’s mouth.  He offered a
silent prayer asking for guidance and the strength to do what must be done.  He
asked for forgiveness for the lives he’d taken in the defense of his country
and his family.  He asked for forgiveness for the lives he was about to take. 
Lastly, he prayed for the men he’d lost and those who remained.  Above all,
Lord, he prayed, protect these Patriots.


Rob turned
to face the last of the Regulators with a calm in his heart not felt sense
before The Troubles.  All their vehicles, dusty, rugged trucks, SUVs and Jeeps,
were loaded.  It looked exactly like what it was…an evacuation.


The first
flickers of flames appeared in the windows of a nearby building.  Soon, he
figured, the whole place would go up.  Through the dim afternoon ash-chocked
light Rob turned to address the men.  “Boys, I think you know as well as I,
that our troubles are just beginnin’.  We’re gonna travel fast, and we’re gonna
travel hard.  I don’t like runnin’ any more’n you all do, but we don’t have a
choice any more.”  He saw the downward glances and could feel the shame of
retreat radiate from his men.


“But that
ain’t nothin’ compared to what those foreign bastards are facin’.”


Some of the
Regulators whooped and waved hats.


“I told
this to Lance already, but I’ll tell you now, too.”  He could almost taste the
anticipation.  “Our forefathers went through all this in the Revolution. 
Outgunned and out manned.  We’re gonna do what they did.  Behind every wall,
every rock, every fence and every house, they’re gonna find a rifle pointed at
them.  We will hit them and melt into the fog, forest or desert, wherever the
hell we’re at.  We will steal supplies from them in the night, take no
prisoners and show no mercy.”  The men watched him with rapt attention.  Rob
smiled.


“So remember
this on our long road ahead of us.  Today we retreat.  Tomorrow, we fight
back.”


The
Regulators cheered and waved hats in response.  A few fired off shots into the
air.  Rob stepped up on the kick-plate of the his big truck and waved a hand
for silence.


“Regulators! 
Mount up!  We head north!”


 


CLOSE TO SUNSET, Rob’s
radio crackled to life as the Regulator convoy closed in on the outlying
suburbs of Tucson: “One, we got a roadblock up ahead ‘bout 2 miles up 19.”  Steve
was reporting from his Jeep a few miles ahead of the convoy as it rolled north
on Interstate 19.  “Looks like someone wants to shut down the highway going
into Tucson.”


Rob cruised
on for a few moments, thinking.  They’d have to stop for fuel soon, or begin to
deplete their reserves already.  He grabbed the radio, “Hold up there,
Overwatch.  I’ll come up.”  He switched frequency so all the Regulators could
listen.


“Regulators,
we have a roadblock just south of Tucson.  Looks like the suburbanites are tryin’
to hole up.  Overwatch has stopped a few miles up ahead of us.  You all park
there while I check it out.”  When he received acknowledgements from all the
vehicles, he switched back to Steve’s frequency.


“You catch
that, Overwatch?”


“Yep.”


“Good.  You
got glass on the roadblock?”


“Yeah…I
can see a couple big rigs been jackknifed across all lane….couple ‘a cars—-they
look burned out.”


“Any
movement?”


“Negative,
One.  I don’t see no one….don’t see any lights in town or any houses either. 
This is creepy man, even considerin’ no one has power.  You’d think there’d be
candles or fires or lamps or something’.  I see garbage and abandoned cars and
that’s it.  But the cars…they look like they were, I don’t know, almost placed
where they’re at.  It’s strange.”


Rob
considered this.  “You been spotted?”


“No
way.  I’m off-road to the East behind a hill in a stand of cactus.  I hiked up
here to check things out.”


“Alright,
well, I’m comin’ up to your turn off now.  Gotta hide your tracks better, man.”


Lance
laughed.  “Good luck.”


Behind him
in the faded light of the setting sun filtered through all the smoke, he could
see the others parking on the highway and getting out of vehicles to stretch
and socialize.


“Regulators,
maintain cover in all directions…I want fire teams at the four corners.  We
will not be surprised out here, understood?”


“Roger
that, I’ll rustle up the guard,” replied the gravelly voice of Ed Franks.


Rob turned
on his hazard lights and approached the road block at a leisurely 20 miles per
hour, both hands on the wheel.  He wanted to anyone watching to see he was
approaching slowly and not threatening at all.


“These rigs
aren’t a roadblock,” he radioed to Lance.  “They’re jackknifed alright, like on
accident, but they’re a good 10 yards apart, almost exactly.  Looks more like a
fortification.  I have to twist and turn to get through the maze, they could
pour fire down on me from every direction.  A murder lane.”


“Sure
don’t look like it from here…” replied Lance over the radio.  “Looks
like lucky accident created a roadblock.”


Rob
carefully drove between the two semi’s and came to a stop when someone with
what looked like an AR-15 stood up behind a burned out car and took aim at his
truck.  Rob jumped a little despite is expectation of such a surprise. 
“Contact,” he muttered as he put the truck in park and waited with both hands
up off the wheel in plain sight.


“I got
two more on your right…” warned Lance.  “I can get one, maybe two, but
not all of them…targeting your eleven o’clock first.  He looks leaderish.”


The man
with the AR-15, ignorant that his head was securely in the crosshairs of a high
powered hunting rifle that he couldn’t see, approached slowly and motioned for
Rob to roll down the truck’s window.  He didn’t appear to have the cocky
attitude of one who clearly had the upper hand.  Rob found that interesting and
heartening at the same time.  The man outside his truck looked calm but his eyes
were constantly scanning.  He had training.


“Sorry,
mister.  Road’s closed.  You’ll have to turn around.”


Rob
estimated the man to be in his early forties.  He had sunken, tired looking
eyes and that lean, hungry look of a soldier too long on patrol.  Rob took a
second glance before he answered, hoping to appear nervous, rather than
calculating.  He was right.  The man next to his truck looked downright
exhausted.  Rob casually noticed that the AR-15 was safed.  That was
interesting.


“I’m
sorry,” he said.  “I was just trying to work my way north—“


“Said the
road’s closed.”  The man looked at Rob’s truck bed, loaded to the gills with
supplies.  Rob suppressed a grimace. In their haste to leave before the
Chinese/Mexican forces arrived, he had neglected to have everyone cover their
loads in tarps or sheets.  He was inviting a robbery.


“You
alone?” the man asked, eyes still on the rolling toy store that was Rob’s
truck.


“No.”  Rob
waited for the man to glance around nervously.  When he looked inside the cab again,
Rob continued.  “I’m a member of the Arizona Regulators—“


“You the
guys down at the border that caused all the ruckus?”  It looked like he was
trying to hide a grin.            


“Yes,” Rob
said cautiously.


“Brady!”
called a second man with two pistols pointed at the truck.  He walked in front
and came up next to the first man.  “Hurry up!” he hissed as if Rob couldn’t
hear every word from two feet away.


“Shut up—this
guy’s a Regulator,” said Mr. AR-15, whom Rob now knew was Brady.  To Rob:
“Yeah, we had a bunch of you guys come through about a week ago.  Mostly women
it looked like, but tough as nails.  That’s why we set up the roadblock.”


“What?”
asked Rob.  “Surely they didn’t cause any trouble…”


“Oh no. 
They gave us the idea.  Told the mayor about all the shit goin’ on down near
Nogales.  Kinda spooked us, y’know?” said Brady with a half-shrug.


Rob nodded
and looked at the road block again.  “The rest of my men are about a mile
behind me.  We’re headed to the other side of Tombstone.  Trying to regroup.”


“Is it true
the Red Chinese are invading?” asked the man with the pistols.  Rob was
relieved to see he had lowered his weapons, though they were clearly not
safed.


“Yeah,” Rob
sighed.  “That’s why we’re on the road.  Mexicans are being supplied by the
Chinese now.  Saw a damn tank a few days back and ‘spect there’s a lot more
where that came from.  A Chinese tank!  In Arizona!”  He shook his head in
disgust.


“Sweet
Jesus,” muttered Brady.


“I don’t
believe it,” whispered his companion.


“Believe
it, boys.  They’re coming.  You can’t fight them on your own.  We all got to
pitch in on this one…but I think we all got to survive the first wave first. 
Best high tail it east or north or hell, even west.” 


The two men
looked at each other.  Brady seemed to consider Rob’s advice.


Rob pressed
on.  “Just get out of their way first.  I hear there’s an army of vets forming
up near Denver.  They’re making it the new national capital, you know.  Maybe
that’s where we all ought to go.  At least someone wants to fight back.”


“We heard
that too,” said Brady.  “But to leave everything…”


“Screw this
place…I ain’t dying for this desert.  I’m taking Martha and we’re getting’ the
hell out of here, man,” said Brady’s companion.  He turned to Rob.  “Can we
come with you, mister?  My wife and me got guns and we’ll bring our own
supplies—“


Rob held
his hand up.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t think so…”  Rob saw the man’s face fall. 
Before anger could take hold, Rob continued.  “At least not yet.  We’re all
headed for Tombstone, once we swing around the north side of Tucson.  Figure
the ChiCom’s will want Tucson and head west and north for Phoenix.  We aim to
take ‘em in the ass.”


Brady
smiled.  “Harassment.  Nice.”


Rob paused—maybe
this Brady was sharper than he appeared.   “Anyway, my men and I need to push
on through.  I uh…I don’t suppose we could gas up here and be on our way?”


Brady’s
companion’s face turned dark.  “You won’t take us but you’ll take our gas—“


Brady put a
hand on the man’s chest and pushed him back to quiet him.  “Don’t see why not,”
he said over his shoulder to Rob.  “Take what you need from the abandoned cars
on the interstate, I guess.  Most folks left a month or so back.  Gave us a lot
of cars but no one to use ‘em.”


Rob touched
the brim of his hat, “Much obliged.”  He picked up the radio off the dash and
said, “All right boys, coast is clear.  Come on in.  We have permission to take
gas from abandoned cars.  Keep it to the interstate and keep it respectful.”


“Copy that
One, Overlord out,” was Lance’s immediate reply.  The others chimed
in as well.


Rob chatted
with Brady until the convoy arrived, telling of the events of the past few
weeks down on the border.  The raids into Nogales; the kidnappings.  A few
brief skirmishes by the Regulators; the arrival of the Chinese.  Brady soaked
it all up and asked detailed questions.  When Rob asked of events in the north,
he was more than willing to repay the kindness of news and explained of the
mass exodus from Tucson.  The gangs had run wild, how MS-13 had taken over the
downtown and was only now starting to encroach on the suburbs.  It was anarchy
a few miles north, he said.


Finally the
convoy arrived and passed with Lance in the lead.  As the Regulators slowly
navigated the roadblock, Rob began to follow.  “You military?” he asked Brady,
walking along the truck as Rob rolled ahead at idle.


“Two stints
with the Army.  Desert Storm.”


Rob nodded
in respect and thanked him again.  “I’m serious, Brady.  What’s coming is bad. 
Real bad.  You need to get your people out of here.”


Brady paused,
back at his position in the roadblock and surveyed the dry, southern Arizona
landscape leading up to Tucson to the north.  Smoke from the dying inner city
drifted lazily in the still desert air.  He sighed.  “I don’t know.  I just
don’t know.  Where’ll we go?  We got things pretty well sorted out here…even
the gangs don’t mess with us now.”


“You got a
HAM?” asked Rob.


“Yeah.”


Rob gave
him the Regulator call sign and the frequency they monitored.  “When the power
went, most relay stations went offline—“


“There’s
plenty of solar-powered ones though,” said Brady.  


