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Chapter 1

 

His back to the wall, the black haired, barrel-chested Indian held the long knife in front of him.

A huge black wolf crouched five feet from him. The wolf’s eyes watched the knife as it made small circles in the air.

Without taking his eyes off the wolf, the man yelled, “Tammy, you better come get your damned pet before I stick him.”

A small girl with long brown hair and blue eyes walked into the room. Placing her hands on her hips, she gave the man a look of disgust. “How am I supposed to pack if I have to run in here every few minutes and separate you two? Joe, quit acting like a child and leave Chuka alone.”

“Damn it, Tammy. He started it,” the man said, then hung his head, embarrassed by the look she gave him.

In his mind the wolf heard, “Chuka, if you don’t behave yourself I am going to slap your nose again.” The wolf backed across the room and lay down with his head on his paws. His nose still hurt from the blow the girl delivered the last time she separated the two of them.

“Joe, you stay on your side of the room and you stay on your side, Chuka,” Tammy told them in a stern voice and walked from the room. They both heard her giggle in the other room as she talked to another man.

Joe looked across the room at the wolf and thought, I still think you are the ugliest bastard I’ve seen.

The wolf’s hackles rose on his neck and he let out a low growl when he heard the man’s thoughts.

Tammy stuck her head through the door and looked at both of them. “One more time and you both will be punished.”

Chuka looked across the room at Joe and wondered why the man’s thoughts irritated him. He knew he wasn’t pretty, mostly because of his size. He was half again the size of a large wolf with a head so big he could put a big man’s leg in his mouth. Still, the human didn’t have to keep telling him he was ugly.

Leaving his home in the pine forests of Canada, Chuka had joined the man and the girl. In a vision, his dead father had told him to go with the girl and protect her. Grudgingly, he had left his mother, brothers, and sisters. Chuka had little love for humans and could barely stand being around them in the town they were at now. He hadn’t realized there were so many humans in the world.

When he walked with the girl, people gave them a wide path. He sensed fear in almost all of them at the sight of him. The human Joe, however, didn’t fear him at all. The girl would slap Chuka’s nose when he did something she didn’t like. How could one so small be so brave? One bite from him would kill her; yet she knew he wasn’t going to harm her. His ears perked up at the sound of engines starting outside the house.

Joe walked across the room and threw open the door, letting in a rush of cold air. He watched a group of women go from truck to truck, making sure that each large tank was securely tied down on the trailers. Women mechanics worked on the engines of the trucks that pulled the trailers.

A man with huge arms and long blond hair walked up to Joe and they entered the room, closing the door. The blond haired man reached down and patted Chuka on the head. Chuka growled and bared his teeth.

“Now don’t be like that, boy; do I have to get Tammy in here to straighten you out?” the man said with a laugh.

“Leave him alone, Zap, or you will have Tammy in here on me again,” Joe said.

“Haven’t the two of you made up yet?” Zap asked.

“I don’t understand it, Zap. He is nothing like his father. Hell, I could tease Stalker all day and it never bothered him. This flea-bitten wolf takes offence to everything I say.”

“You have a very short memory, Joe,” Tammy said, sticking her head through the door. “When you and Stalker first met it was all I could do to keep you from killing each other. Now it’s you and Stalker’s son. Tell me, Zap, why do adults act like such babies at times?” Tammy asked in a serious voice.

“Whoa, wait a minute, don’t get me mixed up in this, Tammy,” Zap said, backing toward the door.

Tammy threw her head back. “Men! You all stick together.” She returned to the other room.

“Is everything ready for us to pull out tomorrow morning?” Joe asked as he sat down in a chair.

“Yeah, this weather worries me though. I’d hate to get stuck on one of the mountains we have to go over. This late in the year we will hit a lot of snow in some of the mountain passes.”

“If we have to we can unload a few of the tanks and pull the trucks across, Zap. The longer we wait the worse it will get. I have a hunch Charlie will need those tanks before summer; if we can get them there. Todd has people out looking for them all over the place. Soon as we are spotted it will be a fight all the way. What do you think of this all-woman Armored Unit, Zap?”

“They are good, Joe. Damned good. In a fight they will be worth a battalion of men. They already know what fighting is all about. Colonel Dotson told me about the fire fights she had coming out here. You know I sort of like the lady. Dave has fallen head over heels for Captain Pearson. That little package of dynamite has him wrapped around her finger. Lieutenant Thacker is all over Phil but he acts like he isn’t interested. I know better; watch him when she is around. I didn’t think I would ever see Phil tongue-tied. Our Phillip acts like a shy little boy.”

“I noticed the same thing yesterday. I mentioned it to him and he got red-faced. Told me to mind my own business. I want one of you three to stay with the radio all night. First thing in the morning we need an update on where Todd’s people are. If we can I would like to stay in the mountains until we get to Oklahoma. From there it will be a straight shot to Arkansas.

* * * *

Outside Colonel Dotson had her women check everything one more time. “Relax, Colonel, we are as prepared as we can get,” Captain Donna Pearson told her.

“I know, Donna. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I never had these kinds of doubts before.”

“A certain man named Wayne Lane, who everyone calls Zap, wouldn’t have anything to do with these doubts, would he?” Captain Pearson asked, trying her best not to smile.

“Damn it, Donna, I am an officer and a lady. I shouldn’t be having feelings like these,” Colonel Dotson said in a low voice.

“I don’t believe there is a law saying you can’t be an officer and a lover, or even get married if it comes to that,” Captain Pearson told her.

“What would my troops think of me acting like a shameless hussy? I can’t be seen as weak in front of them. How could I expect them to follow orders?”

Well, Colonel, we might as well cut your tits off and put a dick on you,” Yoshie Yamatica, the only civilian with Colonel Dotson’s group, said as she came around the end of the trailer.

Captain Pearson lost it and laughed hysterically, collapsing to the ground, holding her sides. “Oh, Yoshie, you are a jewel,” she said as tears streamed down her face.

“What did you mean by that remark, young lady?” Colonel Dotson asked in a shocked voice.

“Just that if you are going to deny being a woman, we might as well make you into a man,” Yoshie answered, straight-faced.

“I don’t deny being a woman. Where did you get an idea like that? Captain Pearson, would you control yourself and get off the ground,” Colonel Dotson exclaimed in an exasperated voice.

“Well, Ma’am, if you are going to suppress your feelings, you aren’t the woman we thought you were. All of us love you and only want your happiness. I suggest, however, that you don’t get as brazen as Lieutenant Thacker. She rubs it all over Phil every time he gets near her,” Yoshie said with a giggle.

“I will have a talk with her,” Colonel Dotson said.

“No you won’t, Colonel. Let Sylvia be a woman; it won’t interfere with her work,” Captain Pearson said.

“I’ve noticed you and Dave spend a lot of time together, Donna. Is there anything going on and will it affect your combat readiness?” Colonel Dotson asked.

“No fair, Colonel,” Captain Pearson and Yoshie exclaimed in unison.

“Okay, okay, I withdraw the question. Don’t both of you have something to do. I need some time alone to think about my problem.” She turned and caught Yoshie mouthing something and making cutting motions with her hands toward her breasts. Captain Pearson ran around the end of the trailer and Dotson heard her wheezing she was laughing so hard. “Get out of here.” She swatted at Yoshie, who ducked back around the trailer.

A few moments later, Colonel Dotson heard Captain Pearson go into another fit of laughter. She started to chuckle and as the image Yoshie drew grew in her mind, Dotson sat down and laughed until it hurt.

Wiping her eyes, she got up and went to the house she shared with Captain Pearson and Lieutenant Thacker. Rubbing her eyes, she lay down on her bed.

Dotson thought romance was a thing of the past for her until a few days ago. So far, she hadn’t as much as kissed Zap. They spent their time talking to each other. She told him about her husband and how he died at the hands of a crowd of crazy people, allowing her to escape. Colonel Dotson cried on his shoulder, finally letting go of the grief held back for so long. She no longer felt an empty place in her heart. She still felt the loss of her husband, but she locked that part of her life in a secret place in the back of her mind.

Now she could start living again. Wayne wasn’t any prize. His face might have been cute if it wasn’t for the ugly scar from his right ear to his right eye. She didn’t particularly care for his reddish blond beard but she could live with it. She felt a bond form between them when he told her of his life. He told her he knocked around from town to town since he left the Army in seventy-three. Women never stood a chance against his wanderlust to always be on the move. He said he mostly took life a day at a time. Colonel Dotson wondered at how comfortable she felt with him. Every time she entered a room and saw him her heart did a flip and beat faster. Oh well, she would sort it all out later. Right now all she wanted to do was get a little sleep.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Todd paced back and forth on the road. “Where in the hell did they go?” Behind him on the road idled a long line of cars and trucks. “What about the radio? Have any of our people spotted them, Dell?”

A thin man with a wedge shaped face and a deathly white pallor turned to Todd. “No, Todd. None of our people report seeing the tanks. I don’t understand how they can disappear like that. Shit, I thought we were right behind them.”

Todd shook his head and kicked a clump of dirt. “We know they are, or will be, heading south for Arkansas from the radio messages we intercepted. I want you to put two men patrolling every road between Omaha and Twin Falls
Idaho. Tell the men to do nothing if they spot them; just keep tabs on them. I want those tanks, Dell, and I want them in working order. I am going to take a couple dozen men and run over to the town Andy just took. I want to meet this girl who claims to be a god. She has Andy pretty shook up and you know nothing rattles Andy’s cage.”

Todd gave a few more instructions then went to his pickup and got in the passenger seat. He flipped the heater fan to high and rubbed his hands together under the heat vent. “Get me to the town Andy is in as quick as you can,” he told his driver.

Laying his head back against the headrest, Todd thought about how things were shaping up. He controlled everything west of the Missouri River except for California, Washington and Oregon. There were a lot of free towns not under his direct control, but he was eliminating them one by one. He controlled all of the major cities. His people had started to manufacture needed items in some of those cities. This winter his people would have power to heat their homes thanks to his master—Pete. Last winter’s severe weather claimed many lives. Most of the deaths were caused by people burning wood in their homes to keep warm. That wouldn’t happen this winter. Pete, his master, had found the programs to get the four Nuclear Reactor power plants in Missouri online. His men at the plants told him he would have all the power needed by the end of the week.

Having heat would lift the morale of the men along the border areas. He hoped those damned Hillbillies froze their asses off. Todd knew President Donaldson was shafting him by pulling forces away from the border with the Hillbillies. This allowed the rebels to shift a lot of their forces over to their western border. Now it would be twice as tough taking them out. Without the tanks or heavy artillery the rebels possessed, his forces were stalemated. He had overwhelming manpower, but the rebels had a hell of a lot more firepower. Todd desperately needed the new tanks that were roaming around somewhere out here; with them he could make a breech in the rebel line and pour his men through.

He knew President Donaldson wanted him to slug it out with the rebels. That was one game he wasn’t going to play. If it weren’t for President Donaldson being so paranoid of President Samules, Donaldson would’ve already taken Todd and his territory. The way it stood now, President Donaldson controlled all the East Coast. He had four million plus people under him.

The Hillbilly Rebels controlled the Appalachian Mountains from Pennsylvania down to Northern Alabama and Georgia. They had a little over a million people, but they had more than enough firepower to beat back any forces mustered against them.

Todd had close to two million people under his control. He was negotiating with the cannibals down south trying to get them to throw in with him. If they did they would almost double his force; then, he would go after the rebels. He didn’t like the idea of supplying the cannibals with small arms, but he couldn’t see any way around it. He worried that once armed they would turn on him. Damned flesh-eaters made his skin crawl.

He settled back and the next thing he knew his driver nudged him, saying they were there. Andy Payne, his man in this region, waited on the porch of the bank for him. At six feet, two hundred eighty- five pounds Andy was an imposing figure. Close up you noticed the goose egg bumps all over his face. He didn’t have a tooth in his mouth and he was as bald as a rock.

Todd got out of the truck and walked up the steps. “Where’s the girl you wanted me to see, Andy?”

“Inside, Todd. Listen, before you go inside, I want to talk to you. Be careful what you say around her. She’s pissed off about something and throwing a bitch of a fit.” He opened the door and followed Todd into the bank.

From a room in back of the bank, Todd heard a girl’s voice screech that she was going to kill that son of a bitch the next time she saw him. Walking to the door, he looked in and saw a brown-haired, blue-eyed young girl pacing back and forth. She held her arm and Todd saw blood running from a bad gash. Lying on the floor groveling before the girl was the ugliest woman Todd had ever seen. When the girl raised her hands, the woman flinched as if afraid the girl would strike her.

Andy cleared his throat and the girl turned toward him. “What do you want, you ugly bastard?” she shouted.

Andy’s face turned pale; he would have stepped back if Todd weren’t standing behind him. “Uh, Ginger, I want you to meet my boss, Todd Christian.” He pulled Todd forward and stepped behind him.

“Well, little girl, what has you so riled up?” Todd asked.

“Don’t ‘little girl’ me, asshole, and keep your fucking nose out of my business.” She turned to the woman lying on the floor.

“Find out where they went. I don’t care how many people you have to kill. Bring me his head in a sack. Get off the floor, you whimpering bitch!” The woman got to her feet and hurried from the room mumbling, “Yes, Mistress.”

The little girl walked around a desk on the other side of the room. Looking down, she said, “Have you had enough pain, little man? Get up, you filthy son of a bitch.”

Todd saw a small head rise above the desk. Two small hands pressed against the head. When the head turned his way, he saw pleading in the soft pink eyes.

“Do something, Todd. Don’t let her kill Doc,” Andy pleaded.

Todd took two steps into the room and grabbed the girl by the arm. She whipped around, her face mottled with fury. The dwarf sank to the floor behind the desk. “I told you to mind your fucking business, didn’t I?” She looked into his eyes and Todd felt a pressure building in his head. In moments, it felt like his head was going to burst. Gathering all his remaining strength, he swung and clipped the girl on the chin with his fist. As she fell to the floor unconscious, the pressure receded from his head.

“How in the hell did she do that?” Todd asked.

Doc pulled himself up from behind the desk. “It’s a form of mind control. She uses it to get people to do her bidding. She also uses it to punish. This child is definitely not human,” Doc said as he staggered from behind the desk.

Andy grabbed him and lifted him in his arms. “Are you all right, Doc? She didn’t hurt you bad, did she?”

“I’m all right, Andy, but I am going to have one hell of a headache later. Set me down and make proper introductions, will you please?”

Andy set Doc on the floor and turned to Todd. “Todd Christian, I would like for you to meet my friend, Doc.”

Doc walked forward on his short legs and held out a child-like hand. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Christian.”

“Likewise, Doc,” Todd said, shaking the small hand.

Doc looked over his shoulder and said, “Okay, you two can come in now.”

Todd stepped back and drew his gun as two large tigers stepped into the room. “Easy, Mr. Christian. They won’t harm you unless I want them to,” Doc told him.

“I was on the verge of calling them in to rescue me when you showed up. I wonder how she found out we were planning on killing her?” Doc asked Andy.

Todd moved carefully around the room as the tigers went to stand beside the dwarf. He wanted to keep as much distance between them as possible. “Don’t you think you should kill the girl before she comes to?” he asked Doc.

“Like I said: she’s not human. I don’t know if she can die. The safest thing to do is get out of here. When she wakes up, she will realize we aren’t going to harm her. I suggest we cross the street and let her work this out for herself.”

Todd noticed that as soon as Doc finished speaking, he hurried from the room with Andy at his heels. The girl was starting to moan and move her head from side to side. Quickly, Todd left the building.

He saw Andy going into a restaurant across the street. Going in the building, he saw Andy and the dwarf sitting at a rear table, each with a drink in hand. He turned a chair around and sat down on the opposite side of the table.

“What did you mean when you said she wasn’t human, Doc?” Todd asked.

Doc scratched his head and thought for a minute. “Her body is human and can be destroyed. For lack of a better word, let’s say her essence or soul is not human. That is the part we can’t destroy. Now this is all guesswork, but I believe it to be close to the truth. This thing entered her and is trapped inside her. If the girl’s body is destroyed, the thing will be released and find another body. That’s why I didn’t want her killed. As long as the girl lives, we know where this thing is. Kill the girl and let the soul escape to inhabit someone else and we won’t know who to trust.”

“Will she give us any trouble? I, for one, don’t want her messing around with the inside of my head again. How did you stand the pain, Doc? What little she gave me hurt like hell.”

“It hurt, Todd. Jesus, did it hurt. She can judge how much pain we can stand before it does us harm. Then she applies the right amount of pressure to keep the pain constant. While she was in my mind I felt a conflict between the girl’s awareness and the thing’s consciousness. This thing is in a constant struggle to break the will of the girl. The girl must have one hell of a constitution because it is limited to what it can do to her. Press too hard and it will destroy her mind, then the body will be worthless to it. This thing is smart and I think it will leave us alone.”

The front doors of the restaurant flew open and they turned to see Ginger staring at them with hate-filled eyes. Doc made a motion with his hand and the two tigers on the other side of the room crouched, ready to spring. Ginger turned and stuck up her middle finger at the two tigers. “You think I am afraid of your pussy cats, freak?” she shouted.

“Calm down a little, Ginger, before someone gets hurt,” Doc said in a gentle voice.

“Oh, someone is going to get hurt all right.” She walked up to Todd and looked him up and down. “Does it make you feel like a real man knocking the shit out of an eight-year-old girl, asshole?” Sarcasm dripped from her words.

“You have to expect those things when you play with the big boys, little girl,” Todd told her with a smile.

“So my little demonstration wasn’t enough for you, was it? Let’s see if I can make it hurt a little more,” she said with a wicked smile on her face.

“Try it and I will knock you on your ass again. This time I will give you a shot that will keep you in limbo for a long time. They make drugs that won’t kill you, but will take away all your will-power. The choice is yours, little girl.” Todd reached out and patted her on the head before she could flinch away.

The anger drained from her and all at once she hung her head. “Okay, I won’t cause you any pain.” She fluttered her eyelashes at them, looking like a charming little lady. The next instant, her face was a mass of fury. “I do want the dog man Zeb’s head, though. One of his goddamned dogs bit me for no reason at all.” She screamed at them then stormed out of the room.

“What a temper.” Todd laughed.

“Don’t take her lightly, Mr. Christian. She has a lot of followers, who will do anything she says.”

“I don’t, Doc; but I don’t plan on being here more than a few hours. Andy, put someone you trust in charge of the people here. I need you for a special job. How soon can you leave?”

“I’m ready to leave right now, Boss. Hell, I would even walk to the next town to get away from her. Boss, would it be okay if Doc comes with us?” Andy asked.

Todd looked at the dwarf, then over at the two tigers. “I assume you have a cage to put them in? I wouldn’t want to scare my people when we get to them.”

They took Todd outside and showed him the cage and the Chevy Suburban used to pull it. Andy told him he only lost twelve people taking the town. Without Ginger’s people, he would have lost a lot more. They didn’t get the man operating the strong ham radio or the radio, but at least it was off the air for a while. When Andy said the radio operator’s name was Dave, Todd felt a faint memory stir but he couldn’t bring it out. From the description of the man, Todd knew he had met him once before, but couldn’t remember where. Shaking his head, he told Andy and Doc to get their things together. After getting something to eat, he wanted to put the town behind him.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Colonel Holbrook paced back and forth in front of his desk. A light sheen of sweat lined his face. His black hair had tinges of gray in it and his soft blue eyes looked worried.

“I don’t like it; Elmo should have called in yesterday,” he said to the slim red-haired man setting next to the door.

“If you want, sir, I can run up there and nose around,” Captain Jerry Owens said.

“No, Jerry, I want you to go south again. We need to find out how many weapons Todd is turning over to the Cannibals. I don’t like the reports people are giving us from the southern part of the state. I need reliable information and you’ve been down there several times.”

Captain Owens got a pained look on his face. “I don’t know what I would do if they didn’t have people down there who weren’t like them. If I had to eat human flesh like they do, you could count me out, sir. I will face any danger, but I won’t do that.”

“Yes, I remember the first time you came back from down there. You couldn’t hold anything down for a week.”

“When do you want me to leave, sir?” Captain Owens asked.

“How is your training schedule? When is your next break?”

“My training class graduates this Friday. I could leave this weekend. As a matter of fact it is better to go down there on the weekend. Although they know me for a drunk, they still watch me pretty close. Weekends get kind of crowded down there. Makes it easier for me to move around.”

“Good, see me Friday evening before you leave. Find Corporal Donavan for me and have him meet me at the motor pool.” Holbrook escorted Captain Owens to the door. He went to the back of the room, reached up and took his .45mm off a hook. After buckling it around his waist, he went outside.

Men were busy filling sand bags and placing them across the street on the northern end of town. Fifty feet beyond the sand bags, a backhoe dug a trench across the street. The trench was ten feet wide and three feet deep. It was deep enough to stop trucks and cars from crossing. Behind the sandbags, a dozen men constructed a portable bridge. They would place it across the trench if needed.

Last night, Todd’s people attacked the town of Mt. Home, sixteen miles south of the Missouri border. The reinforced battalion he sent there last week must have shocked Todd’s force. They broke off their attack after meeting stiff resistance.

Thank God, General Lawson sent him the extra three thousand men last month. He placed them in Little Rock so they could be shifted north to the Missouri border or south to the Louisiana border quickly.

When his scouts reported a build up north of Mt. Home, Holbrook sent a thousand of these men there last week. He still worried about his southern flank. With less than five thousand people covering the border with Louisiana, he was stretched thin.

Now Major McCallahan was a day late in reporting. His last report stated that he thought Todd knew he was using Ft. Leonard Wood as a staging area. Major McCallahan had less than a hundred men left of the original five hundred he took with him. For a while, he caused mass confusion and a lot of damage all over northern Missouri. Holbrook savored those four months Major McCallahan bought for him. During that time, General Lawson had sent him over seven thousand people which allowed him to strengthen his weak points. Best of all he received an Armored unit last month. They were his best-kept secret. He kept them well back from any fighting. He expected a major push on the town of Hardy in the next few weeks. When it came, he would bring the Armored unit forward.

For two weeks now, his spies and scouts hadn’t been able to penetrate the cordon thrown up north along the border. The last reports he received showed close to twenty thousand men moving into West Plains, Missouri. That many men could only mean Todd was going to try and push into Arkansas soon.

He was almost certain Todd and the Cannibals down south were working with each other. That was why he worried about the reports of towns being attacked all along the Louisiana border.

A man ran down the street shouting his name. The man ran up to Holbrook, saluted and handed him a message. Unfolding the paper, he read, Major McCallahan retreating south under heavy pressure. He asks for a blocking force of a thousand men to meet him at Branson, Missouri day after tomorrow.

“Did Major McCallahan say how many men were after him?”

“Yes sir, he reported less than a thousand men following him. So far, he has avoided any major fights by splitting his forces and regrouping at a town farther south. He said another group of a thousand men are leaving West Plains, heading west to intercept him. That’s why he wants a blocking force there to keep him from getting cut off,” Sergeant Andrews answered.

Colonel Holbrook thought for a few moments then said, “Tell Major McCallahan he will have his blocking force and a little extra. Radio the Armored unit and tell them I want them ready to move out the moment I get there.” He returned the man’s salute.

He double-timed down to the motor pool and looked for Corporal Donavan. He found him talking to one of the mechanics. “I need the fastest vehicle you have, Sergeant,” he said to the mechanic as he pulled Corporal Donavan to the side.

“Jim, you and I are going to take the Armored unit and save Elmo’s ass. Pick up a vehicle and meet me at my office in ten minutes.” Turning, Holbrook ran from the building.

In his office, he opened a map of Arkansas and placed it on the desk. He figured it would take an hour to get to Batesville where the Armored unit was. Another four hours to Route 65, then a straight shot north. It was now ten o’clock; if all went well, they could be near Branson by midnight. Folding the map, Holbrook picked his rifle up and went out just as Corporal Donavan pulled up.

“Where in hell did you get that?” he asked.

“Found it in the corner of the garage. Someone restored it and put it in the garage with a cover over it,” Corporal Donavan said with a smile.

Colonel Holbrook stepped back and looked at the car. It was a red and black fifty-seven Chevy. The first one he had ever seen, except for pictures. Corporal Donavan gunned the engine and it gave a throaty roar. “What kind of an engine does it have?”

“Would you believe a souped up four twenty-seven. This car will fly like a bat out of hell. Where are we going, sir?”

Colonel Holbrook told him and watched as he reached down and shifted the Hurst shifter into low. “Ready?” Corporal Donavan asked.

Before he could reply, Corporal Donavan released the clutch and pressed on the gas at the same time. The engine roared and for a moment they didn’t move. A shrill scream came from the two rear tires. Smoke billowed from under the fenders. All at once, the rear of the car fish-tailed and they were moving down the street. Colonel Holbrook felt himself pressed into the seat. When Corporal Donavan shifted to second, he lunged forward then was slammed back in the seat again.

“Slow this thing down, Corporal. I want to get there in one piece,” he yelled over the noise of the glass pack mufflers. They slowed from seventy to fifty and he breathed a sigh of relief. The car didn’t have any seat belts, which he regretted. On the straight stretches, Corporal Donavan would press their speed above one hundred.

Fifty minutes later, they pulled into Batesville in a cloud of dust.

He got out of the car with his hands in the air. At least two dozen men stood with rifles aimed at them. A man in uniform came running up the street yelling, “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!”

They both stood with their hands in the air until the man reached them. “I am sorry, Colonel. We had a report of someone heading for town flat-out. We didn’t know whether to expect trouble or not. Better to be safe than sorry. Captain Borgain at your service, sir.” The man raised his hand in a salute.

“Are the tanks ready to roll, Captain?” Holbrook asked the man.

“Yes, sir. We’re parked on the edge of town. Twenty tanks and three ammo trucks, plus two hundred extra men to guard the trailers when we unload the tanks.”

“Get in and we will drive out to the staging area,” Colonel Holbrook told the man. Seated in the car again, he turned to Corporal Donavan and said, “Do you think you can keep it out of warp drive until we get there?”

“Aye, Aye, Colonel; impulse drive it will be,” Corporal Donavan said with a heavy Scottish brogue.

On the outskirts of town, they came to a meadow where twenty tractor trailers were lined up in two rows. Men and women scurried around them doing last minute checks. They pulled up to an old barn used as a maintenance building. Getting out of the car, Holbrook walked into the barn. The place was spotless; tools hung on pegboards around the walls. None of them had a spot of grease or oil on them. The dirt floor had been swept clean and everything was in its proper place. A small chubby man with black hair worked on a piece of equipment on a workbench at the rear of the building. On his shoulders were chief warrant officer bars.

Captain Borgain yelled at the man from where they stood in the barn door. The man wiped his hands on a rag lying on the bench then walked to where they stood. He smartly saluted Colonel Holbrook. His hands were oil stained but his fatigues didn’t have so much as a smudge of oil or grease on them.

“Colonel, this is our mechanical genius, Chief Warrant Officer Don McCauley. Without him, none of these mechanical beasts would be operational.”

Colonel Holbrook was impressed with any man who could keep such a spotless shop under these conditions. He shook the Warrant Officer’s hand. He judged the man to be in his mid thirties and thirty to forty pounds overweight. His fatigues were starched and creased in all the right places. He knew he was looking at an oddity in today’s world. This man was carrying on the traditions of the old army in an age where strict discipline no longer existed. Whatever it took, he was going to get this man transferred to his command. “It’s nice to see someone who runs a nice tight shop, Don.”

“Always believed cleanliness was next to perfection, sir,” Don answered as he stared in rapt fascination at the ’57 Chevy parked behind them. He walked by them and lifted the hood on the Chevy. “I’ll be damned; a 427 with a turbo-charged blower.” He leaned in and ran his hands over parts of the engine. Pulling a bright chrome adjustable wrench out of his rear pocket, he made adjustments on a few of the carburetor linkages. He caressed the valve covers like a man would caress a woman he hadn’t seen in some time. He turned and asked, “Could I take her for a spin, sir?”

Corporal Donavan handed him the keys and Don slid behind the wheel. He sat there for a long time, running his hands over the steering wheel and dash. Turning the ignition, he got a faraway look in his eyes at the throaty roar of the glass pack mufflers.

“Colonel, I’m afraid we have lost a fine car,” Corporal Donavan said as Don pulled away from the barn.

“Did you see the look on his face as he sat there caressing the steering wheel?” Colonel Holbrook asked.

“I hope you aren’t suggesting Don would steal the car,” Captain Borgain said.

“Not at all, Captain. I am sure Corporal Donavan will agree with me that for us to keep the car would be impractical. Neither one of us are mechanically inclined. No, from my point of view that car and Don were made for each other.”

Captain Borgain relaxed and said, “Thank you, sir.”

“Soon as Don gets back, I would like to move out, Captain. I want to be near Branson by midnight. Corporal, I want you to take the Captain’s scouts and go ahead of us. You know what kind of a position I am looking for; see if you can find one before dawn tomorrow.” Colonel Holbrook watched both men walk toward the tanks talking to each other.

* * * *

At the same time, just north of Lebanon, Missouri, on I-44, Major McCallahan was fighting to save his men. He led a dozen of his men through a large culvert going under the Interstate. He had to crouch down in the six-foot high culvert so he wouldn’t bang his helmet against the roof. Sweat ran off his face and his fatigues were soaked. At the culvert’s exit, he took off his helmet and eased his grey-haired head out into the open.

Off to the right, at fifty yards, he saw the machine gun that had the rest of his men pinned down. Two men carried a box of ammo up the embankment to the machine gun. There were a dozen men laying on the berm, adding their fire to that of the machine gun. He had to take out the machine gun quickly, before it could be turned on them.

Water from the culvert had eroded a three-foot wide ditch that angled in back of the men. Not much cover, only three feet in the deepest places, but it had to do. He ordered six of the men to follow. He told the rest to wait for his signal, then come out firing. It was risky, but they didn’t have the time to make a slow approach. Another group of men were on their way to join these men. They would be here in the next hour. He wanted to be clear of the area when they arrived.

McCallahan took off his helmet and placed it to the side. After checking that the men had their automatic rifles on safe, he got down on his hands and knees. Rifle slung across his back, he quickly scrambled along the ditch making enough noise to wake the dead. He didn’t worry about noise. The firing would cover any noise they made. In places where the ditch was only eighteen inches deep, he fell to his belly and crawled until the bank became higher. Every now and then, he peeked over the bank to make sure they hadn’t been spotted. Ten long minutes later, he reached a point directly in back of the machine gun.

The bank of the ditch was only two feet deep here. McCallahan waited until his men nodded they were ready, then drew his hand across his throat to the man watching him from the culvert. Two men stepped out of the culvert with M79 grenade launchers propped against their hips. Two soft plopping noises sounded. One of the grenades landed on the other side of the machine gun with a blast that blew three men into the air. The second grenade landed behind the machine gun blowing a man who was reaching into the ammo box to bits. The men on the bank swiveled around, sending a stream of hot lead toward the two men at the culvert.

Taking a deep breath, Major McCallahan yelled, “Now!” He stood and fired at the men on the embankment. The men on the machine gun tried to turn it around. He aimed and saw his bullets strike three feet below them. Adjusting his aim, he ran a stream of slugs across the men. Two of the men fell to the side, but two more jumped to take their places. One of his men on the right grunted and slumped to the ground. The ground around the machine gun erupted into a shower of dirt and rock.

Now that he didn’t have to worry about the machine gun, he concentrated on the five men still firing. He saw one man line up on him and walked his bullets up the slope, taking the man in the chest. The man flipped over just as he fired. Major McCallahan felt a blow to his left arm that spun him around. He turned onto his stomach and fired one-handed at the only man still firing. The man shuddered at the impact of a dozen bullets, stood up and pitched head-first down the slope.

Climbing unsteadily to his feet, McCallahan checked his men. Two of them were dead and another one had a bad leg wound. He had the two unhurt men carry the wounded man back to the culvert. Going to the dead men, he bent down and pulled their dog tags from around their necks. Another two to add to the almost full box in his truck. “Rest in peace,” he said, then turned and staggered for the culvert. The pain of his wound was beginning and he had to grit his teeth to keep from crying out. Two men helped him through the culvert to where their trucks were parked. A medic stripped away his shirt and poured alcohol on the gaping wound. He almost passed out from the intense pain of the burning alcohol.

“Get us the hell out of here, Johnny,” he said through gritted teeth to one of his young Lieutenants.

Men loaded the wounded onto a ton and a half truck, then got in their vehicles and drove up the embankment to the Interstate. A few minutes later, they raced down the highway.

The medic placed a bandage over McCallahan’s shoulder and gave him a shot. He made a sling for the arm and gave Major McCallahan two Tylenol 3 tablets. “We need to change the bandage every four hours, sir. If the pain becomes too bad, I have a little morphine left. Just let me know and I will give you some.”

“Thanks, Sarge; but I don’t want to take anything that will muddle my mind. Save the morphine for those who really need it.” He lay back on the thick mattress in the back of his pickup as they sped down the highway. When the Tylenol kicked in, his pain eased to a dull thump. He hoped to God Colonel Holbrook received their last message.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Joe shook the black man’s hand and kissed his new wife on the cheek. “We are going to miss you, Jake; and you, too, Polly,” he told them.

“I wasn’t cut out for this running all over the country getting shot at, Joe. Polly and I talked it over and decided to stay here. The people are friendly and have accepted us. It will be nice to sit back and not be looking over my shoulder all the time. Take care of yourself, Joe. Watch out for Todd and Ginger; they want your hide real bad.”

Joe walked down the steps and got behind the wheel of his Jeep. The weather was blustery and snowflakes whirled around in the wind. Tammy sat on the passenger side and she waved at the people on the porch as the Jeep left town.

Dave and Zapper in another Jeep followed close behind Joe. They were going ahead of the convoy of tanks as scouts. Zapper nodded to Colonel Dotson as they passed the head of the column of tanks. They wanted to reach Sidney, Montana by dark. Zapper doubted they would because the snow was getting heavier.

In the lead Jeep, Joe had Tammy open their map and told her to find a medium-sized town for them to stay in if the snow got worse. Colonel Dotson would start soon after them, but her tractor-trailers would have to go a lot slower.

Tammy found a small town called Wayburn about fifty miles from the U.S. border. She got on the radio and tried to contact the town. After ten minutes, a faint scratchy reply came over the radio.

“This is Wayburn station; we copy you, but your signal is weak. Can you boost it a little?” the man on the radio asked.

“Tell them to stand by, Tammy. We will be to the top of the mountain in a half hour. Reception will be a lot better there.”

Tammy relayed the message then leaned back in the seat. In the bed of the Jeep, the wolf Chuka stood on his rear legs, with his front paws on the roof of the Jeep. He was eager to be on the move and out in the open. The twenty-degree temperature and blowing wind felt good. It was nice to be out of town and away from so many humans. He felt lonely for his home in the northern reaches of Canada. He would protect the girl, but he would rather be running free in the pine forests of his home.

Joe stopped at the top of the mountain and Tammy radioed Wayburn Station.

“We copy you loud and clear, Wolf Pack. What can we do for you this fine, cold morning?”

“Wayburn Station, we would like to lay over in your town tonight. Would that be okay with you?” Tammy asked.

“We will be expecting you and your tanks this evening. Tell everyone hello from the free people of Wayburn. Our people will be watching for you. Wayburn Station out.”

Joe raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t say anything about tanks, Tammy.”

“No, I didn’t, Joe. I think it strange they would mention them. Of course, the tanks passed through there last month. That still doesn’t explain how they know who we are?”

“Call it a hunch, but I want to check out the town before we go in. Get Dave and Zap on the radio for me.”

