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DUST OFF 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Fuck me," Lt squinted through the scorched camera monitor at the landscape beyond the lander. 
 
      
 
    Smoke and dust drifted up in a fog that dissipated over the screen in twirling wisps that obscured the view. 
 
      
 
    "Any landing you can walk away from," Warbucks groaned in the seat next to him. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you said you could fly this fucking thing." 
 
      
 
    She unstrapped from the seat and stumbled up, holding onto the wall for balance as her legs adjusted. 
 
      
 
    "That wasn't landing," she said. "That was falling." 
 
      
 
    "Fall better next time," Lt unstrapped and stood next to her. "You all right?" 
 
      
 
    "Legs are weak," she said as she tried to take a step and almost fell. She caught herself before hitting the floor and stood shaking. 
 
      
 
    "Space legs," Lt said. "You're fucking weak." 
 
      
 
    "Give me a minute and I can still kick your ass," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Those were my balls you kicked, not my ass," he reminded her. 
 
      
 
    He went to the hatch and tried to force it open, but the doorway to the outside was stuck. 
 
      
 
    "What happened anyway?" he grunted as he gripped the lever and pulled. 
 
      
 
    "Licks tried to shoot us down." 
 
      
 
    "Did we get hit?" 
 
      
 
    The hatch cranked open an inch, then two. A small stream of dirt cascaded through the opening, a tiny patch of blue sky visible near the top. 
 
      
 
    "Not directly," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Indirectly?" 
 
      
 
    "We spiraled out of control. I don't know how far off target we are." 
 
      
 
    "Can't get out this way." 
 
      
 
    He stepped back from the hatch and gave her a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    “You got any ideas locked in that noggin up there?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she grimaced as she reached up and hooked her arm through the strap on the pilot’s seat, wrapping it twice. “Cover your ears.” 
 
      
 
    Annie reached out and punched a button on the console. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He tried not to scream, especially when the laser beams started cutting across the sky trying to shoot them down for the second time that morning. 
 
      
 
    Lt had been skydiving a couple of times and fucking hated it. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t afraid of heights. That wasn’t it. He wasn’t even afraid of falling. There was a difference between fear and just plain not enjoying something. 
 
      
 
    Like being shot at while they dangled from an open cockpit suspended on a parachute floating three hundred feet over the ground. 
 
      
 
    Not to mention Warbucks didn’t tell him to strap in. 
 
      
 
    He locked and loaded a litany of choice words and names to blast her with as soon as they landed. Right then, he wanted to concentrate on the ground that was coming up fast. 
 
      
 
    He braced for impact, and then remembered his training. Land loose and roll. 
 
      
 
    He did just that and sent up a prayer that the armor absorbed almost all of the fall. 
 
      
 
    He rolled up to his feet and shook mud and grime from the faceplate of his helmet. 
 
      
 
    “You worthless, spineless-,” he sputtered to a stop. 
 
      
 
    She had warned him to cover his ears, not grab on, and that was why he was pissed. 
 
      
 
    She was caught in the web of her straps, hanging upside down, and either dead or passed out. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter to him at the moment, which it was. She couldn’t hear his cursing, so he decided to wait. 
 
      
 
    He marched over to the upside down cockpit and searched for his fallen blaster. 
 
      
 
    The Licks had been taking pot shots at them on the way down, and they had to see where they landed, or at least had a general idea of the vicinity. 
 
      
 
    Licks were fucking stupid, but not dumb enough that they wouldn’t come to investigate. 
 
      
 
    Lt moved to hide behind a tree and wait. 
 
      
 
    Annie could stay where she was strapped, bait staked out to the crash, ready to draw the Lick’s in. 
 
      
 
    He grinned inside his helmet. Time to get back to business. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lt listened for the sound of the hovercraft floating above the trees. It was hard to hear at first. 
 
      
 
    Their landing had set a couple of trees on fire, caught in the backburn of the rear mounted plasma rockets that controlled their descent. 
 
      
 
    Though control was a strong word for what actually happened. 
 
      
 
    "Here they come," he whispered to himself. 
 
      
 
    He was the only one around to hear it. 
 
      
 
    The radios weren't working again. He'd tried it after they landed. Crashed, he corrected and settled the blaster against the edge of the tree. 
 
      
 
    Slivers of bark rained down on the hard-packed ground, peppering the green moss with gray flakes. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the hovercraft grew slowly as it approached, like distant freeway noise picking up as daylight turned a commute into a free for all. 
 
      
 
    He saw the glint of sunshine off the carbon alloy hull, dulled by the grime of smog as it drifted over the trees and dropped Lick soldiers into the clearing to explore the wreckage. 
 
      
 
    Six of them. Taller than a man. Covered in black or silver jumpsuits and carrying lasers. 
 
      
 
    The only thing he knew that could harm his armor. He'd have to be careful. 
 
      
 
    The color meant rank, but since he hadn't spied much on the alien invaders, he didn't know which was more important. But size seemed to matter to the Lizard looking men. 
 
      
 
    The big guys were the ones they followed. 
 
      
 
    He lined up his sights on the largest one in silver and sent a blast through its head. It popped with a smoky hiss, a noise that made the others turn and stare. 
 
      
 
    It only bought a second's hesitation, just a fraction of time. It was enough. 
 
      
 
    He dropped two more before they pinpointed his position. He got another as they sent the first bolt into the bole next to his head. 
 
      
 
    Lt ducked back, hiding the bulk of his armor behind the trunk. The hovercraft whizzed out of the clearing and circled back on his position. 
 
      
 
    He raised his blaster and sent three lancets of plasma blasts into the shape steering it. 
 
      
 
    A seven-foot reptile body flopped over the side of the craft and smacked into the ground with a wet thud. 
 
      
 
    The hovercraft spun upside down and slammed into one of the two Lick soldier's left, splatting him in a splurt of goo and gore that squirted across the clearing and covered the last Lick standing in black ichor. 
 
      
 
    Lt rolled on his stomach from behind the tree, aimed and sent a blast into center mass.  
 
      
 
    It plopped backwards in a sprawl. Lt watched the leg twitch in a death throe, then roamed the perimeter. 
 
      
 
    "Not bad," he said to himself as he got up and checked again. 
 
      
 
    It would have been cleaner with a second or third gun. And the element of surprise helped. 
 
      
 
    Maybe like a crash, any ambush you could walk away from should be considered a success, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Then he went to check on Warbucks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Doc ran a hand over his hair and pushed it back from his forehead. His eyes were tired to the point of feeling gritty, the ache between his nose like a thin chisel being pounded by a ham fisted lumberjack every time he blinked. 
 
      
 
    He pushed back from the desk and sighed. 
 
      
 
    The Suits were up and running, but his learning curve on how to maintain them was reaching a flat line. 
 
      
 
    The men who ran this department at the secret government laboratory had done a stellar job on compartmentalization, and even though he had reams of knowledge theory in his brain, the practical application thereof was making his head hurt. 
 
      
 
    He stood up and stretched. 
 
      
 
    The two civilian refuges conscripted to guard the entrance to the lab glanced over their shoulders at him. 
 
      
 
    “You okay Doc?” 
 
      
 
    Doc waved one hand at the man on the left, little more than a teenage boy with a dusting of freckles on his pale cheeks and nose. 
 
      
 
    Youth may have been their advantage, but they were also loyal to their new positions as protectors of the lab. 
 
      
 
    No one got in, no one was allowed to pass without Doc’s go ahead. Not even Burmage, the leader of the community, who skulked about the entrance with a sullen look on his face. 
 
      
 
    Doc and Burmage had worked together in the lab before the alien invasion had thrown humanity back into the dark ages. 
 
      
 
    No one was sure how they did it. 
 
      
 
    An EMP in the atmosphere, maybe, or some computer virus that turned everything off. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    In one day, almost every advance in recent history disappeared, and the world had yet been able to reboot. 
 
      
 
    Part of it was due to losing five billion people in less than a year. The aliens were on a genocidal rampage, and the remaining population focused on survival. 
 
      
 
    Small pockets of resistance popped up, people refusing to surrender. People like the Lt and his squad of alien killers that rescued him from an ambushed train. 
 
      
 
    Doc moved to a computer console and booted it up. 
 
      
 
    He had admired the Lieutenant and told him about the hidden lab he once worked inside. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived, they found refugees living inside the building, trapped in a fifteen foot corridor, unable to penetrate the locked rooms further inside, and hunted by roving bands of bandits every time they dared to leave. 
 
      
 
    Burmage was with them, though Doc wondered if anyone could call what he did leading. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t lead them, so much as lead the complaints and listing of the grievances. 
 
      
 
    But Doc was able to unlock the hidden secrets inside the lab and recover a technology thought lost, the suits. 
 
      
 
    Armored shells that used nanotechnology to meld with the wearer and augment their skillset. 
 
      
 
    The lab had a couple of advantages over the rest of the population as well. 
 
      
 
    Hidden solar panels that alien patrols failed to destroy. 
 
      
 
    It brought light back to the dark ages, and combined with the suits, ignited a new hope in the fight for human survival. 
 
      
 
    And working with Brumage on the computer systems had yielded results as well. 
 
      
 
    The man was a piss poor leader, but as a systems analyst for the project before the invasion, he knew how to bring them back on line. 
 
      
 
    Or one at least. 
 
      
 
    But that was all Doc needed. 
 
      
 
    One computer to access a server that existed somewhere. 
 
      
 
    He found it after a long search, and assumed it was in the heart of the building. 
 
      
 
    It was another learning curve for him. 
 
      
 
    Burmage offered to help, but Doc kept him at a distance per the Lt’s instructions. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he plodded away, peeling the layers of code in the system to access increasingly complex files. 
 
      
 
    Like the one that had been preying on his mind even as he attempted to work on Suit technology. 
 
      
 
    He had stumbled on a file that contained video and written documentation. It should have been encrypted. He knew that based on the content. 
 
    Doc wondered again why he was able to open the folder that contained the information, inflammatory history that should have been password protected and eyes only for men who were now dead. 
 
      
 
    Still, it tugged at his curiosity. 
 
      
 
    He sat in front of the console as it completed rebooting and logged into the  
 
    system. 
 
      
 
    He clicked three times to access the computer and selected the next document in the file. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t afraid of what he would learn.  
 
      
 
    The men in the videos and mentioned in the paperwork were long dead, part of a government destroyed when the aliens invaded. 
 
      
 
    He was only curious to what the files might hold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Russel marched to the edge of the fence, his face creased in worry lines and a frown. 
 
      
 
    Two Suits stood on either side of the slit opening in the large canvas tent he used as a command center. 
 
      
 
    He could see the faces of the men inside the armor and sniffed in frustration. 
 
      
 
    So far, they couldn't lower the faceplates or utilize the advantages the Suits had to offer. 
 
      
 
    The Doc said it was the nanotechnology interface.  But it didn't matter to Russel. 
 
      
 
    He had a weapon and he couldn't use it. 
 
      
 
    That wasn't quite right. He nodded to the men guarding his tent and slipped into the dim interior. 
 
      
 
    He had Jake. 
 
      
 
    Pale sunlight streamed through mesh windows in the walls of the canvas.  A row of chairs lined the center of the room, ready for a meeting. 
 
      
 
    But they were empty now. Russel plopped into one and stretched his long legs out in front of him. 
 
      
 
    He needed to do something.  Somehow convince the squad to come work for him, at least until the Doc came up with a way to reproduce the tech they needed to make the Suits work for them. 
 
      
 
    After that, it would just take convincing to get the men and woman to remove the armor. 
 
      
 
    He would starve them out, if needed. 
 
      
 
    "Parker!" he shouted for his designated aide. 
 
      
 
    A young puffy cheeked boy with a round face and untamable cowlick stuck his head through the slit in the tent. 
 
      
 
    "Get Jake to bring me the squad leader," said Russel. "I want to talk to him. Grab that Doc and hold him hostage to keep the others in line." 
 
      
 
    Parker nodded and disappeared to do his bidding.  Russel grunted. He should have asked for a drink too before the kid left. 
 
      
 
    He shoved himself out of the chair and went to get it himself. He was about to parch himself to find a way to make this work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Fuck." 
 
      
 
    "I agree." 
 
      
 
    He stared at her from the corner of his eye as he surveyed the smashed hovercraft wrapped around the bent trunk of a yellow pine. 
 
      
 
    "Do you even know what the hell you're agreeing with?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "I could tell by your look it was serious, though." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah it is," he huffed. "I ain't looking forward to walking all the way to where we need to go. It's not such a problem for me, cause I got a shit ton of experience humping it all over this back country. I am a little concerned about you though." 
 
      
 
    She jutted out her chin, channeling all the defiance she could muster after having reacted the way she did when the Lick patrol showed up. 
 
      
 
    "I can manage," she said. 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Lt turned to her. 
 
      
 
    He had a half grin on his face and squinted toward her with a curious glance. 
 
      
 
    "This is the first time you been on earth in what? Three years?" 
 
      
 
    "Longer." 
 
      
 
    "Five?" 
 
      
 
    She shook her head again. 
 
      
 
    "I shipped out a decade ago." 
 
      
 
    "Ten years? Shit, how old are you?" 
 
      
 
    "I was young when I joined," Annie stuck her chin out further, her lips pouted in a grimace. 
 
      
 
    "I ain't questioning your decisions," said Lt. "Hell, I knew you had a couple years’ experience on me. But you're up in the ranks on your ship, right? That takes time." 
 
      
 
    "I earned it," she said. "On Mars." 
 
      
 
    "Alright then," Lt said. "You got space legs, but not earth legs. You're kinda like a sailor off the boat for the first time in forever and we got a long way to go." 
 
      
 
    "And a short time to get there." 
 
      
 
    "Now you know how serious I am about the situation we're in. I could carry you some ways, but I don’t want to do it." 
 
      
 
    "You won't have to do it." 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" 
 
      
 
    She stretched up on her toes to show him how strong her calves were and tried to hide the shimmy in her muscles the effort cost her. 
 
      
 
    "Think of it as making me stronger," she said. 
 
      
 
    "If it don't kill you." 
 
      
 
    He took one last look at the destroyed hovercraft, then at the five alien bodies arrayed and splayed on the forest floor. 
 
      
 
    "We ought to cut off their heads?" 
 
      
 
    "Gross," she said. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "I want to let those fuckers know one thing loud and clear," Lt grinned. "I'm back." 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What is this place?" Annie asked. 
 
      
 
    "It used to be called a Church," Lt said out of the corner of his mouth. His eyes were locked on the brick building in the clearing below the ridge. 
 
      
 
    "I know it's a Church," she said. "That's what hit used to be. I meant what is it now?" 
 
      
 
    Lt thought she had the right of it. It was once a Church, a big brick building with four white columns across the front facade, gone gray now from soot and pollen and anything else that filled the air.  
 
      
 
    There was a second metal building, a gym maybe, once upon a time, separated by the asphalt parking lot. 
 
      
 
    He was most impressed with the yard. 
 
      
 
    Not yard, he thought, correcting himself. Crops. The grass around the two buildings had been given over to rows, turned into crops. He couldn't tell what they were from this distance. They were green though, which meant whatever they were growing was healthy. 
 
      
 
    He watched the front door of the Church building open and a man came out, slow and steady, like he was creeping into the sunlight for the first time in forever. But his head was on a swivel, searching the woods, searching the surroundings and Lt bit back an urge to duck into the shadow of the tree next to him. 
 
      
 
    The armor wouldn't reflect the light, he thought. The shell was an effective camouflage. He tilted his head to one side, checking on Annie. Her black grungy flight suit would keep her hidden as well. 
 
      
 
    "What is he looking for?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Her voice was pitched low, as if they could be heard across the two-hundred-meter distance. 
 
      
 
    "Us," said Lt. "Or men like us. And the Licks." 
 
      
 
    "Not many men like me," said Annie. 
 
      
 
    "Women?"  
 
      
 
    "Space men." 
 
      
 
    He chuckled and let his eyes scan the clearing, his mind keyed for danger.  
 
      
 
    But another part of him was surprised to find just how much he liked having her with him.  
 
      
 
    She was quick with her humor, and it seemed to fit with the kind of things he found funny or hit the far side of the absurd spectrum. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it was, he enjoyed it in a way he hadn't enjoyed the company of anyone in almost three years. 
 
      
 
    They watched the man walk to the door of the metal building.  
 
      
 
    He knocked against it with the heel of his fist three times, then twice more. 
 
      
 
    It opened, and people began to stream out.  
 