“You really
gonna stay?” Rob asked one more time.  The town was larger than Nogales, but
even if everyone was armed, there was an army coming.


“Local law
enforcement in the county got together a few weeks back…like a network.  We’re
planning things for ‘em.  Just didn’t have confirmation they were coming till
you and your men showed up,” Brady said, grinning.


Rob saw the
same look on his Regulators a while back before the shooting had started.  Now
they all looked grim, not excited.  Tired, not amped.  “Well, take care of
yourself, soldier.  Call us—we’ll help if we’re able.  We owe you one for the
gas.”


“You
already have helped.  You delayed them down south at the border for us.  That
gave us time.  Now you gave us intel.  I’ll get on the horn and spread the word
county-wide.  We’ll have a welcome mat ready for the yellow bastards.”


They shook
hands and Rob pulled away to catch up with his convoy.  As he drove through the
suburban streets south of Tucson, he saw signs on every street that the
residents—or someone—was preparing for a real fight.  Blockades, kill
zones, reinforcement of buildings and some groups of men and women training. 
He shook his head sadly.


“They
don’t get it, do they?” asked Lance’s voice over the radio, as if reading
Rob’s mind.  The convoy, still up ahead, was slowing along the main interstate,
men pulling over to siphon gas from abandoned cars.


“They got
balls, standin’ up like this,” admired Rob sadly.  “Maybe they’ll see they
don’t got no tanks to fight back and bug out like us.  We could use the help. 
These folk got religion.”


“Think
so?”


Rob drove
past city hall and saw with pride the US flag flying above the famous yellow
Gadsden Rattlesnake, the motto “Don’t Tread On Me” flying proudly in the new
Revolution.  The Arizona flag flew on a separate pole but was there,
nonetheless.


“They can
fight with us anytime,” Rob said.


“Lot of
AR-15s…think they raided a National Guard armory or something.  I swear I just
saw some dude with an anti-tank rocket…”


Rob saw an
armored personnel carrier rumbled down a side street with three camo-clad
soldiers in full kit.  “Something like that,” he grinned.  Rob pulled over by
an abandoned car when he caught up with the convoy.  He picked up the radio and
called out, “All right Regulators…top off and we move out.  We got a lot of
miles to cover before Tombstone.”   He grinned to himself.  Everyone he’d met
thinks the Regulators were bound for Tombstone, but once north of Tucson they would
head northeast, not east.  Up in the Apache, they could hunt and fish and raid
down on the Chinese at will.


Besides, he told
himself, we gotta stay near Tucson when the shit hits the fan.  Gotta be
ready to help out Brady and his men.  They could be useful allies.


Rob’s grin
faded when he thought of the coming fighting.  It would no longer be border
skirmishes and defense of private property.  Their personal conflict was
growing.


The
Regulators were going to war.
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TED LOOKED AT the
doctor in disbelief.  “Excuse me?” he asked.


“I said
your wife is a very lucky woman.  If she hadn’t gotten here when she did…” he
wiped the sweat off his balding brow with a gloved hand.  “If the bullet had
gone just a fraction of an inch to the right—“


“She’s
going to make it?” gasped Ted.  The pain and grief that had become his armor
over the last 24 hours began to drop away.  Instead, the faintest glimmer of
hope registered across his sweat and grime covered face.


The doctor,
a Colonel, Erik saw, smiled the smile of a grandfather explaining something to
a young grandson for the umpteenth time.  Eternally patient.  “Yes, son, she’s
going to be fine.  She’ll be sore, more sore than she’s ever been in her life,
but she’ll live.”


Ted fairly
tackled the Colonel with a whoop of joy that echoed through the cavernous
gymnasium that was their makeshift hospital.  Others who were waiting for word
of loved ones looked up, some with anger at being disturbed, others taking
heart at the expression of hope.


Erik had to
pull the Marine off, thanking the man over and over again.  Eventually, the
doctor begged leave and moved off to check on his other patients and Ted and
Erik were alone in their little corner of the crowded building.


Ted looked
at his friend and smiled.  It was an exhausted, but heartfelt smile of relief. 
“She’s going to make it…”


“That’s
what the man said,” Erik replied with a grin.  “Come on, let’s get some fresh
air.”  All of the moans and cries of the wounded gave him a cold chill down his
spine.  He never could tolerate being in a hospital.


Just then,
Brin walked up carrying supplies for the operating room.  When they had arrived
in the National Guard convey after their rescue from the Freehold, she had
immediately volunteered to help.  “I take it you got some good news!” she said,
her face hopefully watching Ted.


Ted was all
smiles and hugged her so forcefully she nearly dropped the towels and sterile
gloves she carried.   He stepped back, eyes moist.  “It’s true—she’s going to
make it.”  He choked back a tear, voice hoarse with relief.  “I can’t hardly
believe it—she lost so much blood…”


“When can
you see her?”


Ted looked
at Brin and blinked.  “I…I don’t know.  I don’t think he said and I forgot to
ask…”  He turned towards the back of the gym, where the makeshift walls had
been erected to give the doctors and patients privacy.


Before Ted
could march off to find out, a young soldier came in the main door and spotted
the three survivors from the Freehold.  They were the newest people to hitch up
with the National Guard in the area and Erik was unmistakable with his shock of
red, unruly hair and large frame.


“Jenson? 
Larsson?” the soldier asked in a clipped, professional tone.


Ted looked
the man up and down before answering.  “Yeah.  What can I do for you, Private?”


The soldier
straightened his shoulders and delivered his message.  “Captain Williams sends
his compliments, sirs, and requests your presence in the HQ tent.”


The three
civilians shared a look.  “What for?” asked Brin, suspicion in her voice.


The soldier
looked at her and nodded the tip of his helmet.  “Begging pardon ma’am, but he
didn’t tell me.  I was sent to fetch ‘em, that’s all.  Got a vehicle out
front.  Gentlemen?” he asked and held the door open, palm gesturing outside.


“It’ll be alright,”
said Erik.  He leaned over and kissed his wife on the cheek.  “We’ll be right
back.”


“Lead on,
MacDuff,” quipped Ted with a smile.


As it
turned out, Captain Williams did not want to speak with the two
civilians at length.  He was just the middleman.  He congratulated Ted on his
wife’s prognosis and thanked Erik and Ted again for rescuing his men from the
Marina.


“Gentlemen,
I asked you here at the request of my new commanding officer, Colonel West.” 
He waved a hand to another man who had just entered the room.


Erik
watched as Colonel West walked to Ted and shook his hand.  The two men, one
older and shorter, one younger and taller, sized each other up in that way that
men who deal in death often do.   Then the Colonel moved over to Erik with
clipped, efficient movement and extended a hand.


Erik was
surprised by the strength in the older man’s grip.  His high and tight gray
hair and the lines on his weathered face said he was old, but the grip could
have bent steel.  Erik tried to not wince.


Colonel
West stared in to Erik’s eyes with a blue-gray gaze that took the measure of
the younger man in a split second.  He stepped back and put his hands behind
his back, just below the web belt that kept his BDUs in perfect order.  “My
name is Colonel Nathaniel West.  I’m the new CO in this area of operation and
I’ve got new orders.”


Erik and
Ted looked at each other then glanced at Captain Williams.  He was watching the
Colonel from under hooded eyes.  He has no idea either, thought Erik
warily.  “Sir,” asked Erik cautiously.  “What exactly does that have to do with
us?”


The Colonel
frowned and looked at Erik with eyes that held no emotion whatsoever.  Whatever
it is, he doesn’t like it…


“In light
of your service to the soldiers at the Marina, my commanding officer,
General Thompson, has directed me to thank you on his behalf.”  The Colonel
ground his teeth and paused.  Clearly, he did not like thanking civilians for
something he had no part in commanding or planning.


“Well,”
said Ted, totally unfazed by the Colonel’s demeanor.  He grinned.  “Just tell
the General he’s welcome.  We’re glad we could help out.”


The Colonel
grimaced but continued.  “That’s not all.  I am to offer you a choice.  The
General…”


“Colonel
West?” asked a voice in the adjacent room.


“Here,” he
barked without taking his eyes off Erik and Ted.  Another soldier came in and
after begging pardon for interrupting, handed the Colonel a sheet of paper and
saluted.  


“Damn.  I
knew this was going to happen,” the Colonel muttered.  He glanced at the two
civilians in front of him, then looked at Captain Williams.  “You handle this
foolishness, Williams.  I don’t have time for pleasantries anymore.  I want you
to find me when you’re done.  Make it quick.”  The Colonel handed Captain
Williams a slip of paper from his pocket and the message he had just received.


Captain
Williams saluted.  “Yes, sir.”


Colonel
West looked at Erik and Ted one more time, grunted his disgust at the situation
and stormed out of the room.  The tension in the room vanished almost
instantly.  Erik exhaled.  Ted was still grinning like a kid on Christmas Day.


Captain
Williams read the papers in his hands and looked up, his face pale.  “Well,
boys, I got good news and bad news.”


Ted’s face
darkened instantly.  “Bad news.”


The Captain
looked at the paper again.  “We’re pulling out.  This is from the new area
commander ,General Thompson.”


“Area
commander?” asked Erik.


“New?”
asked Ted.


“Yeah…this
is a notice to all Florida National Guard units that can receive the
transmission.  General Thompson has assumed command of all state forces.”


“It’s that
bad?” asked Ted quietly.


“Looks like
it,” replied Captain Williams.  He tugged at the collar on his uniform and
looked very uncomfortable.  “Says here, the chain of command has collapsed.  No
word from the Governor and no word from central command in Washington.”  He
looked up at the two civilians.  “When that happens, the highest ranking area
commander is to assume command of the statewide forces to regain control of the
situation.”  He glanced back down at the paper in disbelief.   “I’d never
thought to implement this in anything other than a hurricane.”


Erik’s mind
raced.  “So, let me get this straight…the President suspended the Constitution
and put the whole country under martial law.  Now the military can’t
communicate with itself or the President, so the highest ranking state
commanders are now in total control?  And all this while Europe is invading our
country.”


“’Bout sums
it up, yup.”


“Great,”
said Ted with a frown.     


Erik
ignored his friend’s sarcasm.  “So, this General Thompson, for all intents and
purposes is just a dictator now?  He’s judge, jury and executioner all
in one.”


“I don’t
write the rules, Mr. Larsson.”  Captain Williams glanced back down at the
paper.  “Says here that he’s ordered a general retreat and regrouping.  All
units are to proceed north to the Orlando-Tampa Line.”


“Wait,
we’re just giving up all of south Florida?” asked Ted, shocked.


“Looks like
it.  Russian and Cuban forces have already taken Miami and are expected to
spread out soon.  They’re getting resupplied from Cuba on a regular basis.  We
can’t stop it alone so we got to pull back and get ready.”


“But…”
started Erik.


“No ‘buts’,
Mr. Larsson.  We got 12 hours to be on the road north.  It says bring all
civilians possible, but leave everyone sick or wounded behind if it means
disrupting unit cohesion.”


“He can’t
do that!” said Erik.  “There are thousands of people who live here—how…”


“Susan.”  


Erik
stopped and looked at his friend.  Ted looked at the floor, his face dark with
despair.  “You can’t take her with you…” he muttered.  “She’ll slow you down.”


“You didn’t
let me give you the good news,” said Captain Williams.  He waited for Erik and
Ted to look at him before he continued.   “The reason Colonel West asked for you
is this,” he held up the other paper.  “This is an order from General Thompson
to offer you a choice in return for your actions at the Marina.”