Five hours later, they crossed a pass with three feet of snow on it. Making their way down the twisting mountain road, they could see the town of Wayburn in the distance. Joe stopped at a switchback on the road and got out. Using binoculars, he studied the town. The distance was too great to get a close look at it. Everything looked normal. Still, a nagging doubt kept coming back to him.

Dave and Zapper pulled up beside him. “Have a look at the town and tell me what you think,” he told Dave.

“Too much smoke,” Tammy said as she watched the town with her binoculars.

“What do you mean?” Joe asked.

“When we went through the town before, I noticed that almost all the homes used wood or coal for heat. If you remember, there were only fifty people left in the town. There are at least fifty houses down there with smoke coming out of the chimneys. Now look at the streets; what do you see?” she asked.

“Looks pretty much the same as when we came through there last month,” Joe and Dave told her.

That’s it; there are only a few more cars on the street than when we were there. There should be a lot more cars. Why would the people have so many houses with fires in them? It doesn’t make sense,” Tammy said.

“I agree with you, Tammy. We have to figure there are three times more people down there than a month ago. Where did the people come from and why did they come here?” Joe asked.

Tammy walked over to the back of the Jeep. “Chuka, would you go down and check out the town for us? We think some people are laying a trap for us.”

“I will go for you, girl child. Do you want me to kill any of the enemy I find?” Chuka asked.

“No, try and not be seen, cover what part of the town you can. We will wait for you at the bottom of the mountain.”

Chuka jumped out of the back of the truck and leaped over the side of the road. They watched him make his way down the side of the mountain until he was out of sight.

“Dave, you and Zap go down to the bottom and wait on us. I want to stay here and watch the town for awhile,” Joe said.

* * * *

Chuka crept along a gully leading to the edge of town. Lifting his nose, he sniffed the air. A faint odor of tobacco smoke told him a man was just ahead. Carefully he placed one paw in front of the other until he came to a wooden bridge over the gully. He heard two men talking a short distance from the bridge. He eased up the bank and lay down beside a bridge abutment. He could hear what the men were saying now. He still didn’t understand how he could understand humans when they talked. Some of the images that came to his mind when they talked were revolting.

“Why in hell do we have to stay out here in the cold? We could watch from inside just as well,” one of the men said.

“Andy and that damned Dwarf will have your hide if they hear you talking like that,” the other man said.

The men mumbled other things to each other, but nothing useful, so Chuka eased down the bank and trotted up the gully. Chuka climbed out of the gully near a turn and crossed to the side of a house on one of the back streets. Now he got the scent of a lot of humans. Peeking around the corner of the house, he saw an alley across the street. Looking both ways, he didn’t see anyone and quickly crossed the street. Halfway down the alley he found an open window and stopped under it.

“Are you sure they don’t know we are here?” a man inside the room asked.

“I tell you, Andy, they haven’t a clue we are anyplace close,” another man answered.

“Then why are they stopped on the mountain?”

“I don’t know, Andy. The probable reason is that they made better time in those Jeeps than the tractor-trailers could. They are probably waiting for them to catch up,” the second man answered.

“Make sure the men understand that none of the tanks are to be damaged. Todd wants all of them intact. Tell our people to stay alert; I don’t know what time they will be here. Now go and make sure everyone stays out of sight,” the man named Andy said.

“Can I let Tinker and Tacker out to look for food?” a small child-like voice asked.

“No, the tigers will have to wait until Joe and the tanks get here. If they are seen out in the open, Joe would know we are here. Then we would never lure him into this trap.”

A mental image of two creatures, orange with black spots on them, flashed in Chuka’s mind. The fur on his back stood on end. These would be formidable opponents. Each of them easily outweighed him by over a hundred pounds. He’d never found anything he was afraid of, but these creatures came close. He had heard enough.

Carefully, Chuka made his way out of town. Once in the open, he went into a mile-eating lope that soon had him to the bottom of the mountain. Not finding Tammy, he loped up the road until he came to her. After telling Tammy what he saw and heard, he jumped in the back of Joe’s truck and lay down to rest.

Joe studied the area around the town for a few minutes then walked to his truck. Lifting the mike for the radio, he said, “Colonel Dotson, give me your location.”

“About ten miles from you, Joe. We had to pull the trucks across the last pass. We should be there in an hour.”

“Send your first six trucks on ahead and lay back until I tell you to come on.”

“They’re on their way, Joe. Don’t wait too long or the next pass will be harder to cross. Colonel Dotson out.”

Twenty minutes later, he heard the roar of diesel engines at the top of the hill. The first truck came around a bend up the road. The driver had it geared down and it crept down the slippery road with its chains clinking.

Joe got into his truck and motioned for them to follow him. He got on the radio and told Colonel Dotson to come forward but stop before they crested the last hill. He pulled off beside Dave’s truck at a wide place in the road.

Running across the road, he motioned for Dave and Zap to follow him. He flagged down the first tractor-trailer and told the driver he wanted the tank unloaded as quickly as possible. Going to the next truck, he told the driver the same thing. With Dave and Zap, Joe pitched in, helping the women remove the hold down chains on the tanks. The tank commanders stood in their open hatches, guiding their drivers as they backed the tanks off the trailers. Soon six tanks sat idling in the middle of the road.

Joe took Captain Donna Pearson and Lieutenant Thacker back to the overlook and showed them what he wanted done. “Now remember, go at a slow speed so you won’t be heard by the people in town,” he told them when they were back at the tanks.

They watched the tanks move slowly down the snow-covered road. Joe had the drivers of the tractor-trailers move their vehicles off to the side of the road. Getting on the radio, he ordered Colonel Dotson to bring the rest of the trucks forward.

* * * *

Captain Donna Pearson led her tanks off the road, keeping a low ridge between them and the town. From her perch in the top hatch, she saw a gentle slope leading to the bottom of a gully running the way they intended to go. She instructed her driver to go down the slope and head up the gully. The tanks behind her followed. “Everyone, put a round up the tube,” she ordered her tankers. From her perch she could see over the top of the gully. The snow covered ground passed unbroken until they came to an old riverbed going to the right.

She had her driver stop and she scrambled out of the tank. Climbing the bank of the old riverbed, Pearson took her bearings on reaching the top. The land looked a lot different down here than it did from up on the mountain.

The town was three miles away. They would have to find a place to leave the gully soon because it was angling away from the town. She judged they were halfway to where they wanted to be.

Slipping and sliding down the bank, she went back to her tank. She told the driver to move ahead slowly. Two hundred yards ahead, she saw a slip in the bank of the gully. She ordered the driver to head for it.

The driver told her she thought she could make it up the slide. Putting the tank in low gear, the driver inched the treads up on the loose dirt. The rear treads dug into the bottom of the gully and raised the front of the tank up the incline. The left tread churned on the loose dirt at the side of the slip. Slowly, the tank settled to the left. Reversing, she backed the tank into the gully again. Locking the right tread, she inched the tank to the right until the right side scraped the wall. Easing forward, the treads dug into the loose dirt and moved forward a few inches at a time.

Just as the tank tipped forward over the lip, the ground gave way on the right side. Locking the left tread, the driver gunned the engine. The right tread spun, cutting into the forward edge of the bank. Inch by agonizing inch, the tread gained ground until the tank lurched to the left. Stomping on the brakes, the driver caused the tank to teeter on the edge of the left side bank. Wiping sweat from her face, she idled the engine and released the treads. Slowly, the tank lurched up to solid ground.

A low hill to their front provided adequate cover. Captain Pearson ordered her driver to move fifty feet away from the gully. As she climbed from the tank and went to the top of the hill, she ordered her gunner pay out the wench line to pull the other tanks out of the gully.

Looking through binoculars, she watched the town. Everything was quiet. She could now see her objective—the southern end of the town. Not many of the houses at that end of town had smoke coming out of the chimneys. Resistance would be light once things broke. She noted the houses that had smoke coming from them. Two of her tanks would have to take them out when the fighting broke out. A tanker’s worst fear was to have armed people around their tanks; without infantry support, her tanks were sitting ducks.

Her driver yelled that all the tanks were out of the gully. Placing the binoculars in their case, she slid down the hill. Directing her driver, she was soon in position behind a large building at the edge of town.

Captain Pearson took the tank crews through the building and showed them what she wanted. Back at the tank she got on the low frequency radio and told Colonel Dotson she was in position. Now, all they could do was wait until the convoy came into town.

* * * *

Back at the bottom of the mountain, crews were busy loading high explosive rounds into the tanks. Tank drivers started their engines and went through their checks. Gunners swiveled their torrents left and right. They checked their ranging sights, making sure they were working.

Colonel Dotson walked up and saluted Joe. “We are ready to rock and roll, sir.”

Joe started to tell her again not to call him ‘sir’ then stopped. She was all Army and since he was in charge of her unit she would consider him a ‘sir’ until things were otherwise.

“Do your gunners understand they are to blast everything on both sides of the street?” he asked.

“Don’t worry, sir; we have done this a time or two. They won’t know what hit them.”

“Let’s get the show on the road then, Colonel,” Joe said.

Colonel Dotson went to the leading truck and climbed in beside the driver, Sergeant Penny Hustead. “Take it slow until we get a quarter mile from town, Penny.”

The road wound down the side of the hill, crossed a meadow and climbed a small hill. At the top, they could see the peaceful looking town three miles ahead.

“Sergeant McCoy, tighten up behind us,” Colonel Dotson said on the radio. She watched the truck behind them speed up until it was right on their rear end. A mile from town, she ordered Sergeant McCoy to move up beside them. “Get ready,” Colonel Dotson ordered her tank commanders.

In the tanks on the trailers, gunners rammed home a high explosive round into the main gun then bent over their sights. The tank commanders sighted in the two automatic machine guns on each tank. Now, all they could do was wait.

* * * *

Captain Pearson saw the tractor-trailers move onto the straight stretch leading to town. When the trucks were a half-mile out, she ordered her tanks from behind the building into their firing positions. As her tank crossed the road to a vacant lot, her gunner fired. Two hundred yards away, the side of a house exploded in flames. Three other houses up the street exploded. Her gunner fired on a two-story building. The round hit the bottom floor and the left side of the building sagged.

* * * *

Inside the first building on the north end of town, Andy heard the explosions. “What the hell is that?” he asked.

A man ran in from outside. “Jesus, boss, the whole south side of town is going up in flames.” The man was panting heavily.

Andy had a funny feeling things were going to explode in his face. He looked out the window at the approaching trucks and noticed they were picking up speed. The feeling worsened; he crossed the room and whispered to Doc, “Let’s get the hell out of here.” They eased out the door while the men in the room were craning their heads to see what was happening in the southern part of town. They ran down the alley to a garage where Andy’s truck was parked. Doc opened the back doors while Andy started the pickup. In the cage behind the truck, the tigers roared. Doc climbed in and set down.

“What are you waiting for, Andy, Get us out of here.”

“Not yet, Doc. I don’t want to get caught out in the open until the tanks hit town,” Andy answered.

* * * *

Sergeant Penny Hustead gunned the engine and shifted to fourth gear. Their speed shot up to fifty miles an hour. As her truck reached the edge of town, she heard a roar over her head as the tank on the trailer behind her fired.

A house off to the right exploded in flames, spewing debris. Part of a flaming wall collapsed into the street. Shifting into third gear, she hit the center of the wall. Burning wood flew into the air and up over the roof of her cab. She heard the machine guns on the tanks open up. Ahead, the front of a house began to disintegrate under the impact of the heavy bullets. Houses up and down the street exploded in flames as the rest of the tanks opened fire.

A half-dozen men ran out of houses midway through town. Machine gun bullets chipped holes in the asphalt as they walked their way to the men. One man’s head exploded in a spray of blood. The man next to him was lifted up and thrown back five feet to lie in a heap. A car beside two of the men exploded, sending shards of metal flying, cutting the two men in half. The last two men dived behind a truck at the curb as a high explosive round hit the truck. Truck and men disappeared in an explosion of flame.

Two dozen men ran out of an alley to the left, firing as they ran. The windshield in front of Sergeant Hustead shattered and glass flew in her face. Brushing the glass off, Penny found that she could see out of only her right eye. When she tried to blink her left eye, an excruciating pain shot through her head. Gripping the steering wheel tight, Penny groaned and pressed on the gas. With her good eye, she saw the front of the truck slam into four men. They disappeared under the front of the truck and she felt a slight bump as the wheels ran over them. All at once, the noise ceased and Penny was driving out of town.

Penny felt blood dripping off her chin. Slowly, she geared down and pulled to a stop two miles from town. Turning, she saw Colonel Dotson slumped over in the seat. Blood pooled on the seat beside her. Forgetting her pain, Penny scrambled across the seat and pulled Colonel Dotson into a sitting position. The side of her head was bloody and Penny saw a deep groove just above her ear.

The passenger door flew open. “Oh, God! Is she dead?” Lieutenant Thacker turned and yelled for a medic. Gently, she pulled Colonel Dotson around until she could get her arms under her. She lifted Dotson out of the truck and laid her on the ground. In the truck, she heard Sergeant Hustead groan. She looked up to see her slump over, half in and half out of the truck.

Colonel Dotson groaned and shook her head. “Easy, Colonel. Help is on the way.” Thacker got up and went to check Sergeant Hustead. Her gunner came up and helped her lift Penny from the truck. They laid her on the ground next to Colonel Dotson.

“Jesus, look at that,” her gunner said.

Penny’s face was a bloody mess. A sliver of glass stuck out of her left eye. They had to hold her hands to keep her from rubbing the eye. “Penny, whatever you do; don’t rub your eye,” Lieutenant Thacker told her.

“Colonel Dotson, she’s not dead, is she?” Penny asked.

“No, Penny. She will be all right,” Lieutenant Thacker told her as the medic came up.

Bending over Penny, the Medic shook her head. “She is going to lose the eye. Hold her head while I pull the sliver out,” she told Lieutenant Thacker and her gunner.

While the gunner held Penny’s shoulders, Lieutenant Thacker gripped both sides of her head. The medic took a long pair of surgical tweezers from her bag and gripped the end of the sliver. Giving them both a nod, she yanked upward with the tweezers. Penny screamed and tried to rise up. With a moan, she slumped back unconscious. The medic washed her face and put an antiseptic on the numerous cuts on her face and head. Taking a thick pad of gauze, she placed it over the injured eye and taped it in place.

The Medic went to Colonel Dotson and washed the blood from her face. “Just as I thought—a lot of blood and not much damage.” Placing a compress against the two-inch gash, she taped it in place.

Someone down the line of trucks was yelling “Medic!” As she placed her tools in her bag, the Medic said, “The Colonel will be okay; she will have one hell of a headache when she comes to. Don’t let the Sergeant rub her eye.” She ran down the line of trucks to where another woman lay on the ground.

Lieutenant Thacker got to her feet and walked out in the field. Behind them, three quarters of the town burned. Three tanks sat across the road at the edge of town to keep any pursuit at bay. Walking back to the truck, she saw three dozen bullet holes in the front of it. All things considered, Colonel Dotson and Sergeant Hustead were lucky to be alive.

Joe roared up in his Jeep. She saw several bullet holes in the Jeep. “Get your people loading the tanks on the trailers, Lieutenant!” Joe yelled as he went to where Colonel Dotson sat.

* * * *

Andy put the pickup in gear and drove from the garage. Reaching down, he pulled up on a lever, putting the truck in four-wheel drive. He drove across a field and turned onto a secondary road. Driving to the top of a small hill, he stopped and looked back toward the town. Now he knew why Todd wanted the tanks. In the space of less than ten minutes they had destroyed the town. He saw a lot of men running away from the town. He would have to gather them up and regroup. For now, he would lick his wounds and recover. They would wait until the tanks left, then go into town and recover what they could.

* * * *

One woman was dead, five wounded, two seriously. Joe placed them in the back of a pickup to be taken to Saskatoon where they could be taken care of. Two hours, later the tanks headed south.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Todd put down the microphone with a sinking feeling. Over the radio, Andy had just told him he had lost seventy men in the ambush on the tanks. Clearly, throwing men with rifles at the tanks wasn’t going to work. He needed something heavier. As a last resort, he would destroy the tanks, but he wanted them intact if possible. He told Andy to follow the tanks and keep him informed on their position.

“Dell, I need a way to stop the tanks without destroying them,” he said to the deathly pale man sitting across from him.

“I don’t know that much about tanks, Todd; but if it were me, I would use the bazookas we have and knock the treads off them. All we would have to do then is repair the treads.”

“That’s the trouble; they are on trailers. I assume to keep from wearing the treads out. Andy told me the tanks used the trailers as firing platforms as they were pulled along. It will be hard to get close enough to take the trucks out,” Todd said.

“In a few weeks, we will be ready to shove into Arkansas. We found a stock-pile of weapons and ammunition at Fort Leonard Wood that the raiders were using. That was a nice little trick you used to pull most of them in,” Dell told him.

Todd thought back with a smile. He had broadcast over the radio that he and all his top men were going to hold a meeting in Columbia, Missouri. Raids by the rebels were causing a lot of damage all over Missouri. Try as they might; Todd’s people couldn’t find where the rebels were staging from. His men had inspected Fort Leonard Wood several times. The rebels would move out of it to caves near the fort every time his men approached.

Todd decided he would give the rebels something that would bring them out in force. He put out the report about his supposed meeting. Secretly, he brought in ten thousand men and hid them in Columbia. His plan worked to perfection.

On the night of the supposed meeting, he got a report of close to three hundred rebels filtering into the city. Once he found out which way they were coming into the city, Todd sent five thousand of his men to circle around in back of the rebels. Stationing his men in strategic places around the meeting place, he waited for the rebels to strike.

At nearly ten o’clock that evening, the rebels rushed the community center where the meeting was supposed to be held. They waited until most of the rebels entered the building then opened fire. Half the rebels were killed in the building. The other half fought their way out of the city. Todd’s people kept up the pressure until they were well away from the city. Todd pulled his troops back to the city and let a group of men shadow the rebels to their staging area. When his men reported back that there were less than two hundred rebels left, Todd sent only a thousand men after them.

He still regretted that mistake. Figuring at five to one odds, his men wouldn’t have any trouble disposing of the rebels. He didn’t count on the fierce resistance the rebels put up as they retreated. Between ambushes and open fire-fights, over seven hundred of his men were killed. He took some satisfaction that the rebels counted less than a hundred men now and his forces would have them in a few days.

“Don’t forget you have a meeting with the head of the Cannibals this evening,” Dell reminded him.

“How many weapons have we already given to them?”

Dell leafed through a notebook before answering. “Last week’s shipment brought the total to fifteen thousand automatic rifles and enough ammo for a hundred rounds apiece.”

“Have we found out how they are training their men down in Texas? I don’t mind giving them arms for training. What worries me is that there were a lot of military bases in Texas; what happened to those weapons?” Todd asked.

“Every man we send down there disappears. We think they have some high-placed spies in our organization. About the military bases, we have no idea but it doesn’t seem plausible that all of them would be weaponless. I am worried about what they intend to do with the weapons we give them. I know they say they will use them against the rebels, but I don’t trust them. Our best men suggest that they are stock-piling weapons. They say the Cannibals are doing the same thing President Donaldson is doing. Both groups are waiting until you are forced to confront the rebels. Play your cards close to the vest when you meet with them tonight,” Dell told him with concern in his voice.

“I will have to give them something, but I want you to shift fifty thousand of our men down to Oklahoma. Prepare them to make a dash for Houston. One way or the other, we are going to find out what those damned flesh-eaters are up to.”

“We will have to take the men who are pacifying the independent towns in our area. We can’t afford to take men away from the rebel front.”

“The independent towns pose no danger to us at the moment. Contact this General Lawson who is in charge of the rebels and try and strike a deal. Tell him we won’t try and cross the Mississippi if he agrees to a truce,” Todd said.

“Does that include Arkansas?” Dell asked.

“No, make sure he understands we intend to take Arkansas. Tell him if he shifts his forces from Kentucky and Tennessee into Arkansas, I will attack him on all fronts.”

Dell took a few more notes then left the room.

* * * *

A hand shook his shoulder, bringing him out of a deep sleep. “General Lawson, we have a man on the radio who says he is speaking for Todd,” his aide told him.

“Give me a minute and I will come down to the radio room,” General Lawson told his aide and sat up on the edge of the bed. Running his hand through his short black hair, he felt every one of his forty-nine years. Pulling on his shoes, he stood up. Not quite five-six, his compact body was that of a man twenty years younger. General Lawson left his room and walked down the tunnel to the radio room.

“What’s this man’s name?” he asked as he sat down in front of the radio and adjusted the earphones on his head.

“He says his name’s Dell Raily,” Tom Parsons, his deputy said.

“This is General Lawson, what can I do for you, Mr. Raily?”

“General, Todd wanted me to ask you for a truce.”

“Under what conditions?” General Lawson asked.

“Neither side will try and cross the Mississippi. He will not try and take any of your territory in either Tennessee or Kentucky. He wants it understood that he is going to take Arkansas; there will be no truce in that area. He also said you weren’t to move any additional troops into Arkansas. If you do so, he promised to launch an all out attack on your borders.”

“Give me a minute to discuss this with my men, Mr. Raily.” He turned to the men in the room. “What do you think?” he asked.

Tom Parsons, his deputy, scratched his red hair. “We could use the time to train more tankers,” he said.

“It will let us fortify our positions along the river. If Todd attacked in force now, we couldn’t stop him,” one of his men across the room said.

“We could really use the extra time, General,” Tom said.

“What about Colonel Holbrook and his forces? Are we going to abandon them; cut them off from supplies they need?”

“General, I don’t like it any more than you do; but I don’t see that we have any choice. It’s either take a chance on losing Arkansas, or facing an all out attack by Todd. One way we lose a state, the other way we lose the war,” Tom told him.

General Lawson considered what he was told. He would have to warn Colonel Holbrook that he was on his own. He hoped Charlie would understand. Turning to the microphone, he motioned for the radioman to patch him through.

“Mr. Raily, we accept your conditions. Will there be anything else?” General Lawson asked, knowing he was selling Charlie down the river.

“General, we would like to place a half dozen of our men at all the river crossings on the Mississippi. Just an added measure to insure you don’t send forces to relieve your people in Arkansas. If you agree to that, we have a deal.”

“When is this truce supposed to take effect?”

“Let’s see, it’s Thursday now; what say we start it at midnight Sunday? Would that be all right with you?”

“Sunday it is, Mr. Raily; General Lawson out.”

* * * *

In the radio room at Hardy, Arkansas, mass confusion reigned after General Lawson’s call. “You had better get me Colonel Holbrook,” Captain Jerry Owens told the chief radio operator.

“Hal, I need a quick count of all our supplies in the state. Get a count of all our people, too; Colonel Holbrook will need it when he gets back.”

Most of the people in the room sat in stunned silence. A few of them whispered, “How could General Lawson desert us?”

“Listen people, General Lawson had no choice. We have to tighten our belts and become a little more efficient. Now, let’s get our asses in gear; we have a lot to do and little time to do it in.” He walked back to the radio.

Placing the headphones on his head, he heard Colonel Holbrook ask, “What’s going on, Jerry?”

He went on to tell Colonel Holbrook about his talk with General Lawson and ended by saying the General had no choice.

“I agree with you, Jerry. This makes it imperative that you make your trip down south Saturday. This only confirms some of the things I have been hearing from people out here. I think Todd is giving the Cannibals weapons so they will attack our southern flank. Get us the information we need, son. Colonel Holbrook out.”

Captain Owens spent the rest of the night getting the information Colonel Holbrook would need on his return.

* * * *

North of the town of Burlington, near the Missouri border, Colonel Holbrook and Captain Borgain bent over a map on the hood of a truck. Soft moonlight filtered through the trees lining the road.

“Captain, I want you to take the tanks back to Clarksville. If I remember right, there are several large warehouses there that you can hide the tanks in. The situation has changed and I don’t want to let Todd know that we have them just yet. We will keep them hidden as our ace in the hole.”

“Do you still plan on going to Branson, sir?”

“Yes, I will take the two hundred men you were going to use for security around the trucks. I plan on making a dash north to pick up Major McCallahan and his remaining men. Once we link up with him we will come back this way fast as we can.” He looked up at the mountain of a man standing on the other side of the truck. He led the rough and rugged Ozark mountain people in the area. Because of their knowledge of the area and their fierce resistance, Todd’s forces left them alone.

“Kenny, do you think you can get enough men to harass Todd’s people coming from West Plains? I would feel a lot better knowing we weren’t going to run into them on our return trip.”

“No problem, Colonel, we can delay them for at least a day. Will that be long enough?” The big man’s voice rumbled.

“More than enough time, Kenny. Keep an ear to the radio; when we get back in Arkansas, I will radio you. Withdraw your forces and fade into the hills.” He shook the man’s huge hand then turned back to Captain Borgain.

“Captain, turn your trucks around and try to reach Clarksville before first light.” He shook the man’s hand then went up to where Corporal Donavan talked with the leaders of the men they were taking with them.

“Colonel, I figure we will find them somewhere between Branson and Springfield on route 65. I noticed that clouds are moving in from the west. In an hour, it will be pitch black. Our best bet is to run straight up the road until we find them. Any of Todd’s people in the small towns we go through will think we are a part of the forces heading north to capture Major McCallahan. If the Major hides from us on the way up, we will return at a slower pace. We have seven hours till dawn. I suggest we be back on this side of the border by then,” Corporal Donavan said.

“I guess that sums it up, Corporal. Major McCallahan may have lost his big radio, but he knows to monitor channel twenty-one on the CB. I will start calling for him once we are on the other side of Branson. Load your men up; I want to be on the road in ten minutes,” he told the rest of the men.

* * * *

Major McCallahan went from man to man, squatting beside the bridge wall looking down on the highway below. On each end of the bridge and in the middle, he placed his last three M-60 machine guns. He had eight M-79 grenade launchers and five rounds apiece for them. He positioned these men in the center of the bridge. Ever since he had heard Colonel Holbrook’s call on the CB, he’d searched for a place to ambush the men chasing him. The Colonel was only ten minutes away and the men chasing him were five minutes behind. He had to delay the men until the Colonel got there. From around a curve down the slope, he saw headlights.

“Get ready, men, here they come,” he yelled and watched the cars and trucks come up the hill. He waited until the lead vehicles were almost to the bridge then yelled, “Now!”

The machine guns opened up, catching the lead vehicles in a withering hail of lead. Two cars and a truck exploded, blocking the road. The grenade launchers walked their way down the line of stopped vehicles. The sound of grenades going off and vehicles exploding was deafening. McCallahan saw men piling out of their vehicles down the road, heading for the trees.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he yelled and ran for the trucks parked out of sight on the entrance ramp. The drivers who stayed behind had started their engines at the first shots. As the last man piled into his assigned truck, the Major gave the signal to move out. The trucks sped down the ramp onto the road with their lights out. A short distance later, they topped over the hill and turned on their lights. In his truck, Major McCallahan talked to Colonel Holbrook on the CB.

“Elmo, we are ready for you, I see your headlights now. You will see us off to the side of the road at the top of the next hill. Go on through and we will cover your rear.”

“Thanks, Colonel,” Major McCallahan said in a weary voice. The next sixty miles were a weary relief for him and his men. Once in Arkansas they stopped and waited on Colonel Holbrook.

“You look like shit, Elmo,” Colonel Holbrook said as he got out of his truck. He looked at the other men with Major McCallahan; they all looked like they were on their last legs. Many of them slept while leaning on their trucks. He counted fifty-six men. They were all that was left of the five hundred men Major McCallahan took with him. Twenty-two of the men were wounded. Medics were already checking on the wounded men.

“Sit down, Elmo, before you fall down. We have a lot to discuss but first I want to get you and your men to a safe place where they can rest. Lay down on the mattress in the back of my truck.” He ordered men to take over for Major McCallahan’s drivers then led them down the road toward safety.

* * * *

Todd stood at the door of the room where the men from the Cannibal party waited. Two of his bodyguards stepped to each side of the door while the other two checked out the room. After taking their place against a back wall, they nodded it was okay for him to enter. Stepping through the door, Todd saw two men rise from the couch they sat on. The man on the left was grossly overweight. His sandy hair lay plastered to his head. The baggy clothes he wore had large patches of sweat on them. He squinted at Todd from eyes partly hidden by the rolls of fat on his face.

The second man was thin as a rail. He wore a neatly pressed pin-striped suit. His face was cleanly shaven and every hair on his head was in place. His dark black eyes followed Todd as he crossed the room to them.

“Nice to see you again, Ramon. Would you care for something to drink?” Todd asked as he shook the thin man’s hand.

“Nothing for me, Todd. Would you like something, Clark?” Ramon asked, turning to the fat man.

“Yeah, boss, a double bourbon would be nice.” The man’s voice came out in a wheeze.

Todd walked across the room and fixed Clark’s drink. For himself, he poured a tall glass of ice water. Taking the drink to Clark, he motioned for them to sit. “What can I do for you, Ramon?”

“We need more weapons, Todd. We also would like to have some of your men to train our people.”

“Christ, Ramon! I have already given you over fifteen thousand weapons and plenty of ammunition. I am having a hard time coming up with enough weapons for my people.”

“I won’t call you a liar, Todd; but we know you took all the arms from every army post up here. You have fifty times the amount of arms you need,” Ramon said in a cold flat voice.

Damn these people! They are getting too much accurate information from someone, Todd thought. “I will need all those arms when I go against the rebels in Kentucky and Tennessee, Ramon. You don’t realize how much arms and ammunition are lost or used during a big battle. I don’t want to short myself,” Todd said.

“We heard that you had declared a truce with the rebels,” Ramon said as he got up to unbutton his suit coat.

Todd walked across the room and refilled his glass to give himself time to think. He had squared the deal with the rebels only two hours ago. He had to find out who was supplying Ramon with information. It could be only one of a dozen men who knew about the deal with the rebels.

Walking back to his seat, he said, “Tell you what, Ramon. I will send you five thousand more weapons. I can’t spare any men to train your forces at the present time. Maybe later I can send you a hundred or so men.”

“We had hoped for more, Todd; but if that is all you can give us, it will have to do for now,” Ramon said and Todd heard the hidden threat in the man’s words.

He showed them to the door, telling them he would have the weapons ready for them when they left. Going to his seat, Todd waited five minutes until Dell entered the room.

“I want the bastard who is selling us out, Dell. It has to be one of the men who know about the rebel deal. Find him and find him quick.” Todd threw the glass of water across the room to shatter on the wall. After Dell left, he paced back and forth, venting his rage. His bodyguards stood silently and listened.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Colonel Dotson lay on the bed propped up with three pillows and listened to the howling wind outside her window. Across the room, Zap’s head nodded on his chest as he slept in an easy chair. She heard sounds beyond the bedroom and knew someone was up and about at this late hour. Sergeant Hustead lay in the bed next to her, moaning softly in her sleep. Her whole head was swathed in bandages. She smiled when she looked back at Zap. He had only left the room to eat and bathe in the last three days. She tried to tell him she was all right and for him to go about his duties, but he insisted on staying close to her.

Getting out of bed, she slipped on her robe and tiptoed to the door. Quietly, she opened the door and closed it behind her. When she heard a voice in the kitchen, she headed that way.

Tammy, Joe’s adopted daughter, stood at the stove waiting for a kettle of water to heat. Brianna, a short, slim girl with long blonde hair, sat at the table writing in a tablet. In the beginning of the disease that ravaged the country, a group of men had slashed her face up and cut out her tongue. Now, she traveled with a ninety-one-year-old man called Zeb.

Up until a few months ago, Zeb had been possessed by an alien force that had taken control of his mind. The alien actually took over the body of Zeb’s dog, Squeeker, but placed a minute part of itself in Zeb’s mind. Zeb finally gained enough control to kill the creature. Before the creature died, it destroyed part of Zeb’s mind. Now Zeb had no memories of anything in his past. Brianna looked after him, much like a wife or a lover. Not that Zeb was an invalid, just the opposite; he was the most robust man Colonel Dotson had ever seen.

As she stepped into the kitchen, a low growl came from the side. A large black wolf rose to its feet and moved toward her.

“Sit down and behave yourself, Chuka,” Tammy said.

The wolf went back to the corner and lay down, resting its big head on its paws.

“Would you like some tea, Colonel?” Tammy asked.

“Yes, please, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”

Brianna handed her a note that said, How did you get away from lover boy, Colonel?

“He is rather obvious, isn’t he? What am I going to do, girls? I am an officer in the Army. My first responsibility is to the people I command. I do feel something for Zap. I don’t know, girls, I am confused as to what to do,” Colonel Dotson told them.

Brianna handed her another note. Take love where you can get it, Colonel. There seems to be a short supply of it in the world today. Besides, I think you make a cute couple.

Tammy placed a cup of tea down in front of her. “You know, Colonel, you could do a lot worse. Zap has a mean and vicious side, but he saves it for the bad guys. Otherwise, he is like a cute cuddly teddy bear.” She looked around quickly. “Don’t tell him I said that about him,” Tammy whispered.

Colonel Dotson laughed. “Have no fear, Tammy. You won’t catch me calling him a teddy bear.”

“I wish Joe was here,” Tammy said.

“I told him he didn’t have to go south until the storm broke,” Colonel Dotson said.

“You don’t know Joe like I do, Colonel. He won’t leave anything to chance. Once he heard that Ginger was to the south of us, hell nor high water could keep him from finding out what she is up to,” Tammy said.

Colonel Dotson sipped her steaming tea while watching the young girl across the table from her. Tammy claimed to be only twelve years old, but her manner and actions were those of a person many years older. Many of the dangerous situations they had run into since meeting her and Joe seemed to have no effect on her. This was strange since many of the women in Dotson’s command talked of deep-seated guilty feelings about the people they were forced to kill. Yet, this child took everything in stride and placed her fate with that of Joe’s. Some of the experiences Tammy talked about sent a chill down the Colonel’s back. When she talked about Chuka’s father, Stalker, it was all the Colonel could do to hold back her tears.

Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she took a note Brianna handed her: Do not try and figure out the group of people around you. It will only drive you insane. Take all of us for what we are and leave it at that. I saw by the way you looked at Tammy that you were trying to sort things out in your mind. Don’t. Just take things as they come and you will be better off.

Colonel Dotson was shocked. Could this disfigured woman read minds? How did Brianna know what she was thinking? She found herself wishing for the times before she met these people. She didn’t doubt that strange things were happening in the country. Since hooking up with Joe, she had seen Tammy and Brianna talk to dogs and the wolf Chuka. Joe talked about a man named Ben Johnson who could not be killed by any of the weapons used by the forces they were fighting. She had never seen this little girl, Ginger, who claimed to be a god. Some of the stories told about her made the Colonel’s hair stand on end.

“Colonel, when are we going to move out?” Tammy asked.

“Soon as this storm lets up, within the next two days, I hope. Why do you ask?”

“I feel a danger heading our way. It is still very faint, which means it is far away. I thought you should know.”

This was another thing about this strange girl. She could sense danger from great distances. In every case, her predictions came true.

Tammy got up and opened the kitchen door, so Chuka could go out. The wind still howled outside, but it had quit snowing. They would have to unload a few of the tanks to pull them through the deep snow in the mountain passes. Colonel Dotson would be glad when they got farther south. Although it was still September in the mountains this close to the Canadian border; the snow came early.

“Well, ladies. I think I will go back to bed. See you in the morning.” She walked back to the bedroom. The blanket someone had placed over Zap had fallen to the floor. She lifted it and placed it around his shoulders, then crawled under the covers on her bed. She wondered what Joe was up to.