      
 
    Haggard looking men dressed in faded worn clothes. And women that outnumbered them by almost double, each wearing a mish mash of garments.  
 
      
 
    Like they had grabbed everything in an abandoned department store, threw it on the floor and grabbed what they could.  
 
      
 
    No sense of fashion, but a hell of a lot of practicality. Worn as well, clothes used for work, and living, warmth and cover. 
 
      
 
    The children that followed were much the same, though there were only a handful. 
 
      
 
    "Twenty-seven," Annie said next to him. 
 
      
 
    "Nah, Warbucks I count round seven." 
 
      
 
    She crunched up her eyebrows, the wrinkles on her forehead popping in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "I know it's tough for you to count that high with your shoes on," she said. "But there are twenty-seven people down there." 
 
      
 
    "Kids," I explained. "I was counting kids." 
 
      
 
    "I counted them too." 
 
      
 
    "Only kids." 
 
      
 
    She nodded, but like she was just going to let him have it, not that she was conceding an argument. Like she was giving him a graceful way out. 
 
      
 
    "Why did he knock like that?" she asked. "And why wasn't he in there with them?" 
 
      
 
    One of the little kids darted to the door of the Church, opened it up and yelled into the darkness.  
 
      
 
    He stood back as five more children ran to join them in the parking lot, and eight women issued forth from the interior of the brick building. 
 
      
 
    "We got us a bandit problem around here," Lt explained. "Damn fuckers are as bad as Licks. Worse in some cases." 
 
      
 
    "Worse than Licks?" 
 
      
 
    "Collaborators," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    She grunted, sharing his attitude toward people who worked with the alien invaders to betray humans. 
 
      
 
    "Should we go around?" 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    "They look pretty at peace down there. If we showed up, they might give us dinner and a place to clean up. I'd be obligated to press them to join the resistance." 
 
      
 
    "Obligated how? Just asking." 
 
      
 
    "My mission, before I took me a trip up into outer space and blowed up the Lick High Command ship," he nudged her elbow. 
 
      
 
    "I think you've mentioned it." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry Warbucks, I'll keep reminding you. My mission was to get all the survivors on the same page. We were mounting a huge resistance to get rid of those lizard faced sons of bitches and get them off the planet." 
 
      
 
    "You were in charge of a resistance?" 
 
      
 
    "Nah. I was just asking folks to join up. See, I've got a bit of a reputation down here." 
 
      
 
    "I can't tell if you're puffing up your chest in that armor," she said. 
 
      
 
    "You bet your ass I am," he said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Doc clicked off the video feed.  The archive stopped, and he glared at the screen. 
 
      
 
    He had never heard of a robot army, but that wasn’t surprising. 
 
      
 
    He knew the government could keep secrets.  Even in the age of instant information and partisan leaks, the agencies within the government managed to pull off some incredible hiding tricks. 
 
      
 
    Usually by getting the public to focus on other things. 
 
    
North Korean nukes had been a popular distraction for a while. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the communist crisis in Venezuela that played out as failed socialism. 
 
      
 
    At the time, he suspected big oil wanted a piece of the off-shore rights, and now he wondered why the US sent in an experimental robot army to the country. 
 
      
 
    “And why didn’t they use them against the Licks?” he wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    Curious and more curious. 
 
      
 
    He clicked on another file, but a password screen popped up. 
 
      
 
    It was protected. 
 
      
 
    He tried his own password, but his security clearance wasn’t for that level. 
 
      
 
    Burmage had been a systems analyst for the compound before the invasion. It was one of the reasons he brought people to the place, and perhaps a reason they let him pretend to lead. 
 
      
 
    Doc got up and headed for the guarded doorway. 
 
      
 
    He paused behind the two civilian conscripts who manned the open hole next to the locked door. 
 
      
 
    He was particularly proud of that hole, a literal application of the phrase, “if you can’t find a way, make one.” 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t make the hole. That privilege fell to a young woman in the Gen One Suit who was the daughter of a contractor. 
 
      
 
    She made the hole in the wall, reasoning that the government contractors who constructed the facility wouldn’t fill the space in between. 
 
      
 
    She had been right, and they gained access to technology for the first time since the aliens arrived. 
 
      
 
    Doc still wasn’t sure how they managed to turn off the world, but with the return of the Gen One suits and the solar panels on the roof of the building, they were bringing back technology.  
 
      
 
    At a snail’s pace, he amended. 
 
      
 
    But he would have to fix the hole. Just as soon as they got the door unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Or we could build a new one, he thought. 
 
      
 
    He’d order Burmage to send a party to scavenge one just as soon as he found the leader.  Right after he ordered him into the room to break the computer code, so he could see what was hidden inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



A stranger marched toward him from the confines of the crowded corner. 
 
      
 
    At first, Doc though the man was going to pass by, so he stepped to one side to give him enough room. 
 
      
 
    Doc recognized him from Russel’s entourage and took another step back. No need to antagonize the man who had taken over their camp, nor the men who worked for him. 
 
      
 
    Lt said he was coming, and he would take care of that problem when he got there. 
 
      
 
    Doc wasn’t quite sure how he would take care of it, but he had confidence Lt would. After all, he had rescued him from a bullet train, saved him from the Lick’s and taken him into his inner circle of confidents. 
 
      
 
    Just as he had Steph and Jake, and look how that turned out, Doc thought. 
 
    The stranger stopped in front of him, reached out and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt.  He dragged Doc back down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Doc didn’t feel like the man gave him much choice in the matter. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



  
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Weber opened his eyes at the sound of footsteps crushing a branch in the underbrush. 
 
      
 
    It took a few moments for him to recognize where he was. The canopy of trees spread hazy sunshine in small patches on the bare earth outside of the cramped lean-to shelter. 
 
      
 
    Renard stirred on the other side as he felt Weber move to the narrow opening. 
 
      
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “Deer,” said Weber. 
 
      
 
    Renard sat up. 
 
      
 
    “How many times have we been hunting and never seen one?” 
 
      
 
    He glared past him at the brown fur moving through the trees fifty yards from the small clearing where they had made camp. 
 
      
 
    “It would be a great dinner,” said Weber. 
 
      
 
    He was tired of squirrel and rabbit. Deer would have made for a nice change. 
 
      
 
    But he was afraid to discharge a weapon. 
 
      
 
    No telling who was patrolling in the woods. Russel’s men. Licks. 
 
      
 
    It was too dangerous. 
 
      
 
    Renard moved out of the shelter and kneeled over the covered coals of last night’s fire. 
 
      
 
    He tore strips of kindling and placed them on the glowing embers, blowing lightly until a tiny flame licked up to catch the thin shreds of bark. 
 
      
 
    He stacked and placed small sticks on top of the fire, building it slowly until he could add larger branches. 
 
      
 
    The dry wood gave off little smoke but would make them just as much of a target, Weber had argued. 
 
      
 
    The cold weather had won out. 
 
      
 
    “Do we have a plan yet?” Renard asked as he held cold fingers over the warm flames. 
 
      
 
    “Keep running. Hide,” Weber said as he joined him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s working out well so far.” 
 
      
 
    Weber sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We did our part,” the older veteran said. “Twice.  I think we just don’t fight anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “But don’t you want to?” 
 
      
 
    “For what?  What’s the purpose? We fight the Lick’s, so they don’t kill people, and people are still killing people.” 
 
      
 
    Renard rolled his hands back in forth, bathing them in heat. 
 
      
 
    “But running? Hiding?” 
 
      
 
    “I should have phrased it better,” said Weber.  “We are surviving.” 
 
      
 
    Renard glanced around. 
 
      
 
    “If you can call it that.” 
 
      
 
    “You saw what they were doing. What they did. They’re going to get the Suits and things will get worse.” 
 
      
 
    “We could have used our Suits to fight back,” Renard countered. 
 
      
 
    But there wasn’t much passion to the debate. They had the discussion before. It devolved into an argument. 
 
      
 
    Then a reluctant agreement to disagree. 
 
      
 
    “To what purpose? How many humans would we have had to kill?” 
 
      
 
    Renard shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “We could have killed the bad ones.” 
 
      
 
    Weber stood up and stretched. 
 
      
 
    “We were the bad ones once. That’s what got us sent to Mars. That would make us no better than them.” 
 
      
 
    Renard stood too and used the edge of his boot to scrape dirt onto the flames.  He patted it down to bank the embers. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say it would be easy.” 
 
      
 
    “We just keep moving,” Weber told him. “We’ll find a place to hole up far from here. Then they can kill each other without us.” 
 
      
 
    He walked past the shelter and knocked the stick holding up the frame away. The makeshift cover fell to the ground with a clatter of leaves and branches. 
 
      
 
    There were no supplies to gather, no gear to load up, and in seconds, the two were on the move again, headed deeper into the woods. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked for days that felt like years.  
 
      
 
    Annie was from the East coast of the US, a place Lt told her no longer existed, had not existed since the first wave of the invasion. 
 
      
 
    "Blew it off the map," he said in an off handed sort of way then grit his teeth and shut up as she let silent tears trickle down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    She knew she might never get back to earth, but there had been comfort in thinking that home was still there.  
 
      
 
    Family, though spread out and sparse, was there. Like the sun, or the blue marble floating in space, home should always be there. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn't, and Lt sensed that he had been insensitive in the remark. 
 
      
 
    Even if it was true. 
 
      
 
    The sun she called reliable soon pinked her skin to a purplish shade on the scale and Lt moved them under the shade of trees just off the road they were traversing. 
 
      
 
    The going was slower here, footing more treacherous, so they made poor time.  
 
      
 
    Add to that her weak muscles, and shortness of breath and she was quite glad when he called a halt near a concrete bridge spanning a shallow creek. 
 
      
 
    He led her under the arches into the cool shadows and she let out a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," he agreed, and dropped to his armored knees next to the water.  
 
      
 
    He dropped a bladder pouch under the surface and listened to the gurgle of bubbles as he filled it. 
 
      
 
    "Bacteria," she warned him. 
 
      
 
    He screwed the lid on and showed her the tip of the straw hose. 
 
      
 
    "Filter," he held it out to her. "Now I know this ain't got that piss flavor you're used to." 
 
      
 
    She took the tip in her mouth and bit down as she sucked moisture between her teeth and moaned. 
 
      
 
    He grunted approval and let her almost empty the bladder before he refilled it. 
 
      
 
    Annie sat on a large rock and crossed her legs at the ankle.  
 
      
 
    It was tough to find a comfortable position, but being here, under the bridge and back on earth made it all worthwhile. 
 
      
 
    "Damn," she sighed. 
 
      
 
    Lt reseated the bladder in a pouch on his Suit and turned to face her.  
 
      
 
    He held a finger up to his nose to quiet her and lowered the faceplate as his hands lifted the blaster from the strap. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't being that loud," she said in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    Lt spun around and pointed into the trees. Annie rolled off the rock and hid behind it. 
 
      
 
    A girl squirmed out from between two oaks, hands raised in the air. 
 
      
 
    "Whoa," she said. "Whoa, I surrender." 
 
      
 
    Lt motioned her to one side with the barrel of the blaster and turned it back toward the trees. 
 
      
 
    "The rest of you, come on out." 
 
      
 
    Two more teenagers stepped out of the woods and lifted their hands. 
 
      
 
    "Is it safe?" Annie lifted her head. 
 
      
 
    "Define safe," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    The teens approached in a wary straight line, which made him think either they were tactically dumb or innocent. 
 
      
 
    He opted for the dumb scenario. 
 
      
 
    "Stay," he commanded and they stopped. 
 
      
 
    He scanned the woods around them through his faceplate, but it registered nothing, showed nothing. 
 
      
 
    "You alone?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    The first girl, all knees, elbows and a wiry mop of tousled hair piled on top of her too skinny head, nodded. 
 
      
 
    The other two, another girl and boy trying harder to look dirtier than the first, followed her lead. 
 
      
 
    Lt watched their heads bob like oversized balls on narrow springs.  
 
      
 
    They looked harmless enough, but it depended on what they were trying to do. 
 
      
 
    Follow him was one thing, but if they were acting as a distraction. 
 
      
 
    "Warbucks, check our six," he said, eyes locked on the trio in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "I don't have a timepiece," she told him. 
 
      
 
    "Six o'clock," Lt sighed. "Check behind us." 
 
      
 
    "It's called astern," she informed him. 
 
      
 
    "I don't give a shit what you call it. Check it and tell me if we're clear." 
 
      
 
    Annie tilted her head to spy on the other end of the bridge. 
 
      
 
    "Nope," she answered. 
 
      
 
    "Not clear?" 
 
      
 
    "Not even close," she said. 
 
      
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see her standing up, hands lifted over her head in the universal sign of surrender. 
 
      
 
    "Licks?" called to her. 
 
      
 
    "We're human," a man's voice answered. "Take your gun off the kids." 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to turn around," said Lt. "Hold your fire." 
 
      
 
    "Hold," the man answered, but Lt didn't listen. 
 
      
 
    He wasn't too concerned about it, to be truthful.  
 
      
 
    If anyone decided to take shots at him, the armor would keep him safe.  
 
      
 
    Annie was beside a big rock, and if the shooting started, he hoped she could duck down fast enough to avoid getting hit. 
 
      
 
    Lt wanted to see what he was up against. 
 
      
 
    He kept the blaster aimed at the three teens and turned to see two men standing at the far end of the bridge, a distance of four meters between them, both holding ancient lever action rifles.  
 
      
 
    One was aimed at Lt, the other at Annie. 
 
      
 
    He lowered his blaster.  
 
      
 
    The odds were low of her being caught in a ricochet, but under direct fire?  
 
      
 
    He didn't think she was fast enough to duck out of the path of a bullet. 
 
      
 
    "Careful friend," Lt advised. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not your friend," the man on the left said. 
 
      
 
    He kept his gun trained on Lt. 
 
      
 
    "You kids get out of the way. Go home." 
 
      
 
    He had hard eyes the color of flint, worry lines etched in deep creases on his forehead and a permanent frown carved on his lips, bracketed by wrinkles that ran down from his nose to his chin in almost a straight line. 
 
      
 
    He looked like a man who had not known laughter in his lifetime. 
 
      
 
    The finger on the trigger was steady, Lt noted and the gun barrel didn't waver. 
 
      
 
    "You probably want to be my friend," Lt said. "It'd turn out better for you that way." 
 
      
 
    The man nodded his head like a chunk of granite sliding off the rockface of a mountain.  
 
      
 
    Chin down to his chest and up again, as he considered the statement. 
 
      
 
    His partner sent a pink tongue out across his chapped lips, made the circle before darting back in, and out again. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe," the flint eyed man answered. "But you look like a hell of a lot of trouble." 
 
      
 
    "Brother, you have no idea," Lt said. 
 
      
 
    The man studied him more, not that there was much to see other than the armor, which he took a keen interest in.  
 
      
 
    The eyes drank in the Suit, the blaster, then danced over to Annie in her jumpsuit. 
 
      
 
    "Guess it's safe to say, you're not from around here." 
 
      
 
    Lt shrugged, but it was lost on the man, hidden inside the armor. 
 
      
 
    "Depends on where here is." 
 
      
 
    "We don't have names on the map anymore," the man answered. "The Licks took care of all the named places." 
 
      
 
    "And a few more besides," said Lt. "I'm in the business of paying them back for that." 
 
      
 
    "How's that working out?" 
 
      
 
    "Business is good," Lt grinned, still lost on the man but it must have shown in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "We had a couple of young men who thought they might enjoy alien hunting," said the man. "A little payback. They're dead now." 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    "It happens. I've lost good men myself." 
 
      
 
    "They were good men," the rifle didn't waver, but the finger came off the trigger and rested on the metal guard next to it. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't seen one of those Suits since before the invasion. I thought they were lost." 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced down at his armor. 
 
      
 
    "We found 'em." 
 
      
 
    "And is that a flight suit?" 
 
      
 
    "From the Bezos," Annie pointed up. 
 
      
 
    His hard eyes followed the direction of her finger as he glanced up into the blue sky. 
 
      
 
    "All that was lost," he informed her. 
 
      
 
    She opened her mouth to answer, but he beat her too it. 
 
      
 
    "Guess you found it too." 
 
      
 
    "He did." 
 
      
 
    The eyes moved back and landed on Lt. 
 
      
 
    "That what you're good at? Finding things that have been lost?" 
 
      
 
    "Nope," said Lt. "I'm good at killing fucking Licks. I just got lucky finding better ways to do it." 
 
      
 
    The man slid his eyes across both of them again, up and down her, then down and up Lt.  
 
