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            Bear Trap

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s another radiation leak inside my cockpit, and I’m the pilot of this broken machine.

      Situation normal…SNAFU. The mech’s computer shoots more anti-rad meds into my neck. The radiation will eventually kill me if the meds don’t kill me first. Mech pilots are not known to survive long. My heart rate is up, my blood pressure is higher, my vision is keener, and I think my sense of smell is even better. If I don’t kill more targets, I’m going to be toast. A dead mech. I know what burnt toast smells like; it’s going to smell like me.

      Sniper. The icon flashes on my Heads-Up. I’ve found him, and he has found me. Shit. Our artillery was supposed to destroy him. The infantry was supposed to flush him out. The air strikes should’ve pulverized him. But the Smokey-Slash-Sniper has somehow survived them all. Mech versus sniper? On paper, the mech wins every time, but that’s on paper.

      “Bear trap. Saigon Sally. Reverse.”

      My mech understands me. The mechanical voice of my mech says, “Reverse. Fire. 10-4.”

      The Army calls us mech Pilots, but we call ourselves: Truckers. Drivers. Long-Haulers. Lorry-Handlers. All mech pilots get the dirty work. We are the workhorses of any skirmish or battle, and none of us walk away from any fight with clean hands.

      “Emergency, 10-33,” I say calling out. “Faster. Full Speed.”

      My mech starts to fire the Vulcan machine guns in its arms. Laying down cover fire while finding someplace safe to park. I need shelter to get away from the greasy stuff. The M-91 guns quickly try to conserve ammo and now they only fire in spurts. Low ammo flashes in my Heads-Up. Along with the sniper and radiation symbols. All the flashing lights are giving me a headache. My vision is starting to blur. “Stop firing the guns!” I only have ten percent left on the ammunition. The Smokey hasn’t fired. I was full frontal and giving him my best money shot. I should be dead. I should be toast. I smell smoke. “Georgia Overdrive.” The walking gears disengage, but the momentum of the heavy machine keeps it moving backward. A fourth light is flashing in my Heads-Up: fire. It’s the power plant and it’s on fire. That means more radiation in here. “Disengage the reactor.”

      “10-4,” says my mech. “Mech 214 approaching. Fifty meters away.”

      Now I know why Smoky hasn’t fired. There’s another mech. Two against one. Odds in our favor. But my mech is broken.

      “Reactor temperature is critical. China Syndrome. Core dump in ten seconds.”

      “Wait. If we dump the core, Mech 214 will be toast. Greasy side up.” My legs are getting warm. I think blood might be coming out of my eyeballs. The reactor is only a meter from my backside. “Wait. One minute.”

      “10-4.”

      Mech 214 has Cledus Snow inside. Snowman. I say, “Snowman…Snowman. We’re in a bear trap, and it’s about to snap.”

      214 stops. Raises its own M-91s. Too late. Smokey has an RPG. Uranium tip. It hits Mech 214 in the groin. That’s gonna hurt. Dead Mech. Snowman has ejected. He’s safe, but his mech is toast. It’s greasy. Odds are now even. Time to play an old-school video game. “Big M, let’s put the hammer down.” The Smokey is exposed. He’s made a mistake. My mech is now running. I don’t know how many meters she will go before she breaks down. I see Smoky. He’s exposed. He’s a lot lizard. Engine lights are flashing in my eyeballs. “Ramming speed.”

      The Smokey is trying to reach for another RPG. Too late. My mech, she’s a big girl, and she likes to play Frogger. Dead Smokey. Her oversize feet squash the bear.

      All the bells and whistles are flashing on my Heads-up. Everything has failed. I say, “Eject me and dump the core.”

      “10-4, good buddy,” says my mech before she loses all of her power. Mech 118 has shut down. She’s a deadhead.
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            Awake Too Early

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up and ask, “Time? 10-36?”

      My alarm clock says, “It’s zero four-thirty.”

      I throw my pillow at the alarm clock. I say a few curse words.

      My alarm clock says, “Incoming bogie.”

      “Fuck off.” I’m going to get a few more minutes’ sleep. The lights come on. My alarm clock has decided to declare war on me. My alarm clock is going to die. I’m a mech driver. If I had a sidearm. I don’t have one. I have to improvise if I’m going to get more rack time. I have already spent the only pillow I have. My door opens. It’s my sergeant. It’s the alarm clock’s lucky morning.

      “On your feet, pilot,” says Master Sergeant Hulka. He walks over to my bunk.

      I get up and look over at Snowman. He’s still sleeping. Lucky. We had cleared The Big D. We still had a few days before we pushed south, to ‘The Battle of the Alamo.’ That’s not what the brass are calling it. They call it: ‘Operation Texas Freedom.’ Okay, us truckers we’re calling it, ‘Operation Santa Anna.’ How did that one go for Davy Crockett?

      Hulka isn’t so bad, but when the Master Sergeant wants something done. He wants it done, yesterday. “I told the Captain we would have three functional mechs in our platoon when it’s time for the push, and three functional mechs we are going to have.”

      It means I’m going back to work. “We only have one,” I say. “In the last fight, we only had two mechs. Snowman and me. Snowman’s mech is toast. Mine is fried. And we have been one trucker short for two months.”

      Hulka says, “One problem at a time. Here’s your new pilot. Say hello to Frog.” Out from behind Hulka steps Frog with all of her gear. She isn’t big. She doesn’t look strong. But she has a look in her eyes. She’s a trucker.

      “Now get up, and I want your mech operational by the end of the day.”

      “10-4, Sergeant.” I put my feet on the floor. “I’m going to need some help.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing you’ll have Frog and Snowman.”

      “Thanks, Sergeant.”

      Hulka smiles and turns to leave. I point to the empty bunk and Frog knows where to put her gear. So much for sleep.

      Before he leaves. I ask, “We still need two more mechs. Where are you going to get ‘em?”

      Hulka says as he shuts the door, “One problem at a time. A sergeant in this man’s army can only be expected to solve one problem at a time.”

      I need to get moving. I say, “Snowman…Snowman gets your ass up. I’m going to need your help.”

      Snowman has covered his head with his pillow and he says, “You suck, Bandit. You’re a real asshole sometimes. It’s your mech. It’s your problem. Go play grease monkey without me.”

      Snowman will help me if I can get him out of his bunk. Maybe, he’ll help, but I’ll have to put some food in him first. Time to find a roach coach.
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            The Diary of a Damned Soul

          

        

      

    

    
      I have been in the United States Army for three years and three days. I enlisted before the war. Looking back, we should’ve seen the trouble in Texas before it happened. But maybe no one wanted to. Snowman had been in the army for two years. We had fought our way through Kansas together. I think we became a part of this platoon when we fought in the western part of the state. We had left Colorado with our Mech Platoon along highway fifty and fought into Goodland and then Dodge City. Our side had early successes in the war, but after a couple of years we had bogged down. Everyone was tired of the fighting. This war had become a black eye for both sides.

      Mech platoons have three mechs, but we have had only two for the last four months. Travis Bickle had been our third mech pilot, but he had been killed in Bucklin, Oklahoma at the junction of State Highway Fifty-Four. All I remember about Private Bickle, he had been a Taxicab Driver from New York City, and he carried an ancient Colt .45 pistol with pearl handles. Maybe he thought he was a cowboy. A Ford County Sheriff’s deputy had killed him because he had been driving his mech while intoxicated. The balls of that deputy to pull over a fully armed mech along the highway. Bickle had pulled over, gotten out of his mech, and challenged the deputy to a gun fight. Bickle lost. Later I went back and killed the deputy myself. Nobody gets away with killing a mech pilot. Nobody. I had also left the deputy’s patrol car greasy side up.

      The Big M is four meters tall. She’s heavy and she’s big. We’re still unpacking in our new home in Dallas. I had nothing to fix my mech with except the tools she carried inside. I needed a scissor-lift to work on her. I would have to climb up her the ol’fashioned way.

      Snowman says, “The grease monkeys aren’t even here yet. If the Texas Militia attacks the interstate, they might be able to retake the Big-D right from underneath us.”

      Rumors. That’s life as a trucker. It’s full of gossip and rumors.

      He continues, “The United States Army isn’t going to send valuable grease monkeys to us until Big D is secure.”

      I say, “I don’t care. Hulka says he wants a functioning mech, and we are going to give him one by the end of the day. I don’t need him kicking my ass, nor yours either.” I look at Frog and Snowman. “As far as I can tell we have three things to do to get the Big M up and running again.”

      Snowman says, “We need to strip her down to the bolts and start over again. She needs a complete overhaul.”

      He’s stating the obvious, but we don’t have the time, the expertise, the resources, or the replacement parts. I start again, “We have three things we need to do to her. The core is my job. I need to find another one and put it in.” I look at Snowman, “S-man, you need to reboot the software. Hook up the diagnostic gun, and see the trouble codes are still lingering and try to clear them so I can boot the reactor.” I have a pile of tools in front of me and toss the tool to him.” Finally, I say to Frog, “Your job is to reload all of the armaments, test them, and get her ready for some physical therapy. I want to be able to dance like Ginger Rodgers when we’re done.” Snowman gets ready to leave, but Frog stands there besides my mech and looks at me. She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell she doesn’t know what to do. “What’s wrong?”

      She looks down at the ground. “I don’t know how to do any of that.”

      I forgot. She’s green. She’s really green. She’s like Kermit the Frog color green.

      I should have known better. She had probably been rushed through MOS…Mech Operation School, and had the minimum amount of hours to become a pilot. This war, there has been a shortage of everything, especially truckers.

      I say, “Go find some ammo for the M-91s. That’s the easiest job. Everything else I’ll help you with when you get back.”

      Snowman says, “I have always said, it takes two adolescents to equal one Snowman.” Then he says to Frog, “It’s already going to be a long day. If you don’t get your shit together and learn quickly from Bandit, you’re going to be dead. The Tex-Mexs don’t care how little you know. We depend on mechs and our mechs depend on us. A trucker knows how to take care of their rig.”