“A choice?”
asked Erik.


“A choice. 
Mr. Jenson, the General is willing to accept your reenlistment and give you a
brevet rank of Major in the Florida National Guard.  Mr. Larsson, the General
is willing to accept your enlistment at the brevet rank of Second Lieutenant. 
Both of you will be assigned to my staff.”


“What?”
asked Erik.  “I never said I’d join up!”


“I know—“
began Captain Williams, hand up.


“With all
due respect, I’m a Marine and I’ll die a Marine, sir,” replied Ted with ice in
his voice.  He appeared to be insulted at the very thought of joining the Army.


“I thought
you might say that.  This says that should you both decide to join us, your
families will be brought to safety on our side of the Line.  If you decline,
you’ll be behind enemy lines once we pull out.”


“You’ll
take Susan?  She’ll stay with the docs?” asked Ted, hopeful again.


“According
to this, yes.”


Ted looked
at Erik.   “Seems a small price to pay…” he said.


Erik wasn’t
convinced.  “And if we refuse?”


“Well,”
Captain Williams read some more.  “I see why the Colonel was mad.”  He
chuckled.  “Says here that you’re to be given food, weapons, ammunition and supplies
to last a week.  For you, your families and a vehicle.  You can make
your own way to wherever you want to go — be it north, south or whatever.”


Erik
immediately latched on to that idea.  “So if we want to go north…say, way
north…”


“This
letter will be your safe passage.  Says so right there at the bottom,” replied
Captain Williams.   “Seems one of the boys you pulled out of the Marina was the
grandson of General Thompson and he’s feeling generous.”  Captain Williams
looked from one man to the other.  “I’ll give you two a few minutes to work it
out, but you heard the Colonel.  We gotta move on this.”


After the
Captain had stepped out of the room, Ted looked at Erik with pleading eyes.  “I
gotta go with them, man.  Susan…”


“I know,”
Erik said, wiping the sweat from his face.  “She’s got to go with the
doctors.”  He scratched red unruly beard on his chin and thought about the
winters of his youth, up north.  What he wouldn’t give for some snow.  “I
just…I’m not convinced we shouldn’t take the loot and strike out on our own.”


“If Susan
hadn’t gotten shot…” started Ted.


“But she
did.  And you can’t leave her.  You can’t leave your kids, man.”


“Well, it’s
not like I haven’t done it before.  They’re military kids.  They’ll
understand.  But…with Susan it’s different.  I can’t leave her.  Not
like this.  Not here.”  Ted stepped over to the window watched the activity
outside.  Soldiers rushed here and there, trucks rumbled past.   In the
distance, the first of the tents began to collapse.  “I’m sorry,” he
whispered.  “I can’t go with you.  I want nothing more than to get my family
out of harm’s way and head for the hills…but…”


“I never
said I was leaving,” said Erik, equally as quiet.  “Brin’s not likely to want
head off into the wilderness.  You saw how fast she took to helping out at the
hospital tent.  It’s what she was born to do—help people.”  Erik sighed, a
deep, soulful gust of air.  His shoulders drooped.   He walked over to stand
next to Ted and peered out the window.  


“I wanted
to get us away from all this so much…if I stay, we’ll be going straight into
the fire.  If we leave, it’ll be just the two of us, out in the wilderness
heading north towards…I don’t even know what’s there…or who survived,” he said
quietly.


“So…” said
Captain Williams from behind them.  “What’s it going to be, gentlemen?  I have
to tell you, before you answer,” he said, holding his hand up again to
forestall Erik from speaking.  “I liked how you operated, both in the apartment
complex and on that boat.  That’s the kind of soldier we try to train, but you
got it naturally.  I’d be proud to have you with us.”


Erik and
turned slowly to face the soldier.  “What about boot camp?  Training?  Hell, I
don’t even know when to salute or say ‘sir’ or…anything!” Erik said.  He
was trying to convince himself he hadn’t made up his mind, but Ted knew
otherwise.


Captain
Williams smiled.  “You know how to shoot an M-4.  You know who the bad guys
are.  That’s all you really need to know.  Besides, that’s where I come in. 
Don’t think that we’d just take anyone off the streets and throw a uniform on
‘em and expect them to be all they could be.  The world has changed, son. 
Everything’s changed.  What I want from you two is reconnaissance.  I know it
says staff,” he said, holding up the paper.  “But this is war.  I don’t need a
staff.  I need eyes and ears out ahead of me.”


Ted turned
around with a dark smile.  “Now that I can do.”


“I thought
you’d say that,” grinned Captain Williams.  “Here’s the deal: you two swear the
Oath, I give you guns and gear and you range out ahead of us or go where I tell
you to and scout things out.  My men are going to spearhead the battalion, and
I can’t go blundering north blind as a bat.”  He put his hands on his hips,
gripping the web belt at his waist.  “It’s a long way to the other side of
Orlando and there’s gonna be a lot of tight spots I hope to avoid.  You two and
some other’s we’ve picked up along the way will keep the main column clear of
hotspots.”


“Uniformed?”
asked Ted.


“No,”
Captain Williams shook his head.  “You’re going to be auxiliaries.  Suit
yourselves, BDUs or plainclothes.  As long as you get me the info and cause
some damage to the enemy, do what you want.”


“So if we
get caught, we’re hung as spies,” grumbled Erik.  “Awesome.”


“No war is
without risk.  That’s the nature of the game.  And don’t fool yourselves.  This
is a full blown invasion.”


Erik sighed
again.  Ted did nothing but watch him.  “Well,” said the younger man.  “Captain
Williams I’ll be honest with you.  I want to go north.  Way north.  My wife and
I…we intend to head for Upstate New York.  I have family there…”


“I see,”
said Captain Williams, his face downcast.


“So you’ll
understand…when this is over, I want to be turned loose to head north.”


Captain
Williams looked at Ted.  Ted shrugged.  The soldier turned back to the big
civilian.  “You help me out, son, and get us north of Tampa and I’ll make sure
you get a damned armored escort north.”


“Well,”
Erik rubbed his hands together nervously.  “Then I guess I’m with you.”  He
grinned, mind made up.  “Do I call you Captain, or—“


“’Sir’ will
do just fine.”  Captain Williams smiled.  “I’m damn happy you two decided to
join us.  I hope you’ll understand, seein’ how we’re a bit pressed for time…I
ah, took the liberty to…” he looked over his shoulder.  “Sergeant!”


Another
soldier came through the door, arms fully loaded with gear.  He was about as
tall as Ted but had arms like Erik’s thighs.  Where Erik was pale skinned, this
man was dark, almost copper-skinned.  His high cheekbones and long face told
Erik of his Native American ancestry.


“This is
Sergeant Pinner.  He was born and raised in the piney woods of central
Florida.  He knows this land like the back of his hand.  He’ll be part of your
squad.  I trust you’ll respect his advice.”  The Captain turned to the new
soldier.  “Sergeant, this here is Major Jenson and Lieutenant Larsson. 
Lieutenant, the Sergeant here is going to be your aide de camp.”


Erik raised
an eyebrow.  The soldier grunted and deposited the gear on the table.  “Sirs, I
got you everything you’ll need but the guns.  Rucksacks, boots, load bearing
vests and helmets.  Camo BDUs look like hunting outfits anymore, so I figured
you might want them.”  He stood back up and looked from Erik to Ted.  His eyes
met Ted’s and the two men watched each other for a few moments before Ted
nodded.  The Sergeant looked back at Erik as if he was appraising a horse
before a race.


Ted started
to pick up some gear and get dressed.  Erik slowly followed suit, still not
quite believing what he was doing.  The Sergeant stepped forward to assist him
with the vest and connected it to his belt.


“I know
this is a shock to you, Larsson.  But…well, there’s a lot of that going around
lately,” Captain Williams said.  He watched impassively as Erik and Ted got
themselves equipped.  “We’ll administer the Oath in a minute.  First I want you
to get over to the quartermaster and draw weapons.  Pinner, take ‘em over.”


“Yes, sir.”


Ted glanced
at Erik and smiled.  “Damn you look like a real dirty grunt.”  


“How are we
going to explain this to the girls?” asked Erik as Ted adjusted his helmet for
a better fit.  “I feel like we’re just pretending.  It’s like Halloween.”


“I’ll
handle that,” replied Ted.  “I’ve got lots of practice at The Talk.”


“Jesus….I
just joined the Army…” muttered Erik.  Then he laughed.  “Well, Grandpa would
be proud.”  Erik suddenly felt nervous.  Hiding on a boat during a battle was
one thing.  Now he’d have to take part in it and stare down enemy soldiers,
professionals.  A quivering fear snaked itself around his heart and squeezed
for a split second.


What the
hell am I doing?


Sergeant
Pinner seemed to read his mind.  “Don’t worry, sir.  It’s my job to make sure
you stay alive.  And kick some European ass while we’re at it.”


Erik
laughed.  “In that case, I better bring you along when we tell Brin.” 


Outside,
the battalion prepared to retreat north.


Captain
Williams looked over their shoulders out the window.  


“Today we
retreat.  Tomorrow, we fight back.”
















 


 


 


 


 


If you liked this
book,


please consider
taking a few


moments to leave a
review


by clicking below!


 


I value your
opinion and love


hearing from my
readers!


 


 


Review Alea Jacta
Est
















 


 


 


Books by Marcus
Richardson


 


 


The Future History
of America


Alea Jacta Est


 


The Wildfire Saga


Apache Dawn


False
Prey (Novella)


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


For information on
my upcoming books,


events, news and
more, please visit the following:


 


 


Official Website:


http://marcus1776richards.wix.com/home


 


The Freeholder
Blog:


http://thefreeholder.wordpress.com


 


To receive the latest news on upcoming
releases and inside information (including exclusive content for subscribers)
join my mailing list, The Freeholder
Update.  


Expect one to two emails a month—no
spam.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


ALEA JACTA EST


 


 


 











Please
enjoy this preview chapter from


 Apache Dawn 


now available in Kindle
format!











Los Angeles, California.


 


 


I HATE
THESE things!” said Mike’s static-filled voice.  


Cooper
grinned and adjusted his earbud radio receiver as he watched the dark surf
flash by under his feet.  He loved the feeling of freedom that filled his being
when he was sitting on the platform strapped to the side of a Killer Egg.  He
turned his head to look through the open cavity body of the MH-6M Little Bird
as it hugged the coast heading toward Los Angeles.


“No
better way to see the sights, Beaver,” was Jax’s scratchy reply from the
other side of the small special operations helicopter.


“Hooyah!”
someone yelled.


Cooper
checked his dive watch and noted the time.  18:49. He glanced straight out to
sea and could see the vestigial glow of the sunset over the long horizon line. 
A little behind and to the port side, the second fireteam of his platoon flew
along in formation.  Four more SEALs were sitting on that small helicopter. 
Two other Little Birds were on the starboard side of his own, carrying 8 more
SEALs.  Team 9 was going in full-strength on this mission.


He
could barely hear himself think over the roar of the six-rotor engine a few
feet above his head.  That was fine, actually.  He rather enjoyed the relative
calm of this part of a mission.  It didn’t matter if he was flying in the back
of a heavy transport ready to do a HALO jump, clinging to the side of an SDV
fifty feet below the ocean surface, or sitting on a bench on the outside of a
helicopter racing along the Pacific Coast. 


God,
what a job.  Cooper was savoring this reprieve from his forced-retirement, but
regretted knowing this might really be his last mission.  He tried not to think
about that and tightened the brace on his right knee.