* * * *

Seventy miles to the south, Joe and Dave lay on a hill behind a small town. They studied the buildings with their night binoculars. A huge bonfire burned in a small park near the center of town. Figures danced around the fire.

Getting up and dusting snow from himself, Joe said, “Let’s get a little closer.” He led the way down the hill, keeping a shed between them and the guard stationed behind a building off to the left. Crouching at the entrance of an alley, he motioned for Dave to cross to the other side. Together, they moved down the alley, hugging the walls. As they neared the alley’s end, they heard laughter coming from the park.

They ducked back and hid in the shadows as a man and woman passed the mouth of the alley. Creeping to the alley’s mouth, they hid behind a large box. Across the street, a fire blazed in the park. Joe saw Ginger on a raised platform talking to an old woman. Half naked men and women danced around the fire. They didn’t seem to feel the cold. Joe figured the temperature was near twenty degrees. Most of them staggered every now and then.

“Those people are either drunk or on drugs,” Dave whispered.

Joe nodded then looked to the right where several men led four people from a store-front with ropes around their necks.

“They must be the reason for the bonfire,” Joe said and pointed to the people.

Three of the people with ropes around their necks were women. The fourth was a boy of around fifteen. The guards marched them up to stand in front of the platform. The half naked people quit dancing and turned to the platform.

Ginger got up from her seat and went to the edge of the platform and looked down at the bound prisoners. The old woman shuffled forward and handed her a piece of paper.

“My children, here before you stand four who have been convicted of spying on us. We accepted them with open arms. They used our kindness to send reports back to Andy of what we are doing.” She paused as the crowd grumbled. Raising her hands, she quieted the crowd.

“The punishment for their crime is burning.” The prisoners fought their guards, trying to break away. The nooses around their necks were drawn tight until they fell to the ground from lack of air. The guards loosened the nooses and dragged them to their feet. Looking down at the prisoners, Ginger had a twisted smile on her face. “Yes, you are to be burned. You shall be cleansed of your crimes by the searing flames.”

“I can’t let this happen,” Joe said and placed his rifle on top of the box. He centered his sight on the blonde woman’s chest. Gently he took the slack out of the trigger. Taking a deep breath and holding it, he squeezed the trigger. The woman was lifted off the ground into three of the guards. Switching to the next woman, Joe took her out. In less than ten seconds all four people lay dead on the grass. He slung the rifle over his shoulder and followed Dave down the alley. As they came out of the alley they saw the guard running their way. Joe raised his forty-five and fired at the same time as Dave. The guard slumped to the ground and didn’t move. Behind them, they heard Ginger’s high pitched scream. “Joe, you son of a bitch! I will get you for this.”

They reached their truck and Joe drove up the road, still hearing Ginger’s threat ringing in his ears.

* * * *

Close to two feet of snow lay on the ground when Colonel Dotson came out to get into her truck. The tractors sat in a line down the street, their exhausts spilling plums of white moisture into the cold air.

“Are you sure you are well enough to travel, Anita?” Zap asked with concern in his voice.

“I can heal just as well on the move as I can sitting here, Zap. Each day we delay will only make it harder getting over the mountain passes,” she told him as he helped her into the truck.

Looking at her driver, she asked, “Do all the trucks have their chains on?”

“Yes ma’am, we took care of that last night.”

Captain Pearson tapped on her window. She rolled the window down and Captain Pearson said they had heard from Joe five minutes ago. “He wants us to meet him at a small town called Snake Branch this evening.”

Thanking Captain Pearson, she told her driver to move out. The few inhabitants of the town waved as they left.

The fresh white snow made everything look pure and clean. Soon they were going up a twisting mountain road. The higher they climbed, the deeper the snow got. Near the top, they had to unload two of the tanks and hook them to the front of the trucks. With their wide rubber treads the tanks had little trouble pulling the trucks through the four feet of snow. From on top of the mountain they saw the wide Montana plains spread out before them. The going would be much easier now until they entered the mountains of Wyoming. The air was crisp and brutally cold. Sunlight reflected off the snow causing them to squint. Joe had thought of that and had them pick up enough sunglasses for all of them in the last town. Once out of the hills the land flattened out smooth as a table-top. The only thing to break the vast field of whiteness was a few clumps of trees every now and then.

She didn’t realize she was asleep until her driver nudged her. “Colonel, we have company.” Her driver pointed off to the left where two snowmobiles kept pace with them. “They have followed us for the last twenty minutes.”

Picking up the microphone, Colonel Dotson said, “Zap, see if you can discourage the two snowmobiles shadowing us.”

Zap pulled off the road into the snow-covered field. The huge deep lugged tires bit into the snow and the rear end fishtailed as he pressed on the gas pedal. With plumes of snow flying into the air from under the fenders, he bore down on the two snowmobiles. They waited until he was a quarter mile away, then took off in a hail of snow. He followed for two miles then had to stop because a dry riverbed ran across his course. The snowmobiles had no trouble with the banks of the riverbed. They climbed the opposite bank and stopped.

Tammy yelled as one of the men raised a rifle and shot at them. Zap spun the steering wheel and started back the way they had come. Behind them, they heard the cracks of two rifles. He felt a jar as a bullet struck the rear of the truck.

“Two can play this game,” he told Tammy and stopped the Jeep six hundred yards from the men. He got out and pulled a long barreled rifle from behind the seat. Resting the rifle on the hood of the Jeep, he flipped up a set of cross-hair sights. After adjusting the sights for a moment, he squeezed the trigger. A loud boom sounded and the man he fired at was lifted up and thrown backwards by the large bullets impact. Not bad for a nine hundred yard shot.

“Where is Chuka?” Tammy asked.

Zap looked over his shoulder at her. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Chuka, he’s not in the truck,” she answered.

Zap placed the rifle on the hood and looked around. Maybe Chuka was bounced out of the truck by some of the bumps they ran over. He looked back at their tire tracks in the snow; black as Chuka was, he would show up in the white surroundings. He didn’t spot a speck of black.

“There, there!” Tammy shouted, pointing across the dry river bed beyond, where a man hid behind the snowmobile.

Chuka looked like a kangaroo, taking twenty-foot bounds at a time. The two feet of snow didn’t slow him down a bit.

* * * *

Chuka saw red; he couldn’t remember being this mad. He was charged with protecting the girl. Now she was in danger. Ahead of him, he saw the man hiding behind the snowmobile with a rifle aimed in the direction of Tammy. Letting out a blood-curdling howl, he pounced on the man. He clamped down on the man’s arm with his jaws and jerked his head to the right. He felt cloth and skin rip. The man screamed, and brought his good hand up to protect his face. Chuka’s mouth closed on the wrist and jerked. He heard bones snapping and planted his paws on the man’s chest. Using his powerful legs, he jerked backwards, severing the hand from the man’s arm. In shock, the man stared at the blood spurting from where his hand should be. He looked up just as Chuka’s powerful jaws closed on his throat. As death clouded his eyes, the man stared into the midnight black eyes of the wolf that killed him.

Chuka threw back his head and howled a victory howl. Giving one more contemptuous look at the dead human, he waded through the snow, back to where Tammy and Zap waited.

Tammy threw her arms around his neck. “Just like your father, you have to be in the middle of everything,” she scolded.

Over Tammy’s shoulder, Chuka saw the look of respect Zap gave him, before he picked up the rifle and put it in its case.

Tammy removed her arms and Chuka jumped into the back of the Jeep. As they drove back to join the column, he stuck his head above the roof and let the cold air blow in his face. Now that he had tasted battle, Chuka was eager for more. The cold air did nothing for his boiling blood.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Captain Owens drove up to the roadblock in the decrepit old Buick. His whiskey soaked coat smelled rank to him. Having been here several times, the guards weren’t suspicious anymore. He knew they considered him an alcoholic and that was fine.

One of the men said, “We haven’t seen you for a few weeks, Jerry; where have you been?”

“Had to work for a while.” He slurred his voice. “Just got paid yesterday. I’m going down to Monroe to see my girl.”

“You know the routine, Jerry. We can’t let you drive in our area in the shape you’re in,” the man said in a patient voice.

Jerry fumbled with the door latch until the man opened the door from the outside. The man backed away from him, wrinkling his nose. “Jesus, Jerry, when was the last time you took a bath?”

Staggering toward the cars blocking the road, Jerry said, “I’ll thank you, I had a bath last week, or was it the week before. It doesn’t matter; I’ll take one when I get to my girl’s house.” He made his way around the cars and started walking down the road. He staggered to make it look good.

Five miles down the road, he came to a small town. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the two men sitting in a car in the alley. One of the men raised a radio to his mouth. Jerry knew the man was reporting that they now had charge of him. Moving around in lands controlled by the cannibals without being observed was next to impossible, especially here in Louisiana. He staggered on down the street; leaving town. He knew that after the first two checks points, they would be watching for him in Monroe.

A few miles out of town, he went to an old barn and opened the door. Inside, sat a brand new red Cadillac convertible. Going to the trunk, he pulled out a suit and laid it over the seat. Stripping off his whiskey soaked clothes, he threw them in the trunk and closed the lid. He poured water in a washbasin against the wall and washed in the cold water.

Shivering, he quickly put on the suit. He pulled a blonde wig out of the bag he took from the trunk. In the glove box of the car, he found a pair of glasses with clear lenses and put them on. He went to the rear of the barn and looked at himself in a wall mirror attached to a post. He looked nothing like the alcoholic bum that had entered the barn.

Taking a clean rag, he wiped the dust off the Cadillac. The last time he parked the car in the barn, he spent half a day waxing it until it shined.

Driving out of the barn, he patted the steering wheel. He felt good. Jerry fished out a pair of flip-up sunglasses to put over the glasses he wore to block the glare of the sun reflecting off the polished hood. The breeze from having the convertible top down felt good.

They wouldn’t be expecting him to arrive in Monroe for six hours. Throw in another two hours before they became suspicious and that gave him eight hours to investigate.

In his past visits to the area, Jerry had observed that only people in the upper echelons of power drove luxury cars like the Cadillac he drove. He had a fake driver’s license that showed he lived in Baton Rouge. Other cards showed that he was an aide to Governor Wilson, the man in charge of the Cannibals.

He figured there was enough time to get to Shreveport and back before they discovered him missing. Skirting wide around Monroe, he hit I-20 and eased his speed up to a hundred. He was stopped at another roadblock near Grambling, but his fake credentials got him through without any problem.

Two hours later, he drove into Shreveport. Jerry took fifteen minutes to drive around the downtown area before he pulled up in front of the largest hotel in town. A few people glanced his way, but most of them didn’t look up.

He entered the hotel and went to the bar. Taking a seat in the corner, Jerry ordered a drink and examined the few people in the bar. It didn’t take long to spot his mark. Across the room sat an older grey-haired man pouring down drinks. He could tell the man was someone in power by the way the bar girl treated him.

Finishing his drink, Jerry got up and went to the bathroom. Afterwards, he stopped at the end of the bar and motioned for the bargirl.

“What can I do for you, Mister?” she asked in a nasal voice.

Jerry pulled a fifty out of his pocket. “This is yours if you can give me a little information about the grey-haired man over there.”

Giving her the fifty, he walked over to where the man sat. “Excuse me, but aren’t you Harold Perkins?” Jerry said.

The grey-haired man looked him up and down before answering. “Yeah, that’s me. Who are you?”

“My name is Jerry Rubens, I work for Governor Wilson. I just wanted to thank you for the good work you are doing for us, Mr. Perkins. Governor Wilson has spoken of you several times.”

Perkins smiled and invited Jerry to join him. After sitting down across from the man, Jerry ordered some drinks. He saw that the man was three-quarters drunk and it wasn’t even noon yet.

“Mr. Perkins, what can you tell me about the last shipment of guns we got from Todd?” Jerry asked.

Perkins looked around the room then leaned close and whispered, “What shipment are you talking about?”

Jerry could tell the man was uneasy about the mention of guns. Lowering his voice, he said, “The governor didn’t receive a report on the last shipment and he wonders who screwed up. That’s why I am up here.”

“There must be some mistake, Mr. Rubens. I personally counted all twenty-five thousand weapons we got from Todd.”

“Wait a minute, the reports we received said there were only fifteen thousand rifles. Are you telling me you have ten thousand more rifles than you reported to the governor?” Jerry asked in a hard voice.

“Honest to God, Mr. Rubens, I sent a report stating that we had twenty-five thousand weapons. There must be a mistake somewhere.” He raised his glass and drained the bourbon in it.

Jerry raised his hand for another round of drinks and sat there watching Perkins sweat until they came. He took the nine-millimeter pistol from his pocket and laid it on the table.

“You are in a lot of trouble, Perkins. The governor thinks someone is taking part of the weapons shipments and reselling them. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Honest, Mr. Rubens, I can take you and show you all the weapons.” He gulped down his drink. Sweat ran freely down his face as he stared at the pistol on the table.

“That might not be a bad idea, Perkins. For your sake, I hope they are all there. I would hate to have to kill you.” Jerry gave him a cold smile.

They got up and left the bar. Jerry led Perkins to his car and put him in the passenger seat. Perkins directed him to a warehouse on the western side of town. A set of guards stopped them at the gate. Seeing Mr. Perkins, they waved the car through. There were six guards posted around the building. Jerry stopped next to the lowered freight door.

Pulling a set of keys from his jacket pocket, Perkins said, “They are in the rear of the building.” He unlocked a side door and walked in, flipping on the overhead lights.

Jerry stopped inside the door to let his eyes adjust. Against the wall behind the door sat a row of boxes containing hand grenades. Off to the side of them was a stack of long boxes containing rocket launchers. Along the opposite wall, rows and rows of boxes containing ammunition sat. The building was packed with enough weapons to arm a small army.

Jerry followed Perkins to the rear of the building. “These are the weapons we got from Todd,” he said, pointing to a long row of boxes.

Jerry pried the lid off a few of the boxes and looked at the rifles in them. Turning to Perkins, he said, “These rifles aren’t worth a shit. They are twenty-five year old M-14 rifles. Half of them probably don’t work.”

“I didn’t know that,” Perkins said in a shocked voice. “You have to understand, Mr. Rubens, that all weapons look alike to me. I argued that the Governor should put someone with knowledge of weapons in charge, but they refused. The last man who came up from the governor’s office seemed pleased at the weapons, though.”

Jerry heard suspicion in his voice. “Everything else I’ve seen is all right, Perkins; but I know arms and these aren’t worth a plugged dime. Do you have an inventory sheet of everything in the building?” he asked.

“It will take me a few minutes to find it. Wait here and I will bring it to you.” Perkins left him standing there while he climbed a set of steps leading to an office.

Under a tarp, off to the side, Jerry found boxes of plastic explosives. On the other side of the building, he found timed detonators. Glancing up at the office, he saw Perkins sifting through a pile of papers. He picked up a few of the detonators and put them in his pocket. Using a pry bar, he took the lid off a box of explosives. Jerry took a few blocks of the explosives and went over to where the ammunition boxes were stacked. Inserting the detonator in a block of explosives, he set the timer for three hours. He pulled out a box of ammunition far enough to place the explosives behind. He set several explosives around the building. He kept one block of explosives and a timer and put them in opposite pockets of his coat.

Jerry pretended to be bored as Perkins came down the stairs and handed him three papers. “The only things not on there are those rocket launchers,” he said and pointed to where they sat.

The list was impressive indeed. They had enough equipment to arm close to fifty thousand men. Jerry walked around the building, comparing items on the list to what was there. Handing the list back to Perkins, he said, “I think we got some wrong information, Perkins. I will straighten this out with the governor tomorrow.”

Perkins locked the door and got in the car with him. He drove Perkins to the office building he worked in. After shaking Perkins’ hand with the reassurance that everything would be straightened out, Jerry drove out of town.

On the inventory list, he had noticed where several shipments had gone to the town of Minden. Since the town was on his way back to Monroe, he decided to check it out. An hour later, Jerry pulled into Minden. Asking around, he found out where the man in charge of the town was located.

Going into a restaurant, Jerry asked where he could find Jack Reynolds. The waitress pointed to a table near the back wall. Three men sat at the table. Two of them were old men while the third looked to be barely out of his teens. Ordering a cup of coffee, Jerry watched them for a while.

Most of the customers ordered from a red menu. Like all restaurants in Cannibal country, it had two menus. The normal white one was for those people who weren’t cannibals. The red menu was for those who liked human flesh.

The two old men left the table, so Jerry picked up his coffee and went to the table where Jack Reynolds sat.

“Mr. Reynolds, I am Jerry Rubens from the governor’s office. I am here to take inventory of the weapons you have in your warehouse. I know you are a busy man, but this shouldn’t take long.”

The brown haired young man looked at him. “Could I see some identification, Mr. Rubens?” he asked.

Jerry showed him his ID card and took a seat at the table.

“These show nothing about you working for the governor, Mr. Rubens,” he said as he handed back the card.

“I understand your caution, Mr. Reynolds. I am sure you will understand that being so close to the border I do not wish to carry anything stating my position,” Jerry told him.

The man thought about it for a few minutes then said, “It makes sense to me. When do you want to see the weapons, Mr. Ruben?”

“I have a meeting in Baton Rouge this evening, so I am pressed for time. Would you be free to show me the weapons now?”

“Sorry, I have to go out of town with the two men you saw me with. Lucy, bring me a phone,” he yelled at the waitress. He plugged the phone into a wall jack behind the table and made a call. He talked for a few minutes then hung up.

“One of my men will be here to take you to the warehouse in a few minutes, Mr. Ruben.” He finished his coffee and stood up. “Come and visit me the next time you are in the area.”

A car horn blew outside the restaurant. “There’s my ride.” He shook Jerry’s hand and walked away.

The waitress brought him another cup of coffee and sat down across from him. Her long blonde hair hung down to her waist. Clear blue eyes stared at him. She had the figure of a professional model. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Ask away, pretty lady.”

“I saw you three weeks ago up near the Missouri border. When I saw you, you were wearing a rebel uniform. So, why are you down here dressed in a suit?”

Jerry’s heart was in his throat. If these people found out he was a rebel, they would literally roast him alive. He put his hand in his pocket and gripped his pistol. “I think you are mistaken, pretty lady.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I won’t give you away. As a matter of fact, we have a lot in common. Tell you what, the next time you see me nosing around up north just pretend you don’t see me. Do we have a deal?” she said, holding her hand across the table.

“Who are you, pretty lady?” Jerry asked, shaking her hand.

“Let’s say I’m a friend and leave it at that,” she said with a smile. Getting up, she went back to the counter.

Jerry wondered what the woman was all about. Surely he would have remembered seeing such a beautiful woman. He was still pondering the question when a man came up to his table and said he would take him to the warehouse.

The warehouse was located under an exit off the Interstate. The man drove him to the warehouse and deposited him with the keys at the door. He told Jerry he would be back in half an hour.

Jerry unlocked the door and walked in. This warehouse was stocked about the same as the one in Shreveport. In a short while, he had wired enough plastic to blow the warehouse into little pieces. He set the timers for an hour and a half. They would go off shortly after the ones in Shreveport did. The rest of the time he spent checking out the other warehouses in the area. All of the warehouses contained nothing but junk except for one. The last one he went into was dark and the light switch didn’t work. He started to turn around and leave when he noticed what looked like people standing in the shadows.

“Hello, sorry to barge in like this,” he said.

The silence was deafening. He began to get spooked the longer the silence lasted. Taking his pistol out of his pocket, he walked toward the people. Funny, none of them had moved an inch since he entered the room. He came up behind one of the people and stood there. It was like they were all turned to stone. None of them moved. He saw a lamp on a worktable and eased over to it.

Turning on the lamp, he laughed. Dummies with clothes on stood all around the warehouse. That’s why they looked like humans to him. There must be thousands of them in the warehouse.

He heard a car pull up outside. Nearing the door, he heard a group of men talking. “Jack called the Governor’s office and was told this dude is an imposter. Jack wants this guy alive. If you have to shoot him; shoot him in the legs,” Jerry heard one of the men say.

“Okay, you guys hide in here, while I bring him out of the building,” the man who had brought him there said.

Jerry quickly walked to the back of the warehouse. As he reached the rear wall, men began to file in the front door. Slipping behind a row of dummies, he watched the men. They wiped the dirty windows and peered toward the warehouse that he was supposed to be in. He eased along the wall until he came to a door. Turning the knob, he eased the door open an inch. The door led to an alley between two buildings.

He heard the man who brought him to the warehouse yell outside the building. Jerry watched the men run outside. Opening the door, he looked left and right, no one in sight. He ran to the right and stopped at the end of the building.

The men were spreading out, two to a building. He went back along the wall until he found a door leading into the next building. Opening it, he ran to the door on the other side. A quick look showed him it was clear, so Jerry crossed to the door in the next building. On the other side of the building was a field leading to a stream. Running across the field, he stepped into the trees by the stream. He watched the men enter the last building and come out a few minutes later. They gathered in a group; then three of them came toward the field.

Jerry kept the trees between him and the men as he stepped into the stream. The water was only a foot deep, but it was cold enough to make his feet hurt. Through the trees on the other side, Jerry found a side road. He didn’t step on the asphalt of the road because he would leave wet footprints. Running in the grass alongside the road, he wondered how far back the men were. Panting for breath, he ducked back into the woods, stopped and fell to the ground.

A car passed slowly on the road he’d just left. He rolled over onto his side and caught sight of the car that had brought him to the warehouse. Still gasping for breath, Jerry crawled on his hands and knees through the brush. Behind him, he heard men yelling near the creek. All at once he was out of the woods; a street ran by in front of him. Across the street was a row of rundown apartment buildings. He headed for an open door just down the street from him.

Once in the building, Jerry slumped against the wall with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. Standing in the shadows, out of sight, he watched as a man came out of the woods and looked around. The man waited until a car pulled up then he got in. The car cruised slowly up the street with the men looking into every alley. He heard a sound behind him and whirled around, pointing his gun at a bum holding a whiskey bottle.

The bum backed up, saying, “Christ, Mister, you scared the shit out of me.” A puddle of liquid was forming at his battered tennis shoes. He backed away, protecting the bottle of whiskey.

Jerry lowered the gun and walked past the man to the rear door of the place. Going back to the bum, he grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to the door. “I am going to open this door, old man. I want you to step outside and look around.” Jerry pulled twenty dollars out of his pocket and handed it to the man. “No one is going to hurt you and you can buy a lot of whiskey with that. All I want you to do is step outside and tell me if you see any men or cars that don’t belong here.”

“All right, Mister, just don’t hurt me,” the bum said on a sob.

Jerry opened the door and shoved the bum out. He watched the bum look up and down the alley. “What do you say, old man, how does it look?”

“I don’t see anything, Mister. Can I go now?”

Jerry stepped through the door and looked up and down the litter-strewn alley. “Thanks, old timer.” Jerry shoved the bum back in the building and ran for an open garage door fifty feet down the alley.

He had hoped there was a car in the garage, but he should have known better in a neighborhood like this. A loud noise sounded down the alley. Flattening himself against the wall by the door, he looked down the alley. A green car slowly made its way down the alley. He saw two men in the car.

A tall metal cabinet stood in the corner. He went to it, stepped inside; and pulled the door closed behind him.

He heard the car pull up to the garage door. A car door slammed and he heard the crunch of feet in the garage.

“He’s not in here, Bill,” a man yelled.

“Damn it, Larry, he has to be around here somewhere,” Jerry heard the man in the car say.

He heard the car door slam, and the car crunched over the litter in the alley as it drove away.

Stepping out of the cabinet, Jerry crossed over to the door. Looking down the alley, he saw the green car turn onto the street.

He spotted a door at the back of the garage and went to it. Wiping dirt and dust from the window in the door, he looked out into the street. Near the corner, he saw the green car cruise past. Easing through the door, Jerry walked along the street until he heard a car behind him. Ducking into the alcove of an apartment, he flattened against the wall. Pointing his gun at the opening, he waited.

A red station wagon pulled up to the entrance and the passenger side window rolled down. He saw long blonde hair and the blue eyes of the waitress from the restaurant framed in the window. “What are you waiting for, pretty man, get in,” she said.

Climbing into the car, he put the gun in his pocket. The woman drove down the street and turned left. He saw the green car approaching them. Jerry lay down on the seat, with his head on her lap; the gun in his hand once more. He watched her face and couldn’t help but think about how beautiful she was.

She raised her hand and stopped the car. “Hey, fellows, have you seen a small poodle on the street?” she asked.

“No, but give us your number, beautiful, and we will call you later,” Jerry heard a man say.

“No thanks,” she said and drove on. A few moments later she said, “Okay, pretty man, you can get up now.”

Jerry sat up and looked behind them to see the green car disappear around a corner. He looked at the woman. “Who the hell are you?”

“Someone who pulled your butt out of the fire, pretty man,” she said with a hint of a smile on her face.

“Why won’t you give me your name? I can’t keep calling you pretty woman, every time we meet.”

She sighed. “Call me Tonda if you wish.”

He knew it wasn’t her real name, and wondered why she was being so secretive. Settling back in the seat, he watched her drive back to the center of town. After a while he said, “My friends call me Jerry.”

“If I was you, Jerry, I would get out of town pretty fast.”

“Take me to where I parked my car and I will do just that,” he said, watching the way she jockeyed the station wagon around the narrow streets.

“Get that brown paper bag out of the back seat, will you?” She steered down an alley leading to Main Street.

Jerry lifted the bag to the front seat and opened it. Inside he saw several wigs. He gave Tonda a puzzled look.

“Put one of those wigs on, and while you’re at it, take off your jacket. Try the black wig; they will be looking for a red head with a suit on. Take my leather jacket from the back seat and put it on.”

He put her jacket on; it was a tad short in the sleeves, but not enough to draw notice to him. Turning the rear-view mirror around, he adjusted the black wig on his head until it looked right. He started to stuff the suit jacket under the seat, but Tonda stopped him and told him to lay it on the seat.

She stopped beside a rusted out old Ford sedan and got out of the station wagon. Going to the trunk of the ford, she opened it. Rummaging around, she pulled out a pair of pants and a shirt. She threw them in the car, and picked up his suit coat saying, “Put these on.” She took his coat threw it in the trunk of the Ford and closed the trunk.

Jerry put on the pants and shirt. As he buttoned the last button he heard a car pull into the alley behind them. Tonda leaned across the seat and pulled his head to hers. She kissed him, while holding his head. Startled, he started to pull away.

“Make it look good, damn it,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth.

He put his arms around her and drew her close. He heard someone rap on the roof of the station wagon and broke his embrace. Tonda scooted across the seat and rolled down her window.

A clean-shaven man in a policeman’s uniform bent down, peering in the window. Jerry noticed he had his hand on the revolver at his side.

“Can I help you, officer?” Tonda asked.

“You picked a hell of a place to make out, young lady. I know things are sort of loose now, but we still have to keep up appearances. I suggest you take these antics home where they belong. Now get out of here,” the officer said.

Jerry noticed another officer near the back door on his side, looking into the car. Sweat popped out on his face, as he watched the man in the side mirror of the station wagon. The paper bag with the wigs lay half open on the back seat. He watched the man draw his revolver and motion to the officer on the other side of the car.

“Out of the car, right now,” the officer on Tonda’s side said as he drew his revolver.

Tonda opened the door and said, “What in the world is wrong officer? Do I look that dangerous, that you have to hold a gun on me.” She slid out of the seat and stood up.

“You, keep your hands in sight, and get out of the car,” the officer on Jerry’s side of the car said.

Jerry saw that the officer had his gun aimed at his head. Carefully, he opened the door. He stood up and put his hands above his head.

“What’s up, Stan?” the officer on Tonda’s side asked.

“There is a bag full of wigs in the back seat. This guy has one of the wigs on. Now why is he trying to disguise himself?”

Jerry thought it was all over. He could see his body hanging from a meat hook in one of their meat lockers. He was as shocked as the officers when Tonda started laughing.

“What’s so funny, lady?”

“It’s like this, officer, he’s married and so am I, but not to each other. My husband would kill me if he found me with another man. Jerry’s wife would kill both of us if she found out. We use the wigs to change our looks. We love each other and get together when we can. Come on, officer, have a heart. We promise not to meet in any more alleys,” Tonda told them.

Jerry saw the men relax and lower their guns.

“What about it, Stan? Should we let them go?”

“Might as well; it’s more trouble than it’s worth to throw them in jail. Jesus, are you two crazy? From now on, I suggest you get a hotel room. Meeting like this, out in the open, will get you caught really quickly. Hell, I was young once and know what it’s like. Get out of here, and don’t let us see you again,” Stan said as he holstered his revolver.

Jerry climbed in the station wagon. Tonda thanked the officers and got behind the wheel. She drove out of the alley onto Main Street.

“Jesus, you’re one cool woman,” Jerry said, as he felt his body shaking from the release of tension.

She pulled to the curb at the end of the block. She gripped the steering wheel so tight her hands turned white. Her shoulders shook and her whole body quivered. Lifting her head, she said, “That was close, too close.”

Jerry leaned across the seat and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, pretty lady. Will you be all right?”

“Yes, get out of here; they might come back.”

“Thanks, again. The next time I’m down this way, I will look you up,” he said. Giving her hand a gentle squeeze, he got out of the station wagon and stood on the curb as she pulled away.

He walked down the street to his car. Once out of town, he turned on the radio. After a while, the news came on. He chuckled when the announcer said there were reports of a large explosion in Shreveport.

Scratch one supply of weapons, he thought. His only regret was that he couldn’t destroy all the weapons stored in Minden; maybe next time.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

“What do you mean all the weapons are destroyed,” the tall grey-haired man said.

“We don’t know what happened, Mr. Watkins. We think it was sabotage, but we are just not sure. We should have a clearer picture in a few days,” Glen Peters, head of security, told the committee chairman.

“I wouldn’t put it past that damned Todd to blow them up after he gave them to us. Most of the weapons were worthless pieces of shit anyway, so it won’t be a big loss. Put out a fifty thousand dollar reward for information anyway. We might get lucky and catch one of Todd’s men red-handed. What do you have on this force headed for Houston?”

“Our informant tells us that a force of fifty thousand is headed for Houston. Todd wants to find out what happened to all the arms stashed at the military bases in Texas. Do you want our men to stop them?” Glen asked.

Harry Watkins walked over to the bar at the end of the room, and poured two glasses of sherry. He handed one to Glen. “No, let them get through, but put up enough resistance to make it look good. Keep our losses at a minimum. Have your people take our most useless weapons and place them in the armories of the bases. Throw in enough newer weapons to make it convincing. Give them enough time to find the weapons in a few of the bases. Whatever you do, don’t let them get south of San Antonio. After they have had a good look at things we want them to see, I will call Todd and protest. I don’t doubt he will pull them back.”

“I don’t like having so many of Todd’s men so far into our territory, Harry. We have more than enough people to take them out. Why let them get that far south?”

“Glen, how many times do I have to tell you we can’t afford a confrontation with Todd yet? We have plenty of time. Let the rebels cut him down a little more. After we get our people trained I have a few ideas. We will use them in a way that Todd won’t suspect they are our men.”

“If we wait too long, Harry, there is going to be a lot of trouble from our people. They are already bitching about not having enough meat. In the last few months, we haven’t been getting enough bodies to keep up with the demand. President Donaldson has sealed his border in Georgia and Alabama. He refuses to give us anymore of the people killed in his area. Hell, he has his men stack the bodies up in sight of our forces and burn them. It is driving the forces we have over there up the wall. I ship them as many bodies as we can spare, but I don’t know how long I can keep it up. The bottom line, Harry, is that we need meat and we need it fast,” Glen told him.

The disease had changed some people, giving them an incurable lust for human flesh. The first time they ate human flesh they were addicted. Much like the old time drug addicts, the desire for human flesh became overpowering. Harry, Glen and the other members in power hadn’t become addicted yet. All it would take was for them to consume a little human flesh. They all knew this and kept their own chefs. Like Harry and Glen, most of them were vegetarians.

“Work up a plan to raid the border towns in Arkansas. That should supply us with enough meat in the short run. If the reports, I get from my spies are correct; the rebels are concentrating their forces in the north. They may want to send men down to counter our raids, but I don’t think they will.”

“I’ll draw up the plan today. I want to ask you about the two farms we have south of New Orleans. We need to split them up; my people are having a hard time controlling the women there. My man down there says he needs two more farms. He figures that twenty-five hundred per farm will be manageable. Of the eight thousand plus women we now have, over three thousand of them are pregnant. I was down there a few weeks ago and I have to tell you, the women are treated like royalty. The few that are trouble-makers we keep drugged and try to get them pregnant first. Although they are prisoners, it is a velvet lined prison, with all the amenities.”

“Are there any problems the committee should know about?”

“We need more men; the fifty we have are getting tired.” Glen laughed. “Imagine, eight thousand women to get pregnant. Essentially twenty-four hour sex, day after day. Now, there is a work occupation many men dream of, without realizing how much work it actually is. Harry, we need more men that aren’t sterile.”

“Our doctors are doing all the testing they can. They tell me only one out of ten thousand men they check still has the capacity to make babies. Their predictions are that they will find less than three hundred fertile men in our people.”

Glen was shocked. Over three million people under their control and less than three hundred fertile men. Fertile women were getting hard to find, too. For the last eighteen months, the committee had sent doctors into rebel-controlled areas. These doctors set up a practice in remote areas. They would screen all the women patients to find out which of them were still fertile. When they found one, they would notify their contact in the area. The area controller would send word back and a snatch team would be dispatched to the area.

Where they could, the snatch team would leave a woman’s body matching the kidnapped victim. The women were brought to one of the farms where they were treated like queens. Their only job was to get pregnant. After the baby was delivered, he or she would be taken away from the mother. After testing, the baby would be given to a man or woman in power to raise. About forty percent of the babies were born infertile. These were taken to different farms where they would be raised for food.

“Harry, I am having trouble at the farm where we are raising the babies.”

“What kind of trouble, Glen?”

“Ten of the new babies have been killed. We interrogated the two people involved; they told us baby meat tasted like veal. We killed both of them, but I am afraid some of the other people want to find out what baby meat tastes like. I have some of my best men watching the people who work at the farm. Damn it, Harry, sometimes I feel like our operation is all falling apart.”

“Take it easy, Glen. Things are going to turn out fine. Right now there are a few rough edges, but we are planning for the long term. In a few years, all our efforts will bear fruit. What you need, old friend, is a few weeks off.”

Glen sprawled out in his seat and sipped the sherry. “We all need a little time off, Harry. You know as well as I do that none of us can take the time off. Our control is shaky as it is. No, I will rest when we are firmly established.”

“You’re right, Glen. So many things to do and so few people we can trust.” Harry looked out the window to the street below his office. He watched squirrels dart along the grass in the park across the street. How simple it would be to walk away from this. Just get in his car and find a secluded place to live out his remaining years. He didn’t care about the mass of people he controlled. As a matter of fact, they disgusted him. He considered them nothing more than beasts, hardly worth his attention.

Shaking his head, he returned to his seat. Power is a terrible thing, once you have it, you don’t want to relinquish it.

Glen smiled; he knew what Harry was thinking. Many times, he thought of the same thing. Before the disease, he had been an aging lawyer with a small practice in Baton Rouge. Not rich, but comfortable, he lived a secluded life the last several years after the death of his wife.

Harry was one of his oldest friends. His position as a state Supreme Court Judge in Baton Rouge led them to butt heads every now and then. During these encounters they were all business. Later they would have dinner and a few drinks before going home.

Harry was one of the first to see what the disease was doing to the country. He contacted Glen and they got together to form a committee. This committee was to see that the functions of government didn’t come to a halt. Carefully, they selected a dozen men they could trust and began to seize power.

