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Prologue

Eric made the rounds of the guard posts, like a good NCO should. His one tour in the Marine Corps was a couple of years in the past, but the skills he’d learned there were what he relied on in this devastated world. What he was doing now was the most important role of his life. He was trying to save people, to preserve civilization, to keep people fed and safe and alive. His little family camping property had become the headquarters for his operation, surrounded by ranches and farms that he, along with his, um, ‘friend’ Dani, and other survivors, were putting to use.

As he went, he thought about how they got there. The Hexen virus had blown through the world in a matter of weeks, taking out ninety per cent of the population, and then some fool in a crumbling government somewhere had set off an EMP, an Electromagnetic Pulse, that fried all electronics. And now he was walking rounds in the middle of Texas. 

He took a moment to stop and scan the heavens, the glorious riot of stars available to view now that there was no light pollution to hide them. One satellite he’d seen before sailed overhead, running an unusual north to south track, as dead as all of the other electronic devices in the world or in near earth orbit.

The coyote howls changed as he pondered the world as it was now, from two groups calling to each other to a single mass of yipping animals on the move, chasing something. And coming more or less towards him. He started to retrieve his rifle from the truck, then immediately thought better of the noise of the rifle shots disturbing the night and got inside. With the windows manually rolled halfway up, he watched as some of the pack burst from the woods and ran through a meadow, seeking to gain an advantage by running in the weeds versus through the thick pine and oak.  

Might need to increase the cowboys on night guard, he thought. That sounded like a lot of coyotes. Maybe even some wild dogs. Can’t let them get to the calves and the chickens.

He fired up the truck, thankful that the rusty old thing from the seventies started up, and headed for the next guard post.


Chapter 1

The hotel burned furiously in the background, incinerating about twenty dead bodies and a handful of men who were still alive but wounded too badly to escape. Flames did not drift gently out of the windows, like a soothing campfire or a romantic fireplace. They erupted, gushing out into the early morning sky. They roared from the shot-out windows like a caged lion, suddenly freed and coming after his former captors with blind rage and murderous intent. Dark, heavy smoke billowed out, shooting up in a fairly straight column for several hundred feet before being blown off at an angle.

Eric glanced up at the column and a memory popped up, the phrase “effective downwind message.” During his time in the Marine Corps he had attended a training course in chemical, biological, and radiological weapons. Part of the training involved plotting the fallout from a nuclear weapon, which depended on weapon yield, wind speed, and wind direction. They could then issue the effective downwind message, a warning predicting the radiation fallout hazard in nearby areas.

But that was another life and irrelevant to what needed to be done now. He shook his head to clear it and to focus on the real task at hand. He had been awake way too long and was getting distracted. He didn’t want to count how many hours he’d been up or it would just make him feel worse.

Right now he was walking with Dani to the truck. She’d had a little more sleep than him but not much, and was struggling to remain upright. She was grieving for their dead and wounded, and she was crashing after her adrenaline dump. Adrenaline pumps you up and makes you hyper-aware, which is great when you’re fighting for your life, but the aftereffects are tough, when all of your energy is suddenly gone. She was exhausted and trembling like a leaf, but she had to be there for Eric because the toughest part was coming up.

She dug down deep into that well that most people never tap, pulled up a handful of energy somehow, and soldiered on. She wasn’t going to stagger and slump her shoulders and look weak. She kept her posture straight, sped up her pace, and strode along like she owned the world.    

Maybe she did. She was one of the few left alive in it.


Chapter 2

At the truck, Dani and Eric embraced in a close hug and stayed that way for a full minute, her standing on tiptoes and him bending down so they could meet in the middle. He was six feet tall, not a giant, but ten inches taller than her. She really wanted to be in bed with him right now, under a warm blanket, in his arms and drifting off to experience some delicious sleep, but that was not going to happen for hours yet. They separated from the hug without knocking each other’s rifle off of their shoulder, having done this before, and stepped back a bit, still holding hands.

“Are you okay? I mean, as much as you can be for now?” she asked.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m functioning,” he sighed. “I’m going to force myself through this and then I am going to, we are going to, take a couple of days off, and I am going to have some drinks. Maybe too many.”

“I think we deserve that. And if I get sick you won’t even have to hold my hair up out of the way!”

He laughed a little in spite of himself, just as she had intended. After the extremely infectious virus called Hexen had passed, along with ninety per cent of the human race, they had made their way up from Houston to his place in East Texas. One morning she had gotten sick after a bit too much to drink the night before. He had held her waist-length hair up and out of the way while she threw up. Later, she had cut her hair to a length that just brushed her shoulders, which was much better suited to the current world.

“You know,” she mused, “Right now is when the mayor or police chief should come up. He should stride confidently straight up to you, walking around a couple of dead bad guys and some random object on fire. He’d shake your hand, thank you for your great work defeating this gang and all of that.”

Eric snorted in amusement. This was a game that they played, real life versus movies. He’d started it when he was training her in all things military. He told her to remember everything the movies did with weapons or tactics and don’t do that, because it was wrong. Gas tanks didn’t explode when shot, guys didn’t stiffen up and then just immediately keel over dead when stabbed, that sort of thing.

“Yeah, the mayor or chief, if he’s even awake, and if he’s even aware of this gunfight, is probably staying just as far away from here as he can possibly get without actually running away. If he was afraid to take on the Pistoleros, then he sure as Hell is not going to take on the people that just kicked their asses. He doesn’t know who we are. We could just be another gang. Maybe somewhere along the way we’ll have a little discussion with him. I guess that’s something else we need to think about. But not before we take those days off.”  He gave a long, drawn-out sigh and closed his eyes, thinking of all the things he needed to do.  

She nodded her head back towards the people and trucks and forklift in the parking lot. “They’ve got their rhythm down. They’re getting the pallets loaded and strapped down like they’ve been doing it all their lives.” She looked over her other shoulder towards the corral the Pistoleros had built of dead cars. Men were trying to load cattle from the corral into a trailer. “Them, not so much.”

He had stepped away from both of those loading operations because he was an experienced NCO, non-commissioned officer, a sergeant, and knew that a lot of times the boss being right there watching things meant that the work went less smoothly. Sometimes it helped being there, sometimes it helped more not being there. The trick was knowing which was which. And security always, always came first, so he’d been out walking their perimeter while Dani took the measure of their loading operations.

He had been smart enough to bring an eighteen-wheeler with a flatbed, since his surveillance team had informed him the Pistoleros were packing things on pallets. They didn’t know what, exactly, but if the gang was stockpiling it, it was probably something he wanted, too.

The problem was moving it all. He had had no idea they would have so much stuff. He had been staggered by the amount when he had first seen it. The hotel had thousands of square feet of conference rooms. The Pistoleros had ripped the carpet out down to the bare concrete and erected industrial strength shelving capable of taking heavy pallets of goods. There were multiple rows of shelving, four shelves high, seemingly everywhere. They had a packing area up front, with partially full wooden crates awaiting more like items to top them off.  Tools and lumber to build more crates were nearby, plus strapping tools and material, plastic wrap, cans of spray paint, a stack of empty pallets, everything they needed for a packing and shipping operation.    

Eric surveyed the pallets still on the ground. When they moved them out of the hotel conference room, they had pushed them out the door with manual pallet jacks just to get them out of the burning building. Once the Pistoleros were all down or fleeing for their lives, they moved the pallets further out into the parking lot and away from the fire.

Using their forklift, they were able to load the pallets quickly. The problem was they were running out of room. All of their trucks and trailers were loaded, the flatbed was almost completely loaded, and there were still a huge number of pallets on the ground. They hadn’t even really made a big dent in the quantity.

“I’m going to go talk to Bear,” he decided. Bear was a huge black man, a master of all things automotive. He was actually fairly shy, for all of his size, and he could fix and drive anything with wheels. 

“I’ll be here,” Dani replied as she kissed him and then hopped into the truck. She watched him in the rearview mirror as he walked away, making sure he wouldn’t suddenly turn and come back for something. Once he seemed to be definitely going the other way, she drew a slow, shuddering breath and tears flooded her eyes and ran down her cheeks. She allowed herself three deep sobs before trying to control her breathing.

You’re fine, chica, she told herself. You’re good. You’re alive. You did it. Now you have to be strong for him.

She started to reach a hand up to wipe away the tears and stopped abruptly. Staring at the hand, she decided she didn’t need to put it anywhere near her eyes or mouth. She’d been fighting all night and had gotten blood spatter on her from multiple men. There was no telling what germs were on her hand, so she dug out a bandanna and used that to wipe her tears instead. Then she curled up as comfortably as she could between the seat and the door and fell asleep.  

***
 

Bear was supervising the loading and eagerly pitching in to help, but when he saw Eric approaching, he dropped his head and shook it slowly. He had worked closely with Phillip, getting trucks and motorcycles running again, and he felt his loss deeply. Eric gripped his massive bicep. Actually, just put his hand on it. There was no way he could even begin to wrap his fingers more than partway around it.

“I can’t even think about Phillip right now,” he said. “I’m going to be in bad shape when I allow myself to.” Bear nodded, unable to speak. “Tell me how you think we ought to get the rest of this stuff out of here. This is what, how many more flatbed loads?”

Bear looked up, glad to be more in his element, and replied “That’s six more loads, if we stack the pallets two high. Maybe eight.”

“Damn. Can you get some more flatbeds? My thought being to drop a full flatbed off somewhere, a few miles off, leave some guards on it, come back with an empty one and load it, et cetera. I don’t want to stay here any longer than we have to. People are going to be coming here, either to check out the fire, or some Pistolero is going to come back and take a potshot at us, or something. If we can get this stuff out of here to another location, we can move it to the ranch more on our own time.”

It’s never like in the movies, where all of the bad guys down to the last man will stay and fight until they are inevitably killed. In real life, people escaped from battles and gunfights all of the time. Sometimes they ran away, sometimes they ran only to come back at you from another angle, and sometimes they ran to get some reinforcements or better weapons.

“Yeah, I can get flatbeds, no problem. I know just the place. We can leave the full one the same place we pick up the empty one.  It’s about two, three miles away.”

“That’s perfect. I’m going to put you in charge of that operation. This is your loading crew and I’m going to give you a few guys with rifles. The guys with rifles stay with the loaded trailers.”

Bear looked a little uneasy at the responsibility but Eric knew he had it in him. He just had to start pushing him a little. 

I have to do something about getting some sergeants trained and experienced, he thought. But then I don’t really want to build a huge private army. I certainly don’t intend to go around fighting battles like this. Jesus, no. But I need management help.

He had mixed feelings about creating a bureaucracy but he needed more things done now than he could personally do. He had to be able to delegate.

***
 

Eric next found Ted, who was a late thirties businessman who had been a jock in high school and college and had proven he knew his way around a hunting rifle. He had no military experience, though.

“I am going to the aid station and the hospital. I’m putting you in charge while I’m gone.” The former middle manager straightened his posture and sucked in his beer gut, although that gut had gotten a lot smaller since he’d been working for Eric. The EMP that had come towards the end of the Hexen pandemic had killed all of the electronics, including air conditioning and the newer cars, so people worked in the Texas heat and walked a lot more now.

They walked the perimeter together while Eric made sure Ted knew what was going on with everything. Along the way he detailed some men to guard the loaded flatbeds. Finally, he felt he could leave for a little while. He walked first to the aid station, but no one was there. He had thought that might be the case, figuring that all of the medics would have gone to the hospital to assist when the last of the wounded came in.  

The cattle trailer was finally loaded to capacity, eight cows, so he made his way back to the pickup truck where Dani was napping. He drove to the nearby hospital with the truck with the cattle following, the intent being to pay for the medical care with the cattle. There was no money. They had to have something to trade.

She stirred with the motion of the truck, looked at him sleepily, then sat up. She dug down in one of her cargo pockets and came up with a pack of chocolate chip cookies, muttered “Damn it” without much emotion, and held the pack out for him to see.

“They shot my cookies.” A bullet had gone through the pocket, missing her leg by less than an inch, and hit the cookies, turning most of them to powder. She sat there, eating the fragments, then wetting a finger in her mouth and dipping it into the bag to get some of the powder to stick to it.   

He shook his head, thinking that he just had to get Dani out of these gunfights before he lost her.

She had given the coup de grâce to the Pistolero gang almost by herself just a little while ago. That criminal gang had taken over a large section of Tyler, Texas and was rapidly committing a long list of felonies.

The gang’s big mistake was stealing from them and then attempting to follow them back to their ranch. Eric knew that as soon as the gang could, they’d attack, and the best way he knew to prevent that was to hit them first.

The gang’s headquarters was a hotel, so his engineers had doused the carpet in the hotel with his homemade napalm and lit it off, blocking the stairwells. They had also covered the elevator shafts with gunfire, trapping the Pistoleros on the third and fourth floors of the burning building.

The gang had fought back. The snipers Eric had positioned to keep the gangbangers away from the windows had been insufficient. They had won at first, but the gang got organized and threw a high volume of gunfire at each sniper individually. They took casualties from the other snipers as they did so, but they overwhelmed the snipers one by one. Then they had flooded out the windows on ropes made of sheets and whatever else they could find.

Dani had been standing there waiting on them, the beautiful little Angel of Death.

She stood and shot men as they came down the ropes until gun oil boiled off of the barrel of her rifle. Smoke poured through the vents in the handguard and her sight picture wavered from the shimmering, heated air. She hadn’t moved, just planted her feet, stood her ground, and fought. By a miracle, she hadn’t been wounded. There were at least four bullet holes in her tiger-stripe camouflage clothing and equipment, and she had lost a lock of hair when a bullet passed between her ear and shoulder, narrowly missing her neck. 

Eric and a few others had been in on the tail end of the fight, running towards the sound of gunfire and helping Dani shoot the last of the gang, but she had carried the battle. She was the only one who had been there from start to finish, and had been alone most of the time.

When the Pistoleros were all down, she had walked among the bodies and very carefully and deliberately shot each and every single one of them in the head. It made no difference to her what condition they were in. The ones that were obviously dead, she shot in the head. The ones that were wounded and screaming in pain, she shot in the head. The ones that begged and pleaded with her for their lives, she shot in the head. The gang was a cancer and she was determined to cut it out. She’d lived under the thumb of criminals like these all of her life, and she wasn’t going to do it any more. The good thing about Hexen and the EMP was that she didn’t have to. The government and the police were crippled, which meant that she had free reign to shoot any gangbangers she found.

Payback was going to be a bitch.


Chapter 3

The hospital was nice and new and had only one doctor remaining. Fortunately, he was now living in the hospital, since he could never have made the commute from his house in any reasonable amount of time on foot, and he didn’t have a running vehicle.

He had been awakened just after dawn by the arrival of a couple of medics and guards with wounded in the beds of their trucks. He leaped into action and did what he could, which was actually pretty good. He didn’t have any modern conveniences like electric lights or vital sign monitors, but he did have knowledge and experience in modern medicine, plus pain killers and antibiotics, so he gave his patients a fighting chance. 

As Dani got out of the truck she looked at herself in the mirror. “Oh, God!”  She speared Eric with a Look. “You let me walk around like this? I’m gonna scare people! We can’t talk to the wounded with me looking like I’ve been dragged behind a truck. We have to project confidence and assurance and being in control.”

“What? You’re beautiful.”

She tilted her head a little and growled. It was distinctly a growl. He made himself scarce by going to help the guys in the other truck unload the cows into the little corral the doctor had set up. Dani’s full name was Daniela Angelina Ruiz Vasquez, born in the U.S. of Colombian parents. He’d had Latina girlfriends before, and their passion also translated to a hot temper at times. Lots of times. It was best to vacate the area if possible during those events, he’d found.

She went to work with a wet bandanna to scrub her face of whatever smudges and smears there were on it — blood, gun oil, carbon from the shooting, sweat, ash, and miscellaneous grime.

Next she tried to fix her raccoon eyes. She had cried a couple of times, like when they carried Phillip’s body out of the hotel, and her eyeliner had run. Phillip was a Marine. He’d been in Afghanistan with Eric, and had headed for Eric’s place when Hexen and then the EMP had hit.

“Waterproof, my ass!” Dani muttered, complaining about the eyeliner.  Then she smelled something and started sniffing around to see what it was. She grabbed up a handful of her camo jacket and held it up where she could smell it better, turned her nose up with a grimace, and took the jacket off. It had gotten blood and who knew what on it tonight.

She jumped in pain when she pulled it off of her left arm and discovered a long but shallow cut along her forearm. It looked worse than it was, so she ignored it. She combed her hair as best she could with her fingers and went to tell her man this was as presentable as she was going to get this morning.

***
 

Inside, there were four of their guys with rifles, keeping their wounded safe, plus one guy who had broken a finger in the mad rush to get the stockpile loaded up. There were also three other guys, strangers, with rifles and battle gear. Seeing them, Eric hesitated fractionally, but then figured they were friendly, else either they or his guys would be dead or disarmed.  He nodded and said “Gentlemen,” by way of greeting.

One stepped forward and offered his hand. “John Lacroix,” he said. “Captain of the local militia.”

“Eric Marten.” They shook hands. “I don’t really have a title or a name for my people or anything, but I guess we need to come up with one.”

“Not a problem. Your guys here have been telling me how you took out the Pistoleros.” He looked at the Latina following him and then back at Eric “Is this Dani?”

She straightened up to her full height and scowled. “I do speak English! Don’t talk about me in front of me like I’m a cow or something!” Texas born and bred though she may have been, she was no slow talker. She could rip words out like a machinegun when she wanted, in English or Spanish. 

“I’m sorry. My apologies. That was stupid of me. I guess I was expecting —”

“Someone taller? More manly?” One of Lecroix’s guys tried to suppress a snort of laughter.

“Look,” interrupted Eric. “I need to go see our guys.” He looked expectantly at Charlie, one of the guards, who promptly took the cue and led them down the hall. Dani followed, hand on the barrel of her rifle, slung barrel down on the left shoulder in the Professional Hunter carry, to prevent it from banging into anything as they walked.

“Charlie, what do we have, dead and wounded?” he asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

“There are four dead of ours, and two of the girls. We also have five wounded, plus one of the girls. One of the wounded is Cody, out there, with the broken finger.”

“Five? Shit! I know one is Mark, with the cheek wound. Also Louis, with the bullet through his forearm. Oh, and who was that, Tricia? With the cuts from the glass that got shot out?”

“Yeah, she’s not bad. I mean, cut up, but she’ll live. Joseph is hit in the chest. That’s bad. The girl that was wounded was hit in the leg and they had a tourniquet on her. There was lots of blood.”

The doctor was working on Joseph, trying to stop internal bleeding with the assistance of Liz, a real nurse that worked for Eric, and a couple of her medics. He didn’t have time to talk. The girl with the leg wound had arterial bleeding but there were no other doctors to assist her. The doctor’s triage reasoning had been to save Joseph, who would die without care. The girl might lose the leg from the tourniquet but should live. The other wounded were sedated and would survive. Eric and Dani gave them encouraging words and praised their bravery.

Once away from the wounded, he leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. “Oh, my God,” he muttered. Dani hugged him and they stayed like that for a while. Then one of the nurses, another one of their people, dragged her off to care for the cut on her arm. It had started bleeding again when she pulled her jacket off and blood was dripping from her elbow.

***
 

The militiamen were still in the waiting room when they came out. Lecroix jumped up from his chair and apologized. “Ma’am, my apologies for earlier. I was just being stupid. And Sir, my apologies for delaying you from going to see to your wounded.”

“No problem. It’s been a really long day for us, and we still have a lot to do.”

“I understand that. I would like to talk to y’all sometime, when it’s calmer. We’re in this neighborhood to the west of the hospital here. I would give you my card so you could call or text or email me, but… you know. Lots of luck with that.”

“Give us a few days. A week. We’ll meet. Oh, and in front of the hotel, there’s a corral with about a hundred cows in it. Merry Christmas. They’re yours.”

Lecroix’s mouth fell open. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah. We’re taking the pallets. You take the cattle. Do some good with them. Feed the hospital. Keep the doctor and the patients well fed.”

Lecroix was thanking him profusely and shaking his hand, but Eric was so tired he felt like he was going to stagger and fall over. He ignored him even while shaking his hand, turned to Charlie, and told him “Keep up the good work. Keep our guys safe. I’ll have Brennan send out a crew to relieve you.”


Chapter 4

They went back to the hotel until all of the pallets had been loaded and driven off and they could collapse their perimeter of riflemen. It took several hours but really went pretty quickly for all of the work they did. Eric and Dani caught catnaps in the truck until people started to show up around the perimeter, no one threatening or too insistent about coming close. Generally speaking, smart people don’t walk up on a camp of heavily armed individuals that have just engaged in a battle, and may therefore be a bit trigger-happy. Of course, not everyone is smart, and it kept Eric busy with binoculars, checking them out. He didn’t know if they were curious civilians or potential attackers.

Once the last pallet was loaded, they drove the forklift up onto a trailer, chained it down, and headed for home. Despite the catnap, Eric didn’t trust himself to drive, so he found someone else to do it and promptly fell asleep sitting up in the passenger seat. Dani leaned against him and dozed off, too. It seemed to be about three seconds later that someone was tapping on the window, waking him up.   

There were some cheers and applause when they got out of the truck and some people started walking towards them. Brennan appeared from out of nowhere, standing between them and the approaching people and waving them off.

“Not now!” she called out in her command voice. “They probably need food and rest right now. Hold it until later.” She escorted them into the house. She was a big woman and she had no problem with plowing a hole through the crowd.

“Thank you,” Eric said. “I guess Emily…?”

“She knows.” Brennan nodded towards the closed bedroom door. Eric’s truck had not been the first one back, and word had spread quickly. He mentally steeled himself to talk to Emily about her boyfriend Phillip’s death. 

Eric figured that if he was going to get some sleep, then the others were, too. That was standard NCO stuff, take care of your people first.

“I need three people in full battle gear at the hospital to guard our wounded,” he told Brennan. “The guys that are there now can stay and that’ll give us two shifts to cover day and night. They’ll need to be fed. We also need a crew, armed, to guard the flatbeds. Three people on that, and they need to be fed, too. They should just be there for a day at most. Bear can give you directions. I want him to get some sleep and then he’ll start bringing the flatbeds back here this afternoon. Right now, I’m going to hit the rack for a few hours.”

He walked upstairs, stripped, and fell into bed. Dani debated shower or sleep? for maybe three quarters of a second before deciding to follow his actions all the way down the line. A few hours ago, she’d killed a lot of people. Right now, she slept like a baby.

Not that she was evil. Far from it; she was kind and caring and loving. She was just pissed and she wasn’t going to take it anymore. She had grown up in a poorer Houston neighborhood and had had bad experiences with gangs, starting with being raped by a gang member when she was twelve, and not even been able to report it for fear of retribution. With the world as it existed now, she had by necessity become a warrior, and was determined to shoot on sight any thug she encountered.

***
 

Lacroix’s militia men took over the hotel area as soon as Eric’s convoy took off, moving the cattle out to their own corral and examining the carnage. The hotel was still smoldering but the fire had gone out when there was nothing left to burn in the concrete structure. Fortunately there were no buildings or woods near enough for it to have spread. 

Lacroix and a few men were on the patio, looking at the pile of dead Pistoleros, when the sheriff showed up. “Afternoon, John.”

“Good afternoon, Sheriff Langston.”

“This wasn’t your guys that did this, was it?”

“No, it was some guys from south of here, around Jacksonville somewhere. They’re ranchers and the Pistoleros took two of their cows as a tax. Apparently they objected to being taxed. This was their reply.”

“Over two cows? Lord in Heaven! How many bodies is that?”

“One guy counted forty-six and another counted forty-eight.”

“Lord have mercy.”

“And they’re all shot in the head, every last one of them. They went through and shot them all at the end of the fight to make certain they were dead. Maybe they took some prisoners, but all of these —” He made a gun with his hand and dropped the thumb hammer. “Every single one. And I heard that a little girl… well, not a little girl. A young woman who is short. Tiny, like five foot two. She shot most of these boys. Stood right there behind that table. You can see the marks, bullet tracks where they shot at her and hit the table, and right over there is where her brass was landing. She didn’t move. She wasn’t bobbing and weaving. All of her empty shells are in one spot. There’s some brass there, and some by the door, but the vast majority is right there. Just like she was on a rifle range.”

“What were they doing, all standing right here?”

“Oh, well, that’s the clever part. These ranchers doused the carpets with homemade napalm, tossed in a match, and then blocked the doors to the stairs. The Pistoleros had the choice of going out the windows or burning to death. They threw ropes made of sheets out the windows and ended up here, right in front of that girl’s rifle.”

“What did she have, a damn machine gun?”

Lacroix thought about it briefly. “She might have had a full-auto M-16 or something. The brass is .223 but no links, so it wasn’t a SAW or some belt-fed weapon. She just had an AR when I saw her.”

“Saw her? Did you talk to them?”

“Yeah, they have some wounded in the hospital, and some guys guarding them. We heard all of the gunfire and saw the fire so we went to full alert. Our area includes the hospital, and they ran some trucks in there with their wounded and dead. They looked, you know, normal. Not gangbangers and not drug cartels or anything, so we approached them. Very carefully, I assure you.”

“So they’re friendly? They’re not a rival gang or something?”