If
it weren’t for the fact that the President’s personal security was at risk, he
doubted he would have been tapped to lead his fireteam one last time.   But the
LT went to his defense and was adamant to the higher-ups:  it was Cooper or
bust.


The
pilot swung wide out over the ocean, about a half mile off shore of downtown
Los Angeles, dipping the starboard side down.  The maneuver rotated Cooper over
onto his back so he was able to get a good look at the night’s crop of stars
popping out of the deep purple sky.


Something
caught his eye.  “You see that, Beaver?” he asked Mike, sitting next to him on
the Little Bird’s port outrigger bench.  “Ships on the horizon…”


“Say
again?”


“I
thought I saw ships on the horizon…”


Mike
leaned forward, looking. He shook his head.  “There’s nothing there.  Better
get you some bifocals when we get back, old man,” he chuckled.  Cooper held
up his middle finger.


The
pilot’s no-nonsense voice crackled over their headsets: “Coming up on final
approach.  Viper flight, hit the deck.”


In
perfect formation, Cooper watched the trailing Little Bird swoop gracefully
through the turn and then angle down to where it, along with Cooper’s vehicle,
was skimming the ocean swells, just fifteen feet above the waves.  He leaned
out around Mike and could see the lights along the Santa Monica Freeway rapidly
approaching.  Cooper noticed how deserted the shoreline was as they roared
toward the glittering line of white that was Santa Monica State Beach.  He had
heard that the flu was getting bad, but never thought it would empty the beach
on a fine day like today.


“Anyone
want to stop at the Pacific Park?” asked Charlie from the second bird as
they flew over the park.  Cooper grinned, watching the few people walking
around The Pier look up in surprise as the four small black helicopters split
the peaceful evening air and flew overhead in an arrowhead formation.


“Nest,
Viper Lead.  Viper flight is feet dry,” reported the pilot.


“Roger
that, Viper Lead,” replied the voice of the mission handler back at base.


They
followed the Santa Monica Freeway for a few minutes before approaching their
destination.   “Two minutes,” reported the pilot.


“Get
your shit wired SEALs, this is the real deal,” Cooper called out.  


He
looked to his own load-out and checked his HK MP5 submachine gun.  The
integrated red-dot/laser and a rail-mounted tactical light, were all functioning
properly.  The front grip was secure and ready.  One magazine fully loaded, a
round in the chamber, and 4 more across the front of his tactical vest.  He had
his radio, a pouch loaded with M-79 rounds for the ‘pirate gun’ he had strapped
to his pack.  He also had an old K-Bar that had been handed down to him from
his father, a Marine in the First Gulf War.


“There’s
the interchange…forty seconds…” announced the pilot.  “Viper Two, on
me.  Viper Three and Four, take the triangle and call it.”


“Roger
that, Viper Lead.”


“Shifting
for approach on your starboard,” answered one of the pilots behind Cooper’s
aircraft.


“Viper
Four has starboard flank.”


“Here
we go ladies…stay frosty,” said Cooper.  The silence he received by way of
reply was expected and comforting.  His men were locked, cocked and ready. 
Nothing else need be said.  They had executed protection-extraction missions
before in enemy territory, under fire.  Here, flying over Los Angeles at
sunset, would be pure cake, but no one was slacking off.


As
he focused on the odd, arrow-shaped building that was All Saint’s Hospital, the
sky behind him suddenly lit up to noon-bright.


“Missile!”
someone yelled.


“Holy
shit!” screamed Charlie.


“SAM
lights, Viper flight, evasive!  Scatter!” yelled Cooper’s pilot.  Without
further warning, he pulled the Little Bird into a gut wrenching dive that
caused the world to spin past Coopers head in a dizzying blur.  The other
pilots responded, creating a confusing jumble of chatter in Cooper’s ear.


“Nnnnnh…”
someone grunted.


“Hang
on!” roared Cooper.


“Rooftop,
two o’clock low, here comes—”


Another
explosion lit up the early evening sky, this time right in front of Cooper. 
Two screams were cut off in a hiss of static.  As his own pilot forced the
little helicopter to gyrate and drop even lower, he could see parts of the
unfortunate Viper 3 and its passengers shoot out in all directions from the
fireball.


“No!”
someone roared.


“LT!”
Cooper heard himself scream.


“Taking
small arms fire,”
warned the pilot.  “Hang on back there.”


“I
got targets on three rooftops—aaah!” yelled Jax.


“Jax’s
hit!” said Petty Officer Alexander Knuteson from the other side of the
helicopter.


Cooper
was desperately scanning the buildings blurring past his field of view looking
for targets.  The pilot was flying forward even faster now, nose down, zipping
in between buildings.  Muzzle flashes to Cooper’s left caught his eyes as he
struggled to keep his head level in the wind.


“Tangos,
seven o’clock high, the rooftop!  Light ‘em up!”  Cooper called out.  He pulled
his MP5 to his side and fired a burst in the general direction of the figures
on the roof of the apartment building they roared past.  He had little hope of
hitting anything with the pilot jerking the aircraft as if he were flying
drunk, but at least it gave the enemy something to think about.  Three more
weapons spat fire and bullets from his helicopter.  He could see flashes coming
from behind them and knew Charlie’s fireteam was shooting back as well.  The
broad starburst of Jax’s M60 shredded windows where someone had taken a few
pot-shots at their aircraft.


The
pilot came to an intersection and dove for the street.  Cooper felt sick to his
stomach.  That had never happened to him before.  Making a hard bank to
port, the pilot hung Cooper and Mike were almost low enough to touch the cars
below.  Cars, delivery trucks, motorcycles, and scooters were squealing out of
the way of the little black helicopter as it cruised through the intersection
doing 80 miles an hour only ten feet off the deck.  


Cooper
got a blurred glimpse of windows exploding and more muzzle flashes.  “They’re
everywhere!” someone called out.  Loud metallic pings and pops echoed
around Cooper.


“We’re
taking damage,” grunted the pilot.  “Losing hydraulics…hang on!” 
The helicopter was smoking now, leaving a curling black trail in the air about
ten feet above street level.  Cooper could see people running for cover.


“There’s
a parking garage, dead-ahead.  Hit the roof, Viper Two!”


“I’m
right on your six…”


“Ten
seconds,” warned the pilot.


As
the Little Bird flared out over the upper level of the garage, dirt, gravel,
and thick acrid smoke flew up into the faces of the four SEALs.  Cooper ignored
the stinging from his face and was thankful he had his clear goggles on.  Ten
feet, five…


“Now!”
he called out.  Safety straps were ripped clear and his SEALs leapt from the
still moving helicopter and rolled clear. In a heartbeat, the pilot hit the
throttle and powered the aircraft up and away, engine whining, heading north in
a cloud of smoke.


As
the Killer Egg lifted out of his line of sight, he could see the last remaining
helicopter perform a similar maneuver on the building across the alley.  It was
a five-story medical building with a few large air-conditioner units and
heli-pad on the roof.


In
seconds, the helicopters had passed from sight and slipped in between taller
buildings, effectively leaving the remaining SEALs in silence.  


“Cover,
now!” hissed Cooper.  His black-clad squad crouch-walked to the edge of
the roof and ducked down below the short facade.  They were in near-darkness –
there was only one light on the roof, glaring balefully above the single
roof-access door. 


“Ell-Tee?” 
Cooper said.  He checked the frequency on his radio.  “Echo?  Stumpy, Little
John—anyone, come in…”


“What
the fuck was that?” called out Charlie’s voice over the net.


“Head
count,” said Cooper, angrily pulling his clear eye-shield off his helmet.  He
looked at his fireteam.   


Swede
was finishing up a field patch on Jax’s left arm.  On his other side, Mike was
peeking over the edge of the building with his next-gen night-vision goggles
already in place.  


“Team
1, good to go,” Cooper said, satisfied that his squad was combat-ready.


“Team
2 good to go.  I think we lost both birds,” said Charlie from the
next building’s rooftop.


“I
know,” Cooper said through gritted teeth.  “Those assholes were waiting for us
–“


“On
our whole flight path?”
said Charlie’s voice in disbelief.  “That’s not possible…”


 “Someone 
must have gave them our flight path.  It was a Goddamn trap. In Los
Angeles.”  He punched the graveled roof by his side in frustration, but
calmed himself after a second and called out, “Nest, this is Striker One,
Actual, do you read me?”


He
got no response.


“Hey
Coop, I see some of ‘em on the building across the block to the south.  I count
six,” whispered Mike.  “They’re right between us and the hospital.”


“Nest,
Striker One, Actual, do you read me?” Cooper called out again.  Static
was the response.  “Tank, keep trying to raise fleet.”


“On
it,”
came the deep reply.


Cooper
closed his eyes tight for one deep breath.  Get a hold of your emotions,
Master Chief.  There will be time to mourn later.  You have a mission to
perform.  And you will exact retribution.  


With
two bright fireballs, he had lost half his Team, including his commanding
officer and close personal friend.  He was now in command of what was left of
SEAL Team 9.  


Two
days…they were going to retire my ass in two fucking days…


“Sparky what you
got?” asked Cooper.


“Got
a dozen more on the two buildings east of the hospital.  Damn it…there’s a lot
of them,” reported the deep bass voice from Petty Officer First Class John
Sparks, the platoon sniper.  “They look like they’re setting up some comms. 
Some kind of mast array.  Industrious little bastards.”  


Cooper
leaned around Jax and Swede and could see the Nebraska native on the other
building with his Mark 12 5.56mm SPR sniper rifle perched on the edge of the
building, scanning for targets almost half a mile away. Cooper closed his eyes
again, leaning back against the facade.  He needed three heartbeats.


Three…two…one…


When
Cooper Braaten opened his eyes, he was the cold, hard, killing machine that the
Iranians had feared for nearly a decade.  All his storm-tossed emotions—the
anger at the breach in operational security, the upwelling of grief over the
catastrophic loss of half his Team—everything not essential to mission
completion were locked securely in the sea chest of his heart.  He would deal
with that post-op.  


“Yo,
Coop, I got Nest,” whispered Tank over the net.


Cooper
switched channels on his radio.  “Striker One, Actual, to Nest.”


“Go
ahead, Striker One, Actual.”


“We
made a hard landing with Bravo platoon only, grid Poppa-Bravo-Niner. Repeat:
Alpha Platoon is down.  Assuming command and proceeding to objective,
approaching from north.  Multiple tangos on rooftops to north and east of
original LZ, there’s a shit-ton of civvies in between us and the objective,
please advise, over.”


After
the briefest of pauses, he heard the reply: “Nest copies all, Striker One,
Actual.  You walked into a real sierra-sierra.  We’re getting some interference
on—”  Static broke up the transmission.


“Nest! 
Nest, come in…” Cooper said. He looked at Swede who shook his head
sadly.  Sierra-Sierra. Hmph, thought Cooper.  Shit-storm doesn’t
begin to describe it. 


“—eat:
proceed to your objective post-haste.  No contact with Slipknot.  Repeat: WE
HAVE LOST CONTACT WITH SLIPKNOT.  You are weapons-free to engage any enemy
encountered.  Just get to that hospital!”  


“Copy
that, Nest.  Striker One, Actual, out.”  Cooper switched back to his command
frequency.  


“Let’s
get down to the street.  Go, go, go!” he said, pumping his arm for the men on
the adjacent building to see.


“I
got a fire escape, east side,” said Mike, already running across the roof.