The damned disease changed the people they controlled, making them cannibals. Their intentions were good; it was just that the disease threw them a loop. They both loathed what they did, but had enough sense to know they wouldn’t survive a week without the trappings of power.

Society no longer had use for lawyers or judges. In today’s world even the most ignorant person was making decisions of life and death. No longer could they rely on being southern gentlemen to stay alive. Only by being part of the power elite could they survive.

Harry broke into his thoughts by saying, “Christ, Glen, how did we trap ourselves like this?”

“Since neither one of us is suicidal, what could we do. I can’t imagine either of us carrying a gun and shooting at people. We are doing what we do best, Harry, manipulating people.”

“We do what we can to hold a small part of the country together. Although, I don’t believe this is what the founding fathers meant by diversified. Both Todd and President Donaldson would kill our people if they could, simply because of what they are. The rebels aren’t strong enough to take us on. Don’t these leaders know they are destroying what little there is left of this country?” Harry asked.

“Our founding fathers wanted diversification, but I don’t think they had this in mind. President Donaldson thinks that people who don’t think like him and his followers should be killed. Todd wants to establish himself as the one and only power in this country. Then, you have us and our people. Talk about diversification,” Glen said, shaking his head in disgust.

Harry stood up and stretched his arms above his head. “Well, old friend I have a meeting in a half hour. I had better read over the notes my aide prepared for me.” He shook Glen’s hand and showed him out the door.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

Todd sat at his desk and watched Dell move around the room with a wand in his hand. Dell stopped at a picture that was hanging on the wall. Putting the wand on a nearby seat, he took the picture off the wall and turned it over. Todd saw him remove a small disk the size of a thumbnail.

After hanging the picture back up, Dell walked toward where Todd sat. He walked behind Todd’s desk and stopped at the curtains over a window. Running his hands down the curtain, Dell grunted in satisfaction as he pulled another disk from where it was attached to the curtain. Dell circled the room one more time then went into the bathroom.

Todd heard the commode flush, then Dell walked out of the bathroom and took a seat across from him.

“So that’s how Chairman Watkins knows what we are going to do before we even do it,” Todd said.

“The bugs I found aren’t very high-tech but they get the job done. I only wish we could find the person planting them. I have narrowed the list down to a dozen men. All of them have access to this office. Now that we know what to look for; we might think about feeding them a lot of misinformation,” Dell said as he put the wand back in a box sitting on his lap.

“Watkins must know about the force we are sending to Houston. Do you think we should bring them back?” Todd asked.

Dell scratched his chin and placed the box with the wand in it on Todd’s desk. “I don’t think so. He isn’t strong enough to take us on yet. I think he will let our men reach Houston, but we will get only the information Watkins wants us to find.” He stood up and paced the room.

“We need to find out who the spy is, Dell. Until then, we can’t be sure that our operations aren’t compromised before they start.” He picked up the list with the names of the people Dell suspected.

“Christ, Dell, you can’t suspect Cindy. She is so dumb, she doesn’t know up from down.”

“It could all be an act, Todd. Until we find out for sure, be careful what you say around her.”

Todd thought about the hours spent with his new woman. She was a cute little redhead, with a face full of freckles. Cindy was one tough woman. She made it plain to Todd that she wasn’t going to end up dead like all of Todd’s other women. She carried a knife and a gun on her at all times. Even when they made love, her hand wasn’t far from either weapon.

He thought about how he talked about things he had his people doing as they lay in each other’s arms after making love. Except for a few minor things, she knew almost everything about Todd’s operation.

Dell was right; he would have to be careful what he told her, until they discovered who the spy was.

Todd felt the beginnings of another headache at the back of his head. Throwing the list on his desk, he leaned forward. “Now that the world can’t hear what we say; what have you learned about the rebels?” he asked.

“Our sensors indicate a large buildup in the areas of the bridges across the Mississippi, but we expected that. As far as we can determine, General Lawson isn’t sending any people down to Arkansas.”

“So, you think he is going to honor the truce we made with him?” Todd said.

“Looks that way. I think we should put off trying to take Arkansas until we find out what Chairman Watkins is up to. He is a devious old bastard and I wouldn’t put it past him to throw us a curve ball,” Dell said, and sat down.

“Okay, we will put the attack plan on hold, but I still want to keep up the pressure. Have your men make small unit raids, so we can keep track of their forces.”

“We need to do something about President Donaldson’s forces in Illinois. His men are slowly but surely pushing us back. We aren’t losing that many people. When his people capture a town, they bring in men and equipment in such volume that we can’t counter-attack.”

Todd paced around the room for a while, then faced Dell. “Have our forces fall back to the Illinois border. Send them another ten thousand men. Tell them to hold all the towns along the border until we can send them more people.”

“I will have to pull a lot of people away from Andy to send that many men, Todd,” Dell told him.

“Do it. The small towns that remain free aren’t the main threat; we can learn to live with them for a while. Tell Andy to hump his butt down and take charge of the force going to Huston. Dell, tell him to leave a dozen men in the area to keep track of that girl Ginger. I don’t know what her game is, but she is dangerous. I am going to take a nap. Wake me if anything important comes in.” Todd stood and then walked out the door.

Dell left the room and took the stairs up to the top floor. He used a key to let himself into the only room on the floor. Before the disease, this room was used to house the security monitors for the building.

Dell had come across it by accident. When he first discovered the room, it was trashed. All the monitors had been broken and most of the wiring pulled loose. One day when he didn’t have anything to do, he took one of his men who was familiar with this sort of set up to the room.

To his surprise, the monitor they took with them worked when the man hooked it up. Dell had the man bring in enough monitors to cover every floor. Two of the monitors covered Todd’s office and the hidden room where he had found the bugs.

Each monitor was equipped with a video-recorder. These recordings were what Dell had been going through for the last two days. He went over to his desk and sat down in front of a monitor. Switching on the machine, he placed a cassette dated the week before. This was the cassette that monitored the hidden room from a camera hidden in an air vent.

He would fast forward the tape until someone came into the room, then he would watch their movements intently. It was boring work and he called downstairs to have a thermos of coffee sent up. He paused the machine at a knock on the door and went to get the coffee from the man who had brought it up. Three cups of coffee later, he sat up in his chair when Cindy entered the room onscreen.

Todd had just left the room, so there was no need for her to be there. Dell watched her look at the picture on the wall and reach out to straighten it. Next, she sashayed over to Todd’s desk, where she messed with some of the things on it. Turning from the desk, she went to the window and parted the curtains. She stood there for five minutes, looking out the window, then she turned and left the room.

Dell switched off the machine, and leaned back in his chair. He now knew who had planted the bugs, but he still didn’t have any proof. His hope was that once Cindy found the bugs gone she would try and replace them.

If he got her placing them on film; then he would have proof to show Todd. The tape he had now proved nothing. Her actions of straightening the picture could be called a woman’s quirk for neatness.

Dell switched on the machine and ran the part of her straightening the picture in slow motion. To him, the critical point was the placement of her fingers. Her right hand was placed exactly where he found the bug. He knew her fingers had to touch it; yet she displayed no curiosity at all. Which meant she had to know it was there.

He settled back once more, and watched the other monitors in the room. He saw people going about their business on every floor. Shifting to the monitor that showed the restaurant, he saw that Cindy was sitting with another woman. He wished he had audio so he could listen to what they talked about.

He poured himself another cup of coffee and turned the monitor so he could see it from the cot against the wall. Propping himself up with pillows, he watched the monitor and sipped the coffee.

The woman Cindy was talking to lay her right hand on the table palm up. A minute later Cindy clasped the woman’s right hand. As Cindy took her hand away Dell thought he saw something in the other woman’s hand.

It was all falling into place now. Cindy had a tape player that recorded what happened in the hidden room. She passed the tapes to this woman or another like her. He would have to locate the hidden tape recorder and mount a camera to catch her in the act. He had his work cut out for him; the tape player could be anywhere in the building.

Picking up the telephone, Dell called down to the basement and asked the woman who answered to send Albert up.

A few minutes later, a knock sounded on the door. Dell went over and let Albert in and told him to take a seat.

Turning the monitor so Albert could see it, Dell showed the tape with Cindy and the woman on it.

“I want you to put your best man trailing this woman, Albert. I want you to stick to Cindy like glue. Don’t let her know she is being tailed. I want to know everyone she meets or talks to. Bring me a report every evening at six.”

“You got it, Dell,” Albert said.

Dell escorted him from the room. After making sure the door was locked, he went over to the cot and lay down. With a smile on his face, he thought Cindy would make a mistake sooner or later. He only hoped it was sooner. He was thinking about places where the recorder could be hidden when sleep overtook him.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

Joe raised the binoculars to his eyes. The town below him looked peaceful. A few people walked the main street and they seemed unconcerned. He didn’t trust what he was seeing; not since Ginger and her people disappeared.

Rolling over on his back, he asked, “What do you think. Dave?”

“The place feels hinky to me. Joe. I can’t tell you what makes me feel that way, but I do.”

Something bothered Joe about the town; it lurked in the back of his mind, but wouldn’t come forward.

Strung out behind them along the ridge were the trucks carrying the tanks. The women, except for those sent out to guard the flanks of the convoy, were preparing a noon meal.

“I think it’s a trap, Joe,” Colonel Dotson said, as she lowered her binoculars and crawled back to where Joe was sitting.

“We have to go through the town or lose two days going around it,” Joe told her.

Tammy walked up with sandwiches for them. “Why don’t we let Chuka check the town out first?” she said.

“Might not be a bad idea, Joe. At least we will know what we are walking into,” Dave said, taking a sandwich from Tammy.

“I would rather not fight if we don’t have to. Ammo for the tanks is getting tight,” Colonel Dotson told Joe.

“We could swing by Fort
Carson and see if we can pick up some ammunition there,” Joe said with a raised eyebrow.

They silently ate their sandwiches; each of them thinking about the town. Tammy brought them each a soda to wash down the sandwiches. Chuka followed at her heels.

“Chuka says it will be better if we wait until dark before he goes into town,” Tammy told Joe.

Joe eyed the large timber wolf and thought about Chuka’s father, Stalker. Although Chuka weighed more than Stalker, he wasn’t as quick as his father. Joe had watched Chuka over the last few weeks and came to the conclusion that Chuka was mad at everyone. Everyone but Tammy. She had brought the young wolf around to where he dogged her footsteps all the time. Apparently, he was taking his responsibility for guarding her seriously.

Joe felt old, older than these beautiful mountains. The trees were budding and the mountains had a greenish cast to them. Rich loamy carpets of grass grew on either side of the road. How he wished he could take a fishing pole and go to the river near the town and spend the day fishing.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had relaxed enough to enjoy himself. The added responsibility of Gail and her son Tommy weighed on him. He admitted to himself that he loved the woman and that was the problem. His every action was thought out with them in mind.

At times, his instinct told him to do something one way, but his responsible side erred in favor of Gail and Tommy. He knew this was dangerous, but couldn’t help himself.

When it was just he and Tammy, he let his instincts control his actions. Together they worked as a well-oiled team. It would have been better if Gail had agreed to stay behind with Jake and Polly in Saskatoon. At least there, he knew she would be safe.

He smiled as he watched Tammy tear off pieces of her sandwich and feed them to Chuka. The wolf acted like a puppy, wagging his tail, and looking at her with pleading eyes as he waited for the next piece.

Coming to a decision, he stood up. “Tell Chuka to enter the town when it gets dark and see what he can find,” he told Tammy.

Turning to Colonel Dotson, he said, “Have your people get what rest they can. Any repairs that have to be made, make them.”

“Dave, I want you to take Phil and travel back at least twenty miles. If you spot anything suspicious, let me know. Be back here by eight tonight.”

“What are you going to do, Joe?” Tammy asked.

“I am going to take Zap and circle around the town. The side road a half mile back leads into the mountains and circles the town.” He took Tammy by the hand and led her to the side. “Are you getting any feelings of danger?”

Tammy scrunched up her nose, and concentrated for a few moments. “Nothing that is close by. The greatest danger lays to the south. I can feel it like a sore tooth.”

“I can’t shake the feeling that Ginger is close by and up to no good. She knows your mind pattern, Tammy. Could she block you from sensing her presence?” Joe asked.

“I just don’t know, Joe. She is powerful, and I have no idea what her capabilities are. She kept to herself most of the time we were together. Now that I think about it, she always picked a fight with me when I tried to become friendly. Damn, why didn’t I see that earlier,” Tammy said.

Joe smiled; Tammy didn’t curse often and then only when she was upset with herself. “Keep your mind open and contact me on the radio if you get a feeling of danger,” Joe told her as they walked to his Jeep.

Dave and Phil pulled out and headed down the road the convoy had just come up. Joe walked up to Zapper, where he was talking in soft tones to Colonel Dotson.

“Get your long gun and meet me at my Jeep in ten minutes,” he told Zap.

After telling Gail where he was going, he got into the Jeep and started the engine. A little later, Zapper walked up to the Jeep and put the long barreled 45-70 breech-loading Winchester rifle in the back.

Joe drove along the berm of the road until he got to the end of the convoy, then drove down the middle of the hard topped road. Taking the side road, he soon found himself driving along the crests of hills surrounding the small town that didn’t feel right. He stopped at each crest and surveyed the country ahead of him. There weren’t many places for a large force of people to hide along the ridges. When he came to these places he checked them carefully.

From the ridge-line on the other side of town he spotted smoke two valleys over. It was too warm a spring day for someone to have a fire for heat. He pointed the smoke out to Zap and asked what he thought.

“Might be worth investigating,” Zap answered.

Joe used side roads and avoided any homes they came across until they were on a ridge that looked down into the valley. The smoke came from a grove of trees in the middle of the valley.

Joe used his binoculars, but couldn’t tell what was burning. Since the grove was only a little over two miles away, he decided to approach it on foot. There was little in the way of cover between him and the smoke.

Zap would cover him while he went from cover to cover; then Joe would cover Zap until he came up to him. In less than forty-five minutes, they were at the edge of the grove.

They still couldn’t see where the smoke came from. Joe tried to peer through the budding underbrush, but he could only see for about fifty feet. Signaling for Zap to swing to the left, he walked toward a small animal path through the underbrush. Holding the forty-five in one hand and his large gator knife in the other, he stepped along the trail.

Off to the left, he could barely see Zap making his way into the trees. Ahead of him on the trail he saw two good-sized trees lying across the trail. Something in the back of his mind alerted him that there was danger near.

Joe crouched down behind the first tree and listened. He couldn’t hear a sound. Alarm bells clattered in his mind. Still, he couldn’t see anything out of the way.

He stood and threw one leg over the tree and drew the other one across. He stood there for a moment with his head cocked to the side listening. Nothing.

Staring off into the trees ahead, Joe took a step forward. His foot hit the ground and kept sliding. Off balance, he tried to shift his weight back. He couldn’t do it and fell forward toward what looked like solid ground. With a crash, the ground opened up, and he fell into a fifteen-foot deep pit.

Groggy from the fall, he stood up and checked the pit. It was bell-shaped with the wide part being at the bottom. The sides were smooth; he couldn’t see anything that would let him climb out. Above him he saw the trees surrounding the pit.

He heard someone giggle, but he couldn’t see anyone. He cursed himself for being so stupid. Squatting down on his heels, he yelled, “Okay, Ginger, where do we go from here?”

He knew Ginger was looking into the pit when the light grew dim. He looked up to see her smiling face. He was tempted to raise the forty-five and shoot her.

Sighing in disgust, he lowered the gun and asked, “Now that you have me, what next, Ginger?”

“Throw the gun and the knife out, Joe,” she said in her sweet little innocent voice.

Joe threw the gun and knife out of the pit and waited. A few minutes later a rope snaked its way down the wall. Grabbing the rope, he climbed hand over hand until he was out of the pit.

Ginger stood off to the side, twenty feet away. Three men and two women pointed guns at Joe. Somewhere off to the left he heard Zap cursing and yelling.

“Please tell Zap to settle down before he hurts himself,” Ginger said to Joe.

Joe made his way through the brush a hundred feet until he came to the pit Zap was in. At least a dozen people with guns stood all around him, but back far enough that he couldn’t jump one of them.

“It’s me, Zap. I will lower a rope to you and then you can climb out,” Joe said.

“First have him throw his weapons out,” Ginger said.

After Zap threw out his weapons, Joe lowered the rope. Moments later, Zap stood beside him looking around. He saw Ginger and said, “I should turn you across my knee and beat your rear good, little girl.”

“Don’t even think about it, Zap,” Ginger said as he took a step forward.

Joe grabbed Zap’s arm and held him back, as he saw the people point their guns at him. “Easy, Zap. Let’s find out what is going down first,” Joe said.

One of the people brought two lengths of rope, and tied their hands behind them. They were led along a path to a clearing in the center of the woods.

“Jesus,” Zap softly said as they came out of the trees

Hanging from limbs all around the clearing were the carcasses of dogs. Some of them had the hide peeled off of them. A large washtub sat over a fire in the center of the clearing.

Joe saw a rope coming out of the washtub. His heart gave a lurch and his hands tightened in anger when he was able to see in the tub. They had tied the legs of a small white poodle and lowered it into the boiling water. A rope around its mouth kept the poodle’s head out of the water. The animal was slowly being boiled alive.

Tears sprang from Joe’s eyes, as he watched the flickering pain-filled eyes of the Poodle. “Why, Ginger? For God’s sake, why?” Joe asked.

“One of Zeb’s god-damned creatures bit me, that’s why,” she answered, all the softness gone from her voice.

Ginger had her people tie Joe and Zap to a couple of stripped pine trees that were about ten feet tall. Five feet separated Joe and Zap. The woman who tied Joe to the tree wound a rope around and around his body. When she was finished, Joe couldn’t move at all.

He watched Ginger walk over to the washtub and pull the poodle out of the water. She handed the rope to a man who dragged the quivering body over to a tree. Where the poodle’s body was dragged along the ground, there were strips of boiled flesh and fur left behind.

This was one of the times he was thankful for the changes Ben’s guardian had made in his mind. As he watched, he felt seals coming down in his mind. These seals closed off the part of his mind where emotions dwelled. He knew from past experience that he would remember all he observed, but it wouldn’t affect him emotionally.

* * * *

Back at the convoy, Tammy woke from the light sleep she was in. Easing around the sleeping form of Gail, she climbed out of the truck. She ran up to where Colonel Dotson sat. “Joe has been captured,” she blurted out.

Without a question, Colonel Dotson shouted for her radio woman. “Do you know where they are?” she asked.

“In a valley eight miles south of here. There is a large grove of trees in the middle of the valley. They haven’t been harmed yet, but that won’t last long. We need to get there as quick as we can, Colonel.”

“Get Dave and Phil on the radio,” Colonel Dotson told her radio woman. She grabbed the arm of a passing woman, and told her to get Yoshie Yamatica. Yoshie was a Japanese exchange student who got caught in the country by the disease. Since she couldn’t go home, she had offered her services to Colonel Dotson.

Colonel Dotson thanked God for the petite young girl. She was a whiz at any form of communications. She had made personal locators for everyone. If that person had the locator on them, they could be tracked by satellite anywhere in the country.

Captain Donna Pearson walked up and sat down. “I heard the news, Colonel. What do you want me to do?”

“Thanks, Donna. Put together a squad of no more than twenty people. Full body armor, rifles and extra ammo. Get with Sergeant Tolson; she will know the people we need.”

Colonel Dotson turned as the petite Yoshie walked up. “Joe and Zap both have locators on them, Yoshie. Take Tammy with you and get me their exact location. Give me a satellite close up of the area if you can. I needed the information ten minutes ago, Yoshie; so make it quick.”

After Yoshie and Tammy left, she walked to the top of the rise and looked down at the town in the valley. “Damn, you, Zapper, when I get my hands on you I am going to kick your ass good,” she whispered.

Turning, she walked back to the trucks. Yoshie rushed up with a sheaf of papers in her hand and handed them to her. Looking at the computer photos she saw the area would be hard to take during the day. She handed the photos to Captain Pearson as she walked up. “Study these, Donna. I want a plan of action in thirty minutes.”

Brianna walked up and handed her a note that said, The dogs tell me they will help. They say the girl named Ginger is torturing them. They do urge you to hurry! They think Ginger is going to leave the valley shortly.

“Thank them for me, Brianna. Get with Captain Pearson and have her include the dogs in her plans.” Colonel Dotson sat down and leaned her head back against the seat.

Captain Pearson found her that way, sound asleep. She hated to wake her, but knew she had to. She gently shook Colonel Dotson.

“What is it, Captain?” Colonel Dotson asked.

“We have a plan worked out and are ready to implement it, Colonel.”

For the next fifteen minutes, they discussed the plan. Finally, Colonel Dotson wished Captain Pearson good luck and saw her off. Now she had to wait for the call on the radio from Captain Pearson, confirming she was in position.

* * * *

Joe gritted his teeth and tensed as the lash struck his bare back again. It was all he could do to keep from crying out. He was determined not to give Ginger that satisfaction. His back felt like it was on fire. He felt blood run down the small of his back from where the lash opened his skin.

Turning his head, he stared through pain-filled eyes at Zap. Zap hung loosely in the ropes that bound him to the tree.

A little earlier Ginger had ripped Zap’s shirt off and had one of her men lash him until he passed out. Joe saw crusted blood on the lash marks.

Ginger stepped in front of him and watched his face as the lash connected with his back again. “It must hurt terribly, Joe. You can cry out and release some of the pain, if you want.”

“I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction, Ginger; because you enjoy it too much,” Joe said through gritted teeth.

“I have to discipline you, Joe. You spoiled my party the other night and made me look bad in front of my people,” Ginger told him. Her face had a gleeful look as the lash came down again. “The only thing that would make this better is if I had Zeb here. I would personally use the whip on him.”

“Is this the way you get your kicks, Ginger? You know there is little difference between you and the man named Will. Both of you thrive on other people’s pain,” Joe said before the lash struck again.

“Will is dead, Joe. We found his body, or what was left of it. Zeb’s dogs literally tore him to pieces. The entity that controlled him must have died. I don’t see how, though. Like me, it shouldn’t have died just because the human body it inhabited died. Perhaps it found another host before we got there. Whatever, it is no concern of mine,” Ginger said.

Joe could tell that she was lying. It bothered her that an entity much like herself might have been destroyed. “It’s me you want, Ginger. Why don’t you let Zap go?”

Ginger walked over and reached up to caress Zap’s face. She turned and looked at Joe. “I really do like Zap. He was kind to me. That’s the problem, Joe. Emotions are one thing I don’t have. Except for rage, I have no other emotions that the rest of you have. Try to imagine what it is like to be trapped in the body of a seven-year-old child and your only emotion is anger or rage. I think I made an error when I chose to stop the child’s growth at this young age. I envy all of you. You see, Joe, I am trapped in a perpetual state of anger. No, I can’t let Zap go. Both of you have to die, as do the rest of the people you lead.”

“That may not be as easy to do as you think, Ginger. Perhaps there is some way we can help you,” Joe said.

Ginger burst out laughing and Joe noticed her followers back away from her. “You are good for a laugh, Joe. What could you possibly offer me?” Ginger asked, still chuckling.

Joe watched Ginger’s face and tried to gauge her mood. All he saw was mocking contempt. Since being nice wasn’t working he tried another tactic. “Ginger, what makes you think you can kill us. Didn’t you tell me that I had a force watching over me?”

Joe saw a wary look come into her eyes, and she glanced around the clearing. “No, Joe, I haven’t forgotten, but where is that force now? If it were protecting you, why would it let you be whipped this way? I might have been wrong; perhaps it wasn’t you the force was protecting.”

Joe smiled through the pain and said, “I don’t think it works that way. We all have a price to pay; maybe mine is to suffer a little before this force steps in. Look at all the suffering the human Will went through before the entity that controlled him was killed. Do you want to take that chance?”

At the mention of Will’s death, Ginger became agitated. She paced back and forth and talked softly to herself. She came to stand in front of Joe. “I understand what you are trying to do, Joe, but it won’t work. I know my own power and it tells me I have nothing to fear from you,” she told him with a smile.

Joe watched her looking intently at him. He wanted to rattle her a little more, so he let his eyes go blank and said, “So you think you are more powerful than I am, little girl.”

“Quit that, Joe. That is you, isn’t it, Joe?” Ginger said, backing away a few paces.

“This is between you and me, girl. Leave the human out of it,” Joe said; his voice rising from a whisper to a shout.

Ginger’s eyes darted around the clearing as she backed away. Joe was busy working on the loose knot that had his hands tied around the tree. He saw the people with Ginger casting glances into the woods, as if expecting something to attack them.

Joe took a deep breath, and while Ginger looked into the woods, slipped the rope off his hands. When Ginger looked back to him he stood there with a smile on his face and his hands on his hips. Joe put as much contempt on his face as he could muster.

“So, girl, you wish to challenge me,” Joe said, his words dripping with contempt.

Ginger’s eyes darted all around, and she motioned for her people to gather around her.

“Do you think by surrounding yourself by those puny humans you will be protected? Hell, girl, I will cause them to wither and die like last year’s grapes,” Joe said and raised his hands to point at the people.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a half dozen of Ginger’s people dropped their weapons and rushed into the woods. Only Ginger and four of her people stood there.

He sighed when Ginger stepped forward. “How did you know I was bluffing?” he asked.

“I couldn’t feel the power, Joe. Keep your guns on him; if he moves, shoot him,” Ginger said to the four women.

Joe felt her probing his mind. Ginger was right in one respect; he didn’t have any power. What he did have was the thing Ben’s Guardian put in his mind. He could feel the thing blocking or shunting Ginger’s probes. The thing couldn’t block all the pain. Enough of it got through, causing him to feel nauseous.

“You may not have any power, Joe, but that thing in your mind is still protecting you,” she said.

Joe felt her probing stop. She walked around him, making sure to keep well out of his reach. “I should kill you right now, but this thing Ben’s Guardian put in your mind interests me. I need to find out how he placed it in your mind. Back up to the tree, Joe.”

Joe backed up and placed his tender back against the rough bark of a tree. He put his hands behind him when Ginger placed her hands behind her and nodded for him to do so. One of the women wrapped a rope around his wrists and cinched it tight with a vicious tug. Next, she secured his legs to the tree.

Ginger walked up to him with a smirk on her face. He saw it coming, but couldn’t do anything to avoid it. She drew back and kicked him in the crotch with the toe of her shoe. Blinding pain shot up his body. His stomach rolled; he turned his head to the side and threw up. He felt the thing in his mind put up blocks to shunt the pain. The pain center in his mind was near the point of overload. He felt himself drifting in and out of consciousness. He fought his way back up from the grayness. Even the smallest move sent bolts of pain to his mind.

“So you can feel pain, Joe.” She drew her foot back and against his will Joe cringed. Ginger threw back her head and laughed. “Why didn’t I think of this before? Man will do anything to protect the family jewels. Are they tender, Joe?” she asked and hit him in the crotch with her fist.

Joe felt the bile rising in his throat; puke dribbled out of his mouth and down the front of his shirt. His body shook as wave after wave of pain hit his nerve center. If the ropes hadn’t been holding him up, he would have fallen flat on his face.

The red mist in front of his eyes began to recede. He eased his head to the side and wiped his lips on the shoulder of his shirt. Ginger had walked over to the boiling tub of water. Bending over she dipped a pan into the tub. Holding the pan out in front of her, Joe saw steam rising from the pan.

“Have you ever heard of boiled mountain oysters, Joe?”

Joe braced himself and waited for the boiling water to hit his crotch. He saw Ginger draw back her arm to throw the boiling water. She had an amused smile on her face. Joe had begun to think he would like to father a child by Gail. After the boiling water hit him, he could give up those thoughts forever.

As Ginger’s arm started forward, the pot flew from her hand and she let out a shriek of pain. The boiling water splashed over her hand. Joe heard the sound of a shot. He turned his head to see one of Ginger’s women knocked off her feet.

Screaming in rage and pain, Ginger darted like a rabbit for the woods. Joe saw tufts of dirt fly into the air all around her fleeing form. In seconds, she was in the woods followed by two of her women. “We will meet again, Joe,” she screamed.

Joe watched a group of women rush from the woods opposite of where Ginger disappeared. All the women had camouflage uniforms on. Each one carried a rifle in front of her and, occasionally, one of them would fire into the woods.

He felt the ropes holding his hands behind him part. Looking down, he saw the grease painted face of Captain Pearson concentrating on the rope holding his legs. She slipped the knife under the rope and drew it upward.

Joe took a step and fell to the ground as his foot came down. The pain from his tender crotch caused him to curl up in the fetal position.

Captain Pearson knelt asked, “Are you hurt bad, Joe?”

Grunting in pain, he feebly waved for her to go over to Zap.

A pair of arms lifted him to a sitting position. Hands ran over his body from the waist up. “I don’t see any wounds, Mr. Delany. What is causing you so much pain?” a woman’s voice asked.

“A shoe and fist to the crotch. I’ll be all right in a few minutes. Look after Zap,” Joe whispered. The sound of his voice caused a sharp pain at every word he spoke.

The corps woman patted his shoulder and went to Zap.

Grimacing at each movement, Joe slowly got to his feet. He watched two corps women lower Zap to the ground on his stomach.

Captain Pearson walked out of the woods and came over to him. “Ginger got away in a truck on the other side of the woods. We did capture twelve of her people. What do you want me to do with them, Mr. Delaney?”

“Put a guard on them until we leave; then leave them behind. Will Zap be okay?” Joe asked.

“He is going to be one sore mother for awhile, but he should be all right.”

“Soon as he can travel, take us back to where we are camped,” Joe said, wincing as the corps woman smeared a cream on his raw back.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

Tammy paced to the end of the truck and turned. Clouds of white steam came from her mouth in the frigid air. Overnight, the temperature had dropped to near zero. She turned her angry gaze on Joe who sat in his Jeep. “Don’t you trust me, Joe?”

Joe sighed. “Of course I trust you, Tammy. I still can’t tell you what I plan on doing. You heard what Dave said.”

Tammy raised her hand to stop him. “Dave is wrong. I would know if Ginger was inside my head.”

“Then how is Ginger privy to everything we do. She is getting to be a pain in the ass since she hooked up with Andy and the dwarf. Not to mention how spooked those two tigers have everyone.”

Dave walked up to them. “I see she is still pissed at you,” he told Joe.

Tammy turned to say something to Dave, but Dave gently placed his hand over her mouth. “Get over it, Tammy. What is ‘is,’ no matter how you wish it was different.”

Tammy’s shoulders slumped. “Whatever,” she said in a sullen voice as she went and got in the truck.

Joe walked over to the side of the snow-covered road with Dave. He looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “Everyone will know something is up when we make the sudden change of direction tomorrow, Dave.”

Dave took off his toboggan and scratched his head. He also glanced around. “I hate keeping this from everyone as much as you do, but you read the order. Even with what you told me about these two people, I still don’t get it.”

Joe chuckled. “Enjoy this peace and quiet, buddy, because when we connect with those two, there won’t be a quiet moment.”

“Peace and quiet, my ass! We get into a firefight every other day. I don’t see how it can get much worse.”

“Believe me; what we have run up against is nothing compared to what is coming. Let me put it to you this way. These two are like a gigantic magnet that is passing over a huge metal junkyard. Every crazy in this part of the country will be after us.”

Dave started to say something, but closed his mouth as Jake walked up. The former FBI agent was beating his arms against the side of his body. “Should have stayed in the nice warm house Polly and I had back in Saskatoon. Did I tell you how much this black man hates cold?”

“Yes,” both Dave and Joe said at the same time.

“Are you ready to go pick up our guests?” Joe asked.

“Hey, they are the only things that would get this black ass out in this arctic weather. You know I thought two pairs of long-johns would cut the cold. Damned if I can tell I have them on. Yeah, let’s get this show on the road,” Jake said.

They watched Jake waddle back to the Jeep he drove.

“Two long-johns, four pairs of heavy woolen socks, a snowmobile suit and boots and he is still cold,” Dave muttered.

“With any luck, we will hit I-70 by dark. Then it’s just three hours to Glenwood Springs where we pick up our passengers.” Joe looked back down the road lined with tank loaded tractor-trailers. “Make sure you keep things tightened up in the rear.”

Joe climbed into his Jeep and felt a twinge of pain from his back. It had been three weeks since he’d been captured by Ginger and he’d been whipped. He glanced over at Tammy and said, “Ready?”

“Since I don’t know where we are going, what choice do I have?”

Joe shrugged and sighed. “You will understand why I am keeping you in the dark by noon tomorrow, Tammy,” Joe told her.

“I hate to harp on it, Joe, but this sense of danger I have is beginning to spook me. It’s different. The best way I can explain it is: imagine there is a terrible storm building on the horizon. You see the clouds change from a dull grey to a deep black. They begin to roll and lightning flashes do little to lighten the black clouds. Although it is still far away, you can see the dark cauldron writhing like a nest of snakes waiting to strike. This feeling is like the storm appearing to be a smudge on the horizon, but I know it will get much worse.”

Joe attributed Tammy’s feeling of danger to the passengers they were to pick up. He well knew the danger those two brought with them.

He caught a flash of light ahead of them. “Keep sharp, people; things might get hinky in a few miles,” he said into the radio.

Joe knew a group as large as he led was easy to track, but Andy and the Dwarf seemed to know the exact roads they would take. After today, there would be no more random changes in directions; it seemed to be doing no good anyway.

Near the bottom of a small rise, he began to see dogs off to the side of the highway. The further he drove, the more dogs appeared. He lifted the microphone and said, “Put Zeb on.”

“Joe, if you can speed it up, I would appreciate it. Seems my dogs broke up an ambush set for us. Those bastards set the tigers on my friends. The outlaying dogs say the ambushers have left, but the tigers are still there.”

“You got it, Zeb. Speed it up, people,” Joe said and floored the gas pedal. As the Jeep topped a small rise, Joe saw a field of blood and carnage on the slope before him. He caught sight of two orange and black tigers going across a ridge about a mile to the left of the road.

He brought the Jeep to a stop and got out. Tammy came to stand beside him. “Jesus, Joe, I knew the tigers were strong, but this goes way beyond that.” She looked down the road at hundreds of dead and dying dogs. Off to the side, there were piles of two to a dozen dogs all over the place.

Joe estimated there were over a thousand dead dogs to the front of them. Already, the dogs that got there too late were beginning to eat the fallen dogs. Before, Joe would have been disgusted at the dogs eating their own, but now he realized most of them were only a meal or two away from starvation. Like many things in the nation today, food for animals was getting scarce. The problem wasn’t as acute for humans. Many of the towns they passed through still had canned goods in them. Not enough to keep the thousands of Zeb’s dogs fed; but enough to keep the humans from going hungry.

Captain Pearson came up beside them and promptly threw up. Tammy went to the Jeep and got a hand-towel and handed it to Captain Pearson. After wiping her mouth and letting her stomach settle a little, she said, “We need to help some of the wounded dogs.”

Joe watched as dogs lay shaking or limping in circles all around the area. He shook his head. There were just too many of them. “Sorry, Captain, we just don’t have the time or resources to care for them.”

“Oh, so we just abandon them after they do us a service by breaking up this ambush,” Captain Pearson said in an angry voice.

“Not at all, Captain,” Joe said in a soft sad voice. He reached in the back of the Jeep and began to fill the pockets of his heavy coat with clips for his forty-five. “Tammy, keep everyone here but Zapper and Dave,” he said over his shoulder as he walked into the field.

With grim expressions Dave and Zapper walked into the field off to the left side of the road.

Captain Pearson flinched at every shot she heard. Through her tears she mumbled, “It’s just not right.”