“Not from what I got. I met their boss, Eric, and his girl Dani, the girl that did this, but just briefly. They came in to see their wounded and I guess had a million things to do. They were kind of… I don’t want to say rude, but they were wired from being in a gunfight, and concerned about their wounded, so they didn’t have time to chat with us. They did say they would come by to meet with us in a few days or a week. We talked mainly to the guards they have at the hospital.”

“What are they like?”

“Young guys, late teens or early twenties, like straight off the local farms or high schools. I saw black and white. The girl, Dani, I think she’s Hispanic. Eric’s white. Has a Marine Corps tattoo, as a matter of fact. He looks like one tough son of a bitch.”

“What’s the deal with the cattle? They didn’t want them?”

“No, Eric said for me to take them and do some good with them. Grilled steaks tonight! Come on over. Hey, as a matter of fact, we’re going to take some steaks to the rancher guards at the hospital. You know, diplomatic relations.”

“They’ll give you all those cows but when someone takes two from them —”  he stopped and shook his head.

“As far as these cattle, I think it was more a matter of logistics. They hauled off a whole bunch of pallets of something. I never could get a good look at what. They didn’t let anyone inside their perimeter. But they had eighteen-wheelers coming in and out all morning. I think they just didn’t have room to take the cows. Not that I’m complaining, you understand. Besides, giving something away and having something stolen from you is a big difference.”

“Still, to do all this for two cows… they had to have figured that would escalate or something. Figured that they were going to have a lot more trouble from the Pistoleros.”

“You know it was going to be more than two. It was going to be an ongoing extortion.”

The sheriff was staring down at one of the dead men with a bullet hole in his forehead. Flies were crawling in and out of his mouth and walking in the pool of blood and brains beneath him.

“Well, I’d sure rather be friends with these ranchers than enemies. It looks like their enemies end up very thoroughly dead.” 

He looked up and down the mass of dead bodies and felt overwhelmed. His training kept trying to kick in and do things like preserve the crime scene and call in the CSI people and things like that, and he had to keep telling himself that sort of thing didn’t exist anymore.

He’d seen more than a few people dead from gunshot wounds, but this many, literally a pile of bodies, was just overwhelming. First they’d been shot to ribbons. It looked like every one of them had been hit multiple times. He stared at one that was a perfect example: three very clear bullet holes in his chest. He was dead from that alone. Despite that, they’d come through later on, once all the Pistoleros were on the ground, and very deliberately shot them in the head. He could tell that the head shots came in from different angles. He could picture it clearly. Someone stood right here and swung in an arc, shot him, shot him, shot him, and shot him over there. 

“I pray to God these people are on our side,” he muttered.

He didn’t realize he’d spoken out loud but he must have because Lacroix said “Amen to that.”


Chapter 5

Texas counties, all two hundred and fifty-four of them, are governed by a Commissioners Court, with four Precinct Commissioners presided over by a County Judge. The city of Tyler has a Mayor and six Councilmembers. None of these officials from pre-Hexen days were currently serving. Some were known dead, the rest were missing. The current Mayor had been an assistant city attorney and was self-appointed. The County Judge was a retired former judge who felt the world needed his talents after Hexen and was also self-appointed.

When Sheriff Langston, a deputy sheriff appointed to sheriff, entered the conference room, there were also three others, a former librarian, a former fireman, and someone he didn’t recognize.  He was sure they were filling some of the Commissioner/Councilmember positions but he didn’t really care which at this point. It seemed to change daily. For the present, he’d be courteous and respectful and professional until he saw which way the wind was blowing. Just because he hadn’t been an elected official previously didn’t mean he was blind to politics.

“So we got reports of a big gunfight down on South Broadway. Specifically the Buckingham Hotel, where the Pistoleros de Oro had their headquarters,” he began.

“Had?” questioned the Mayor, Ed Stack.

“Had. Most definitely past tense. The hotel is a burned out hulk, still smoldering. Outside the hotel, there are approximately forty-eight dead bodies.”

“Good Lord!” came from the former librarian, with murmurs from others.

“All of the bodies appear to be Pistolero gang members. I understand there were a number of other bodies of gang members that burned inside the hotel. The figure I get most consistently is about twenty.”

“Sixty-eight? Sixty-eight total?” The librarian looked like she was going to burst into tears.

The County Judge put an age-spotted hand on her arm to reassure her. His name was Barry White, no relation to the singer by the same name, and that was how he introduced himself — “Barry White, no relation,” which always drew a laugh. He was white-haired, Caucasian, and small, with a thin, reedy voice, about as opposite from the singer Barry White as one could get.  No one ever got the two confused.

“Sheriff,” he began, “You’ve been putting together a joint task force for the past ten days or two weeks to go after those Pistoleros, gathering together deputies, police, National Guardsmen, deer hunters, and you still don’t have a force that you deem strong enough.”

Langston’s temper flared. “You know as well as I do —” He stopped when White raised his hand, and when his better sense kicked in. He was a long veteran of meetings with various officials, and he knew better than to speak when angry. He mentally kicked himself, blaming it on the horrendous scene he’d recently left.

“I do know, Sheriff. I was not denigrating your efforts in any way. I was merely trying to establish how powerful these people are, that they could take on almost seventy gang members armed to the teeth. Of course, the next question that follows on the heels of that is: are they friendly? Because we apparently couldn’t stand up to them.”

Langston clenched his teeth at that, the more so because it was true. With an effort, he spoke in a neutral voice. “The good news there is that, apparently, they are friendly. Captain Lacroix, our militia leader in that area, talked to their commander, very briefly, and he expressed an interest in meeting with Lacroix in a few days or a week. He gave Lacroix about a hundred head of cattle that the Pistoleros had taken. They also have some wounded at the hospital down there with some guards watching over their wounded.”

“Did they just take over that hospital?”

“No, it’s still open to all, and they have a couple of their nurses there, helping out. And Captain Lacroix is actually pretty clever. He’s keeping a couple of his men at the hospital on guard duty, too. That way, his people are meeting the, um, other people. They don’t have a name. Maybe we need to give them one for the purposes of discussion. Anyway, Lacroix’s people are making friends with the others. That’s got to help in the long run.”

“What are they like?”

“I haven’t been there myself, but I questioned Lacroix and he says the guards are like your typical young men off the farm or just out of high school. He’s seen black, white, and Latino, so it’s nothing race-based. And their leader allegedly has a Marine Corps tattoo.”

“That’s reassuring. Well, it is if he’s friendly, a patriot and all that. It scares the Hell out of me if he isn’t. I can’t imagine what an experienced military man could do with a powerful army. We can’t stand up to him. He didn’t even try to contact you, or Lacroix’s group, or us. He apparently didn’t need to bring in any allies to that fight. He had it covered all on his own. He could….” His voice trailed off. The librarian looked even closer to tears, if that was possible.

“But, Judge, he’s not doing that.”

“Maybe he had to knock the Pistoleros out first, before he comes after us. They were the most effective fighting force in the city. That’s not a dig at you, Sheriff, just fact. You have to admit it yourself.”

Langston unclenched his jaw and replied “There are two other pieces of information I have to tell you at this point. One is that you are aware, per my previous reports, that the Pistoleros were cleaning out all of the gun shops and various other businesses. Well, this group that took down the Pistoleros, they took that stockpile. I have reports that they took multiple eighteen-wheeler loads and approximately twenty pickup truck loads out, and most of those pickups had trailers that were also loaded.”

The Mayor started to say something and it came out as a squeak. In other circumstances it would have been amusing. Today, no one laughed. He cleared his throat and started again. “Are you telling me this son of a bitch just picked up — what? Truckloads of guns and ammunition? Truckloads? I can’t even think of measuring guns in truckloads. How many guns is that?”   

Langston was taking a grim satisfaction in tweaking these pompous bureaucrats. He got to do it so rarely. He had watched the blood drain from their faces a couple of seconds ago. Now was time to lay it on a little thicker.

“Several thousand guns. Two thousand, three thousand, I don’t know. Could be twice that. Could be ten thousand. Maybe a few hundred thousand rounds of ammunition. Could be a million. And some of the guns will be fully automatic. You know, machineguns.”

There was dead silence, utterly and completely. Mouths were open but no sounds were coming out.

“And the final item that I have for you is this. Once the gunfight was over, these people went through and very carefully and very precisely shot each and every single one of the Pistoleros in the head, with rifles, to make absolutely certain that they were dead. The ones that I saw. I don’t know about the twenty that burned in the building.”

The librarian jumped up and ran from the room, saying “I’m going to be sick!” No one paid any attention.   

The sheriff continued: “What I’m saying to you is this: Do. Not. Screw. With. Them. Yes, we need to contact them. Yes, we need to make friends with them, open diplomatic relations or whatever. Yes, we need to make an alliance with them. But if you promise them something, you’d damned sure better keep that promise in full. Sixty eight men were shot down because they stole two cows from them.” He held up two fingers. “Remember that. Two cows. Sixty eight men shot, and then shot again in the head. These people do not play. At all. Don’t even think about it.”


Chapter 6

Eric awoke a couple of hours later, hungry and needing to make a head call, which in Marine-speak meant go to the bathroom. He threw on some shorts and a T-shirt, moving quietly so as to not disturb Dani, and went downstairs. The house was unusually quiet. It was the center of operations, and was usually a bustle of energy at almost all hours of the day and night. A large part was Phillip’s death. He had lived in the house with his girlfriend Emily, who was the house manager, and she was grieving in the downstairs bedroom. Eric guessed another part was people knowing he needed some sleep.

He took a quick shower and shaved. Since he had solar panels, and since Phillip had repaired them after the EMP, he had electricity. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to shower, since an electric pump drew water from the well. He brewed some coffee and made a couple of sandwiches, one to his preference and one to Dani’s, then carried it all upstairs on a cookie sheet pressed into service as a tray.

Dani was kind-of awake and hungry, so he got some brownie points there, but he wanted to investigate something he had seen when he came upstairs before he ate. He had heard low voices and seen someone outside the front door so he went to see what they needed. Naturally, he had a Glock in his hand and ready to go when he opened the door.

Brennan and Taylor were sitting in chairs out on the lawn, between the driveway and the front door. When he opened the door, they stood and walked over to him.

“Can we do anything?” Brennan asked. She was retired Air Force Security Forces Master Sergeant, a military policewoman, in other words, with a high enlisted rank. She had dark mahogany skin and hair closely cropped to her head. And she was big. Not fat, but tall and muscular, a modern-day Amazon warrior. Eric had seriously wondered a time or two if he could take her in a fight. She knew some positively nasty barroom brawling tricks.

“Why are y’all sitting out here?” he asked.

“Keeping things quiet in the house. We’re intercepting anyone headed this way and either taking care of their problem or taking a note for you to address.” Brennan nodded at Taylor, who had a clipboard. Taylor was a refugee like the rest, a drop-dead gorgeous 14-year old blonde who had lost both parents in Hexen. She had glommed on to Dani and was emulating her in many things, like taking martial arts taught by Brennan, shooting drills, and a whole range of military skills taught by Eric.

And some had been taught by Phillip. His loss was going to leave a big gap in the community.

“Anything I need to do right now?” Eric inquired.

“The graves are dug. Pastor Michael has scheduled the funerals for a little under two hours from now. I gave him the go-ahead on that. That one’s on me if —”

“No, no, not at all. Without modern embalming….” He left the rest unsaid. “Flag?”

“I have a U.S. flag for Phillip. The others weren’t military, so I didn’t know, but I do have adequate flags if needed. For our people.”

Eric considered that one. Military and former military rate having a U.S. flag on their coffins. Civilians do not, but the men killed last night were on a mission to preserve the United States, it could be argued.

“Flags for our people. They died fighting for their country.”

“And a three-volley rifle salute, for Phillip only?”

“Absolutely.” He started to say something about how to come up with some blank ammunition, but then a little voice in his brain kicked him and told him to shut up. Brennan was a well-experienced and very capable trooper.

She nodded. “I have a seven-member detail ready, using bolt-action rifles. We’ve pulled the bullets and replaced them with wax plugs.”

That little voice inside Eric’s head said See? Well experienced and very capable! in an I-told-you-so-tone. Eric smiled, partly thinking that he still needed more sleep. “Brennan, I’m very lucky to have you. You probably need to think about grooming a second-in-command. I’m going to have to rely on you more heavily in the future.”

She stood fractionally straighter and said “Yes, Sir.”

“Okay, if there’s nothing more I need to do right this moment —” Brennan shook her head so he looked at Taylor.

She stood up straighter, too, and said “Nothing that can’t wait. I can brief you at your convenience.”

That made him smile wider, and he replied “Thank you, Taylor. I look forward to that.” But his smile faded quickly when the grief came back, once his attention wasn’t focused on something.

***
 

Ninety minutes later, as they walked up to the grave sites, Eric stopped. He had been there when Phillip was killed. He had shot the man that killed him, and then he had looked down on his body and seen that he was dead. There had been no need for first aid, or to check for a pulse, or anything like that. A .45 ACP right to the face, almost between the eyes, leaves little chance of survival even with medevac helicopters and teams of doctors on standby. It left no chance in this world, with none of those features.

Eric had had to put his emotions in a mental box and lock it down. He didn’t have the luxury of time to grieve then, since he had been in the middle of the attack and many people’s lives depended on him. He had to keep it together then. He didn’t know if he could do it now.

He looked at the line of holes in the ground, each with a pile of dirt beside it, flattened out to serve as the funeral bier, with the bodies laid out on them. The bodies were wrapped in sheets which had come from the houses where they set up the aid station, and none were white. Instead, they were colored and patterned and no two matched. The bodies had first been wrapped in plastic painter’s drop cloth, then in the sheets, and taped with transparent packing tape. The names were written on the tape around the ankles.  A couple of the sheets were bright, a purple and a blue, and Eric hoped that those were for the girls that they were rescuing, that got hit by the gunfire from the same guy that shot Phillip. People packed together in a hallway made for a lot of targets.

Dani had almost been wounded or killed, too, which was a thought he didn’t even want to entertain. One bullet had hit her back armor at an angle and ricocheted off and two more had hit a girl that Dani was supporting. He thought again I’ve got to get her out of these gunfights!

***
 

They arrived early for the funerals, a habit ingrained in the Marines, where if you are fifteen minutes early, you’re late. Brennan was just getting the flags placed. They walked up to Phillip’s body, which was wrapped in a sheet with a light tan pattern.  Eric’s father had died about three years ago, his wife about two, and a Marine buddy and his wife in Hexen. And virtually everyone else he knew, in Hexen, but he wasn’t actually with them, trying to keep them alive against all hope. He didn’t know if he had any tears left but his throat was doing a great job of clutching up. He stepped forward and laid his hand on Phillip’s arm, held it for a moment, then stepped back and saluted him. Dani had a bandanna held to her face just below her eyes and was soaking it with her tears, trying to cry softly.

A breeze blew up and the corners of the flags folded back. Brennan pulled magazines out of her gear and weighed the corners down, and her guys followed her lead with the other flags and their own magazines. In this world, if you were smart, you always had someone in full battle gear, ready to take on any threat. The more, the better.

Eric went down the line with a small notebook and a pen, which all Marines always kept on their person, and wrote down the names. He didn’t know anyone well, other than Phillip, from their time together in the Marine Corps. Hexen was only six weeks ago and it had been two weeks after that before they started hiring people. He’d never met the girls that had died, and no one even knew the last name of one of them. Even her first name was probably a nickname, unless some throwback hippie freak parents from Austin had named their daughter “Sparkle.”

Stripper name, he thought, then mentally kicked himself for being uncharitable to the dead girl.

He walked back and he and Dani embraced wordlessly. She held him fiercely, with her face pressed into his chest, and he could feel her tears soaking his shirt. They stood like that until the preacher came up and looked ready to start. Eric held up a hand for him to wait, and walked to the front of the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Americans, Texans and others, thank you for being here. This is going to be a day of remembrance going forward. Last night, this morning, in the early hours, we did a great thing. There was a serious threat to our way of life, and we took care of that threat. We’ve been hit hard by Hexen and by the EMP, but we are going to rebuild our country. We are going to rebuild, and the Pistoleros, that gang of murderers and thieves and rapists, drug dealers, they were a threat to our way of life. They didn’t want to work to rebuild America, they wanted to steal from our hard work, and kidnap women and turn them to prostitution. They only wanted to take, not to rebuild. They were the scum of the earth. They were filth. And now they’re dead, or running for their lives.

“I’m sure we didn’t get each and every one of them, but we came close. They killed four of us, wounded some others, and shot down three of the girls that were trying to escape. But we wiped them out! I haven’t counted it up, but let’s see, there were three guards, and five on the second floor, that’s eight. The snipers probably got ten or twelve, call that twenty total. And then, the stars of the battle, the heroes, were Mark and Dani.” He looked at Dani and a small part of his brain incongruously noted that she must have changed her eyeliner brand, because she didn’t have raccoon eyes even with all of that recent crying.

She looked back at him with a No! Don’t single me out! look, but it was too late.  

“Mark and Dani stood there while the Pistoleros came streaming out of the building and they poured accurate, sustained rifle fire into them.  Mark was wounded. A bullet skidded along his cheekbone and put him down. He’s in the hospital but he’ll be fine. Dani wasn’t hit but she lost a lock of hair to a bullet that almost hit her in the neck, and she had a number of holes in her uniform where bullets almost hit her. She was mad this morning because she had a pack of cookies in a pocket and a bullet went through the pack and destroyed her cookies.” That brought a laugh from the crowd.

“At the end, Mark and Dani had a pile of bodies in front of them. A pile of dead Pistoleros. I estimated about forty-five or fifty, that’s five zero dead criminals. I want to thank Mark and Dani for their bravery, for their courage under fire, and for doing such a magnificent job in helping us to rebuild Texas and America!”

Eric’s voice rose in volume towards the end, and he turned towards Dani and started clapping. The crowd immediately joined in with their applause, along with whistles and whoops. Dani looked embarrassed, and shot Eric an exasperated glance.

Eric started up again when the applause tapered off. “I want to say that Phillip served with me in the Marine Corps, and he was like a brother —” his throat clutched up. He breathed in and out slowly and tried to speak three times and couldn’t get any words out. He shook his head in frustration, then executed an about-face and rendered a salute to Phillip. He got out “Semper Fidelis, Marine” before the tears came.

He waved at Pastor Michael, giving him the stage, as he took Dani’s hand and walked through the crowd, head down. People were touching them both on the arms or patting them on the back, saying “good job” and “kill ‘em all” and “thank you.” Eric didn’t react at all, just kept walking. Dani was trying to say “thank you” back and to smile at the people, but she had to keep walking to keep from being dragged, and she didn’t want to let go of his hand. He needed her.

He took them away from the crowd, another thirty or forty yards, and stopped by a big oak tree. Some people went up front to say a few words about one or another of the deceased and then the preacher performed the ceremony. Brennan had a squad of people, seven of them, male and female, and they did a good job of firing three volleys on her commands. They didn’t try to play “Taps.” The flags were folded and the bodies lowered into the graves, then the reverend looked over the crowd and waved at Eric and Dani. Emily, Phillip’s girlfriend, threw a handful of dirt into his grave, then Eric and Dani. They continued on to all of the graves, putting a handful into each to start the burial, and then headed back home.

***
 

Back at the house, Eric headed straight for the garage. His former garage. Since his solar panels were back in operation, thanks to Phillip, the garage had quickly been turned to food preservation, with rows of older, non-digital freezers and refrigerators keeping food fresh for the workers. The workers had been refugees, fleeing the cities to seek out food. He grabbed a six-pack of beer and headed upstairs to the master bedroom.

Following the death of first his father and then his wife, he had checked out of the world for a while. He had been drunk and borderline suicidal for a few months before coming back, and still wasn’t sure how or why he had lived through it. As part of his recovery he built this house on forty-eight acres of land that his Father had owned for many years. Happy memories had been made here on camping and hunting trips with his Father after his Mother had died when he was twelve.

He had modified an existing plan for a house of about twelve hundred square feet, making a small house seem larger with high ceilings, an open concept, and a living/dining room with a two-story ceiling. The master bedroom, on the second floor, didn’t have a chair, but he threw enough pillows against the headboard to prop up in a sitting position. He got a couple of beers down in no time flat. He didn’t know if he could think about the big things right now, so he started on the small.

I built this place to get away from people he thought. Some getaway. I’m sitting here in my bedroom because this house has become a headquarters. People in and out all day and night. The garage has been turned into a meat locker. Had to cut down trees to put in some housing for the workers. With outhouses! Bunch of grills and picnic tables and miscellaneous crap in the yard and my fire pit turned into a barbecue pit. Bear’s got the workshop with all of that damn junk around there. You’d think with ninety per cent of the world’s population dead I’d have more privacy out here, but nooooo. Instead, all of these mother….

He saw movement where he had left the door open a crack, a bit of raven-black hair and one amber eye peeping in at him. He had taught Dani how to walk on stairs quietly, hugging the edges of the tread, close to the stringers, so it was understandable that he had not heard her.

“Come on in, Beautiful,” he said. “Just… having a little pity party here. God, I can’t believe Phillip is d…. D…. Gone.” He couldn’t bring himself to say “dead.” His eyes filled up with tears. Seeing that, hers did, too. She sat down beside him and put a hand on his arm to maintain physical contact, but turned her head away so she wasn’t looking at him. She didn’t want to just start bawling.

“Emily and Jaime are in her room with a bottle of tequila, getting drunk and crying. The steaks are going on the grills. And people think I’m some kind of hero.” She turned to give him another exasperated look, then turned away again.

“You are a hero, silly girl. Hell, I was giving Mark a lot more credit than he was due. He was dazed by that shot to the cheek, so I picked up his rifle and cleared it. The magazine was almost full. He probably didn’t fire seven or eight rounds, if that many. You —”  he extended his index finger to poke her in the arm since she wasn’t looking at him “— you were the one that won that battle for us.”

“I heard the gunfire change tempo. They probably made one of their men stand in a window to attract a shot from one of our snipers. Once they saw his muzzle flash, they all piled on and shot the hell out of his position. I just figured out which windows they were going to go out of, and I was standing there. Mark and I were standing there.”

“Epic battles throughout history have turned on less.” He received yet another exasperated look but this time she kept looking at him.

“Okay, but if I’m out there, you have to be out there, too. You can’t stay cooped up here. I know this is a funeral but it is also a celebration of our victory. They want to rub elbows with the general. That’s you.”

He looked down, sighed, and said “I guess duty calls.”

“I’m going downstairs. I’ll see you out there in a minute.”

An idea popped into Eric’s mind that made him smile at Dani’s retreating back. You will, indeed, my dear!


Chapter 7

A few minutes later he was outside, with people congratulating him, offering condolences, or just wanting to talk to him. Yesterday he had been the boss. Today he was the commander or something, he wasn’t sure. The general, like Dani had said. He was standing on the deck, which was raised a couple of feet above the ground, lingering, wanting Dani to spot him and join him. She eventually did, giving him a hug and smiling at him. Some people clapped, and someone called out “Speech!”

“Oh, you don’t seriously want me to talk any more, do you?” Eric asked, getting some laughter. “Actually, there is one thing that I want to say. Last night, before the battle, I told Dani that I loved her. She stopped me and said ‘No, not tonight. Tomorrow, after we win, then you can tell me if you still want to.’  So….”

He looked from the crowd to Dani, and she was looking at him with an ‘Oh my God, what is he going to say?’ look. He took a step back and got down on one knee. Gasps came from the crowd, and both of Dani’s hands flew up to her mouth. 

“Daniela Angelina Ruiz Vasquez, I love you, I respect you, I am proud of you, and I am overwhelmingly impressed by you. Will you marry me?” He had a ring in his hand, a diamond encircled by smaller diamonds and emeralds.

Cheers, applause, whistles, and whoops came from the crowd, but only briefly. There was still an air of restraint, waiting for her answer.

She leaned down to him so she could whisper into his ear without being overheard. “Are you drunk?”

“No, I had three beers.”

“Are you serious about this?”

“Absolutely!”

“Are you going to regret this tomorrow?”

“No.”

“You’re not overreacting because of… you know?”

“No, this is what I want to do. Will you marry me, Miss Inquisitive?”

Her eyes, brimming with tears, now overflowed. “YES!” She straightened and extended her left hand, for him to put the ring on it.

A woman cried “She said YES!” and the whole crowd erupted in full volume. He stood and they kissed. When they came up for air, he dug for a bandanna to wipe away her tears while she examined the ring.

“Where did you get this?”

“It was my Mother’s, and, as a matter of fact, my Grandmother’s before her.” That brought another flood of tears and she buried her face in his neck.

***
 

It became a real celebration after that. Sad to say, but with so many dead from Hexen, people had gotten a thicker skin about death. What was a few more dead compared to the billions that had died a few short weeks ago? Eric’s people hadn’t been together long enough to form tight bonds, many of them. But someone getting married, now that was hope for the future. That was a confirmation that life, that civilization, would go on.

Somewhere along the way, he and Dani found Brennan and stepped away from the crowd a bit. “We need to create an NCO corps,” Eric stated. “I don’t want to build a private army, but we kind of have to, to some extent. I guess what I’m saying is that I don’t want to go on military excursions, but we need a rank structure. We need good low and middle managers and a system to grow them.”

Brennan had nodded at his first sentence, then pulled out a notebook and started paging through it.

“You already have a list, don’t you?” Eric asked, the realization dawning on him. Dani snickered.