Once
on the ground, Cooper’s squad took a knee, weapons up and covering all sectors
as he consulted the map attached his arm guard.  “All right, we’re two blocks
south of the objective.  Charlie—”


“Yeah.”


“Get
set up. We’ll leapfrog to the annex building across the alley from the
objective, south side.”


“Hooyah,” was Charlie’s
whispered reply from the opposite side of the building.


“Let’s
go,” Cooper said.  He flashed a hand gesture and led his fireteam across the
dark alley.  He noticed the absence of normal civilian traffic.  There were a
few cars, driving by, but nothing like what he had expected for Los Angeles at
sunset.  It should be packed with civvies.  It looked liked the general
population was heeding the government’s call to stay home and avoid contact
with people to try and stem the spread of the flu.  Or maybe the reports that
people were starting to die weren’t just media hype.  Either way, Cooper didn’t
like what he saw. 


“Awful
quiet,”
Charlie whispered from a block away.


“Where
the hell is everybody?” asked Tank.


“Coop,
I got a body in the street.  Civvie,” whispered Tank.  A second later, “No
wounds.  He’s cold.  Think it was the flu?”


“Damn
if I know.  Just keep your eyes open and try not to touch anything.  No one
gets infected.  Team 1 moving.”  Cooper paused at the corner of a building,
covering the forward advance of the rest of his fireteam.  In the distance, he
could hear an ambulance siren echo.  He checked his frequency.  “Striker One to
Slipknot Support, do you read me?”


Static.


Switching
back to his command frequency, he whispered, “Still can’t raise the Secret
Service.  Something ain’t right, boys.  Stay frosty,” he warned.


“Team
2 in position,” Charlie reported in a whisper.


Cooper
waited until he could see Mike, Jax, and Swede at the emergency exit of the
parking garage across the street—three shadows waiting for him.  Suddenly the
world around him was plunged into darkness.  


“Wait
one,” he hissed.  The ground started to rumble, then a dull, deep booooom
echoed between the buildings around them.  Car alarms went off and in the
distance he heard glass shattering from what must have been dozens of plate
glass windows.


“The
hell was that?” hissed Charlie.


“Earthquake?”
asked Jax.


“Go
dark!” whispered Cooper.  Now that the street lights and shop signs were
extinguished, he flipped down the state-of-the art wide-view night-vision
goggles attached to his helmet and turned them on.  The world went black, then
glowed green and came into clear focus.  The six tube design gave him the
widest possible view with the best clarity and definition available.  He could
see the blinking IR markers on his team across the street as they crouched,
weapons out, scanning for threats.  Textbook.  He grinned.


“Nest,
Striker One, Actual, how copy?” he whispered.  Getting no response he gritted
his teeth and sprinted across the street.  As he took his place next to Mike,
he tried again.  “I say again, Nest, come in.  This is Striker One, Actual.”


Static.


“I
got a bad feeling about this,” whispered Charlie’s voice.  “All clear
from our side.  Comm net totally deserted.”


“Well,
if that was a ‘quake, our job just got a little harder.  Hey, I got a visual on
the main entrance.  We’re a hundred yards out.  Moving now,” warned Cooper.  He
used hand signals to direct his squad.  One by one they filed out and ran for
the annex building, staying as close to walls as they could.


“No
movement from the rooftops.  I don’t think our tangos hung around,”
reported Charlie.    


Cooper
paused at the corner of the Annex building to catch his breath and scan the
rooftops once more. “Team 1 in position.  Rooftops clear. Bring it home, 2.”


“Moving.”


Out
of the green-tinted shadows displayed in his night-vision goggles, Cooper
watched his second in command lead the last remaining fireteam.  Each man
sprinted forward and dropped to one knee, covering everything in front and
above him.  The next man ran past and found a spot farther along and like
clockwork, they leapfrogged past each other..


Cooper
couldn’t shake a feeling that they were being watched.  Something was wrong, very
wrong.  First they had been ambushed by men on rooftops directly along their
flight path with shoulder-fired missiles that took out half his SEAL Team. 
There were attackers scattered everywhere along their possible evasion routes,
then nothing.  Communications with Coronado just went down the toilet.  Now,
just as they approach their objective, power goes out to this part of Los
Angeles.  He could see in the distance the high-rise buildings were still
lit-up like Christmas trees.  So, the rumbling they’d felt wasn’t an
earthquake.  


Someone
had selectively taken out power to the area just around hospital and nowhere
else.  That was not the result of a minor earthquake.  That
showed planning, resources, and purpose.  It was a trap – a
well-executed one, but a trap, nonetheless.  He could feel it in his bones.


Static
tickled Cooper’s ear.  He checked his frequency.  “—in, Striker One!”


Relief
washed over him.  “Go ahead, Nest, Striker One, Actual.  What the hell is going
on?” he whispered.


“—attack,
say again, comms failing—”


Cooper
frowned.  “Say again, Nest?”


“—blind,
GPS, and our satellites are being—”


“Nest!”
said Cooper.  “Come in!”


“—Korean
strike force!  Hostiles in your—” 


“Nest!”
hissed Cooper.  No response.  He looked around.  The familiar look of a major
American city suddenly looked like Tehran to him.  


“Coop,
what the fuck was that about?” asked Charlie.


Cooper
checked the main, and auxiliary command frequencies.  Nothing.  Switching back
to his squad, he sighed.  “All right guys, I think we’re on our own.  Last I
could tell, it sounded like HQ said our satellites have been taken out by the
North Koreans.  I’ll bet you a case of beer those tangos on the rooftops were
NKors, too.”


Automatic
weapons fire echoed in the distance.  It was joined with more, closer it
seemed, to the west.  Now they could hear multiple sirens and people screaming
at the edge of their hearing.  Horns started to honk at intersections where the
stoplights were out.  The panicked voices of civilians filtered in between the
darkened buildings.


“I
got tangos firing on the hospital’s north entrance!” called out Mike from
the south corner of the annex building.


“—units
this net, repeat, all units this net: Apache Dawn is in effect.  This is not a
drill!  I repeat, all units this net, Apache-” the link went dead in a
painful burst of high pitched static.  


The
sound of a gun battle rattled all around them.  A louder bang signaled
someone’s use of a grenade.  Single pop-pops.  It sounded like pistols firing
in-between all the rat-a-tat-a-tat’s of AK fire.  The screams of
wounded, frightened civilians penetrated the night.  Cooper could also detect
the sharp popping of M4s.  It sounded to him like the Secret Service had enough
sense at least to bring a few real guns.


Civilians
appeared in ones and twos, dragging and pulling each other away from the
fighting.  Some were yelling for help and calling on God.  Most just ran,
crashing into each other and anything that got in their way.  Fear, Cooper
observed, was a powerful motivator.


“What
the hell is Apache Dawn?” asked Tank.  The sound of his voice drew Cooper’s
attention back to the mission.  He ignored the civvies and activated his mic.


“That
means we’re in some deep, deep yogurt.”  Cooper paused as a man shoved an
elderly woman out of his way.  The old woman angrily shook off Cooper’s hand
when he tried to steady her.


“Let
go of me!” she hissed.  She tottered off, clutching her tattered dress
tightly.  


Cooper
shook his head.  “Listen up, Striker.  Our President is across the street,
under siege in that hospital.  All that stands between him and those NKors
orver there are a handful of Secret Service agents.  It is up to us to
reach and secure him.  That, gentlemen, we will do, AT ALL COSTS.”


An
explosion echoed across the street and the number of screaming civilians
diminished.  Smoke drifted across into their positions.  Cooper could see a man
trying to half-drag, half-support a woman with blood covering most of her lower
body.  


Doctors,
nurses, patients – some in hospital gowns flowing in the wind – people caught
on the street all streamed out of the hospital.  The surrounding buildings were
emptying as well, contributing to the growing river of screaming, shoving,
panicked humanity spreading in all directions away from the invaders.  


Most
people seemed not to notice the squad of dark-clad heavily armed SEALs wearing
night-vision goggles as Cooper tried to lead his team through the roiling wave
of civvies.  “Keep moving forward!” he yelled, pushing a screaming man out of
his way.


“Help
us!” someone shouted.


“Run! 
Move!”


“My
baby –“


The
voices rose into a cacophony of sound that fought for dominance with the
explosions that shook the ground.  In all his years of training and fighting
around the world, Cooper had never experienced anything so chaotic.


A
break in the mass of fleeing civvies let him throw his back against the corner
of a building adjacent to the hospital.  It was forward progress, but not much.


This
is taking too long – there’s so many people!


“From
what I can tell, comms are down net-wide—we are cut off from reinforcements. 
That means it’s time for us to drop the hammer and do what we do best, SEALs.”


“Hooyah,
Master Chief!” was the chorused response.


“All
right then,” said Cooper, checking his weapon one more time.  “Let’s show these
cocky little fuckers what happens when you show up uninvited at our
house.  Team 2, flank right.  Team 1, left.”


“They’ve
gained entrance to the hospital,” warned Mike, standing on a parked car’s
hood to see over the mob of running civilians.


“All
right.  I want controlled bursts, and keep it accurate.  We got a lot of
wounded civvies on the ground, so watch your step and keep your footing.  If
you go down your going to have a hard time getting back up.”


“Hooyah,” someone
grunted.


“Like
a cattle drive back home,” observed Tank.  


The
ground shook violently as they started to move forward.  Most of SEALs were
thrown to the ground, along with the civilians.  It was like a giant hand had
just come along and toppled everyone in one swipe down the street.  Cooper
could see through the flaining arms and legs, a huge explosion erupted,
lighting up the sky briefly – he guessed it was somewhere downtown.  The
shockwave blew out windows and set off car alarms in the wave that rolled
toward them.  Bits of flaming paper floated on the breeze.  Debris rained down
on the surrounding buildings and the screaming throngs of panicked civilians.  


“What
the hell!?” someone yelled.


Another
explosion shook the ground like a small earthquake.  Cooper found himself on
his back on the sidewalk, under a woman in a hospital gown.  She screamed
hysterically and clawed at his face, begging for help.  His mind had enough
time to register that she reminded him of Allie, before he shoved her roughly
aside.


Thunder
rolled through the sky from the north.  Bits of glass fell from above—busted
out of windows overlooking the street.  The ground trembled again and Cooper
glanced up and shielded his eyes.  It was like some sort of nightmarish rain.


“Coop!”
said Mike, struggling to his feet on the other side of the street.  He pointed
up into the evening sky.  “We got some big fuckin’ missiles inbound!”


Cooper
rolled to his side and fought the urge to hold onto the ground as it shook
again.  He could feel hands grabbing his legs and feet, voices screaming for
help and crying out in pain.  He risked a glance up where Mike had pointed and
his heart froze in his chest


Holy
shit.


His
training kicked in and the cold rationalization hit him that if the missiles
were nuclear, then nothing would make a difference in the next fifteen
seconds and everyone around him – his brothers in arms, all the civilians—would
be burned to a crisp and obliterated in a ball of fire and radiation.  


If
they were conventional missiles, though…


“Stay
on target!” Cooper said as he knocked a man away from his rifle.  He picked
himself up off the street and elbowed through the crowd.  A hand slapped his
face and he had to pause and adjust his night-vision goggles.


“Mission
first—we have to get into that hospital!” he yelled.  “Weapons-free!”
Cooper roared as he raced forward and fired his carbine in three-round, tightly
controlled bursts.  The wall of civilians parted in front of him as they tried
to escape the gunfire.  