      I say, “Leave her alone. I remember when you first showed up you couldn’t find your ass with both hands in Texas at noon.”

      “But I learned. And I learned how to do the two-step, quick. Didn’t I?”

      Frog surprises me and she stands up to Snowman, but she doesn’t start cursing and yelling at him. She’s silent for a moment, and I thought she might cry. Truckers don’t cry. Instead, she starts to recite Snowman a poem, “Ah Satan. A less fiery eye. I beg of you. And while waiting for a fen of belated cowardice. Since you value all lack of descriptive or didactic flair. I’ll pass you a few foul pages from the diary of a Damned Soul.”

      Snowman shut his mouth and went to work on my mech. I didn’t say anything either but thought maybe Frog has what it takes to become a real trucker after all. At least she has the attitude of a trucker even if she didn’t have any skills.
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      It’s doesn’t take the two of them long to find the parts they need to repair my mech. Frog returns with the ammo, and Snowman returns with the old core from his destroyed mech. The core is standard, and after he puts it in, my mech powers up right away. With the core, my mech is running, but there’s a software glitch somewhere in her code. The displays click on and off, and when I plug in the diagnostic tool it’s me over one hundred error messages. She’s 10-7, out of service. I thought maybe losing the power overnight might have cleared some of those errors, but it hadn’t. The software is going to have to be completely replaced and I’ll have to work on getting a secure uplink-laptop from the quartermaster.

      Frog returns with a large child’s wagon and on it is a fully loaded feed drum. I don’t know where she had found it, and I didn’t ask. The two of us are able to bring it up to the M-91. I sent her back for another feed drum. I looked over the outside of my machine. There were no fender-benders, and everything else looked sparkly. She wasn’t going to get second prize in any beauty contest, but once I Bill Gates her, she’ll be my very own walking and talking kewpie doll again.

      Time to visit quartermaster. I’m sure he’s going to be a local yokel with britches too big for his backside. I know the type. But I need that laptop.

      I make my way to the Quonset hut. And the quartermaster is there. Before I even get a chance to open my grill he says, “No.” It’s Quartermaster Bloom. Lou Bloom. The last time I saw him I had planned on putting an incendiary grenade under his bunk. I had always thought we were two bears fighting over the same trash can. I needed the trash, and he needed to keep it in the can.

      “I need a replacement for my Mark IV’s laptop, and I need it yesterday, Bloom.”

      “Bandit, it’s not my problem. It’s something that had been issued to your mech. You had one. It’s not my fault you lost it.” He has a regulation haircut. It’s perfect. He’s perfect. He’s sparkly. He looks like he should be on an army recruiting poster. You know the type. He’s the type I really hate.

      I place both of my hands on his counter. “You know, I die a little every time you say no.” I flash him my best smile. “There’s a mech, my mech…and she ain’t going nowhere unless I get a laptop from you. I would usually borrow from Snowman, but his mech is greasy, sunny-side-up. So I need you to fill out the proper forms and issues a replacement for me.”

      “Your story doesn’t move me in the slightest.” He blinks a few times at me and says, “But there’s something I need, and you might be the man to do me a small favor.”

      I’m Lazarus. I’m still a little bit alive.
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      “Beer? Bloom wants you to get him a beer?” asks Snowman. “You got to be kidding?”

      “I wish I were kidding.”

      Frog didn’t say anything. Maybe she knew beer is a valuable commodity. Pilots and their support crews were always in want of suds. In cans, bottles, or kegs, beer is highly prized.

      Snowman says, “I know a guy who has two stills in the thirty-first. I’m sure we could come to arrangements. It wouldn’t take much effort to get some to trade.”

      I say, “Don’t you think I’ve thought of that. No. He doesn’t want that watered-down paint thinner. He wants real beer. God-loving, American-made beer.”

      Frog says, “I drank a beer once. It was in an amber-colored bottle. I didn’t like it very much. But I downed the whole thing.”

      Snowman starts to talk. I don’t know if he’s impressed with what Frog said or not. He says to me, “At least you brought the laptop for me to download. I’ll get started on it in a few minutes. I know it will take an hour if I can establish a good handshake with the eye-in-the-sky.” He looks back at Frog and says, “I don’t remember the last time I drank a real beer. I remember what it tastes like…barley, hops…it’s all good. You’re lucky to have one at all.”

      I knew the Texans had something they called beer. It was made out of mesquite berries. But I had never warmed up to it. It didn’t taste right to me. “That’s what he wants, real beer.”

      Snowman asks, “Who’s he sucking up to? Don’t tell me. The Lieutenant. He’s never going to get into her pants no matter how many bottles he’s gotten ahold of. She’s by the book. But she’s a Bambi. I don’t blame him for trying.”

      “Nope, his ambitions are higher. He’s gone and told a brigadier general he can get a hold of a lot of it.”

      “Why did he go ahead and say something stupid like that for?”

      “Because he wants to be a Texas big-leaguer.” I start to tease him, “I think he still wants you…but you have played too many love songs over the AM. Why didn’t you ever get down on your knees for him?”

      Snowman laughs and throws an oily rag at me. “I hope you know this laptop isn’t worth one bottle of beer.” He rubs his chin like he’s Rodin’s deep thinker. “But if I know anything about ‘Butcher of the 405,’ he probably wants a whole heap of it. Possibly a whole tractor trailer full of brew.”

      I nod my head.

      “You’re such a bobtail somedays, Bandit. I knew I shouldn’t leave you alone with him. I need some R and R. I don’t need this cracker-headed stuff from Bloom. Why did you go and spoil my day? I hope you want something in return for a trailer load of cold coffee?”

      Frog speaks up and she says, “Money!”

      A light bulb goes off in Snowman’s head. He says, “That’s the one thing the army has too much of…it’s worthless. President Benny Franklin’s face litters a forest full of tress. We spend piles of it.”

      Frog wants to interrupt, but I hold up my hand.

      “But it’s all worthless. No, there must be something better than folding stuff.”

      “There is,” I say. “And it’s much better.”
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      There are Wally Worlds everywhere. North to south. Coast to coast. They have big parking lots that easily hold semis, RVs, tanks, and mechs in their parking lots. It’s dangerous here. Across the parking lot, I can see a McDonalds and Arm Twister’s shop. The fast-food joint had closed down months ago. Too bad. But the Arm Twister is still open. I guess there are still people here, and they still had valuables to pawn. Business is business. The pawn shop has a gun-truck parked in front and its .50 cal. is ready to deal cards at us if it has to.

      Snowman and Frog took a Hummer from the FOB. I drove Big M to get here.  

      “Hulka said to meet us here?” asks Snowman.   I flip through my com-phone and reread his text. ‘Wally World. Jacksboro Highway. 13:00.’ I say, “This is the place.”   Snowman shakes his head. “This is a good place to die. Don’t you think?”   I have to agree. The Texans abandoned and cleaned out the Wally World weeks ago. The Big M sits in the parking lot and it sticks out like a sore thumb.  

      Snowman carries a widow maker. He likes to put it on rock-n-roll every chance he gets. Frog has an RPG. Just point and shoot. I’m going to stay inside the Big M. Nobody wants to earn a Purple Heart today.  

      I sit in my cockpit and start to think about Quartermaster Bloom. He wants something else. I know him too well, and I don’t trust him. He’s leaving something out. He thinks I’m a large-mouth bass at the end of his line. Beer for a laptop. It’s a good trade for him, but he must know if I get my hands on the beer, I won’t give it to him. It’ll cost him more. Much more.  

      “Bandit…Bandit,” says Snowman over the comm. “Let’s move closer to Wally World’s front door. I want to get away from the Arm Twister’s .50 cal.”   “10-4,” I say and back up Big M. I put her in front of garden supplies.   

      Snowman puts the Humvee next to me.   Sometimes you pick your dance partners. Sometimes you don’t. Here they come. Two Bears. They’re real Texas Ranger’s mechs. They aren’t here to play baseball even though they’re big leaguers. They're truckers like us in our Mark IVs, but they’re driving Chinese rigs. Chengdu J-7s. ‘Fishbeds.’  

      “Find cover,” I say but Snowman and Frog have already gone inside the front door of Wally World.  

      Fishbeds are faster than my Mark IV, but their mini-guns are smaller. These two are scouts. How did they get through our lines? I don’t know. But I’ll make them Swiss cheese as soon as I get an auto-lock on them.  

      Over my com comes music. It’s a polka, a Mexican one. My head’s buzzing. I’m confused. Sergeant Hulka? It can’t be. He likes polkas, especially the one with the tubas.  

      “We surrender,” says Sergeant Hulka over the com and laughs. The two Chinese mechs in the parking lot raise their hands, but they continue to walk over to us.  

      “What the?” asks Snowman, as he comes back outside with Frog.  

      “Don’t shoot,” says Hulka. “I told you I would bring you some replacement mechs today. Didn’t I?”  

      “Those aren’t ours,” I say. I switch my guns off. “Those are Chinese mechs?”

      “Just like the Texans use,” says Hulka. “Sort of exotic. Don’t you think?”  

      Snowman reappears and says, “Are they captured? You can’t expect us to pilot those.”  

      Hulka climbs out of his cockpit. Even from across the parking lot, I can tell it’s him. He’s big and burly. He’s almost too big to fit inside the Chinese cockpit. He says into his com, “Didn’t I deliver two mechs? Just like I said I would. In fact, that’s one more mech than I promised. I’ve earned my stripes today.”  

      A second man climbs out of the other Chinese mech. It’s Quartermaster Bloom. Maybe it’s not too late to switch my guns back on again.
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      Across the parking lot, the gun-truck starts up. It’s a noisy diesel engine brings the old machine to life. Hulka turns around and climbs back into his mech. The .50 cal is a deadly weapon. While it’s great getting rid of your average mall rat with AR-15, it wouldn’t be too effective against the heavy armor of our three mechs. But we still can’t be too careful.   