“I made some notes,” Brennan admitted, as she stopped on a page. “My suggestion —”

“Stop,” he interrupted. “Don’t suggest. Just do it. I trust your judgement. But we’re going to have Marine Corps ranks. Private, Private First Class, Lance Corporal, Corporal, Sergeant, Staff Sergeant. I don’t imagine you want an E-7 right now, do you?”

“No, I was going to go no higher than E-5. I’d rather discuss Staff Sergeant and above with you.” 

“Okay. Let’s get everyone’s attention and… well, I guess if we’re going to do ranks, then I have to have one, too.” He pondered that for a minute. “I hate to act like some jumped-up Third World dictator. Definitely not ‘general’. I’d almost prefer ‘CEO’.”

“CEOs don’t command NCOs. If their ranks are military….”

“Yeah, then mine needs to be, too.”

“What’s our name?”

Eric sighed. “My father actually registered ‘Marten Timber Company’ to get the agricultural exemption on this place, to lower the taxes, but timber isn’t what we’re doing now. I guess ‘Marten Cattle Company’ would reflect our main business.”

“MCC. The Martens, or the MCs,” Brennan mused, then nodded.

He looked at Dani, who also nodded. Approval given, Eric walked up onto the deck and got everyone’s attention.

“Hey, just one more thing. I promise this is the last. Well, two things. This is good news. We are going to formally go by the name ‘Marten Cattle Company’ to reflect our main business. But more importantly, we are going to start using a rank structure. More rank equals more responsibility but also more benefits. We are going to use a military rank structure because many people are familiar with it, not that we are a military organization. But there are parts of it that will be more closely military, such as Security. Anyway, I am going to assume the rank of Colonel. This is for formal events and meetings with the outside world. You guys, please call me ‘Eric’. We have some promotions to announce, not all of them, there will be more, but this is what we have tonight. They will be announced by Lieutenant Colonel Brennan.”

Brennan’s eyes snapped to him and her mouth started to open in surprise before she caught it, nodded once, and then stepped up to make her announcements. Nothing fazes her, Eric thought. She’s good. No, she’s not; she’s great.

She started with a brief summary of what an NCO did and how important they were and then launched into the promotions. There were cheers and applause after each name. He kind of tuned out the names but let the cheers carry him along. He was thinking that Ted should be a First Lieutenant on the fast track to Captain, Bear a Warrant Officer, which would give him benefits but keep him out of a command position. 

“And what rank is your fiancée?” Dani was looking at him, eyebrows raised, her big, almost golden-brown eyes wide.

They had their arms around each other. He looked down at her and answered her with “Major.”

She nodded, satisfied with that, and snuggled her head into his chest. “We know who the real boss is, though,” she murmured.

“HA!” he laughed. He would have playfully swatted her on the butt if they hadn’t been in front of everyone.


Chapter 8

Despite his exalted rank, the next morning Eric was operating in NCO mode, which meant that you appeared at work early after a night of drinking, to show what a badass you were. You acted totally unaffected by something so insignificant as a hangover, you were active and loud and unsympathetic to lesser, hungover mortals. Then, once you had made an impression that you were tough, you sneaked off for a nice little nap.

That was the theory, anyway. Eric didn’t think he was going to get the nap. He was just going to have to power through because there were a lot of things to do today. Bear was going out with his semi and a pickup truck full of riflemen called the Gunslingers to finish hauling the flatbeds back. There had been several minor difficulties and they had not gotten all of them back the previous day.

The extra troops were a measure that Eric thought was justified. Anyone who was surprised and intimidated by the battle had now had time to gather their wits and their courage. Someone may think that the flatbeds were a prime target, hence the reinforcements.

Eric turned that name, Gunslingers, over in his mind again and didn’t really like it any better now than he had previously. Dani had come up with that name to get people excited to volunteer for the battle against the Pistoleros and it had worked, but the connotation was wrong for a long-term name. They weren’t mercenaries or reckless, shoot-em-up yahoos. They needed something better. Security force, company sheriff, company police… he obviously wasn’t very creative this morning. It was something else to add to the list of things to do when one is rebuilding civilization.

Another group was heading to the hospital to check on the wounded and do some scrounging. Eric and Dani were going with that group. They had four trucks with three people per truck, the driver inside the cab and two in the bed, able to shoot in a three hundred sixty degree panorama around the truck.

He had some guys that could weld, but the only working welder they had so far was a little home-shop unit. They needed to find something bigger so they could weld up a rollbar for each truck. That would give the gunners something to tie off to with a rope or strap around the belt so they could have both hands on their weapon and not worry about falling out. Maybe a four-point rollbar, with four vertical bars connecting to four horizontal ones to form a square over the whole bed. That way they had something to lean against without tying themselves to it and limiting their ability to dismount quickly.  Something else on the to-do list.

They also needed some better people-movers. The EMP had killed all of the computers and fancy electronics in newer vehicles, anything built after about 1990, so they had to resurrect old ones. Naturally, the first priority had been trucks and farm equipment because that was something that could help to feed people.  They’d expanded out from that to a few earth-movers, a bulldozer, backhoe, and trackhoe, and had found a running eighteen-wheeler cab, but these were still all work vehicles. They needed something with seats for people, maybe an old Suburban or a small bus, something like that. Maybe one of those immense old land yacht station wagons with the wood grain on the side and luggage rack on the roof. He almost laughed at himself thinking of that. Something else for the list.  And maybe they could find something nice for the boss to drive, too.

He found Ted, promoted him to First Lieutenant, and put him in charge while he and Brennan were at the hospital. Ted was a guy they picked up on the highway, like most of the others. They needed some way to keep meat edible, before they got the solar up and running again and powering refrigerators, so Eric had put him to work figuring out the best ways to preserve meats — smoking, salting, jerky, and whatever else he could think of.  They had the refrigerators now but very few people had power, so the preserved meats made for excellent trade goods.

But Ted had also shown his organizational talents and rock-solid reliability, so he was moving rapidly up the chain of command. His shooting and hunting skills were great, but his military ones were nonexistent. That’s the main reason why Eric was running all kinds of military skills training all of the time, to bring all of these civilians up to at least some minimum competency.

Again, thought Eric, not that we’re a military organization, but there are a lot of military skills that are potentially vital for this world, like hand-to-hand combat and map reading and first aid and rope work.

***
 

At the hospital, they learned that Joseph had made it through surgery but that the girl with the arterial wound in the leg had not. The doctor looked exhausted.

“I’m the only one here. I had to choose. I thought the chest wound was survivable if I got to him immediately. I thought the leg wound could wait and still be survivable. I was wrong.”

“You did all you could, Doc. That’s all anyone could ask,” Eric reassured him. But Dani was devastated. Their secondary goal, after getting rid of the Pistoleros, had been to save the girls, and now three were dead.

Eric didn’t have to ask her what was wrong. He knew why she was looking so dejected. She put on a good face when they saw Mark, but he figured she would be down in the dumps for a few days. He predicted she would want a heavy workout with the weights and the punching bag this afternoon.

Joseph and the guard detail were going to have to stay at the hospital for a while. The others had been patched up and went home yesterday. Mark had been kept overnight, but was coming back with them today. Other than a scar, he should be good, with no permanent bone or nerve damage.

They were helping him into a truck when they heard a whistle and one of their guys at the corner of the building gave hand signals for “vehicle” and “one” and pointed. Hand signals was one of the skills that Eric thought everyone should have. 

***
 

The sheriff came wheeling in off the street and into the hospital parking lot and came face to face with two trucks and several heavily armed people. No one was exactly pointing a rifle directly at him… sort of. Something made him look to the side and there was at least one more rifleman there, directly to his right.

He realized he was squarely in the middle of a crossfire, a neatly engineered L-shaped ambush. This was a situation to move slowly and carefully in if he had ever seen one. He didn’t like it, but he put both hands up on the steering wheel. One of the figures approached, a tall black girl in her late teens or early twenties, no older, wearing camouflage as they all were.  

“Good morning, Sir. May I help you?” she asked very politely.

“I was looking for… there’s an organization that has some wounded and some guards at this hospital. I wanted to get a message to your boss, if that’s your group.”

“Please pull your vehicle over there and stand by. You may lower your arms but don’t touch any weapons at this time.” The girl sounded very smooth, like she had worked at a fast food place for a while and was well-experienced with courteously shepherding customers through the process. Same courtesy and efficiency, different process. With rifles.

He gritted his teeth and pulled over into a parking space. There were plenty. The cars that had been here had been pushed into position to form a corral enclosing several yards in the neighboring subdivision.

Sheriff Langston got out and looked around. Some of the camo-clad figures were keeping a close eye on him, while some were keeping an eye out in all directions. He looked up and there was one on the roof, too, probably with binoculars and a nice bolt-action rifle for long shots. Craning his neck to peer around the trucks, he could see someone with a huge bandage on the side of his face, and just now they were carrying a body bag, with occupant, to the bed of another truck. He spotted a tiny figure with shoulder-length hair, raven black, and figured that she was the killer. He couldn’t see much about her at this distance, but he saw her place her left hand upon the body bag and make the sign of the cross with her right. Then his attention was distracted by the black girl trotting back.

“Eric, I mean Colonel Marten, will see you soon.” 

“Thank you. What’s your name?”

“Tameka.”

“So, Tameka, they’re not holding you against your will or anything, are they?” He spoke in a low voice with his eyes laser-focused on hers. He had not been bad with interrogations, not great, and he didn’t have much time, but it was worth a shot.

She looked at him in amazement. “No! They’re great! They just promoted me to lance corporal last night! I don’t have my rank on this uniform but I’ll get it embroidered as soon as I can.”

“Wow, they must think highly of you to promote you. Congratulations! What did you do to deserve it?”

“I’m responsible. I’m intelligent. I….” She glanced over and saw that Eric wasn’t coming, so she continued. “I wanted to go to college. I made good grades in high school, but then I made a mistake. I got pregnant and had to drop out of school. I ended up a single mother, still living in my Mama’s place. Then Hexen came along and took my beautiful little baby boy and my Mama back to Heaven.” Her eyes filled with tears and she fiercely wiped them away with the heel of her hand. “I won’t talk about trying to get out of Dallas, ever, but there was no law. People could do anything they wanted to do if they had the power. If you were a man, or had a gun, or had some friends, you were the boss until somebody bigger and badder came along. I wandered in the woods. I ate possum that I killed with a baseball bat.

“And then Eric’s men found me, but they didn’t want to rape me, or send me away, or make me a slave, or shoot me because of the color of my skin. They fed me and asked me if I wanted to stay. They don’t put up with any slackers. They’re tough, but it’s a fair toughness, the same for everyone. They… demand something from you. They demand that you fulfill your own potential. They have classes and training all of the time, things to help you survive. I used to think that only thugs had guns, but they taught me how to use this rifle, and I can hit targets at three hundred yards now!” She glowed with pride.

“So is Eric building an army? Is he going to take over?”

“No, he doesn’t want to fight, but Lord help you if you want to fight him!” She shook her head in an emphatic “No,” then she turned at the sound of boots running towards them. So did the sheriff. He saw a beautiful young blonde trotting up. She stopped on the other side of the trucks and seemed to make a gesture or two but he couldn’t see it from where he was standing. No words passed but some communication did, because the black girl turned back to him and said “Please follow Taylor to see the Colonel.”

He thanked her and smiled. She might be a source of more information in the future.

Taylor asked “Please follow me,” spun on her heel, and started walking at a good clip. Langston noted that she was clad in camouflage and boots but seemed to be unarmed. No rifle, anyway. She could have an arsenal under that loose-fitting camo top. Ah, there was a flash of something, too thin and narrow for a holster. Had to be a sheath for a knife. If Eric wasn’t building an army, he was doing a damned good job of militarizing young girls, anyway.

The trip across the parking lot was quick at Taylor’s pace, too fast to strike up a conversation with her. Sheriff Langston started evaluating Eric as soon as he got close enough to see him well. Being a law enforcement officer involves dealing with people all day long. Every call involves victims, witnesses, perpetrators, or all three, usually with random members of the public thrown in for added spice. LEOs learned to be good and quick judges of character.

Eric was in camouflage, too, of course, but not the distinctive Marine Corps camo. One person wearing a unique camouflage pattern would draw the fire of a sniper. Better to blend in with the crowd, although there was no doubt as to who was in charge. The young man that Eric was speaking with trotted back into the hospital on some errand and Eric turned to meet the sheriff. He stepped forward, offered his hand, and they shook hands and introduced themselves. His eyes met Langston’s and stayed there.

Langston went through a little mental checklist regarding the man he was meeting: calm, cool, collected, self-confidant, very firmly in charge of himself, very much in command here, not afraid of giving orders or confronting someone. Many people felt and looked guilty when they met a cop even if they hadn’t done anything. Others actually were guilty and either tried to brazen their way through the encounter, begged for mercy, or tried to avoid it entirely. Others just didn’t like cops on sight, regardless of what they had or hadn’t done.

Eric’s demeanor didn’t even hint at any of that. You’d think that someone who had engineered and taken part in the deaths of sixty-eight men and burned down a four-story building the previous day would show some glimmer of guilt or apprehension or something. But no, nothing. It wasn’t the “who, me?” ploy accompanied by terrible acting that Langston saw all of the time. He didn’t look mentally incompetent or unstable or consumed by zealotry. Instead, he looked intelligent, very competent, and somewhat impatient.

And, Langston had to admit, intimidating.

Eric’s biceps strained the fabric of his jacket and the sheriff bet he could bench press ridiculous weight. Plenty of gym rats had muscles, but that Marine Corps tattoo made him think that there was probably some genuine fighting skill and actual experience in this one.  And some real trigger time, gained at the hotel the night before last, if he hadn’t had some previously.

“Apologies, but we’re on a tight schedule here. What can I do for you?” Eric asked.

The sheriff immediately opened his mouth to let Eric know in no uncertain terms that he was in charge here, and Eric would be going on his way when he let him go. Fortunately, he stopped himself before he actually said anything and inserted his foot into his mouth.

That had been the old world, and it was gone. This was the new world. He was alone here, more stunningly alone than he had ever been in his law enforcement career. No radio, no phone, no partner, no dispatcher, no backup. Absolutely nothing. These dozen heavily armed individuals around him could literally do anything in the world they wanted to do to him, and stand around and drink beer and laugh about it afterward, at the scene of the crime, and nobody could do a thing about it. 

As much as it galled him, Langston needed to check his attitude, not the other way around. 

“Actually, I didn’t expect you to be here,” he replied. “I was going to leave a message with your guards. I am the designated representative of both Smith County and the city of Tyler, appointed by the appropriate officials, to make contact with you.”

“That was quick,” Eric mused, still not intimidated, just surprised that bureaucrats could move that fast.

“Burning down a building and shooting almost seventy men to death tends to draw some attention,” Langston huffed.

Eric actually laughed at that. “I imagine it does. Okay, so you’ve made contact. Now what?”

The sheriff opened his mouth to say something sharp and again tamped it down. That was then. This is now. He carried on. “I understand you’re met Lacroix, and are going to meet with him again soon. I’d like to be a part of that. Do you have a date for that meeting?”  

“We didn’t set one. I assume you can communicate with him? How about three days from now?”

The sheriff nodded. “Saturday? I can give him a head’s up.”

“Midafternoon. He can put someone here in the hospital to guide us in. Tell him to butcher one of those cows and throw it on the barbecue pit. We’ll bring some additional food and some goodies and we’ll make it an old-fashioned cookout. Good to meet you.” Eric had his hand out for a handshake.

Langston realized he was being dismissed and didn’t like it, but he shook his hand and got out of the way, since Eric made a hand signal and people started shouting “Mount up!” and a flurry of activity began.

People were jumping into trucks and starting engines and pulling into position to reform the convoy. The trucks bristled with rifles pointing in every direction, on high alert in the city. Unlike a lot of LEOs, Langston had never been in the military, so he couldn’t evaluate how good they were, but he did note that the trucks were exceptionally quiet. Most old trucks had bad mufflers, or loud mufflers if someone was hot-rodding them, but these were whisper-quiet.

He did note that all of the tires he could see were brand new, and thought Why not? They can clean out any tire shop, auto parts store, quick oil change, or new truck dealership that they want, so they ought to be able to maintain their trucks. Of course, at some point the gasoline is going to run out.

He didn’t know that Eric had found another refugee who was a licensed and experienced over-the-road trucker. They had immediately put him to work hauling tankers full of gasoline and diesel into their territory. He parked them spread out, hundreds of yards away from each other, so a fire in one would not spread to another.

Within seconds the convoy was gone, so Sheriff Langston headed inside the hospital and found the doctor. After a few questions, the doctor looked at him sternly. “Sheriff, I believe you have the wrong impression of Eric, and probably Dani, too, for that matter. They are the good guys. Yes, they engaged in that gun battle with the Pistoleros. Well, during World War II we dropped incendiary bombs on Tokyo and Dresden and other cities and killed hundreds of thousands of civilians, to say nothing of dropping atomic weapons and killing more civilians. Yet we were the good guys. Someone had to step in and stop the bad guys. That’s what the United States did during World War II and that’s what Eric and Dani and their people did a couple of days ago. I didn’t notice law enforcement doing anything about that gang.”

Langston was going to scream if someone threw that up in his face one more time, but he kept his tongue. The doctor was continuing to speak.

“Let me tell you about the good that they are doing. They first came here a week ago and wanted some medical supplies. We negotiated payment of one cow, and they gave me two, at Dani’s urging, to feed myself, my tiny remaining staff, and the patients here. Is anyone else doing that? Any level of government? The answer is ‘no’. I receive nothing. Then, after that battle, they gave Captain Lacroix approximately one hundred cattle and specifically told him to do good things with them, and specifically to feed the hospital. This hospital. Again, is anyone else doing this? Again, the answer is ‘no’.

“And the gang, they looted medical supplies from other hospitals and clinics. They spared us, since we are close to their headquarters, and they didn’t want us to be short on supplies if they brought one of their people in here. But others were raided. I know because they are asking me to share my dwindling supplies with them. Well, Eric has promised that he will give me any medical supplies he finds in the pallets of goods that he took from the hotel, so that I can return them to the other hospitals.

“The gang was also kidnapping girls and forcing them to be prostitutes. Dani’s top priority was to free those girls, and she was heartbroken that that one had died, the one they carried out today. She had never met that girl. She didn’t know her from seven billion other people that used to inhabit this planet, yet she cried when she found out she was deceased. I’ve heard the stories about Dani, how she fought the gang and came through unscathed. I think she’s an angel. An avenging angel perhaps, but an angel nonetheless.” The doctor stopped speaking and stared off into the far distance, looking surprised. “I… I’ve never… that just came out. I never really thought about that in so many words. Maybe we really are in the End Times and….”

There was a clamor at the front, not loud, but the doctor was attuned to it, and he turned without a word and strode quickly towards the sound.

The sheriff’s rational mind batted down the thought of angels immediately, scoffed at it, in fact, but his religious upbringing and still-strong faith rebelled at that. It can’t be, he thought. It can’t. But I accept the Bible as the Word of God, so angels do exist. But that was thousands of years ago. Was this the Final Judgement? Nothing like this had ever happened before. It would be the perfect time for an angel to appear. But it can’t be, can it?

He started running through all of the angels he remembered from the Bible. The Sodom and Gomorrah angels, so humanlike that they were mistaken for mere young men, came up first, and that almost sent a shiver down his spine. Those cities and their inhabitants were beset by sin and were destroyed by sulfur and fire.

Lord help me, isn’t that a spot-on accurate description of the Pistoleros? And of what happened to them? Certainly fire destroyed the place, and sulfur is an ingredient of gunpowder. And they tried to get the innocents out, but some died in the process, just as Lot’s wife turned into a pillar of salt.

He walked out of the hospital in a daze, noting almost subconsciously that the doctor was working on a man with a broken leg. He sat in his Jeep and thought about things for a long time.


Chapter 9

Dani was depressed about the girls. They had tried to rescue them and now three had died. Eric sympathized and then gave her something to do so she wouldn’t just sit and sulk the whole trip. She wrote while he came up with a to-do list.

They really needed to get the Pistolero stockpile under cover, both for protection from the elements and to see what they actually had. Some of the boxes were well-marked with manufacturer’s names and logos and were obvious. Some had stencils that the Pistoleros had spray-painted onto wooden crates full of smaller items. Some seemed to have no markings at all.

Eric had a crew cleaning out a large metal building that had been a woodworking shop on a now-abandoned homestead. “That will be our warehouse,” he said, “but now we need some security, like locks, an additional fence, and some guard dogs. Shelves, labels, an inventory system, fuel for the forklift. What does that thing run on? 

“Signs. We need signs to mark our territory. Chevrons, now that we have ranks. If we can’t find a military surplus store with a bundle of them, then we need someone who could hand-embroider. Black and brown thread to make the chevrons a subdued color. No sense in wearing camouflage if you have bright colors on it, like the Air Force does. Also badges. The Marine Corps doesn’t go in for a lot of bangles hanging on their uniforms like the Army did, but it was something that might be useful here and now. An Expert Infantry badge would give a person motivation to do well in all of the training. Combat Infantry Badge for those who had seen the elephant. Medic badge for proficiency in that field, and I can probably come up with some others. More embroidery work, unless we can find someone to make a mold and cast them in metal. Medals. Purple Hearts.

“Okay, that’s enough to start a discussion. Shift gears. Meeting with Lacroix: topics of discussion; how to approach. Need ice chests, sausage, beer, homemade bread, and pies. Also find a couple of nice rifles in that stockpile to have in the truck to bring out as gifts if needed. You got all of that?”

“No, you’re talking too fast.”

***
 

They dropped Mark off, dropped the body off at the church and scheduled a funeral for that afternoon, and checked out the new warehouse. They had made a stop at Lowe’s that morning before going to the hospital and loaded up a trailer full of shelving units, freestanding metal or plastic frames with four or five shelves each. They’d need more but this was a start.

Eric hated to see the previous owner’s nice table saw, drill press, and other items outside, where the rain and humidity would rust them in no time, but they were useless here. With no electricity, they were just lumps of metal in the way. They had laid down a little ramp of plywood and 2x12 boards for the forklift to roll up to the truck and keep it level, something very important for a short-wheelbase vehicle that had a large weight suspended overhead.

He was looking forward to seeing what was in the stockpile like a kid on Christmas Eve. He had already seen the contents of the pallets that were loaded into pickup trucks and trailers, mainly guns and ammunition, with some liquor and a couple of wooden crates stuffed with camouflage uniforms and another full of men’s suits.

Dani had examined the suits and said they were expensive, but he thought they were fairly useless in this world. Despite that, she’d pulled them all out and insisted that he try them on until she found a couple that fit him. The cuffs needed to be hemmed to length for him, but she said she’d find someone and hung the suits in the closet.

Hopefully this load would be more interesting.

The potential was there. This one had some of the gold-painted ammunition boxes. The ammo boxes were the standard .50 caliber steel boxes, about a foot long by six inches wide by seven inches tall. Someone had hurriedly run a rattle can back and forth across the sides, covering most of the original olive drab paint with gold. The boxes had then been stacked on a pallet, steel bands strapped across the tops, and the whole thing covered with heavy-duty plastic wrap. Eric cut through all of that, chewed through the bands with bolt cutters, and popped open the nearest gold can.

His mouth dropped open.

He grabbed another can and opened it. He looked up at Dani, wide eyed, and said “Wow!” She came over and her mouth dropped open, too. She reached inside the first can and grabbed a handful of gold chains. The other box had expensive looking watches in it. Eric opened a third box and found more watches.

“They raided jewelry stores.”

That was entirely logical when he thought about it, but he had to wonder if all of the gold-painted boxes contained gold items. If all of them did —

Holy shit.

He popped open a half-dozen more of the boxes and saw that they all contained gold jewelry. That was the only gold box pallet that they had access to at the moment. Everything else was still on the flatbeds, parked alongside the county road. They still had to assemble the shelves before they could get all of the pallets unloaded. He didn’t know how many pallets there were with gold boxes, but it wouldn’t take too many at all for them to have an absolute fortune.

He noticed Dani was trying to get the gold chains out of the box. They were tangled and crammed in there so tightly that she was having trouble, but she wasn’t letting go, either. He started to laugh, and murmured “monkey trap” under his breath, which made him laugh even more.

She looked up and shot those laser beam eyes at him. “What did you say? Monkey trap? Monkey? You think I’m a monkey?”

But she still hadn’t let go of the chain she obviously wanted, which made it hard for him to stop laughing.

“No, no. It’s a term. Nothing to do with you,” he finally managed to choke out. She was still staring at him. Then one eyebrow went up. That meant he was getting into deeper trouble.

“A monkey trap is something someone wants, but if they get it, they’re trapped. If they just let go of it, they’re free. In Africa and Asia they trap monkeys by putting a banana or edible nut in a box or hollow gourd or something with a small hole in it. A monkey’s hand will fit through the hole, but won’t come out of the hole if he’s clutching the banana. But the monkey won’t let go of it, so he’s trapped,” he explained.

“So you are saying I’m a monkey?”

“No, I really think I’m being an ass because I’m not helping you get that chain that you so obviously want.”

“That’s right!”

He had to try to suppress another round of laughter because she still hadn’t let go of the chain. He turned the ammo can over to dump them all out and they finally freed Dani’s chosen one.