He
could see muzzle flashes out of the corner of his eyes—his SEALs were advancing
in step with him.  He smiled.  If this was going to be the end of their world,
if they were going to die in a nuclear holocaust, then by God, they were going
to go out like SEALs: teeth bared, guns blazing, advancing on the
enemy, and taking no prisoners.


Cooper
ignored the shrieks and screams of the enemy soldiers as fell under the hail of
bullets unleashed by his Team.  He was surprised to see that despite the
hot-leaded hell he and his men had created in their rear, the mass of soldiers
seemed to surge forward, hell-bent on gaining entrance to the besieged
hospital. 


The
ground rumbled and Cooper looked down to see his feet above the ground.  Then
all he saw was empty sky, then concrete rushing up to meet his face.  When the
earth stopped vibrating, he coughed and pulled the night-vision goggles from
his face.  The smell of concrete dust filled his nose and made his eyes water. 



First
thing he noticed, upon getting to his knees, was the fleeing crowd was thinning
out at last.  Only the weak, the wounded, and the stragglers remained near the
hospital now.  And the dead.  They were everywhere, covering the ground in
twisted, broken shapes.  Arms and legs stuck up at wrong angles where people
had been trampled to death in the mad stampede to escape the North Koreans.


His
ears were ringing and everything seemed to moving a slow as the flaming paper
drifting through the air.  Cooper looked down at his hands; black gloves
covered in fine gray powder.  He brushed himself off and peered through the
smoky darkness.  The world had been transformed in a heartbeat.  


No
longer could he see orderly buildings and streetlamps and parked cars.  All he
saw was a wall of smoke.  Here and there in the grayness, a burning car or a
fire in a building made a bright point, but otherwise, only things within about
twenty feet were visible.  He swallowed.  He didn’t want to look at those things
– the bodies of the civilians, the body parts, the faces, locked in
horror-filled screams that would never be heard, the struggling forms of people
still alive, still desperate to get up and get away…


He
heard one of his men coughing over the squad’s comm-net.  Cooper blinked to
clear his head and focus again on the mission.  He slapped the side of his
rifle to clear the dust.


“Jesus…”


“Guess
it wasn’t a nuke,” said Tank’s deep voice.


Someone
else grunted a bitter laugh.  


“Swede,
gimme a hand—I’m stuck over here…” gasped Mike.


“On
it,” was the reply.


Cooper
looked up at the sky.  Only two more missiles were up there, falling like
shooting stars to the north.  He put them out of his mind and turned back to
the task at hand.  Before him, scattered among the dead civilians – and a
growing number of dead Koreans – was the remaining mass of invaders, all
struggling to force their way into the hospital.


“Lot
of NKors got inside,” said Charlie, voice steady as steel.


“Changing
mags,” Cooper called out.  He took a knee to quickly switch the empty magazine
from his MP5 and slap in a fresh one.  Jax staggered by, still shooting and
tapped Cooper on the shoulder to let him know it was safe to stand again.


“I’m
out,” said Tank in a calm voice, taking a knee to switch magazines, exactly
as Cooper had done it, ten feet to his left.  Cooper watched out of the corner
of his eye as Mike’s small form stepped up to signal Tank it was safe to rise
again.  He grinned.  Precision.  Deadly precision.  He stepped over another
North Korean body and moved forward.


Over
the constant staccato of his team’s gunfire, he could hear the roar of jets
overhead.  Explosions scorched the air in the distance and seemed to be getting
closer.  And on top of everything, the screams of civilians.  He saw people
racing up and down the streets in a wild, mob-like stampede, leaving buildings
to witness or flee the gunfight.  Some even had cell phones up, trying to
record the movie-like violence.


A
jet streaked by overhead, turbine engines whining.  Cooper looked up from the
controlled carnage to see afterburners glowing in the night sky like twin
stars.  A building exploded with a tremendous roar down the street as the jet
banked hard left and screamed west.  In the distance, through the haze of
smoke, he could see toy cars and tiny people tossed through the air from the
shockwave as the building collapsed in a billowing plume of smoke and dust.  


“Damn
civvies are everywhere,” said Sparky.  “This is ridiculous – hey,
get the hell out of here!  Move!”


“This
is some serious shit, man,” yelled Jax over the din.  “They got
fast-movers past NORAD, ICBMs…how the hell is this possible?”


“Stow
it – we’ll worry about that later!  Charlie, go,” ordered Cooper.  Whatever
North Koreans had pulled on America, his Team would respond after they
secured the President.


“Right
flank that breach,” Cooper said as he raced forward over the bodies and dying
enemies to secure the blasted-open north entrance.  Smoke was billowing out of
the hole, rendering his night-vision nearly useless.  Charlie slammed against
the wall on the other side of the gaping hole and nodded.  Cooper looked to his
right to see his fireteam spreading out and covering the entrance.  


Farther
behind Charlie, the other fireteam was doing the same. He took a quick scan of
the immediate area and counted at least twenty dead or dying North Koreans.  He
grinned.  Poor bastards never had a chance.  Just the way he liked it.


Another
jet screamed low overhead, splitting the night sky as it streaked away trailing
smoke, fire, and destruction. The smile faded from Cooper’s face.  North
Koreans doing ground strikes in downtown L.A…Where the hell was the Air Force?


Cooper
watched as Charlie took a second to slap in a fresh magazine and stow the
partially spent one in his tactical vest.  He checked his weapon and nodded at
Cooper.  He looked back at his fireteam and flashed the hand signal to cover
the lead elements.  Cooper did the same and watched as his team took knees and
scanned all sectors, looking for someone to shoot.  Other than the occasional
North Korean that rolled over half-dead, there was really no one that needed
dispatching.  His SEALS had been efficient, brutal, and lethal.  They had used
the element of surprise and had wiped out at least twenty enemy
soldiers—marines by the look of their uniforms.


Cooper
looked at Charlie and motioned to enter the building.  Charlie nodded and
ducked under a piece of the wall and stepped in, weapon up.  Cooper followed a
second later.  Behind him, he could barely hear the footsteps of his Team
moving forward.


Once
they cleared the immediate entry-point, the smoke dissipated and their
night-vision was effective again.  Cooper looked around the small waiting room
and notice two figures in dark outfits with small packs on their backs moving
toward the far wall where an exit door was being held open by a third.  The
figures turned and started firing.


Cooper
dove for the deck and rolled left into a corridor.  Charlie and the rest of the
Team went to the right and sought cover behind the low walls of the waiting
area.  Plaster and masonry exploded in little puffs as the North Korean marines
fired their AK-47s blind.  The noise was deafening.


Cooper
raised his MP5 and sighted in one smooth-as-butter motion and fired two shots
to the head of the first soldier.  Before that man knew he was dead, two more
bullets were flying downrange to his partner’s face.  The third soldier
screamed as he saw his two comrades die and slammed the door.


“Clear!”
called Cooper.  The SEALs ran through the waiting area, stepping over bodies
and checking for survivors.  Two or three of them were scanning for enemies and
covering the rest that knelt down to check for signs of life among the fallen
bodies strewn through the room.


“Got
a lot of dead civvies,” Jax said sadly, kneeling next to a small
boy.  “No pulse.  Most of ‘em still warm. Lot of blood, man…”


“Got
a bunch of ‘em over here, no wounds…” said Swede.  “Oh shit…”


“What
is it?” asked Charlie’s hushed voice.


“Bio-hazard
sign taped to one of the bodies.  Looks like flu victims.”


Cooper
looked around, night-vision goggles casting an eerie green light on the macabre
scene.  Whole place is full of bodies.


“More
over here,” said Mike, kneeling a few feet away from Cooper.


Well
that’s comforting,
Cooper thought.  The NKors sure picked a convenient time to attack—he
paused, mid stride to examine the bio-hazard sticker hastily slapped on the
black body bag at his feet.  


That’s
why there’s so many of them here.  They knew in advance the flu would be deadly
and take out a lot of their own people.  Son of a bitch.  There’s
no way they could have timed this…bastards turned the flu into a weapon
and hit us at just the right time…


Cooper
stepped away from the pile of flu victims and instinctively covered his mouth. 
“Everyone break out your masks…no body touch anything!”


“Found
a stash of level-three respirators over here!” called out Jax.  He tossed one
to Cooper.  “Looks like they were in the process of handing them out when the
NKors breached.”


“Good
find,” Cooper said.  “Eveyrone put ‘em on.”


He
put his mask on and hoped it didn’t distort his voice too much as looked up in
the air and spoke again, keying his mic: “Slipknot Support Slipknot Support, do
you read?” 


“Secret
Service, any unit, respond,” Cooper said, his radio blasting on all
emergency channels.  “I say again, Secret Service, respond!”


A
few static-filled word faintly came back over the bone phone in his ear.   
“Say again!” he called out.


“This
is Slipknot Support…nnnnhh…”  Cooper heard gunfire and shouting in the
background.  


“Slipknot
Support, this is Striker One, Actual, what’s your sit-rep?”


“Goddamn,
I’m glad to hear your voice.  Lacey, over there!” more gunfire
erupted. “They’re pouring down the corridors.  We’re pinned down at the
entrance to the Critical Care wing.  I got wounded and KIA.  Seven effectives
left.  We’re holed up opposite the nurse’s station.  Whoever the hell you are,
you better hurry.”


“Is
Slipknot secured?  I say again, is Slipknot secured?”  Cooper pointed at
his arm-guard map and then at Charlie.  His XO flipped through wrist-mounted
maps of his own, looking for the Critical Ward.


“Affirmative,
Slipknot is secured, but I can’t tell you for how long.  I’ve got at least
a company of enemy combatants in front of us. Who the hell are these
guys?  Where did they come from?”  More gunfire and screaming.


“Hold
your position,” Cooper said.  “The cavalry’s on its way.  Striker, out.”


“That
way!” Charlie said, pointing toward a large double door to their right.  “VIP
Critical Care rooms are on the second floor.  Stairwell access over there.”


The
SEALs, moving like shadows, quickly left the waiting area to the dead.  


“Run
and gun!” called out Cooper.  He kicked the double doors open with a crash and
charged through.  Two North Korean soldiers were setting up firing positions
behind an overturned gurney.  Without hesitation, Cooper swung the M-79 grenade
launcher from his back and fired.  A split second after the phoomp of
his pirate gun, the corridor exploded in light and smoke with a tremendous
crash.  


Cooper
charged into the smoke and stepped over the remains of the two North Korean
rear-guards.  He jogged down the shattered corridor toward the stairs, his Team
hot on his heels.  Sounds of a fierce firefight reverberated down the stairwell
toward them.


As
they passed each door along the corridor, the forward SEALs paused to cover
their teammates as they leap-frogged the rest.  Every one of them was focused
on the rooms they passed—some had patients laying in beds, wide-eyed in fear. 
Many more had bodies on the floor and bullet holes in walls and doors.  It
appeared the North Koreans were either randomly searching rooms or simply
killing for sport.  Either way, Cooper felt his anger rise.  


It
was one thing for the cowardly bastards to have shot down his Team—they would
pay dearly for that.  But killing civilians—people in hospital
beds?  That was crossing a line.  More than one room had a North Korean soldier
in it trying to ambush the SEALs.  Cooper’s wraiths dispatched each one with
brutal efficiency.  


Cooper
reached the stairs first and took the steps two at a time.  He could hear some
shouted words from the top landing and slowed down, carbine at his shoulder,
eyes downrange.  The sound of fighting grew louder with each step, bouncing off
ceiling tiles and walls.  Cooper poked his head above the landing.  He held up
his hand to halt the platoon.  Charlie moved up next to him, silent as a ghost.