      
 
    When he was done, he lowered his gun, though kept it ready, and his partner followed his lead, as if some private communication passed between them. 
 
      
 
    "Name's Ramirez," the man with flint colored eyes said. "Do you think you can help us find something? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eli Ramirez was a pragmatic man. 
 
      
 
    He walked six steps behind Annie on a narrow trail that he instructed Lt to follow. 
 
      
 
    It was a useless instruction because the wiry haired girl had stayed behind when told to go home, hiding behind the trees just off the trail.  
 
      
 
    When she saw the direction they were going, she took off. 
 
      
 
    Lt just followed her. 
 
      
 
    Eli held his rifle against his hip as he walked, prepared to blow a hole in the back of the woman's head if Lt did something he didn't like, and had shared the plan with both of them. 
 
      
 
    "Don't do anything, okay?" Annie said in a tight grin. 
 
      
 
    But her eyes were serious. Lt knew why. 
 
      
 
    He's seen the glint in Eli's eyes, and the man looked like he meant what he said. Which Lt could appreciate. 
 
      
 
    "Abe," he called back over his shoulder. "You taking us back to that Church?" 
 
      
 
    Eli stutter stepped and recovered quick enough. 
 
      
 
    "Name's Eli," he answered. "And how did you know about our camp?" 
 
      
 
    "Passed it by," said Lt. "Left you good folks alone, and now you're out here at gunpoint dragging us back to it." 
 
      
 
    "Why did he call me Abe?" Eli asked Annie. 
 
      
 
    "It's his thing," she said. "He calls me Warbucks from Little Orphan Annie." 
 
      
 
    "Does he know your real name?" 
 
      
 
    "I don’t know," she shrugged and Eli could see her do it. "Hey Lt, do you know my real name?" 
 
      
 
    "Warbucks are you kidding me? After all we've been through together? I've had women try to break my heart and break my nuts but none of them cared enough to crash me into the ground in a space ship. You never forget a woman's name after that." 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "See?" she said to Eli, as if that explained it. 
 
      
 
    "You crashed?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, Abe, we crashed hard. She plowed us into the ground like she was mad at it." 
 
      
 
    "We were being shot at," she defended herself. 
 
      
 
    "Don't let her fool you Abe, there was shooting. But you know, before the aliens took all the cars away, people would say things about woman drivers. Bad things. I can't say she wasn't trying to do her make up in the monitor as a mirror, cause I had my eyes shut tight. Crashing and all." 
 
      
 
    Eli stared at the back of the helmeted head as they walked down the path. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't putting on make-up," she said. "We were coming in hot, under fire." 
 
      
 
    "You don't have to make excuses for it Warbucks. I was there. We know what happened." 
 
      
 
    "Why Abe?" Eli called out. 
 
      
 
    "Cause you seem like an honest man," Lt said without turning. 
 
      
 
    Eli nodded, and if Lt had turned, he might have seen the man stand up a little straighter, shoulders thrown back, spine erect.  
 
      
 
    The Lt's assessment and subsequent dubbing of the nickname touched on a feeling Eli liked about himself. He liked to think he was honest. 
 
      
 
    Honest in a world gone mad. 
 
      
 
    "Don't let it bother you," said Annie. 
 
      
 
    It didn't, but Eli didn't share that with her. 
 
      
 
    They reached the edge of the trees and Lt stopped to wait for the wiry haired girl to make the metal building before he stepped into the sunlight. 
 
      
 
    The people, men, women and children gathered on a call he didn't hear, the girl yelling perhaps, and lined up to watch their approach as Eli directed them around the crops and into the blacktop asphalt parking lot. 
 
      
 
    Lt remembered something from his youth, a trip to a Church with his grandparents. The man on the pulpit gesticulating as he read from the Bible about Thou Shalt Not Judge. 
 
      
 
    Cause he felt like the group watching them sure as hell was. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lutz wished his looks could kill. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Buddy," he caught the attention of the guard by the gate. "Shouldn't you be fighting Licks instead of, you know, holding us hostage?" 
 
      
 
    "You're a prisoner, not a hostage," the guard snapped. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah Lutz, weren't you just a prisoner?" 
 
      
 
    "Shut up Crockett. I'm making a point." 
 
      
 
    "Ignore that back-stabbing sack of shit, Lutz." 
 
      
 
    "I'm trying to reason with him Babe." 
 
      
 
    "You can't reason with someone with shit for brains," Babe stared at the guard. 
 
      
 
    "Give me a reason," the Guard threatened. 
 
      
 
    "I thought I just did," Babe waved him forward. 
 
      
 
    But the man stayed behind the fence. 
 
      
 
    "If I come in there, it won't be good for you." 
 
      
 
    "Talk, talk," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "Babe, don't antagonize the man guarding us," said Crockett. 
 
      
 
    Babe leaned back and stared at his squad mate and fellow prisoner. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" 
 
      
 
    They were all locked inside their armor, a safety measure since a raised faceplate exposed their head to traditional gunshots. 
 
      
 
    "What can he do about it?" Babe sneered. 
 
      
 
    The guard had a traditional weapon, which didn't concern him. Chief did, though. 
 
      
 
    The traitor stood just outside the fence, blaster in hand, and though it wasn't aimed at his former squad, it was the only thing that had a chance of stopping them. 
 
      
 
    His faceplate was lowered too, hiding any expression he might have. Babe thought he looked like a statue and wondered if he could crack his head off like broken marble if he had a strong enough bat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He spied a man approaching, dragging Doc beside him by the collar of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Babe rolled up into a hunch, feet under him coiled like a spring. 
 
      
 
    The guards might not be able to hurt the squad, but Doc didn’t enjoy the protection of the armor. 
 
      
 
    Even before the man said anything, Doc knew what he meant to do. 
 
      
 
    They stopped on the other side of Jake.  The man pressed a pistil under Doc’s chin and lifted the whiskered, grizzled visage toward the blue sky. 
 
      
 
    “Russel wants to speak with the leader,” the man said in a husky voice. 
 
      
 
    Jake’s head turned, a statue finally moving. He regarded the man for a moment, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    The blaster floated toward Babe, and motioned him to move. 
 
      
 
    “We could rush them,” said Lutz. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll kill the Doc,” said the man as he shoved the pistol in deep enough to earn a groan. 
 
      
 
    “Hold,” Babe said. “Time’s not right.” 
 
      
 
    The blaster bounced again, a second invitation for Babe to come out of the fenced enclosure. 
 
      
 
    The squad leader stood up, held his hands low and marched toward the gate. 
 
      
 
    The other guard opened the wire as he approached and shut it just as fast once he was through. 
 
      
 
    “Lead the way, Chief. I don’t know where we’re going.” 
 
      
 
    “Walk,” Jake said as the blaster trained on Babe’s back. 
 
      
 
    Babe shrugged, but the movement was lost in the armor.  He marched along the edge of the fence, headed for the large gate. 
 
      
 
    “Tell that guy to lower his pistol or I’ll rip his arm off,” Babe said. 
 
      
 
    Jake didn’t pass on the message, but Babe saw the hostage holder drop his pistol and step back from Doc all the same. 
 
      
 
    He guessed the man was attached to his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



  
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jake ushered Babe into the large canvas command tent to find Russel sitting alone in one of the camp chairs.   
 
      
 
    His feet were up on another chair, holding a large clear bottle of water in his lap. 
 
      
 
    "Wait in the corner," Russel ordered his son. "Make sure he doesn't try anything." 
 
      
 
    Babe stood and waited.   
 
      
 
    He didn't like having a blaster at his back, but he wasn't afraid of what the man.   
 
      
 
    If he wanted the squad dead, he would have told Jake to shoot them in the enclosure.  
 
      
 
    Or drag them off one by one into the woods and do it there to quell any chance of the others bum rushing the kid and getting an edge on him. 
 
      
 
    "Son of a bitch," Babe muttered. 
 
      
 
    "Quite a predicament," Russel nodded. 
 
      
 
    "No," Babe corrected. "I just had a thought. We should have rushed Chief to take him out. We might have gotten one or two hurt, but without his blaster, you're helpless against us." 
 
      
 
    "That just occurred to you?" Russel sat up, as if Babe might rush his son now and he would be trapped in the tent with the armored warrior if he won. 
 
      
 
    "Just this second," Babe glanced over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Jake lifted his blaster and aimed it straight at his squad mate. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry Chief, I'm not going to do it now." 
 
      
 
    "Afraid to take me one on one," Jake finally spoke. 
 
      
 
    "I'd whip your ass in a fair fight. We both know it. But that idiot you sent to get Doc had a twitchy finger. He hears blaster fire, he might pull the trigger and shit himself," Babe turned back to Russel. "I don't know in which order." 
 
      
 
    "You don't like my men much," Russel mused. 
 
      
 
    He sat back in the seat, still poised and tense, but he tried not to show it in front of Babe. 
 
      
 
    "Don't take it personally asshole. I don't like many people. Especially collaborators. I hate collaborators." 
 
      
 
    Russel snuffed and took a sip of the water. 
 
      
 
    "Is that all you think I am?" 
 
      
 
    "I heard the speech before," Babe said. "Doing what it takes to save the human race, blah, blah, blah. I've seen people fighting to save us." 
 
      
 
    The contempt in his voice filled the room. 
 
      
 
    "Mister, you're not one of them." 
 
      
 
    Russel waved a hand to dismiss what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    "Two sides of the same coin," he said. "We're both after the same end, just by different means." 
 
      
 
    "Is that what you need to tell yourself to get to sleep." 
 
      
 
    Russel glanced at his armored son in the corner by the door. 
 
      
 
    "I don't sleep much. I don't have that luxury." 
 
      
 
    "Try counting sheep," said Babe. "Or do the dead humans you sold out haunt your dreams too much." 
 
      
 
    Russel took another sip. 
 
      
 
    "I can see you're not going to be convinced." 
 
      
 
    "Convinced Lt is coming back here to kick your ass and kill every last one of you? No need to convince me of that. That's a fact." 
 
      
 
    Russel saw Jake flinch in his armor, but Babe must have heard him. 
 
      
 
    "That's right Chief, he's not going to be too pleased with you either. I think I'd buy tickets to watch him peel you out of that armor." 
 
      
 
    Jake's blaster wavered as he shivered. 
 
      
 
    Russel stood up. 
 
      
 
    "I wanted you on my side," said Russel. "We could have worked together to destroy the enemy, but I can see that won't happen." 
 
      
 
    "Buddy, you're the enemy. Unless you're killing Licks, you are the enemy." 
 
      
 
    "Parker!" Russel shouted. 
 
      
 
    His assistant ducked through the slit doorway, more than his head this time, and holding a rifle aimed at the back of Babe's armor. 
 
      
 
    "Get Jerome and his men in here." 
 
      
 
    "Yes sir," Parker backed out, afraid to turn his back on the armored man standing in the middle of the tent. 
 
      
 
    "Jake," Russel stepped closer to his son, putting distance and a row of chairs between himself and Babe. "I'm giving you a group of men you can trust. I want him delivered to our allies." 
 
      
 
    The tent flap opened again as six hard looking men stepped in from the sunshine. 
 
      
 
    Jerome glared at Babe, his harsh visage hidden under a long beard and braided hair.   
 
      
 
    He was a burly man, layered under clothes and a heavy coat that made him look even larger than he was.   
 
      
 
    A rifle was strapped to his back, and a large .357 Magnum rested in a holster on his belt. 
 
      
 
    "I've got a job for you," Russel said. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you need," the bearded man answered.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Brother James," Eli introduced him to the man standing at the bottom of the double steps up to the brick church doors. 
 
      
 
    Brother James beamed at Lt and Annie, his rugged face offset with a boyish enthusiasm, long fingers grasped together in front of his waist.  
 
      
 
    He wore a denim jacket and denim jeans, scuffed boots with traces of mud in the creases. 
 
      
 
    "I would say welcome," he said in a melodious voice that sounded custom crafted for a pulpit or politician's stage. "But since Eli has brought you to us at the point of the gun, I may hold my well wishes until I learn more." 
 
      
 
    Smart, thought Lt. Charming as hell. 
 
      
 
    "We ain't got no problem with that, Reverend Jim. No problems with you, either, I'm gonna point out. We were just passing through, when Honest Abe there decided we needed to pay you a visit?" 
 
      
 
    The smile on his face faltered as he tried to process what Lt said. 
 
      
 
    "Who is Abe?" 
 
      
 
    "It's something he does," Eli explained. 
 
      
 
    "You call people by something other than their name?" 
 
      
 
    "He calls me Warbucks, if it helps," offered Annie. 
 
      
 
    Brother James took a step toward them. 
 
      
 
    "And what is your name?" 
 
      
 
    "Annie," she said. 
 
      
 
    James nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Annie Warbucks," James nodded, the smile popping back on like a flash bulb. "Little Orphan Annie. Very clever. But Abe?" 
 
      
 
    "He thinks I'm honest," said Eli. 
 
      
 
    "Astute," said James.  
 
      
 
    "I've been called a lot of things in my day, Reverend Jim, but astute ain't one of 'em. Hell, I don't even know what a stoot is." 
 
      
 
    Brother James offered a slight chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "I prefer James," he said. "And what should we call you?" 
 
      
 
    "Lieutenant William H. Bonney," said Lt. "You can call me Lt or Lt Bonney. Just don't call me-," 
 
      
 
    "Billy the Kid," James said. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, Reverend Jim. You are a smart cookie." 
 
      
 
    James tilted his head to one side. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't had a cookie in years," he sighed. "I miss chocolate chips. And the Generation Suit?" 
 
      
 
    "That what you call it?" Lt glanced down at his armor, face still hidden inside his helmet. 
 
      
 
    He didn't want to take the chance and give one of these folks a free pot shot at him. 
 
      
 
    "I only saw pictures from before, but that's what they were called, right?" 
 
      
 
    "Gen One," Lt corrected. "First generation of this model. We have us a Pede back at my camp that knows how to work them." 
 
      
 
    "Pede? Is that another nickname?" 
 
      
 
    "Nah, his name is Doc," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    "Pede means Ph.D.," Annie explained. "An engineer, I think." 
 
      
 
    "This one is from space," said Eli. 
 
      
 
    James glanced at Annie. 
 
      
 
    "An orphan from space?" 
 
      
 
    "Something like that. I'm from the Bezos." 
 
      
 
    The group around them, the ones who could hear at least, glanced up at the blue sky as if they could spy the giant vessel floating in orbit. 
 
      
 
    "There is still a ship up here?" James turned his eyes from the sky to the woman in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "Ships," she corrected. 
 
      
 
    "Thirteen," Lt added. 
 
      
 
    "Like the Apostles," James clasped his hands together and grinned even broader. 
 
      
 
    "I thought there were only twelve of them," Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, plus Jesus," said James. 
 
      
 
    He turned to the women arrayed on the steps behind him. 
 
      
 
    "It's a sign," he said. "It's what we've been praying for." 
 
      
 
    He rushed past Lt and Annie and grabbed Eli by the arm. 
 
      
 
    "Did you tell them? Is that why you brought them here?" 
 
      
 
    Lt and Annie exchanged a glance. 
 
      
 
    "He's good at finding things," said Eli. "He found the Suit. He found the Space men." 
 
      
 
    "Woman," Annie corrected. 
 
      
 
    "Spacewoman," Eli offered a tight grin in apology, the hardness of his eye flickering for a moment as a pain crossed his face. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think he can? They can?" James asked. 
 
      
 
    Eli shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "It won't hurt to ask." 
 
      
 
    "Look," Lt said. "We're in sort of a hurry, so if you could just get down to it, we can make our statement and get going. We ain't just out for a walk in the fucking woods." 
 
      
 
    James ignored the gasp from the people around them. 
 
      
 
    "I suppose you're not," he said. "We're going to feed you. We should do that much, at least, though it's not much. It is fresh, though, and well prepared. And we'll explain while we eat." 
 
      
 
    "You hungry?" Lt asked Annie. 
 
      
 
    "I could eat," she nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Clean water. Food that ain't grown in your own shit. I hope this don't spoil you too much, Warbucks." 
 
      
 
    "We'll eat in my home," said Jim. 
 
      
 
    He made a motion with his hand and three of the women on the steps disappeared inside. 
 
      
 
    "Eli, can you keep them entertained while I go pray?" 
 
      
 
    "You could just tell us what the what is," said Lt. "Save the prayers for after you have an answer." 
 
      
 
    James smiled and clapped his hands. 
 