It was too short. She put it back on the pile.

He didn’t know whether to sigh or laugh. He decided to be helpful instead. “How about we take these cans back to the house and you can look through them all at your leisure?”

“Okay. What’s in that one? Oooh, watches! Rolex Oyster Perpetual.” She looked up at him, wide-eyed. “These are the ridiculously expensive ones. And there are —”. She didn’t finish the sentence, just put her other hand into the can and pulled it back out full of identical Rolexes. She stared at them, speechless. Eric could see the exact same thought process going on in her mind that he had just gone through.

How many pallets like this are there?!

***
 

Once he got the ammo cans in the truck, he looked around with an appraising eye and mused “You know, I think we need to build a headquarters building here. We’re gonna have to guard this warehouse twenty-four seven anyway. Why not build onto the house that’s right beside it and make it our office?”

Dani smiled. “You want to get all of those people out of your house, don’t you?”

“Damn right. It would be nice to have some peace and quiet over there. I guess the deal-killer is the electricity, though. That’s the only place with power so that damned washing machine is going to be run night and day anyway. We need solar panels. We need to find the stuff to power this place up and move everything over here. Build a gatehouse out there at the road for the security people. Maybe we can find some more steel buildings like this.” He stepped back through the doorway.  “Set up a line of washing machines along one wall. Section off half of it for showers. Need solar panels, electrician, plumber, need a concrete floor, cement mixer, rebar, a crane for those beams. Are those welded or just bolted? And the metal building parts, too, of course. But the biggest thing I need here is someone to run this project for me.”


Chapter 10

One thing that helped with the warehousing effort was that the Pistoleros were selective in what guns and ammunition they took. They were interested in arming themselves for gang warfare, so they took mainly AR and AK style rifles, Glock, Sig, and XD pistols, tactical shotguns, and a selection of bolt action rifles that were good for long-range shooting. They took all of the Class III firearms and items such as suppressors they found. Obviously, they matched the ammunition to the firearms, and didn’t throw in every box of odd cartridges they came across. Similarity made it easier to shelve two hundred like items than two hundred unique items, since the like items can be stacked so that only one is available at a time, but each of the two hundred unique items has to be available.

Another thing that helped was making sure that each occupied house had its own share of rifles and ammunition. In the end, though, they simply didn’t have enough space. It was like trying to fit a gallon into a quart jar. It isn’t going to all go in. Eric made the call to leave the AK rifles and ammo outside, with the boxes wrapped in plastic and covered with tarps. “I hate to do it, but we’re standardizing on AR and not AK rifles. Plus, if an AK gets rusty, it’s a lot more likely to fire than an AR. If we can build more warehouse space, we’ll put them inside.”

He didn’t particularly like the 5.56mm round or the AR platform. The AR was kind of delicate, with tiny springs, a vulnerable gas tube, and a system that ran dirty. The round was too light for his taste, really just a .22 with a lot of gunpowder behind it. It was not a long-range round, although he, like all Marines, had hit targets at five hundred yards with it.

But it was no match for something like the 7.62x51mm that he used, which was a favorite of snipers for 1,000-yard work. But the rifles chambered in that round were heavy and the recoil could be intimidating for smaller people. His next choice down would be the Soviet 7.62x39mm and a simple, robust AK. However, the AR platform had somehow captured the market and it seemed that everyone owned five or six of them. That meant that magazines, ammunition, and spare parts were readily available. Like certain Microsoft products, sometimes inferior items became the standard not because they were the best of the breed, but simply because they flooded the market.  So the AK rifles were consigned to sit out in the elements.

One of the finds in the stockpile was a new rifle for Dani. The Pistoleros had raided a Class III gun shop; Class III being a classification by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives that included short-barreled rifles, full-auto firearms, and suppressors. This rifle was all of that. It was an AR like about a billion others, but this one had a ten and a half inch barrel and a suppressor, keeping the total length no more than a common AR with a sixteen inch barrel. The weight distribution was more front-heavy, but much more manageable than a full length barrel with the same suppressor.  Besides semi-auto, it also had a three-round burst mode, which meant a single trigger pull sent three bullets downrange. Whether they went towards the target or not was, as always, up to the shooter. 

Eric was delighted when he found it. He thought it was just the thing for Dani. She was unimpressed at first. She dry-fired it and the trigger was not as smooth as her current rifle and the thing was barrel heavy. Eric grinned broadly.

“Let’s go to the range. Shoot it once. Then we’ll see what you like.”

***
 

Dani fired one round on semi-auto, wearing eye and ear protection as always, and then turned the rifle a bit so she could look at it. She almost wasn’t sure it had fired. It seemed to be alright. She looked questioningly at Eric. He was still grinning.

“Suppressor,” he pointed. “Not only does it cut down on the sound, the weight dampens the recoil.”

She fired a few more and got accustomed to it. The 5.56mm doesn’t recoil much anyway, but with the suppressor it was virtually nil.   

“Now put it on three-round,” Eric suggested.

Dani pushed the selector another notch and it was a lot smoother than a gritty military M4 or M16 by light years, although she didn’t know that, having never fired one of them. She got her sights on target and made her trigger pull. Three bullets squirted out in less than a second, and did give her back some of the lost recoil, but the recoil was not three times as much. It was three times, one after the other. She pulled the trigger twice more, then turned to Eric with a broad grin on her face, matching the one he was still wearing. She finished out the magazine, cleared the rifle and made it safe, and laid it on the bench. Not even bothering to remove her eye and ear protection, she put her arms around Eric and gave him a smoking-hot passionate kiss.

“Mmmmm, you really know how to turn me on. I’m going to have to be careful around you,” she purred. Then she abruptly turned away, back to the bench, slapped a full magazine into the rifle, and closed the bolt.

“Hey, you… uh…” he fumbled for words.

“Busy,” she replied over her shoulder, then turning back to the rifle.

“But… you’re going to go back to shooting after laying a kiss like that on me?”

“You gave me the rifle,” came back over her shoulder, and then she started ripping off three round bursts, preventing any more conversation. He knows I’ll make it up to him later, she thought. Typical male. One kiss and he’s ready to jump into bed. I like a little more anticipation. And I love this rifle!   

***
 

With a ridiculous amount of watches and jewelry on hand, Eric and Dani shared the wealth. They set up five levels for watches so that as a person earned rank, they got a watch, then a better and better watch as they went higher. That served the double purpose of motivating people and helping to keep things more on schedule.

Dani could have gone overboard with her own jewelry, but she didn’t. For daily wear she just kept the gold necklace with a small cross that she had always worn, plus her engagement ring and a women’s Rolex. She selected some other nice things to wear on more formal occasions. She also indulged the “grew up poor” girl within herself and squirreled away a double handful of really expensive pieces, secured in a small outdoorsman’s belt pouch. If they had to run for any reason, that pouch was going with her, to give them a fresh start somewhere else.

She prayed she would never have to use it.  


Chapter 11

There were several discussions prior to the meeting with the militia. Eric vacillated between taking Brennan and Ted. Brennan was military and well-experienced with such meetings, so she would be an asset. Ted was not military, but Eric eventually selected him because he figured the militia was not very military either. As a former middle manager, Ted was well-experienced with corporate meetings, get-togethers, and drinks-after-work. He would probably have more in common with the militia than Brennan would. And he had more confidence leaving Brennan in charge than Ted. 

“I’m looking at this as kind of a practice run,” Eric commented. “We’re running into three counties, Smith, Cherokee, and Rusk, so at some point we’re going to have to meet with the powers-that-be in each county. I guess in each city that we frequent, too, Henderson, Tyler, and Jacksonville, and we can’t neglect the smaller towns, either. Obviously, Tyler is the largest of those three, so if we get a buy-in from them, then we have some leverage over the others. Or at least we’ll find out what won’t fly.

“Let’s talk about what we need and what we’re willing to trade to get it. I think we’re going to be in a good negotiating position because we have food, we can provide military training, and we just defeated the Pistoleros. Since no one else was able to do that, we should have some credibility as a force to be reckoned with.

“What we want is an alliance, some type of agreement to work together. We need a long list of things, so we’re willing to trade. Let’s write up some lists and draft some agreement documents.”

***
 

The morning of the meeting, Eric assembled everyone who would be going, the command group plus the drivers and gunners, so he could lay down the ground rules.

“We are going to a meeting. It will appear to be a cookout, with beer and burned meat and all of that. But this is not the time and place to get drunk and make a fool out of ourselves. It is an important meeting with a militia group and the sheriff of Smith County, who is also a representative of the city of Tyler. So the drivers and gunners will eat in shifts, but no drinking. Not one beer. We’ll spend about three hours there and when we get back you guys and gals can have all of the beer you want, and a day off tomorrow. At the meeting, no beer. Are we clear on that?” There was a chorus of affirmation.

“You guys are going to be on guard duty. That being the case, I don’t want you mingling with the militia. I want you in a group by yourselves, and pay attention to what’s going on. I don’t think there is a threat or a trap but we don’t really know these people, either. Keep a fifty percent alert. Half the people on alert at all times. Those who are not on alert can go to the bathroom, eat, and take a break, but stay together.”

He swept a finger across to indicate Ted, Dani, Taylor, and himself. “We — not Taylor, but the rest of us — will have a maximum of three beers. That will be enough to be friendly and personable, have a drink with new friends, et cetera. Three. No more.” They nodded.

“Weather looks like rain. Everyone bring rain gear and an extra set of clothing to change into when one set gets wet. Might be smart to bring a towel, too. Full battle load of weapons and ammo. Also, bring one or more wool blankets in each truck. Why do I specify wool? Anyone?”

“Wool retains its insulating capabilities even when wet,” one man spoke up.

“Excellent. You know good stuff like that, it brings you closer to promotion.”

He looked at the sergeant in charge of this convoy. “Sergeant, we leave at fifteen hundred hours. We need fifteen minutes to load the trucks with the food and other items we’re going to take. That means by fourteen forty-five, these trucks need to be gassed up and ready to run. That means air in the tires, water in the radiator, oil level good, transmission fluid good, windshield wipers work, and lights and turn signals work. Also, we need the previously-mentioned wool blankets and make sure that the emergency kits are fully stocked.

“Item two: make sure your people are good. They need their full battle load, ponchos, and set of dry clothing. And how are you going to keep that dry clothing dry in the back of the truck? I’ll let you figure that out.

“Item three: the people who ride in the backs of the trucks on the way there will ride in the cabs on the way back. We swap seats, all of us. That way, everyone has a chance to get wet. Any questions? All right, sergeant, please take charge of your people and go make things happen.”

***
 

They were running four trucks with fourteen people, plus Eric, Dani, Taylor, and Ted. That was heavy, but it was in some part a show of force, a flexing of muscle, always a good negotiating tactic. It rained harder in some areas and softer in some, but it rained the whole way. They made it to the hospital and visited Joseph, who was looking better, and dropped off a pie and some homemade bread and a couple of hams for the doctor and medical staff.

Lacroix’s guide had been in the lobby. They’d made introductions and asked him to wait for a few minutes while they made the visit, then they followed him in his restored 1932 Ford five-window.

“That thing is gorgeous!” Dani gushed, marveling at the pearl red paint.

The gray-haired guide smiled sadly. “She’s never been in the rain before. I guess it doesn’t matter now.”

***
 

The convoy followed the coupe around into a big subdivision of large houses, stopping in front of a country club. Eric looked at Dani. “I’ve never been inside a country club. I hope we weren’t supposed to wear a suit and tie and cocktail dress or evening gown or whatever you call it.”

She deadpanned “You should never wear a cocktail dress. Not without shaving your chest and legs.” Ted, driving the truck, broke up in laughter. Eric gave her a dirty look while trying not to smile, not succeeding very well, and got out of the truck.

While everyone dismounted, Eric told the guide the first stop needed to be a bathroom or locker room where the wet troops could change into dry clothes. Then they walked through to the back of the luxurious club. Lacroix came up with a big, genuine smile and shook their hands warmly. Eric was glad to see that he and the others were dressed in camouflage, too, Army BDU pattern. He was in his Marine Corps MARPAT uniform and Dani was in a fresh, non-bullet-holed tiger stripe. One of their salvage teams had found a stack of tiger stripe in Dani’s size. Although different, both the MARPAT and tiger patterns have a lot of black versus the chocolate brown that dominates the BDU. Sheriff Langston was also there, in his uniform, and they shook hands.

“Nice location,” Eric commented, looking around.

“The best thing is that we were able to reserve the place on short notice,” Lacroix joked. “Are you a golfer?”

“No, but I can differentiate between a golf ball, a tennis ball, and a softball with a fairly low error rate.”

Lacroix laughed. “Actually, it’s a good thing you aren’t. We’ve turned the greens into cropland.” He indicated the view of the plowed land out the window. “I think Mr. Sonnet here almost cried when we did that, but he agreed with the logic of it.” He smiled at the man who had guided them in from the hospital.

Mr. Sonnet sighed while he gazed lovingly at the greens. “I’d planned to spend my retirement out there. The best-laid schemes o’ mice an’ men gang aft a-gley. If you’ll excuse me? It was my pleasure meeting you, Sir and Ma’am.” He bowed in a courtly manner and shuffled off.

It almost brought a tear to Eric’s eye, thinking of the old duffer, probably having lost his wife to Hexen if not previously, intending to spend his few remaining years on the links and polishing his ’32 Ford. All gone now. Any fat bank accounts that would have kept him living a life of ease had disappeared in the blink of an eye, and made his next meal dependent on working or the charity of others.

He didn’t have much time to feel sorry for the man, though.


Chapter 12

Billy Bankhead was a small man in every sense of the word. He stood three inches below the average height of men in the U.S. and he had overcompensated for it as long as he had realized he wasn’t going to get any taller. He’d bullied smaller children in school and he’d slapped around a few girlfriends. He’d earned ass-kickings for those deeds, too, but none bad enough to stop him for long. They were just one more thing that needed compensation.

The damnable thing as far as Lacroix was concerned was that he had military experience.  Only about seven and a half percent of the population are veterans, so he needed all he could find, no matter how much he disliked them. And he definitely disliked Billy. He was a loudmouth and a braggart. He had been in the Army and had tried out for Special Forces, but failed out of the initial assessment process. At least he was honest about that. According to him, the instructors had deliberately sabotaged him with a faulty compass that sent him off-course into the wilds. Lacroix thought that that part was either an outright lie, or the Special Forces sergeants had recognized what a jackass he was and had indeed deliberately sunk his chance. Either way reflected poorly upon Billy. 

Another very fortunate thing was that Billy wasn’t in charge. When the militia had been formed, Lacroix had been elected by popular vote. Billy hadn’t received any votes. But Lacroix couldn’t exclude the one guy with military experience from a military force, so he had to put up with him, had to appoint him a first lieutenant, as a matter of fact. That meant that he was in the admin group that met with Eric’s people, and he didn’t waste a moment becoming a horse’s ass. He zeroed in on Dani.

“So, you’re the badass we’ve all been hearing sooooo much about,” he smirked. “You don’t look like much.”

Dani was shocked at first, and her mouth even started to drop open, but she recovered quickly, and her mouth turned into a smile. A gleam came into her eye. Eric took a step forward, about to take the guy’s head off, but Dani placed a hand on his forearm. He looked at her and she shook her head very firmly. She was focused on Billy but she could tell that Eric was looking at her.  Lacroix had also started to call his guy off, but Dani’s action caused him to pause, too.

Dani replied “Are you feeling a bit —” she looked pointedly at his crotch “— inadequate?” There was laughter and Billy colored red. “But then, you certainly ought to be used to that feeling. It’s your style, isn’t it?”

“How’d you like to go a couple rounds hand to hand? Full contact.  I’ll bet you’re not such a badass without a gun!”

“Billy, I am going to kick your ass! Now stand down!” Lacroix was furious.

So was Eric. “Boy, you want a fight, you got one. You lay one hand on her, I’m going to break your arms.”

Dani smiled and squeezed Eric’s forearm hard. “No, no, it’s fine. I need a good workout. I mean, this boy won’t give it to me, but you take what you can get.”

Billy smiled back at her, thinking of nothing but kicking her ass and proving what a big man he was.

Dani handed her pistol, camo jacket, watch, and engagement ring to Eric, still not looking at him, not looking at anything but Billy. Now she was down to camo pants and a black T-shirt. She turned and took a few steps off of the carpet and onto the dance floor, to stand with hands on hips.

“You’re really going to look like a pussy when this little girl here kicks your ass,” Dani purred with a big smile. She was pumped. She was ready. The adrenaline was flooding her system and it felt good. She bounced lightly on her feet.

“Yeah, you’re going to be kissing my ass, begging me to stop!” Billy was pulling off his pistol belt and camo jacket, and just dropped it on the floor, perhaps figuring that no one would take it anyway.

“Bring it, then, you little bitch.” She almost spit the last word out.

Eric missed the beginning of the fight because he was handing Dani’s pistol and jacket off to someone else and shedding his own, in preparation for beating the shit out of Billy. When he turned back around, he thought Billy had walked into a buzzsaw.

Dani had been standing in a good position, feet shoulder-width apart, non-dominant foot forward, knees slightly flexed, but with her hands on her hips. Billy thought he could get a one-punch victory and really look like a champ, so he went for it.

It was exactly what Dani wanted him to do.   

He threw a pretty good punch, stepping forward at the same time as he swung, so that his right foot hit the floor at the same time his right fist hit her jaw.

Only it didn’t happen because her jaw wasn’t there. Dani was fast. She stepped sideways away from the punch and drove her fist over his arm and into his throat.

A guttural sound exploded from Billy and he stepped back, hands to his throat, trying to take a breath. He probably would have been willing to stop at that point, but Dani wasn’t. Instead, she stepped in and landed the type of punch that Billy had tried. Stepping forward and swiveling at the hips, she used her momentum and back muscles to drive her fist into a below-the-belt shot. A punch like that is almost as good as one to the balls. It drove the air from Billy’s lungs and he partly doubled over. The throat punch had cut off incoming air and this blow had dumped out his existing air. He was running on empty now.  

Dani’s older brother had taken kickboxing and other martial arts and had taught her every lesson that he learned and sparred with her for years. More recently, Eric and Brennan had been teaching her how to fight dirty, Krav Maga and some absolutely nasty little streetfighting tricks.

She also knew how to fight for her body style, which is important. Since she was of small stature, she needed to get in close, which had the added benefit of short-circuiting a fighter with longer arms. Try hammering a nail when you’re standing right up against the side of the board, for example. It’s clumsy and ineffective.

Her small size also meant that she could send punches in like a machinegun. They didn’t land with any devastating force, but the way to chop down a tree is with many small strikes. Hit them as hard as you can, as fast as you can, as many times as you can Eric had told her, and that’s what she did, firing punches off that seemed to be too fast to see, much less defend against.

Billy had dropped his guard after the low blow so she went for his face. She fired lefts and rights into his eyes, nose, and throat until he finally got his guard up to protect his face. She then went low, slamming a couple of roundhouses with her weight behind them into his belly, stepping in with the swing. His left went down to block, but she had anticipated that and already had a fist going towards his eye. She got good shots into his nose and the other eye before he got his guard back up. She socked a fist in under his belt, another low blow.

Then she fired an uppercut into his throat. He couldn’t punch back. He was too busy trying to block her and always too late to do it. Not only was she fast, she was anticipating his reaction and kept a step ahead of him, always getting a blow in where he was unguarded.

Frustrated and running out of air, he threw his arms around her and pinned hers to her body. He was just trying to get her to stop hitting him at this point. She hesitated for a second before head-butting him in the nose. She’d never actually done it and was worried about hurting herself, so the first shot was not at full strength. But it didn’t really hurt so she fired off a stronger one, and then one more as he stepped back. That one was a glancing blow as he stepped back with blood starting to stream from his nose. He spared a second to touch his nose and glance down to see if there was blood on his fingers. Stupid.

Dani stepped in with a kick straight to his balls that he saw coming way too late to do much about it. He managed to pivot his hips and take some of the shot on his thigh, but not all. He sagged, going to one knee, and his hands flew down to protect his crotch, leaving his wounded nose exposed.

Time for the finish. Dani danced back a few steps, planted a foot to brake, then came charging back forward. Her knee crashed into his nose with an audible thunk. His head snapped back and he collapsed to the floor. The knee is a big ball of bone, pretty much a battering ram, and it is a one-shot fight stopper with a good hit to the face.

Dani knelt beside Billy, grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him up some. His head lolled, his eyes rolled back in their sockets, so she slapped his face a couple of times, hard.  The slaps sounded like a whip cracking. He came to, saw her, squealed, and tried to get away.

“Hold still!” she commanded, and he stopped moving. Then she drew him closer until their faces were only a foot apart. “Sing to me,” she ordered.

“Wha?”

“You know that song ‘We Are the Champions’? Well, you are going to sing that song to me, only you’re going to say ‘You are the champion’. Understand?”

He stared at her uncomprehendingly. She shook him and raised a hand to slap him again. He flinched and started singing, poorly, with a nose full of blood that made the words mushy and almost unrecognizable.

But he sang.

He had tears in his eyes from the pain and blood was flowing freely from his broken nose and into his mouth but he dared not spit during Dani’s song. He just sang and let the tears and blood flow into his mouth or down his chin or wherever it went.

When he finished, she stood up and patted him on top of the head like he was a dog. He groaned and lay back down. Not for long. Eric was furious, and hadn’t had the relief of getting to punch someone. Dani had a red mark on her forehead and Eric was ready to kill. Sure, she had been a willing participant but that didn’t count for anything.

“Are you okay?” he asked his fiancée.

“I’m fine” she smiled at him as she touched her forehead and then checked her fingers for blood. They were dry, but she’d have a bruise tomorrow from the head-butts.

He hesitated and went through a deep-breathing routine, five seconds for each step of inhaling, holding the breath, exhaling, and then resting. He stepped towards Billy, bent down, and lifted him up with his hands under his arms. It was like lifting up a toddler who hasn’t quite mastered the art of walking yet and has taken a tumble. Witnesses would swear that he had him completely off the floor.

He leaned close and, through gritted teeth, growled “You sorry little sack of shit, if I ever hear of you hitting a woman, and especially if you ever even attempt to touch my fiancée, I will break your arms to the point that I can tie them in a square knot. You’d better have a really good buddy that’s willing to spoon-feed you and wipe your ass for the rest of your life, because you’ll never be able to do it for yourself again. Do you understand me?” It was all the more intimidating because he wasn’t yelling.

‘Yes, Sir!” Billy whispered back, wide-eyed.

Eric set him back down on his feet, almost gently, then stepped back and bent down to pick Billy’s stuff up off the floor. He tossed the camo jacket to him, deliberately aiming for the high chest so that part of the material flapped up and slapped him in the face.

“Get out,” he ordered. He had left Billy’s pistol belt on the floor. Obviously he wasn’t going to give it to him, and the man was at least smart enough to not ask for it.

Instead, he turned and staggered off.

Eric glared at everyone in general and walked off in the opposite direction. He needed a few minutes to cool off.


Chapter 13

Lacroix leaned in close to one of his men. “Go with Billy. He probably needs to go to the hospital, but the main thing is to keep him away from any weapons. Don’t let him come back here with a gun. Do whatever you have to do.”

“Anything?”

Lacroix hesitated. Lots of things flashed through his mind, legalities and courts and lawyers and prison and the image of the pile of dead bodies behind the hotel.

“Yeah,” he said, almost under his breath, before he came back from his thoughts. “Yes, whatever it takes. Deadly force to stop him if you have to. If it goes that far.” There, he’d said it, but the thought of that decision loomed over him like a thundercloud, heavy and dark and potentially dangerous.

“Yes, Sir.”

But he had more immediate worries. One was that they were doing a great job to massively piss off the people they needed to make their friends. He started falling all over himself to apologize.

“Oh, my God, I am so sorry that —”

Dani waved him off. She leaned against the back of a chair, which thrust her breasts up and against the tight T-shirt material, immediately attracting the undivided attention of every male within viewing distance. Besides that, she just naturally exuded a smoky, steamy Latina sensuality that would come through even if she’d been wearing a sleeping bag.

“You know,” Dani purred, looking off to the side like she was an innocent young teen, a silly girl daydreaming of her Prince Charming, “the first man I cut up — well, no, that’s not right. Him, I just cut his throat.” She waved a hand and tossed her head like it was nothing, no big deal, just had a cup of coffee, cut a guy’s throat, petted a kitten, oh, look, the weather’s nice today.

“The most recent one. We were in the kitchen at the hotel, and I ran a cheese grater across the head of his penis until he gave me the information I wanted. It took several passes.” She looked at Lacroix with surprised, wide eyes. “You wouldn’t believe how much those things bleed!” Several men groaned and covered their crotches. “I guess that grater was taking out some pretty big scoops of skin and stuff, though. But he lied to me. He left something out, so I came back and… sliced… everything… off.”  She enunciated each word carefully, although the room was completely silent.

She came up with a Gerber Mark II from behind her back, six and a half inches of razor-sharp, double-edged dagger, with a couple of inches of wicked serrations on each side. She moved it slowly through the air in a short arc like she was making the cut again. Men squirmed.  “Then I shot him in the head.” She came out of the daydream. “Sorry, just reminiscing.” She twirled the knife between her fingers into the ice pick hold and then back to the fencer before she returned it to the horizontal sheath behind her back.