      I use Big D heads-up optics to scan the lot. There are two arm twisters inside the rig, and another one on top manning the heavy machine gun. The only one not doing anything is Bloom. He still stand’s next to his mech. I private-com Snowman and text him a message to point his widow maker at Bloom. I don’t trust him even if he is here with Hulka.  

      The gun-truck drives towards us. It’s a heavy machine. It even has a snowplow blade attached to the front. It has homemade armor on its sides to protect its tires. The truck isn’t as tall as mechs, but it’s heavy and wide. I can see the driver. If anyone on the rig tries anything, it’s at point blank range. My guns are armed. They’re dead meat if they try anything.  

      A small man shuts off the noisy diesel engine. He jumps down from his rig. He walks over to Bloom and shakes his hand. This meeting is planned. It’s just like Bloom not to tell me what’s going on. Bloom motions for me and Hulka to come out from our mechs. I climb out and walk over to Bloom and the driver of the gun-truck almost runs to me and shakes my hand. Even before I grasp it, I can see he got the double-nickel disease. He can’t control the shaking in the rest of his body. He’s been poisoned, and his body is the causality.  He says, “You must be Bandit. I’m Jittery Joe. I’m the owner of ‘Always Open.’ Quartermaster Bloom tells me we are going to make a beer run together. The man talks fast like he has been injecting coffee into his veins. He says, “Do you like my rig? I call her Bertha. She used to plow highway forty in Colorado, Berthoud Pass. I couldn’t call her Berthoud. That would be a really dumb name. So I call her Bertha instead. She sorta’ looks like a Bertha don’t you think? She’s bigger in the back than the front. Oh my God! Look at her butt! Makes me proud.”  

      I turn to Bloom, “You didn’t say anything about taking an Arm Twister with us.”  

      Bloom says, “How are you going to get the beer back? Your mechs can’t carry enough back to the FOB to make it worthwhile.” He turns towards the snowplow, “But with Bertha, …she can bring back enough beer to make it worth everyone’s while.”  

      “I would have found a rig to bring it back.” I would’ve figured it out, like always. I look at Joe but I’m still talking to Bloom. “What about him? He’s a civilian. He’s an Arm Twister, and he’s got a bad case of the double-nickel. This isn’t going to work. Hulka can drive his rig. That’s a better plan.”  

      Hulka says, “I don’t get vacation days, like you. I’m a real soldier, and I have duties back at the FOB.” His bald head is shiny in the sunlight, and I have to squint. “I’m not going with you bunch of frat-boys. But I do expect a percentage of the beer for providing two mechs for your field trip.”  

      I ask Bloom, “So where is this beer you want us to get?”  

      “It’s near Arkansas. In Texarkana.There’s a whole warehouse full of it.”

      “Arkansas is in the dead center of a big pile of shit. It’s a Quarantine Zone. It’s suicide there. Also, it’s 160 klicks away. It would take us three days to walk there. That’s if…if we don’t get shot at? If there's no Texas Militia? And if we don’t catch the double-nickel along the way? That’s a lot of ‘ifs,’ don’t you think for three mechs and a gun-truck?”  

      “Snowplow,” says Joe, correcting me.  

      “That’s why I arranged for you to ride in the Friendly Skies. Trust me, I’ll get you there. You’ll be flying first class all the way.
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      Flying the friendly skies isn’t the problem. Flying them with me inside my mech, that’s something much worse. Frog, Snowman, and me we’re crammed into each of our mechs. The three mechs are getting airlifted by choppers to Texarkana. I have only done this once before. This sucks. It’s a North Georgia pig farm up here, and I’m the pig. Have you seen Deliverance? We’re flying at an altitude of sixty meters above the ground. Too high if they drop my baby with me in it. The choppers are trying to avoid the militia’s radar. Because we’re low, everyone can shoot at us as we pass overhead. Also, everybody in Texas owns a gun. So that means every Jimmy Bob, Billy Bob, and Judy Bob takes target practice at us as we fly overhead. I can hear the pings from the bullets as they striking my mech’s outside armor. Potshots. Civilian snipers. And our mechs are prize pigs at the state fair. When I get back to the FOB, I’m going to put Bloom inside of mech, and shoot my sidearm at him. 

      I can hear Snowman grumbling in the background, but Frog is quiet. It’s eerie because she’s so silent, and I hope she’s alright back there. The choppers have also airlifted the Snowplow. But those clowns from the arm-twister’s shop get to ride inside one of the choppers with Bloom.  

      We fly many klicks before something bad happens. My chopper pilot says to me, “Bandit, we have an incoming bogie; we have to put you down asap. We’re galloping dandruff up here.” This isn’t good for the choppers. They’re defenseless. This is a real bed wetting moment. The three choppers scatter. It’s what I feared, an F-16. It must be one from the Texas Air Militia. It must’ve flown north from Austin. A solo Fighting Falcon overhead, and now he has four fat pigeons flying below him. The Falcon uses the same Vulcan machine gun as my mech. While the plane is old, it’s still got talons. I turn on my radar. I see the bear-in-the-air screaming towards us. Thirty clicks away. If he had a missile, he would have fired it. No, this fancy flying bear was going to do it the old fashion way. He’s going to shoot us down with his gun. The other three choppers are no longer near us. They have scattered. I look at the radar. This bear is flying straight to our location. He’s a big blip on my radar, and he’s getting closer. I say to my chopper, “This is Bandit. Drop me now!”

      “Negative, Bandit. You’re still too high. I think I can get you down someplace safe. I just need a few more seconds.”

      “No time. Cut me loose.” I’m right. I see the Falcon flying towards us. His gun is blazing. He’s going for my chopper. His gun rakes the helicopter above my head. I elevate my right gun. Maybe I can get a lucky shot. My big arm lifts. It’s too late. The Falcon has passed us by. He has destroyed my chopper. I look up and see the big ship on fire. It starts to spin, and the helicopter is going to take down me with it. My gun is already raised, but this time, I aim it at my tether. We’re going to crash together if I can’t hit it. I hear my com; it’s the chopper pilot. “You’re a free bird. Fly, Bandit!”

      I’m disconnected from the chopper, but it’s still a long way to terra-firma.
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            Time in a Bottle

          

        

      

    

    
      Cobwebs flood my brain. I have no training for this. My mech isn’t built to fly, but it sure as hell can crash. I have thrusters.  Tiny ones for assisting in small jumps. My thrusters aren’t designed to land a free-falling mech. Also, I’m plummeting to Earth head first. Football players like to talk about concussions. My mech will make a small crater if I don’t get her head up, and slow her down. I spread my mech’s arms. I’m doing my best bird imitation. I’m not going to soar, but the head of my mech starts to make a slow climb towards heaven. There’s silence inside my cockpit. There’s not enough time. I’m going to crash, and there’s nothing I can do. How hard am I going to land? I’ll do my best to soften the blow. I tuck in my mech’s elbows. The hydraulics in them groan against the wind. I point my mech’s arms to the ground and fire the thrusters. I can hear the jets in the hands hissing. I’m slowing down. The ground gets bigger. Now, I’m trying to make the Big M become a fifteen-ton Nadia Comaneci. I get her knees up and fold them underneath my cockpit.  

      She’s not a ball, but I hope she’ll roll when she hits. But Big M doesn’t roll. Her legs rip off when she crashes. The head of the mech flips forward. My girl takes a chin plant. I skid for many meters before she comes to a complete stop. I think I’m alive. I breathe. I’m whole. I don’t think I’m too injured. Yep, I’m alive. I know I’m lucky. I need to get outside. All I can see is dirt. There’s no power, and I’ll have to manually release the canopy. The Big M is a deadhead. I struggle for a few minutes. I have cut my head on something in the cockpit. Blood flows from my eyes. I have to wipe it away. I’ll look at it when I get outside. I go back to my escape. No luck. I can’t get it open. I once heard that baby birds have an egg tooth to escape the shells that entomb them. I needed an egg tooth. I have my sidearm. Each bullet has a tungsten core. I'll crack my shell.  I squeeze the trigger three times. Each round passes through the canopy. I raise my foot. Three good kicks. There’s an opening. I might still be a baby bird, but I’m free. I’m outside of my mech. It takes me a minute to focus on my new world. I’m a phoenix reborn from the flames. I concentrate on my mech. Pieces of her are strewn across a cow pasture I crashed into. She’s toast, but she has kept me alive. My 10-20? I don’t know. I also see what’s left of a pecan tree. I must have crashed into it because Big M had ripped the top of it off. Pecans are everywhere. I’m too tired to care. I hear a voice behind me. It’s a man’s voice. “That’s how the singer, Jim Croce, died. His plane clipped a pecan tree on takeoff in Louisiana. But that was a long time ago.” I’m too weak to raise my gun. I turn my head. He’s an old-timer. He’s even bent over and leaning on a cane. “Am I in Louisiana?”

      “No, this is the great state of Texas. You're still in the Lone Star Zone. I welcome you to the Friendship State.” My legs have nothing left in them, and I don’t want to stand. “Son, do you have a name?”

      “I got a name.”

      Before I can answer he asks, “Is it, bad, bad, Leroy Brown?”

      “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “No reason,” he says. He looks me up and down. He looks over at his field and the wreckage of my mech. “I wasn’t trying to take off.  I was trying to land. I didn’t do a very good job, did I?” The old man looks back at me and laughs. “If you could save time in a bottle, you might want to take that particular flying lesson over again. Let’s go to my home, and I’ll see if the operator can place your call.”

      “What’s an operator?” I fall to my knees.
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            Gordon’s Alive!