Tammy came over and took her hand. She looked up with her steady blue eyes. “You are right, Captain. It isn’t right, but we can’t care for them. If we left them, they would die a slow agonizing death. No, it isn’t right, but it is just to put them out of their misery.” Tammy’s voice had a hard edge of steel in it.

For an hour, shots rang out near and far.

Joe, Dave and Zap walked up the road with their heads low and shoulders slumped. Zeb stood there and shook each of their hands as they returned.

“My friends thank you for the mercy you have shown to their fallen brothers,” he told them.

Not a word was spoken for many miles after the encounter.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

“My pretty ones, I know you are hurting, but Papa will make it better,” Doc cooed to the two tigers he stood between.

Andy sat in his truck with the window cracked about four inches. “Are they gonna be okay, Doc?” he shouted.

Doc spread salve on a gash near Tigger’s back leg, all the while softly talking to the tiger. After a few minutes, he led the tigers to the trailer hooked to the back of the truck Andy sat in. He opened the door to the cage on the trailer and ushered the tigers inside. They lay down and began to lick their fur.

Doc climbed into the cab of the truck and fastened his seat belt. “Tigger and Tacker were lucky they weren’t hurt worse than they were. Damn Zeb’s dogs to hell,” Doc said in a soft deadly voice.

“Yeah, damn him and his dogs,” Andy said as he put the truck in gear and drove up the road to where the rest of his people waited. He shook his head and cursed. When he’d set up the ambush he had over two hundred people; now he had less than a hundred. One minute, his people were bragging about what they were going to do to Joe and his people. The next minute, dogs started pouring from every nook and cranny around his people. For a few seconds there was mass confusion, then Doc had yelled, “Cover me!”

Andy still marveled at how fast the Dwarf could move when he needed to. Doc had dodged between two huge dogs; Andy shot the dog on the left of Doc. The dog on the right snapped at Doc, but he dodged under the slavering jaws. Andy killed five more dogs going after Doc. With two dogs snapping at his back, Doc slapped the lever releasing the two tigers from their cage.

With two loud roars, both tigers sprang from the cage into a pack of dogs. Howls of terror and pain came from the dog pack. Bodies began to pile up not only of dogs, but of his men as well. Andy yelled for his men to back up to his truck and form a perimeter. Less than half his men made it. Andy watched as the tigers darted here and there slashing or clamping down on dogs. Slowly, the tigers drove the dogs far enough away that the men could get in their vehicles. With Andy’s truck in the lead, they fled the valley to this place.

“Doc, we need to get to western Colorado. Todd ordered us there to stop two people who escaped his or his master’s clutches. Not sure which it was, the way he was ranting and raving. He said I’d know these two when I saw them. Funny, but I haven’t a clue as to what he meant,” Andy said in a puzzled voice.

“Must be someone you’ve met before,” Doc said.

Andy shook his head. “That’s the problem, Doc. I can’t remember meeting anyone I would be impressed by that much. That is, except Todd.”

“Andy, have you noticed that the new people we’re getting are more vicious than they used to be?”

“Todd told me the disease has mutated until there are several different strains of it now. All of them make the people who catch it more violent. Doc, do you remember catching this disease?”

“No, but I think that is one of the symptoms of the disease. Those who catch it don’t remember they do. Far as that goes, have you notice the people like us who aren’t consumed with violence rarely if ever get sick?”

Andy scratched his head. “I leave that kinda thinking to you, Doc. I am the muscle and you are the brains. Been that way since we met. So far it’s worked well.”

Doc shook his head. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

* * * *

One hundred thirty miles to the west, two vehicles pulled to a stop at the crest of a mountain pass. Wind driven snow blew against the heated windshield and melted. The bumpers of the four-wheel-drive trucks pushed snow in front of them.

An old man in a heavy parka got out of the first truck and walked to where the road began to descend the mountain. He was joined a few seconds later by a tall wide-shouldered man.

Between gusts of wind-driven snow, they saw the lights of a small city off in the distance. “How long before we get there?” the big man asked.

“Before dawn, unless we get stuck going down the mountain.” the old man answered.

“Are you sure Joe got our message? We sure don’t want to be stuck out here without the protection he can provide.”

“As sure as anything can be these days. You know how spotty communications are. How are the rest of them doing?” The old man jerked his hand back at their vehicles.

“Everyone is keyed up since we ran into those people fifty miles back. Lucky for us it was dark and they had no idea we were anywhere near them. You can bet your bottom dollar Todd is mobilizing his people to come after us,” the big man said.

The old man chuckled. “Won’t be as many as the first time, according to the General. Todd has a lot of manpower tied up back east. Still there will be a lot more than we can handle.”

“Well, let’s go. We need to check out the city and find a place to hole up until Joe gets here,” the big man said as he shook snow from his head.

* * * *

Joe cursed and slapped his leg. “At this rate we won’t get there until summer,” he said as he watched two tanks pull another truck through the high snowdrift.

“None of us expected this freak snow storm, Joe,” Colonel Dotson said. She stomped her feet to get some feeling back in them. “At least it’s all downhill from here.”

A woman ran up; she saluted Colonel Dotson and said to Joe, “You are wanted on the radio, sir.”

Joe followed the woman back to the truck that held their communications equipment. He walked up the steps into the back of the truck. A young oriental girl gave him a headset and got up from in front of the radio. “This is Joe,” he said.

A burst of static came from the radio. “This piece of crap is acting up again, Joe. How do you read me now?”

“Five by five, Dave.”

“Good. I’ve got a lot to tell you. First Andy is getting more reinforcement than we thought he would. Zap and Phil tell me he has got over a thousand new people in the last two days. That means we won’t be able to delay them as long as we thought.”

“Understood, Dave. Do the best you can. The pass we are at now would be ideal for a small force like yours to bottle up a much larger force. Filter your men to here before dawn. I will leave two tanks behind for added firepower. Contact me again when you get set up. Joe out.”

The radio crackled to life. “Moshie, Moshie, do you copy?”

The oriental girl took the headphones from Joe and seated them on her head. “Moshie here,” she said.

“Tell Captain Dotson we are taking heavy fire from a side road leading into the mountains.” They heard the sounds of machine gun fire and what sounded like mortar rounds going off. “Any help she can send us would be appreciated. Oh! And that help should’ve been here fifteen minutes ago. Gotta go! They’re trying to burst through our right flank.”

“Joe, six of our tanks are through and loaded. Would you take them down to where Lieutenant Thacker is? I’ll get the rest of the tanks through and on their way,” Colonel Dotson said.

“Sure, Ma’am, but get all your troops and equipment through here soon as you can. I don’t like the feeling I am getting about the weather.”

Joe put on his fur-lined gloves and left the truck. He walked to his Jeep and climbed behind the wheel. He shook Tammy awake. “Time to go. Here, put this on.” He handed her a bulletproof vest especially made for her small frame.

The rear door opened and Jake crawled in. “Colonel Dotson told me about the trouble. I thought you might need my help.”

“Thanks, Jake.” Joe put the Jeep in four-wheel drive and gently gave it the gas. The left rear wheel threw out a plume of snow, but the other three deep lugged snow tires dug in. Halfway down the mountain, he came to a one-eighty degree turn that had a five-foot snowdrift across it. He turned on his flashers and could hear the air brakes on the trucks following him applied.

Joe studied the snowdrift. “We could unload one of the tanks and have it pull us across, but that will take too long.”

“It doesn’t look too deep, Joe. Think this Jeep could punch through it?” Jake asked.

“I’ll give it a try. Tammy, you and Jake wait outside.”

After Tammy and Jake got out, Joe backed up fifty feet and pulled his seat belt tight. Because the drift was in the middle of the turn, Joe knew it would be difficult to punch through. He put the Jeep in four-wheel high and gave it the gas. Because of the slight downward angle of the road he rapidly gained momentum. As he came into the turn he jerked the steering wheel right until he felt the end start to fishtail, then jerked the wheel to the left. Just as the Jeep straightened out, he hit the snowdrift head on.

Snow cascaded up over the hood of the Jeep. Joe jerked the Jeep into four-wheel low and floored it. In slow motion, the Jeep came to a halt. Joe sat there with snow packed up to the top of the windows. Only the rear window provided a view of where he had plowed into the snowdrift. He saw that he was about twenty feet into it.

A motion to the rear caught his eye. He saw Jake attaching a large pulley to a tree off the side of the road. He then put a wench line in the pulley and began feeding it toward the Jeep. Jake disappeared from sight for a minute then he stood up. He took a flashlight from his coat pocket and gave three flashes up the road.

Joe felt the Jeep being pulled backwards. Once he was out of the drift, Jake gave two flashes up the road and the tug on the Jeep quit. “Back up a few feet!” Jake yelled.

After two more plunges into the snow drift, Joe had a car-wide path through it. Still, the first truck with its heavy load had to be winched through the drift.

* * * *

Lieutenant Thacker ducked behind her Humvee as another burst of machine gun fire raked the bank above her head.

“Damn it, Sgt. Powell, take that machine gun out!” she shouted into the radio.

“No can do, Lieutenant. We’re pinned down by another group of men.”

“Shit, shit, shit!” Lieutenant Thacker swore. She looked up at the heavy full moon hanging in the sky and swore at it, too. It was almost as bright as day in the valley they were pinned down in.

She squatted down and looked at the six women around her. “It’s up to us, ladies. I am open to any ideas you have.”

“If you can draw their fire down the road, I think I can get close enough to lob a grenade into their position,” a short heavyset woman said.

“How, Thelma? That knoll they’re on is open with no way to approach it without being seen,” Lieutenant Thacker said.

“Not from above, Lieutenant,” Thelma said with a wicked grin.

“What the hell are you talking about, Thelma?”

“Lieutenant, I used to hang glide a lot back home. My glider is in the supply truck. It would take only minutes to put it together.”

“Don’t you need warm air thermals to give you lift? Besides, I don’t see any cliffs high enough to jump off of down here,” Lieutenant Thacker said.

“Give me four hundred feet of rope and back the last Humvee down the road for a mile and I’m sure I can do it. It will be a short one way flight, but if I time it right, I can do it.”

Lieutenant Thacker thought about it for a minute. Another burst of machine gun fire made up her mind. “Do it, Thelma. Be careful,” she said as she laid her hand on the woman’s shoulder.

Thelma had one of the women help her get the folded hang glider from the supply truck. Together, they carried it to the last truck in line and put it in the back. Another two panting women carried a coil of four hundred foot half inch rope and placed it in the back of the truck. Thelma got in the cab and had the driver begin backing up. The bright moon aided the driver in doing this.

Thelma was doing the calculations in her mind. She knew the timing had to be just right. Because of the frigid weather, her glide time would be less than a thousand feet. The machine gun was located about five hundred feet from the road. After a thousand feet she would drop like a rock.

As they backed up, she kept her eyes on the sky above them.

“Stop!” she shouted. She shined the spotlight above her. A small black ribbon of wire crossed the road from a pole on the other side. “Have to get rid of that,” she said to no one in particular.

“Got it covered, Thelma. Just keep that spotlight on it,” one of the women who was behind the truck said.

Thelma heard a series of shots and saw the wire fall across the road. She watched a woman run and pull the wire off to the side. “Just a telephone drop wire,” the woman said as she ran to get in the truck.

Thelma shivered at the image of herself four hundred feet in the air attached to the Humvee by a rope as it sped down the road. In her mind, she saw the rope hit the telephone wire and jerk her from the sky. It wasn’t a pretty picture.

They were lucky they didn’t find any more lines across the road by the time they were a mile to the rear of the rest of the convoy.

Thelma unpacked the glider and began getting in her harness. She told the three women how to unfold the wings and lock them in place. The driver helped her loosen the harness straps so they would fit over her snowmobile outfit.

At last, everything was to her satisfaction. She attached a breakaway clip to the end of the rope and began backing up until she could back no more. With a snap, she placed the breakaway clip to a ring on her harness.

“Here, Thelma. It’s going to be cold up there and I thought you might need these,” the driver said and handed her a hood and goggles.

“Thanks.”

Thelma waited until the women were back in the truck then took a deep breath. “It’s now or never,” she muttered.

She took a small penlight from her pocket and gave two flashes toward the truck. She bent her legs and grabbed the bar to the glider. Although it weighed practically nothing at the moment, it felt like a ton sitting on her shoulders.

The Humvee began to move down the slight incline of the road. Thelma felt the rope grow taut and began to run, holding the wings of the glider at an angle to catch the wind.

“Come on, come on,” she yelled at the glider as she ran flat out to keep from being pulled off her feet by the rope. Just as she thought she couldn’t take another step the glider shot ten feet into the air. She gulped down a lung full of the crisp frigid air and immediately began to cough. Tears formed in her eyes and the goggles began to fog up.

Thelma felt a sharp tug on the rope as the Humvee shifted to a higher gear. The air gliding by her became much colder. She took short breaths as the frigid air burned her lungs. She was now four hundred feet in the air, almost over the Humvee pulling her. The glider wanted to go higher against the lift on its wings, but the rope kept it level.

Between the glider trying to lift up, and the rope pulling down, Thelma felt as if she were being torn in two. The pain became more intense by the second. Looking down, she saw that it would be several seconds before the Humvee reached the release point. With a grunt of pain, she lowered her hand to the release clip.

Just as she thought she couldn’t endure the pain any more, the Humvee reached the release point. Thelma hit the clasp and felt the rope fall away. The glider shot up to five hundred feet in an instant. Thelma tilted to the left and lined up on the knoll the machine gun was on. Releasing the bar, Thelma pulled two grenades from her harness and pulled the pins on them.

A gust of wind coming off the mountain caused the glider to drop. It was going to be tight; she was slowing down and dropping at the same time. Thelma knew the slower she became the faster she would drop.

Ahead she saw the men in the trench dug for the machine gun pointing to her. They were trying to raise the machine gun but having problems lifting the front of the gun. Thelma grinned; she knew what had happened. As the men fired, the hot gasses from the muzzle caused the frozen ground under the front legs to soften. The heavy gun’s legs had sunk into the soil and re-frozen.

One of the men quit trying to get the gun loose and raised his rifle. Thelma saw red fire coming from the rifle and felt the glider shudder from the bullets’ impact. It began to tilt to the right. She pulled down on the left wing to keep the glider straight. By doing so, she lost a lot of height and slowed down considerably. Oh Shit! she thought as she came in on the position. When she was fifty feet away, she let the spoons fly off the grenades. Three to five seconds, the manual said, before the grenades went off after the spoons were released. Time stretched out forever as she came even with the position.

One of the men jumped up at her just as she released the grenades. One of the grenades hit his hand and bounced down into the trench. She only cleared the top of the knoll by a dozen feet. The exploding force of the grenades behind her pushed her twenty feet higher into the air. Shrapnel from the grenades hit one of the wing struts and bent it.

Thelma felt a sharp pain in her side. She stared in horror at what was on the other side of the knoll. The knoll rested on top of a deep canyon at least five hundred feet deep.

She was dropping like a rock. With all her might, Thelma rocked forward and pushed up, causing the glider to flare out. This slowed her down even more, but at the same time put more air under the wings. Ahead, she saw a waterfall and aimed for it. As she got closer, the air began to warm. About fifty feet from the falls, she was buffeted by a strong warm wind. The glider began to rise ever so slowly. All at once, the glider stopped rising and began to sink. Quickly, Thelma turned back into the warm air and felt the glider begin to rise again. She knew that somewhere at the bottom of the falls, a huge hot spring bubbled up from the earth. Long as she kept in the envelope of the rising hot air she could gain height. The higher she got, the less she rose because the air was getting cooler. An occasional side gust of cold air buffeted her.

Now, if I can get a strong enough gust of wind, I might make it back to solid ground, she thought.

Now, she was a few hundred feet above the rim of the canyon. She watched the snowflakes in back of her. They were falling straight down. She waited until she saw the flakes start to move horizontally and then she jerked the glider toward the canyon rim. The gust of wind caught the glider and pushed it toward a strand of pine trees. The right wing clipped the top of a tree and she spun down toward the road. The last thing she saw was a small tree coming right at her.

* * * *

Lieutenant Thacker saw the glider rise from the ground behind the knoll a short time after the machine gun was knocked out. She saw that Thelma was in trouble. She could just make out the glider stuck in a tree twenty feet from the ground. “Take four people and see if Thelma is still alive,” she ordered the Sergeant standing next to her.

From ahead, the volume of fire increased and mortar rounds began landing off to the side of the road. Lifting the radio, she said, “Joe, if you can hear me; we need help now or we will be cut to pieces.” Her women were slowly being pushed back from the front. They dragged their wounded with them.

* * * *

Joe knew they wouldn’t reach Lieutenant Thacker’s position in time. He searched along the road that zigzagged down the mountain until he found a likely place. He had the tanks unloaded and driven to the place he wanted. The road was very narrow there, only a lane and a half wide.

Looking over the side, he saw Lieutenant Thacker’s trapped outfit a quarter of a mile away at the bottom of the mountain.

He looked at the length of the tanks and then the width of the road. He hoped to God this was going to work.

Joe yelled for the drivers to come and then gave them instructions.

With two guides to a tank, he watched as they gently did a ninety-degree turn and began to back up on the small bank on the mountainside of the road. They already had the tank gun lowered as far as it would go.

Joe knew the angle of the guns wasn’t enough to allow the tanks to bring their fire down on the people below. Sure enough, by backing up on the bank, the tank guns could just barely get a line of sight on the people.

He got on the tactical net and said, “Take out the mortars first; then lay waste to everything in front of Lieutenant Thacker’s position.”

The tank gunners turned on their thermal imagers and the group commander said, “Tanks one, three and five take out the mortars. Two, four and six lay ground fire in front of Lieutenant Thacker’s position.”

A few seconds later, all six tanks fired, causing a small amount of snow and rocks to slide down the mountain behind them. Joe clamped his hands over his ears before the next rounds went out five seconds later.

* * * *

Lieutenant Thacker dropped below the edge of her Humvee as the ground in front of her erupted in flame and smoke. Within minutes, all that was left for two hundred yards to the front of her position was craters and burning pine trees. Even without her night glasses, she saw a stream of men crossing the pass at the narrow end of the valley. Lifting the radio, she said, “Cease fire, Joe.”

The sudden silence was creepy. What made it even creepier was the ghost-like shadows of hundreds of dogs flitting in and out of the burning trees. One of her women began firing at the dogs. She ran over and slapped the rifle in the air. “They are on our side!” she shouted.

Four of her troopers came up carrying a stretcher. Thelma lay there grimacing in pain. A light sheen of sweat covered her pale face. A medic worked on her side to stanch the flow of blood. “Nice job, Thelma. You saved our bacon. How do you feel?”

Thelma’s lips curled up in a bittersweet smile. “Got nicked by my own damned grenade, Lieutenant. Give me a few hours and I’ll be as good as new.”

Lieutenant Thacker patted her on the head and looked at the medic.

“Rest and fluids to replace the blood she lost is what she needs. I’d say a week and then she will be back on duty,” the medic said as she slapped a large gauze pad on Thelma’s side.

Putting on a stern face, Lieutenant Thacker said, “Thelma, if I see your face before this time next week, I’ll have you up on charges.” Then she smiled. “Thanks again.”

She watched as Joe and his tanks pulled up to the end of the line of vehicles. Stopping at the two ambulances, she learned that six of her people had died and ten were injured. Three were in serious condition.

Joe walked up with a tall grey-haired man beside him. “This is Doctor Jefferson. I brought him along just in case,” Joe said.

“Thanks,” Lieutenant Thacker said as she watched Jefferson take off his coat and lean down beside the woman with the worst wound. Soon his sleeves were rolled up and his hands were bloody.

“Damn, I’m tired,” she said as she leaned back against the ambulance.

“You did good, Lieutenant,” Joe told her.

Over the next five hours, the rest of the convoy crossed the mountain and joined them in the valley.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

The twelve men sat around the table sipping the beverage of their choice; not a one of them was below the age of seventy. Harry Watkins sat to the left of the committee chairman. Glen Toler, chief of security, stood with his back against the wall of the room.

“Damn it, Harry. We have to do something,” a thin bald-headed man down the table said.

“Marty, we don’t want to start anything with Todd just yet,” Harry objected.

“If we don’t do something soon, everything is going to fall to pieces. Christ, just this week a thousand of our people banded together and marched north. They were met at the border by the rebels and slaughtered. We couldn’t even recover their bodies for food. The rebels piled the bodies up and burned them,” a small man with glasses said.

“Fifty thousand bodies would go a long way toward solving our food shortage,” the chairman said.

“I agree, Ray; but how many men would we lose killing Todd’s force?” Harry asked.

“A dozen at the most; if you agree to my plan,” a tall rail-thin man with a bushy mustache said.

“Christ, Eli! That isn’t the answer,” Harry objected.

“I say we vote on it,” Eli said.

Harry turned to the chairman and said, “Dan, don’t let them do this. It will be a big mistake.”

Dan shook his head and took a moment to look at each member. He turned back to Harry. “When we formed this committee, each of us agreed that all major issues would be put to a vote. We also agreed that the vote would be binding. Harry, Eli has called for a vote, which is the right of every member of this panel. If we deny him a panel vote, then why the hell are we here?”

“But, but Dan, there is too much at stake,” Harry blustered.

Dan held up his hand stopping Harry from saying more. “A motion has been placed on the table to use the bomb to eliminate Todd’s men in Texas. I now call for a vote by a show of hands. All those for the motion raise their hand.”

Nine hands went up.

Harry dropped his head to his hands on the table and groaned.

“All opposed to the measure,” Dan said.

Harry and two others raised their hand.

“Motioned is carried by a nine to three vote.”

Dan turned to Glen. “Get us a secure line to Roy Dobson in Houston,” he said.

For the next half hour, Harry tried to get Dan to stop what they were going to do, without success.

Glen brought in a phone and handed it to Dan.

“Roy, this is Dan. Okay. How are you? Fine, fine; now here is what I want you to do.” He talked for ten minutes then hung up the phone. He stared at each member around the table. “It is done. Now, if there isn’t anything else, I call this meeting adjourned.”

* * * *

Roy Dobson scratched his head and stared at the phone sitting on the desk. Not a person prone to doubts, he had a lot of doubts now.

“Are you okay, Roy? You’re pale as a ghost,” his aide said.

Roy stood and went over to the window. He looked out over the city from his forty-second floor perch. Always a perfectionist for doing strictly as he was told to do, Roy knew this time he wouldn’t.

“Hank, do you remember that young man we met last week who was so fanatical about stopping Todd’s forces?”

“Yeah, his name was Kenny something. I heard the people around him call him Skinny Kenny.”

“Find him and bring him to me.”

“Sure, Roy, but what’s this about?”

“You don’t want to know, Hank. Believe me, you don’t.”

Roy sat down at his desk and lifted the phone. He dialed a number and waited until it was answered. “Roy Dobson, code Stratus, sub-code Prometheus one-one-seven-two-five, authenticate.”

He listened a few seconds and said, “That is correct. I want a Ten-M brought to me immediately. That’s right. No wait, take it to the first rest stop north on I-45. I’ll meet you there.”

The door to his office opened and Hank walked in, followed by a short squat young man. Roy recognized him as the youth called Skinny Kenny.

“Chairman Dobson, this is Kenny Stevens, the one you wished to see,” Hank said.

“Thank you, Hank. Now if you please would you give us some privacy?”

Hank looked puzzled. This was the first time Roy had asked him to leave him alone with a person they knew nothing about.

“If you need me, sir, I will be right outside,” he said and left the room, closing the door softly behind him.

“Have a seat, Mr. Stevens,” Roy said.

Kenny sat down with an uncomfortable look on his face.

“What do you want with me, Mr. Chairman?”

“Kenny, do you believe in the cause we are fighting for?”

“I do, Mr. Chairman. The sooner we cleanse the world of those godless heathens up north the better.”

“What if I told you, you had it in your power to make that happen sooner rather than later?”

“Anything for the cause, sir,” Kenny said.

“What if I told you by doing this thing, you would guarantee yourself a place in heaven?”

“For the good of God and the cause I would do anything.”

“Even if you had to die?” Roy asked.

“It would be an honor to give my life to God in His quest to cleanse the world of the godless heathens coming here.”

“Do you know of any others who feel the way you do?”

“Sure, there are plenty who feel the way I do.” Kenny squirmed in his seat.

“Good, good. I want you to pick a dozen people you can trust. I have a job for you.”

“You can depend on me, Mr. Chairman.”

Roy stood up and came around the desk. He reached out and took Kenny’s hand. “With dedicated people like you, we can’t lose this war. Time is rather short so I want you to go pick the eleven men who will go with you on this mission. Don’t tell them anything. Meet me downstairs in an hour.”

Roy showed Kenny out of the office and motioned for Hank to follow him back to the office. “Close the door, Hank.”

“Why the secrecy, boss?” Hank asked.

“Hank, I think a lot of you. I feel the same about you as I did the brother I lost awhile back. So, to protect you, I am going to keep you in the dark as to what I am going to do. No, don’t say anything. I want you to pack a few things and drive down to Brownsville. In the next half hour, Hank, all I want to see are your tail-lights heading south.”

Hank had a crest-fallen look on his face. He turned around twice as if to say something, but didn’t.

Roy closed the door behind Hank and walked over to the liquor cabinet. He poured himself a double of Jack Daniels and drank it in one gulp. His hand shook as he poured another drink and placed it on the blotter of his desk. He looked at the picture of his wife. “I knew it would come to this, Wilma, but I didn’t think it would happen this soon. In a day or so everything will change. I am glad you aren’t here to see the change. I have this feeling I will be seeing you soon, dear.”

* * * *

Hubert Morrison looked back down the long line of trucks on all four lanes of I-45 just south of Dallas. The line stretched back as far as he could see. His troops, all fifty thousand of them; he beamed with pride as he watched them stream out of Dallas.

“Bert, Bert!” He heard someone yelling behind him. He turned to see one of the scouts running up the road with a heavy burlap sack on his back.

On reaching Bert, the man dropped the heavy sack and bent over gasping for breath. The sack tipped over and three human heads rolled out of it.

“More trophies to put on the trailer, Bert,” the man said.

“Where did you get them?”

“A little town fifteen miles south of here. The people had the nerve to try and stop us. We killed close to fifty of them before they bugged out, heading south. Christ, Bert, I am getting the heebie-jeebies about the token resistance we are getting. Something’s in the wind.”

“I get the same feeling. It’s not like the damned cannibals to give up this easily. I thought they would at least waste some of their people to supply themselves with food. Something’s up; tell your men to keep a sharp eye out for anything unusual.”

“I’ll do it; they are as jumpy as I am anyway,” the man said as he scooped the heads back in the sack. He carried the bag back to where a flatbed trailer sat. Upending the bag, he dumped the eight heads it contained. “Got some more goodies for you, Muley.”

An old man limped over and rolled the heads around until they were in a straight row. “Well now, ya got some pretty nice ones this time.” He lifted one of the heads and jammed it down on a steel bar bolted to the floor of the trailer. He rotated the head so that the vacant eyes stared off to the side of the trailer.

“How many you have now, Muley?”

“Three hunnert sixteen, counting the eight you brought.”

“Don’t they bother you, Muley?” the man asked as he looked at row after row of heads sitting atop the three-foot rods.

“Hell no, boy. They be dead and the dead can’t hurt you. Way I look at it, them being cannibals makes them less than human. Sides, better them here than us.”

Bert yelled for the scout. “Take care, Muley,” he called over his shoulder as he ran to where Bert stood.

Bert was bent over a map of Texas. “I want to get to these rest areas just north of Huntsville by dark this evening. Take your men and scout the area. Report back on what you find.”

“You got it, Bert,” the man said. He ran down the road and jumped in a souped-up Camaro. With a squeal of rubber, the car streaked down the road and was soon lost to sight.

* * * *

Roy Dobson watched the town of Huntsville
Texas go by on either side of I-45. He turned to Kenny who sat in the back seat of the SUV. “Are you positive you can do this?” he asked.

“No sweat, sir. I will do it. I think it was a good idea not telling the others what is going to happen. Don’t get me wrong; I trust them all and am sure they’d do it without a thought. But what they don’t know, they can’t inadvertently give away. Let’s face it—the twelve of us will be facing fifty thousand of Todd’s heathens. That’s enough to shake up anyone. I admit I am scared, but that won’t stop me from doing what needs doing. God is the pilot on this trip and I am just the co-pilot.”

“I have complete confidence in you, Kenny. There will be a statue erected to you in the capitol.”

Kenny beamed with pleasure. “Really?” he said.

“You will be a hero to all our people, Kenny. You will be mentioned in history books. All the children of the future will learn of your heroic deed.”

Kenny leaned his head back against the seat with a dazed and dreamy look on his face.

Roy turned to look out the windshield, disgusted. Christ, this bastard is lapping this bullshit up. After this is over and Hank gets back, I need to find out how many of these zealots we have in our forces. Too many and we are in trouble, he thought.

Ahead, Roy saw the two rest areas, one on each side of the Interstate. He had his driver pull down into the median between the two roads. The five-ton military truck that had followed them from Houston pulled up even with them. The two pickups with Kenny’s men stopped behind the truck and got out.

Roy left the SUV and walked over to the rest stop on the left. Next, he walked across the roads to the other rest area. He slowly scanned the area from where he stood to the horizon. There was nothing east or west of the highway but prairie. Nine miles to the south he saw smoke coming from a few of the industries in Huntsville. To the north stretched more prairie—as far as the eye could see. This is the place, he thought.

The driver of the military truck came up and saluted Roy. “Where do you want the truck placed, sir?”

Roy walked across the southbound lanes and looked at the fifty feet of green grass separating the north and south lanes. He spotted a four by four drain cover in the center. He pointed to the drain. “See that drain over there. Pull the truck over it.”

Once the truck was in place two technicians lowered the tailgate and climbed in the back of the truck. They broke the vacuum seals on a four by eight container. One of them reached inside and connected a plug to the far end of the object inside. The other end of the cord he plugged into a laptop computer and typed in a few commands. He looked to the back of the truck where Roy stood on the ground. “We are ready to set up the sequence, sir,” he said.

Roy pulled Kenny over and shoved him toward the back of the truck. A doctor had Kenny take off his shirt. He stuck a digital monitor over Kenny’s heart. The technician took the lead from the monitor and plugged it into the computer.

“Relax, Kenny,” the doctor said as he monitored Kenny’s blood pressure.

The technician watched the computer screen and made a few adjustments. This went on for ten minutes then he said, “Got it. The timer is now sequenced with his heart.”

The doctor removed the monitor. He stuck a four by three inch patch with a circuit chip imbedded in it over Kenny’s heart. He turned to Roy and said, “It’s done, sir.”

“Thank you, doctor. Wait for me in the car,” Roy said. He took Kenny’s arm and led him off to the side. “Kenny, you can’t get more than one hundred feet from the truck. If you do then all of this was for nothing. Mark out the hundred-foot limit before Todd’s people get here and don’t go outside of them. Now, do you have it straight about what you are to do?”

“Yes, sir,” Kenny answered.

“Good,” Roy replied. He watched a line of cars pull across the Interstate, twenty feet in front of the military truck. They blocked the highway two deep. The people driving the cars jumped out and ran back to the rest area. They got in cars waiting to take them back to Houston.

Roy held out his hand and Kenny shook it.

“Time for us to leave. It’s up to you now, Kenny. Make us proud.” Roy turned and walked to his waiting SUV.

Kenny watched as the line of vehicles went out of sight back toward Houston. A quiet calm settled over the area as his men gathered around him. “You know the drill,” he told them.

He watched as five men went to the northbound lanes and six to the southbound lanes. They took up positions behind the line of cars. All of them had little or no hope of stopping Todd’s forces, but had faith that their leaders knew what they were doing.

Kenny began marking off his one hundred foot boundary. After that, he sat down on a picnic table and smoked a cigarette. Absently, he scratched the patch over his heart. Now came the hard part—waiting for Todd’s heathens to appear on the horizon.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

Chuka lay in an awkward position among the six dead men around him. Off to the left, he heard several voices whispering.

“Do you think we got him?”

“I wish there was more light. The way he is lying in the middle of the men he killed it is hard to tell.”

“Nothing out there has moved in twenty minutes. Surely he is dead.”

“If you’re so damned sure, go out there.”

“Chuka!” Chuka heard in his mind.

“I am well, little one. These humans are still arguing as to whether I still live. It is well they fear me,” Chuka thought.

Tammy heard the amusement in Chuka’s thought. She raised the radio to her mouth. “Joe, Chuka says the men are still there. Are you and Jake in position?”

“Yeah, Tammy, I was just about to give Chuka the order to start. You keep under cover and safe,” Joe answered.

Chuka tensed his leg muscles. He knew at the first sign of movement, the men would start firing. His coiled legs began to tremble as he waited. “Now!” he heard in his head.

The two targets had already been selected. He leaped to the right and then dodged left. Bullets kicked up the dirt in front and behind him. He leapt for a three-foot tree stump fifteen feet away. His huge paws barely touched the stump before he twisted and leapt to the right. Chuka landed on a man trying to stand up and knocked him back into another man. The second man’s gun went off and the first man fell to the ground. Chuka kicked out with his powerful back legs and tore off half the man’s face. The man howled in terror and pain as he scrambled to get up. With a quick twist, Chuka clamped his jaws on the man’s flailing arm. With a twist of his head, the arm came loose from the elbow. Blood spurted from the torn flesh, soaking the man’s coat.

Chuka’s two hundred forty pounds bore the man flat onto the ground. Using his front legs to pivot, he tore out the man’s throat with his hind feet. A bullet ricocheted off a rock and nicked Chuka’s right ear and threw him off stride. He veered around a tree and hit a man who was standing there trying to reload his rifle.

Chuka squatted, sprang, and caught the man by the throat. His forward momentum carried the man backwards. With a vicious wrench of his head Chuka tore out the man’s throat. In a blur of motion, he leaped ahead and jumped to the roof of a small shed. He spotted three men running away. Off to the left he saw two men aiming rifles at the top of the roof where Joe and Jake were. Just as he leaped toward them they spotted him. Chuka dodged right as the man on the left fired. He leaped and hit the trunk of an oak tree five feet from the ground. Using his legs he pushed off the tree and hit the man in the chest. The man lost his rifle so Chuka didn’t worry about him. He felt something slam into his right rear leg. The blow knocked him six feet to the side. Landing on his back, he howled in pain as he tried to flip to his feet.

A voice in his mind sounded frantic, “Chuka, Chuka, are you all right?”

Chuka rolled over and climbed to his feet. He couldn’t put any weight on his right rear leg without feeling blinding pain. He didn’t think he was shot and he confirmed it when he saw the man swing a two by four at his head. Chuka dropped flat on his belly as the two by four whistled by. He rolled toward the man and got his three good legs under him. As the man pulled back his arm to swing again, Chuka leaped. He hit the man in the groin area and knocked him flat on his back. The blow caused Chuka to land on his bad leg. Blinding pain shot up the leg and he collapsed on his side.

Quivering in pain, Chuka watched the man get up and take a gun from his pocket. The man had a huge smile on his face as he lined the gun up with Chuka’s head. “I got you now, you black bastard,” he said.

Chuka watched the man’s finger tighten on the trigger of the gun. All at once, the top of the man’s head exploded and the man pitched forward on his face.

“Now, you owe me one. And you are still ugly as sin,” Chuka heard in his mind.

He growled at the remark, but it was a half-hearted growl.

“I’m on my way, Chuka. Just lie still until I get there,” he heard Tammy say. Her voice was full of concern.

Footsteps sounded ahead of him. Chuka saw Joe and Jake glide out of the gloom and take up positions guarding him. He lay back and waited for Tammy to get there.