Abruptly, she straightened, grabbed the chair, marched three steps closer to Lacroix, plunked the chair down and sat, leaning back. She crossed her legs and hung one elbow on the back of the chair, completely at ease. Her amber eyes bored into him like lasers and he involuntarily leaned back a little. “You wanted to meet. We’re here. I assume you wanted to discuss some rules? Codes of conduct? Trade agreements? An alliance?”

Lacroix was taken aback. He was still trying to follow the instantaneous transformations from kicking a man’s ass to a silly girl with a cold-blooded story to a tough negotiator that Dani had just made. 

“Uh, yeah, well, the Hexen plague destroyed all of our, I don’t know, government systems, police…” he waved a hand, trying to find more words.

“Of course. Hexen was an extremely virulent pandemic that severely impacted the entire infrastructural population — government, commercial, and religious. To say nothing of the Electro Magnetic Pulse that incapacitated our entire digital universe and precipitated a total and immediate regression to a barter economy.”

Holy shit, Lacroix thought. She just made me look like an idiot. She’s talking like a college professor and I’m stammering like a damn eight-year old! A somewhat stupid eight-year old. I have to say something intelligent.

“Uh,” he said. Oh, God DAMN IT! 

He tried again. “As you said, we did experience some radical changes and we’d like to meet our new neighbors, so to speak. We certainly do believe in the law and we would like to keep things safe for everyone.” Okay, that was fairly coherent and didn’t make me sound like too much of a dumb ass. 

“As would we. With the understanding that we are going to execute gang members on sight. Gang tattoos and teardrop face tattoos are an immediate death sentence.”

Lacroix looked at Sheriff Langston, who looked outraged. “You can’t do that!” he cried. “That’s cold-blooded murder! I’ll arrest you!”

Dani turned her laser focus on him. “With all due respect, I didn’t see any law enforcement officers when four men tried to rape me a couple of days after Hexen passed. I didn’t see any law enforcement officers that same night when eight men attacked us for no reason. I didn’t see any law enforcement officers when another seven people attacked us, and none when a man tried to kidnap me.” Now her volume went up drastically as she continued. “And I sure as Hell didn’t see any law enforcement officers doing a damned thing about a known gang operating freely in their city, stealing, extorting, selling drugs, and forcing girls into prostitution!”

Langston turned red in the face. “We were putting together a joint task force to go after the Pistoleros! If you had bothered to ask around, you could have joined us and we could have gone against them together!”

He didn’t know it, but he had just stepped perfectly into Dani’s trap.

She now spoke in a normal tone and volume: “We didn’t have to put together any joint task force. We just did it. That makes us the 800-pound gorilla in this room. Not him.” She pointed at Lacroix. “And sure as Hell not you.” She pointed at Langston too, but it was with the finger up like a parent or teacher scolding a child.

Langston was gasping for breath. He was furious, but the damned thing was that she was right. And he needed her group. As in, it may literally be a matter of life and death to get them on his side, if the next gang to come through felt like shooting a sheriff or two for amusement. And hadn’t he told the bureaucrats to not fuck with these people, and then went and threatened to arrest the leader’s fiancée? He couldn’t go back to them and report that he’d fumbled this.  

Eric had walked back up a moment before, and Dani smiled at him over her shoulder. She tucked a thumb in and twiddled her fingers at him. He walked over to the sheriff and suggested in a low voice that they take a walk and talk about things, and they moved off. He had read Dani’s signal. Displaying four fingers meant “shut up and let me handle this”. One, two, and three fingers meant “yes”, “no”, and “maybe”, respectively. Plus, they were working a “good cop/bad cop” angle, so he was needed to pull the sheriff away and calm him down as the good one.

Lacroix and the other men looked shell-shocked. They had thought pretty highly of themselves, wearing uniforms and having meetings and calling each other “captain” and “sergeant”, but now the rubber was meeting the road. Dani smiled at them, then turned and looked at Taylor, standing at the back. She trotted forward with a briefcase, sat on the floor beside Dani, and started passing paper to her.

Dani looked at the paper in her hand. “Common Defense.  Agreement to unite forces for the common defense in the event of an imminent threat to any party. United forces to be commanded by the group that provides the highest number of trained manpower. Seems fair.” She handed the sheet to Lacroix.

“Law,” she said, reading from the next page. “We will keep public safety and determine punishments in our territory as we deem necessary. We will respect and carry out your apprehension and extradition requests if there is reciprocity with our own. We may call on the city of Tyler for jail facilities should we have need. Rates to be negotiated. Any of our people arrested here for any reason will be turned over to us immediately. We are authorized to carry any and all weapons, materials, and equipment as we see fit, regardless of any laws at any level, from any agency, restricting such items. Hmm, I think that’s the bulk of it.”

“We weren’t really going to arrest anyone, just detain them for the sheriff to arrest them,” said Lacroix.

“That’s fine. We can change the wording to ‘detain or arrest’.” Taylor made a note.

“But, but, basically that says you can do anything you want to do!” one of the other men, Jim, sputtered.

Dani smiled at him. “Yes. It does.”

Jim looked at Lacroix expectantly, then threw up his hands in resignation and stood back when he didn’t say anything.

“Trade,” Dani continued. “We have food, obviously. Beef, both on the hoof and as jerky, pigs, smoked hams, sausage, vegetables when crops are available, you can read this whole list. Training. We can offer a variety of classes in military subjects, small unit tactics and patrolling, military operations in urban terrain, land navigation, hand to hand combat, knife fighting, pistol, rifle, long range rifle, and custom classes are possible. The classes cost two days of work for one day of class for unskilled labor or one to one for skilled.”

“What kind of work?”

“Unskilled, they’ll do the same thing our people do, which is whatever needs to be done. Ranch hand, farm hand, split firewood, clean out a septic tank, whatever is on the to-do list. Skilled, we have periodic need of electricians, plumbers, welders, and similar trades. Here’s a list of what we need. Here is also a list of equipment we need, either permanently or as a rental. It has to either work or be repairable, obviously.”

Dani leaned forward. “I’ve heard that in negotiations, you never let the other side know what you really need. I’m going to break that rule. I really need a priest.”

“You have a lot to confess?” Jim asked dryly.

She ignored him. ”He can be a traveling priest, just come by once a month, every month. I’ll take that if it’s the only option.”

Lacroix raised his eyebrows. “I’m Catholic, but I think priests are few and far between these days. Let me see what I can do.”

“Thank you.”  Dani looked down, now a demure little church-going schoolgirl. “Is there a ladies room nearby?”

Lacroix gave directions and Dani glanced at Taylor. Taylor closed the briefcase, spun the locks, and trotted after her.

***
 

Once in the bathroom, as she held a lantern up for Dani to check her forehead in the mirror, she asked “Are men really that dense?”

Dani laughed. “It helps considerably that we really are the 800-pound gorilla in the room. They can either be friends and we do what we want, or they can not be friends and we still do what we want. It’s really to their advantage to be friends with us.”

“Then why are we doing this if there’s nothing in it for us?”

“It’s good policy to be friendly with the neighbors. You never know when they might be in a position to help us. If you just throw your weight around all of the time, people will look for a way to trip you up, or just stand back and laugh if you trip yourself. Also, at some point, civilization will come back and we don’t want to be the one renegade territory. Basically, what I did out there was let them know who had the big guns, then set out our terms, then I opened up and was vulnerable and allowed them to come to my assistance. Next, we’re probably going to just chat and eat.”

“What’s Eric doing with the sheriff?”

“Remember, we’re doing the good cop/bad cop thing. The situation just happened that I could play bad cop, so Eric is calming the sheriff down. He was pretty pissed. Eric is going to be friendly with him, but firm. We’ll negotiate things on the trade agreement but we’re not budging on the law agreement. We’ll give the sheriff a copy to take back to the city and county governments.”

***
 

Lacroix and his men huddled and read through the documents quickly. “That just sticks in my craw,” griped Jim. “They’re asking us to agree that they can do anything they want. Think about it. This basically says they can waltz up in here, shoot anyone they want, and then just walk away, free as a bird. Even if we detain them, we have to let them go!”

“So what if we don’t agree to that? What happens then? They waltz in here, shoot anyone they like, and then what happens? Are we going to get into a shootout with these people because they shoot some scumbag? Because you might remember what they did to the Pistoleros for stealing two cows from them. I believe you almost lost your lunch when you saw how they shot all of them in the head. Remember that? I sure as Hell do! What would they do to us if we hauled off and shot one of them?” He made a gun from his hand and pointed the index finger barrel between Jim’s eyes. Jim pushed his hand away before he could drop the thumb hammer.

“Look, us agreeing to it is not going to make any difference. They can do anything they want to now! This is nothing. Don’t get all hung up on it. Look at the common defense and trade and the training agreements. And the food! That’s where we benefit. We’re giving up nothing to go along with their law agreement. Let them shoot all the drug-dealing gang members they want. Who gives a damn?”


Chapter 14

Meanwhile, Eric was talking to Langston. “Sheriff, I was trapped in Houston when Hexen came through and I got into five gunfights just trying to come back home. That’s not including one time that Dani defended herself from a kidnapper and not including the Pistolero fight. That’s with us minding our own business and just trying to travel down the highway.

“What I’m saying is that there is a criminal element that’s always existed and there is an additional portion of society that views this as an opportunity to go wild. They think this is ‘Mad Max’ or something. Traditionally we, as a society, would swarm these people with law enforcement officers and capture them, try them, and incarcerate them. Now, we don’t have that swarm of police officers, we don’t have cell phones to dial 911, and we don’t have police radios where dispatch can call officers in to a scene. If you want to provide all of those things to me, then we’ll sit back and let you enforce all the laws you want. But if you can’t provide us with security, then we’ll provide our own. And if you don’t approve of how we do it, that’s unfortunate, but that’s all it is. I think the bottom line is: if you can’t help us, then at least don’t interfere with us.”

He was using a normal speaking voice, not loud, not aggressive, just stating the facts. The sheriff had calmed down some but was far from happy. And he still needed these people. And everything Eric had said was true. He couldn’t provide any of those things and he couldn’t ask people to not defend themselves.

“So you want the blessing of the city and county and the sheriff’s office that you can just basically do any damn thing you please?”

“Not to be an ass, but we’re doing anything we want to now, and I don’t believe there’s much you can do about it. Sheriff, look, we’re the good guys. All of us. You, me, and all of those people over there. That’s what we’re doing here tonight, discussing how to be good guys. The very last thing we need to do is to fight each other. I don’t know how long it’s going to take to rebuild civilization, but if there are less bad guys in it, that’s a good thing, don’t you think?”

“You were in the military. You’re a patriot, I assume. You believe in the Bill of Rights? Don’t you think everyone has rights? Like a fair trial?”

Eric smiled. “I would specify ‘Marine Corps’ rather than just ‘military’, but yes, you are correct. However, I also believe that if you continually violate dozens, hundreds of laws on an ongoing basis, if that’s your lifestyle, then you have given up your own rights. If you violate other peoples’ rights, then you lose your own.”

“So you aren’t violating their rights because they don’t have any?”

“You got it. Look, we’re not talking about shooting people for parking tickets here, we’re talking lifelong careers of felonies, one after another, after another, after another.”

“And you decide? You get to be judge, jury, and executioner?”

“No, it’s not ‘get to be’, it’s ‘forced to be’. And I would definitely rather not, so I am positively eager for you to go out there and reestablish law and order. In the meantime, we will do whatever we decide is necessary to protect ourselves and our rights. If some career criminals get treated harshly during that time, then that’s really just too fuckin’ bad. They should have made better life choices.” 

Eric knew he had won when he heard the sheriff mutter “Damn it.” Time to reassure him.

He clapped him on the arm. “It’s the right thing to do, Sheriff. How would you like a cold beer?”

“Cold?” The sheriff’s head snapped up.

“Come on.” Eric walked out to the trucks, grabbed a beer from the ice chest in the bed of one and handed it to the sheriff. He looked at it in amazement.

“Where in the hell did you get ice?”

Eric smiled. “We have electricity. Solar panels. Why don’t you grab that handle and we’ll carry this ice chest inside? We’ll get someone else to carry the others.”


Chapter 15

Eric constantly had people around him, asking mainly about the solar electricity, and secondarily about the training. “I have to admit that electricity is one thing that scares the crap out of me,” he replied. “I don’t know enough about it to be safe, so I stay the hell away. But to answer your question, I have guys that can get an EMP-damaged solar system up and running again. My Marine Corps buddy figured it out and taught some guys before he, well, before he became one of our casualties in the hotel fight. Anyway, here’s the deal: you find all of the equipment we need for ten complete solar panel systems, and we’ll get five running for you.”

“And you get the other five?”

“Of course. It would be even better if you found forty or fifty systems. And I’m talking big systems, too. Big enough to power this place, for example.”

One of the men looked at another, then drew him off to the side for a private conversation. Eric thought he might have made a score with that one. The man apparently thought he knew where he could find some solar power equipment.

Dani, of course, attracted the lion’s share of attention, and not only because she was a hot young lady. What most of the guys wanted to ask her about was fighting. They had missed most of the fight at the hotel, trying to see what was going on through binoculars from distant positions, and they were late to the party besides. The militia guards on duty had reported the gunfire and they’d gone to full alert.

Their first priority had been to secure their own territory, and secondarily was to find out what was going on. A small group of them had moved towards the hotel, drawn by the flames and gunfire, but prudently stopped hundreds of yards away, it being a poor idea to walk into the middle of a gunfight. Their direction of approach had given them a view of the front door of the hotel and the main action happened at the back. They could see some, because the walls both front and back were glass, but the view was not great. After the gunfight stopped, they heard and saw something of the coup de grâce shots that Dani had administered to the Pistoleros.

Another group of militia had gone straight to the hospital, since it was in their area of responsibility. There they had met Eric’s guards and medics when they brought wounded in. There had been a tense but brief standoff, broken when some of the female medics had simply started carrying a patient on a stretcher into the hospital and screamed at the militia to get out of the God Damned way, and hold the door open while you’re at it.

After that, the militia had ended up talking to the guards a lot, but none of them seemed to have the whole story. None of them had been in on the whole event. Even Eric hadn’t. Only Dani. Only Dani could tell the whole story, and now here she was in all her glory. She resisted at first, but they pressed her, so she eventually agreed.

“Okay, but if you want to hear the story, I have to start at the beginning, the trip coming out of Houston.”   Once started, she launched into it full steam, acting out parts of it, eyes tearing up at some points, fully crying when she told of Phillip’s death, but overall narrating a truly grim saga with skill, occasional wry humor, and genuine emotion.

At the end of it, Dani hugged Eric fiercely, emotionally drained, burying her face in his chest. The crowd was silent, everyone trying to process what they’d heard. Dani had downplayed her role in the battle at the hotel, but the militia men had heard multiple stories of how Dani had stood her ground and fought the majority of the Pistoleros alone when they came down the ropes. Besides, they knew better than anyone what the aftermath of that battle looked like. They had been able to examine it at their leisure, in the full light of day. As much as anyone wanted to look at dead bodies with skulls shattered by rifle fire, anyway. 

“My God,” Lacroix began. “I don’t know what to say. We all stayed put so we didn’t experience any of that. We haven’t talked to anyone who came up from Houston. We talked to a couple that came out of Dallas, and there was some trouble, but they didn’t have anything like that. Maybe the timing was different. Maybe they got out early enough, before the crazies started banding together to attack people. That’s terrifying.”

Dani looked up at Eric. “Oh, and he was in two other gunfights coming up here before he saved me. Tell them about those.”

“There wasn’t a lot to those. We can always save some war stories for next time. Are we about ready to eat?”

***
 

Sheriff Langston edged out of the crowd to find a quiet corner and give himself a moment to stroke his mustache and think about what he’d seen and heard so far. Two things stood out, both about Dani: the girl could switch mental gears with lightning speed, and she was sharp as a razor. There was no possible way she could have known that Billy would want to fight her, but she capitalized on that instantly.

She was going to win that fight whatever the outcome. If she beat Billy, then that made her and her people look even more intimidating. Watch our tiny little girl beat your man like a drum! Lacroix was going to be apologetic that it ever occurred in the first place. If she lost to Billy, then Lacroix would be even more apologetic and she could negotiate anything she wanted and he’d agree. Either way he would agree to everything, and he had. He’d signed every page of that agreement without negotiating so much as a punctuation mark as fast as he could.

Dani had had ample opportunity to step back from the fight and she hadn’t done it. She weighed about a hundred pounds versus Billy’s one-fifty or so of daily weightlifter muscle, which didn’t make things look favorable for her. Yet she was eager for the fight once the challenge was laid down. She laughed and taunted him. And then she beat the living shit out of him. He never hit her once. He only threw one punch at her in the first place. She didn’t use some martial arts moves to flip him, or trap an arm until he tapped out. She stood there and duked it out.

She wanted to hurt him, was the only conclusion one could make.

If she caught him up in some martial arts hold and he tapped out, he would walk away without a mark. But she didn’t do that. She beat him. That way, his entire face would probably be black and purple for a week. She probably hit him twenty times, too fast to even count, but concentrated, from what he could see, on the eyes, nose, throat, and belly. Hurt the eyes and you interfere with their vision, which is kind of important in a fight, and those last three targets all deal with breathing, even more important. Plus the repeated hits to the nose, finally breaking it, meant that he was in a lot of pain and would be displaying a highly visible reminder whenever anyone looked at him.

This wasn’t really a fight at all. It was a lesson. A demonstration. She’d turned Billy into a walking advertisement.

That advertisement was exactly like he’d told the bureaucrats: do not fuck with these people. Don’t even think about it. Billy had probably gotten off lightly. He didn’t doubt for a solitary second that Eric would have crippled him for life. But he hadn’t done anything other than help him up, so that all of the damage to Billy indisputably came from Dani.

She was fearless. He’d known some rookies like that. Some of them stayed that way until they overextended their abilities and got hurt really badly. She was also probably a psychopath. How else to explain how she could talk so casually about men she’d killed? And the provision they had made, the “shoot on sight” for gang members and the prison teardrop tattoo. Not that he wouldn’t have liked to have done that himself, more than a few times. The frustration when he arrested a scumbag, only to have that person walk out of lockup before he even finished the paperwork, or for a thug to commit a felony and plead to a misdemeanor that resulted in an almost nonexistent sentence, was huge. He didn’t think that he, personally, could just shoot someone cold-bloodedly like that, though.

On the good side, they were offering to combine forces as needed for defense. That meant that another gang problem like the Pistoleros could be dealt with quickly.

Of course, they had written that agreement to their advantage, too. They were more than likely going to be the ones bringing the most trained manpower, which would put them in charge.

Trojans, he thought, then quickly corrected himself. No, Spartans, training their youth in the arts of war from an early age. They just might be the smartest people around here. They’re taking in refugees instead of putting up barricades to keep them out, like some of the communities around here. They’re feeding people, which buys them a huge amount of loyalty when people are starving or eating possums to get by. They’re providing security, which is the next thing people want, right after food. Sad to say, but they’re absolutely right when they say that I can’t provide it. They’re giving people goals and a promotion system and a reason to live. Probably acting as a surrogate father figure and family and instilling discipline, which is what all these kids from broken homes really need. It sounds like they’re putting people through boot camp, which I’ve heard can be a miserable experience, but it brings them closer together, gives them a sense of accomplishment, pride, and self-confidence.

God Almighty, we’ve got to keep these people on our side. They could probably take over the whole country if they decided to try it.       


Chapter 16

Sheriff Langston walked back and found the beautiful little blonde girl with the briefcase. Of course, she had some guys around her, laughing and smiling, chatting her up despite her young age.

“Excuse us,” he said a little gruffly, giving them a stern look. As they backed off, he turned to the girl and softened his tone. “I believe we need to do some paperwork.”

They found a table and he signed all of the pages of the agreement. If the bureaucrats lost their minds over it and fired him, screw them, he’d hit Eric up for a job. He’d probably be safer there than where he was now. The more he thought about that, the more he liked it, so he decided to stop thinking about it for now. 

“I saw you at the hospital, but tell me your name again,” he asked the blonde, as she handed him his copies in an envelope.

She looked at him in surprise, blinked, and said “Taylor.” Just the one name. Langston wondered if that was a sign of the times, that names were going to change to a first-name-only basis.

“How did you come to be with this group? I know it must have been rough at first.”

She looked down. “Ms. Mitchell was a neighbor. She took in me and a couple of other kids from the neighborhood after… afterwards. We stayed at her house for a while and then there was a lot of shooting, a battle. More than when our whole rifle range is full up and the line is hot. We all had our backpacks, and we grabbed them and ran and ran. Ms. Mitchell said we had to get out of the city. There was smoke coming up behind us, seven or eight columns of smoke. We traveled. We spent the nights in abandoned houses, and took their canned food and bottled water. Then there was a man —” she stopped abruptly and looked up at Langston’s sheriff department uniform. “Well, I’m not going to say anything about that, except that Ms. Mitchell did what she had to do.” Her big green eyes came up defiantly to meet his and her jaw was firm.

“It’s fine. I have no intention of doing a thing to Ms. Mitchell. I’m happy she got through that. So how did y’all meet up with Dani and Eric?”

She looked at him for a moment more, assessing whether he was telling the truth, then continued with her story. “After that, we were really afraid to go anywhere near houses or people, so we started running out of food. We were trying to go down one highway but there were some people by the side of the road that just stayed there. We watched them through binoculars that we got from —. Anyway, they were talking to people that walked by and giving them food. I had a bike, so I went out on the highway, near them but with room to get away, and asked them for food. That was Eric. Oh, my God, I was soooo scared of him! He’s pretty intimidating looking. But he was nice, and he set some food out for us and walked away so I could pick it up. He said he would bring Dani the next day to talk to me. She… she —” Taylor started crying then, the memories too much for her to hold back her emotions.

Langston didn’t know quite what to do. He felt he ought to hug the poor girl but thought that might be an extremely bad idea with a traumatized young teen and a certain fiery little Latina who was routinely heavily armed nearby.

Speaking of which….

Dani was striding straight for them. “Are you okay?” she asked, placing an arm around Taylor’s shoulders and then swiveling those amber eyes to spear Langston like a laser.

Taylor took a shuddering breath and then got out “I’m okay. I was just talking about meeting you, as a matter of fact.” She smiled through her tears. Dani looked her in the eyes and raised a single eyebrow. Taylor nodded as she wiped tears away. They hugged. The fiery little Latina stepped back, speared Langston with one more look, and walked off. He had been warned. She was tolerating him at this point, and he was on thin ice.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up a bad subject. You don’t have to say anything more,” he told Taylor.

“No, it’s all right. I was actually getting to the good part. Anyway, Dani gave us food and she had written a note. They wanted us to come in, said they’d protect us and feed us. So Ms. Mitchell asked me to go back and spend the night with them. You know, get to know them. So I did, and Dani and Emily actually kicked Eric and Phillip out of the house for the night so we could have, like, a girls-only sleepover. It was the first time I’d laughed since Hexen. The first time I felt safe. I went back to Ms. Mitchell the next day and we came in.”

“How do you like it?”

She had to think about that one for a minute. “I guess, I wish I could take some things from this life and some things from my old life and put them all together. I mean, I wish I had my parents back. But there were so many things in my old life that I was so concerned about, and they were just crap. Meaningless. Here, now, they treat me like an adult. They give me responsibility and expect things of me. I’m actually doing things that matter. They have confidence in me. I can’t tell you how much that means to me. And Dani is like the coolest big sister ever.”

“I like her a lot, myself,” said Eric, suddenly nearby.

Langston jumped, and realized that Eric had crossed the wooden dance floor in combat boots and not made a sound. He was just suddenly there.

“Sheriff, I did want to ask you about SWAT equipment. What would I need to do to talk you out of some flash-bangs and body armor? And what other goodies might you have hidden away in the armory?” He smiled at Taylor, who smiled back and faded away.

Langston tried to listen and didn’t notice her making any noise when she walked, either. They’re training them to sneak up on people, he thought. Move silently, communicate with hand signals, creep up on their enemy, and blow them away in their sleep. Don’t give them the least chance to fight back. That fits in perfectly with everything else I’ve learned about them. They’re dangerous as a… well, I don’t know what. I’ve never encountered anything as dangerous as them.  Extremely dangerous. Lord, I hope they really are on our side.


Chapter 17

They had made a run through Jacksonville and hired a few people, then ran the highway in the other direction to Henderson, to the Tractor Supply Company store. It was more-or-less next to a Wal-Mart, which Eric still shunned, having had to shoot his way out of two Wal-Marts on the trip up from Houston.

Not that there would be anything left in it by now anyway, but they weren’t looking for stuff; they were looking for people.  Behind the two stores are fields bordered by trees, changing over entirely to trees if one heads south or east. Those fields were still a makeshift refugee camp, just as when they had hired their main workforce here some weeks ago. If people were looking for work, meaning food, then a logical place to do it was wherever the tools and work supplies were. That way, a foreman could come in with his list of lumber or whatever, fill that order, hire on a couple of day laborers to nail it up, and be done. One stop shopping.

Eric and Dani pulled in with three trucks and a trailer. They were going to see if Tractor Supply had anything left. They always had a list of things they needed, plus Eric wanted to build the new headquarters, which generated its own list. While some went into the store, Eric and David, a young guy they’d hired on with the first batch, stood in the bed of a truck while a crowd gathered around. Eric was delegating, so David was the spokesman, going down the list: “Any medical personnel? Any veterinarians? Any electricians? Any military? Any law enforcement?”