          

        

      

    

    
      “My friends used to call me Flash, but I don’t move fast anymore,” says my helper. He has helped me back to his pickup truck. I’m sitting on his tailgate. “I’ve got a first aid kit someplace. Let’s clean up some of those cuts and bruises.”      

      Flash leaves me on the back of his truck. The sun is hot, and I unzip the top of my flight suit. I have my sidearm and my survival kit. It doesn’t take him long to come back and tend to my minor injuries. “So Trooper, what’s your name?” asks Flash when he’s finished working on me. “Bandit.”

      “Your mama didn’t name you Bandit,” he states. “I’m tired. I need to sit down too.” Flash sits next to me on the tailgate.

      “Meaning no disrespect, Sir. But I don’t think your mother named you, Flash.”

      “You got me there.” Flash doesn’t speak for a full minute. I can tell he’s working something out in his mind. “Young man, you’re in trouble. The Rangers are on their way. Even if you get away from them, the Militia will find you before you see the light of another day.” I need something to drink, and I continue to listen to Flash. “But it’s not the Troopers or the Militia you need to worry the most about. It’s the sheriff you need to fret about. Sheriff Anton Sugar. Once he comes here, he’ll kill you. He’s the kind of man who kills for no reason. But I’m going to help you because I’m too old, and I'm not afraid of him. He wants to kill me too but he won’t.”

      “If Sugar is as bad as you say, why won’t he kill you for helping me?”

      “It’s Sugar. And he’ll make sure you’ll read it on his uniform’s name-tag when he gets close enough to kill you.”

      “Sir, I might be able to make it out of here still. The Air Force rescue is on the way.”

      “They won’t find you here. I’ll bet you a wooden nickel they have never rescued anyone so close to the Quarantine Zone.” He had me there. I say nothing. I need to get moving and find my way back to Dallas. “You need to come with me. They call me Flash for a reason.” I look at the debris in the field. I need to get moving. I don’t have a choice; I’m going to need Flash’s help. I say, “Okay, thank you.”

      “We need to go up to my house. I have something there that can help us. It will make us faster than riding around in this rusty old pickup.” I get inside his truck and let Flash drive me to his house. After we drive a short distance, I can see it in the distance, a big white ranch house. “Is that yours?”

      Flash says, “When you get there, you’ll see why they call me Flash Gordon. I'm not fast on my feet any longer, but when I get behind the wheel the rest of the world had better watch out. You’ll see. I’ll show you what it’s like to really live.”
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            Penelope’s Weavings

          

        

      

    

    
      Flash brings me two glasses. One’s filled with water; the other has a beer. He starts to hand both of them to me. “I can’t take that, it’s too much. Please don’t waste good beer on the likes of me.” I sit in a rocking chair on his porch. I’m dirty, battered, and I must look like something the cat dragged in. I did take the water and drink it quickly. Hey, I’m thirsty; the water helps. Flash still stands there with the beer. He says, waiting for me to finish the first glass, “I dare not offend the gods. The beer has been poured. As my guest, a beer must never go to waste.” The man sure likes his riddles. “It’s real beer. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      “I believe you. It’s worth too much. It’s too valuable. I couldn’t.”

      “Franklin said, ‘Beer is the proof God loves us.’” Flash pushes the beer closer to my face. I’m only mortal. I’m weak. Plus, he’s quoting Benny Franklin. What’s a man to do? I take the beer and thank him. It’s cold and wonderful. “Nectar of the Gods,” says Flash. He leaves the porch to go back inside his house. I need to get away from this place. The Rangers are on their way. I look inside the nearest window. There’s an old woman constructing a quilt at a table in the front room. I stare at her for a minute. She looks up from her work, looks at me, and smiles. I smile back. “Are you a suitor for my Penelope?” Flash carries a towel. I’m not Odysseus. I’m still very much alive. Poseidon hasn’t drowned me yet. You’ll have to wait until I cross the River Styx before you can have your turn with her. “Bandit, go get cleaned up. I would give you a change of clothes, but you’re still in the enemy’s territory. You’ll need to keep your uniform. I don’t want to see you shot as a spy.”

      “I wouldn’t want that either.” I take the soap and towel. “Thank you.”

      “There’s an outdoor shower. It’s over there on the side of the house. I’ll point you there. It’ll be dark soon. I’ll move you someplace safer.”

      “Why’re you helping me? I’m too much of a burden.” Flash is silent for a good minute. He finally says, “I don’t know why the gods placed you on my cow pasture. But I learned a long time ago not to question their will. You survived a crash when you didn’t have a right to. At least one god is looking out for you. Maybe you’re a hero of old? Maybe you’re not? But who am I to question the gods? But I swore years ago, I would never anger them again.”

      Should I trust the old man?
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            Getting Her Cherry Popped

          

        

      

    

    
      It doesn’t take an Einstein to know I might be a little lamb being led to the slaughter. I didn’t know if I could trust Flash. I didn’t know if he was lying. He’s right. The Rangers are on the way. I hope he’s wrong about the Air Force rescue. Sure we were close to the Quarantine Zone, but a crew still might come for me. He had also told me about Sheriff Sugar. Another worry in my sea of troubles. This beer run had been a bad idea. I should kick myself in the butt for letting Bloom talk me into this. I have lost the Big M. She’s beyond repair. I’m alone in enemy territory, and I don’t know if I can trust Flash. My mother raised me smarter than this. The shower’s water is warm. While it might get me cleaner, it didn’t wash my troubles away. I finally got out of the shower. I’m clean. My flight suit is still dirty. I almost hated to get back into it. Flash shows up after I finished putting on my boots. He has changed out of his work clothes. Now, he wore blue jeans, a collared shirt, and a black cowboy hat. Of course, he’s also wearing boots. This is Texas. He has a black duffel bag; he hands it to me. I take it and ask, “What’s this? It’s heavy.”

      “Food. Water. The things they should’ve taught you in survival school to get a hold of first. There’s everything a growing Trooper might need.” I open the bag, and in it is a treasure trove of items. “Survival, evasion, resistance, and escape. Did you serve?” I ask as I zip the bag close again. Flash says, “Those wars are old news. One tour in Iraq and another in Afghanistan. Some of the worst years of my life. Some of the best years of my life. I couldn’t wait to get out of the Army then. Maybe I should’ve stayed in longer. Maybe if more men of my generation stayed in the service we wouldn’t be in all of this trouble today. “ I say, “That was a long time ago.” I pause. “Then you came home.” Flash nods his head. “Follow me.” The old man takes me to a garage that’s a short distance from his house. He opens the door. Inside, there’s a real, black, Pontiac Trans Am. I stop. I have to catch my breath. There's even an inferno super-chicken on its hood. There's also gold trim in all the right places. It’s perfect.

      “Yes, it’s a 1978 special edition. They don’t make cars like this anymore, do they?” Flash opens its door and climbs into the driver seat. I climb into the passenger seat. Flash fires the engine. Mechs make a beautiful noise when their engines start but compared to this motor...compared to this motor, my old mech sounds like a huge ass fucking slut getting her cherry popped while everyone else has to listen. I read that somewhere once. I think it applies here.
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      We are driving fast. The car doesn’t care about the speed limit. Flash never takes his foot off the gas. We fly past country farms. In the rearview mirror, I'm sure I see the tires leave flames on the road. I'm glad the car has seatbelts. I still hold on to anything I can. My knuckles are white. “Isn’t this fun?” asks Flash. I don’t speak. Flash looks at me. He says, “Sometimes you just have to give up control. This is one of those times in life where you're just going to have to be a passenger. Enjoy the ride.” I never liked being a passenger. I’d always liked driving. Life isn’t that way sometimes, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it. Flash takes the Trans Am out of gear. He lets the car drift at a high-speed. He knows the roads around here. At the right time, he applies the brakes. Flash makes a left turn, puts the car back into gear and accelerates down the new road. I think I should scream. But before I can, Flash says, “It's trouble.” He's looking into his rearview mirror. “If it’s not Sugar, it's one of his deputies, and I don't want to stop with you in the car. They don't usually pull me over, but I guess the world has changed today.”

      I ask, “Why wouldn't they pull you over? You're driving like a maniac.”

      “Because I was the sheriff of this county. Sometimes being the ex-sheriff has its own benefits.” Should I ready my pistol? “He's catching up,” says Flash. The old man takes his eyes off the rearview mirror and looks forward concentrating on the road ahead. He pushes down on the gas pedal and changes gears now the Trans Am is going faster than ever. “He won't catch us at this speed,” says Flash.

      “Why aren't you the sheriff any longer?”

      “I'm not as fit as I was. My Penelope…she needs me.” Flash says, “We've left him in the dust. He won't catch us now.” We are still going fast. Flash seems to know what he's doing. “That’s not true.” He says, "I used to think I would die in this job but sometimes life has a funny way of playing tricks. Sugar was my deputy, but he ran against me in the last election and I lost. Maybe I’d been sheriff for too long, and I took everyone for granted. The people of my county wanted a new sheriff. Someone with fresher blood in his veins. When the war broke out, everyone’s attitude changed.”

      Flash spoke too soon. Up ahead are two cruisers blocking the road. they are facing nose to nose. And their bubblegum lights show us the Smokeys mean business. This time, I do grab my sidearm. They’re blocking our way.”

      “This isn't good,” I say. “This car is fast, but it can't beat a radio.”

      “Hold on, Junior,” says Flash. “This dog may not know any new tricks, but I’m still familiar with plenty of old ones.
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      The Trans Am approaches the roadblock. I have my sidearm out. I'm ready to use it. Flash reacts before me. He hits the brakes hard. My body goes forward. The tires squeal and the glowing bird leaves skid marks on the pavement. I say, “We can't stop here.” I see him. It’s Sugar. He's wearing reflective sunglasses. And he's staring right at us. He knows we can't go through his roadblock. I can see a wicked smile on his face. It sends shivers up my spine.