      
 
    "No, I need to pray on the before and after," he said. 
 
      
 
    He too went inside the Church. Lt turned to Eli, who cradled the rifle in the crook of his arm and waved them to follow. 
 
      
 
    "He think we're the answer to his prayers or something?" 
 
      
 
    Eli stopped and took a deep breath through his nose. His hard eyes flashed. 
 
      
 
    "We hope you are." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brother James sat at the head of a long oak plank table set across three sawhorses. Wooden chairs of mismatched patterns were lined around the wood, space for James and the other men from the camp. 
 
      
 
    Annie couldn't help but notice she was the only woman at the table. The only other women in the Church served the food, poured clear water into glasses and withdrew to the walls to wait. 
 
      
 
    And listen, she noted. They were listening. 
 
      
 
    Eli was there, along with the man who was with him when they were captured at the bridge.  
 
    She knew technically that she was the one who was captured, that Lt in his armor just came along for the ride so she wouldn't get shot or hurt. 
 
      
 
    She also noticed he was nice enough not to say anything about it yet, but she was sure it would come up. 
 
      
 
    It was just his way. 
 
      
 
    There were four others besides Eli and the other man. They stared at her with a mix of open admiration and trepidation, as if she was a ghost from the past visited upon them by their sins or omissions. 
 
      
 
    Annie supposed she must seem like a ghost to them, a relic of the past. 
 
      
 
    "This looks good," Lt said. "Let's tuck in." 
 
      
 
    He grabbed a plate and began to pile roasted vegetables on it. There was no meat, no bread, just what they could grow in the crops around the building. 
 
      
 
    But as promised, it was fresh. Okra. Squash. Cucumbers. Tomatoes. Beans. 
 
      
 
    "We pray first," Jim said. 
 
      
 
    "Don't let me stop you," Lt said as he plopped a helping of beans on the corner of his plate. "Put in a good word for me." 
 
      
 
    "You won't pray with us?" 
 
      
 
    Lt stopped with four slices of tomato speared on the end of his fork frozen in the air. 
 
      
 
    "Nah, I won't do that." 
 
    
He dropped them on his plate and went back for sliced cucumber. 
 
      
 
    "Put one of these in your water glass," he told Annie. "Won't taste like piss, but you'll like it anyway." 
 
      
 
    "That joke's getting old," she said and popped a slice in her water anyway. 
 
      
 
    "Don't you believe in our Lord the Savior," James persisted. 
 
      
 
    Lt stared at his plate like a man who had tried to avoid a conversation, one that had arrived despite his hope that it wouldn't. 
 
      
 
    "Look Reverend Jim, I went to church before all this started. I noticed a lot of folks had a take it or leave it attitude and I suppose I may have had one of them myself. But if you think God created the Universe-" 
 
      
 
    "He did. He created the world and all that is in it." 
 
      
 
    "See there, that's where I got a problem with it," said Lt. "Cause if you think that, if that is true, then God made man, and he made the Lick. And if God made the Lick, then I got no use for him." 
 
      
 
    He waited to see if James or any of the others would respond, but they kept quiet. Lt sliced one of the tomatoes and popped it in his mouth with joy. 
 
      
 
    "I got to tell you, we been eating mostly squirrel when we get to eat on patrol. This here tastes like a little slice of paradise, if you don't mind me saying that." 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you enjoy it," said James. "Do you mind if we pray?" 
 
      
 
    "It's your house, Reverend Jim. I don't care if you pray, or whatever you want to do, so long as it don't interfere with what I want to do." 
 
      
 
    "Which is nothing," said Eli. 
 
      
 
    He looked neither bothered nor disturbed by Lt's lack of religion. He waited with his head bowed, eyes open as James offered up thanks for their bounty. 
 
      
 
    Then the others began to prepare their plates from the assorted dishes on the table. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we had that same attitude in other wars before the aliens came?" James asked Lt. 
 
      
 
    "What? That God made the Muslim, so we should just accept it?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," said James. 
 
      
 
    He picked at the food on his plate but didn't eat any. 
 
      
 
    Annie sat beside Lt and kept popping small bites into her mouth.  
 
      
 
    She had a ton of vegetables grown in space, but Lt was right. They tasted slightly different. Less flavor than food grown in earth soil. 
 
      
 
    "Ain't got a problem with Muslims," said Lt as he finished the food on his plate and pushed it away from him. "Ain't got a problem with the couple of billion humans that were born and died before the Jews started talking about God, and the Church took it over two thousand years later and added Odin to it. Ain't got a problem with the godless Chinese, or the Africans or hell, anyone or anything that don’t think or believe the way I do." 
 
      
 
    Lt's eyes flashed as he pointed at Jim. 
 
      
 
    "But I do have a problem with the Licks. I got a big damn problem with them. And if you traffic with them, then I've got a problem with you." 
 
      
 
    James sat back in his seat. 
 
      
 
    "I do not," he said. "I do not traffic with the aliens, as you put it. But I do believe God has a plan. And if I believe that, which I do, then they are a part of it." 
 
      
 
    Lt opened his mouth to respond, but James held up a hand to forestall him. 
 
      
 
    "I may believe," he said. "It does not mean I enjoy, or do not wish it otherwise." 
 
      
 
    Lt closed his mouth and grunted. 
 
      
 
    "You know what Reverend Jim, I'm an asshole. I'm sorry bout that. I shouldn't have been snapping at you like that, and after you invited us to the dinner table. I'm a poor guest, and I apologize. Long as you hate the Licks, we should get along fine." 
 
      
 
    James shook his head and grinned. 
 
      
 
    "My prayers are tough to reconcile with our current reality sometimes," he confessed. "But I am blessed." 
 
      
 
    "But you got a problem," Lt said as he let his eyes lock onto Eli's flint colored orbs before turning back to James. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "Then why don't you tell us what you want found, and why you think we can do it." 
 
      
 
    James turned his gaze on the wall. 
 
      
 
    "We're simple farmers," he stated. "As you can tell, we don't have much. God has blessed us." 
 
      
 
    There were murmurs of Amen and agreements from the men at the table and the women against the wall. 
 
      
 
    "But?" 
 
      
 
    James smiled as he looked at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    "But we have an issue and we need your help." 
 
      
 
    "Lost something?" Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    He picked up the glass of water and swirled it around. 
 
      
 
    "Is that armor comfortable?" Eli asked. 
 
      
 
    "Honest?" 
 
      
 
    "Is there any other way?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it's like a fucking second skin, Abe. Doc said the nano injections, little robots in my bloodstream, talk to the computers inside the suit." 
 
      
 
    "You're a cyborg?" James asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think so." 
 
      
 
    "But robots are in your bloodstream." 
 
      
 
    "Micro-robots," Lt held up his fingers and held his thumb and forefinger a hair's width apart. "And I don't feel them at all." 
 
      
 
    "I remember reading about the technology," said James. "Fascinating. And now it's back when we have no technology left." 
 
      
 
    "Except a space ship," Eli said as he glanced at Annie. "According to her." 
 
      
 
    "First of all," said Annie. "We don't have a space ship. We have a lander. And the only we who have a lander is me." 
 
      
 
    "Beg pardon," said Eli. "I only meant that humans had it back. Courtesy of you." 
 
      
 
    She lowered her head in a nod, not quite an agreement, but an acknowledgement. 
 
      
 
    "Two pieces of the past in our lives in the same day," James said. "It is as if our prayers have been answered." 
 
      
 
    "What were you praying for?" Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    "A miracle," James and Eli said at the same time. 
 
      
 
    "I ain't that," Lt sniffed. "So why don't you tell me what you're wanting and let's see if we can help you out." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lutz watched Parker saunter up to the man guarding the fence. 
 
      
 
    "You can take him back," he nodded toward Doc.  "Stay with him, and if you hear any trouble from these, put two in his head." 
 
      
 
    Doc gulped, but the man guarding him nodded. 
 
      
 
    Parker watched as he escorted him back to the building. 
 
      
 
    "Where's Babe?" Lutz called out. 
 
      
 
    "He's going on a trip," Parker said. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of trip?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry," the man smiled at him through the wire. "You'll get your chance." 
 
      
 
    "Chance at what?" Waldo stood next to Waldo. 
 
      
 
    "Back up," Parker warned them. But he was the one who took a step back from the two armored shells.   
 
      
 
    The fence between them was thin wire hurricane fence, designed as a line of demarcation and not much of a prison. 
 
      
 
    Especially not against the Suits.   
 
      
 
    He hoped the threat against Doc would hold them still, make them compliant, but what if Russel had misinterpreted the relationship. 
 
      
 
    He gulped and dug his toes in, ready to run if they moved toward him. 
 
      
 
    Waldo stepped away from Lutz, putting three meters between them. The others on the ground didn't move, just turned their heads to watch, as if awaiting the outcome. 
 
      
 
    Parker nodded and released a breath he didn't realize he was holding.  
 
      
 
    He also unclenched muscles in his arms and legs and felt the pressure to go to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    "Crap," he thought.  Almost literally.  Tech gone three years, now working with a low tech warlord in the making and he almost pissed himself when a couple of soldiers in space suits stand up to him. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and wanted to draw his pistol, shoot them just to prove he wasn't scared. 
 
      
 
    Parker glanced at the guard. 
 
      
 
    "Anything happens, shoot them." 
 
      
 
    "It won't hurt them," said the guard. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but it will warn us. We'll kill the Doctor," he said in a louder voice so the squad could hear. "We'll kill him and everyone inside the building." 
 
      
 
    He glared at Lutz, then turned on his heel and stomped away.  
 
      
 
    He tried not to rush, but it was an effort.  
 
      
 
    He could feel the faceless armor staring at his receding back and it made him want to shiver. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think they're doing to him?"  
 
      
 
    "Nothing," said Waldo. "He's in the Suit. We're safe, at least until they decide to starve us out." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean decide to do it? I'm starving." 
 
      
 
    Waldo nodded. He turned to study the woods. 
 
      
 
    "You think someone's coming?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he answered. "I just hope he hurries." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I want you to kill someone," said James. 
 
      
 
    Lt squinted at him across the table.  
 
      
 
    Sunlight filtered through a stained-glass window over the raised alter, casting rainbow hues across the floor that inched toward them. 
 
      
 
    The table had several thick and uneven looking candles resting on plates, mounds of wax bunched on the bottom like glue.  
 
      
 
    Windows along the way let in light, enough that most of the room was illuminated, but the way James sat in the chair at the head of the table, his face was cast in shadow. 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced at Eli, then at the women against the wall. 
 
      
 
    "They in this room?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    He shifted the blaster out of his lap where it rested and rested it against the edge of the table. 
 
      
 
    "No, no," James said and leaned forward, moving his thin face into the light. 
 
      
 
    Lt noted he wore a look of sadness, a look of guilt, and the words that tumbled from the man's mouth a moment later confirmed he did not ask an easy request. 
 
      
 
    "I wish I didn't have to ask," said James. "I've even asked some of the men here to do it." 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded toward Eli. 
 
      
 
    "He looks like he could kill any man you wanted. Have him do it." 
 
      
 
    "I can't," said Eli and studied his hands which rested in his lap. 
 
      
 
    "You were ready to kill us." 
 
      
 
    Eli shrugged, but didn't look up. 
 
      
 
    "The gun was empty." 
 
      
 
    "All of our guns are empty," said James. 
 
      
 
    "Who is it?" 
 
      
 
    James reached up, grabbed a glass and took a sip of water.  
 
      
 
    He glanced at the wall and the women lined against it. 
 
      
 
    "My brother," he squeaked. 
 
      
 
    "You want me to kill your brother?" Lt grunted. 
 
      
 
    James nodded. 
 
      
 
    "You got a reason for this, or is this just some Cain and Abel shit?" 
 
      
 
    "He's killing us," said James. "He's destroying our community." 
 
      
 
    "I'm gonna need to know the how of it," said Lt. "See, I've got a mission of my own, and I appreciate the food, and hospitality. And I know Warbucks sure did enjoy clean water for a change, but you ain't convinced me yet that you need me. That you need my help. What you need is a bullet." 
 
      
 
    He stared at Eli for a moment. 
 
      
 
    "And a backbone." 
 
      
 
    Eli sighed, raised his hard eyes to stare into Lt's blue pupils. 
 
      
 
    "He's my son," the man answered. 
 
      
 
    "This your dad?" Lt asked James. 
 
      
 
    "My brother's father-in-law." 
 
      
 
    "Look," Lt pushed back from the table and stood up. "I'm a simple man. I like things black and white, not this gray shit. I kill Licks. I kill humans who turned bandit or collaborate with the enemy. I'm not an assassin to go popping off a runaway kid." 
 
      
 
    "He killed my daughter," Eli groaned. 
 
      
 
    "And her child," James stuttered. "And others in the group. Eight so far. Five women and three children." 
 
      
 
    "He's killing all these people, and you ain't tried to kill him back." 
 
      
 
    "We would," Eli's groan turned to a growl. 
 
      
 
    "Then what's the problem?" 
 
      
 
    "We can't find him." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Murder. 
 
      
 
    They wanted him to murder someone.  
 
      
 
    A person. 
 
      
 
    A human. 
 
      
 
    He had killed before. Killing didn't bother him. There were just some humans who were just like Licks.  
 
      
 
    Better off dead. 
 
      
 
    But murder? He couldn't recall having had done that before. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to do it?” Annie asked. 
 
      
 
    He stared at the wiry haired girl he had first seen come out of the woods and watched her watch him from the gardens. 
 
      
 
    “I think they're asking a lot,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You don't think you can do it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that's not the question. I'm quite capable. I'm just trying to decide if it's worth it.” 
 
      
 
    They set together for a few moments, letting the sounds of the space surround them.  
 
      
 
    Soft voices murmuring as people worked the crops, the thwack of hoes in dirt, and somewhere to the right, to the side of the Church, the laughter of children at play. 
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you a little something about me,” he said without looking at her.  
 
      
 
    “I'm going to do something I don't normally do and that's give you a little insight into my psyche. Like I said I'm a simple man, there's not much to me. But before the aliens came, I had a wife. I had a little girl. And then the Licks showed up took out all of our medicine, all of our technology our infrastructure, everything. So, when they get sick the Licks took everything away that could make them better. That's why I kill him. That's why I'm going to kill every last one of them son of a bitches. But I got me a little gray area when it comes to morals. I don't have a problem killing Licks. I don't have a problem killing bandits. Collaborators, no problem. Turns out when I'm thinking about it, I won't lose any sleep killing a man that killed his wife and kid. Won't bother me a bit. You can make of that what you will.” 
 
      
 
    Annie nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I don't judge,” she said. “I've watched friends die. And while I haven't directly killed anyone face-to-face, I have called the shot to kill hundreds. I did it to save lives, I thought at the time. After the fact, I just saved a couple of us trapped in the front of a ship. I try not to second-guess, because it would keep me up at night. If you can live with it, so can I.” 
 
      
 
    “Do they give you nightmares Warbucks?” 
 
      
 
    “Not so much Anymore. I've seen worse since.” 
 
      
 
    LT and Annie sat on the steps of the porch and watched the small farming community work they are tiny fields. 
 
      
 
    "You're going to do it," said Warbucks. 
 
      
 
    "How can you tell?" Lt squinted at her. 
 
      
 
    "It's just who you are." 
 
      
 
    "Lady, you don't know me." 
 
      
 
    "Sure, I do," she grinned. "You kick a man's ass, you learn a lot about him. Outside of that tin can, you're the kind of guy who helps." 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Only thing I'm helping is myself to a heaping helping of dead Lick." 
 
      
 
    It was her turn to shake her head as they sat there. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think so." 
 
      
 
    "You don't?" 
 
      
 
    "No," she said as her fingers tapped a beat against her leg. "I think you're going to tell that preacher in there that you will help, and I think I'm going to go with you to do it." 
 
      
 
    "Now hold on," said Lt. "Who says you're coming with me?" 
 
      
 
    "See," she smirked. "You decided before I even sat down beside you. Besides, you can't leave me here." 
 
      
 
    "The Hell I can't." 
 
      
 
    "Who is going to fly you back to my ship? Who is going to help you fight the last fight, the battle to stop the aliens now and forever?" 
 
      
 
    "I ain't forgot," he glared at the ground. "It's not something easy to walk away from." 
 
      
 
    He pointed at the metal building across from the steps where they set in the waning sunlight. 
 
      
 
    "I grew up in a place like this." 
 
      
 
    "A cult compound?" 
 