The
hallway beyond the stairs was dark with only one emergency light, hanging from
a wire and swaying drunkenly.  The corridor was strewn with bodies.  Some were
clearly patients, dressed in hospital gowns and still trailing IV lines from
arms and wrists.  Others were in scrubs and a few had white coats, stained with
blood.  The North Koreans had clearly moved down the corridor guns blazing and
killed everyone in their path.  


The
doors along the hallway had been forced open, some shot through, and debris and
equipment was scattered everywhere.  Cooper could hear the eerie,
spine-tingling wails from multiple medical monitors shrilly calling for
attention from dozens of rooms.


Muzzle
flashes accompanied by the deafening sound of gunfire in confined quarters at
the end of the hallway painfully split the darkness.  Cooper flipped up his
night-vision goggles and let his eyes adjust.  


When
he could see again, Cooper found himself looking down a long hallway.  About
halfway down the hallway, at the junction of the main corridor to the left, was
a large circular desk littered with computer monitors and phones.  There were
two North Koreans taking shelter behind the desk, shooting their rifles over
the top of the bullet-ridden desk. The tactical lights on their weapons were
lancing all over the place with their movements.  


“There’s
the nurse’s station.  Secret Service is down that left-hand corridor,” Cooper
whispered to Charlie.


Charlie
gripped Cooper’s arm and pointed—on the other side of the nurse’s station a few
flashlights winked with movement.  Cooper could hear muffled shouting over the
noise of the firefight.  He squinted and could just barely see North Korean
marines kicking down doors on the left side of the corridor.  There looked to
be at least twenty of them.  When they didn’t come back out, he realized what
was going down.  Flashes and the sound of more gunfire.  A few bodies in
hospital gowns tumbled out into the hallway.  


The
North Koreans are going to cut through those rooms...they’ll flank those Secret
Service pukes if they can find a way to jump out down that left cooridor.  Cooper had seen
enough.  


He
signaled to Charlie and pointed at the nurse’s station. 


Both
men opened up their weapons and in an incredibly loud few seconds, the North
Koreans hiding behind the circular desk were on the ground, painting the floor
red.  The rest of the SEALs then advanced up the stairs and moved down the
hallway, finding no survivors.


Cooper
keyed his throat mic.  “Secret Service, Striker One advancing on your
position.  Do not shoot, I say again, friendly forces turning the corner,
your twelve o’clock!”


He
stepped to the corner and looked left, almost expecting to take a bullet in the
face.  Instead a flashlight beam pointed in his direction.  


“Thank
God!” someone said in the smoke.


“Charlie,
go!” he said, pointing down the main hallway where the North Koreans had
entered rooms and disappeared.  Charlie instantly peeled off with his fireteam
and vanished into the darkened corridor.


“Direct
your men that way,” said Cooper as he trotted toward the besieged Secret
Service Agent.  “You got at least ten NKors working through the rooms and
advancing fast on your nine o’clock!  They’re trying to flank you.”  The Agents
nodded and faced the doors on the left side of the hallway.


Cooper,
satisfied that the Agents were prepared, turned to his fireteam coming up fast
behind him.  “Spread out and anchor the line!  Jax get in the center!”


“Team
2 in position,” Charlie whispered, dead calm.


Without
a word, Mike pushed past and vaulted the make-shift barricade the agents had
cobbled together.  He raced on down the corridor toward the far end, watching
the doors on the right side. Jax, right behind the smaller SEAL, shouldered
past carrying his massive twenty pound M60 light machine gun.  Swede scaled the
barricade, dropped to a knee and covered the hallway, the smallish MP5 looked
like a toy next to his large frame.


“Everyone,
reload and check weapons, they’re not done yet!” Cooper ordered to the
half-dozen steely-eyed agents.  A few Agents, dressed in battle load-outs,
rummaged grim-faced through the gear still strapped to their fallen comrades. 
The odd thing in Cooper’s mind was they did not hesitate or question his
authority at all. They recognized the wisdom of his order, stranger or not.


“They’re
going to come straight at us,” Cooper said quietly, “So get to the side of
these doors here in front of you.  Get ready…”


They
could hear some noise and shouts from the other side of the three doors on the
right side of the hallway.  “They’re almost through,” Cooper whispered. 
“Charlie, go on my mark.”


The
tiny bone phone in Cooper’s ear broke squelch twice: Charlie was ready.  He
shifted his carbine and raised it to his shoulder, waiting.  The hallway was
deathly quiet.  Dust swirled in the air but was barely visible in the emergency
light’s cone of illumination.  Cooper’s vision, through his night-vision
goggles, was bright as day, albeit green-tinted.


The
door directly across from Cooper suddenly flew open with a crash, propelled
forward by a foot.  The North Korean soldier coming through never got his foot
back on the ground.  He landed flat on his back with two rounds to the face. 
Two more men charged forward to take his place, screaming like banshees.  The
next two doors down the corridor were smashed open with similar results.  The
SEALs and Secret Service Agents easily dispatched the first targets to emerge.


“Go,
go, go!” yelled Cooper.  Suddenly, Charlie’s fireteam, advancing through the
rooms behind the North Koreans, opened up on their unprotected rear elements. 
The flanking maneuver was crippled before they had a chance to execute.  The
rooms lit up with the sounds of gunfire and screams, accompanied by staccato
flashes of light.  Above it all, the booming voice of Jax’s M60 reverberated
down the corridor.


Caught
between Cooper and the agents in front of them and the meat grinder of Navy
SEALs behind them, the North Korean squad was quickly dispatched into a bloody,
quivering mess, adding to the already extensive carnage on the floor. 


A
few of the agents whooped in victory but not a single SEAL showed any sign of
celebration.  Always on mission, Cooper was gratified to see, his men
immediately secured the perimeter and prepared for the next wave.


“Left
flank secured,” reported Mike from down the hall.


“Right
flank secured,” said Swede, watching the nurse’s station at “T”
intersection of corridors. 


“Center
secured,” called out Jax.


“Friendlies
coming in, hold your fire!” a voice yelled from inside one of the rooms used by
the North Koreans in their ill-fated flanking maneuver.


“Hold
your fire,” called out Cooper. “That’s my men coming in.”  Four shadows
silently moved through the butchery in the rooms in front of the defenders and
emerged, scanning for threats, weapons up.


Cooper
disengaged his night-vision goggles and stood, stretching his knee.  The damn
brace squeaked and he winced.  “Mike, check the wounded.  I don’t want any
surprises.”


“On
it,” replied Mike from down the corridor.  He stood and methodically
checked each body on the floor for a pulse.   The third one he checked was
alive.  Without hesitation, he pulled his dive knife and plunged the 8”
darkened blade into the soldier’s chest.  The man stiffened and gurgled, a
bubble of blood forming at his mouth.  After the body relaxed, Mike twisted the
blade and with a savage motion, ripped it free from the corpse.  He moved to
the next North Korean casualty in a low crouch and checked for a pulse.


“Jesus!”
one of the wounded agents said, nursing a bandaged arm and propped against the
wall.  “What the hell was that for?  That guy was half-dead already…”


“Well,
now he’s full-dead,” was Mike’s grim reply.  He crouched next to another
body and checked it.  “Chief said ‘No surprises’.  Only way we’ll be surprised
now is if these assholes turn into zombies.”  He grinned, his teeth white
against a sweat streaked, grimy face and moved on.


“I’m
Sheffield, head of the President’s detail,” said the agent with the
flashlight.  Agent Sheffield looked back down the hallway where the partially
destroyed nurse’s station sat in silence.  He gestured at a North Korean body. 
“You guys sure know how to make an entrance.”   


“Master
Chief Braaten,” said Cooper.  He scanned the battle-scene and was rather
impressed by what he saw.  The handful of agents had held off a vastly superior
force, judging by the numbers of bodies crumpled along the corridors in every
direction. “Looks like you and your men put up a helluva fight.”  


Sheffield
grunted then blew out his breath and winced in pain. “We sure that’s the last
of ‘em?  Don’t have much ammo left.”  


Cooper
nodded.  “Slipknot?”


Agent
Sheffield looked at Cooper, as if deciding whether he could reveal such
information.  He smiled and wiped the blood from his cheek with the back of a
grime-covered hand.  “Not here.  We’re the front line.  We’ve got him in the
basement in a makeshift ICU with a few doctors and the rest of my team.  We
wanted to draw their attention up here to the Critical Ward until we could get
him out of the hospital.”


“Is
he alive?” asked Cooper, switching magazines on his weapon.


“Yeah,
but he contracted that superflu that’s going around.  He’s in bad shape.”


“Shit.” 
Cooper looked around the demolished corridor leading to the bullet-riddled
nurse’s station at the “T”.


“This
is no bueno, man.  We gotta move.  Can you get your wounded on their
feet?  We need to regroup with the others and get Slipknot out of here—like, yesterday.”


“Something
to do with the explosions we heard?  Our comms went dead a while back and we
haven’t from anyone till you guys showed up tore through these assholes like
Sherman through Atlanta,” said the President’s chief bodyguard as he helped
another agent to his feet.


“Those
weren’t just explosions.  Fuckin’ missiles from offshore, hell maybe from orbit
or something,” Cooper said.  “We spotted at least one jet doing ground-attack
runs.  We lost comms just before we got here.”


Cooper
paused.  When he spoke next it was in a quiet voice.  “Walked into a damn trap
and lost half my men.”  He stared right at the SAC and added, “Last thing we
heard was Apache Dawn has been activated.”


The
agent paled, noticeable even in the dim, murky light.  “Oh my God.”  He
turned to his men.  “Apache Dawn is in effect!  We have to get Slipknot and
evacuate now!”  Turning back to Cooper, he said, “Follow me, I’ll get us
down to the basement.”  The agents kicked themselves into gear rushing to
collect what weapons and ammo they could find before gathering up their
wounded.


“I
got our six,” said Charlie.  “Sparky, on me!”


“Take
‘em out,” said Cooper to Agent Sheffield with a brief nod.  He backed up
against the wall as Agent Sheffield limped past.  The remaining agents and
SEALs followed closely queued-up behind Cooper.  Charlie and Sparky took up
trailing positions, walking backwards and scanning for threats from the rear. 


It
only took a few minutes of winding through darkened, deserted hallways and
stepping over the bodies, busted-up equipment, and trash to make it to the
basement.  The North Koreans had really shot the hell out of the hospital. 
Cooper imagined the upper floors of the hospital must be crammed full of
terrified civvies: patients, family members, doctors, nurses, and staff.  He
didn’t like leaving them behind, but his mission was to secure the President at
all costs.  


Once
on the basement level, his advance guard was readily challenged by some
nervous-looking agents in tactical gear.  However, following recognition, the
hard-pressed agents’ faces were radiated relief.  Cooper was again very
impressed with the agents’ attention to detail – especially the expedient
redoubt that had been constructed.  Gurneys and equipment carts had been
knocked over and positioned in such a way that if an enemy were to make it down
here, they’d have to work their way through the obstructions in a zig-zag
pattern that would keep them exposed from many angles.  The North Koreans would
have paid dearly to fight through that maze of death.


The
final ring of barricades was manned by agents with automatic shotguns, pistols,
and even a few grenades.  Cooper nodded as he walked past, carbine pointed at
the ground.  


He
could see movement just beyond the semi-translucent plastic surgical tent that
had been attached to assorted bits of HVAC equipment.  Power to the lights and
monitoring gear appeared to be provided by a curious tangle of cords leading
from a few devices Cooper imaged had been hastily liberated from an operating
room.  