A few shots sounded back toward the town, but nothing came remotely near them. Like a ghost, Tammy materialized out of the gloom and sat down beside him.

She touched his leg and Chuka flinched.

“It’s swollen, but I don’t think it’s broken. We need to splint it. I will have Joe cut some stout sticks. Lie back and rest, Chuka.”

“Joe, if you can, I need your help!” Tammy called. She told Joe what she needed to splint Chuka’s leg.

Joe took out his huge Gator knife and walked o a pine tree. “They still hightailing it, Jake?” he shouted.

“Last I saw of them was assholes and elbows,” Jake answered with a chuckle.

Joe cut three pieces of wood, eighteen inches long by an inch in diameter. He took them to Tammy.

“Go get the stretcher now,” Tammy said.

“I can walk, little one. There is no need to bother,” Chuka said. But when Tammy touched his leg, he whined in pain.

“There will be no walking on that leg for a few days,” Tammy told Chuka. She wrapped his leg in gauze then placed the sticks so that they held his leg stiff. “Is that too tight?” she asked as she wound the gauze around the leg and sticks.

“No, Little One, but it is uncomfortable.”

Joe came up with the stretcher. Colonel Dotson had suggested that all of the vehicles carry a stretcher on them. Joe was glad now that she had. He laid the stretcher down beside Chuka. “Jake, time to bug out of here,” he yelled.

Joe and Jake lifted Chuka onto the stretcher and picked it up. Before they had gone twenty feet Joe thought to Chuka. “Putting on a few pounds are we? You need to lay off that opossum stew for a few days.”

Chuka growled deep in his throat. He twisted his head to glare at Joe.

“Will you two quit it?” Tammy said in disgust.

At the Jeep, they lifted Chuka carefully into the back.

“How does this affect our mission?” Tammy asked.

“I would like to give Colonel Dotson another hour headstart before we turn back,” Joe answered.

“Continue on, Little One. I will be all right back here,” Tammy heard Chuka say.

“Chuka says to go on,” she told Joe and Jake.

* * * *

Colonel Dotson brought up the rear of the line of trucks. She had three quarters of her infantry unit back with her. Although an hour ago Joe had turned east to pull their pursuers off of them, it hadn’t worked as well as planned. The main force had gone after Joe, but a smaller secondary force had turned and pursued her forces. Now they were in a running battle.

“After you get through the next pass, unload two tanks to give us covering fire!” she yelled into the radio, so she could be heard above the gunfire around her.

“Colonel, they just took out our machine gun. We can’t hold them long,” Sergeant Mullins yelled into her ear.

“Shit,” she muttered. “Where the hell are our mortars?”

“They were in the front of the convoy, Colonel. The damned pass is so narrow they can’t get them back to us. It’s just one big cluster fuck at the pass, Colonel,” Sergeant Mullins said as she grabbed Colonel Dotson and pulled her to the ground just as a dozen bullets hit the top of the truck.

“Christ! We need relief now, not when they sort things out at the pass. Okay, Sergeant, pull the left flank over to that hill and set the two machine guns up there. Tell them to keep out of sight. Have the front and right flank move back down the center of the road. Tell them to do it slowly so the left flank has time to hide.”

Sergeant Mullins was speaking into her radio as the Colonel gave orders. The volume of fire increased to the front as the women on the left drifted back to the hill and dropped from sight. With a grunt, she got to her feet and said, “Time for us to go down the road to our next position, Colonel.” She opened the door to the Humvee and got in.

Colonel Dotson got in the passenger side, still talking on the radio. She carefully looked at the hill to her left. “I can’t spot anything; keep it that way until they pass by you,” she said.

An explosion off to the right rocked the Humvee. Sergeant Mullins jerked the steering wheel as a small tree fell, partially blocking the road. They missed the tree by scant inches. “Where the hell did that come from? I thought they weren’t supposed to have heavy weapons!” Colonel Dotson yelled.

“That was a short round from one of our tanks. Captain Pearson got three of them unloaded and is setting up on the knoll back there.”

“I thought the trucks were stuck in the pass.”

“One of the trucks broke down before they got to the pass. Captain Pearson held two trucks back to protect it while repairs were made,” Sergeant Mullins told her.

“Thank God for small favors. Tell Captain Pearson to vector her fire on the road and everything to the right of it. We want to drive those bastards right into our people hidden on that hill.”

Sergeant Mullin’s pulled the Humvee off the road and got out. Colonel Dotson stood in the middle of the road with her night vision goggles to her eyes. From this elevation, she saw hundreds of men coming down into the valley in every manner of vehicle. She raised the radio to her lips. “Captain Pearson, fire a few rounds into the hill where the road crosses the pass.” She heard three rounds fired and looked at the pass. Dirt and rock exploded on the hill causing a large portion of the hill to break away and cover the road. She saw a pair of headlights sticking out of the bottom of the slide.

“Still got close to a thousand of them on this side, Colonel,” Sergeant Mullins said.

“Captain Pearson, quit firing. Let the men advance and wait for my order to fire.” She turned to Sergeant Mullins. “We need to notify Joe about the blocked road. He will have to find a way around it.”

“Can’t contact him from down here, Colonel.”

“Then get someone up in the pass to notify him.”

“Will do, Colonel,” Sergeant Mullins said and started talking on the radio.

Down in the valley, the men were moving forward slowly. The man leading them must have had some military experience. The men were leapfrogging each other so that not all of them were exposed at once. Mullins saw six men go toward the hill her left flank had hidden behind. “Take them out quietly.” She spoke into the radio to the leader of the women behind the hill.

At least a hundred men were skirting the hill on the roadside where the footing was easier.

* * * *

Private first class Debbie Cross screwed the silencer on her pistol. The four women around her were doing the same thing. She lowered her night vision goggles to her eyes. She saw three of the six men climbing the hill toward her. Debbie motioned for two of the women to hide behind a large boulder off to the left. She took the other two women and eased her way from boulder to boulder until she was below the three men. With her back to a boulder she took a quick peek up the hill. The three men were still heading toward the two women she had placed behind the boulder. “Six to three, no noise,” she said.

“Copy three. Still haven’t spotted the other three men.”

Debbie didn’t like it. Where were the other three men? There were plenty of places to hide on the hill, but surely she would spot them as they made their way across the clear spaces.

Above her and to the right she heard some stones clatter down the hill. “Sorry about that, Debbie. One of these bastards didn’t want to die.” She heard over her low frequency radio.

“Three, make your way to that tall pine tree and go to ground. Keep looking for the other men.”

“We’re right here, sweetheart,” a gravelly voice said in Debbie’s ear. She felt a gun shoved into her ribs. “Drop it,” the man said.

Debbie let the gun drop from her hand, and started to turn. A sharp blow to the head stunned her. “Don’t turn around,” the man growled.

Debbie watched as the other two women were disarmed. One of the men pawed at the woman he held. “We don’t have time for that,” the man holding Debbie said.

The third man who stood back covering them with his rifle said, “Let’s kill them and get it over with.”

“Aw come on, Paul. Let us have a little fun before we waste them,” the second man complained.

Debbie knew she only had seconds before it was over for her and her companions. She faked dizziness and slumped back against the man who held her. The slump allowed her hand to reach the top of her boot where she pulled a large serrated knife. “Wha…What happened?” she asked, feigning confusion.

“Hell, do her now,” the third man said.

Debbie gripped the knife and swung it back over her shoulder. She heard a grunt and jumped to the side. Her hand came down on the gun she dropped. Debbie rolled toward the third man who was trying to bring his rifle to bear on her. Her body hit his legs just as he fired. She felt a blow to her left arm, then intense pain. Gritting her teeth, she brought her gun up and pulled the trigger twice.

The man staggered back several feet and collapsed in a heap. She heard the other two men shouting and rolled over. One of the women had her man by the head. She gave a sharp twist and jerk. A loud pop sounded as the man’s neck broke. The second man was struggling to raise his gun with the second woman holding onto his arm.

Through the pain Debbie rolled to her stomach and placed her right arm on a rock in front of her. The gun she held wobbled as she tried to line it up on the man.

With a shout of triumph, the man knocked the woman to the ground. He started to lower his gun at her.

The woman who had broken the first man’s neck launched herself at the man.

Debbie’s hand steadied and she shot. Her shot hit the man in the shoulder and twisted him to the side. The woman flew past the man and hit headfirst into a tree. With a groan, she rolled to the side.

The man struggled to get to his feet. He still held the gun and began to bring it around.

The woman he had struggled with found a big stick on the ground. She sat up and swung the stick hard as she could at the man’s arm.

The man grunted in pain and dropped the gun.

Debbie looked to the side and saw the man she had stabbed lying there with her knife stuck in the center of his forehead. She dropped her gun and rolled over. With her right hand she jerked the knife from the man’s head. “Here!” she yelled and flipped the knife to the woman with the stick.

The woman caught the knife and stabbed the man in the leg. He fell on his side. The woman crawled over to him and stabbed him in the chest.

With a sigh of relief Debbie rolled on her back and said, “Six to Lieutenant. All clear on this end.”

* * * *

Colonel Dotson watched the men come toward where she sat on a small hill. The broad valley narrowed at this end before the road went straight up the mountain. “Do you have them, Captain?” she said.

“Just waiting on the word, Colonel. Don’t wait too long or they will be too close to your position,” Captain Pearson told her.

Colonel Dotson saw the last of the men pass by the hill her people were hidden behind. “Commander, pop your flare.” A second later the flare shot into the air. “Captain Pearson, lay waste to everything between my position and the flare,” she ordered.

Captain Pearson had the special rounds placed in the tanks’ guns. Joe had come up with the idea when they passed through a city with a ball-bearing plant. They had loaded barrels of bearings onto a truck and took them along. Joe and Jake had taken a dozen rounds from each tank and replaced the high-explosive charge with five thousand ball bearings. Joe inserted an altimeter chip in the rounds and set the rounds to explode at ten feet above the ground.

“Fire!” she shouted.

Three loud booms echoed of the mountainside. Down range, the rounds exploded fifty yards apart. Fifteen thousand ball bearings shredded everything in a three hundred sixty degree circle. The next three rounds exploded a hundred yards closer. Trees, boulders and men flew apart. The bearings had no mercy on anything. The men tried to retreat back up the valley but the women stationed on the hill lay down a withering fire and cut them down by the dozens.

Colonel Dotson looked down on the devastation. “Cease fire,” she ordered. The sudden silence bore down like a heavy fog. Animalistic moans and screams cut through the silence and brought everything back into focus.

Colonel Dotson debated canceling the order she had given the commander moments before. The cries of pain coming from down in the valley almost made her change her mind. “Sergeant Mullins, take us to the pass,” she said as she got into the Humvee.

As she rode up the mountain, she heard the shots begin in the valley behind her. She had ordered the commander on the hill to finish off what the ball-bearing rounds had started.

“Christ, I am tired, Sergeant. Bone weary tired.”

“It’s not going to get any easier, Colonel,” Sergeant Mullins said in a subdued voice.

Colonel Dotson sagged down in the seat and laid her head back. “I know, Sergeant. I know.”















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

Kenny watched the horizon fill up with vehicles. “Easy people, we want them to get close,” he yelled to his men. The men fidgeted as they stood behind the cars. Kenny had to admit there were plenty of men. Saying fifty thousand men and seeing fifty thousand of them were two different things.

Shifty-eyed Mickey left his position and ran over to where Kenny sat. “Damn it, Kenny. I don’t like this,” he said.

“Go back to your position, Shifty. Everything is under control,” Kenny told him in a confident voice.

“Under control! There be twelve of us and the whole damned horizon is filled with them. How is that under control?”

“Now, Shifty, do you think I would be here if I thought we were in danger?” Kenny said in a soothing voice. Kenny didn’t feel as calm as he appeared. Inside, he was coiled as tight as a steel spring.

“Does what be in that truck give you the confidence you feel, Kenny?” Shifty said, pointing to the military truck.

“That’s only a small part of it, Shifty. Mostly it is what the chairman told me,” Kenny lied. “Now go back to your position, before they get here.”

Shifty looked like he wanted to argue more. After a few seconds, he shook his head and walked back to his position.

Kenny watched as the men with Shifty, one by one, came over to him and asked what Kenny had said. A few of them argued longer than the others, but in the end, they all went back to their positions. Kenny flipped up the cell phone and hit number one on the speed dial. The phone was answered on the first ring. “They are here,” he said.

He listened for five minutes then said, “Okay, call me back when everything is arranged.” He hung up and went to the restroom. For some reason his bladder wouldn’t hold any liquids. As he washed his hands, he noticed that they shook.

Get yourself under control, he thought.

He splashed cold water on his face and took several deep breaths. When he thought he had himself under control he left the restroom. Todd’s forces were much closer now and beginning to slow down. The forward elements had seen the cars across the road blocking it and had come to a stop. Kenny saw men milling around until a man drove off the road and headed back down the line of vehicles.

Won’t be long now, he thought.

* * * *

“What do you mean there is a line of cars across the road?” Bert shouted at the scout.

“There be a line of cars blocking our way, Bert.”

“How many people do they have there?” Bert asked.

“Near as I can make out about a dozen.”

“A dozen? Then what the hell are we stopping for?” Bert shouted in exasperation. He climbed on top of the hood of his truck and looked forward. In the distance, he saw a grove of trees on either side of the road. Bert got down and walked over to the scouts’ vehicle. “Come on, take me up there so I can see this for myself.”

Bert had the man stop two hundred yards from the vehicles across the road. A bunch of his men came forward, wanting to know what was going on. He told them to go back to their positions, which was a hundred yards in back of him.

This didn’t make any sense. There was no way twelve men and a line of cars across the road would delay his men for more than a few moments. His glance took in the military truck sitting in the median of the road; it wasn’t big enough to hold more than a dozen men. Probably how the men behind the cars got there.

Bert was about to give the order to brush these men aside. He saw a man walk to stand by the cars with a white flag hooked to the barrel of his rifle.

The man lifted a bullhorn and said, “Send your leader over. I promise no harm will come to him. As a show of faith, I will send two of my men over to be held until you return.”

“You’re not going to do it, are you, Bert?” the scout asked.

Bert watched as the man with the bullhorn gestured for two of his men to head toward Bert’s group. He watched the men come forward. They were nervous and kept looking all around as if afraid they would be shot before their next step.

Bert was curious. If this was a trap, Bert sure as hell couldn’t figure out where it would come from. There was nothing but empty prairie as far as the eye could see.

“Might as well find out what he has to say,” Bert said and handed his rifle to the scout. He walked toward the line of cars and passed the two men about halfway there.

* * * *

Holding the white flag aloft over his head, Kenny walked back to a picnic table twenty feet in back of the cars and waited. He flipped up his cell phone and dialed. It was answered on the first ring. “He’s here,” Kenny said and hung up. He watched a short thin man leave the men bunched on the road and walk toward him.

Kenny knew that at that moment Chairman Roy Dobson was contacting his people in Baton Rouge; who in turn were contacting Todd. He watched the man wend his way between the cars then stop and look around. His eyes took in everything, yet he remained puzzled.

“Have a seat. We have a lot of talking and listening to do,” Kenny told the man.

Bert looked at the man sitting on the table. His unease grew. If he were in this man’s place, he would be nervous as hell. Yet the man sat there calm and collected.

“Don’t see what we have to say to each other. You’re in my way and I’m going to squash you like a bug,” Bert said.

The man smiled. “We will see who smashes who, you godless heathen,” Kenny told Bert.

Bert laughed and motioned with his hand. “You and your nine men are going to smite us. All fifty thousand of us.”

Kenny chuckled. “Not us; we are only the servants of God.”

Bert looked up at the sky. “I don’t see any storm clouds. Even your God would need those to throw lightning bolts at us. Or is the earth going to open up and swallow us? Can you tell me, so I can start worrying?”

“I can do better than that, heathen. Follow me,” Kenny said as he got up from the table. He walked to the back of the military truck. “The means of your destruction is in that box. Take a look.”

Bert didn’t like this, not one bit. He looked all around before climbing the three steps to the back of the truck. He stared down at the large metal box with hoses and wires coming from it. He leaned closer so he could read the writing on top of the box. All at once, he found it hard to get his breath. His legs became weak and he plopped down on the bench alongside the truck.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he yelled.

Kenny came up the steps and sat down beside Bert. “Now you understand how God is going to destroy you. With each passing minute, your men are breaking away from the road and are surrounding us. There is little chance any of them can survive,” Kenny told Bert in a calm voice.

“Jesus Christ, you will die, too!” Bert exclaimed.

Kenny frowned. “Don’t take God’s name in vain.”

Before Kenny could continue, Bert screamed, “Listen, you psychotic asshole, turn that damned thing off and we can talk about it!”

Kenny shook his head. “Oh, we are going to talk; don’t worry about that. But nothing will change. I did not ask for this burden, but since it was given to me, I intend to carry it out. Do you mind if I smoke?”

Bert was beside himself. This self-righteous polite bastard was going to kill them all. Bert watched him light a cigarette and inhale deeply. He crossed his ankles and leaned back against the canvas side of the truck. How he could remain so calm in the face of the monstrous thing in the truck was beyond Bert.

“You don’t want to do this,” Bert told Kenny.

“No, I don’t. Believe me, I want to live as much as you do. However, my God has picked me to do this. What would it say about me and the way I have lived if I couldn’t carry out the only command my God has given me. My life is His and He has called for me to come home.”

Bert’s mind was racing. There was no way he could escape. He was going to die. He pulled his gun and aimed it at Kenny’s head. “I could shoot you right now.”

“That would only guarantee your death sooner rather than a little later. You see, it is set up to remain stable as long as my heart is beating. Shoot me and it goes off.” Kenny’s cell phone went off and he jumped. “Like I said, I don’t want to die,” he said with a rueful smile.

Bert’s phone began chirping and he answered it. A shocked look came on his face as he listened. “Yes, Todd. I can hear you fine. I never thought I would hear from you.” He listened for a few seconds then said, “Yes, Todd, I can verify the weapon is for real. I am sitting less than three feet from it.”

Kenny said into his phone, “Yes, Mr. Chairman, he is talking to Todd now. Yes, sir, I understand it will be done as you say.”

Bert listened as Todd talked. He watched Kenny get up and leave the truck. “I will get back in a minute, something is going on. No, don’t hang up,” Bert said and laid the phone on the bench of the truck. He left the truck and caught up with Kenny. “What are you going to do?” he asked.

Kenny turned to him with a look of pity on his face. “What I have to do,” he said. He walked to the cars and lifted his rifle. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “Goodbye.” Then he lifted the rifle and began firing at Bert’s men.

Bert watched and everything seemed to happen in slow motion. He saw several of his men knocked off their feet. The rest of his men opened fire. Bert screamed, “No!” He leaped for Kenny with the thought of dragging him to the ground, out of harm’s way. As his hand grabbed Kenny, three bullets struck him in the head. Kenny sighed and slumped to the ground. Bert watched the pulse in Kenny’s throat slow and give one final beat. The universe seemed to freeze.

An intense light shone for a few seconds north of Houston. After the light came a billowing mushroom cloud.

* * * *

“That’s right, Todd. You no longer have fifty thousand men in Texas. I would suggest you be a little more straightforward in your dealings with us. No more inferior weapons, are we straight on this?” the Chairman of the Committee said.

In St. Louis, Todd sat with his mouth hanging open, the dead phone forgotten in his hand.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

Joe paced the room. He looked over to where Chuka lay on the mattress from a baby bed. “This changes everything,” he said.

“Doesn’t change anything, Joe. So the damned cannibals have atomic bombs. Todd and the people back east have more to worry about than we do,” Jake protested.

“Besides, there isn’t anything we can do about it,” Dave said from where he sat on a couch with Zapper and Phil.

“I know, I know, but damn it, you can bet your bottom dollar it won’t be long before Todd gets his greasy hands on a bomb. If that happens, the rebels are in deep doo-doo.”

Tammy came to the kitchen door. “Give us five minutes, then you can eat,” she announced.

Joe sank down in an armchair beside the fireplace. He looked across the room at Dave. “Are you sure the armory in Utah has the shells we need for the tanks?”

“Johnny came through there last week. He told us the armory was untouched. Stands to reason because of its isolated area,” Dave answered.

“I want you and Zap to take some trucks there and get all the ammo you can. Figure out what you need and let Colonel Dotson know. We will continue west and meet you in Idaho,” Joe said as he got up and began pacing again.

“I want to keep what we take with us to a minimum, Joe. That way we can move quicker. Besides, you will need all the people you have with Andy and that Dwarf from hell still on your tail,” Dave said.

Joe sighed and sat down. He still remembered how surprised everyone was by the army of men that came down from the north and trapped Joe’s people in the valley where they were now. If not for the tanks guarding the two passes into the valley, they would all be dead. That couldn’t last much longer because they were getting low on ammo for the tanks. It was lucky for them that Andy’s men only had mortars and nothing heavier. Andy kept throwing men at the narrow passes; which were easy to defend and Phil was a genius at defenses. The road leading up to the pass was littered with the bodies of Andy’s men.

“Are the explosives set?” Joe asked Phil.

“All that needs done is connecting them to the detonator,” Phil answered.

“I hope this works,” Joe said and he began pacing again.

“It will, Joe. Quit worrying and relax. We all know what to do. Colonel Dotson and her women are professionals; they will break us out of here.” Dave spoke with confidence.

“I’m not worried about them; it’s you I’m worried about. If you are seen breaking away from us, they will be on you like stink on manure.”

“With what we throw at them and by blowing the pass, they will have plenty of other things to keep them occupied. Most of their forces are east of us. Once the pass is blown, they will have to go south for close to two hundred miles and swing west to get at us. By then, we will be long gone,” Dave said.

“Come and get it!” Tammy yelled from the kitchen.

They filed into the kitchen where Tammy, Gail and Polly had cooked a meal of creamed chicken with celery, fried potatoes, green beans, and fresh baked bread. They were all tired of eating out of cans as they had been doing for the last few weeks. A hot meal was a welcome relief they all looked forward to. There wasn’t much conversation as they dug into the meal.

* * * *

Andy looked over at Doc who sat on the bed going over the maps spread out around him.

“We can’t continue to lose men this way,” he grumbled.

Doc looked up, his eyes troubled. “I told you we should have sent most of our men south around this valley. We knew they were going to block the pass. That’s what I would do.”

Andy rubbed his jaw and took a drink from the glass of whiskey on the table. “Why the hell are they heading west, Doc? There is nothing there they can want. Doesn’t make sense they are going to the free cities of Seattle or Eugene,” Andy said as he took another drink.

Doc scratched his side. He wished he could take a decent bath. It felt like he had cooties crawling over every inch of his body. He longed for hot water and a bathtub. He leafed through the maps and kept coming back to the one with Glenwoods Springs on it. “Andy, we need to leave a token force here and head for Glenwoods Springs.”

“Why?”

“That name keeps coming up and my hand keeps picking up the map with the town on it. Don’t ask how I know, but I know that is where they are heading.”

Andy looked at the map for a long time. “Why there? Oh, I don’t disagree with you, Doc. We will go there, but what is there? They are after something.”

Doc chuckled and got off the bed. He placed a tea-kettle on the Coleman stove to heat. He wiped a small white porcelain cup with a dishtowel.

“Give it up, Andy. Speculating on what they are after will only drive you crazy; or I should say, crazier. You have to admit sane people wouldn’t be out here freezing their asses off trying to kill each other. These poor deluded people we lead haven’t a clue as to why they are here. They only have one compulsion: to kill Joe. Beyond that, their minds are as vacant as this cup.” Doc held up the porcelain cup.

Andy didn’t always agree with Doc, but this time he did. He felt inferior to Doc who was highly educated. His education consisted of dropping out of the seventh grade. The situation they were in, however, was his element. When it came to brutality and fighting, Andy was the best Todd had. Nothing or no one got in his way of doing what Todd wanted. Lately, however, things had been going wrong every time he turned around. He still cursed when he thought about the fine motor home he used to have.

It happened the day after they had taken up the chase for Joe. He had parked the motor home under a cliff out of the way, or so he thought. The fighting was fierce with fire coming from every direction. A lucky tank shell had exploded into the cliff above the motor home causing a landslide that buried it. Damn those tanks anyway, he thought.

“Woulda, coulda, shoulda, Doc, that doesn’t change the way things are. This will end when Joe is dead. Until then, we do the best we can.”

Doc steeped his tea, waiting for it to cool enough to drink. He shook his white mane of hair. “I have this feeling that our best will never be good enough. There are things in play that none of us understand. How many times have we had Joe and his people caught only to see them slip through our hands?” Doc took a sip of tea.

Andy thought about what Doc said. He gave up trying to understand Doc’s convoluted logic. “That’s too deep for me, Doc. All I know is that Joe is human, so he can be killed if we ever get him in our sights. No one said it would be easy. It never is, but he can
 die.”

“Todd is in over his head. The forces arrayed against him all have a better plan than he does. He took on too much in one bite to chew up and digest. Now it is coming back to bite him in the ass. Think about it. It is just luck that we weren’t down there in Texas with the others. If Joe hadn’t came waltzing out of Canada, we would’ve been. Now I ask you: is that chance or design?” Doc asked.

Andy groaned; his head hurt trying to keep up with what Doc was saying. Sometimes, he thought Doc talked in these high ‘falutin’ ways just to upset him. “Damn it, Doc; talk so’s I can understand you. All this chance and design shit just confuses me. If you got something to say, say it.”

“Don’t get your knickers in an uproar. All I’m saying is that to my way of thinking, the cards are stacked against us.”

“I keep telling you, Doc; they are pants, not knickers. As far as the cards stacked against us, how can that be? We outnumber Joe’s forces ten to one.”

Doc turned away. He knew there was no use explaining things to Andy. Andy was good at what he did, but thinking wasn’t one of them.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

Todd held the phone away from his ear for a few seconds. “I don’t know, Master, how they got the Atomic bomb,” he said.

Pete, who once was a human, but now was a computer, heard this and began to rant and rave. “How can these flesh eaters have the bomb? We have searched everywhere without finding any,” he told Todd in his metallic voice.

Todd sighed. “Do you remember telling me you had discovered partial records of a site outside San Antonio that stored small nukes? I think that’s where the bomb came from. You can bet your ass they have more of them.”

Pete sent out strings to retrieve the information Todd talked about. At the same time, he was monitoring the phone lines of the cannibals in Louisiana. He heard the leader of the cannibals gloating to one of his underlings about how he had taught Todd a lesson. The man went on to say that they had nothing to worry about as far as Todd was concerned. We shall see about that, Pete’s electronic brain thought.

He had the files Todd had referred to and looked them over. “I think you are right, Todd. From the records, I think the nukes are stored at a place called Camp
Bullis. Send a small force of your best men to check it out. Have them come in from the west; there will be less chance of detection. Also, pull back your operations from the cannibals enough for them to think we are intimidated. I want them to think they have us cowed. I will contact you if I come up with anything else.”

The phone went dead and Todd put it back in its cradle. Good, now I can concentrate on capturing Joe, he thought.

He stood up and went to the window overlooking the street outside. On hearing the door open, he turned and saw Dell come into the room. “Just the man I am looking for,” Todd said.

“What do you need, boss?”

“Put together twenty of your best men. I want them to be smart men, Dell. None of those brain dead people we use for cannon fodder. Have them assemble down at the State Road garage; I will brief them of their mission at six this evening. Next, I want you to get on the phone and pull back all the units who are putting pressure on the cannibals. Pull back just enough to make them think we are giving up attacking them. Take twenty percent of the people from each of those units and send them to Andy. From this minute on, I want no unit to have over a thousand men in it. Keep the units separated by at least fifty miles. That way, if those bastards use another bomb, we won’t lose as many people.”

“But, boss, the people going to Andy will make his force much larger than that,” Dell said.

“Andy will be the exception to the order. I want that bastard Joe, and this will give me the chance to get him. Tell Andy I want Joe alive. Tell him to capture as many of those damned tanks that have made our lives miserable as he can. Get me General Lawson on the phone.”

“I’ll get right on it, boss. Contacting the Rebels may be iffy, but I’ll do my best,” Dell said and left the office.

Todd sat down at his desk and poured over the maps lying there. He tried to figure out how to turn recent events to his advantage. One thing he could be certain of was that the Rebels and President Donaldson would be keeping a much closer watch on the cannibals down south. This should ease the pressure on his forces.

His phone rang and he picked it up. “I have General Lawson on line two, boss,” Dell said.

Todd punched the button for line two. “General Lawson, good of you to accept this call.”

“What do you want, Todd? I am busy,” General Lawson said.

“I take it that you know about the nuclear explosion down in Texas, General?”

“I hear that a lot of your men were turned to ash in the explosion, Todd.”

“I lost a few men, but that isn’t the reason for this call, General. I propose to pull some of my forces back from positions facing you. I need your guarantee you won’t take advantage when my men pull back.”

“Now why wouldn’t I exploit the situation if you pull your men back?” General Lawson asked.

“Oh, you will make a few gains if you do, before I can bring my men back; I will grant you that, General. However, I think you should be looking to the south; that’s where the biggest threat to both of us lies. For the moment, I think both of us would benefit from a truce.”

Todd could hear voices in the background on General Lawson’s end of the phone. He knew he was on speakerphone at the General’s end.

After a few minutes, General Lawson said, “All right, Todd, a truce it is. This had better not be a trick, or I will come down on you like a ton of bricks.”

Todd chuckled. “You could try, General, but we both know it would be a futile effort. You may have massive firepower, but it still has to get across the Mississippi. How many of your precious tanks are you willing to lose, General?”

“If this is a trick, Todd, I am willing to take any and all losses to kick your ass back to the Stone Age.”

Todd sighed heavily. “No trick, General. I thank you for understanding. Be warned, if you take advantage of the situation, I will come down on you like the aforementioned bricks.”

“Does this apply to the tank force I have out west?” General Lawson asked.

“No, General, I still intend to capture or kill that force. They’ve been a pain in the ass long enough.”

Now General Lawson chuckled. “I think you’ll find that Colonel Dotson’s forces are a harder nut to crack than you think. Now, if there is nothing else, I have work to do.”

“Goodbye, General,” Todd said and hung up the phone.

Dell came in and asked, “Do you think they will honor the truce, boss?”

“I do, but keep the men we have posted along the border on alert just in case.”

“Five thousand men will be heading west from the southern border by this evening. I directed them to go to Boulder, Colorado and await orders. You need to contact Andy and find out where he wants them,” Dell told him.

“I’ll do that, but it may take awhile. Cell service is spotty in those mountains. As you know, I have Andy leave a man at each cell tower he comes across. This man keeps the power generator running if the electricity is out. Advise the leader of the men heading for Colorado to do the same thing for any cell tower he comes across.”

“Things are getting crazy, boss.”

Todd rubbed his tired eyes. “You got that right, Dell.”

* * * *

Chuka lay behind a fallen pine tree and watched the men clear the road of boulders with the end-loader machine. It wouldn’t be much longer before the road was clear.

Leaving the pine tree, he darted from tree to boulder up the mountain. As he approached the top, he slowed down and lowered his belly to the ground. Snow had fallen last night, making his progress slower than he liked. Soon, however, he was at the top looking down into the valley on the other side of the blocked pass. At least five miles of vehicles sat idling in the crisp morning. He saw exhaust smoke curling up from the vehicles, polluting the air.

It was hard, but he was becoming used to seeing large amounts of humans. Back home in Northern Canada, seldom had he seen more than a half dozen humans at the same time. Now, as Chuka looked down on what he guessed to be more than three thousand humans, he growled deep in his throat.

In his mind, he heard the voice of the young one, Tammy: “Chuka, it is time for you to join up with us.”

Off to the left, down in the valley, he saw a group of ten vehicles break away and go up a side valley. He noticed that all the vehicles were tracked much like the tanks that traveled with his group. “Keep going, Little One. There is something I want to check out first. They have almost cleared the road. I will catch up with you,” Chuka sent to Tammy.

He swiftly ran along the ridgeline until he came to where the side valley began. He crept up to an overhang and looked down. The vehicles churned up ground as they climbed the steep hill at the end of the valley. They were having a hard time of it. One of the vehicles had turned sideways and was on the verge of turning over. Men ran from two vehicles and attached cables to the injured vehicle. Slowly, they pulled until it was on firm ground.

Chuka decided to see what was on the other side of the hill the vehicles were attempting to climb. He kept to the ridge tops until he could see down into the next valley. He saw a four-lane road going east to west. From the always present sense of knowing where the Little One was, he saw that Tammy’s group would cross this highway twenty miles down the road. Now he knew why the men were crossing the mountain. They hoped to get ahead of the group and set up an ambush.

From his foraging miles ahead of his group yesterday, he knew that the road doubled back halfway to where he stood.

“Little One, we may have a problem.” He went on to tell Tammy about the men.

“Can you delay them long enough for us to cross the Interstate?” Tammy asked in his mind.

“I will try, Little One.”

Chuka eased between two rocks and watched the men on the mountainside. Another one of their tracked vehicles was in trouble. Again, he watched the men pull the track-mounted truck to safety. This gave him an idea. He looked the down slope area over and found what he wanted. A large six-foot high boulder stuck out of the mountainside. The men would have to go to the right of it because there was a cliff on the left.

He placed a strand of pine trees half way down the slope between him and the men. Carefully, he worked down the mountain until he was just above the boulder he wanted. Chuka peeked from behind the tree that stood next to him. There was no cover available for the last fifty feet. He watched the men until they all seemed to be looking down the mountain. In six leaping strides, he covered the distance.

“Hey, did you see that?” he heard a man yell.

“What did you see, Bob?” another man yelled.

“I don’t know. Looked like a huge mountain lion or wolf. I just caught a brief glimpse of it.”

“Don’t worry about it; we probably scared it from its den!” the other man yelled back.

Chuka lay down flat on top of the boulder and inched his way forward. He brought his head up from behind a scraggly two-foot high bush and looked down the slope. The lead vehicle was a hundred feet below, standing still. The men who operated it walked down the slope, pulling a wench line connected to the rear of their vehicle.

He backed to the rear of the boulder and slid around the cliff side of it. With only three feet of space between the boulder and a sheer drop, Chuka carefully made his way to the front of the boulder. As he had hoped, the lead vehicle blocked his view of the men down slope. This meant they couldn’t see him either. He padded down, following the taut wench line connected to a boulder upslope. At the front of the vehicle, he lay down flat and stared under it, down slope. The two men had connected the wench line to the truck and were heading back up. One of the men slipped and slid back down the slope ten feet. The other man turned to catch him.

Chuka sprang around the front of the vehicle and leaped in the open door. He grunted as his shoulder slammed into the seat back. The vehicle shook back and forth on its high-rise springs and shocks. The hum of the diesel engine grated on Chuka’s nerves. He climbed between the front seats and crouched down on the rear seat.

“I tell you, it will take us all day to get across this mountain,” he heard from in back of the vehicle.

“Andy says go, we go. Not that I disagree with you, but do you want to say no to Andy and that pipsqueak Dwarf?”

“Not me, I sort of like breathing.”

The men were even with the vehicle now. One of them slid behind the steering wheel and pulled up on a lever connected to the floor.

A grinding noise started at the rear of the vehicle.

“Easy, Bob!” the man at the back yelled.

The grinding noise eased a little, but the vehicle still vibrated.

“That’s good, Bob. Let the wench off a little so they can disconnect it.”

“I’m gonna wench us up the slope another fifty feet,” Bob yelled to the man in back. He pulled up on another lever on the floor and put the vehicle in gear. Slowly the vehicle began to inch up the slope. The left side began to rise and Bob stopped. He put it in reverse and let off the wench line.