      
 
    "Wasn't a cult," he said. "Alright, maybe it was. A branch of Baptists that preached hellfire and brimstone and preparing for a fight with the Devil's army." 
 
      
 
    She snickered. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm serious," he chuckled. "They were convinced we needed to be ready to fight Satan's agents in whatever form they may be. Demons. UN soldiers. Muslims. Anyone basically who was trying to bring the Devil to power." 
 
      
 
    "Anyone but you." 
 
      
 
    "That's right. Anyone who didn't think like they did. Now don't get me wrong, I played soldier every weekend with the youth group. We were prepping for hell on earth before prepping got cool." 
 
      
 
    "I guess it made you ready." 
 
      
 
    "More than ready," Lt said. "But I meant for a kid like me, the Church was like family. The only stable thing I had growing up. Fucked up as it sounds, and crazy as it was, I've got a warm place in my heart for it." 
 
      
 
    "You've got a heart?" 
 
      
 
    "Small one. Makes the Grinch's look ginormous," Lt grinned. "But that building there and this one at our backs, we had that same set up." 
 
      
 
    Annie nodded. 
 
      
 
    "You had an oasis growing up," she said. "Now you want to protect this one." 
 
      
 
    "You a fucking head shrinker up there in outer space too?" 
 
      
 
    "Why? Is your head too big?" 
 
      
 
    "My head is just fine, Warbucks. It's my ego that needs checking." 
 
      
 
    He stared into her eyes, studying her reaction. She held his gaze, chin jutted up into the air. 
 
      
 
    "We're going after him," she said, as if it was her decision to make. 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    "You're gonna have to stay behind me though. One of us ain't bulletproof." 
 
      
 
    "I am when I drink," she said. "Ten foot tall too." 
 
      
 
    "You got any whiskey?" 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "Then duck and cover your ass behind me if things go sideways." 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, we kill this guy,” she said. “And then what? We just leave them here?” 
 
      
 
    “That's one of those one step at a time decisions,” LT said. “First step is finding the piece of shit they want us to hunt for. And we got a clock running. Seems like it would be better to tell them we're going out, and then just keep moving. But I don't feel right doing that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Babe leaned back against the fallen log and put his hands behind his head.   
 
      
 
    He stared up at the canopy of stars that washed across the sky. 
 
      
 
    "You ever think about what's up there?" he asked Lt. 
 
      
 
    "You trying to sweet talk me Babe?" 
 
      
 
    "You don't smell that good, Lt." 
 
      
 
    Lt sniffed. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I stink, but it's a man stink." 
 
      
 
    "More like ass end of dead rhino stink," Lutz chimed in. 
 
      
 
    "You ever smelled dead rhino ass Lutz?" Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    "Lutz doesn't like to talk about his sex life," Babe said. 
 
      
 
    The men chuckled around the tiny camp fire that flickered at their muddy boots. 
 
      
 
    "What's got you riled up Babe?" 
 
      
 
    "All the stars in all the universe and they landed on ours." 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced up at the sky, laced his fingers across his flat stomach and squinted at the galaxy swirling above them. 
 
      
 
    "I know what you mean," he said. "What the hell do they want." 
 
      
 
    "Us dead," said Waldo. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, they're doing a damn fine job of making that happen," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    "We're going to stop them," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    But there wasn't much confidence behind his statement. 
 
      
 
    "We're going to give it a hell of a try," said Lt. "Ya'll ain't even close to my thousand heads apiece yet." 
 
      
 
    "How can you tell which one's are satellites and which ones are stars?" Crockett asked as he stared up. 
 
      
 
    "Satellites blink," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "Stars blink," Lutz said. 
 
      
 
    "They do?" 
 
      
 
    Lutz shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "I think so. I think that's what happens. It's been a few years since I was in an astronomy class." 
 
      
 
    There were small murmurs of agreement from the men around the fire. 
 
      
 
    "I don't miss that," said Crockett. 
 
      
 
    "I learned the old-fashioned way," said Waldo. 
 
      
 
    "Don't say school of hard knocks," Babe called over to him. "Everybody says school of hard knocks." 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't the school of hard knocks," Waldo sulked. 
 
      
 
    "What were you going to say then?" Babe challenged. 
 
      
 
    Waldo searched the sky as if seeking an answer, but the Universe was quiet. 
 
      
 
    "University of Hard Knocks," he offered. 
 
      
 
    Babe picked up a twig and tossed it across the campsite at him. 
 
      
 
    "Fast movers, Crockett," Lt answered. "If a star is moving sideways and fast, it's a satellite." 
 
      
 
    "Are there many of those left, Lt?" Lutz asked. 
 
      
 
    "Don't know a thing about it, Lutz. I figure the fucking Licks took out as many of them as they could, and that's part of the reason we're back in the fucking stone ages as far as talking and all that is concerned." 
 
      
 
    "It's a dampening field," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know?" Waldo challenged. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know," said Babe. "I overheard." 
 
      
 
    "Where?" 
 
      
 
    "Command. Before Lt showed up and recruited me." 
 
      
 
    "What the hell do they know," Lt said. "Bunch of chicken shits with their heads tucked up their asses trying not to get themselves killed. Hell, half of them haven't been out of a bunker in two years or more." 
 
      
 
    "You think they're wrong?" Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nah," said Lt. "I think they got this one. But even a blind squirrel gets his nuts off once and awhile." 
 
      
 
    More quiet laughter around the fire that drifted off into silence. 
 
      
 
    "I miss women," said Lutz, his voice almost too low to be heard over the soft crackle of burning branches. 
 
      
 
    "Stay on that side of the fire, Lutz," Babe said. 
 
      
 
    That set them off again, more chuckles that carried across the darkness.  Lt stood up and stretched, back to the fire as he scanned the trees. 
 
      
 
    "I'll take first watch," he said. "You boys catch some shut eye." 
 
      
 
    They watched him walk into the trees to set a picket. 
 
      
 
    "You shouldn't have said that about women," said Crockett. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" 
 
      
 
    "It makes him think of his wife." 
 
      
 
    "Shit," said Lutz. "Think I should say something?" 
 
      
 
    The men answered as one in emphatic whispers. 
 
      
 
    "No." 
 
      
 
    "Just give him space," said Babe. "And sleep good tonight. Because any Lick that happens on us when he's missing them is going to spend the last seconds of their life wishing they had never heard of earth." 
 
      
 
    Babe opened his eyes, head foggy from the dream playing in his mind. 
 
      
 
    He stared across the small campfire at Jake, Jerome and his men.   
 
      
 
    The flames were reflected in Jake’s faceplate, but Babe could feel his eyes watching him. 
 
      
 
    He knew Jake saw the same flames mirrored in his own helmet. 
 
      
 
    The dream had been so real, so vivid, he half expected Lt to walk out of the woods, ready for one of the squad to relieve him for watch. 
 
      
 
    But there was no Lt. 
 
      
 
    Just the memory of a conversation during one of their patrols. 
 
      
 
    But Babe wondered if his subconscious was trying to tell him something. 
 
      
 
    Lt was alive. He said he was coming. 
 
    Babe just had to hold out until he got there. 
 
      
 
    And just like he made the Lick’s pay for invading earth, he would make these bandits pay for his men. 
 
      
 
    Babe closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but it wouldn’t come. He decided to keep his eyes open and be ready. 
 
      
 
    There was no telling what they would come across in the woods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brother James waited in front of the alter.  
 
      
 
    His legs were folded underneath him, like a yogi meditating for enlightenment, and his hands were gripped tight and locked under his chin as if he were begging for something. 
 
      
 
    Salvation or sanity, Lt wasn’t sure which. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t had much use for praying for a couple of years.  
 
      
 
    Not since a three-day vigil at his dying daughter’s bedside. 
 
      
 
    He knew all about mysterious ways, and “man plans, God laughs” and a hundred other platitudes folks had about dying. 
 
      
 
    He also knew that fortune favors the bold, and the Universe was a fickle creature when it came to protecting evolved sacks of meat from a floating rock in space. 
 
      
 
    The armor helped. It was better than any prayer. 
 
      
 
    And he never had a problem with being bold. 
 
      
 
    “Hell, I’ve even been called a reckless son of bitch, every now and then,” he snorted under his breath. 
 
      
 
    No one could hear him through the faceplate. 
 
      
 
    Candles set on sconces in the wall, homemade wooden shelves nailed together from scrap lumber, and covered with wax made from animal fat flickered in the sanctuary. 
 
      
 
    If it could be called that. 
 
      
 
    Lt wondered. 
 
      
 
    James lived here with six women, and he wondered if it was just his home or a worship center as well. 
 
      
 
    No matter, he thought as he stopped in the middle of the floor a short distance from the praying man. 
 
      
 
    Annie stopped a step behind him and off to one side, waiting. Watching. 
 
      
 
    The man on the floor took a deep breath, held it and let it out.  
 
      
 
    His eyelids fluttered open and took a moment to focus in the dim light of the room. 
 
      
 
    When they did, a smile creased the thin cheeks and he reached up to brush a shock of hair back from his forehead. 
 
      
 
    “I prayed you would do it,” he beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, your prayers have come true, Reverend Jim.” 
 
      
 
    The man folded himself off the floor and bounced across the short distance between them. 
 
      
 
    “When will you go?” he gushed. 
 
      
 
    Lt wasn’t sure if he could trust a man that gushed.  
 
      
 
    Gushing was something reserved for meals like the one they served, or the number of heads collected after a battle with the Lick. 
 
      
 
    Not for agreeing to help. 
 
      
 
    Though, Lt considered. Maybe it had been awhile since anyone offered to help them. 
 
      
 
    Maybe the excitement was for an act of kindness in this crazy world. 
 
      
 
    “Soon as you point me in the right direction,” Lt said. 
 
      
 
    Brother James knit his eyebrows in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know which direction,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You got to have a place for me to start looking.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what we need you for. Eli said you were good at finding things.” 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I see the confusion,” he said. “Ya’ll ain’t got a clue and need me to Sherlock this shit.” 
 
      
 
    The eyebrows knit again. 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean you’ll do some detecting work?” 
 
      
 
    “I ain’t a cop. Never wanted to be,” said Lt as he turned to lead the man outside. “But I got me a few ideas on how we can check.” 
 
      
 
    He stood on the steps outside of the church and surveyed the grounds. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, he pointed to the wiry haired girl he had seen in the woods.  
 
      
 
    She was still in the company of her two companions, but at work on the end of a row of green bean plants, chattering and laughing as they pulled weeds. 
 
      
 
    “Her,” said Lt. 
 
      
 
    “What about her.” 
 
      
 
    “Bring her over here.” 
 
      
 
    Annie stood up from the step and joined them. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think she knows something?” Brother James asked. 
 
      
 
    “She found us in the woods?” Annie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she was spying on us in the woods.” 
 
      
 
    Brother James put two fingers to his lips and blew a shrill sharp whistle that cut across the compound.  
 
      
 
    It was loud enough to grab everyone’s attention and all of the people doing work stopped to stare at him. 
 
      
 
    The men glanced around in alarm, hands drifting to the rifles they wore strapped to their backs even as they farmed, while others started moving toward the doors of the two buildings to seek safety. 
 
      
 
    James waved his hands over his head, some pre-designated signal for an all clear and pointed to the wiry haired girl. 
 
      
 
    “Myra,” he said to Lt and beckoned her with a finger. 
 
      
 
    She stared at the ground as she shuffled to join them on the steps. 
 
      
 
    “Brother James?” 
 
      
 
    Lt thought she might curtsey, but she stood two steps below them, eyes studying patterns in the cracked concrete at her feet. 
 
      
 
    “How did you find us in the woods?” Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    She cleared her throat and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You do that a lot? You see things?” 
 
      
 
    She coughed and nodded, a slight movement of her head that was only perceptible by the motion it sent through her bushy mane of hair. 
 
      
 
    “You spy this guy they want me to find?” 
 
      
 
    Myra nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Which way did he go?” 
 
      
 
    One dirty finger on her left hand pointed in a western direction. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” Annie asked. “You’re going to need more than just a direction, Lt.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to leave tracks out there,” Lt explained. “We’ll find ‘em and hunt him down.” 
 
      
 
    “I can show you,” Myra croaked in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Show me what?” Lt stared at her. 
 
      
 
    “Show you where he went.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes drifted up, locked on his and fell back to her feet again under his intense gaze. 
 
      
 
    “You know where he is?” Brother James reached out and yanked her arm. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she squealed. “We just know where he goes. We watched him.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes locked on Lt again, and drifted over to Annie. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” Brother James asked. 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip and held back tears. 
 
      
 
    “You’re hurting me.” 
 
      
 
    “He attacked us,” Brother James fumed. “And you knew where he was? We could have gone after him.” 
 
      
 
    “I was scared,” she whimpered. “He’s not alone.” 
 
      
 
    Brother James let go of her arm and turned to Lt. 
 
      
 
    “We thought it was just the one,” he stammered. “I can send some of us with you. To help.” 
 
      
 
    Lt shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Got all the help I need,” he said. “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    He led Annie away from the Church and towards the woods where the girl had pointed. 
 
      
 
    “You too,” he said to Myra. 
 
      
 
    She scrambled off the steps and ran to join them. Her two friends drifted in their direction. 
 
      
 
    “Just you,” said Lt. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head and waved them back. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Annie whispered out of the side of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Lt growled “But I aim to find out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Lt lifted his blaster and aimed toward the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” a voice called out to him from behind one of the trees. 
 
      
 
    He could see other men now, moving like ghosts shifting out from behind trees to catch a peek of him before they ducked back into the safety of the thick boles. 
 
      
 
    “You could say “get behind me,” Annie muttered. “But we’re surrounded.” 
 
      
 
    Lt slowly shifted his head to look around the clearing where Myra had led them. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much, as far as clearing went. A small hillock in the middle of the forest, surrounded by a thick mix of pine, oak and hickory trees. 
 
      
 
    Scratchy, thin grass grew on the hillock, which afforded little view of the surroundings due to the trees. 
 
      
 
    But it was well hidden, which Lt supposed was the point. 
 
      
 
    “Lover’s lane,” he said as he lowered his blaster. 
 
      
 
    Myra pushed around him and climbed the short path to the top of a hill. 
 
      
 
    A man moved from behind a tree and walked to meet her. He kept his rifle aimed at Lt and Annie, but he needn’t have worried. 
 
      
 
    There were at least a dozen other guns pointed at them that he could see. 
 
      
 
    “We keep walking into these things,” Annie said. “Maybe you need to practice hunting or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, hunting Lick’s I’m pretty damn good.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you? I mean, I just saw the one time. And you have the Suit too.” 
 
      
 
    He smirked under his face plate but kept his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you trust the wrong people.” 
 
      
 
    She could see his helmet move as he nodded. 
 
      
 
    One of the people he trusted to lead him toward the bad guy was at the top of the hill, warms wrapped around the waist of the man, her head buried in his chest in a hug. 
 
      
 
    “I’d tell you to drop your weapons,” Lt called out. “But I’m gonna let you keep ‘em. Won’t do you a lot of good against me anyway, and I don’t want to send up smoke signals in a firefight to let the Lick know where we are.” 
 
      
 
    The man detached from Myra and took two steps down the hillock toward Lt. 
 
      
 
    “You backed the wrong horse,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You the one doing all the killing back at the church?” 
 
      
 
    His finger tightened on the trigger guard. 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Kill? Who’s been killed?” 
 
      
 
    He glanced at Myra sharply, and she answered him with a head shake. 
 
      
 
    “No one’s been killed,” the man smirked. “Sounds like you fell for Brother Jim’s lies.” 
 
      
 
    He reached up and grabbed Myra by the hand. 
 
      
 
    “If you hold your fire, I’ll take you to the man you’re looking to find.” 
 
      
 
    Lt turned his reflective faceplate toward Annie. 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at me for?” she said. “You got us out here. Let’s go find him.” 
 
      
 
    They fell in step behind Myra as the rest of the men moved into a formation behind them, escorting them up a narrow game path on the other side of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think I won’t forget you led us into an ambush,” Lt said to the girl. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Doc paused outside of the hole to his lab.  He could see the computer console sitting on the metal table in the middle of the room, but he still needed help to get inside. 
 
      
 
    “Get Burmage,” he instructed one of the guards. 
 
      
 
    The man nodded, checked with the other guard to make sure he had Doc covered, then ran into the crowed corridor to look for the community leader. 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t take long, thought Doc. Burmage had been itching to get inside the interior lab since they opened it up. 
 
      
 
    Now that a chance presented itself, the man would almost knock down anyone who got in his way. 
 