      “I told you I have something up my sleeve. Watch and learn.” Flash puts the Trans Am into reverse and pushes down on the gas pedal. The car takes off away from the roadblock. He pushes in the clutch. Turns the steering wheel my direction. There is smoke from the tires. I scream. We are now facing away from the roadblock. Flash is happy. He puts the car into first gear. He chuckles. Flash punches the gas pedal. The two Smokeys who were in front are now behind us. Now Flash has to deal with the first car we left behind. He’s closing the distance fast. He’s coming straight for us. The first Smokey is now coming towards us head-on. Both our cars are driving straight down the middle line of the road. I see the bubble gum lights on top of Smokey's cruiser. I hear the sound of the oncoming siren. Inside the other car, is the bear we left behind. “I'm going to lean out and shoot at him,” I say.

      “Wait,” says Flash. “But,” I say. “Just wait. I’ve never lost a game of chicken.” One hundred meters. Fifty meters. Twenty-five meters. Flash is right. The Smokey chickens out. His car sails off the road.

      I think I’ve peed my pants. “What the fuck was that?”

      “That's what we call driving in Texas,” says Flash. “Sheriff Sugar’s put a bump in my bedpan, but I'll get you to a safe place.”

      “He’ll call for backup?” He asks, “How big of a department do you think there is in this county? Three cars. Two maybe three deputies. One Sheriff. That's the whole department.”

      “Won’t he call the Rangers or the militia?” I ask. I put my sidearm back in my holster. I don't want to shoot myself in the leg because I'm nervous and my hand is still shaking. “I know Sugar. He's a proud man. He won't let anybody else interfere.”

      “There must be a lot of bad blood between the two of you.”

      “Bad blood for a bad man,” says Flash. “I’ve forgiven him a long time ago, but men like Sugar; they never forgive.”

      “Can you get me out of here?”

      “Of course I can. We’ll just have to drive a few extra miles. I can slow down if you need me to.”

      “No,” I say. “This is how fast I drove my grandma to church every Sunday.” I hear Flash laugh.
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      “Don't bust a blood vessel,” says Flash. “I’m going to take this turn a little fast.” I swore if my feet touched the ground again, I would join a church. I would start saying my prayers. I have never kicked a dog. I help old ladies cross the street. Who was this guy? He drove like a bat out of hell. More speed. Faster and faster. God, let me live. I’ll repent.

      “This is living. Isn't it?” asks Flash.

      “What is that?” I ask. I see something flying low next to us.

      “I don't know. I'm driving. Do you really want me to take my eyes off the road?”

      “It's a bear in the air.”

      “Could you speak Texan for me?”

      “A drone. The Air Force calls them Vampire Bats because they usually strike at night.”

      “Is it coming for us?” The Trans Am hit a bump and made my seatbelt tighten up around my shoulder.

      “I don't know, but I don’t think so. I have an idea,” Flash says. “I thought they flew higher up? So their targets can't see them.”

      My laptop…if it’s one of ours, I could hack it. The one thing I took from my mech after the crash. Connections, codes, uplinks, finding the right satellite, discovering the proper feeds, all at a 150 km per hour sitting in a fast moving car.

      In the end, I capture the drone with my laptop. Now I’m its pilot. “Something must’ve happened…my side must have lost this bat, but now it’s flying for us. On this day and age, I declare we have our own air force of one.” I made the big black drone swoop in front of the car and pass in front of us.

      Flash says, “I’m impressed.”

      I say, “Shucks, it wasn’t nothing. My grandma taught me how to hack when I was a boy.”

      “Is that the same grandma you used to drive to church?” Flash slows down. A ramp to a highway. Four lanes of Texas black asphalt. No one is on the highway, and he opens up the car to its top speed.

      “The same one. Unlike most grandmothers, she didn’t like baking or sewing, but she liked to shop.” I place the drone at a higher altitude. It would circle and follow the Trans Am for now. The drone’s solar cells charged during the day, so it could attack at night.

      “Too bad my grandma liked to shop with other people’s credit cards.” We drive past many abandoned ranches. Some have graffiti sprayed-painted on the sides of them. Most of them have broken windows and kicked-in doors. The yards have weeds growing in them. The war has taken its toll on this part of the country. There are no cars on the road.

      I ask, “Where are we going?

      “I’m taking you to Texarkana,” says Flash.

      “Are you planning to turn me over to the militia?” I ask, double checking the drone’s altitude.

      “No, I’m not. I know we have only met today, but I’m not that kind of man. I wouldn’t deceive you. My yes means yes, and my no means no. I found life is much easier if people don’t lie to each other. At least that’s what I found out when I was the sheriff.”

      “Then shouldn’t we be driving north and away from Texarkana?”

      “Texarkana isn’t presenting it’s true face. Sure, there might be some militia there, but the Rangers have abandoned it. They have pulled back to Arkansas. “I know everything that goes on around here. I'm not the sheriff, but it doesn’t mean I don’t keep my ear to the ground.”

      “So where are you taking me?”

      “I’m taking you to see the Twisted Sisters. They’ll help, but I’m sure it’s going to cost me. Wait until they see you, I’m sure they’re going to find you interesting. Don’t worry, I won’t let them harm you.”
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            We’re Not Going to Take It!

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign says, Twisted Sister’s Pretzels Doughnuts & Gingerbread. It's one of those stores you never want to go into. It's in a strip mall you never want to drive to.

      “I don't want to eat anything from there,” I say.

      “Neither do I,” says Flash. “If the sisters offer you a sample don't eat it.”

      “That shouldn't be too hard.” The Trans Am stops in the empty parking lot. I guess Flash won't have to worry about scratching its paint. When we were driving into Texarkana, there was no one around. The city was empty. Are we Omega Men?

      “This is a ghost town,” I say.

      “Armies are going to collide. The next battle will be here. Everyone’s gone. I don’t blame them. Most of the civilians went south to Austin. The ones who couldn’t get away are hiding.”

      Austin is the state capital of Texas, but I didn’t know if our army will ever make it there. The Texans fought tougher and lasted longer than anyone expected, and it seemed like this war would never end.

      I follow Flash into the shop. In it, three sisters stare back at us as we walk in. I say, “This is a little freaky.”

      “Hello, Ladies,” says Flash. He’s charming. “You lovelies are looking as fresh as a bright bouquet of yellow roses this evening.”

      That’s a lie. The shop is filthy. The sisters are filthy. There’s a dead body in the corner. The smell; it’s death. I know this smell very well. The sisters aren’t taking any notice of the dead body.

      The corpse had been a member of the Texas Militia. I can see the lone star patch on his shoulder. He’s missing his jaw. I haven’t noticed the music until now, but it’s old heavy metal music from the last century. One of the sisters turns down the volume. I’m not sure which one because I can’t see any of their hands. I’m sure they have weapons hidden out of our sight.

      “What happened to him?” asks Flash. He doesn’t seem surprised by the body.

      “Fair is foul, and foul is fair,” says the first sister. “He said he had chestnuts and pecans. I said, ‘Give them to us so we can bake our bread.’ He said, ‘Munch, munch, munch.’ He laughed at us. Now, he no longer chews.”

      I say nervously, “Hello, ladies. I hear you might be able to get me back to my unit.”

      There’s silence, then the first sister says to me, “All hail, Bandit! Hail to thee, thane of Dallas!” The second sister says, “All hail, Bandit! Hail to thee, thane of Austin!”

      The third sister says, “All hail, Bandit! King of Texas!” These three sisters are weird. I don’t know what to say. I stood there for a good minute. For the first time in my life, I’m speechless. I want to leave.

      Flash says, “Is there no help for him? Can’t you get him back to the front?”

      The first sister says, “His path isn’t to the rear. He must continue to march forward.”

      The third sister asks, “Would thou like a sample of my gingerbread?” Awkward.

      Flash politely declines and says, “We’re not going to take it anymore. I mean...anymore food tonight, and I might just burst my belly.”

      That makes the sisters laugh. Their laugh is scary.

      I say, remembering what’s in my bag, “I have pecans. I don’t have many, but I’ll give them to you.” I reach into my bag and take them out. I don’t think it’s a good time to make a joke about my nut-sack right now. “Here you go.”

      The first sister says, “Hail!”

      The second sister says, “Hail!”

      The third sister finally says, in her full Texas accent, “Hail! Now get!”
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      I’m tired. It’s been a long day.

      I want to fall asleep in the Trans Am. I look over at Flash. I can see the lights of the dashboard reflecting on his face. I sit and think about what the weird sisters had said to me. I don’t know what a thane was. I know about kings, but we haven’t had them in the ole U-S-A since crazy Georgie the Third ruled them. I’m sitting in the muscle car thinking about the sisters. The three ugly-crack-heads told me I’m going to be a king. Yeah right. I guess they thought they could mess with me. If I had my mech, I would’ve smashed those cockroaches. But I don’t have the Big M. She’s collecting dirt in Flash’s cow pasture.

      “Where are we going now?” asks Flash. He hasn’t said much since we left the sisters’ store. “I’m sorry; I thought the sisters would help. They have a reputation around here. The siblings’ helping days must be behind them now. The war has changed everyone.”

      “You said before we went in there, ‘it’s going to cost you.’ What did you mean?”

      Flash doesn’t take his eyes off the road, “I thought it was just going to cost me money, but now I think it’s going to cost me more.”

      “I’m glad they won’t help. I was never going to go with them.”

      “The war has done strange things to people. The sisters had always been mischievous. It looks like they have gone down a whole new stink-hole.”

      The only lights on the dark road are the headlights on Flash’s car. “So, where should I take you now? Because I’ve run out of ideas.”

      I need to escape. To find a safe place. Time to leave Flash. I’m putting the old man in danger. I know he wants to get back home to his wife.  There’s only one place left to go. The only place I know is the place I don’t want to go. Nobody wants to.

      I say, “You have to take me to the Quarantine Zone.”

      Flash doesn’t say anything.