A
short woman in teal-blue scrubs with auburn hair pulled into a loose ponytail
glanced up from the bloodied agent she was tending to on the floor.  She stood
up, knuckling her back in a feline stretch and looked him over.  


“Who
the hell are you guys?”


“Navy
SEALs, ma’am,” Cooper said, feeling heat rush into his face.  Standing there
before her in bloodied armor, tactical-vest, helmet and black BDUs, he suddenly
felt foolish.  He looked around the makeshift ICU, cleared his throat, and
refocused is attention.  


“We
heard you needed some assistance.  Can you tell me where I can find the doctor
tending the President?”


“Yes. 
I’m one of them.”  She smiled and adjusted the stray lock of hair that
threatened to tumble down across her face.  Cooper grinned sheepishly—she had
lovely hair and that smile was the prettiest thing he’d seen on a night full of
horror—but he chased his own smile away almost immediately.  Mission first, damn
it, he chided himself.


The
doctor whispered something to a passing nurse decked out in blood-splattered
green scrubs, who stared open-mouthed at the arrival of the SEALs.  Cooper
watched as the nurse nodded and moved back toward the plastic tent, eyes still
on his grim-looking SEALs.  


“The
Chief of Emergency Medicine for the hospital is in with the President right
now.”  The pretty doctor pointed over to the corner.  “Dr. Fletcher—he’s our
top thoracic specialist—is resting.  He’s the only other doctor that made
it…down here…”  She pulled off a bloody latex glove and extended her clean,
soft hand.  “I’m Dr. Alston.  Brenda.  Boy, am I glad to see you guys.  It’s
getting a little crazy around here.”


Cooper
grinned and shook her hand.  It was soft, in the way that women’s hands were,
yet had a supple strength to it that sent electricity shooting down his spine
at her touch.  He had to force himself to remove his hand before the handshake
turned awkward.  He cleared his throat again and looked around, suddenly
grateful to be watching his men talking with the agents as they helped to
secure the perimeter


Dr.
Alston hugged herself and sighed.  “You guys couldn’t have picked a better time
to show up.  When those soldiers showed up and started shooting everyone…”  


“Ma’am,
you don’t know the half of it.”  Cooper shook his head.  “I never would have
believed what I’ve seen outside if I hadn’t lived through it.   I need to talk
to the President.”


“I’m
sorry,” Dr. Alston said with a genuine look of sorry on her face.  Cooper had a
momentary thought that her face was made for smiling.  “He’s got a really bad
fever.  He’s actually delirious most of the time…”


Cooper
frowned and looked around the basement, trying to organize his thoughts.  He’d
never before had to fight himself to remain on mission.  Every time he glanced
at Dr. Alston, the world seemed to grow brighter.


God
damn it, sailor, there’s a war going on!  Think about the doctor’s ass
some other time!   It is pretty nice, though....  


“We
need to move him, now.” Cooper said in a tone he immediately regretted. 
He hadn’t felt so flustered like this since high school for cryin’ out
loud.  “This basement isn’t secure enough.  Hell, the damn city isn’t
secure.  No, we gotta get him out of Los Angeles.”  He put his hands on
his hips and rolled his neck.  After a satisfying crack, he sighed and said: 
“We put a hurtin’ on the NKors, but they’re gonna be crawling all over this
place pretty damn soon.”


Jax
walked by and smiled at Dr. Alston, reloading his M60 in stride.  “The North
Koreans are easily frightened, but they’ll soon return…and in greater
numbers,” he said in his best Alec Guinness voice.


“I’m
serious, Obi Wan,” said Cooper.  The grin on his face softened the tone
of his voice.  Dr. Alston actually giggled.  It was a sweet sound that made him
really, really wish the North Koreans weren’t out there trying to kill
them all.


A
balding, elderly man burst from the medical tent.  He appeared to be in his
mid-sixties with a fringe of unruly gray hair orbiting his gleaming dome of a
head.  Obviously in charge, the short man bustled promptly up to Cooper.  He
pulled the mask off his face and fixed Cooper with a suspicious glare hooded by
the biggest, bushiest gray eyebrows he had ever seen.  


“I’m
Chief of Emergency Medicine, Dr. George Honeycutt.  Can you tell me just what
in the Sam Hell is going on around here?”


“Master
Chief Cooper Braaten, sir, US Navy SEALs.  ‘Hell’ about sums it up, sir.  The
President—can he be moved?”


The
older doctor snorted a laugh.  “Moved?  Hardly.  The poor man is barely
holding onto his life.  We’ve got him so pumped full of Tamiflu and…” he shook
his head.  “I honestly don’t know if we can even control the fever.”


“It’s
the mystery flu that’s hit all up and down the west coast,” offered Dr. Alston
with a concerned look on her face.


Cooper
nodded to hide how upset was at himself for letting that look on her face
affect him so much.  He soldiered on: “We were briefed that someone had
weaponized a strain of The Pandemic and deployed it to the west coast.  Maybe
New York and Chicago, too—at least, that was what we heard before we lost all
contact with the outside world.”


“Who
are they?” asked Dr. Alston.  “The soldiers that attacked?”


“North
Korean marines,” said Cooper.  “Probably some of their spec-ops thrown in for
good measure.  I don’t know, they all died the same.”


“Hooyah, Master Chief,”
grunted Mike with a smile as he and one of the agents walked by carrying a heavy
piece of equipment for the barricade.


“Look…we
need to get the President out of here.  They know he’s here, that’s why they’re
trying to take this place.  We cut a good and bloody swath through them to
reach you, but as I told Dr. Alston here,” he flashed a smile at her, “—there’s
bound to be more coming.  We’ve got to be gone when they come back.”


“Can’t
we just hold out till reinforcements arrive?” asked Dr. Alston.


“I’m
afraid not, ma’am.  I think the NKors are invading.”


“Invading? 
Los Angeles?” asked Dr. Honeycutt.


“America,”
Cooper said, hardly believing his own voice.


“Apache
Dawn?” asked Dr. Alston.  She looked around.  “Jesus.”  


Cooper
felt like he had been slapped.  How the hell does she know about Apache
Dawn?  Who is this woman?


She
grinned and Cooper felt his heart flutter.  


“I
was a combat medic in the Army.  Did a tour in Iran, went to med school in the
reserves, and here I am.  I stay in touch with some friends…”  She chuckled. 
“Just got out last week,” she said glumly, looking around the basement.


“What
rank?” asked Cooper.  He was more impressed with her every second.  He noticed
with alarming satisfaction that Dr. Alston didn’t wear a wedding ring.


“Captain.  
And back on the front lines, it seems.”  She frowned, creating an endearing
little crease between her eyebrows.  


Dirt
and chalky-smelling concrete dust drifted down from the ceiling as the ground
rumbled beneath their feet.  Emergency lights flickered.  Conversation stopped
as everyone looked up and then at the person next to them.


Cooper
nodded.  “Then I’ll give you the straight dope, ma’am.  We’re deep in the
yogurt if we can’t get the President out of here.  We were dodging incoming
ICBMs, jets on bombing runs, and cut through a company of NKor marines out
there, just to get inside this building.”  


“My
God…” whispered Dr. Honeycutt.  


“Mark
my words, this is no small ‘international-incident’.  This is a well-planned,
seriously coordinated, large-scale offensive action.  They somehow took down
our global comms—I’m talking net-wide.  I can’t raise HQ at all—no
signal on the sat phones, either.  Everything is dead—except squad
radios.  We’re on our own, here folks.” 


“What
are we supposed to do, then?” said Dr. Alston, a hand raised to her mouth. 
Cooper suddenly felt angry that her hand was trembling slightly.  He reigned in
his emotions and looked back at Dr. Honeycutt.


“First,
you have got to get the President stabilized.  Second, we’ve got to get
the hell out of here and find a better place to hole-up. Preferably a military
installation.”


“Well,
where did you guys come from?  Can’t we just go back?” asked Dr. Honeycutt.


“Negative,
sir.  We flew in on small helicopters.  Two were shot down.“


Dr.
Alston gasped.  “Shot down?  With what?”


“Stingers,
we think.  Or the North Korean equivalent.”  The Chief of Emergency Medicine’s
blank face prompted Cooper to explain further.  “It’s an infantry weapon, a
shoulder-fired heat-seeking missile.  Very accurate and highly portable.  They
were on the rooftops waiting for us.”  Cooper cleared his throat.  “It was an
ambush, we never had a chance.”


“I’m
so sorry,” said Dr. Alston softly.


“Where
did you men come?” asked Dr. Honerycutt.


“We
flew out of Coronado, the Navy Base down there.  I think getting back there
is out of the question.  It’s chaos outside,” he said, jerking his head to
indicate the streets above them.  An idea struck him.  


He
keyed his throat mic: “Charlie.”


“Yeah,
Coop?” said his XO, moving up next to Cooper.  He shouldered his rifle and
nodding a greeting to the doctors.


“Oh,
there you are.  Hey, what’s the closest base around here?  Anything. 
I’ll take a damn Coast Guard station.”  


“Uh,
Los Angeles Air Force Base, I think.” 


“I
believe that’s near Inglewood,” offered Dr. Honeycutt.


Cooper
rubbed his chin.  “Distance?” he asked Charlie.  


A
quick check with his wrist-mounted maps and Charlie looked up.  “Little less
than 20 miles.  Down by the coast, El Segundo.”


“I
like the coast,” said Cooper.  He lost the smile and turned to the doctors. 
“You need to have the President ready to move as soon as possible.”


Dr.
Alston looked at her boss.  Cooper noticed the little crease between her
eyebrows was back.  Dr. Honeycutt shook his head.  “Young man, I can’t tell you
if he’s going to survive the hour, let alone be ready to move any great
distance.”  He snorted.  “We’ve barely got him stabilized.  We need the
vaccine if he’s going to have even a fighting chance.”


“Great,
where’s the vaccine?  We’ll just go get it for you,” offered Charlie.


The
two doctors looked at each other and shared a sad expression.  “I’m afraid you
can’t, son,” said Dr. Honeycutt.  “It was in Atlanta.  All of it.”


“Damn
it,” hissed Charlie.  


“El
Segundo is still our best bet, then” said Cooper.  He pointed at the docs. 
“Get him ready to move as soon as you can.  We’ll secure transport.  We need to
be out of here, pronto.”


“Son,”
said Dr. Honeycutt, putting his hands into his lab coat pockets and adopting
the air of the professor.  “I think—”


“Doc,
don’t give me that ‘son’ bullshit,” he waved a hand at his SEALs.  “I did not
lose half my men to those North Korean fucks and then fight our way to
the President—only to sit here and watch him die.  We’re going to have
the whole Goddamn North Korean army screaming for our heads and tearing this
building apart, shortly.  We will not—I repeat, WE WILL NOT be sitting
in this basement wringing our hands when they get here.”  The older doctor
straightened his back as if slapped in the face.  Cooper noted with some pride
that Dr. Alston tried to hide a grin.  


“Now,
you do what you have to do—do what you can—to keep the President
stabilized.  My men and I are going to do everything we can to unfuck
ourselves and get us all to safety.  Wherever the hell that is.”


“You
can’t just move him -” started Dr. Honeycutt.


“Doctor,”
Cooper said in a deathly quiet tone.   “If I have to, I will throw the
President of the United States over my shoulder and carry him on my back to
safety.  My mission is to get him the hell out of Dodge and I will
complete my mission.  Do I make myself clear?”
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