      
 
    Even as he thought it, he could hear the scuffle of a body moving through people, cries and curses thrown after it as Burmage ran down the hall toward him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Like wagons waiting on an attack," Lt said. 
 
      
 
    The men led them into a shallow glade where two country roads intersected after a bridge.  
 
      
 
    There were two paths along either side of the embankment leading to the creek bed under the concrete arch. 
 
      
 
    Rocks dotted the downstream end of the creek, creating a shallow pool of flowing water that overtopped the small dam to continue meandering through the woods. 
 
      
 
    The open space next to the water looked like a makeshift parking lot from before, the kind of place locals would pull into to cast a few lines to fish, or to spend hot summer days cooling off in the water. 
 
      
 
    Now there were six RV's pulled in a tight circle, bumper to bumper with a tiny opening between two that allowed access to the interior. 
 
      
 
    Lt guessed they had been there for some time.  
 
      
 
    All of the RV's had flat tires, and the undercarriages were covered with boards, pieces of tin and detritus scavenged as wind block. 
 
      
 
    Myra went first through the narrow space, so tight she was forced to turn sideways to squeeze through. 
 
      
 
    Annie went next and followed her into the center of the encampment. 
 
      
 
    Lt couldn't fit. His armor was too bulky, too wide. 
 
      
 
    "Try again," the man who met them in the clearing growled and pointed his rifle at Lt. 
 
      
 
    "You get more flies with honey," Lt said. 
 
      
 
    He squatted and leaped.  
 
      
 
    The suit augmented his strength, the impulses passed from the nanotechnology in his bloodstream to the servomechanisms inside the biomechanical suit. 
 
      
 
    He landed on top of the twelve-foot roof and bounded down into the clearing before anyone on the inside could react. 
 
      
 
    Lt was surprised no one screamed, though there were a few grunts as the men in the clearing scrambled for their weapons. 
 
      
 
    He left his blaster strapped to his back.  
 
      
 
    If they started shooting, he'd pin Annie between his armor and the side of an RV to keep her safe, before he unleashed hell. 
 
      
 
    But right now, they were aiming. Not shooting. 
 
      
 
    "You like to make an entrance," Annie said as she moved closer to his side. 
 
      
 
    "Said the woman who crashed us just to make a point." 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't making a point," she snarled. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly," Lt crowed. "You just ain't that good of a flier." 
 
      
 
    "I am an excellent pilot," she shot back. 
 
      
 
    "I ain't discounting your abilities. In space," he said. 
 
      
 
    "We're not done with this," she seethed, but he could see the quirk of a smile at the corner of her mouth and it gave him a tingle. 
 
      
 
    He had to appreciate someone who could feel humor in the presence of danger. Gallows humor, maybe but fun to find none the less. 
 
      
 
    "Which one of you sons of bitches is killing women and children?" Lt called out. 
 
      
 
    One of the RV doors opened, and Brother James stepped out into the sunlight. 
 
      
 
    "Greetings," said the man. 
 
      
 
    He just looked like Brother James, Lt thought. Same body, almost the same face. Not twins though. 
 
      
 
    "I guess you've met my brother," the man smiled. "I'm Brother John." 
 
      
 
    "He doesn't look like a killer," said Annie. 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced around as the men from the clearing filed through the narrow gap between the RV's and fingered their weapons, ready to aim and fire. 
 
      
 
    "You saying I look like one, Warbucks?" he muttered. 
 
      
 
    There were at least fifteen guns against them, he counted.  
 
      
 
    He didn't see a weapon on the man who called himself Brother John, but he could have a pistol hidden on his back. 
 
      
 
    Myra was off to one side, but still exposed if they started shooting. And fifteen rifles were dangerous enough that Warbucks might get hurt, so he held off. 
 
      
 
    "I'm saying I guess I expected something different." 
 
      
 
    "We like our killers ten foot tall," Lt said. "You're kinda short." 
 
      
 
    John smiled, showing a lot of teeth. 
 
      
 
    "Is that what he's still saying? I killed people." 
 
      
 
    Lt shifted. 
 
      
 
    "He said you killed women and children. I can't let that stand." 
 
      
 
    The smile faded slightly but was still plastered to his tan face. Wavy hair framed thin cheeks, intelligent eyes sparkled in the afternoon sunlight. 
 
      
 
    "You don't have to take my word for it," John slapped the side of the RV he came out of. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and eight women came out. 
 
      
 
    "Before you start thinking Lazarus," John said. "They were never dead." 
 
      
 
    "Well Baptist, I was thinking zombies or maybe vampires on account of some reading I've had the pleasure to enjoy. I don't normally go straight to a biblical reference, unless you're talking horsemen." 
 
      
 
    "We're not dead," one of the women called out to him. "You can go back and tell him. We're not coming home." 
 
      
 
    "The children are here too," said Brother John. "And I'm not a Baptist. Another thing my brother and I disagree on." 
 
      
 
    "I don't give a shit about your religious preferences Baptist. I came to get some revenge for folks you killed. Turned out you didn't kill 'em, you was building a harem. No skin off my nose. But they're going back with me all the same." 
 
      
 
    "Harem!" John barked. "Is that what you think?" 
 
      
 
    He circled around the clear space between the RV's and came closer to Lt. 
 
      
 
    "They're not my wives," he said, lowering his voice. "That's my brother's vision of what the world should be like now. But I'd like to hear about the Suit you're wearing. I haven't seen one before. And just pictures from when I was a kid." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lt opened his mouth to tell the young man he didn’t give a shit about what kind of pictures he looked at when he was a kid. 
 
      
 
    Could have been the sticky pages of a decade old Playboy stolen from under his dad’s bed, could have been a muscle car mag picked up for a couple of bucks at a corner convenience store along with a cold soda and spicy jerky. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t get the chance. 
 
      
 
    A sentry sprinted from the woods. 
 
      
 
    “Incoming!” someone screamed. 
 
      
 
    A man in camouflage rags ran through the trees and darted under the bridge. 
 
      
 
    Like ants in an anthill that’s been kicked by a child, the other men in the encircled camp scrambled into action. 
 
      
 
    They darted into the woods, dashed into hollowed out sections of earth under the RV’s, while the girls squeezed through the narrow gap opening and knelt in the shadow of the concrete, weapons aimed at the clear sky. 
 
      
 
    John jogged past Lt and Annie. 
 
      
 
    “Licks,” he said in a simple, matter of fact voice. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    They did as he asked, matching pace as the thin man ran past the group on one side of the bridge and ducked under the steel beam girders on the far side. 
 
      
 
    “Patrols don’t normally come out this far,” he whispered. “We’ve been in that clearing for a long time and they never bother us.” 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The encampment looked old and abandoned, and he figured that was by design now.  
 
      
 
    Just a grouping of old vehicles gathered together a long time ago and forgotten out here in the woods. 
 
      
 
    Except for the churned earth. 
 
      
 
    There were tracks of muddy ruts from hundreds of feet that led in different directions. Down to the creek for water. Into the woods for hunting. 
 
      
 
    Even here, under the bridge, which would make a good place for shade when the sun was boiling the humidity in the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    Tracks so familiar that the people who lived there might not even notice to pay attention to them, except when it rained. 
 
      
 
    But from the air, he wondered if it looked like a sign pointing the aliens to human habitation. 
 
      
 
    He lifted his blaster and put his gloved finger on the trigger guard. 
 
      
 
    “You ever do much flying back on earth?” he asked Annie. “Other than the last time I saw you do it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re counting that as flying?” she smirked. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    He pointed two fingers at his eyes and then at the muddled rut they had jogged on to cower under the bridge. 
 
      
 
    “You see that from the air pretty good?” 
 
      
 
    He watched her eyes focus on the path, then moved, roaming over the various twists and turns it took, just as his eyes had. Creek. Woods. Bridge. And further. 
 
      
 
    He could see there was a worn path around the RV’s that she spied. Great for sentry walking a tight perimeter. 
 
      
 
    But like a bullseye ring painted around the encampment. 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be very evident,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
      
 
    The hissing rush of a hovercraft patrol whizzed up the road, following the clear lines that Licks liked to use for navigation. 
 
      
 
    Twelve feet off the ground, wind whisking the dead leaves and dust that had started to layer of the asphalt since their arrival and cars stopped rolling. 
 
      
 
    Lt couldn’t count how many in the open-air cockpit. They were too close. 
 
      
 
    But he assumed six or eight. 
 
      
 
    In the hovercraft. 
 
      
 
    The working hovercraft. 
 
      
 
    “Warbucks, how you feel about walking? Your legs still tired as hell?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and shifted in a crouch. 
 
      
 
    Lt turned to John. 
 
      
 
    “Ya’ll stay out of this,” he squinted at the man, though the look was lost under the reflective faceplate. “I’ve got some fucking business to conduct.” 
 
      
 
    The tone of his voice brooked no dissent and John shifted further back in the shadows under the overpass. 
 
      
 
    Lt shifted out from under the bridge and ran in a hunched crouch, rifle gripped tight in his gloved fingers. 
 
      
 
    He listened for the sound of the hovercraft floating above the trees. It was hard to hear at first. 
 
      
 
    Their landing had set a couple of trees on fire, caught in the backburn of the rear mounted plasma rockets that controlled their descent. 
 
      
 
    Though control was a strong word for what actually happened. 
 
      
 
    "Here they come," he whispered to himself. 
 
      
 
    He was the only one around to hear it. 
 
      
 
    The radios weren't working again.  
 
      
 
    He'd tried it after they landed.  
 
      
 
    Crashed, he corrected and settled the blaster against the edge of the tree. 
 
      
 
    Slivers of bark rained down on the hard-packed ground, peppering the green moss with gray flakes. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the hovercraft grew slowly as it approached, like distant freeway noise picking up as daylight turned a commute into a free for all. 
 
      
 
    He saw the glint of sunshine off the carbon alloy hull, dulled by the grime of smog as it drifted over the trees and dropped Lick soldiers into the clearing to explore the wreckage. 
 
      
 
    Six of them. Taller than a man. Covered in black or silver jumpsuits and carrying lasers. 
 
      
 
    The only thing he knew that could harm his armor. He'd have to be careful. 
 
      
 
    The color meant rank, but since he hadn't spied much on the alien invaders, he didn't know which was more important. 
 
      
 
    But size seemed to matter to the Lizard looking men. 
 
      
 
    The big guys were the ones they followed. 
 
      
 
    He lined up his sights on the largest one in silver and sent a blast through its head. It popped with a smoky hiss, a noise that made the others turn and stare. 
 
      
 
    It only bought a second's hesitation, just a fraction of time. It was enough. 
 
      
 
    He dropped two more before they pinpointed his position. He got another as they sent the first bolt into the bole next to his head. 
 
      
 
    Lt ducked back, hiding the bulk of his armor behind the trunk. The hovercraft whizzed out of the clearing and circled back on his position. 
 
      
 
    He raised his blaster and sent three lancets of plasma blasts into the shape steering it. 
 
      
 
    A seven-foot reptile body flopped over the side of the craft and smacked into the ground with a wet thud. 
 
      
 
    The hovercraft spun upside down and slammed into one of the two Lick soldier's left, splatting him in a splurt of goo and gore that squirted across the clearing and covered the last Lick standing in black ichor. 
 
      
 
    Lt rolled on his stomach from behind the tree, aimed and sent a blast into center mass.  
 
      
 
    It plopped backwards in a sprawl. Lt watched the leg twitch in a death throe, then roamed the perimeter. 
 
      
 
    "Not bad," he said to himself as he got up and checked again. 
 
      
 
    It would have been cleaner with a second or third gun. And the element of surprise helped. 
 
      
 
    Maybe like a crash, any ambush you could walk away from should be considered a success, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Then he went to check on Warbucks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ping. Ping. Plunk. They were shooting him again. 
 
      
 
    Not with bullets.  
 
      
 
    They tried that the first night and only the first time.  
 
      
 
    It cost them one life of some guy standing in the path of the ricochet, and Babe was glad they couldn't see him smirk behind the faceplate of his helmet. 
 
      
 
    They graduated to throwing things. Then a slingshot. 
 
      
 
    Ping. Ping. Plunk. Ping. Ping. Plunk. 
 
      
 
    He wasn't sure what they used for ammo. Tiny pieces of metal. Chunks of rock. 
 
      
 
    The bandits took turn sending shots into him. 
 
      
 
    He was tied to a tree. More accurate, he was chained to a tree, arms stretched behind him around a massive trunk of an ancient oak. 
 
      
 
    Chief held a blaster to his head while they did it. 
 
      
 
    Babe could see him standing on the edge of the room, lost half in the shadows as a fire burned in a trench pit in the floor.  
 
      
 
    The room was like a log cabin built against the trees, with the giant oak in the rear of the room. 
 
      
 
    It would have been a super cool place to hang, he thought. If he wasn't tied up. 
 
      
 
    And the company was better. 
 
      
 
    The leader was a small man with a small face that narrowed to a point that ended at the tip of his nose. 
 
      
 
    Babe bet Lt would have called him Hatchet, although that sounded too tough for the weasel looking man. It would have been more creative than Rat or Ferret, but he couldn't think of it at the moment. 
 
      
 
    His wrists hurt. His shoulders hurt. 
 
      
 
    He was starving and the nano inside him were dying. 
 
      
 
    Babe licked his chapped lips and tried to remember the last time he ate. 
 
      
 
    Days. Stringy squirrel meat boiled in a week stew with dandelion stems. Salted. Peppered. The only flavors he could remember. 
 
      
 
    Hatchet face sat eating bacon.  
 
      
 
    At least it looked like bacon. Babe couldn't smell it through the helmet, but there were wild boar in the woods.  
 
      
 
    He supposed it could be a crispy slice of warm dripping heaven. 
 
      
 
    Saliva gushed inside his cheeks and he almost choked. 
 
      
 
    They were deciding what to do with him. It wasn't like they could send him back, but Babe knew the debate was ongoing. 
 
      
 
    Should they team with Russel? Should they combine forces with the man, and split the spoils? 
 
      
 
    It lasted for hours, with each man in the room given a chance to talk. 
 
      
 
    Democracy in action, Babe thought. Though they did not ask him his opinion. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Burmage crowed in triumph. 
 
      
 
    “There’s more,” he said to Doc as he glanced over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    Burmage leaned back and showed him the computer screen. 
 
      
 
    “I wondered why the systems in here worked, but no where else,” he said. “We’re in a Faraday cage. And there’s more.” 
 
      
 
    Doc leaned around him and studied the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Is that real?” 
 
      
 
    Burmage keyed in a sequence on the computer. 
 
      
 
    “We’re about to find out.” 
 
      
 
    A doorway in the floor on the edge of the room made a beeping sound and slid open. 
 
      
 
    “Did you know this was here?” 
 
      
 
    Burmage shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I never had clearance for the blueprints.” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” said Doc. “And no one told me about this place.” 
 
      
 
    Doc peered at a set of steps that led down.   
 
      
 
    Doc swallowed and stepped into the darkness.   
 
      
 
    The first step lit up with a small LED as his foot landed, lighting the way forward. 
 
      
 
    “How many of these are there?” Burmage whispered from his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Thirteen,” said Doc.  “Thirteen steps.” 
 
      
 
    “I meant hidden rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Doc answered.  “Let’s start with this one.” 
 
      
 
    He took another step forward, fascinated at the path below him.  
 
      
 
    His head was bathed in darkness, but he could see by the soft glow near his feet. 
 
      
 
    He could also feel Burmage breathing on the back of his neck, urging him forward until he reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Lights flickered on in a line where the wall met the ceiling, bouncing off reflective panels back into the room.   
 
      
 
    It was an oblong shape that ran thirty feet away from them and spread out fifteen feet on either side. 
 
      
 
    The shadow of a man stretched toward them.  
 
      
 
    Doc made a gurgling sound and stumbled backwards up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    It was too much for Burmage.  
 
      
 
    He made a small shriek and pounded up and away to make good his escape. 
 
      
 
    Doc took a deep breath to add his scream to the fleeing man’s but held it as he saw the shadow didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    He scrambled up to his feet and took a tentative step back toward the room. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” he called out. 
 
      
 
    But there was no answer. 
 
      
 
    Doc stepped back into the room.  
 
      
 
    More lights flickered on, revealing what had frightened him. 
 
      
 
    A row of men hanging from hooks. 
 
      
 
    Not men, thought Doc. More Suits. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t Suits. 
 
      
 
    One of the guards from the doorway crashed down the stairs, battered AK-47 held to his shoulder as he rushed to defend Doc. 
 