And the list went on. If someone claimed to have experience in one of those areas, they pulled him or her aside and gave them the thirty second interview. The interviewers may not be experts in the subject but they’d see if the person could answer with something believable. If they got to the ranch and it turned out they were faking it, they’d kick them out or put them to farm-hand work.

“Any other profession or trade you think we might need?” asked David.

“If you got electricity, like a generator or something, I got my tattoo gun and ink,” replied one surfer-looking guy. Dani perked up at that. She touched Eric’s arm and nodded once he looked at her.

“You want some ink?” he asked.

She smiled and said “Yeah, I do. My parents would have killed me, but yeah. I can’t let you have all the fun, can I?”

He looked at the tattoo artist and asked “Can you do anything besides that? Or are you just looking for something temporary?”

The guy shrugged. “Bartender, lifeguard, dug ditches, done some cooking. Scraped barnacles off of boats. I’m not afraid of hard work. But I might not be ready to settle down.”

Eric looked at Dani. She nodded, so he turned back to the tattooist. “We can take you short-term. Room and board and we’ll put you to work during the day.  After hours, you get electricity for your tattoo gun and you can barter for your work.” He turned to the people they were hiring. “We roll out of here in fifteen minutes. Pack your gear up and be here on time.”

***
 

Dani sketched out the tattoos that she wanted. First was her left shoulder, a radiant cross with the full names of her deceased family below, father, mother, older sister, and younger brother, all dead from Hexen. She also included her older brother’s name. He was a Marine stationed at Camp Pendleton, California. She had no idea if he’d survived Hexen and had about zero chance of ever getting in contact with him if he had. The only remote possibility would be if she journeyed back to Houston, shot her way in to her old neighborhood, painted directions to Eric’s place on the wall of her old house, providing it hadn’t burned down, and shot her way back out.

In other words, it wasn’t going to happen. Besides which, if he was alive, he would have to cross 1,500 miles of the desert southwest on foot or bike to even see the message, something else that wasn’t going to happen.

She sobbed quietly into a pillow while the artist was tattooing her back, not from pain but from thinking of her lost family. Everyone had lost most or all of their family and friends, so there was kind of an unwritten rule among the survivors that you not express your grief too dramatically. Quiet sobbing and taking moments for yourself was acceptable; wild screaming and crying jags in public were not.

Ricky, the artist, was delighted to have electricity. He had been teaching himself how to tattoo the really old-fashioned way, with a needle on a stick that the artist bounced back and forth in his hands for shading and inserted precisely for outlines, but that was slow and difficult and prone to error. Eric, well experienced with tattoos, with a full left sleeve and right bicep and others, had demanded a new needle for Dani, and then upped it to three when he saw how much she wanted done. Dani would also keep the needles for future use after sterilization. Modern tattoo needles were intended for one time use, but as long as they weren’t shared, she wouldn’t get any blood-borne disease from a previous person.

Dani wanted a three quarter left sleeve, flowers and vines and leaves, with lots of colors. The vines had thorns, which pierced her flesh and drew little drops of blood. Ricky asked if it had meaning.

“The flowers are the joys of life. The vines are life, mostly not glamorous, but they carry and nourish the flowers. Without the vines the flowers would not exist. The thorns are the trials of life, painful, but they protect the life. There is no rose without a thorn, right?”

Ricky laughed his goofy little heh-heh laugh and said “Wow, that’s pretty deep.”

Dani’s final touch was a bracelet of twelve skulls a few inches up from her wrist. Twelve is a number that represents totality in Christianity, twelve tribes of Israel, twelve apostles, twelve different kinds of fruit on the Tree of Life, and many more references. Twelve skulls meant death to all her enemies.

Ricky got all of the tattoos outlined in a few days, and then she needed to heal for a couple of weeks before he could start on filling in the color. Not one to let someone sit idle, Eric found out that Ricky could do beautiful calligraphy, so he put him with Brennan to come up with some fancy promotion certificates. He also tasked them with designing some type of awards that could be embroidered onto patches that showed mastery of skills. He showed them some photos in one of his books. 

“Marines don’t hang a lot of junk on their uniforms like the Army, but in this situation I think it might be a motivating factor. I’m thinking of the Combat Infantry Badge for those that have been in the fight. Below that is normally the Expert Infantry Badge, which shows competence in a range of infantry skills. Let’s come up with three levels of that. The problem with these badges is that I don’t like the old musket in the design, so let’s swap that for an AR-type rifle. Purple Heart for the wounded, marksman badges for rifle and pistol and long-range rifle. See what else you can come up with, but just a few. It’s not the damn Boy Scouts with merit badges. Or maybe limit people to displaying three.”

***
 

It took Eric four days to get a little inkling of the anomaly, just a tiny, nagging tickle at the back of his brain, telling him something was not as it had been. It took him another three days to zero in more precisely, not his finest detecting work by a long shot. But then he never claimed to be a detective.


Chapter 18

“Is something up with Brennan?” he finally asked Dani one evening. “It’s almost like she has a little spring in her step, and she has a thing with her mouth. I thought it was a grimace, like a tooth was hurting her or something, but I think it may actually be a smile.”

Dani looked up from her book and stared at him for a minute. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, seriously. Once I thought about it, I realized that it had been going on for —.” He stopped in mid-sentence, took a moment to think, and then the lightbulb came on. “Is she getting laid?”

“Well, yeah!” The way she said it meant that he had been awfully slow figuring it out.

“Who?”

Dani sighed and almost rolled her eyes, but not quite. Maybe just a little. Eric took a moment to run through the possibilities and then something, not logic and reason, probably his subconscious, more frustrated with him than Dani was, made him blurt out “Ricky? The tattoo artist?”

Dani smiled a little, so he took that as a “yes”.

“No shit? Brennan and Ricky? That’s… bizarre. I thought she was a lesbian. I mean, I never asked, I just thought.”

“Why? Because she’s a big woman with short hair?”

“Well, yeah, I guess. But I don’t care. I hired her anyway. That’s just an odd couple. She’s taller than him and probably outweighs him by seventy-five pounds. He’s the skinny one with long hair, so I wonder if… ah, well, no reason to speculate any further on that. Okay, good for her.”

Dani was still looking at him, maybe kind of exasperated.

“I’m willing to change subjects,” Eric suggested. “How about you?”

***
 

Dani was delighted with her tattoos when all was colored in. As she had said, her parents would have been disappointed if she had gotten ink while they were alive. If the world hadn’t died. If her life had gone on as normal. But things had gone wildly out of her control, out of anyone’s control, and here they were.

When she left her house, she left the bodies of her parents, her older sister, and younger brother. She left her cute, trendy clothes and shoes and took sturdier, more practical clothing. She dumped her textbooks out of her backpack and loaded it with extra clothing, canned food, a blanket, and her mother’s biggest butcher knife.

Along the way, one by one, she had abandoned her old life. After the cute clothes came her treasured cell phone and all of the memories that it contained. She had clipped her fingernails down to nothing, the nails that she had grown and buffed and painted and polished endlessly. And then she had cut her hair, the long raven locks that hung almost to her waist. Now they barely brushed her shoulders. And now she was inked, pretty extensively. 

She had asked Eric about his tattoos one night in bed.

“Tattoos are different things to different people,” he said. “A reminder, badge, decoration, or just something to make you seem to be a badass. I use mine as motivation, sometimes. Like if I’m trying to bench press a weight and it’s too much, I glance at my ink and tell myself that if I have that, then I have to back it up. I have to earn that ink every day, and it makes me push harder.”

She had wanted that, too. She had found out that she was a lot tougher than she had ever imagined, but maybe a permanent reminder would keep her focused. God knew, she needed strength. She felt like such a fraud so often. People said she was a hero for fighting the Pistoleros, and said she was smart for building this operation and negotiating deals. Inside, she constantly feared that people would just suddenly start laughing and expose her fakery. “Go away, little girl. Take your books and go back to high school.”

Her tattoos were part of her change. Hexen was only a few months past, but the difference in her was enormous. She was still trying to adjust to the metamorphosis, even while she pushed herself to change, to be brave, to plan, to make the right decisions, to do the right thing. She hoped the tattoos would make her look older, more adult, meaner, tougher.

She almost laughed at that. Her, mean and tough? But the hard fact in this world was that it helped to have people treat you cautiously. Maybe not actively fear you, but be wary of provoking you. Eric played that role very effectively. She wanted to, also.

And perhaps she really was mean and tough.

People looked at her differently when they learned she had killed, and were shocked again if they learned how many she’d killed. Her reputation had preceded her when they met with the acting mayor and leaders of the city of Jacksonville. Even when Eric was talking, she had eyes on her the whole time. It was as if she were a tiger, uncaged, whose owner assured the men that the tiger was tame, but they kept a close watch on her in case she suddenly went wild and attacked.

But they hadn’t objected to any of the terms of the agreements, either. They’d endorsed everything and thanked them for their time. Once they were back in the truck, Dani chuckled and commented that people tended to think that all of your proposals were marvelous ideas when you’d fought and won a big battle.

She also heard mention that one of the ranch hands with musical talent was composing a song about her. Something about the Hispanic Valkyrie stalking the field of the dead. She was embarrassed and intrigued at the same time. 


Chapter 19

Mark was back on duty as Eric’s semi-aide de camp when he got up the courage to ask to speak with him alone. The first problem was finding a place for a quiet conversation, so they took a walk out by the lake behind Eric’s house. Mark was down to a much smaller bandage, just an inch by three inches, but it still felt huge. Any bandage on the face does.

They walked a bit and Mark asked “Do the scenes ever stop replaying in your head?”

Eric stopped and looked at him. “Are they bad? Frequent?”

Looking down at the ground with a far-away expression, Mark murmured “All the time.”

“I’m sorry that you had to go through that. I’m sorry that I put you there on the scene.”

“I volunteered. There was no way that I wasn’t going, if I could help it. I wanted to go. I just didn’t know that… it would be like it was.”

“It was a pretty bad event, wasn’t it? And that was piled on top of Hexen and the EMP, and everything after that. It’s been a very rough time. You’ve had to go through a lot, and I admire the way that you have made it through everything. You’ve done a great job.”

“I didn’t do a great job. I let Dani down. I barely shot at any of them before I got hit.”

“Mark, she’s alive, isn’t she? You saved her life, and I will be eternally grateful to you for that.”

He stared at the water for a while before answering. “I didn’t think about it like that. Did I really? I thought I just fucked up and left her hanging out there all alone.”  

“I think you did a lot more than you’re giving yourself credit for. Stop being so hard on yourself. Lighten up. Cut yourself some slack.”

Another long pause. “I can’t tell you how much weight that just took off of my shoulders.”

“I wish you’d said something sooner. But when we came out here, you were talking about visions replaying in your head. Tell me about that.”

“There are two major scenes that I keep seeing over and over. One is when the Pistoleros were coming down the ropes, and there were so many of them, and it was just me and Dani.”

“That must have been scary as hell. There were a lot more there than we thought. Dani made the right call on where they would go. I wish she’d have been able to get word to me on that, though.”

“They just came flooding down those ropes. It was relentless, like they were never going to stop. It was like a zombie movie, with crowds of them coming at you, just like waves coming in to a beach. And the other scene is when Dani shot those guys in the kitchen, in the head. Oh my God, I thought I was going to throw up. Their heads… there were pieces flying off, pieces of skull, and blood splattering up onto the walls, and they were alive one second and just a lump of dead meat on the floor the next instant. You’ve seen that. You’ve done that. Do those scenes just keep playing in your head?”

“Yeah, and Dani cries in her sleep and kicks her feet. But it gets better, Mark. It fades. It’s tough, but you have to be strong, and it fades. I think you have to control it, rather than letting it control you. You can’t just cut yourself off from people, become a hermit, something like that. You have a great support network here. This is a really good group of people we have. Don’t turn away from them. Stay connected to them. We are here for you. I’ll always try to help you whenever you want to come to me.” 

Eric wasn’t a hugger but he figured a good man-hug was needed in this situation, so he said “Bring it in” and clamped Mark in a bear hug, followed by a pounding on his back. Before Hexen, twenty-two veterans a day had committed suicide. He didn’t want Mark to survive the plague and the battle at the hotel and then become one of those.

***
 

“I noticed ‘School’ is on the agenda. What are we talking about here?” asked Eric during one of the meetings that he had become all too familiar with. He made a vow to delegate more.

Liz Mitchell, Bachelor of Science in Nursing and the head of Medical, with a rank of Major, took that one.

“We have almost three dozen kids here, from age five to fifteen. Maybe less so for the older ones, but certainly for the youngsters, we need to run them through school. We can’t have them grow up illiterate.”

“Sure, I completely agree with that. What are you thinking? Is there a school we can bus them to, or do we have to set up one here?”

“I want to make a tour and assess what’s being done in local schools, but I think we probably want to do something here for the older kids. Let someone else teach the elementary level, at least. That’s about a third of the children. It would be a lot of infrastructure to set up just to teach a dozen kids.”

Eric sat back in his chair. He’d never had kids. He’d never thought about school for kids, and now he might have to set one up.

“Just off the top of my head, they have to be able to read and they have to be able to do math. I mean like real math. Not this new math or whatever bullshit I’ve heard they’re teaching now. I’m talking multiplication tables, and pencil and paper calculations. And real tests, that actually test their ability. Not something easy so there is an artificially high passing rate. Kids need to know how the government works, or is supposed to work, Bill of Rights, Constitution, all of that. History. Pledge of Allegiance! God damn it, they’re going to say the Pledge of Allegiance every morning!”

Liz and Dani exchanged a look and started laughing after trying to suppress it. Eric knew what was coming next.

“Okay, I know you two schemers already have a paper written up on it, don’t you? And it contains all of the points I just made. Thank God PowerPoint died in the EMP or you’d have a slideshow presentation, too, wouldn’t you?”


Chapter 20

Eric and Dani arrived at the Rusk county offices and at first thought they were deserted. There was no activity but the doors were propped open so they went in. A gentleman was seated in the reception area, writing on a pad of paper. He reminded Eric of an aged but still active Old West gunslinger. He had white hair, a Van Dyke beard, waxed mustachios, reading glasses, and was dressed in a suit and vest, but had ditched the coat and rolled up his sleeves.

“Greetings!” he called out, smiling when he saw Dani.

“Good morning, Sir. We are trying to find an attorney who can answer some questions regarding taking title to land,” Eric stated.

“Well, you are in luck because I am the very person with whom you need to speak,” the man replied, rising and offering a hand. “Samuel Dowling. I am, as far as I know, the only surviving attorney in quite a large territory. I am also the acting mayor, acting city attorney, acting — well, pretty much everything. For all I know at this point, I am probably an acting state representative. Please, take a seat. If you hear the hammering and cursing in the background, that is the workmen taking out the plate glass windows in my office and putting in windows that can actually open and allow some breeze in there.”

“I’m sure it is going to get very hot without any airflow.”

“Indeed! So, you want to take title to some properties?”

“Yes, I have forty-eight acres that has been in my family for, oh, more than twenty years. It’s surrounded by farms and ranches and tree farms and we are running all of those. We’ve hired people and we are tending the animals and crops and keeping things up. Looking to the future, is there some way to gain the title to these properties?” 

Samuel had listened intently and now he smiled and nodded. “Excellent thought! The answer is: the question has come up, although not a lot. You are one of the first to ask. I have been in contact with the surviving attorneys in this and the surrounding counties, and we have sent a letter to the state legislature proposing a new interpretation of some old laws. I won’t bore you with the details, but what you need to do at this point is to keep detailed records. Get a folder for each property and keep a diary. On such-and-such a date we found the owner, John Doe, dead of the plague, gave him a decent Christian burial, and took over management of the property. On this date we repaired the fence. On this date we sold five cows to Robert Smith. That sort of thing. Record everything that shows you are actively managing the property.

“Our proposal, no guarantee that it will come to pass, you understand, but our proposal is that if you manage the property for one year, then you may apply for a provisional title. The heirs or mortgagee, that would be the bank that loaned the money to buy the property, then have one year to prove that they own the property. If they can prove that they inherited it, or they are owed money for it, then you would either have to give up the provisional title or make some agreement to buy it. Basically, you might be able to fully own the property in two years of active management. We think that would be fair to any and all parties.”

“Is there any limit on the number of properties we can claim?” asked Dani.

Samuel smiled at her and replied “An ambitious young lady! The answer is no, no limits. Go forth and build your empire! May I ask how many properties you are currently managing?”

She smiled sweetly at him and said “Thirty-seven.”

His eyebrows shot up as high as they would go and he exclaimed “Good Heavens! These are ranches, farms, actual properties? You didn’t take over a subdivision with a bunch of little yards, did you?”

Dani pulled a three-ring binder from her backpack and handed it to him. “Section one is a summary of the properties. Some of the acreages are estimates, but well over three-thousand acres. That list breaks them down by ranch, farm, mixed use, and tree farm. Section two is the infrastructure that we’ve established; workshops, clinic, church, housing, school, and a security force. Section three is a summary on the people we employ, broken down by category. We’ve been taking in refugees from the cities and if they don’t have a useful skill, which most of them don’t, then we train them in ranching, farming, nursing, veterinary, blacksmithing… um, what else?” She looked at Eric.

“Along with the school we have a library. We also have a wide variety of life training, such as self- defense, first aid, wilderness survival. We have a guy training people how to get these old trucks and tractors running. We have people doing health inspections to make sure the water is being properly purified and the sewage is properly disposed of. Whatever it takes, whatever we need, we dig down and we make it happen.”

“And you haven’t asked the state or the county for any assistance or anything?” the attorney asked.

“Not yet, but you’ll get our bill.”

Samuel laughed and then looked at Eric with what seemed to be a little apprehension, as if he feared getting such a bill. He had flipped through the pages that Dani had given him; now he studied each one carefully.

“This is most impressive. Extremely impressive,” he said, almost under his breath. He drummed his fingers for a moment. “I see three things that we should do.”

“One,” looking at Eric as he spoke. “I imagine, just theoretically speaking here, that a man in your position might have been forced to dispense some summary justice from time to time, what with bad elements coming out of Dallas and such. Or might need to do so in the future. Theoretically speaking.”

“I can see where that might, in theory, happen occasionally.” Eric nodded.

“One of the benefits of Hexen is that it most certainly cut down on the bureaucracy. I have no one to discuss things with, so I can take summary action, and the summary action I am going to take is to appoint you a justice of the peace. I will also backdate your appointment so that any actions you may have taken previously come under this authority.”

“Wait a minute, now. I don’t want to be a just —”

“You already are, my boy, ipso facto! You’re doing the work now. You need the title and authority to go with it.”

Dani put her hand on Eric’s leg and he turned to see her nod her head. He stared at her for a couple of moments, sighed, and said “Okay, and she’s a deputy.”

“Appoint her yourself. You’re the justice, with authority anywhere in Rusk County.”

“You’re not going to send me all over the county chasing bad guys, are you?”

“No, no, I want you right where you are. You seem to be doing exactly the right things. Two, I would suggest you put me on retainer, which ties in with number —“

“What does that get us?” interrupted Dani.

“Why, I’m going to fight for you! This isn’t a minor case of one farmer taking on a few acres in a neighboring field. When I joked earlier about you building an empire, I had no idea how true it was! But, as I was saying, this ties in with number three, which is where I want you both to come with me to Austin. On the one hand, you can provide an escort for me, for security. On the other, I want to hold you up as a young couple who are upholding the finest traditions of the American Dream! Why, you’ll be the darlings of the great state of Texas!” He was so enthusiastic he leaped to his feet and began pacing and gesturing broadly.

“Yes! The American Dream! You started with what, a minor property, and now you have taken in refugees — are all of these people refugees?” He pointed at the ledger and Dani nodded vigorously. “Over a hundred refugees, men, women, and children, orphans I’m sure, fed them and clothed them and kept them safe, and now you’re sending them to school and church, and giving job training for the men. And the food you’re growing, you’re going to feed the people still in the cities! Jesus, this is gold! Pure gold!” He was looking off into the distance, seeing something in the future. Dani thought it was the White House.

“What do you think would be appropriate for that retainer?” she asked. Samuel’s eyes started to refocus on her. “I’m thinking one cow per month, with vegetables when the crops come in. That would give you plenty of steak for state dinners. And I’m sure you’re going to have more than a few barbeques for fundraisers. There must be plenty of positions just open for the taking. What are you thinking? Governor?”

“Young lady, I wish I were forty years younger!” He beamed at her. “Of course, even then I’d be no match for this strapping young man, here. Is that a Marine tattoo? Oh, this just keeps getting better and better! Were you in combat? What rank?”

“One combat tour in Afghanistan. I was a sergeant, E-5.”

“Thank you for your service. And you, Miss? What is your background?”

“My parents fled the drug violence in Colombia to immigrate here. My father was a medical doctor, but he couldn’t get a residency, so he sold cars for a living. I was born here and I was in college when Hexen hit.” She had actually been a high school senior but didn’t want people to think she was a child, hence the little exaggeration.

The attorney sat down, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped both eyes. Dani glanced at Eric with a look that obviously said Is he crying? Eric shrugged.

Samuel cleared his throat and sprang to his feet again, pacing and gesturing dramatically. “As your attorney, I advise you to go out there and grab all of the land that you can. Do it now. You’ve heard the expression, strike while the iron is hot? Well, it’s red hot. Get everything! Record it! Ride a horse through a field and then lay claim to the property! Chop down a tree and claim the forest! Fish in a lake and claim the lake! Wipe the grease off of a pumping unit and claim the oil well!  It won’t matter if half of the claims are eventually overturned. Claim one hundred properties and get fifty! Claim two hundred and get one hundred! My God, this is going to be the ticket! We’re going to make you the richest people in Texas!”

“I can’t believe that no one else is doing this,” protested Eric.

“Ah, but they aren’t! Think about this: how many people were ambitious before Hexen? How many people started their own businesses?”

“Tens of thousands. Hundreds of thousands.”

“Yes, hundreds of thousands out of a population of hundreds of millions! Only one in a thousand! And the vast majority of those were something like a man learning to be an electrician or a plumber and then starting a small business, or a family running a small restaurant. Small! Not empire-builders like yourselves!” He gave a big sigh and looked down at the floor. “And this plague has knocked the wind out of many people’s sails. So many deaths, and a digital society suddenly stranded on a desert island with nothing, as it were. People lost all of their loved ones and see no reason to even carry on, much less do anything as big as you two. I don’t know what the suicide rate is now. I don’t want to know. It has to be absolutely horrendous.

“Give me a few minutes and I am going to write up three documents. The first will be your appointment to justice of the peace. The second will be the authority to requisition material and equipment as you see fit. Now, I honestly don’t know how much weight this is going to carry. Some weight, in the county and regarding county property. Less weight elsewhere, you understand, I’m sure. The third document will be roughly the same letter but in a more pleading tone. You’ll have a ‘demand’ letter and a ‘please’ letter. Take stock of the situation and use whichever one is appropriate.”  

He finished the first letter and directed them across the street to the sheriff’s office to get badges. “A JP doesn’t usually get a badge, but these are most unusual times. I think an official badge is just the thing. Tell them to come see me if they have an issue.”

***
 

They got back to the truck with all of the paperwork afterwards and sat there for a minute. Dani’s eyes were shining. Eric had a little voice in the back of his mind telling him that this was trouble, somehow, somewhere. It might not be right now, but something would rear its ugly head.

“Aren’t you excited?” she gushed. “We’re doing the right thing! We’re building an empire!”

“I’m… worried about this Justice of the Peace thing. It feels like I’m getting sucked back into the military. And politics. He wants to ride us like a horse, all the way into office. Governor or Senator or something.”

“Maybe he even has his sights set on the White House. Is that a problem? Wouldn’t it be a good thing to have a governor or President on our side?”

Eric didn’t look happy but he didn’t say ‘no’.

“And if he does ride us as you say, what does that mean?” she continued. “That he helps us become rich and we give him some? I don’t think that’s a bad thing. Would you rather have all of a grape or half of a watermelon?”

Eric crossed his arms and sighed. “Stop bringing up all of these logical arguments. I’m trying to be grumpy.”

She looked at him for a second before she realized he was joking, and they both laughed.


Chapter 21

They took the attorney’s advice with gusto. Eric had a work detail raid the local stores for paint and painting supplies like brushes and paint thinner. They also grabbed all of the 4x4 posts they could, and Eric had their little sawmill churning out more. They decided that Marten Cattle Company properties would be marked with a ten foot 4x4 post painted in a blue and white spiral, like a candy cane or old-time barber’s pole. At the top, the letters “MCC” were carved out and filled in with red paint.

“That ought to be distinctive enough,” Eric commented. “The properties that are protected by us, add a ‘P’ in red below ‘MCC’.”

In taking over nearby properties, they had come across ones that were still inhabited by surviving or by new owners. In these cases, they simply explained who they were and informed them that they were now a Marten Cattle Company Protectorate. That could mean nothing much to the owner, like one old gentleman who just wanted to be left alone, or everything, as in the case of an elderly widow who was unable to keep her own farm up without assistance. She was delighted to turn over that responsibility as long as she had food and clean water, which they provided to her. Either type of person was protected by the MCC patrols and roadblocks that limited access to the area. They were labor-intensive to maintain but Eric wasn’t about to let any random stranger roam through the area at will.