      “You can talk me out of this. You might be able to change my mind.” I say trying to make a joke.

      “I can’t talk you out of it, and I don’t know if I should try. You know where you want to go, and why you’re going there. It isn’t going to be a Sunday walk in the park.” Flash must’ve known because we’re heading south towards the zone and closer to Arkansas. The car passes many warning signs. Flash slows down. There’s an abandoned roadblock ahead. This is where victims of the Double Nickel disease are warehoused by the Texans. 

      The Trans Am comes to a stop. I open my door. I’m going to have to walk in there on my own. I make sure I have my black bag. Flash asks, “Do you have everything?”

      “I think so.” I put out my hand to shake Flash’s hand. The old man takes mine with his strong grip. “I appreciate everything you have done for me.”

      “I had to help. It was the Will of the Gods.”

      “Yeah right.” I look at the man who’s become my friend today. “You have gone above and beyond. I’ll make it up to you someday.”

      “It doesn’t matter. What matters…what's important is you don’t go against your own will. At the end of this war, win or lose, you’ll still have to live with yourself. Remember people will still need your help to get through this. Even your enemies.”

      “I have only looked out for myself. I don’t know anything different.”

      “That’s how we get into these messes. Now, it’s time for us to look out for each other. I suspect they’ll be people in there who will need your help.” says Flash pointing his bony finger towards the zone. “This war has become a real Hokey Pokey. Hasn’t it? I don’t know if any of us will walk out of it wearing a clean pair of underpants when it’s over. We can’t seem to get out of it.”

      “Maybe not, but you don’t want to end up wearing the dirtiest pair either when this war ends. Trust me, I know.” 

      I get out of the Trans Am.
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            Please Don’t Mistake Me For Dr. Hawkeye Pierce

          

        

      

    

    
      Does it help to quarantine people? Does it stop the spread of disease? I don’t know. I’m not a doctor. But I do know neglecting people doesn’t help either. I know not feeding them doesn’t help. Not giving them medicine or doctors doesn’t help anyone. That’s what’s happening here. The Quarantine Zone is a ghetto and no one belongs here. Am I standing on my soapbox? Yes.  Am I going to step off of it now? Yes, I will.

      Piles of trash litter the streets. Dogs move back and forth between the houses and fight for things to eat. There are children here too. Sometimes they shout at me as I walk past. Every now and again one of the braver ones throws a rock at me. Luckily, they miss. After the first stone, I make my way with care. It’s dark, and there are no streetlights. I need to find a place to sleep. That will be a problem. I approach the first one, and there’s a guard sitting in front.

      She says, “We’re full…there’s no more room in this house. Now move along.” I can hear a pump from the weapon on her lap. The guard is shaking. She has the Double Nickel disease. She has a sawed-off shotgun. She can't miss. The perfect deterrent for shaky hands. I put my free hand in the air and back away. The farther I walk, the quieter it gets. All the houses have guards in front. I resign myself to sleeping outside tonight, but I need to get off the street. Is there a park? An alleyway? A tree? I see a sign. It’s a campground. It says, ‘Grizzly RV Park. The Friendliest Place in Texas!’ 

      Every sign in this state says its site is the friendliest place in Texas. Yet they keep trying to kill me. I can see a bunch of old mobile homes. Maybe, I can sleep here? Within ten meters, three guards step out. They have no weapons. Am I in trouble? I stand there. I’m quiet. I’ll keep my mouth shut. Have I walked into a real bear’s den? I’m stupid. I look again. They’re not military. They wear hospital scrubs. A woman says to me in a French accent, “What do you have?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “What medicines do you have? We’ll take anything.” She says it louder and slower, “Your medicines? Bandages? Anything else you have that can help my sick patients? I need them. It’s been two weeks since we had our last shipment.” I don’t understand her. “You walked into a quarantine area. We thought you might be...are you a doctor?”

      I shake my head. “I’m just a mech pilot.”

      She’s confused.  

      She says, “Why would you walk in here…to this place? The Double Nickel, have you heard of it? Why are you really here?”

      I say, “I just need a place to sleep.”

      They laugh. “You walked into this place because you need a bed?”

      We hear a banshee wail from a siren behind me. We all look down the road and move out of its path when it gets closer. It’s a meat wagon. It screams past us. The meat wagon’s double-bubble gum lights light up the entrance to the hospital. The three of them look at the meat wagon as it passes.

      The woman says, “Merde, here they come. This is frustrating. We will have to deal with this first.” She’s beautiful. “This jester will have to wait until morning.” She turns and leaves, runs into the park after the wagon. Her two male companions do the same. Another meat wagon is on its way. I can see its lights and hear its siren coming along the same route. It’s still a few blocks away. I move further to the side of the road.

      I’m alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Nineteen

          

          
            Help or Die!

          

        

      

    

    
      Three more meat wagons drive to the hospital.  Where are these casualties coming from? Our army isn’t here, and the Texans have pulled back. But there are still Vampire Bats flying out there. Could it be one of them?

      I walk up to the makeshift surgery. The meat wagons’ crews bring the sick and the dying to the make-shift hospital and then they leave. After each ambulance unloads, they close up and speed back out into the night. I see two more hospital staff helping out. I also see the woman who spoke to me earlier. She’s a doctor. She gives orders to everyone.

      She sees me and says, “Come here.” I obey. “We need your help. There are more victims coming tonight, and I can use another pair of hands.”

      I say, “I don’t want to catch the Double Nickel.”

      “Me neither,” she says. “These people don’t have that disease, but I need to treat their injuries. Their apartment was destroyed.”

      “But what about the people in the town? They have the disease. Don’t they?”

      “Yes, but they’re no longer contagious. Je m’en fous. I don’t care what you’ve heard, but they can no longer spread the virus.” I look skeptical. She frowns at me. “Help or no. I don’t have time to waste. If you don’t help, I will shoot you when I finish with surgery.”

      “Shoot me, then treat me?”

      The pretty French doctor says with a smile, “Not wounded; I’m a good shot. I will only have to bury your body afterward.”

      The doctor gets one of the men I saw earlier to help her lift a victim covered in dust and blood. They move the woman inside the hospital. I wait outside not knowing what to do.  

      I don’t have to wait too long. I see more victims of the collapsed building. I decide to help. I wait for an orderly to help me lift the stretcher. The two of us took the remaining people inside. Most of them are women and children. After a few hours, the ambulances stop coming. 

      I clean wounds and wrap bandages. I’ve seen many wounded soldiers but never these kinds of injuries. When there is no one left to treat, the doctor comes out. She finds me sitting on a bench. The morning sun is well above the horizon. It warms my face. I say nothing. My tired barometer is at an all-time high. The doctor takes out a pack of cigarettes. She offers me one from its blue box.

      I say, “Those things will kill you.”

      “So will everything in Texas.”

      “Are you still going to shoot me?”

      “Not today. I’m too tired.”

      So am I.

      I’ve run out of fuel. There’s nothing left in my gas tank. I've been running on fumes for too long. The doctor takes my hand. She leads. I follow.
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            A Maverick Is a Wandering Cow

          

        

      

    

    
      I slept. I woke. I peed. I showered. I found chow. I ate. It was good.

      It's almost noon. It's late. I need to keep moving. I’ll leave the hospital soon. My French doctor’s name is Virginie Mace. She joins me. She has an espresso and an old pastry. She sits across from me. She's beautiful, and I had been lucky enough to share her bed.  

      I reach for her chocolate croissant, ask if I could have a small corner of it, and she softly laughs. It tastes good. She’s a bright yellow flower dancing on a morning meadow.

      "Who are you? What side are you on?" I ask after our breakfast playfulness. Maybe I don’t want to know the answer.

      "We're only on the side of the sick and injured. We are on nobody's side. We are International Doctors. We go where there's need. We treat everyone. We turn no one away from our care. Thanks for your help last night. I'm short of staff now. None of the replacements can get through either one of the front lines."

      "That's because there will be a big battle. Both armies are getting ready for a fight."

      "More wounded. Our beds are already full."

      "I'm sorry."

      "Why? You haven't done anything wrong. You’re a soldier."

      "Not yet. But when it's time to fight, my mech will cause more deaths."

      She has a grave expression. "That's the future. Right now I would like to finish my café before the world grabs me with both hands and shakes me awake." Virginie takes another sip from her tiny cup. "Now, my question? Henri, why do they call you Maverick?"

      "No, not Maverick. I’m not Tom Cruise. It's Bandit because it's my call sign.”

      "Aren't they both highwaymen? Cutpurses? The same?"

      "No, a maverick is a lost cow. One that isn't a part of any herd. After the first Civil War, the cowboys of Texas gathered all the maverick cows they could find. They brought them together and drove those large herds north so they could sell the beef."

      "So, you're a wandering cow? Should I gather you into our little herd?"

      "You're teasing me."

      "It charms me for now."

      I like this woman. I ask, "Why do you do this here? You're a doctor. A surgeon. You could help people anywhere. A hospital safer than this one."

      "Who would help these people if we weren't here?"

      "No one."

      "There you go. You have answered your own question."

      She takes charge of the conversation."I have a question for you now. Why do you wish to hurt people? Last night you helped so many. There are other paths you could take than the one you're on."

      "I don't think the army sees it that way. It’s my job. I’m good at my job."

      We get quiet. Virginie can’t stay with me any longer. The duties of her hospital pull her away. When she can’t stay a second longer, she leaves me alone. I can't stay either. It puts Virginie in danger. The Texans wouldn't forgive her if they catch me here. I have to leave soon. I don’t want to go.
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            A Big Fucking Tick on a Bloodhound's Bottom

          

        

      

    

    
      I find my black bag. Check my supplies. Everything is there. Virginie comes back into her tent. She hugs me. We don't have anything to say. I want to ask if I can stay. Help out. I don't.

      She finally says, "Come back if you can."