      
 
    “Doc!” he shouted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” said Doc. “I’m all right.” 
 
      
 
    The guard stared in wonder at the gleaming metal on racks in the center of the room. 
 
      
 
    “What are those?” he gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Our key to winning,” said Doc. 
 
      
 
    He stepped into the room to examine his newfound treasure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was amazing,” John stuttered as he stumbled out from under the shadow of the bridge, rifle held loose in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “I get that a lot,” Lt smirked. “You all right?” 
 
      
 
    He lifted his faceplate and squinted at Warbucks. She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The view is better when I’m not upside down and sideways,” she said. “You’re pretty good with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Lots of practice,” he hefted the blaster and turned to point at the still floating disc in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “I got us a ride,” he said. “Think you can fly it?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged as she stared at the alien vessel hovering out of reach over the encampment. 
 
      
 
    “One of my guys got pretty good at it,” said Lt. “And he ain’t even driven a car before, so I figure with you being a flyboy and experienced and all.” 
 
      
 
    “Fly girl,” she corrected. 
 
      
 
    He nodded and grinned, then turned toward John. Myra and a small group gathered behind him, more a show of support than seeking protection, Lt thought. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to get us involved in a family spat,” he said. “But your brother asked us to do something, and now it turns out one of you is lying.” 
 
      
 
    John opened his mouth to respond, but Lt shook his helmeted head and cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t matter to me. I don’t give a shit. We got us a mission and that there little spat you saw me do made me realize how hungry I am to get back to killing Licks.” 
 
      
 
    He looked over John’s shoulders at the people behind the man, squinted at them, intense blue eyes traveling over their haggard and worn features. 
 
      
 
    “Ya’ll spend all this time fighting one another, and you can’t see the real enemy is out there.” 
 
      
 
    He pointed to the sprawled alien bodies scattered around the clearing. 
 
      
 
    “You put as much energy into killing Lick as you do in fighting each other, I wouldn’t have to go out there and fight this war by myself. You savvy?” 
 
      
 
    John nodded. 
 
      
 
    But Lt wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    He looked like he didn’t understand. Or rather, he did understand, but the jut of his jaw seemed petulant, as if he didn’t like things being pointed out to him. 
 
      
 
    Lt figured he might be the type who liked to learn a lesson a hard way, and wondered if a swift punch would teach him a lesson, or if they should just get in the hovercraft and get on with it. 
 
      
 
    Leave the two little cults arguing over whatever petty little thing it was they were arguing about. 
 
      
 
    Lying about. 
 
      
 
    But he was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “I think there’s someone you need to meet,” John said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve met me a lot of people today, Baptist. Got a meal out of one, and a bunch of dead Lick’s out of the other. Who do you want to introduce me to?” 
 
    “A like mind,” John said with a half-smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “He here?” Lt peered over his shoulder. “Or she?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s at another camp,” said John. “It’s a half day’s walk, but he’s in the same fight you are. We are. That’s one of the reasons we moved out here. We want to fight too.” 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    “But your brother?” 
 
      
 
    “Wants to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “But he lied to send us after you?” Annie said. 
 
      
 
    John glanced at Myra who gave a small nod of agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you must have really pissed him off,” said Lt. “But ya’ll can have a family reunion later. Do the Cain and Abel shit. If you got someone you want me to meet, mount up.” 
 
    Lt marched into the clearing, knelt down and leaped into the open cockpit of the floating hovercraft. 
 
      
 
    He messed with the yoke and controls for a second, and brought it down to the ground in a jerking, stuttering spiral. 
 
      
 
    It bounced off the hard-packed dirt once, sent up a small shower of grit and grime and rested eight inches off the ground. 
 
      
 
    Low enough for people who didn’t have enhanced biomechanical suits to hop into. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s how you do a landing,” he smirked at Annie. 
 
      
 
    She pulled herself into the cockpit and shouldered Lt aside. 
 
      
 
    He watched her hands move over the alien controls, working to get familiar with the set up and operation. 
 
      
 
    Lt turned back to John. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move Baptist. You’re burning daylight.” 
 
      
 
    John motioned for four of the men to join them and they scrambled into the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “This is going to turn your half day into an hour,” Lt settled next to Annie. “If we make it through the landing.” 
 
      
 
    She swiped at his shoulder in a punch, then shook the soreness out of her scraped knuckles before grabbing the yoke and pulling it back. 
 
      
 
    The hovercraft lurched toward the edge of the clearing, aimed straight at trees. 
 
      
 
    “Up,” Lt said. “Higher.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got it,” Annie grunted as she pulled back on the yoke and sent them racing toward the treetops. 
 
      
 
    “Up!” Lt shouted again. 
 
      
 
    She made it, taking off a few branches and leaves with the bottom of the flying machine. 
 
      
 
    “Made it!” she cheered. 
 
      
 
    Lt relaxed slightly and patted her on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We still got to get back down, Warbucks.” 
 
      
 
    She chewed the corner of her lips and tried to make sense of the controls under her fingertips. 
 
      
 
    The hovercraft made erratic jolts and jumps in the air as she experimented, but Lt thought she was getting the hang of it as the flight smoothed out half way in. 
 
      
 
    John and his men didn’t seem as happy with it. 
 
      
 
    “I ain’t too worried about another patrol seeing us,” Lt shouted over the blowing wind. 
 
      
 
    “When they see how green you boys look, they’re just gonna think we’re one of them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John directed them toward another encampment hidden in the trees further back in the woods. 
 
      
 
    They followed the creek downstream for miles before he pointed with a shaking finger to a new direction. 
 
      
 
    Annie hauled on the yoke and after a few minutes of consulting the ground and indicating course corrections with finger jabs, they settled on a new path to their destination. 
 
      
 
    “Looks different from up here,” John offered. 
 
      
 
    “How far?” Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    “Over that ridge,” the man nodded toward a ridge that rose in the distance, just a few miles away. 
 
      
 
    “Look for a place to land,” Lt said. “We come in on an enemy flier, they’re bound to take some shots.” 
 
      
 
    Annie nodded and began casting around for a clear spot to put the hovercraft down. 
 
      
 
    She found one, a mile from the camp and circled back in a lazy spiral to coast just above the leaf covered glade. 
 
      
 
    The hovercraft paused over the ground, blowing up leaves and dirt as she brought it to a slow and easy halt, then grinned at Lt. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get cocky, kid,” he said as he hopped over the side. 
 
      
 
    He reached back up and offered her a hand down and she landed lightly next to him. 
 
      
 
    Lt turned and surveyed the woods between them and the encampment. A mix of trees, pine, oak, and evergreens scattered under the forest canopy turned the ground into a dappled mix of light. 
 
      
 
    “We about a mile out?” he said to John. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a twenty-minute walk,” the man answered. 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Or a five-minute run,” he said. “Spread your men out over there and give Warbucks your pistol. You come with us and we’ll set up a little greeting party. On my signal.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are we greeting?” John asked. 
 
      
 
    Lt didn’t answer, and the man turned over his pistol without another question. 
 
      
 
    He instructed his men to go where Lt indicated and followed after the Suit. 
 
    It wasn’t five minutes. 
 
      
 
    It was less than four. 
 
      
 
    The first sentry showed his position when a bush between two pines waved sideways. 
 
      
 
    The second crunched a branch across the clearing. 
 
      
 
    Lt, Annie and John hid behind trees and didn’t move. 
 
      
 
    He hoped John’s men were doing the same. 
 
      
 
    The woods around them grew quiet, the insect hum and chorus of chirping birds going silent as mother nature began to watch the drama in the clearing unfold. 
 
      
 
    A half dozen grungy men in woodland camo stepped out of the trees and advanced on the empty hovercraft. 
 
      
 
    Lt waited a ten count to see if there were more, but no one moved in the forest. 
 
      
 
    He let the men get close to the alien vessel and made a motion with his hand to tell Annie and John to stay put. 
 
      
 
    Then he stepped out of his hiding place. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the party, pals.” 
 
      
 
    The patrol whipped around toward him, rifles ratcheted to their shoulders as they aimed at Lt. 
 
      
 
    But no one shot. 
 
      
 
    “Another one,” a tall man with a long beard and black circles under his eyes breathed. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t lower his rifle, but he took his finger off the trigger. 
 
      
 
    “Russel send you too?” 
 
      
 
    “Who the fuck is Russel?” Lt said. “Drop your weapons. I’ve got you surrounded.” 
 
      
 
    The men glanced around with nervous looks, rifle barrels jittering. 
 
      
 
    “Shit Warbucks, that was the fucking signal.” 
 
      
 
    Annie leaned around a tree trunk and aimed her pistol. 
 
      
 
    John joined her from the other side. 
 
      
 
    “That it?” the man with the long beard sniffed. 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded his head and they turned to see the four other men stepping from the woods behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Now I could let them start shooting, but I might want to make a different impression seeing as how this is our first meeting and all. John the Baptist here says you boys like fighting Licks. I like fighting Licks. I figure we might could fight some Licks together and kill a whole lot of those fuckers.” 
 
      
 
    One of John’s men collected the rifles from the squad and the rest corralled them into a straight line. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not up to me,” said the man with the long beard. 
 
      
 
    “Then take me to your fucking leader,” said Lt. 
 
      
 
    He let John and his men march the group toward the camp as Annie fell in line behind him. 
 
      
 
    “He said another one?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I heard.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what that means?” 
 
      
 
    Lt shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “But we’re about to find out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Babe?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey Lt." 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you doing here?" 
 
      
 
    "Just hanging around." 
 
      
 
    He twisted on the end of the chain. 
 
      
 
    "Shit son, ya'll gonna have to quit getting captured or kidnapped or whatever it is that ya'll keep doin or we ain't never gonna have time to get them Licks out of here." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, Lt." 
 
      
 
    Lt turned to Axel. 
 
      
 
    "Go on, cut him down." 
 
      
 
    "I'm afraid I can't," the hatchet-faced man said. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Lt tilted his helmeted head. "You ain't got a blowtorch." 
 
      
 
    "He was a gift to me." 
 
      
 
    "I get it," said Lt. "I really do. But see, I've got a problem. And if I've got a problem, then cousin, you've got a big problem. My problem is I'm going to kill every last son of a bitch in this room if you don't turn him loose. The big problem is, you got a lot of sons of bitches in this room. That's a whole hell of a lot of dead people on account of you being stupid." 
 
      
 
    Axel snickered. 
 
      
 
    "You can try," he said. "But we'll kill your woman. She's not in armor. And then we'll stop you cause Russel's son is watching you. He's probably got you in the crosshairs right now." 
 
      
 
    "Who the fuck is Russel's son?" Lt asked. 
 
      
 
    "Chief," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "Chief's here?" Lt rubbed his hands together as he glanced around. "Watching?" 
 
      
 
    "He's going to shoot you as soon as I give the signal," said Axel. 
 
      
 
    "Well all right then, now we got ourselves a party." 
 
      
 
    Lt lifted his blaster and sent a shot through Axel. It ripped through his chest and out of the back of his chair, searing a smoking hole in the wooden wall. 
 
      
 
    Lt rolled his body in front of Annie, covered her with his armor as he searched for any other threat. 
 
      
 
    But no one shot at him. No blaster bolt came searing through the openings in the building. 
 
      
 
    Axel's men stared at him, some with open mouths. 
 
      
 
    "Now, who wants to play follow the leader?" Lt asked, gun roaming across the survivors. "Someone get up there and cut my man down and we're gonna get real friendly, real quick like." 
 
      
 
    One of the men raised his hand. 
 
      
 
    "You ain't got to raise your hand dumbass, just get up there and get it done." 
 
      
 
    The man nodded, his scraggly beard bouncing against his thin chest. 
 
      
 
    "Now Blackbeard has gone and elected himself the leader of this here outfit," said Lt. "Any of you bastards got a problem with that?" 
 
      
 
    He glanced around at the heads as they shook no. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you were super human in those things," said Annie said as she stared at Babe dangling from the post. 
 
      
 
    "Super? Nah. More human than a human, maybe. It takes the strength you've got and magnifies it. Babe here, ain't strong enough to break these chains." 
 
      
 
    "He had a blaster," Babe reminded him. 
 
      
 
    "It ain't a criticism of you Babe, just an assessment of your current situation. Blackbeard, you want to cut my friend loose?” 
 
      
 
    Blackbeard unbolted the chains holding Babe and the big man settled on the ground. He worked out the kinks in his shoulders and stumbled across the floor to Lt. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to save the hugs for later," the big man said. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck that," Lt growled. 
 
      
 
    He wrapped an armored arm around Babe and dragged him into a hug against his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "God damn it's good to see you brother." 
 
      
 
    "It's good to be seen, Lt." 
 
      
 
    Babe tapped their helmeted foreheads together. 
 
      
 
    "Where have you been?" 
 
      
 
    "Babe, you would not believe this shit. I went up into outer space." 
 
      
 
    "Bullshit." 
 
      
 
    "I shit you not. Rode an XJ-S into the Lick High Command ship, blew it all to hell and got a ride home from my new friend here. Warbucks, say hi to the Babe." 
 
      
 
    "Isn't that guy still supposed to shoot you?" 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced at one of the windows. 
 
      
 
    "I figured he would have done it by now," Lt answered. 
 
      
 
    "Sir?" Blackbeard raised his hand again. 
 
      
 
    "You don't have to keep doing that," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    "I think he ran away." 
 
      
 
    "Chief ran off, huh?"  
 
      
 
    "He must have been afraid of you." 
 
      
 
    "Or going to warn his dad," said Babe. 
 
      
 
    "Then we need to hoof it," said Lt.  
 
      
 
    He turned to Blackbeard. 
 
      
 
    "I got a couple of rules for letting you live, Blackbeard." 
 
      
 
    "Sir?" 
 
      
 
    "Get all your folks together and get them in here." 
 
      
 
    "Shouldn't we hurry?" Babe asked. "They'll have time to fortify their position." 
 
      
 
    "One step at a time, Babe. We got to solve this little situation first, and then we're TCB-ing the shit out of our compound. You read me?" 
 
      
 
    "I read you," Babe nodded. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you think they did with Babe?" Waldo whispered to Lutz as they stood five yards back from the fence. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing they can do to him, right?" Lutz said. "You've been in the Suit longer than I have. Are they impervious?" 
 
      
 
    "Imperverted what?" 
 
      
 
    "Impervious, Brainiac. They can't shoot through them, right?" 
 
      
 
    "Right," said Waldo. "Except blasters." 
 
      
 
    "Which went with Chief." 
 
      
 
    "You know, I never really trusted that son of a bitch." 
 
      
 
    "I guess you don't want me to remind you that you told Lt to bring them along." 
 
      
 
    "No," Lutz answered. "No, I don't want you to do that." 
 
      
 
    "Okay then, I won't," he tilted his head to catch a glimpse of Steph sitting with Crockett. "She's all right though." 
 
      
 
    "Is she?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, she got us in through the wall, and we got these." 
 
      
 
    He tapped his left arm with his right hand. 
 
      
 
    "And she hasn't tried to kill or betray us," Lutz offered. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that too." 
 
      
 
    They stared through the fence in silence for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think they would really kill Doc?" Waldo asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. It wouldn't make sense for them to do it though. He's the only one who can make the Suits work." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe Chief’s Dad is that kind of bastard." 
 
      
 
    "Which kind?" 
 
      
 
    "The kind that says, if I can't have it, on one can." 
 
      
 
    Lutz nodded as he watched the guard through the fence shift from foot to foot. 
 
      
 
    "He does seem the type." 
 
      
 
    "When you were in prison, did you think about escaping?" 
 
      
 
    "All the time. Well, when I could think. They worked us hard, moving rocks, busting concrete. I think they wanted us tired so that all we could do was think about it. Not act on it." 
 
      
 
    "They're not making us tired here," said Waldo. 
 
      
 
    "You ever heard the expression, great minds think alike?" 
 
      
 
    "Are you complimenting me Lutz?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't get used to it." 
 
      
 
    The guard he was watching dance around in the universal rhythm of "have to go to the bathroom" disappeared behind a tree. 
 
      
 
    "Now," said Lutz. 
 
      
 
    He surged toward the unwatched gate. 
 
      
 
    "Now what?" 
 
      
 
    Lutz slammed into the fence with his shoulder. The door bounced open as the lock cracked, the frame dangling from the post by one hinge. 
 
      
 
    He ran toward the tree where the guard disappeared, Waldo on his heels. 
 