And so REAT, the Real Estate Acquisition Team was formed. As glamorous as that sounds, it was work. In the mornings they started off from a point Eric or Dani specified and posted all of the properties until they hit a predetermined limit like a crossroads, or they ran out of candy canes, as the posts were called. To “post” a property meant making sure no one occupied the place, if there was a house. Next was to dig a post hole and plant a post. In the afternoon when it was hottest, they carved and painted new posts so they would dry overnight.

Step two was for someone to record information about the property and perform a rough inventory of anything major like a herd of cattle or older trucks and farm equipment that they may be able to get running again. Eric relied on Mark for this, since he was responsible and good with math and accounting. He took a few people with him on the first runs so he could train them to go off on their own, since the REAT could post properties faster than they could record them. If the property was occupied, then Mark was also a good representative to explain the protected property concept. Word spread, and before long they had people coming to them, asking to become a protected property. The MCC empire quadrupled in size in a short amount of time.       

Eric occasionally griped about the cost of posting properties that may never come to anything, adding up the manpower that could be used for other things, but Dani always smiled and her eyes almost glowed whenever she thought about it. She’d grown up poor through no fault of her own or her parents but she wasn’t going to be poor the rest of her life. Not if she could help it. Where some people saw an apocalypse, she saw opportunity.

They met with Samuel Dowling several times over the next few weeks. He toured their operations and was “most impressed” just as he had been when he saw things on paper. He also invited them to a couple of barbecue dinners he arranged with what was left of the local movers and shakers. There hadn’t really been much moving and shaking in the area to begin with and there was less now, but they did make contacts for some of the things and skilled people that they needed.

The real gold was probably a veterinarian experienced with farm animals, and they immediately scheduled a large block of his time to ensure that their animals were healthy. Although the cows were the top animals, they had several chicken coops now at various farms, plus assorted horses, mules, dogs, and cats. Even the smaller animals worked for their keep. The cats caught barn mice if they wanted to eat, and the dogs were favored for their hunting and security capabilities. But they all needed to be healthy and disease-free.

The other big connection they made was a dentist. They scheduled a large block of her time, too, bringing her out to the ranch and putting her up in a house for a week at a time while she ran people through her temporary office. Like it or not, every man, woman, and child went to the dentist.    

It was a huge amount of work, rebuilding a society from almost nothing. Police, fire, medical, schools, housing, sanitation, agreements with neighboring communities. The weeks grew into months and the truth is, they started to feel safe and they got sloppy.

They didn’t know that someone had been looking for them. Specifically, for Dani.


Chapter 22

They began to regard Tyler as friendly territory, so one night Dani rode into Tyler with only three others, for what was supposed to be a quick errand. They were trying to get a bulldozer to run and they needed a part. It wasn’t at the first place they stopped, of course, so they had to try a couple more until they scored. By that time it was dark and they were further away from their intended route.

And they got hit.

The driver suddenly started, looking at the rearview mirror and exclaiming “What’s that? There’s a truck right be —” before the world spun wildly around.

The vehicle behind them had come up with no headlights, accelerating hard to catch up to them, braking hard to get in the right position, and then executing a sloppy PIT maneuver. The Pursuit Intervention Technique is a method developed for law enforcement officers to stop a vehicle chase. The officer positions his car beside the target vehicle but well back. He then makes contact, the front corner of his car against the back corner of the target, and steers sharply into the target. This causes their back end to skid and the car to spin partially or completely out of control.

It was done in a sloppy manner because it was a hard crash rather than a push, and done at too high a speed. Police typically limit a PIT maneuver to no more than forty miles per hour, and they were doing at least fifty. Besides, a pickup truck has a higher center of gravity than a car, with the result that the truck with Dani went out of control. It spun around sideways and rolled from there.  

Inside, Dani had her seatbelt on, but those are mainly useful with front-to-back crashes. It did nothing to keep her shoulder from hitting the door or her head from hitting the side glass. The truck rolled once or twice, she was never sure, but ended up on its wheels. She slumped in the seat, dazed, and suddenly the door was ripped open and hands were on her. She thought they were helping her out of the truck so she found the seatbelt latch and released it and tried to swing her legs out but was too slow, and they were pulling and then carrying her. They placed her on another seat. She had her eyes squeezed shut because of the pain. Her head had hit the window hard before she tucked in and it hurt. Then someone put her wrists together and handcuffs came out of nowhere. Before she realized what was going on, they were on her wrists.

“NO! What — what —” she stammered. She had her eyes open now but it was dark and there was no interior light. She couldn’t see much of anything. She heard a voice say to turn her over and hands flipped her, pushing her face-down into the seat, then hands were running over her body. It wasn’t sexual, they were searching her, making sure her pockets were empty and she had nothing like a knife clipped to her belt or inside her boots. She also heard a “No, don’t shoot. Just leave them” and a “Get in, get in” before she was pulled upright again and men jumped into the vehicle on either side of her.

She put her head down on her knees and cried briefly and quietly. She hurt and she’d just been kidnapped. Then she realized she needed to know where they were going, so she sat back up. Immediately, one of the men beside her put his hand on the back of her neck and pushed her back down.

Okay, she thought, I’ll just have to gather what intel I can from listening to these men.

The ride was short enough that she didn’t really get anything and the men talked only minimally. When it stopped and people got out, a man held the door open for her and told her in Spanish to come out. The vehicle was stopped at a farmhouse somewhere. Three men were urinating into the woods on the side of the dirt road. A fourth was looking at her. He apparently couldn’t see well enough in the moonlight so he fired up a lighter and held it near her face.

“You look okay. No blood. You’ll probably have some bruises. Nothing broken?” he asked, also in Spanish.

She decided to act like she was hurt and no threat at all until they dropped their guard and she could act. “My shoulder hurts. I don’t know if I can move my arm.” She pouted and sniffled, trying to look as pitiful as possible.

“We’re not going to hurt you. We’re going to sleep here tonight. I’m going to put you in the bathroom and tie the door shut. Don’t try anything. Don’t try to escape. Now come on.”

He searched her again to make sure they hadn’t missed anything. She followed him into the little house and went on full alert when he told her to sit on the bed, but it was just until a couple of the men could clear everything that could be used as a weapon out of the bathroom.

The man who talked pulled the blanket, sheets, and pillows off of the bed and threw them on the bathroom floor, had her uncuffed, and gave her a bottle of water.

“There’s everything you need for the night,” he said, smiling at her. Once she closed the door she heard the doorknob rattling. She figured he was tying a rope from the knob to the bedframe, and would have one of the men sleeping on the bed. There was no window in the bathroom, so no escape. Sore and frustrated, she bundled up in the blanket and fell asleep on the bathroom floor. Her head hurt too much for any in-depth analysis of her situation.

***
 

Justin was the driver, all of sixteen years old, but teens were growing up quickly in this world. He didn’t know what happened other than another vehicle had hit them and then the world went crazy. He felt like he’d been body slammed. He’d been wearing his seat belt but it hadn’t prevented him from slamming into the steering wheel and getting the wind knocked out of him. His head hurt, so he’d hit something with it, and he couldn’t see out of his left eye. He reached up and felt it, his fingers coming away sticky. He wadded up some of his sleeve and wiped his eye and could see better, so maybe it wasn’t gone. He was trembling from shock. Looking around, he started to evaluate the world. He opened his door and stepped out, keeping his hand on the truck to remain standing. The truck had rolled, apparently, but had ended up back on all four tires.

And he was alone.

Dani had been in the truck and she was gone, the door left open. There had been two people in the truck bed, now gone. The people that had hit them were gone.

What had happened? People were supposed to stick around after an accident and exchange insurance information, according to his driver’s ed class. But nothing. He looked at the truck and it was in sad shape. It hadn’t been in great shape, looks-wise anyway, when he first saw it. All of the glass was smashed out, the rusty sheet metal was dented and bent, and the bed looked crooked on the frame.   

He walked around the truck, trying to see in what little moonlight there was. He saw chips of safety glass sparkling, chrome trim and some other random small objects from the truck, and then something bigger. He let go of the truck and started to walk towards it, then saw another.

“Oh, God, please. Oh, God, please,” he begged, limping towards the human-sized lumps. His foot hurt but he didn’t notice it now. He dropped to his knees — fell, mainly — at the first body. He tried to feel for a pulse per his first aid training but his own heart was thumping so hard he couldn’t tell anything. He went back to the truck and tried the key. It started! He backed it closer to the bodies and got one loaded in, but the other one was just too heavy. Nothing he tried could get that one in the truck.

Desperate, he dragged the man over to the sidewalk and found the blankets that had been in the truck. He didn’t know if the two were alive or dead but he wasn’t going to leave him here to die of shock or whatever. He made a pad of one blanket, rolled the man onto it, and covered him with the other. Exhausted, he staggered back to the driver’s seat and pulled the truck forward and around into a U-turn, using the one headlight that still worked to survey the area. Dani was missing. She wasn’t laid out on the street, or nearby sidewalk. He blew the horn and called her name, but nothing.

He felt sick, like he was going to pass out or throw up, one or the other. He had to get help. He U-turned again and headed to the closest place he knew, the hospital a few miles away.

***
 

People were getting accustomed, again, to the lack of constant and instant communication that cell phones had offered, so Eric was not aware of Dani’s location every minute of the day. The first he knew of something wrong was when he heard a motorcycle racing by his front gate, heading up to the headquarters building. It was unusual because he had almost all of their vehicles silenced as much as possible. Not that he didn’t appreciate the growl of a big, powerful engine, but he just thought that stealth was the better option in the current world. He hopped into his vehicle to head to HQ himself and ended up meeting a truck coming up the road.

One of the guys on duty tonight as a messenger jumped out, wide-eyed. “Sir, there’s been some kind of accident! Three of our people are at the Southside Hospital in Tyler!” He held out a small sheet with three names on it. Eric looked at it and opened his mouth to ask about Dani, but the messenger was still talking. “This man is from Lacroix’s militia. He’s their messenger.”

Eric swung on him. “Is this it? Where the fuck is Dani? Is she okay?”

Lacroix’s messenger held up open hands. “I’m sorry, Sir, I don’t know anything more than that. Their truck rolled over but they got it driven in to the hospital.”

Eric turned towards his own man and barked out: “Get four trucks, sixteen people, full battle gear and packs. Get them up to the hospital immediately. And Brennan. Get her up there.” 

He jumped into his truck and smoked the tires getting it turned around on the narrow road. He raced down his driveway at dangerous speeds, fishtailing in the gravel towards trees more than once, and skidded to a stop. He was inside only long enough to grab his own battle gear and pack and get back on the road. He didn’t have to load magazines or fill canteens or throw in a few cans of food or anything. His gear was always ready.

What he wasn’t ready for was losing Dani.


Chapter 23

Later, at the crash site, he wanted to kill someone. Would have been delighted to kill someone, in fact, if he could only find the right someone. The two people that had been riding in the back of the truck were dead. Justin was okay. A cut forehead and cracked ribs and a sprained ankle would heal.

But Dani was gone.

Not only gone, but someone had taken her. They’d stripped her of weapons. Her pistol and magazines and Gerber knife were on the floor of the passenger side. There was another spot nearby where they found a small multitool and some other items she usually carried in her pockets. Obviously someone had taken them off of her and tossed them there after the wreck.

The deliberate wreck. Brennan could read the signs of a PIT maneuver, an impact here where the side marker light broke and chrome trim came off, skid marks after that. They could see everything; they had the whole street lit up with their headlights and spotlights and light bars. Eric had had all of their trucks loaded up with extra lights, winches, grille guards, and so on. Trucks are a big thing in Texas so there were plenty of shops with such accessories available.

They spread out, canvassing the neighborhood, looking for anyone that might have seen something. They spread out some more. Then more. They got Sheriff Langston to poll his contacts and confidential informants.

They did everything. They came up empty.

The two things that Eric held onto were the lack of blood in the truck, meaning Dani wasn’t bleeding, and Dani herself.

She’s a natural, he thought. A natural warrior. Give her a little training on something and it’s like she’s been doing it all of her life. She’s more than capable of getting herself out of this situation. She has to wait for the right time, though. She’ll be okay. She’ll be okay.

That’s what he told himself, anyway, while he worked himself to exhaustion trying to find some clue as to her whereabouts.        


Chapter 24

In the morning the guy who talked awakened Dani, bringing her a bottle of water and a plate of pork jerky and eggs. If nothing else, the feral hog population in Texas fed plenty of people plenty of meals. He gave her a fork but the jerky was already cut up into bite-sized pieces so she didn’t need a knife. She took it left-handed and clumsily ate while keeping her right arm tight by her side.

“How is that arm?” he asked.

She lifted it a little, said “OW!” and grimaced, and put it back down. She was exaggerating by an immense margin. It had some minor soreness but nothing that really kept her from using it normally. The bruise on the shoulder was what hurt but that didn’t really impede motion much.

“Can you ride a bike with only your left hand?” he asked.

She considered it. Riding a bike meant that her hands wouldn’t be cuffed.

“Maybe. Do you have one I can try?” He did, so as soon as she ate, she tried riding up and then down the driveway with only her left on the handlebars, balancing reasonably well. Her four captors lined her route, making sure she didn’t make a break for it.

“We need another bike.” The leader pointed to two of the men. “Fast.” They got in the truck, which she now saw was an old Jeep Wagoneer, and took off. She was hustled back into the bathroom and locked in. A couple of hours later she was back out in the driveway for them to adjust the seat and handlebars for her. They had been smart enough to bring two bikes of different sizes so she could choose the frame size that fit her better.

“Finally. Load up,” the leader barked.

This part was familiar to Dani, not this specific route but the trip. It was the way she and Eric had come up from Houston, on bikes, weaving through or around the abandoned cars that jammed the highways. When Hexen had spread like wildfire around the world, people had panicked. If they could get infected from other people, the logical thing to do was to get away from other people, so they poured out of the cities by the millions.

Plenty of others stayed holed up in their houses with the useless COVID masks and hand sanitizer. Maybe they even taped along the edges of the outside doors to prevent the airborne virus from seeping in.

In the end, either way, it hadn’t mattered. They died at home or they died on the evacuation routes, gridlocked to immobility even when the cars ran, before the EMP shut them all down. The only thing that could make it through the traffic jam now was a bicycle, and even that had to be frequently carried over debris and abandoned possessions that the dying population had dropped.

A motorcycle might work in some places, but not around the major cities. Frustrated with traffic that hadn’t budged for hours and with their very existence at stake, drivers had pulled any crazy stunt imaginable. As a result, there were cars on the shoulders, in the grass, and anywhere there was a surface that would hold a vehicle while they tried to bypass some of the traffic and merge in ahead when they had to. All lanes were outbound from the big cities, even those that were normally inbound. In the coastal cities that are experienced with hurricane evacuations, this was done deliberately by the highway patrol. In other cities it was done spontaneously by the drivers who saw no reason to sit in a nonmoving lane when there was a perfectly good lane right over there not being used, directional signs be damned.

The thing Dani was thankful for was the lack of smell and flies. In the months since Hexen, the bodies had decomposed or been eaten by animals. Anything left after that had been mummified by the hot sun. The trip up from Houston had been different. The bodies were fresh but had been out in the sun for a few days, enough time to fill the air with an ungodly smell. Close in to the cities there had been thousands of bodies, acres and acres of them, for miles. That meant tons, literally tons, of rotting flesh.

The stench had been like a thick pea-soup fog, eddying and swirling, but one that you smelled, not saw. Almost as bad were the clouds of flies. You didn’t want anything that had just been on a dead body to land on you, much less five or six on your face at the same time.

She might be kidnapped, but at least she didn’t have to endure that again.

***
 

Out on the road, the kidnappers kept Dani in the middle of the group and she was able to start figuring out where they were. They had been at a fairly nice house at the end of a long driveway, with some trees to screen the house from view. Now they were out on Highway 64, heading northwest. People stuck on Interstate 20 coming out of Dallas had cut off onto 64 and then been hit with the EMP. The cars that had been moving had momentum and were able to pull off to the side, so that the traffic jam got thicker and thicker the further they went. They did about fifteen miles that first day, mainly because they had started late, and stayed in an abandoned house in Canton. Dani spent the night in a walk-in closet with a Pistolero sleeping on the floor outside the door.

And they were Pistoleros. Dani had figured they were but now had confirmation. The leader was Jiménez, with Juan, Crazy Eyes, and Rojo making up the rest of the team. Crazy Eyes had eyes pointing in two different directions and there was no political correctness in the gang, apparently. Imagine that. Rojo was an anomaly because he had red hair, rojo meaning “red,” and he didn’t speak Spanish. It looked like the gang was practicing diversity in taking in new recruits.

The next day they made it to Terrell, almost thirty miles, which was grueling. Dani started to use her right arm a little because her left was getting sore from doing all of the work. She had hoped to keep up the appearance of being weak for a longer time but was faced with the prospect of genuinely weakening herself. She had more intel on the dynamics of the men, too.

Jiménez saw her as a prize. When Crazy Eyes had hinted at having fun with her after dinner, Jiménez had shut him down immediately. “No. I think she is very valuable untouched. Very valuable indeed.” He had smiled at her then, his eyes bright.

Looking down, fighting her natural urge to look people in the eye, Dani asked “Why am I valuable? For ransom?”

Jiménez laughed. “No, no, someone very much wants to meet you. The General. He might be interested in having you work with him. He was very impressed with your performance in Tyler. He thinks you both could become very powerful if you worked together and not against each other.” 

Juan, the youngest, muttered something in Spanish about a demonio, a demon.

Surprised, she looked up at Juan. He paled visibly when their eyes met, and he made a sign to ward off a curse. 

Weakness, she thought. How to exploit that?

“Do you think that I am a demon?” she asked, amused at the idea.

“We’ve all heard the stories,” he replied. “The demon that wraps himself in the body of a small, beautiful girl. Dozens of men shoot at you, empty their guns, and you just stand there. Then you smile with a mouth full of sharp fangs and murder them all!”

He leaped to his feet. “And burn the building! And walk through the field of the dead and take their souls! DEMON! DEMON!” He turned and ran out of the kitchen where they were eating, out the door.

Jiménez watched him go with a thoughtful look that said Juan was kicked off of his team when they got back. Crazy Eyes was looking at Dani speculatively. Or at the stove speculatively. It was difficult to tell. Rojo was also looking at her, trying to figure out what was going on. He hadn’t understood much because they had all been speaking Spanish.

Dani was looking amazed. Shocked. A demon? Her? HER? Whiskey tango foxtrot, over she thought, something she had picked up from Eric. What the fuck, on the radio, where you say “over” to indicate you’re finished talking. That’s insane. But if they believe it, what does that mean, and how can I use it against them?

Her thoughts were interrupted by Jiménez. “This concludes the after-dinner entertainment,” he said with a dry humor she didn’t expect from him. “Take her up to that room. Guard it. Do not touch her.”

They had found a room set up as a home theater, with no windows for her to climb out of. The recliner she slept in was far softer than the bathroom or closet floors had been. What she really wanted was to bathe, but she wasn’t about to suggest that. Someone, probably all of them, would have to “keep an eye on her to make sure she didn’t escape.” So she stayed dirty and kept her mouth shut, wetting a rag and wiping her face and teeth when she could.

And gathering intelligence, and planning.


Chapter 25

The next day was more bike riding, for most of the morning, until they reached The Clear. That’s how Jiménez referred to it, like a place name in capital letters. The Clear was where a Pistolero crane worked to open a single lane through the traffic jam. This one had started at the Pistolero headquarters and headed east. It chugged down I-20 stacking cars. Every couple of hundred yards it opened up a wider area for vehicles to pass if one pulled over. They were being pretty neat about it, too, not just bulldozing cars out of the way to end up wherever. Someone had been smart enough to realize that if they pushed cars into drainage ditches, then the water would cut new paths around the wreckage, and might undermine the highway.

And they had to preserve the highway. No more were going to be built, or competently repaired, for a long time. So they used a crane, a big boxy thing on treads. A crew ran straps under a car, the crane lifted it, stacked it onto another car in the other lane, then moved forward and did it all over again. They had to veer around the bigger vehicles like eighteen-wheelers so the lane wasn’t a straight shot, but it was amazing after pushing their way through so many miles of The Jam. That was the other place name they used, The Jam.

They saw the arm of the crane first and the sight of it made Jiménez more talkative. He mansplained to her how cars in drainage ditches would cause uncontrolled erosion, and he revealed that there were other cranes and bulldozers going in different directions, ending with the phrase “all roads lead to Los Pistoleros de Oro!” He was apparently quite proud of that little literary gem, so Dani smiled.

He wasn’t so happy later on. They passed the work crew, who were not Pistoleros, just men trying to earn some food, and got up some speed going down The Clear. They stopped at one of the cutouts. Jiménez looked unsure, and asked Crazy Eyes if this wasn’t where they left the truck. They would have driven the truck down The Clear as far as they could, then unloaded their bikes and ridden them through The Jam to the house on Highway 64. From there they would have used the Wagoneer.

Obviously there was no truck here, and the work crew hadn’t stacked it, so they rode down to the next cut, and the next. Jiménez was furious by this time. He kicked in the door panel of a nearby car, screaming curses, and shot out the windows with his pistol. They rode back to the work crew and Jiménez yelled at them for a while, but they had no idea where his truck had gone. They could, however, offer a ride back.

Their transportation was a rusty old stoner van with two captain’s chairs in the back and more captain’s chairs up front, with shag carpeting on the floor and partway up the walls, followed by wood paneling. In the far back was a wooden platform for a bed, but just the platform, no bed. For that Dani was thankful. The van smelled moldy and nasty inside, with a side order of marijuana smoke soaked into the upholstery. She didn’t even want to think about what the mattress had smelled like, and what was on it, if they threw it out while keeping everything else.

Then the old marijuana smoke was supplemented with fresh, new marijuana smoke as the driver lit up and offered a joint to Jiménez.

Crazy Eyes nodded in Dani’s direction and pushed Juan. When Juan hesitated, he pushed him harder. Dani voluntarily went back to the old bed platform and sat. That would place her behind the men. Maybe she could grab a weapon if one of them dozed off. 

This is probably my last chance, Dani thought.  We’re already in Pistolero territory, I guess. We’ll only head deeper into it. Look scared and glance around, chica. Evaluate the situation. Be ready to move, hard and fast.

The driver was stoned and probably unarmed anyway. Jiménez was in the passenger seat, puffing on the joint. Rojo and Crazy Eyes were watching Juan, apparently amused at making him get close to the demon he was so afraid of. But he was between her and them, which might give her a second or two advantage.

And then the final piece fell into place. Juan was leaning over her, his pistol there for the taking if she was quick and could do it left-handed while he was cuffing her right wrist. She took a breath, let half out, thought Let’s dance, you bastards and made her move.

She had a fleeting thought to give Eric something extra special for instructing her to learn to shoot a pistol one-handed and with her left hand, and also to train her in different types of pistols that she may encounter. She had surreptitiously checked out all of their firearms over the past days and was confident she could operate anything they carried.  

Juan had a 1911 in .45 ACP and with him facing her and leaning over, it was positioned upside down to her. She thrust herself forward into him, burying her face in his chest to get her left arm stretched out far enough to grab his pistol. He made a surprised noise and started to pull back, but not in time. She had to turn her hand upside down, yank the piece out, push the safety down with her index finger since it didn’t have an ambidextrous safety, get the same finger on the trigger, and twist her wrist so everything was upright. She couldn’t afford a jam right now and didn’t want to risk it by firing the pistol at an odd angle.

She pushed back from him and as the muzzle swung across his body she pulled the trigger. She ended up firing twice since the trigger was much lighter than she was accustomed to, sending two rounds more or less towards his crotch.

Juan screamed like a little girl and jumped back. He slammed into Rojo, turned, and bolted for the side door, now closed. Crazy Eyes was in the way and he crashed straight into him, both of them going down in a heap.

Rojo grabbed one of the seats to keep from falling. He actually had his rifle pointed at Dani but his trigger finger was on the hand that clutched the seat. Once he was balanced, the race was on to see if he could get on the trigger before she could target him.

Dani swung the big, heavy pistol on him, accidentally triggering a shot that smacked into the big hump over the engine between the front seats. That motivated the driver to get the hell out of there. Her next shot was on target, hitting Rojo in the throat. Both of his hands flew up to the wound, blood gushing between his fingers. He bent over and started making a weird gagging noise like he was going to throw up.

Jiménez had twisted around in the passenger seat, trying to bring his rifle up, and Dani put two shots through the back of the seat and into him. He hunched down in pain but his muzzle was still coming in her direction so she put another, more careful shot into his face. His head snapped back and he slid down into the foot well. The rifle pointed up at the roof, so she figured he was down and out.

One to go!

She swung towards Crazy Eyes, lined up a shot on his face, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. Nothing the second time. She turned the 1911 partly sideways so she could look at it and found the slide locked back.

Are you fucking kidding me? It’s empty already?

The good thing was that Crazy Eyes was still tangled up with Juan. Juan was in a panic and his only thought was to get out the door. He was going to crawl or climb over anything in the way. Crazy Eyes was in the way.

He was on his back with Juan on top of him, both struggling to go in their separate directions and each one blocking the other. Juan was making little mewing noises and Crazy Eyes kept yelling “Get out of the way!” in Spanish. It might have been comical except that it was a life or death situation and there was nothing even remotely funny about it.