      "I will."

      One of the nurses shows up. "That Sheriff is back again. He wants to look at all our patients. He says we have a mech trooper here he needs to take into custody."

      Doctor Virginie Mace looks scared. She says to him, "Go and stall him. I will be there shortly."

      She turns to me, "You need to leave. Go out the south gate. There's a trail out past the chinaberry grove. It'll take you out past the spring. You must leave; he's a bad man."

      "It's Sheriff Sugar. I know him. This guy has followed me for many miles. He's a bloodhound."

      "He'll kill you. He's killed others. He's a nasty man."

      "I don't know what I ever did to him."

      "It doesn't matter, but he won't give up until he kills you."

      Virginie hugs me. "Go...go now! I don't want him to murder you."

      "Me neither, but I don't want him to hurt you, either.”

      "I've dealt with him before.”

      I leave her tent. I head south. The hospital is small, and it's only a few acres. I take my time. I'm acting as normal as I can. Hopefully, I can get out of here.

      No luck. There's a deputy guarding the back gate. His car is blocking it, and he's not letting anyone through. Is this the only way out of here? My sidearm is in my black bag. He doesn't see me. I'll have to find another way out.

      I turn and look for another exit along the chain link fence circling the hospital. I walk back along the fence towards the other gate.

      I see Sugar. He's nose to nose with Virginie. I can't hear what she's saying to him. But she isn't happy. Sugar isn't alone. His other deputy is with him. They ignore her. The two of them spread out moving through the camp. I only have a few minutes before they find me. I need to get out.

      I know only one way to get this bloodhound off my trail. A tick. I need a big one to bite this bloodhound in his butt. I don’t have a tick, but I have a Vampire Bat. Okay, it’s close enough. My bat likes blood. With a little luck, she’s still hungry.
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            Hell Hath No Fury Like a Bat Scorned

          

        

      

    

    
      I look back and forth. I find a safe shady spot behind one of the tents. I make sure no one notices me with my laptop. I have a good line of sight to the front gate. I don't want to give Sugar or his deputies a chance to find me. I still have to check the uplink to the Vampire Bat. If I had programmed it right, the sleek killing machine should still be following me. I hadn't checked on the beast since yesterday when I rode shotgun with Ex-Sheriff, Flash Gordon.

      Success. The uplink is still in place. The bat is two minutes away. I take over. The bat is mine. I use the laptop's touchpad to fly it. I can see everything on my screen. I see all of Texarkana. The bat is approaching from the North. It's heading towards the camp. I make a few keystrokes and arm its missiles. They're ready to fire. The bat is still a minute away.

      I rub my eyes. I have only been looking at the screen for two minutes, but it seems like hours. I'm in firing range. I look for my target. I see Sugar's cruiser. It’s blocking the front gate. The bat's camera can even see Sugar. The bat is programmed. The missile has a new flight plan. It will take a few more seconds.

      I look overhead. The bat is too high for me to see. It's up there someplace. Then I see its black silhouette. The missile is away. I’m happy. I look over at the cruiser.

      Something has caught Sugar's attention. He's walking away from his car. I sigh. The man doesn't know he's only a few steps from death. I say to him, "Go back. Go back to your car." He can't hear me.

      The car explodes. The bat didn't miss. The cruiser is toast. The car has flipped over. It's on fire. I look for Sugar. He has been knocked down. He gets up and dusts himself off. Two of his deputies run to him to make sure he's okay. I can tell he's angry.

      He's still alive.

      Damn.

      I make a few more keystrokes. The vampire bat is on autopilot once again. It only has one missile left. I thought I used the first missile very well. I close my laptop. Stand. And I ready myself for my escape. I plan on leaving by the back gate. My path is finally clear. But I hear someone. Behind me. It’s a man’s voice.

      He says, “Don’t move, partner.” His accent is as thick as a jar of Texas molasses on a cold winter’s morning. “Put down that laptop, ya hear.”

      Now I remember, Sheriff Sugar has three deputies, and I only accounted for two. Sometimes I hate math.
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            Texas Two Step

          

        

      

    

    
      "You're the trucker we’ve been lookin' fer. You’re the Uncle Sam's Mech Trooper my sheriff is interested in," says the deputy pointing his pistol at me. By the time he had finished speaking, I thought AARP had enough time to send me a membership card and ask me to attend their next bingo night.

      "Me?" I ask. "I'm a nobody. I'm just helping out the doctors. I'm a medic."

      Today he's not going to buy my story, my cow, or my magic beans. I rub my hand along the bottom of my chin. Sometimes it's better to lie by telling the truth. I look him in the eye and I say, "You're right, Deputy. I'm the trooper your sheriff has been looking for. My handle is Bandit. Maybe you have heard of me?"

      The deputy looks as if he has just won Powerball. "Bandit. You're the one. The Rangers are looking for you too. And my sheriff is madder than my mother-in-law when I wed my wife. You're famous. Is it true? At Okie-City you fought off the whole 1st Sooner Division by yourself?"

      I'm sad. "It will please my fans to know my reputation has made it this far south. But we lost a lot of good truckers that day. The Okies were brave." It seemed a like a long time ago, but I will never forget them. Some of those lost truckers were Murder Nova, Princess, Farm Truck, Death Trap, Kamikaze, and Dung Beetle. Was it worth it? Go back and ask an Okie. If you can still find one.

      "I'm going to be famous. I captured the Bandit."

      "So would you like my autograph?" I ask trying to smile. "Or maybe we could take a selfie together?"

      "What?"

      "So you can post it on..." I wished we could carry on our conversation, but the fates have other plans for us.

      I heard the mini-gun first. I always liked to lead while dancing with a partner. I dove to the ground. A coward? Or just a survivor?

      The deputy followed my lead. A second mini-gun joined the chorus of the first. Two-part harmony. Dirt. Weeds. Everything next to us kicked up into the air by the impact. Surreal.

      I’m down low. The deputy is still moving behind me.

      The guns stop.

      I’m face first in the dirt.

      The deputy runs away. I guess he didn’t want to finish our dance together.

      “Breaker. Breaker. Bandit do you have your ears on?” It’s Snowman. He’s speaking through his mech’s PA.

      Laughing he says, “That Smokey is halfway to the nearest donut shop by now.”

      I look up and laugh. I see Snowman’s Chinese Mech with him poking his head out of its upper hatch. Alongside him is Frog sitting atop of her own Mech. She waves at me. She looks like a little girl who had just unloaded an arsenal of death at me. She is so cute. So deadly.
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            Always Buy Used

          

        

      

    

    
      There are actually three mechs there. The third one is loaded on a trailer. It’s a military rig designed for moving mechs and it’s attached to the back of an armored snowplow. There can be only one working snowplow in Texas. It’s Jittery Joe.

      “We brought you a present,” says Snowman. “I swear these Texans have the very best toys.” It’s a Chinese J7 Fishbed like my friend’s and it’s all mine. Xmas in Texas!

      I slap Snowman on the arm when he comes up to me. Frog gives me a hug and she squeezes the air out of my lungs. She’s so little, but she’s also so strong. Where does she hide her muscles? Is she on the juice?

      She says, “It’s another Chinese ‘Fish Kill Coffee.’ I like them. They’re small and deadly. I can see why the Texas Rangers like using them.”

      I don’t care. I had been too long without a mech.

      Snowman says, “You won’t believe where we found it.”

      I can tell he’s pleased with himself. He wants me to let him continue with his story. I do. I say, “Where did you find it?”

      But before Snowman can speak, Frog croaks out, “On a used car lot.”

      Snowman looks annoyed at her for ruining his story. “Yes, she’s right.” He points at the mech and I can see the prices marked on its chest.

      I say, teasing Snowman, “You didn’t pay the sticker price for it? You know they lose value once you take them off the lot.”

      Frog spoke up again not getting the joke, “We didn’t pay anything for it. Snowman shot up the salesman’s office. We took it.”

      I say with a horrific look, “You didn’t kill anybody? Did you?”

      Snowman says, “I know they hang horse thieves here. But that price is outrageous. You have to admit that is highway robbery. Even here in Texas, no jury will ever convict me. And I only scared those cutpurses a little.”

      I start walking towards my new mech. “I guess we’re back in business? It’s finally time to lay the hammer down. Let’s get this convoy rolling.”

      “That’s a big 10-4, Good-buddy,” says Frog.
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            Alligator Ankles

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting to know a new mech is like getting to know a new lover. As I climb in, I take it slow. I’m careful not to touch any of the controls. But I’m deliberate.

      As I get older, foreplay becomes more important. A gentle touch. A slight caress. A glance. I used to rush into a mech. Jump onto the controls. Place her in my...

      “Breaker. Breaker. This is Jittery Joe to Bandit.

      So much for foreplay. I say, “Go ahead, Joe.”

      “We still have three clicks on the path to grandmother’s house and it’s full of bears. We should get moving.”

      I fire up my new mech. She’s sporty. I need more time with her, but eventually, I’ll get to know her. A quick adjustment and she’s off. My cameras show Snowman and Frog following behind me. Jittery Joe follows behind all of us in his snowplow, Bertha.

      Joe continues with his intel report. “Sgt. Hulka reports a company of the Texas sixth militia is holding the line at Interstate 30 towards Center Mall. And a platoon of Rangers are guarding their Red River Depot.”

      “Are we Army now?” asks Snowman. “Shit, I thought we were truckers. I'm tired of hearing that Army talk.”

      I smile and say, “Snowman, don’t you curse on this here radio. Fox Charlie Charlie might be listening."

      Life is a little better inside of a mech. This one was made in China, but she still had the heart of a killer. She understands me. She had me at hello.

      "I hope there are no alligators up ahead," says Snowman.

      I’ve seen what those mines can do. They could launch a Humvee ten feet in the air.  A mech is heavier, but they can still cut their heels and leave them lame. Like Achilles.