      
 
    They caught the man as he fumbled to zip up, juggled to raise his gun and the alarm at the same time. Lutz cracked him across the skull with his forearm and dropped him with a meaty thud. 
 
      
 
    "Doc," said Waldo as he ran past the downed guard and sprinted toward the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    It was Lutz's turn to follow him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s something I want to show you, Lt,” Babe said. 
 
      
 
    He led Lt and Annie through the campground to a canvas tent at the end of a narrow row. They had to step over ropes tied to stakes in the ground, a high step obstacle course. 
 
      
 
    “I think I did these folks a favor,” said Lt. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Annie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Taking me off their hands,” Babe answered. 
 
      
 
    “That and killing the idiot in charge. Who set up this encampment? Don’t make much sense.” 
 
      
 
    “That was the guy,” Babe said. “As far as I could tell. But they do have one thing going for them.” 
 
      
 
    He stopped in front of the last tent and gripped the flap in his gloved hand. 
 
      
 
    “You waiting on a drumroll, Babe?” 
 
      
 
    Babe pulled the flap aside and the trio stepped into foyer five feet inside of the opening. 
 
      
 
    A man stepped from behind a bedsheet tacked to the roof to create a dividing curtain that separated the spaces. 
 
      
 
    "Ignore the fucking man behind the curtain," said Lt. 
 
      
 
    Annie gasped, but Lt was able to hide his surprise better. Or at least the helmet did the job for him. 
 
      
 
    They couldn't see his face. It was covered by a mask, his hair hidden under a green cap, and body buried in a green gown.  
 
    His gloved hands were covered with blood, splatters drizzling a pattern across his chest where arterial spray had gushed. 
 
      
 
    He ripped the gloves off and threw them in a bucket that overflowed with them and dropped onto a wooden barstool. He leaned back against the wall and removed his mask.  
 
      
 
    His eyes were intense, the color of brown leaves in the sun and they stared at Lt, Babe and Annie with sharp intelligence. 
 
      
 
    "A Gen One," he said finally. "I haven't seen one of those in years." 
 
      
 
    Lt nodded and his faceplate slid up. 
 
      
 
    "You a doctor?" 
 
      
 
    The man glanced down at the blood, and then the gore covered gloves in the bucket. 
 
      
 
    "If I'm not he's gonna be pissed I stole his clothes." 
 
      
 
    "Settle down there, Sawbones," said Lt. "You don't got to be an ass hat about it. We got us a Doc too and I wanted to see if you were a real doctor doctor or the kind we got." 
 
      
 
    "You have a Doctor?" the man sat up, eyes flashing in interest. 
 
      
 
    "Not a you kind of doctor, Sawbones. He's a Pede." 
 
      
 
    "A pediatrician? We could use his help here-," 
 
      
 
    "A PH.D," Annie said. "Engineer." 
 
      
 
    The man slumped back into his seat. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. That doesn't help me at all," he said. 
 
      
 
    Lt glanced around at the rudimentary environment.  
 
      
 
    Secondhand wood salvaged from scrap, slapped together in a rough effort to keep out the elements.  
 
      
 
    Sheets as curtains, and even though he couldn't see to the room beyond, he bet everything in there was scrounged too. 
 
      
 
    "See this," he tapped his chest with his knuckle. "Our Doc got this up and going. First tech we've seen in almost four years." 
 
      
 
    Lt waved his hand at the room. 
 
      
 
    "I'd think a little before I said he couldn't help." 
 
      
 
    The Doctor rubbed his nose with his long thin fingers and sighed. 
 
      
 
    "I apologize," he said. "I get snappy when I lose a patient." 
 
      
 
    He glanced back at the curtain and glared. 
 
      
 
    "Well shit, why didn't you say so," said Lt. "I get pissed when I lose a man. No blame here." 
 
      
 
    "How can I help?" the man in the gown sat up straighter. 
 
      
 
    Annie moved to one side of him. 
 
      
 
    "We're here to help you," she said. 
 
      
 
    The Doctor looked from her to Lt and back again. 
 
      
 
    "Help me how?" 
 
      
 
    "Sawbones," said Lt. "You ever thought you had a chance to save the world?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lutz, Waldo, Steph and Crockett sprinted across the compound toward the guarded warehouse doors. 
 
      
 
    They stopped at a corner wall. Lutz peered around the edge. 
 
      
 
    “Two on the door. How many inside?” 
 
    he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been in the cell with you Lutz. We don’t know how many.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Lutz grunted. “And civilians inside?” 
 
      
 
    Waldo nodded. 
 
      
 
    “A couple of hundred of them,” said Steph. “There’s no way we get out of this without some of them getting bloody.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to kill any of them,” said Lutz. 
 
      
 
    “It would be worth it if we could get Doc,” said Waldo. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” said Steph. “I don’t think so. Lt wants us to save humans, save the civilians. The people inside the walls aren’t fighting us. They’re helping us.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t seem right that they might die just because some bad guy took over the compound.” 
 
      
 
    Lutz peered around the edge again. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I get it. We’re bullet proof. They’re not.” 
 
      
 
    “And they might drag Doc out again and kill him to make us stop. Then what?” 
 
      
 
    “We go back to fighting without these,” said Lutz. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think Lt will like that,” said Crockett. 
 
      
 
    “Lt’s not here,” Lutz hissed. “I am. And I’m trying to think.” 
 
      
 
    “We could run,” said Steph. 
 
      
 
    “Run where?” 
 
      
 
    “Away. We could try to get away and get weapons. Or more time to come up with a better plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Or we could just go in,” said Lutz. “Stop the guards and hope no one gets hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of risk on a little hope,” said Steph. 
 
      
 
    “They could kill him anyway,” Lutz shrugged. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t say it with any emotion, a last gasp at wondering. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” he said and looked at the fence at the rear of the property. 
 
      
 
    “We make a run for it. Hide in the woods. Come up with a plan.” 
 
      
 
    The quartet of Suits jogged toward the fence. 
 
      
 
    Behind them, they could hear the camp explode in shouts and screams as their escape was discovered. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t let it stop them. 
 
      
 
    Crockett leaped first, the biomechanical enhancements made the fifteen foot bound seem like stepping up on a step. 
 
      
 
    Steph went next, and Waldo landed next to her. 
 
      
 
    Lutz hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “We should do something,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “We are doing something,” Waldo told him. “We fall back. Regroup.” 
 
      
 
    Lutz shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like running from a fight.” 
 
      
 
    “We aren’t running,” said Steph. “We’re planning the next move.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Crockett called. “They’re going to catch us.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” said Lutz. “Then we fight.” 
 
      
 
    “And civilians die,” Steph lifted her face plate so she could see his eyes. “Doc might die.” 
 
      
 
    Lutz shook his head and crouched. He didn’t seem convinced, but he wasn’t going to fight alone. 
 
      
 
    He leaped over the fence in a mighty bound. 
 
      
 
    Steph turned her head to watch him. A bullet smashed through her open faceplate and ripped her head backwards. 
 
      
 
    Blood sprayed in an arc, landing on the earth just as Lutz hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    More bullets ripped through the fence, chipped at the trees and pinged off their Suits as a dozen of Russel’s soldiers pelted around the building and rained fire into them. 
 
      
 
    Waldo and Crockett grabbed Steph by the arms and dragged her limp body through the woods. 
 
      
 
    Lutz used his armor covered back to block her until they went deeper into the trees. 
 
      
 
    Then he bent over, lifted her up and tried to ignore her shattered face and leaking blood as they ran away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Russel rounded the corner and sprinted toward the twelve foot hurricane fence. 
 
      
 
    He gripped the metal in his thick fingers and glared at the trees hiding the four Gen One Suits that escaped. 
 
      
 
    “I got one,” said one of his men. 
 
      
 
    “But they got away,” Russel spat. “We don’t get the Suit if they get away.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we kill their Doc?” another asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to need him,” Russel seethed. 
 
      
 
    He whipped around on the others. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” he screamed “Get after them.” 
 
      
 
    An armored figure bounded across the compound from the direction of the road. 
 
      
 
    “Dad!” Jake screamed. 
 
      
 
    Russel glanced up in alarm. 
 
      
 
    “He’s coming,” Jake slid up the faceplate on his Suit. 
 
      
 
    “Did he get loose?” 
 
      
 
    “Wrong he. The Lt is back.” 
 
      
 
    Russel snorted. 
 
      
 
    “We can handle him.” 
 
      
 
    Jake shook his helmeted head. 
 
      
 
    “He killed Barnet. He’s got his men and is bringing them here.” 
 
      
 
    Russel stared at him, confusion knitting his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of here,” he said. “There are two of them. He set Babe free.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you stop him?” 
 
      
 
    “I,” Jake stammered. “I couldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Russel studied what he could see of his son’s face, a young man he barely knew and wondered why he was so spooked. 
 
      
 
    The Gen One’s were tough, but they still had the Doc and a threat to him ensured their compliance. 
 
      
 
    Except it didn’t, he thought. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the Suits ran away, leaving the man who reactivated their armor behind. 
 
      
 
    Maybe they knew something he didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Grab their blaster’s Jake,” he said. “We can at least take that much from them.” 
 
      
 
    Jake spun on his heel and raced away to his father’s command tent where the weapons were stored. 
 
      
 
    “What about them?” the man who shot Steph mumbled as he pointed at the forest. 
 
      
 
    “You got one,” said Russel. “Let them deal with their dead. In the meantime, grab their Doc. We can take him from them too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lt stood in the prow of the hovercraft and stared at the column of men trailing behind. 
 
      
 
    There were hundreds of them, but he had no illusion that they were his army. 
 
      
 
    They were bandits, collaborators and he would figure out what to do with them once he got his squad back together. 
 
      
 
    It had been a real struggle not to waylay the bunch and seed the earth with their corpses, in hopes that a new batch of better men would grow, but it didn’t work like that. 
 
      
 
    Annie had talked him out of it. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Warbucks convinced him that the numbers would help, and he knew she was right. 
 
      
 
    Besides, if he killed all the bad guys in the camp, it might dissuade the Sawbones from switching sides. 
 
      
 
    The man sat in the back of the hovercraft, wind whipping through his hair and seemed to enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    Babe sat across from him, his face hidden behind his helmet. 
 
      
 
    He saw Lt staring and tilted his head. 
 
      
 
    Lt opened up his mask. 
 
      
 
    “You ready to get in the game?” 
 
      
 
    Babe worked his shoulders. He was stiff, kinked and sore from the damage they tried to inflict on him, but even as he rotated his arm, he could tell it felt better than it did ten minutes ago. 
 
      
 
    The nano at work, and working overtime to knit the muscles, heal the cartilage, to rebuild him at the cellular level. 
 
      
 
    “May have to bunt a few times till I work out the knots, Lt.” 
 
      
 
    “You get on base, Babe and I’ll knock you home.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Warbucks snapped. 
 
      
 
    She gripped the wheel with white knuckles, eyebrows furrowed as she watched the road unfold in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “Baseball, Warbucks,” said Lt. “America’s game.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re using baseball as a metaphor for battle,” Babe called out to her. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she snapped again. 
 
      
 
    Lt put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Breathe,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The sensitive pads of his gloved fingers picked up the tension in her shoulders. Even if he couldn’t see the read out on the screen inside his mask, he could see how tight she was wound. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “We’re too big of a target in this,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Let them find us,” he sounded eager. 
 
    “We’re about to get the whole lot of us back together. We could do with some alien ass busting.” 
 
      
 
    “What if they kill Doc?” Babe shouted. 
 
      
 
    Lt considered this for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to move like greased lightning, Babe. One blaster ain’t gonna do two of us any good, so you get to him, johnny on the spot.” 
 
      
 
    “They could hurt civilians.” 
 
      
 
    Lt shook his helmet and glared at the men lined up the road behind them. 
 
      
 
    “I ain’t too happy about that. These folks were hiding out here and we fell in their laps. But it’s total war now Babe. Can’t no one stand on the sidelines and wonder what’s gonna happen. Nope. Now it’s time to pick sides, fly your flags and if you ain’t with us, you’re against us.” 
 
      
 
    Lt couldn’t tell the man’s reaction behind his mask, but the look on Sawbones face let him know the man was considering his words. 
 
      
 
    He glanced over at Warbucks behind the yoke. She was considering them too. 
 
      
 
    “You could go in first,” she said. “In the Suit. Sneak in and warn them so they can get out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Or,” Lt grinned. “Cause a distraction.” 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Turned out, a distraction wasn’t necessary. 
 
      
 
    Lt leaped over the side of the hovercraft and disappeared into the trees. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, he met them at the gate and watched Annie maneuver the hovercraft to the ground with only two bumps and a slight skid. 
 
      
 
    Babe stared at the empty enclosure where he and the others had been housed as prisoners. 
 
      
 
    It was empty. 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” he asked Lt. 
 
      
 
    “Gone,” he popped open the faceplate and stared as Babe did the same. 
 
      
 
    “Did they kill them?” Babe looked around at the silent compound. 
 
      
 
    The door to the warehouse swung on its hinge, a slow arc in the slight wind. 
 
      
 
    Lt shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know,” he grunted. “They’re all gone.” 
 
      
 
    He led Babe toward the warehouse turned encampment. 
 
      
 
    “Stay with him,” Lt told Warbucks. 
 
      
 
    The two Suits marched across the compound. Babe kept looking at his former prison cell. 
 
      
 
    “The gate is busted open,” he said. “That’s a good sign, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Could be,” said Lt. “But honestly Babe, I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the interior of the encampment. 
 
      
 
    It was empty. 
 
      
 
    The makeshift shelters and tents built into the fifteen foot corridor that circled the building and turned it into a shanty town were still there. 
 
      
 
    The smoky fires were all burned out, the only light from the solar powered LED’s discovered by Doc, bouncing off the soot streaked walls. 
 
      
 
    “Gone,” Babe said. 
 
      
 
    Lt led them to the hole in the wall next to the door to the lab where they discovered the Gen One technology and resurrected the Suits. 
 
      
 
    “Gone,” Lt sighed. 
 
      
 
    The lab had been burned. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone in there?” Babe meant Doc or any of the other squad. 
 
      
 
    They circled the lab and felt relieved it was empty. 
 
      
 
    “We got aliens to fight,” said Lt as they exited the building. “And this shit keeps happening.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s human nature, Lt.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re right, Babe, but I don’t have to fucking like it. Seems like we should all be working together to make everything better, and some numb nut asshole comes along and fucks shit up for everybody. We should be spending our time figuring out how to get a secret weapon on Mars, and this shit is causing us some serious grief.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we find them,” said Babe. “And we cause some serious grief of our own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Survival is complicated," said Annie. "Up there, it's easy because you're constantly on watch. You have to be vigilant, because machines break down. Equipment goes bad down here, you can just throw it away." 
 
      
 
    She pointed toward the sky. 
 
      
 
    "Up there though. Something breaks, and you could be sucked into space for the worst three seconds of the rest of your life." 
 
      
 
    "I get you Warbucks. You're saying you had it rough, and I ain't doubting it. But no one up there has died from the flu, have they?" 
 
      
 
    She crinkled her eyes and glared at him before shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you got meds. You got docs and all kinds of tech that we just ain't got down here anymore. We're looking for it, and we're finding it, but it is a slow row to hoe." 
 
      
 
    "Who you calling a ho?" she smirked. 
 
      
 
    "I should have said slow ho." 
 
      
 
    She reached up and traced a finger down his faceplate. Lt couldn't tell if it was meant for him, or her own reflection in the mirrored surface. 
 
      
 
    "Most people think the stars disappear in daylight," she told him. "But they are there. You just can't see them in the sun." 
 
      
 
    "This your nice way of calling me sunshine?" 
 
      
 
    "Just be careful," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Careful is my middle name." 
 
      
 
    "I thought it started with an H," said Annie as she stepped back. 
 
      
 
    It freed him up to go, but he held on for just a moment, like taking a mental picture of her standing with Doc, and the rest of the survivors from the two merged groups. 
 
      
 
    He didn't want to leave them alone, but there was still work to be done. Two jobs to do. 
 
      
 
    Find his squad and destroy the Licks. 
 
      
 
    "You ready Babe?" 
 
      
 
    "As I'll ever be, Lt." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, we're moving fast," said Lt. "Riki Tik." 
 
      
 
    "Most Riki Tik," agreed Babe and the two men started running down the road. 
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    Lt, Babe and Warbucks go on a hunt for the rest of his scattered squad while Doc gets the robot army ready to storm the Lick Base and end their presence on earth forever. 
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