Chuka rose up and lunged for the back of Bob’s neck with his jaws spread wide. He clamped down and jerked sideways. Blood spurted everywhere. Bob slumped in the seat. Chuka jumped for the front passenger seat. He slipped in the blood and his paw came down on the lever for the front wench and threw it into freewheel.

The vehicle began to roll backwards, picking up speed with every second.

“What the hell are you doing, Bob!” the second man yelled as the vehicle passed him.

Scrambling, Chuka lunged out the passenger door and flipped end over end into a boulder. Shaking his head he climbed to his feet and looked up the slope. The second man stood there with his mouth hanging open. Then he fumbled at his waist, trying to get at the gun in his waistband.

Chuka leaped up the slope and grabbed the man by the leg and knocked him from his feet. Chuka’s jaws chomped down and he felt the man’s leg bone break. At the same time, the man screamed in terror, beating on Chuka with his fists. With a flip, Chuka clamped down on the man’s arm. His teeth tore through the jacket the man wore—all the way to the bone. With a savage twist, Chuka felt bone and muscle tear. Chuka dug into the ground with his rear paws and flipped the man down the slope. Soon as the man began tumbling down the slope, Chuka took off at a dead run back toward the big boulder. Chunks of ground began to erupt all around him as the men below began firing at him. He heard a lot of yelling as he ducked behind the boulder.

Chuka heard a loud crash. He peeped out and saw that the vehicle he was in had slammed into two other vehicles, blocking the way up the slope. With what any wolf would know was a smile, he made his way back to the top of the mountain. As he lay down to rest, Chuka heard the scream of a large cat. Back down in the valley, he saw streaks of orange and black running all out for the mountain he was on.

Tammy had told him about the tigers and how they outweighed his two hundred fifty pounds by another three hundred. He knew he was no match for one of them, let alone two in a fight. His only chance lay in out-thinking them. He knew they were a lot faster than him, so he began thinking about ways to slow them down.

As he took off along the ridgeline, he sent to Tammy, “Little One, I am in trouble. Those two tigers are after me. Can you send help?”

“Joe said to head our way. He wants you to head toward that mountain with the two pine trees on top of it.”

It took him a moment to remember the mountain Tammy was talking about. “I remember, Little One. I’m on my way.”

He dodged around boulders and trees as he ran all out. Behind, he heard another loud scream that was much closer than before. Glancing to the left, Chuka saw the top of the mountain with the two trees on it. Veering left, he ran down slope to the valley. Now, he was flying. Trees and rocks became a blur as they sped past. One misstep and it would be all over.

Nearing the valley floor he heard another scream, this time much louder. Panting hard, he tried to gain more speed, but knew he was tiring.

* * * *

Joe bent over and gasped for breath. His eyes watered and he felt weak as a newborn. With a limp hand he took the gun case off his shoulder and leaned it against the tree.

I’m getting too old for this crap, he thought.

Brushing away some small stones at the edge of a sheer drop, he uncased the gun. It was an old forty-five seventy buffalo gun. With care, Joe attached a big sniper scope. Carefully, he lay down and looked across the valley. On the opposite slope, a black blur headed toward the valley floor. Looking higher, Joe saw the two tigers start down. They were fast, too fast.

As he bent his head to the scope, Joe sighted in on the two tigers. He had to admire their strength. The bunched muscles as they leaped twenty feet at a stride. The way they flowed close to the ground, but still running flat out.

Joe knew Chuka had to get halfway across the valley before he could take a shot. It would be close. Through the scope, he saw that Chuka was tiring. His tongue was lolling from the side of his mouth and he was gasping for breath.

As Chuka hit the valley floor, Joe sent to him: “About time you made it, you ugly bastard. Just keep coming my way.”

Joe knew Chuka heard him because he looked up toward where Joe lay. Not for the first time, he wished he could hear what Chuka was saying like Tammy could.

The tigers were less than a hundred yards behind Chuka and gaining at every stride. Chuka ran up the bank and crossed the first two lanes of the Interstate highway.

Joe saw Chuka falter in his stride and knew he was running out of energy. Behind him, the tigers bounded up the bank and slowed. They knew they had Chuka, but they were careful. The tigers slowed to a lope, looking up and down the highway for danger.

Chuka had slowed; his sides heaved in and out. His black fur glistened with foam.

“Another hundred feet, Chuka. When I say ‘now,’ I want you to cut sharply to your left,” Joe sent to Chuka.

Joe had his eye to the scope and watched as the lead tiger came up behind Chuka. He adjusted the scope and then looked at the leaves on the tree off to the side. A slight breeze was blowing so he would have to compensate for it. He judged the distance to be a thousand yards. His first shot would have to be perfect if he was to save Chuka. He took the slack up in the trigger and saw that the tiger was now five feet in back of Chuka. “Now! Chuka, Now!” he sent.

Chuka cut left as Joe shot. The explosion was loud and reverberated off the surrounding hills. Joe saw the lead tiger tumble and then rise again, limping. He slid another shell into the barrel and locked the bolt. The second tiger had cut to the right and headed for the bank to get out of sight. Swinging the sight back to the first tiger, he just caught its back going behind a boulder beside the highway. Joe fired and saw chips of rock fly from the boulder. Chambering another round, he fired at the place where the second tiger had disappeared.

Chuka was making his way slowly up the side of the mountain Joe was on. Down near the highway, one of the tigers screamed in pain and anguish. Joe caught a flash of orange a few hundred feet up the opposite mountainside. Apparently, the uninjured tiger was calling it a day. The distance was too great for a hit, but Joe shot anyway just to let the tigers know he was still there.

Twenty minutes later, Chuka climbed over the ridge top and staggered to where Joe lay. He collapsed, panting like a bellows.

In the scope, Joe followed the progress of the injured tiger back up the mountain. Every five minutes, he had fired a shot just to keep the tigers moving away from him.

Joe took the canteen from his belt and poured some water in his hat. He placed it under Chuka’s muzzle and watched him lap it up. Chuka’s breathing had evened out and he was regaining some of his strength.

“Saved your bacon this time, didn’t I?”

Chuka raised his head and stared at him. For once, he didn’t assume a threatening posture. When Joe reached over and patted him on the head, Chuka growled low in his throat.

“That’s the thanks I get. After you are rested, go down the hill behind us. You’ll see the truck parked on an old logging road. Get in the back and wait for me.”

Joe poured some more water from the canteen into his hat. Chuka lapped it up and rose to his feet. He picked up Joe’s hat from the ground and dropped it in Joe’s lap. Turning, he started down the hill.

Joe waited until Chuka was halfway down the hill then started down slowly himself.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

“I will get the one who did this to you, Tigger,” Doc said as he smeared salve on the tiger’s leg. He wrapped a bandage around the leg to keep out dirt then got up and left the cage, locking it behind him.

Andy paced back and forth near the cage. “It had to be Joe and his dammed buffalo gun that shot Tigger,” he said.

“I want him and the people with him,” Doc said, slamming his small fist against the side of a truck.

“Calm down, Doc. We aren’t going anywhere for a few days. We need to wait until the men from down south get here. Todd told me they are bringing a few rockets with them. Now we will have something to take on those damned tanks with. Todd also told me he was moving another ten thousand men over to Idaho in case Joe turned north. He is sending a dozen helicopters over to Idaho. I wish we had more of them, but finding people with enough brains to fly them is like finding hens teeth. In the meantime, I am sending most of the men I have up to take over Vail. The people there seem to think they are free and refuse to send men to Todd.”

“Joe will get away from us,” Doc protested.

“I have a couple of dozen men shadowing them. We will know where he is at once we get the men to go after him, Doc. Don’t worry, we will get him.”

“I still don’t like it,” Doc said.

Andy shook his head. “Come on, Doc. We need to go with the men who are taking Vail. Benny will feed the tigers while we are away.” Andy got into his pickup and waited on Doc to make up his mind about whether he was going or not. Finally, Doc climbed into the pickup and buckled in.

Andy drove out to the Interstate and fell in at the rear of the convoy heading west. He took the cell phone out of his pocket and called a number. After a dozen rings, he heard, “This had better be good.”

“Rob, I am on my way to Vail. I wanted to check in and make sure Joe hasn’t left any surprises for us,” Andy said.

“Sorry to be so testy, Andy. I forgot to put the phone on vibrate and it scared the shit out of me when it started chirping. Joe and the people with him are still all together. One of my forward men reported that all the tanks are pulled into a rest area to eat as we speak.”

“Great, Rob, I was worried about those tanks. If anything comes up you know how to reach me,” Andy said and closed the cell phone.

“Andy, I’ve been to Vail and it’s nothing but streets that run up and down the mountains. It will be hard to take the place if they have fortified it,” Doc said.

“Not to worry, my small friend. We are taking two-dozen bulldozers. I plan on leveling the place. When we leave there won’t be a building standing.”

“That’s sad. Vail is such a beautiful scenic place,” Doc said as he shook his head.

“Can’t be helped, Doc. We can’t afford to lose a lot of people. I could wait a few days until the people down south get here, but we would still take a big loss. No, we tear it all down.”

Ahead, he saw the convoy turn off onto a side road leading to Vail. From reports, Andy knew that I-70 going through Vail was heavily manned and fortified. This way, he hoped to sneak up on them.

* * * *

Joe knew the moment Andy headed toward Vail. Zeb’s dogs passed on the word of the convoy leaving. He was glad he had sent fifty of his troops back to get Andy’s men off his tail.

He lifted the radio to his lips. “Lieutenant Thacker, are they still retreating east?”

“Still running with their tails between their legs. We have pushed them back ten miles,” Lieutenant Thacker answered.

“Good, stop where you are and hold them there.”

Joe turned to Colonel Dotson and said, “We are twenty miles from Vail. I want you to take half the tanks and help the people there.” He spread out a map of the local area on the hood of the truck. “What if you unload the tanks and travel this old gravel road? Would that be too much wear and tear on the tanks?”

Colonel Dotson looked at the map and tapped her finger against her chin. “The tanks are in good shape and the trip shouldn’t hurt them.”

“How long will it take to get there?” Joe asked.

“Depending on the road conditions, a half hour to forty five minutes. We also need to send a platoon of infantry to guard the tanks,” Colonel Dotson answered.

“Okay then; let’s do it. I don’t like it that Andy has so many dozers with him. Whatever he plans, it can’t be good.”

Colonel Dotson went to issue orders and Joe walked back to where Dave, Phil and Zapper stood.

“Bring your rifles and plenty of ammunition; we are going to help the people in Vail,” he told them.

Five minutes later, they met at the back of the second deuce and a half truck that was to carry the platoon of infantry.

Joe laughed and several of the women in the truck chuckled.

Zapper looked at Joe and the women. “What?”

“How the hell can you move loaded down like that, Zap?”

Zapper had three rifles on his shoulders and four pistols that Joe could see. The pack on his back bulged with rifle grenades. The web gear he wore had at least a dozen grenades hanging from it. Around his waist, magazine pouches were stuffed with magazines for the rifles. A long knife was strapped to each leg.

“Hey, I believe in the Boy Scout motto, ‘Be Prepared,’” Zapper said, blushing.

The women laughed and two of them grabbed his arms to help him up into the truck. Dave and Phil climbed up next. Chuka jumped in the back of the truck and lay down facing the rear.

Joe raised the radio and said, “Let’s move it out, Sergeant Hustead.”

Joe had inquired if anyone in the unit was familiar with Vail. One of the woman mechanics said she used to ski there every winter before the world went to hell. Joe told her what he was looking for and she said she knew just the places for the tanks. Now they sat in the back of the truck looking at a detailed map of Vail.

Behind them, dust billowed into the air from the tank treads. They were going at a steady forty miles an hour. The gravel road was fairly hard packed and smooth.

The lead truck slowed down and came to a stop. Leaning out the side, Joe saw a wooden bridge across a swiftly flowing stream. Five women got out of the truck and ran down the bank under the bridge.

He heard static on the radio, then, “Joe, the bridge looks strong enough to hold the tanks. They will have to cross one at a time. I am leaving two people to check the underside of the bridge as they cross.”

“All right; take us a mile down the road and we’ll wait until the last tank has crossed,” he told the woman.

Another woman came on the radio. “Joe, we are eight miles out and haven’t spotted anything. Do you want us to wait until you are moving again or continue on to Vail?”

These were the women in the lead Jeep, doing the scouting. “It is imperative that you make contact with the forces in Vail before we get there. We don’t want to get into a slugging match with them. Let them know we are on their side.”

“Ten-four, Joe. We will call back once we make contact.”

A few minutes later, Sergeant Hustead pulled the lead truck to the side of the road.

Joe kept looking at his watch. This was taking longer than he thought. So far only four of the tanks had crossed the bridge. He groaned when he heard on the radio, “We are going to have to brace the bridge before the rest of the tanks can cross.”

“Do it; then catch up with us.”

“Mount up.” He told the people who had gotten off the truck. The first tank came rolling up the road. He waited until all four were lined up behind them and gave the order to move out.

“We’re going in a little light with just four tanks, aren’t we, Joe?” Zapper said.

“We’ll have to make do with what we have, Zap.”

“Hell, we don’t need anything else, Zap. With the guns you have, we will stand back and let you take them on. That way it will be a fair fight,” Phil said with a chuckle and nudged Dave.

The ten woman troopers in the back of the truck laughed.

“Funny, Phil, tell me when to laugh,” Zapper said with a scowl. He shifted uncomfortably on the bench seat.

The radio crackled with static, then, “Joe, we have a problem. There is a ten foot deep trench across the road about a mile from town.”

What else can go wrong?
 Joe thought.

“Have you made contact with the people from Vail?”

“Yes, sir. A dozen of them are across the trench from us.”

“What I need you to do, Lieutenant, is find some way to fill in the trench enough for us to get the tanks across.”

“I will do my best, sir.”

* * * *

“I tell you, Andy, I don’t like it. Why have Joe’s forces driven back our men who are following them?”

“Easy, Doc. If it were me, I would do the same thing. Lucky for us, they don’t know about the men who are waiting thirty miles down the road. They will pick them up as soon as they appear,” Andy said, trying to calm the dwarf down.

A few seconds later, the convoy came to a stop.

“Now what?” Andy muttered. He picked up the radio. “Why are we stopped?” he asked.

“There is a damned trench across the road and we can’t go on,” the man at the front said.

“Jesus, what idiots!” Andy said to Doc. He lifted the microphone to his lips. “Unload a dozer and fill it in,” he told the man in a disgusted voice.

“We are taking a lot of small arms fire, Andy,” the man complained.

“Christ, the man is an idiot and the sad thing is he is the smartest one of this bunch,” he told Doc.

“Bring up enough men to suppress their fire; then have the dozer fill in the trench!” Andy shouted into the radio. He threw the microphone to the floor of the truck.

“Come on,” Andy said. Getting out of the truck, he lifted Doc and began trotting for the front of the convoy. Although the dwarf was small, he was heavy and soon Andy began to pant.

“Put me down, Andy. I can walk,” Doc protested.

Andy stopped and lowered Doc to the ground. He took a minute to catch his breath. “I’m going to the front, Doc. Make your way there,” he said and took off running.

As he neared the front, there was mass confusion. Andy began grabbing men and shoving them toward where he heard firing. Three trucks back from the front, a bunch of men loosened chains holding a dozer to the flat bed trailer.

“Get that damned dozer off there and up to the trench!” he yelled at them.

A bullet pinged off the front of the truck two feet from Andy. He ducked and took a position behind the second truck in line. Most of the fire came from a small hill about twenty yards on the other side of the trench.

A half dozen of his men had taken shelter behind a car off to the side of the road. They crouched there, doing nothing.

Andy reached down and picked up a rock. He threw it as hard as he could at the men. The rock hit one of the men in the shoulder. “Start firing, or by God I will kill you myself!” he screamed, pointing his rifle at the men.

He grabbed a man who was leading twenty other men up the road. “Take your men off to the right where the trench ends and hold it. I’ll send over more men as they come up.”

The firing increased from across the trench and he ducked down behind the truck. He saw Doc come up on the other side of the truck in back of him. “Over here, Doc!” Andy yelled.

Doc’s stubby legs pumped up and down as he ran over and then crouched behind a wheel of the truck Andy hid behind. “Looks like we stirred up a hornet’s nest,” he said, panting.

“Won’t be long before we clear them out.” Andy directed another group of men to flank the trench to the left. “Damned tricky bastards, who would have thought they would do this. We are going to lose a lot of men just getting across.”

“Perhaps we should just pull back, Andy,” Doc said.

“No, we are committed now, Doc. Besides those assholes will think they won if we leave. It will only encourage them to fight harder when we come back.”

Behind them, they heard a belching roar as the dozer started and backed off the trailer. Andy looked back as the dozer started forward. Three men either too stupid or scared failed to get out of the way and were ground to a pulp under the metal treads. The operator had the eight-foot high blade raised to protect himself. He grinned at Andy as he passed by.

Andy fell in behind the monstrous machine. “Stay where you’re at, Doc!” he yelled.

A stream of bullets pinged and thudded into the massive blade of the dozer. The operator peered through a hole cut in the steel sheet in front of him. He lowered the blade and pulled the throttle wide open. Andy heard bullets striking the shield in front of the operator.

A huge mound of dirt formed in front of the blade and fell into the trench. The operator put the machine in reverse, catching Andy off guard. He grabbed hold of a bar on the back of the machine to keep from getting ground under the treads. His feet kicked the ground, trying to regain his balance. As the machine started forward again Andy let loose and fell flat on his face. Shaken, he crawled back to where Doc hid behind the truck tire.

“Christ, that was stupid of me, Doc. Won’t be long now,” he said in a shaky voice.

Fifty of his men were across the trench now and taking the fight to the defenders. More men were streaming across the trench as he looked. The dozer had filled in enough of the trench to form a road across it. The dozer headed for the hill the defenders were behind. His men streamed to the left and right of the hill. The lead truck started and pulled out on the dirt across the trench. Its wheels sank a foot into the soft dirt and the engine strained to pull to the other side. The next truck traveled in the same tracks, causing a foot and a half deep track in the soft dirt.

By the time the trucks carrying the other dozers came up it would be impossible for the trucks pulling them to cross.

Andy grabbed the arm of a man heading toward the fighting. “Have that dozer come back here! he shouted.

The firing at the front had lessened as his men mopped up the few pockets of resistance. Andy stopped the next truck from crossing the trench.

The unloaded dozer came clanking back to the other side of the trench. Andy pointed at the deep ruts in the soft dirt. The operator shook his head that he understood. He began working his way back and forth across the soft dirt compacting it with each trip the heavy machine made.

* * * *

Joe watched as the small D-6 dozer pushed dirt into the trench. Christ, this is going to take forever, he thought.

“Don’t worry about filling the trench in; cut away the banks on both sides so they aren’t so steep. The tanks will be able to climb out on their own,” Joe told the dozer operator.

A man ran up to Joe. “They are attacking the east side of town,” he said.

“Can your men hold them for awhile?” Joe asked.

“Not for long; they report being hard pressed.”

“Do the best you can, we need more time.”

“Sergeant Hustead, bring the tanks forward,” Joe told the woman standing next to him.

The dozer made two passes at the bank then backed out of the way. The slope was steep but the tanks shouldn’t have a problem.

Joe waved the first tank forward and watched as it dipped down the side of the trench. Blue exhaust smoke bellowed from its exhaust as its treads churned, kicking out clods of dirt on the opposite bank. Inch by inch it climbed the bank, churning dirt all the way. At last, in slow motion, the front of the tank tilted forward and it was out of the trench.

One after the other, the remaining three tanks dug their way across the trench.

Joe turned to Sergeant Hustead. “We will never get the trucks across that and we don’t have time to wench them across. Have your troopers cross over and get in those people’s trucks. They will take us to where the fighting is.”

At a supply shop outside Vail, the tanks stopped. Joe and the troopers unloaded from the trucks they rode in.

“Okay, six troopers per tank. Climb aboard and hang on. Your job is to keep anyone from getting near the tank. Is that understood?” Joe said.

“Yes, sir!” the women shouted. They climbed aboard the outside of their respective tanks. Once secure, one of the women tapped the head of the tank commander letting her know to take off.

Joe looked at the remaining six women. “Your job is to secure this road. Plant your claymores and find positions to keep Andy’s forces out in case they get this far.”

“Dave, Phil and Zapper with me. Sergeant Hustead, you are my radio operator. Stay close to me. Let’s go, people,” Joe said and walked over to a Ford pickup. He climbed in the back of it. After the five of them were loaded, he pounded on the roof with his hand and yelled, “Take us to where the fighting is, but not too close.”

The man driving the truck knew the town. He sped down streets and alleys and pulled into a parking garage. He drove up ten floors and pulled to a stop on top of the structure.

“Thought you might want to take in the situation before you showed yourself,” the driver said.

Joe thanked the driver and told him to wait for them. He walked over to the four-foot wall surrounding the top and took out his binoculars. A half mile away he saw Andy’s forces advancing. In back of Andy’s men, he saw eight large dozers. The dozers were pushing over any structure Andy’s men left behind.

The citizens of Vail were putting up a hell of a fight, but were being slowly pushed back.

“We need to take out those dozers before they reach the main part of town,” Joe said.

“That’s gonna be tough, Joe. They have rigged a sheet of metal in front of the operator,” Dave said.

“That’s where the tanks come in. Zap, I hope you are as good as you think you are. Take the sniper rifle and get rid of as many forward people as you can.”

Zapper uncased a large fifty-caliber rifle with a tripod attached to the barrel. He looked around and saw an air-condition unit four feet from the wall. He climbed on top of it and stretched out. He laid out over a dozen five round clips to either side of him. Pushing a clip into the rifle, he slid the bolt forward, locking a round in the chamber and lowered his eye to the scope. A few seconds later, a deafening boom sounded and Zap smiled.

Joe turned to Dave and Phil. “Take our explosives and rig that road,” he said and pointed to a two-lane road at the outskirts of the main part of town.

Dave and Phil left with the driver.

“Sergeant Hustead, are the tanks in place?” Joe asked.

Sergeant Hustead began talking on the radio. A few moments later, she said, “Three of them are, but the fourth is having trouble getting in place. They took a wrong turn and are now backtracking.”

“Ask if any of them can see the bulldozers from where they are at.”

“Only Sergeant Cally up on the mountain can see them, sir.”

“Okay, have tank number two move higher on the mountain until they can see the dozer,” Joe said and winced as Zap fired another round.

Sergeant Hustead saw him wince and dug into her pocket. She handed him a set of shooter’s earplugs. “Thought you could use these, sir,” she said.

“Thanks,” Joe said and went to the wall. Through his binoculars, he saw that Andy’s forward unit was almost to the town. He heard a muted boom and saw one of the men throw his hands in the air, collapsing to the ground, unmoving. Men near the fallen man looked around, hunting for the source of the shot that had killed the man. Joe saw another of the men slump to the ground. The rest of the men fell flat on the ground.

Between Zapper’s marksmanship and the citizens’ fire, the advance came to a halt.

* * * *

Andy watched another man fall to the ground dead. “Where the hell is that sniper?” he yelled.

“They can’t tell, Andy. The sound echoes off these mountains, making it imposable to pinpoint it,” Doc answered.

“Goddamn it! He picks off any man trying to get into the city. Enough of this shit; bring forward four of the dozers. Have the men get behind them and use them as a shield.”

“I don’t like the omens this portends, Andy,” Doc said.

“Omens my ass, Doc, he’s only a man with a rifle. Don’t go heebie-jeebie on me,” Andy said and ducked behind the tree they stood behind as a bullet thudded into it above them.

“Let’s pull back, Andy. This is turning bad for us,” Doc yelled as another bullet hit the tree.

“What bad? We’ve only lost about thirty men. Most of them to that damned sniper. No, we continue and take the town.”

Two of the large dozers came even with them and continued forward. Every few yards, men rose from the ground and fell in behind the dozer. Soon all four dozers were advancing on the city with over a hundred men behind them.

Andy saw the people in town leave their positions as the dozers got closer.

“See I told you, Do—.” Andy didn’t finish as he watched the lead dozer explode in flame. Men lay all around the dozer, some of them in flames. The second dozer went up in flames, killing most of the men behind it.

Ear splitting booms echoed off the mountains causing Andy and Doc to cover their ears.

High in the mountains, they heard the rumble of avalanches caused by the sound.

“Where the hell did they get the artillery from?” Andy asked.

“Those are tanks, Andy. Joe has suckered us again. I told you I had a bad feeling about this,” Doc said with a shake of his head.

With an open mouth, Andy watched the third and fourth dozers go up in flames. Most of the men behind the dozers were dead. Ten or fifteen of them ran in circles. They flapped their arms trying to put out the fire caused by the flaming diesel fuel splashed on them. The rest of his men were falling back, seeking what shelter they could find.

Andy picked up Doc and ran back toward the trench across the road. Off to his right, another dozer blew up, spreading chaos among the men in the area.

A steady stream of men ran back the way they had come.

Behind him, Andy heard a low sound that grew in volume. He realized it was people cheering and the sound rebounded off the surrounding mountains. He stopped at the first truck on the other side of the trench and looked back.

Six of his eight dozers lay burning, surrounded by dead bodies. Gouts of earth and rock erupted among his men still trying to make it to the rear. The incessant boom of the sniper’s gun continued; followed by another of his men falling to the ground dead.

Half the vehicles they had started with were on the other side of the trench in the killing zone. One by one, they went up in flames; easy targets for the hidden tanks.

Doc pulled on his arm trying to get his attention.

“Snap out of it, Andy. We have to save what we can and retreat back to base camp,” Doc said in a sad voice.

Andy slumped down to the running board of the truck. “We had them, Doc. How did this happen?”

Doc sighed. “I keep telling you; every time we come up against Joe, we will lose. Something or someone protects him. I know that is a defeatist attitude, but I firmly believe it.”

Andy stood up. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said in an angry voice.

* * * *

The people of Vail cheered Joe and his troops as they left the city. Joe warned the leaders that Andy would be back. But they brushed the warning aside. For now, the euphoria of their victory was enough.

Joe looked back as the truck carrying him sped back to where Colonel Dotson waited on them. He knew the town would fall; if not tomorrow, then over the following months.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

The two men and two women sat in front of the fire sipping their coffee. The blonde woman looked out the big picture window of the room and noticed a small child running up the street.

“It seems so normal out there,” she said with a sad sigh.

“You only have to look below the surface to see the corruption that is still spreading across the land,” the tall big-boned man with graying hair sitting next to her said.

“This waiting is playing hell with my nerves. When will Joe get here?” a chubby cigar-smoking woman asked.

“I am told it will be soon,” the tall man said.

“Do you miss your family?” the blonde woman asked.

“They are safe; that’s all I can ask. It was wonderful to spend time in a safe and secure place. To get a restful night’s sleep without worry can’t be counted as trivial,” the big man answered with a mournful sigh.

The others around the fire nodded their heads in agreement.

“So much has happened while we were safe. The country is split into three groups fighting for control. Now a fourth group is forming in southern California. According to you, the deadliest of them all,” the cigar-smoking woman said to the big man.

“How the hell can they be more dangerous than the cannibals down south with the atomic bombs?” the fourth person said, speaking up for the first time.

“That is unclear, but I am told that we must go and disrupt their plans,” the big man answered.

“Why us, haven’t we done enough?” the blonde asked.

“You know the answer to that. Look inside yourself; are you the same person you were before this disease happened?” the big man chided her.

She sipped her coffee and stared into the fire. “To tell the truth, I don’t know what I am,” she replied.

“What you are is the woman I love with every fiber of my being,” the tall skinny brown haired man said as he put his arm around her.

She leaned against him, taking comfort in his show of affection.

“Give me plenty of warning before they get here. I want to have plenty of coffee on hand for Jake. I swear, if there is such a thing as reincarnation, that black man will come back as a coffee bean,” the cigar-smoking woman declared.

They all laughed at this outburst.

“If only Stalker were to join us, I would be content as could be under these conditions,” the blonde said.

“We all miss his ugly face, but his son Chuka is with Joe. I hear Chuka is different from his father, yet the same in many ways. His dedication to Tammy and her safety is foremost to him. I am told that Joe and Chuka don’t get along, much the same way as the gulf that existed between Joe and Stalker. Still, near the end, I think Stalker and Joe made their peace with each other,” the big man said in a reminiscing voice.

“Will this ever end?” the brown haired man asked.

“All things end sooner or later. We are tasked to make sure it is later, if we can. Much later I hope,” the tall man who was the eldest said.

“How does the group down south with the atomic bombs change the equation?” the heavy-set woman with the cigar asked.

“Not much, they aren’t stupid. The bomb they used to kill Todd’s men was just a warning. Their leaders know that the indiscriminate use of the bombs would kill off their food supply. As it is, they are having trouble supplying human flesh to those who are addicted to it. They will have to be dealt with, but not at the moment,” the tall graying man told them.

The blonde leaned back in her chair and sighed.

“So we wait on Joe. This sitting around is getting boring. Can’t we hurry things along?” the cigar smoker asked of the tall man.

“Things are in motion we have no control over. Everything will happen in its own time,” he answered.

“We might as well go to bed and get some sleep, sitting here hashing over old ground is doing no good,” the blonde told them. She took the brown haired man’s hand and headed off to a side bedroom.

The rest of them went to their bedrooms, while the tall graying man made his bed on the couch. Just before sleep took him, he thought of his wife and son. A smile formed on his lips.

* * * *

Joe fumed as he paced the side of the road. If not for three of the trucks pulling the tanks breaking down, they would be in Glenwood Springs by morning. He was anxious to pick up the people he had been sent there to pick up. He still didn’t understand why General Lawson hadn’t put a name to them. Matter of fact, the whole thing smelled of intrigue and he hated intrigue. He was a simple man who liked things spelled out for him in plain English.

He looked over to where Chuka slept on a patch of grass twenty feet from the highway. Since he had saved Chuka’s life, the wolf wasn’t as antagonistic toward him. Things were downright pleasant as a matter of fact, now that he didn’t have to watch the wolf all the time.

“Here, Joe. Eat something,” Tammy said, handing him a paper plate with two sandwiches on it.

Dave came over and squatted down beside him. “That group of men who circled south of us has me worried,” he said.

“Have the people we sent out spotted them?” Joe asked.

“They’ve scouted for fifty miles everywhere but to the east and nothing. We know they were trying to get ahead of us. They have completely disappeared,” Dave answered.

“Keep them looking, I don’t want any surprises,” Joe said.

He noticed Chuka stand up stiff legged with the fur on his neck bristling. Even from this far away Joe heard a low growl coming from his muzzle.

“Tammy, come here!” he yelled.

Tammy trotted up, saying, “What’s up, Joe?”

“Look at Chuka; he is disturbed by something. Ask him what it is.”

Tammy walked over to Chuka and stared at him. She patted his neck but the wolf didn’t relax. By the way they stared at each other, Joe knew they were communicating.

A few minutes later, Tammy came back to where Joe stood. “Chuka says Ginger is heading our way again. He senses her about ten miles away.”

Joe exploded. “What the Sam hell did I do to deserve this? As if Todd and Andy aren’t enough; this little girl who thinks she’s a god is after me. Not to mention all the crazy damned people who follow her. God! How I wish for my father’s little cabin up on the mesa.”

Tammy took a step back at the outburst. Joe was normally a calm sedate person; this wasn’t like him. “Easy, Joe, calm down.”

Joe looked down at Tammy with a bittersweet smile. “I’m all right, Tammy. We all could use a little rest. It’s been one thing after another since we left Canada. I guess it’s catching up with me.” He handed her the empty paper plate to dispose of.

Tammy walked away with a worried expression on her face. “Keep an eye on Joe, Chuka. He is acting strange,” she sent to the wolf.

“I’ve noticed that myself, Little One. I think Ginger did something to him while she had him captive. His aura has a dark tinge to it now that wasn’t there before. I will watch over him, the same as I do you.” Tammy heard in her mind.

Tammy walked over to where Jake and his wife handed out sandwiches to the troopers working on the trucks.

“Hey there, Tam. What you up to?” Jake greeted her.

“We may have trouble with Joe, Jake.”

“You noticed the change, too, huh.”

She told Jake what Chuka had said about Ginger doing something to Joe. “What are we going to do, Jake?”

“Nothing we can do for now, but keep an eye on him,” Jake answered.

“Let’s take some water to those hard working women,” Polly, Jake’s wife, said. She gave Jake a look that meant for him to handle it. She grabbed a water cask and cup from the back of the truck. Tammy and she headed for where the women worked on the trucks.

Jake walked over to where Joe stood. “What’s with you, partner?” he asked.

Joe shook his head. “I don’t know, Jake.”

“Tammy’s worried about you, Joe.”

“I know, Jake. You know me, have I ever doubted myself?”

“Not that I can remember, Joe. You’ve always been the one to charge straight ahead. With you, everything is black or white, no shades of grey.”

“Not any more, Jake. Here the last few days I’ve had all kinds of doubts. This not being sure is tearing me up inside.”

Jake told Joe what Chuka had told Tammy.

“I knew it; that damned girl did do something to me. What it is, I don’t know. Now that I’m aware of it, I will guard against it.” Joe smiled and patted Jake on the shoulder. “Thanks, partner.”

“Yes, Massa, that be my job,” Jake said in his deep down home southern drawl.

Joe laughed. “I just can’t picture you as a black southern slave, Jake.”

“For what it’s worth, I can’t either,” Jake said with a smile.

Joe turned at the sound of a jeep coming up the mountain at a high rate of speed. “Get Dave, Phil and Zap; this might be trouble.”

Jake ran to get the men, while Joe took up a position behind the guardrail on the right side of the road. He noticed, as Jake ran yelling for the men he had been sent to get, the nearby woman troopers grabbed their rifles. In moments, they had taken up positions to guard against attack.

He heard gears grind as the driver of the jeep downshifted on the steep grade below him. At a switchback, a quarter of a mile down the mountain, he caught sight of the jeep in the setting sun. Standing up, Joe motioned for the woman troopers to relax.

He waited until the jeep pulled up beside him with a squeal of brakes. The brown haired woman driver was shaking. Her passenger, a petite redhead, had a death grip on the jeep’s dashboard.

“Easy, ladies,” Joe said in a gentle voice.

He waited until the driver quit shaking and the look of terror began to fade from her eyes. “Tell me what you saw,” he said in the same gentle voice.

Dave, Phil and Zapper came up to the jeep, followed by Jake.

Joe held up his hand to keep them from speaking and turned to the driver. Joe knew whatever these women had seen was bad. They had been through a lot to get out to him, so this was really bad.

“Bodies, dozens of bodies,” the driver said in a low voice as she began to tremble again.

Joe reached in and lifted the driver from the jeep. He had to hold her up because her legs wouldn’t hold her. “Get the passenger out,” Joe ordered.

He led the driver over to the guardrail and sat her down on a post. “Relax and compose yourself,” Joe told the woman.

He waited as the woman took several deep breaths. Her hands trembled and she rubbed them together. Gradually, she stopped shaking and raised her head.

Joe still saw the terror in her eyes, but it was growing distant as the woman gradually regained her control.

“I— We...shit, I can’t talk. Give me a minute.”

“Take your time,” Joe told the woman. He motioned for Polly to come over and comfort the woman. He gestured for Jake, Dave, Phil and Zapper to follow him. Joe walked down the road a hundred feet and waited for the others to join him.

“Did you get anything out of the passenger?” he asked.

“Nothing, all she did was cry. I doubt we get anything from her for a while. Whatever she saw has her terrorized. Makes you wonder what it is. These women have seen a lot of terrible things,” Jake told Joe.

“I’ll take Phil and Zap and go check it out,” Dave said.