      "Do you want us to slow down?" asks Snowman.

      "No," I say. "It's time. Remember, we’re all rocket sleds on rails and let's leave them on the scales."

      "Affirmative," says Snowman.

      I say, "I'm tired of those bears keeping us from our beer."

      "Amen, Brother Bandit," says Joe.

      I eventually see the militia in front of us. We are attacking in a classic wedge. Who first came up with this formation? The Greeks under Alexander? The Romans under Maximus? Or was it during a door-buster sale under Edna Wilkesboro? I don't know but it brings the most firepower to the front of our attack. But the sides and rear, almost no protection back there.

      "Uh-oh," says Joe. I can hear his .50 cal's auto-gunner on top of his snowplow firing. "I found a Platoon of mechs behind me."

      We don’t need to worry about the Alligator Mines now. It's better to twist an ankle than taking shrapnel in the back-door.

      "This wedge, not my best plan," I say without having time to think, but I have to come up with something else. "Mechs Keyup for a hundred meter dash then we’ll turn and burn. Let's give those Rangers the all of the donkey bill back at 'em. Jittery Joe, you take Bertha, make her into a covered wagon and we’ll circle her.”

      A small missile misses my cockpit. “Those Rangers must want us real bad. Didn’t we pay our taxes when we crossed the state-line?”

      Snowman says, "Bandit, I don't know if you know this, but Texas is one of only seven states where there isn’t an income tax."
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            Feeding the Bears Along the Ho Chi Minh Trail

          

        

      

    

    
      The magic mile might be the last mile of our journey, and it's the most dangerous one. A slew of bears in front. A pack of mechs behind. Ho Chi Minh has made a deal with the devil and we're about to die.

      The three of us slow down. The militia in front of us are hitting us with small arms fire. So far it's been slow pitch softball. But they're waiting for us to get closer so they can throw us a brushback pitch. Maybe they're waiting with a Hongjian-13, a fire and forget missile. Nasty.

      Frog is using her mech's mini-guns keeping the militia pinned down. Snowman and I are looking for a way out before the Ranger's mechs get too close. Hopeless.

      "Break left," cries Jittery Joe over his radio. "I have an idea."

      "Alligator Mines? Do you remember those? They’re over there,” says Snowman. "Don't you think that's a really bad idea?”

      "I don't care, but do it soon," says Frog. "My mini-gun ammo is down to forty percent. Let's do something quick."

      I can see Joe on my port vid, and his Salt Shaker is heading away from us. "Damn it, follow Joe. I hope to hell he doesn't get us killed." I come to a stop. Turn to face the Rangers. I have four mechs to fight. I don't like the odds. Fire and forget. My missiles are launched. I don't stick around to see what happens. I turn to follow my friends. I hope Joe and his girl know what they’re doing.

      Incoming. Three missiles coming at me. Fast. At my donkey side. I don't look back.

      Here they come. 1000 meters. I'm in the zone. A Georgia Overdrive.

      500 meters. I'm hungry. I want a Diablo sandwich and a Dr. Pepper for lunch.

      250 meters. Zen.

      200 meters. Launching countermeasures.

      Wait.

      Two explosions. One missile left. It's not meant for me.

      It’s for Snowman.

      "Snowman get out of the rocking chair. It's a bear trap."

      Too late. I see his countermeasures. Flares and chaff. No good. Have you ever seen a mech turned into extra-crispy KFC? I have. Not pretty. Sad.

      My friend had the wisdom to eject right away. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see he's out. He’s safe.

      "Come back, Snowman. Lay low in the parking lot, and we'll send a draggy wagon to get you shortly." Dead air. I hope he has heard me. I need to keep moving.

      I hear Joe over the radio. He's using Bertha's blade to cut a path through the mines. He laughs,“A snowplow in Texas. Everyone thought I was crazy. They told me you can't place Buckypaper on a snowplow's blade. Ha. What do they know?"

      A mine explodes and then another. Joe is having too much fun. I follow this joy ride along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

      Frog says, "They aren't following us. I can’t see them on my scope.”

      I say, "Because we aren't attacking the weapons depot any longer. They have to stay back and protect it. That’s their job.”

      "Are we still going after the beer?"

      "Of course we are," I say, "Beer is our primary mission. I'm not going to let the Texans drink it all for themselves. What's the point in invading this state if we can't enjoy a frosty one?"

      I should have been using less jibber-jabber on channel 9 and paid more attention to Frog. Her mech twists an ankle when it steps on a mine. The Alligator snaps and throws her mech down to the ground. Her mech is lame. Not good.

      Finding out she's okay, I radio, "I'm coming to get you Frog. You'll have to ride shotgun." I’m glad she's small.

      What's the score with only two minutes left in the game? It’s not looking good for the Bandit.
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            County Mounty Sugar

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign says, “Four Brothers Liquor Emporium. We distribute everywhere in Texas. Never be A-lone Star!” There's a single County Mounty parked in front. It almost looks harmless, but quoting Admiral Ackbar, “It's a trap!”

      It's Sugar's cruiser parked in the front. Another one? How many vehicles do I need to destroy?

      I could use the mini-gun. I could easily make Swiss cheese out of it.

      I’m turning off the mech. Joe is on my six, and I can hear the Cummin’s engine shut down. It gets quiet. I open the Fishbed's hatch and climb down, leaving Frog alone in the mech. I have my sidearm, but I still feel naked without my mech. I don't pull my M-11 from its holster.

      I say loud enough to be heard, "Sheriff Sugar, we haven't been properly introduced, but I know you have been looking for me. I'm the Bandit.”

      I get my answer, but there aren't any words fired back. Only a laugh.

      I turn my head, and I can see him. He's not alone. He has Snowman. Sugar has his pistol pointed at him.  This boss is nasty, and he's leveling up.

      Snowman speaks for the Sheriff. "Bandit, he says first he's going to kill me, and then he's going to kill you after he takes both of us into custody."

      Still not reaching for my sidearm. I say, ”That's it? He doesn't want to kill anybody else?”

      Snowman turns his head to Sugar, and the Sheriff says more to Snowman, but I can't hear him. Finally, Snowman speaks and says, “He says, ‘The people of Bowie County would be well served with our deaths and justice will be finally satisfied.'"

      "I agree with the Sheriff and his terms."

      "What?" asks Snowman turning back towards me.

      "Sheriff, I am going to let you take me and Snowman into custody. I would hope you would change your mind remembering we would become your Prisoners of War and you would be responsible for our safety.”

      Snowman can't believe what he's hearing. "Are you crazy? He's going to kill us. He has already said so.” Sugar raises his pistol even higher and points it at Snowman's head. Snowman yells, "Bandit, do something!"

      Suddenly a shot. It strikes Sugar in his shoulder. It spins him around and it knocks him down. I didn't fire it. Nor had Frog. Not even Jittery Joe had a chance to take it.

      Snowman runs towards my Mech. He's safe.

      I see another friend. He's walking towards Sugar with his rifle raised. It's ex-sheriff Flash Gordon. He says to me, "I'm getting old. I was aiming for his fat head.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Eight

          

          
            Brush Your Teeth and Comb Your Hair But Don't Be Late For The Firing Squad

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheriff Sugar got away when the US Army comes to rescue us. That man is slippery as an eel in a wet rubber raft. In all of the commotion, he disappeared. After the military 'saved us,’ Sgt. Hulka tells me, “The Army wants to promote you, but they also want to Court-martial you. Such is the duality of our military service. Me, I hope they line you up for a firing squad, but knowing your luck, a general is going to pin a medal on your chest. We have taken Texarkana, but Texas is going to be in for a long fight, and no one is going home anytime soon.”

      Quartermaster Lou Bloom giggles when he sees the beer. He still hasn't left the refrigerated warehouse. He's rich. Is he trustworthy? No. But his partners are well armed, and I'm sure we will eventually get our share of the beer.

      Snowman settles down, finds some chow and tells me he’s going to get some rack time, and he’s not going to wake up for three days.

      Frog? I don't know where she’s gone off to, but if I were to guess she’s looking to replace her and Snowman's mech. She will turn up sooner or later.

      Flash finds me. He wanted to talk. He says, "Sheriff Sugar is going to be arrested as soon as we find him. Crimes against humanity. We have better manners than that here in Texas. I knew he was all hat and no cattle. He can't have gotten too far. We'll eventually find him."

      "Are you going to take his place?

      “If the voters pick me in a special election, and I can find care for my Penelope. We'll see. I'm getting older, but I have a duty to serve." Flash stop walking. "You know what I'm talking about. Finally, I also came for the beer. That might be my first duty is to make sure everyone gets their fair share.”

      I turn towards him and say, "I do. But first I have a date with a doctor."

      Flash smiles at me. Reaches into his pocket and pulls out his car keys. "Take the Trans Am."

      "I can't," I say. "It's your ride."

      "I'm going to take Sugar's cruiser home tonight. Take my car, your lady will be impressed." He presses the cars keys into my hand.

      "She's French. She might not care," I say as I accept them.

      "You still have a lot to learn about women.” Flash turns and leaves.

      "Thank you," I say and he points me in the direction where it's parked. I find the car. Its gold trim sparkles in the setting sun.

      There's someone sitting in the car. It's Frog.

      She says from the passenger seat, "I'm going with you."

      I climb into the driver's seat. I let out my breath. This car is impressive. I recover. ”I'm meeting a lady tonight. Three is a crowd."

      "That's gross. You're too old for me. But you really need a bodyguard. I don't know if you have noticed but sometimes you get into more trouble than the mangiest junkyard dog."

      "10-4. I ‘Roger’ that. Ya know Frog, I really don’t know you.” I start up the Trans Am. It gives a wonderful throaty sound and we are off to find my French doctor, Virginie.

      Frogs says, “I’m just a tadpole trying to be a frog. I heard that once.” She gives me a disapproving look, “You should comb your hair."
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