“Be careful, Dave. At the first sign of trouble, hightail it back here,” Joe said.

“I got a feeling we’re not going to like what they find,” Jake said.

“I know we’re not,” Joe said and walked back to where a large group of women had gathered around the driver and passenger. He had them take the women back to the ambulance. Now he waited to hear from Dave.

* * * *

Dave drove the jeep slowly down the twisting mountain road. Phil sat in the front with his rifle pointed toward the front. Before they left, they had lowered the windshield of the military jeep. Zapper stood in the back with his hands on the fifty-caliber machine gun.

“Gonna be dark soon, Dave. Be hard to see anything in the dark,” Phil said.

“We got an hour of daylight left. Slow and careful will get us there. At the first sign of trouble I am gonna boogy back up the mountain,” Dave said in a tension-filled voice.

“Slow down, Dave. I see something up ahead,” Zap said.

Dave slowed to a crawl. On rounding a curve in the road, he saw four wrecked vehicles. Dave came to a stop fifty feet from the vehicles. He picked up his rifle and aimed it at the wreckage. “Check it out, Phil.”

With his rifle at the ready, Phil came up on the right side of the vehicles. He made sure to keep out of Dave’s and Zapper’s line of fire.

Carefully, he looked into the first vehicle, which was a minivan. He noticed the van was shot up pretty badly. A lot of blood was splattered over the front and rear seats. Edging around the van he approached a light blue sedan. It was shot up same as the van. He checked the other two vehicles and found the same thing. With care, he walked around the curve and saw an empty stretch of road. Walking back, he motioned Dave forward.

There were a few feet of clearance as the jeep went between the vehicles. “Either this was a surprise ambush; or one hell of a fight. Someone expended a hell of a lot of ammunition here,” Dave said to them.

“This can’t be what terrorized those women,” Zap replied.

Dave waited until Phil got in the jeep; then started down the road. At the next curve they came upon a large bullet-riddled truck. Blood dripped from the open cargo door. The ground below the door was covered in blood.

“Had to be a lot of people in that truck,” Phil said as they inched by it.

Ahead, they saw a dogleg in the road where it curved back on itself. Dave pulled over to the cliff side of the road and stopped. “What do you see, Zap?”

Zapper looked over the side. “Nothing but more highway and the bottom of the mountain.”

“Keep sharp,” Dave said as he put the jeep in gear.

The closer they got to the bottom of the mountain, the darker it got. Dave turned on the headlights.

“Whoa! There’s something up ahead!” Zap yelled.

Dave slammed on the brakes. “What is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Zap answered from his perch.

Dave put the jeep in first gear and went done the road at five miles an hour. They began to make out details the closer they got. Abruptly, Zapper leaned over the side and threw up.

“Holy shit!” Phil exclaimed.

Dave stopped the jeep with the headlights illuminating the grisly mess in front of them. “It took some sick bastards to do this,” he said in a low voice.

Phil raised the radio to his mouth. “Come in, Joe.”

“Joe, here. What do you have?”

Phil explained what they were seeing.

“Jesus,” Joe said. “Take care of it. Joe, out.”

“You heard the man,” Dave said and got out of the jeep.

They walked up to the mess. Someone had peeled the skin off of over thirty bodies. Then they tacked the skins on trees lining the road. The bodies lay in a row down the centerline of the road. It was as grisly a sight as any of them had seen and they had seen a lot.

“Get the shovels and start digging,” Dave told Phil and Zapper. Putting on a pair of thick gloves, he walked over to the first tree with a human skin on it. They had used roofing tacks to nail the skins to the tree. Dave searched for a hammer in the jeep and didn’t find one. He heard Phil and Zapper swearing as they dug the mass grave.

Gritting his teeth, he went to the first skin and grabbed it by the edge. He was surprised to find that it felt slick under his gloves. He felt his stomach turn over and he gulped as he jerked on the skin. The skin stretched but didn’t come loose. “Oh, God!” he muttered.

Taking several deep breaths, he grabbed the skin near one of the roofing tacks and jerked. It left a two-inch patch of skin under the roofing tack driven deeply into the tree.

By the time he removed a dozen of the skins, Dave was sweating and had thrown up twice. It was dark now, so he put the jeep’s headlights on high. It made the job a little easier now that they were in shadows. He was surprised by how much the skin of a human body weighed. Dave sighed in relief as he laid the thirty-second skin on the pile beside where Phil and Zapper were almost finished with the grave.

None of them were strangers to death. Over the last year they had seen enough of it to last a life-time. This senseless mutilation of dead bodies horrified even them. Dave was certain the people were dead before they’d been skinned. He’d noticed that each body had several bullet holes in it.

He grabbed a shovel and helped widen the five-foot hole. An hour later, he thought they had unearthed enough ground to hold the bodies.

“I saw a six by six tarp in the back of the jeep. We can roll a body onto it and bring it here,” Zapper said.

It was a grisly, smelly job carrying the bodies to the grave. After the last one was placed in the grave Dave stood at the head of it with bowed head.

“Dear God, accept these poor souls into your kingdom. They deserved better than this. God, I know you have a plan for us humans, but this is a little much. Have mercy on their souls for any transgression they may have made in the past. Amen,” Dave said as tears streamed down his face.

It didn’t take long to fill in the grave because the bodies came to within three feet of the top. While Zapper patted down the dirt, Dave and Phil brought big rocks to place over the grave.

Dirty and grimy, they placed the shovels in the back of the truck. On the other side of the stream, they heard the rush of water. Without a word to each other, they walked through the brush to the mountain stream. Removing their cloths, they stepped into the frigid water, up to their waists. Each rubbed their skin briskly, as if to wash off the stench of death.

Back at the jeep, Phil got on the radio. “It’s done, Joe. We’re on our way back.”

None of them spoke a word on the way back up the mountain.

* * * *

Colonel Dotson came over to where Joe stood staring down the mountain. “We had to sedate both of the women.”

“No one should see what they saw. Dave, Phil and Zapper have buried the bodies,” Joe told her.

“Do you have any idea who would do such a thing?”

Joe sighed. “It could’ve been any of the crazy people out there. I do know it was done so that we would see it. Someone has sent us a grisly message; but, for the life of me, I don’t know the meaning of it.”

“All of this senseless killing makes no sense, Joe. You would think, with ninety percent of the human population dead, people would come together.”

“Humanity as we knew it is a thing of the past. This disease has changed the genetic makeup of most humans still alive. I don’t have a clue as to how it will end, but I do know it will be bloody,” Joe told her.

The woman trooper who was on radio duty ran up to them. She saluted Colonel Dotson. “Ma’am, there is a radio call for Joe.” She turned to Joe. “You can take it at the communications van, sir.”

Joe and Colonel Dotson followed the radio woman to the van. Stepping inside the van, Joe picked up the headphones. “This is Joe, who do I have?”

“This is your biggest fan, Joe,” a girlish voice said.

“What do you want, Ginger?” Joe asked with an edge to his voice.

“Don’t pout, Joe. It doesn’t become you,” Ginger said and they heard her giggle.

“Goodbye, Ginger,” Joe said.

“Oh, by the way, did you discover the present I left for you at the bottom of the mountain?”

“Why, Ginger? You didn’t have to do that,” Joe said.

“I didn’t do anything, Joe. Do you think I would dirty my hands on mere humans? However, I may have suggested it to my followers. You know how they take everything I say literally,” Ginger said and broke into peals of laughter.

“Don’t ever let me get you in my sights, you little bitch,” Joe said in an angry voice.

“I’ve got to go now, Joe, but we will be seeing each other soon. Take care until we do.”

Joe ripped the headphones off and stormed from the van. He screamed and shouted oaths at the mountainside for fifteen minutes until he wound down.

When she thought it safe to approach him, Colonel Dotson walked to where he stood. “The trucks are fixed, Joe. We can be on our way.”

“Load your people up, Colonel. I want to be in Glenwood Springs by noon tomorrow,” Joe told her and walked to his truck where Tammy waited with Chuka in the back.

Fifteen minutes later, the convoy made its way down the mountain.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

The convoy pulled into the outskirts of Glenwood Springs, Colorado. Joe sent Dave and Zapper in to scout the town out.

The town looked pretty much untouched. Its buildings were intact; not like a lot of the other towns they had passed through. Joe had Colonel Dotson form her troopers up in a defensive line to protect the trucks carrying the tanks.

A half hour later, Zapper came back from the town and motioned Joe over. “The town is safe, Joe. We met four interesting people; they want to talk to you and Jake. Get in and I’ll take you to them.”

Joe told Colonel Dotson to secure the tanks in a safe place and find a place to billet the troops. He yelled for Jake and they both got in the truck Zapper drove.

As Zapper drove into town, Joe saw several adults and a few children on the streets. A few of the adults waved at them as they passed. A few of the stores looked open for business, but lacked customers. Change came hard to folks in these small towns. The people who were left carried on, pretending nothing happened. Joe understood this because otherwise people would go insane.

Zapper turned down a side street lined with ponderosa pines. He stopped next to a large two-story house. “The people who want to see you are in there,” Zapper said, pointing at the house.

Joe and Jake got out, taking their rifles with them. They walked up the sidewalk toward the huge front porch.

The front door of the house opened and two men and two women filed out.

Jake stopped in his tracks. “I’ll be damned, is that you, Ben?” he asked.

“Hello Jake; Joe, it’s been a long time,” Ben said as he came down the steps to shake their hands.

“I thought you were in Oregon?” Joe said.

“I was, but my guardian told me to come here and meet these three disreputable scoundrels,” Ben said, gesturing to the man and two women who walked off the porch.

“Bill, Tony and is that Major Jane smoking that cigar!” Jake exclaimed.

Tony, the strawberry blonde, came forward and gave Jake a great big hug. “You’re looking good, Jake.” She turned to Joe and put her arms around him. “Joe, I’m so glad to see you.”

Joe grinned. “I see you still have that scruffy looking fellow tailing after you.” Joe gave Bill a huge bear hug. “I didn’t think I would see you two again.”

“Easy, Joe. I think you cracked three of my ribs,” Bill said and struggled to get free from Joe’s embrace.

Joe let Bill go then turned to the pudgy cigar-smoking woman. “I see you are still smoking those foul smelling things, Jane.” He hugged the woman gently.

“Come on in; we have a lot to talk about. Jake, I think Jane has a full pot of coffee just for you,” Ben said.

“All right, you know me and my coffee,” Jake said.

“That we do,” Jane said and they all laughed.

“Go on in, Jake, I’ll be there in a minute. I need to talk to Zapper first.”

Joe went back to the truck and told Zapper to go have Tammy and Joe’s wife come to the house. “Bring your two buddies and Colonel Dotson also.”

He walked up the sidewalk and climbed the four steps to the porch. Inside the house, he heard laughter. Joe turned and looked out over the town. The house was located on a hill that gave a view of most of the small town. A few of the town’s occupants walked along the main street, not many for a town this size.

Off to the east, on the highway leading into town, he saw the head of Colonel Dotson’s line of trucks. They waited for word that the town was safe to enter. Off to the left of the road, a mile or more, Joe caught a flash of light at the top of a bluff. He watched, but the flash didn’t occur again. Shrugging his shoulders, Joe turned and opened the door. He stepped into a modest living room that contained a throw covered couch and two armchairs. A couple of chairs had been brought in from the kitchen and Jake sat on one of them.

“Come over and have a seat, Joe,” Ben said from where he sat on the couch.

As Joe took a seat on the chair next to Jake, Jane came from the kitchen carrying a tray with steaming cups of coffee on it. She went to Jake first and he lifted a cup from the tray and held it under his nose.

“Jane, I swear I haven’t had a decent cup of coffee since the last time we were together,” Jake said and took a long sip of the coffee.

They all laughed; even Joe’s somber face cracked a smile.

“I’ll wait until the rest of them get here to tell you what is going on. No use telling it twice,” Ben told Jake and Joe.

They spent the next half hour talking about the places they had been and the trouble they had seen. When they heard a couple of vehicles pull up, they all rose and walked outside.

From the Jeep parked at the curb, a not-quite-five-foot-tall girl with straight brown hair ran and jumped into Tony’s arms. “Tony!” she screamed.

Tony hugged the girl tight. “God, it’s good to see you again, Tammy,” she said with a catch in her voice.

Tammy turned from Tony’s embrace and saw Jane standing off to the side. The last time Tammy had seen her, Joe and Jake had been taking her to an isolation chamber in the secret lab. Zeb had implanted something in her mind that made her a danger to the rest of them. Tammy saw that she had lost some weight. Where before Jane had been on the plump side, now she looked skinny. Her black hair had touches of grey in it now. Her dark brown eyes still had a lustrous shine to them and she still had that devilish smile.

“It’s okay, Tammy. Tony took away the thing Zeb implanted in me,” Jane said with a sob and held her arms out.

Tammy ran to Jane and hugged her tight. “I didn’t want to leave you, Jane, but we had to take Stalker home.” Tammy sobbed.

“Hush, dear child. I understand,” Jane said with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Hey, don’t I get a hug?” Ben said.

Wiping tears from her eyes, Tammy turned to the six foot man with brown hair. She saw lines in his face that hadn’t been there the last time she saw him. “Ben, is that grey I see at your temple?” Tammy said and ran to him.

Ben laughed and hugged Tammy. “You would have grey in your hair, too, young lady, if you were old enough to understand all the crap we went through to get to the lab.”

Tammy broke her hug and backed away. “Oh, I understand.”

Ben stepped forward and hugged her again. “I know you do, young one.”

“Say, Tammy, have you been able to keep this ugly red man out of trouble?” the tall skinny middle-aged man with piercing blue eyes and brown hair standing next to Tony asked.

“I try, Bill, but sometimes I think it is useless,” Tammy said with a straight face.

Everyone laughed at that.

“Keep it up, young lady. You’re not too old to go over my knee,” Joe said.

That brought another laugh. They all knew that Joe doted on Tammy and would never hurt her.

“Tony, Jane, Ben and Bill, I want you to meet someone,” Tammy said.

Tammy turned to face the last pickup in line at the curb. “Get out here, Chuka, and meet your father’s dearest friends,” she projected.

“They may have been father’s friends, but they aren’t mine,” Chuka sent back.

“Do I have to come over there and grab you by the ear? You know I will do it.”

In the back of the truck the air shimmered in front of Chuka and his father’s image appeared.

“Son, you are trying my patience. Why do you act so toward those who care for you?”

“Father, I can never forgive them for taking your life.”

“Ah, Chuka, my son, they didn’t kill me. If there is to be blame, place it at my feet. I knew before I left your mother that I would never return alive. I did so willingly. Try and understand this, Chuka. My death insured that your mother, brothers and sisters would lead a long and safe life. In their own way, these people you reject are doing the same thing. Give them the chance and you will come to love them as I did. The choice is yours, however. Make it wisely, my son.” His father’s image shimmered again and was gone.

“Well, I’ll be,” Ben said as he watched the huge black wolf stand up in back of the pickup. The wolf’s legs bunched and he leaped from the truck. Landing in a crouch, he walked up to the group with his head held high.

“This is Chuka, Stalker’s son,” Tammy told them.

“Look at you. I would know you are Stalker’s son even if I were blind,” Chuka heard and looked around to see who had spoken in his mind. It was the blonde woman; he knew at once. She was surrounded by an aura of many colors.

“You must be the Chosen One. I can see why my father gave his life to protect you,” Chuka said and lowered his front legs and head to her.

“Your father was one of the bravest beings I’ve ever known. I still grieve over his death, although he told me not to. Now you have taken up his mantle of protector. As you protect us, so shall we protect you. Welcome, Son of Stalker.”

Chuka got to his feet and looked around. Indeed, he did feel the love emanating from these strange people. For the first time since leaving his home, he felt at peace with himself and the world.

“It only gets better the more you get to know them,” Chuka heard his father say with a chuckle.

Joe introduced Colonel Dotson, then Dave, Phil and Zapper to Ben’s group.

“The living room is small, so why don’t we sit on the porch and talk,” Ben told them.

Jake took Dave and Phil into the house to get chairs for them to sit on. Ben, Joe and Tony sat down in the porch swing. Tammy sat on the porch at Tony’s feet with Chuka beside her.

* * * *

Andy and the man with him crawled back to the top of the bluff. Lying beside a boulder, Andy used his binoculars to survey the town. Finally, he spotted the truck Joe drove in front of a modest house situated on a hill on the west side of town. He turned to the man beside him who was attaching a sniper scope to the rifle he held. “You had better be as good as you say you are, Carl.”

“Don’t worry, Andy. I will get the job done,” Carl said.

Andy went back to studying the house. He saw a few more vehicles pull up to the house. Several people came out of the house to welcome the newcomers. Andy knew Joe the instant he left the porch. He stood a little apart from the people in his black shirt and battered brown cowboy hat. Andy thought he knew the tall brown haired older man in the black shirt who appeared to be the leader, but couldn’t place him.

He handed the binoculars to Carl and said, “Joe is the man with the black shirt and battered brown cowboy hat standing a little off to the side. Can you take him out from here?”

Carl studied the group of people for a few minutes. He watched as they went back to the porch and Joe took a seat on the porch swing. He gave Andy back the binoculars and raised the rifle to his shoulder. Lowering his eye to the scope, he sighted in on the house first then lowered the muzzle until it was sighted in on Joe’s chest. As he made a few adjustments to bring in the focus a gust of wind blew dust up from the bluff top. The dust obscured his view of Joe for a moment. Carl blinked and lowered the rifle. “Can’t be sure of the shot with this wind,” he told Andy.

“Give it a few minutes to calm down,” Andy said.

* * * *

Joe noticed another flash of light on top of the bluff to the east of town. It was a single flash then was gone. The wind picked up for a moment and blew dry leaves across the yard before dying down to a steady breeze. The flash of light bothered him. Something nagged at the back of his mind, but he couldn’t bring it forward enough to grasp it. Shrugging his shoulders, he turned to Ben. “I suppose there is a reason we came here to meet you?”

Ben slapped Joe on the knee. “Right to the point, the same as always, huh, Joe?” he said.

Joe had a pained look on his face. “No use pussyfooting around it, Ben. You brought us together for a reason; a reason none of us will like. Am I right?”

Ben sighed and gave Tony a meaningful look. She smiled a sad smile and nodded her head.

“Right to the point, if there is a point to anything in the world today,” Ben muttered in a low voice. He lifted his head and looked Joe in the eye. “You’re right, Joe. There is something we have to do. Just the six of us and Chuka.”

“What about Colonel Dotson and her tanks?” Jake asked.

“They are to go on to Portland and join up with the free people there. General Lawson will contact them if he has something special for them to do. Hopefully, they will draw off Todd’s forces following you. Your friends, Dave, Phil and Zapper will accompany them,” Ben turned to Jake. “I’m sorry, Jake, but your new wife will have to go with them also. My guardian says we six are to go to southern California and right a terrible wrong. For the present, that’s all I know.”

Joe turned his head and looked at Tony. “Is this ever going to end? I am tired—tired to the bone of this fighting.”

“We all are, Joe. None of us knows why we were chosen to fight these people, but fight them we must.” Tony laughed bitterly. “Look at us: a black man, an Indian, a young girl.” She patted the top of Tammy’s head. “My Bill, who is husband in everything but name, myself and Ben. Could you pick a more disparate group to be the saviors of this country?”

All of them nodded their agreement at Tony’s statement.

“Is the rest of the world as screwed up as this country? We have been out of contact for a while now,” Jake asked.

They all looked at Tony.

“As you know we have been cooped up in the secret lab outside Galixe, Colorado until a few days ago. Ross and Rita, the super computers, have set up a very fine network of contacts worldwide. They kept us updated on what is going on in the world. Here is the latest I know:

“The British are holding their own. Germany and France are a radioactive wasteland for the most part. Certain people have set up fiefdoms along the Atlantic coast of those countries. Until recently, they would load up their crazies on any seaworthy vessel and send it toward England. The British Air Force had a field day sinking those ships. It is estimated they lost a quarter million people before the leaders wised up and stopped sending the ships.

“Things are really getting tough for the British. They are no longer getting oil shipments and are hoarding what oil they have for their armed forces. The trickle they get from their North Sea oilrigs is not enough to supply the civilian population. Lucky for them, almost all of the electricity is supplied by nuclear power plants, which will last for years. Without oil, there is very little vehicle traffic except for the military. Mostly, they have reverted back to the horse and buggy age to move about the country.

“Russia has pulled back their forces to northern Russia in and around Moscow. All of the nuclear forces in southern Russia were used against the Chinese. The nuclear bombs not used were moved north. Their border with China is a nuclear wasteland in which nothing can cross and live. Ross and Rita estimate the Russians can hold out for at least the next ten years.

“Last winter, the Iranians sent a large force of their radicals north to grab the nuclear bombs Russia was shipping north—a big mistake on their part. The Russians nuked every city of any size in Iran. This caused the rest of the Muslim governments to protest and claim a Jihad against the Russians. An even bigger mistake—Syria, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and most of Indonesia were nuked back to the Stone Age. This was to the Russians’ advantage, Ross and Rita say. Now the Russians have the world’s largest oil supply that is accessible. The Middle East oil supplies will be inaccessible for the next five hundred years because of radiation. Between the Russian nukes and the disease, ninety-nine percent of the Muslim population is dead.

“Israel and the Palestinians have formed a united government, which includes all of Lebanon. They have signed peace treaties with Turkey, Egypt and Greece. Their greatest worries now are the radiation drifting in from Syria and Saudi Arabia. The remaining four hundred thousand Chinese—” Tony stopped at the shocked looks on their faces.

“But there were a billion and a half Chinese,” Jake said.

“That was before they tried to invade Russia. They lost eight hundred thousand people in that failed invasion. Their entire border with Russia is a radioactive no man’s land now. The remaining four hundred million Chinese have relocated to near the ocean. The Chinese had more nuclear bombs than anyone thought they did. They also have eight ballistic missile subs more than the four we thought they possessed.

“They lost another quarter million people when Vietnam became ambitious and tried to invade southern China. The Chinese unleashed their missile subs on North Vietnam and left it a molten ruin. Saigon no longer exists. Basically, they knocked the Vietnamese back to the Stone Age.

“China is protected by radiation belts to their north and south, stopping anyone who would invade. Ross and Rita predict the majority of the Chinese will die from radioactive poisoning over the next ten years.

“Australia is in utter chaos. Every major city is devastated. The people with the disease burned Perth almost to the ground. The same happened to the other big cities there.

“Ross and Rita did pick up a strange thing from Australia. It seems the Aborigine population is totally unaffected by this disease.”

“My guardian tells me the reason for that is because Mother Nature deems them the most likely to survive without modern conveniences,” Ben broke in.

“Is your guardian predicting that the world will revert back to hunter gatherer tribes?” Joe asked.

Ben shook his head. “It seems that Mother Nature is hedging her bets. If worst comes to worst, she will still have a part of humanity alive, or so my guardian thinks.”

They all considered this for a minute, then Jake asked, “What about South America?”

Again they turned to Tony.

“South America is ruled by one country now. Brazil came out of this disease with the least losses, especially to their armed forces. The rest of the country set up despot governments bent on taking out Brazil. With ruthless efficiency, the Brazilians destroyed these despots and claimed the countries. For the present, South America is at peace for the first time in history. Part of that has to do with the Brazilians making South America a no ship and no fly zone. Any ship or plane that comes within two hundred miles of their border is destroyed.

“They invited President Samuels to leave Iceland and set up a government in exile there. He is seriously considering it.

“Now to Africa. It appears the people there are getting tired of killing each other. The killings are becoming sporadic and alliances made are holding. With the help supplied by South Africa, most of the continent south of the equator is at peace. That isn’t saying much, because ninety-five percent of the population is dead.

“The countries north of the equator are still in turmoil. Every other week, a new despot overthrows one or the other of the countries. This will go on until they run out of guns and ammunition. They are little threat to the countries allied with South Africa, because the South African arms industry survived intact. The Sudan tried to send an army south and the South Africans killed that army to the last man.”

Tony took a drink of the soda she held to relieve her parched throat from all the talking. “Will you take it from here, Ben?” she asked with a pleading look.

Ben reached over and lifted Joe’s hat from his head and placed it on his own.

* * * *

Carl wiped his eyes. The dust blown up by the wind whipped in different directions, changing every few seconds.

“Where the hell did this wind come from? It was calm when we got here,” Andy said.

“Give it time, it will ease up,” Carl told him. He bent over his rifle and sighted in on the figures in the swing. The focus came in clear, but the faces were blurry. Carl thought it was a dust smudge on the scope lens. He took a soft cloth from his pocket and rubbed the scope’s lens. Sighting in again, he got the same blurred face image. Must be a defect in the lens,”  he thought.

That didn’t matter; Joe was the only person with a beat up brown cowboy hat in the group. The hat and black shirt Joe wore came in bright and clear through the scope.

“Is it my imagination or is it getting colder?” Andy asked as he pulled his coat tighter around him.

Carl noticed that he could see his breath as he exhaled. That’s funny, it was in the lower fifties when we got here. What caused the temperature to drop? The wind was blowing from the south and till a few minutes ago was warm, he thought.

Carl placed caps over the scope’s lens and slid down the slope a few feet to get out of the wind blowing up over the bluff. “Does this cold wind strike you as strange, Andy?” he asked.

“Every damned thing to do with Joe is strange. Since I started chasing him, strange has become normal. If you think you can’t make the shot, we will pack it in and go back to camp.”

“I can make the shot. Once the wind dies down, it will be easy. I’ve made a lot harder shots,” Carl informed Andy.

Andy drew his knees up and huddled behind the rock. His body shivered in the cold wind.

Fifteen minutes later, the wind began to die down. The temperature rose the lower the wind became. Andy saw Carl crawl up the slope and raise the rifle to his shoulder. He watched him remove the caps from the scope lens and snug the rifle into his shoulder.

Andy crawled back to the top of the bluff and raised his binoculars to his eyes. He wanted to see Joe get what he deserved. As he looked at the people on the porch, something struck him as wrong. It took him a few moments to figure out what it was. Joe no longer wore the battered brown cowboy hat. He remembered Carl mentioning that the faces of the people on the porch were blurry in the scope. “No!” he shouted and heard the sound of Carl’s shot at the same instant.

* * * *

On the porch, Ben was lifted up and flipped over the back of the porch swing. A massive hole appeared in Ben’s chest. The surprising thing was that no blood came from the wound.

Tony and Tammy screamed and jumped to where Ben lay against the wall.

Joe rolled off the porch and ran to his truck. He reached in the back seat and pulled a gun case from it. With a few deft movements he had the buffalo gun out and was sighting in on the bluff east of town. It took him a few moments to find the sniper. The man was arguing with another man beside him. Adjusting the scope he saw that the other man was Andy. Lining the sight up on Andy, he drew in a shallow breath. Just as he began to gently squeeze the trigger, Andy dropped out of sight. He shifted to the shooter who was lining up for another shot.

The buffalo gun roared and in the sight he saw the shooter’s head jerk back. The body slid out of sight.

* * * *

Andy stared at Carl’s body. The top of his head had been blown away. The rifle he still clutched in his dead hands fascinated Andy. The shot that killed Carl had entered the front lens of the scope and exited the rear lens striking Carl in his right eye. “Jesus, what a shot.”

Only one man he knew could shoot like that. Damn Joe anyway. Andy was beginning to believe what Doc kept saying. When it came to Joe everything they tried was jinxed.

Andy slid and stumbled down the long slope to his truck parked on the dirt road there. He knew the area would be crawling with troopers from the tank column in a few minutes.

As he drove away, he cursed everyone and everything.

* * * *

“Hold still, Ben, and let me repair you.”

“I am getting tired of being shot and having you repair me,” Ben told his guardian.

“It is what it is, Ben. I believe the shot was meant for Joe. Lucky for him, I had you take his hat and put it on your head.”

“Joe’s lucky and I’m shot, la-dee-daw. You could have warned me?”

“I didn’t know for sure, Ben. All I knew was that Joe was in mortal danger. Since he doesn’t have me to repair him, I figured you wouldn’t mind,” Ben’s guardian told him.

“Thanks. Thanks a lot,” Ben said bitterly.

“Just a few more moments and you will be as good as new.”

Ben felt muscles being repaired and blood vessels coming together. The pain was sharp and caused him to gasp as the hole in his chest closed.

He reached up and gently pushed Tony away. “Give me a little room, Tony. My guardian has healed me.”

Tony stepped back, drawing Tammy with her. The rest of the group looked on in awe.

They had all heard that Ben’s guardian would heal him from all injuries suffered by the people chasing him, but to see it firsthand left them speechless.

Joe walked back to the porch carrying his rifle. Behind him, Dave and Phil had binoculars to their eyes scouring the bluff east of town.

Joe raised the radio he carried in his right hand to his mouth. “Captain Pearson, have you found anything?”

“We found the sniper, but Andy is long gone. He could have only gone one way. Should we go after him?”

“No, Captain. Post a squad a mile down that road and the rest of you come back to town,” Joe told her.

Colonel Dotson took the radio from Joe and began issuing orders to the rest of her troop leaders. She turned to Joe. “Andy won’t quit, Joe. He won’t follow us to Portland. I don’t like leaving the six of you.”

“I don’t like it either, Colonel. If Ben’s guardian says it must be just the six of us, you can bet there is a reason.” Joe shrugged as if to say it was out of their hands.

Joe walked to where Ben sat with his back against the wall and lifted his hat from Ben’s head. “Thanks, partner, I know that slug was meant for me.” He reached down and helped Ben to his feet.

I won’t say it’s my pleasure, Joe. It hurt like a mother.”

Joe shook his head in understanding. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. Say goodbye to everyone you need to and then come back here so we can do a little planning.”

“Until then, Ben; take care of yourself,” Joe said with a sardonic smile.

Joe walked to where the porch steps started and held up his hands. It took a few seconds for those in the yard to notice him and become quiet. “Time for us to say goodbye to our loved ones. Everyone load up and go back to where Colonel Dotson has set up her headquarters. I know you all have questions, but I have very few answers.” Joe turned to Colonel Dotson. “We need to talk before I come back here,” he told her.

Colonel Dotson nodded in reply and began loading her people up to leave.

Jake and Tammy walked up beside Joe.

“Let’s get this over with,” Jake said with a sigh.

Back in town, Joe went to where Gail and Tommy stood. “I can see by your faces you already know I’m leaving.”

Gail took his hands in hers and looked him in the eye. “Will we ever be together as a family?” she asked.

Joe drew her into an embrace and hugged her tight. “I can’t answer that question, Love. My wishing it to be so doesn’t make it so.” He reached out and drew Tommy into the embrace. “Son, it is your job to take care of your mother while I’m away.”

“I will, Joe,” Tommy said in a low voice.

Gail broke the embrace and pulled Tommy to her. “Tommy, go see what the other children are doing.”

Tommy looked at his mother and then Joe. Although he was a child, he knew his mother expected him to be away for a while so she and Joe could be alone. After Tommy left, Gail took Joe by the hand and led him to an abandoned house near the center of town. She took him to the bedroom and undressed him slowly. Afterward, as they lay side by side with their sweaty bodies touching, she said, “Come back to me, Joe.”

Joe turned and gently caressed her face. “I will, Love.” Then he put his arms around her and drew her close. He felt her sobbing silently against his shoulder and felt her tears on his chest.

An hour later, Joe rose and began dressing. “I have to talk to Colonel Dotson,” he told her.

“I know; do what you have to,” Gail said, pulling the sheet up to her neck.

For the next two hours, Joe talked to Colonel Dotson. He told her what he expected of her as far as his family was concerned.

She promised to keep his family safe, which satisfied Joe.

Joe gathered Jake and Tammy and drove slowly to the house Ben was staying in.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21

 

“Andy, you didn’t kill Ben!” Todd screamed into the phone.

“It was a mistake, Todd,” Andy whined into the phone.

Todd took a moment to get his temper under control. “Listen, shit for brains. My Master says Ben isn’t dead. He says Ben can’t be killed by us.”

“I saw him take a bullet to the chest, Todd. No one could live through that,” Andy protested.

“I don’t give a shit what you saw, Andy. Ben is alive. I want you to capture Ben and bring him to me. If you don’t, Andy, don’t bother coming back. Christ, you have enough people to take down a small army!” Todd yelled, his temper rising again.

“It won’t be easy, Todd. Every time we think we have them, something goes wrong,” Andy whined.

Todd knew this all too well; yet, he had to do something to pacify his Master. The phone had rung off the hook since his Master learned Ben was no longer in the secret lab. Christ, he had more to worry about than Ben and Joe.

“Just get Ben, Andy,” Todd said in a weary voice and hung up the phone.

* * * *

In Arkansas, Colonel Holbrook sat at his desk. The truce between Todd’s forces and his was holding. The cannibals down south weren’t making any moves toward his forces. He had just sent Captain Owens down into the cannibals’ territory to gather information. It felt like he was sitting on a mountain of gun-powder just waiting for the spark that would ignite it.

* * * *

Ginger paced back and forth in the living room of a house in Carbondale, Colorado, south of where Ben and Joe were. Andy’s forces were keeping her from going after Joe.

Damn it, why are things so complicated?
 she wondered.

She turned to the three women who knelt near the door. “Keep tabs on both Andy and Joe; sooner or later we will get our chance to capture Joe.”

After the women left, Ginger threw a fit and destroyed all the furniture in the house. “Damn you, Joe! I’ll still have your hide tacked to the wall.” Spit flew from her mouth as she shouted. Exhausted, she fell to the floor and slept.















 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

 

Joe shook Dave’s hand. “Take care of Gail and Tommy, Dave.”

“You know I will, Joe.”

Joe shook Phil and Zapper’s hands then turned to Gail. He drew her close. “Take care until I return, Love,” he said and kissed her. He hugged Tommy and told him to take care of his mother. He watched them get in the Humvee with Colonel Dotson.

Jake took Polly to the Humvee and kissed her goodbye. He left her crying and came to stand beside Joe. Tammy sat in Joe’s truck. She had already said her goodbyes. Ben, Tony and Bill waited in their pickup, ready to get on the road.

Joe and Jake walked to their truck and got in. Jake settled in the back seat and twisted the wedding ring on his finger. “This is a lot harder than I thought it would be,” he said.

Joe nodded his head in agreement.

“Gail and Polly will be safe with Colonel Dotson. A lot safer than where we are going,” Tammy told them.

“Young One, do you feel it?” Tammy heard in her mind.

“Yes, Chuka. That is where we are heading.”

“Why, Young One? Wouldn’t it be safer to go with the humans who are headed the other way?”

“Safer, yes, but our destiny lies in the other direction.”

“I will never understand humans. You place yourselves in danger when there is no need for it. My kind would never put up with such foolishness.”

“I explained this to you before, Chuka. The one that is a part of Ben gives us a choice. Do its bidding or go our own way. The choice is ours. Unlike wolves, we don’t operate on instinct alone. Ben’s guardian deems we are best suited to go against the evil to the south. None of us like the choice, but we also realize if we don’t confront it now, conditions will be much worse later on.”

“Still, it makes no sense to me.”

Tammy heard the confusion in Chuka’s voice.

“At first, your father Stalker was as troubled as you are, Chuka. Over time, he came to trust the choices we humans make. I miss him so much, Chuka.”

Chuka heard the heartfelt sorrow in Tammy’s voice. He settled down on the pad in back of the pickup. He cared little for humans and their silly ways, but this Young One and the woman Tony were worth fighting for; even dying for like his father had, if it came to that. Come what may, he would honor his father’s request to protect these humans. His eyes closed as the pickup headed rapidly toward an evil that made even his courage waver.
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