Dani made a quick glance around, doing an inventory of available weapons, and didn’t really come up with anything. Crazy Eyes’ rifle was on the floor but pointed towards the front of the van so she didn’t want to get in front of it by going for Jiménez’s weapon. Rojo was on his knees and making a lot of gurgling noises while dying but he might fight to retain his rifle if she tried to grab it. Juan’s rifle was strapped to his back and there was no way to get it off of him quickly.

Shit!

Dani jumped up, set her feet, and threw the 1911 as hard as she could at Crazy Eyes’ face. At thirty-eight ounces, almost two and a half pounds, it hits pretty hard, and it took a patch of skin with it when it bounced off of his forehead. It immediately started bleeding but seemed to do nothing more than piss him off. 

Not that she gave him time to be mad. She followed the pistol closely, landing on Juan’s back and firing punches over his shoulder into Crazy Eyes’ throat. He had one hand on his rifle and was trying to lever Juan off of him with the other, leaving him with nothing to block her blows. He lowered his head to take her punches on the jaw instead of the throat, so she thrust her thumb into his eye and rocked her whole body forward and back, trying to use the momentum to jam her thumb in deeper.

He screamed and shook his head violently from side to side, freeing one arm and sweeping it across in front of him, back and forth, to block anything she might throw at him. He backhanded her in the process but not enough to do any damage. In fact, she had him just where she wanted him — distracted.

She ducked his wildly swinging arm and went for his rifle. The barrel was behind one of the seat posts, which had saved her earlier. He couldn’t swing it towards her until he could sit up and maneuver the rifle up and around the post.

On the other hand, Dani was in a position to quickly bring it into action if she could get it away from him. She grabbed the barrel with one hand and the stock with the other and rotated it, forcing it around and out from under the captain’s chair. Then she brought it up and began to lever it away from him. She was on her knees on the stinking shag carpet, but now she swung one foot out to push against his wrist to stop his hand from staying with the rifle as she pulled it.

He screamed in frustration as she started to win, and pulled the trigger as it started to slip from his grasp. Dani knew that would probably happen and was prepared for it, keeping all parts of her body as far from the muzzle as she could while retaining as much leverage as possible. The bullet went through the roof and the muzzle blast was distinctly unpleasant, but her ears were already ringing from the previous shots, so no harm, no foul.

He squirmed around under Juan to the point where he could sit up and got an arm headed in her direction. That would end the fight in his favor if he got that hand on her or the rifle. Dani abruptly thrust the rifle towards him, then ripped it back towards herself. It came out of his hand, free and clear, and she pushed back away from him with her heels. His left hand just barely touched the rifle, then her ankle, but she had both out of his reach before he could clamp down.

She was bringing the rifle up to her shoulder and in Crazy Eyes’ direction when she noted a change in the light. The driver had left the door open when he took off, and she had registered that as the current environment.

Now someone had disturbed that environment by walking up to the door and blocking the sunlight that she expected to be there. She kept the rifle going up to her shoulder but shifted aim to cover the door. She ripped out three shots, one through the driver’s seat and into the doorway, the others tracking left from there, punching through the side of the van and hopefully into anyone standing there. Someone outside the van started screaming.

She was swinging back to cover Crazy Eyes when she heard the side door open. Juan had gotten to the handle. He and Crazy Eyes were still tangled up but moving apart. Crazy Eyes had a hand on the captain’s chair and was just about to pull himself upright to come after Dani. The other hand was reaching for the muzzle and only inches away. At this short range she abandoned the sights and sprayed rounds as fast as she could pull the trigger. She put three into Crazy Eyes’ chest, three into Juan’s back, and then let go about eight more while sweeping the muzzle back and forth across both of them. Blood splattered in all directions, including into Dani’s face, but she didn’t even feel it. Both men slumped, Juan falling halfway out the door.   

Okay, let’s finish this!

She turned and Rojo was so close that she couldn’t even get the rifle pointed at him. She stood and moved forward and away from him until she could fire a round into his head. He was unmoving, on his knees with his head down on the carpet, maybe dead, but she didn’t want anyone coming up behind her like an unkillable villain in a horror movie. She sent some more rounds out through the driver’s door and the side of the van just in case someone had failed to take the hint, shot Crazy Eyes and Juan in the head, and dumped another couple of rounds out the driver’s side sheet metal.   

She pulled a magazine out of Crazy Eyes’ gear and reloaded, then cautiously approached the driver’s door while also watching to see if Jiménez was still alive. She got to a position she liked, fired two rounds out the driver’s door, swung the opposite way to Jiménez, punched three rounds into him, and swung back to cover the door. Besides the work crew, she had no idea what was out there, or if they had guns.

For all she knew, bullets were going to start coming through the sheet metal back at her at any moment.


Chapter 26

Someone was still screaming and calling for help outside the van, and as she moved closer to the open door she could see a blood trail, a long smear. The guy was crawling away or someone was dragging him off. Either way, they weren’t fighting her.

She jumped into the driver’s seat, pulled the lever down into “D,” and slammed the accelerator to the floor. The old van sputtered and stumbled and reluctantly lurched off. They were probably all the way up to forty when Juan’s body slid the rest of the way out the door and under a back tire. The van bounced up and down as it ran over him, almost throwing Dani out of her seat. The seat was too high for her and too far back, so she was standing and leaning up against it more than sitting. At least the driver’s door had swung closed and she didn’t fall out.

She took the van down about a half mile before she braked gently to a stop, not wanting to send herself flying through the windshield.

The Pistoleros are going to have a checkpoint up ahead somewhere, with armed men. I don’t want to get too close to them, and this is far enough away from the road crew if they decide to shoot at me, she thought. 

She had already made up a mental checklist of what equipment to take, but the plan needed some alteration now. Jiménez was the closest match to her size but his gear had just acquired five or six bullet holes, so she selected Rojo’s instead. His was wet with fresh blood but wasn’t shot up, and she was long past being squeamish. The blood would attract flies but she could handle that.

Since they all carried ARs in 5.56mm, the magazines were the same. She ditched Rojo’s pistol and the magazines for it and shoved a couple of extra AR mags into her cargo pockets. If she was walking, she wanted the most bang for the ounce, and that was with a rifle, not a pistol. The packs weren’t that different so she just took one, threw out the extra clothing and added bottles of water.

Quick inventory: rifle, ammo, water… handcuff key. The cuff had dangled from her right wrist the whole time and she just now noticed it. Where the hell was the key?

Shit. It was either in Juan’s pocket or it fell to the floor of the van. His pocket is a quarter of a mile away, along with his body. And that carpet… no. I don’t see the key and I am not going to run my fingers through that nasty shag to try to feel it. No telling what infection I might get from that.

She swung the open cuff up and locked it around the same wrist. It would just be an invitation to disaster to leave it dangling. She could just imagine jumping a fence and having the cuff somehow lock onto the damned thing.

As she had gathered the pack and gear she put it outside the van on the pavement. It would be hard to put it on inside the van, and outside allowed her to scan up and down the highway. That’s just what she was doing when she saw the truck coming. It was to the west of her, so the occupants weren’t coming after her in hot pursuit. That little gunfight had been to the east. They didn’t even know she existed. Hurriedly she slipped out of the load bearing vest and walked forward to the front of the van. She put on her ‘frightened little girl’ look and started waving, wide-eyed and frantic, at the truck. The driver, the sole occupant, pulled up to her and jumped out of the truck.

“What’s the matter?” he asked in Spanish.

Wordlessly, she stepped back and opened the passenger door. Jiménez’ body fell out in a bloody heap, thumped onto the pavement, and his arms sprawled out.

“Mother of God!” the man cried, stepping back and crossing himself. He then knelt down to check the body for anything he could do.

Dani stepped back and snatched her rifle from where she had leaned it against the side of the van. The man froze except for holding his hands up. He didn’t look like one of the gang members. No tattoos, and he was older, gray haired, and he didn’t have the look.

Humans are classified as predators, but in reality, most people aren’t. Throughout the entire history of mankind, the majority of the population have never actually been hunters or warriors. The real predators tend to have the look. This man didn’t. Dani’s trigger finger relaxed a tiny bit.

“Are you a Pistolero?” she asked in Spanish.

“No, no, no! They make me do this!” he nodded at the truck.

“Do what?”

“Bring fuel, diesel, to the equipment.” He gestured in the direction of the work crew.

Dani stepped to the side to where she had a better view of the truck bed, and could see it was loaded with drums. She thought of setting it on fire but didn’t want to attract any attention. She thought of dumping it out but figured it would only delay the work for a few hours; a day at most.

She hesitated, figured she really needed to stop wasting time, and gestured with the rifle, back the way the man had come. “Take off. Walk back.”

The man stood slowly, with a hand on the truck. “Please,” he asked. “It’s my truck, not the Pistoleros’.”

“I won’t damage it.”

The man bowed his head in thanks, said, “Go with God,” turned, and started walking.

She didn’t reply for a moment, deep in thought, then asked “Do you know who I am?” The man stopped but didn’t move or speak.

“Turn around. Look at me.” The man shuffled around but looked down at her feet.

“What have you heard? Answer me!”

“There are stories. People talk,” he reluctantly started. “There were many Pistoleros killed in Tyler. Some say that a —” He stopped and closed his mouth.

“Keep going. I’m not going to hurt you.”

The man gulped, then continued. “That a… demon… had taken the form of a beautiful girl and killed many Pistoleros. They shot at it but it stood and laughed at them, and then it killed them. All who faced it died.”

She stepped close enough to place a hand under his jaw and push his head up so that his eyes met hers, but only for a second, and then he looked away. She focused her amber eyes in on him with her laser stare and raised one eyebrow. “And am I a beautiful girl?”

He couldn’t speak. He nodded as tears slid down his cheeks and he trembled. He was absolutely certain that he was mere seconds away from dying in some horribly painful way, and even worse, that this demon would steal his soul and he would never reunite with his beloved late wife Florencia.

“I want you to tell the leader of the Pistoleros that I am going to hold his heart in my hand. I will bathe in his blood. And his soul will be my lowest slave for all eternity. He will be my dog. He will bark on my command and lick his food from the floor.”

She almost laughed. She was making this bullshit up as she went, but if they believed this demon stuff, she was going to use it against them. She handed the man her bandanna.

“Please dry your tears, sir. You are in no danger from me today, but I cannot guarantee your safety if you continue to work for the Pistoleros.  Their only chance of remaining alive is to flee to the west or the north. To the east lies death. To remain where they are is death. Death to all. I have already killed many of them. I killed these men here today. I will kill all Pistoleros that I find.”

The man was gasping and she was afraid he was going to have a heart attack. She used one hand on his elbow to start him turning around and indicated the way to go, back to the west. He took the hint and walked off, bowing his head several times and dabbing at his eyes with the bandanna. 

A little psychological warfare just for fun, she thought. Now I need to get on the road!

She gave brief thought to disabling the van by punching a hole in the oil pan and leaving the engine running, but decided that leaving them with that piece of shit as is was probably more harmful to their operations. Someone was going to get some kind of infection from the interior of that thing and die in screaming agony. 

She threw on the gear and pack and headed south, disappearing into the trees.


Chapter 27

She had looked at maps and was thankful again that Eric had so many books, since she could no longer just pull up any information she desired on the Internet. Printed material ruled now, again. She had a fair mental picture of the Dallas area, mainly the east side nearest their ranch, and knew that there were more cities and towns to the south and east than to the north. Since she needed to go southeast, that was perfect, and Highway 175 roughly paralleled Interstate 20 but headed more directly where she wanted to go. If the Pistoleros came after her, she’d be more difficult to find in a town than in an open field. 

She decided to head for the hospital in Tyler, or Lacroix’s militia. They were in the same area, and probably forty miles closer than going all of the way to the ranch. As it was, she was going to have to cover close to a hundred miles. That meant three to five days, depending on a number of things, like how much she would have to scrounge for food and water and shelter, and if she could find a bike.

The Pistoleros would be pissed when they found their men dead, but she seriously doubted they would be able to track her. They were city boys, not hunters and outdoorsmen. Still, they might send out some patrols along the nearby roads, and who knew where they had safe houses or lookouts. She was going to have to stick to the woods, walk along power line cuts, and avoid people until she got out of this area.

***
 

In the end, it just turned out to be a couple of days of walking, without a lot of drama. 

She found a Catholic church in Athens and talked to some of the ladies there. She learned she could get a ride in to Tyler if she could wait a day, so she did. It wouldn’t have been any faster walking, and here she had a safe place to bathe and spend the night. She helped the ladies that evening and the next day. They were running a makeshift orphanage, so there was plenty to do to feed the kids and keep them out of mischief.

She also went on a salvage run, to go through abandoned houses for food, clothes, toys, books, and anything else that would help the kids. They had no priest, which was disappointing, but Dani thought she probably shouldn’t go to confession anyway. She didn’t want to give a priest a heart attack.

Once in Tyler the next day, she helped them unload their truck and got a ride all of the way down to the hospital. It had taken three and a half days, which was probably the best she could hope for. When she walked up to the glass doors, Mark burst out of them and grabbed her in a bear hug. He started crying, and that led almost immediately to her crying. “Oh, my God, oh, God, I was afraid we’d never see you again!” he sobbed.

“You didn’t get my text?” Dani asked. That was a standing joke now. Text messages were just as plentiful as unicorns. But she barely got the line out before her voice broke and she sobbed with relief at being safe again.

Mark held her at arm’s length, just smiling at her, tears running down his face. Then his face dropped. “Oh, shit! We need to let Eric know!”

“Before you do that, how about the others that were in the truck with me? Are they okay?”

Mark looked down. “No. No. Justin is okay. He has some cracked ribs. But the others… died.”

Dani proved she’d been living with a Marine. She pretty much turned the air blue with the string of profanity she used. Then she cried deep, wracking sobs. She felt guilty that they were dead because the Pistoleros had targeted her.

Once she calmed down some, the set of her jaw told that she was going to exact a heavy price from the Pistoleros. She’d killed the four that had actually done the deed but other Pistoleros would pay dearly. Men were going to die for this.

Lots of men were going to die.

***
 

Eric hugged her hard before he realized he was going to hurt her and eased up on his grip. Tears flowed freely down his cheeks. They both cried for a while, and most of the way home. 

When they pulled up at the ranch, Dani looked around in amazement. “Why are all of these people here?” she asked. “Is everything okay?”

“You’re home, silly. They love you.” Eric stated.

They did. The crowd was applauding and cheering as soon as they saw Dani, and the noise rose to a crescendo when she opened the door and stood. They wanted to touch her, too, to make sure she was really back. Dani was smiling and crying at the same time, shaking hands and hugging people. Eric was trying to get them through the crowd into the house but he didn’t want to push people out of the way, so he wasn’t making much progress. Then Brennan came to the rescue. She took Dani’s wrist and led her through a tunnel in the crowd she made through her size and refusal to stop for anything.

Inside, Eric saw Ted. “Break out the booze and get some meat on the grill. Time for a party,” he called in passing.

Dani was glad she had gotten a good night’s sleep the previous night because it looked like she was not going to be able to relax tonight. She took a quick shower, spent minimal time in front of a mirror, jumped into clean clothes, and was out in the crowd hugging and pressing flesh in no time.

They even held a little contest to see who could pick the lock on her handcuffs.


Chapter 28

Two days later, Eric, Dani, and a couple of truckloads of shooters made a trip up Highway 64 until Dani found the house where she had been held. They didn’t pause, just kept on rolling past it and found another house to stop at a mile or so down. They swept the area and then holed up for a couple of hours until nightfall.

Once it was good and dark they patrolled on foot towards the house, slowly and quietly, finding it empty. It did have a stock of canned food and bottled water, which they left undisturbed. The Jeep Wagoneer was still there, waiting for the next group of Pistoleros to need it.

They left an early Christmas present for them and withdrew.

***
 

A few days later a Pistolero team came through on the way to Tyler. Their leader, the General, wanted information on Tyler and the people who had killed his men. Or the demon. He was starting to wonder. The men who had fled the hotel — men, hah, cowards — couldn’t be believed. It was ridiculous to think that one little girl could kill so many of his men.

But then what of this latest incident? The work crew all agreed that she had been a prisoner, a small little slip of a girl, unarmed and harmless looking, almost a child. Until something happened in the van, and four of his men were suddenly dead. Four plus one of the work crew. Apparently their own guns had been used against them. How does one little girl, “almost a child” take guns away from four of his fighters and murder them? No one who had been in the van was left alive to explain that to him. And all of the men had been shot in the head after the fight, to make certain they were dead.

The signature of the demon, as plain as if she’d signed a name.

And the old man who had actually talked to the demon. The girl. What of the threat she had made against him personally? The old man hadn’t come up with that out of thin air. He had been terrified to repeat it to the General. They had had to almost beat it out of him. An icy tendril of fear snaked up his spine, starting low in his back and working its way up. He shivered.

He needed more information, and since the previous team was, unfortunately, permanently unavailable, he sent a new one.

They made their way to the house through The Clear and The Jam, no problem. Everything looked okay. They stashed their bicycles and went to the Jeep. They opened the back gate, threw in their packs, and then went around to the four doors to get in. When the driver opened his door, it was the last act he performed on this earth, and the three others accompanied him to the River Styx. Hopefully they had the correct change.

The door had a length of wire attached to it. The wire ran to the trigger of a rifle, a battered old Savage bolt action in .270. It still worked, though. The rifle was sawed off, stock and barrel, down to a package that would fit under the driver’s seat. It was pointed at the back of the SUV, not at the man. He was in no danger from the bullet. Not from a gunshot, anyway. The door pulled the wire, the wire pulled the trigger, and the rifle fired a bullet into a quantity of Tannerite under the rear seat.

Tannerite is a binary explosive, which means that it is stored in two parts which are then mixed together just prior to use. It is activated by shooting it with a high velocity rifle, and used for special effects and long range target designation. The manufacturer recommends that no more than one pound be detonated at one time. People who have ignored this recommendation have found that about thirty pounds will blow a car or truck to pieces. The load under the back seat of the Wagoneer was almost fifty pounds.

No one witnessed the detonation, but if they had, they would have seen a brief flash, a huge cloud of smoke and dust that shot out and then roiled and expanded more slowly, small pieces of debris propelled violently straight out, and then a shower of additional small pieces as the ones that were shot upwards fell back to earth. The biggest remaining fragment of the Jeep was the bent and cracked frame, with the engine and transmission broken loose from their mounts but still tangled up with it. The whole mess had rotated almost a hundred and eighty degrees when it was launched four or five feet into the air. The body, glass, and floors were all ripped from the frame and became shrapnel that shredded the four Pistoleros. 

The local scavengers found their dinner already cut into convenient bite-sized pieces that night, although rather spread out.  


Chapter 29

Just after Dani got back, Sheriff Langston showed up. He had been there before but there were always changes so they gave him the grand tour. He was still a little wary of Dani but she had been nice to him ever since the first militia meeting. They were having a couple of cold beers late in the afternoon on the upstairs deck of Eric’s house when he looked around and asked how private their conversation was going to be.

“We can take a walk around the lake if we need to,” offered Eric, and the three of them grabbed some extra beers and trooped off to where they were able to see anyone coming from a ways off.

“When Dani disappeared you came to me and asked me to beat on any confidential informants I could,” Langston began. “As you know, I couldn’t come up with any information that was relevant to that case. However, I did get something recently that I have been checking out. Confirming.” He looked down and shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe what he was about to tell them. Finally he sighed, pursed his lips like he tasted something sour, and spoke. “Ed Stack and Barry White are meeting with the Pistoleros.”

“WHAT?” Eric was ready to kill someone. Langston had his jaw clenched and was shaking his head slowly, in regret.

“You mean to tell us that the Mayor of Tyler and the Smith County Judge, the two highest-ranking men in the county, are collaborating with the fucking Pistoleros?” Dani was incredulous, and also ready to kill someone. She had met both men a few months previously when there was what she thought of as a neighborhood watch meeting. The Sheriff, Lacroix, and other militia leaders from around the area were invited to discuss security and law enforcement in the area. She had thought them harmless. Politicians, and therefore slimy, but harmless. 

“I didn’t believe it myself when I first heard it,” said the Sheriff, still shaking his head. “But I started checking White’s house out. I’d park a couple of streets over and walk down a jogging trail that goes right behind his house. The fourth night, there was a black SUV in the driveway. Now, he’s a politician so he has guests over all of the time. It’s just that these guests were Hispanic males with lots of tattoos. Two went inside and two stayed by the vehicle. I’m guessing those were bodyguards. I could see through the boards in the fence and I had binoculars.” He tapped his cheek at the corner of his eye. “They had teardrop tattoos, both of them. One had one and the other had two. Plus neck and throat tattoos. Those were some bad dudes. They’ve been in the prison system.

“Anyway, I stayed where I was for about an hour, and the guys inside came out. Barry was shaking hands with them like they were old buddies. As they were getting into the SUV he said ‘You’ll be back Thursday?’ and one of the Hispanic males said ‘Thursday, my friend’.”

“That’s four days from now.” Dani and Eric looked at one another and there was no question in anyone’s mind that they were going to kill people. It was such a given that it didn’t even rate being brought up as a topic for discussion.

Dani looked at Langston for a moment, evaluating him before she spoke. “Are you going to arrest them? Because you know what we’re going to do if you don’t.”

He snorted. “Arrest them for what? For meeting with someone who is supposedly a ‘constituent’ or something? A case like that would take video surveillance and wiretaps on their phones and other things that don’t exist anymore. I’d have to get him on tape conspiring to do an illegal activity. Even then there would be a huge legal battle, claims of entrapment, and him calling in favors with county officials, making backroom deals.” He shook his head, emphatically this time, looking disgusted. “It would never amount to anything. He’d get off scot-free.”

“Thank you for telling us. Let’s go back to the house and get you to draw us a map and fill in some other details.” Eric was thinking operationally. He wanted to make a battle plan.

“You’ll stay for supper?” Dani asked. “It’s roast beef and baked potatoes, and I smelled some kind of pie earlier. They’re trying to make me fat.”  She slapped her stomach, and it sounded like hitting an oak tree when her hand bounced off of her toned abs.

The Sheriff chuckled at that. He doubted there was an ounce of fat on that girl. He did marvel at her ability to switch from planning a little mass murder to playing the proper hostess so quickly and easily.

That’s just scary, he thought. I guess it’s no big deal to her, as bloody as her hands are already. But then, here they are helping all of these people out, and bringing more refugees in all the time. They have enough farmland and cattle to be comfortable. They don’t need to take on the headache of managing any more, but they do it so they can feed more people. And not only feed them, but provide medical care and housing and clean water. Maybe these two are just deeper than me or something. Killing some people is just a necessary thing to them, like slaughtering a cow or hog if you want to eat, or shooting a coyote that’s after your chickens. 

But he ate their roast beef and baked potatoes with homemade butter and a big slice of pie, and drank their beer, and everything was delicious.


Chapter 30

The Pistolero SUV came out of the driveway and turned down the street straight towards Dani. They figured it was going to go out the same way it had come in and had set up their positions accordingly. She had already estimated the distance, consulted her range book for ballistics for the particular weight bullet she was using, and adjusted her scope and bipod. She was running the suppressed Ruger American Predator rifle they had found on the trip up from Houston, a bolt-action rifle that was inexpensive but amazingly accurate with the 6.5 mm Creedmoor cartridge. Targets at 1,200 yards were no problem, and they actually had a range that long where she regularly practiced. This shot at two hundred yards would be child’s play, even with a moving target.

The SUV started about three hundred yards away and she gave it a few seconds to get a feel for the speed and the light. She was shooting at night and relying on the vehicle headlights to give her enough light to see her crosshairs. Her target came up to the edge of the marker that indicated the kill box and she sent her first shot.

Obviously, the first target of a moving vehicle is the driver. The 143 grain Hornady ELD-X bullet penetrated the windshield, mushrooming and yawing, slammed through the driver’s sternum, and lodged against his spine, tearing a swath of destruction through his chest. She had had to aim low to account for the target moving into her shot but also aim slightly high to compensate for the windshield deflecting the bullet downward. Had she been shooting from the inside out, she would have aimed low due to the slant of the windshield.

The shot was good, a fatal hit, but she didn’t know that. She ran the bolt and noted that the vehicle had dropped some speed just before she fired her second shot into the driver. All she really needed to do was to slow it down for the rest of the team to get a good shot.

Inside the car, the driver was noisy about it, screaming over and over that he was hit, his foot coming off of the accelerator. Even without that, it was pretty obvious, with the bullet holes in the windshield and the clouds of powdered glass that exploded from the holes.

The passenger-seat guard was pretty good and pretty fast. He knew an ambush when he saw one and reacted quickly, figuring that the best way to combat a vehicle ambush was to get out of the line of fire with speed.  He grabbed the wheel and tried to get his foot around the console and on the gas pedal.

He just ended up dying in a contorted position. 

The vehicle rolled into the kill box and the others opened up on it from the side with everything they had. What they had was a selection of AR-10 and M1A and G3 rifles in 7.62x51mm, which penetrated barriers like vehicle bodies much better than 5.56mm bullets. There were six of them and Eric had instructed them to do a mag dump. That meant fire at the vehicle nonstop until their magazines were empty, specifically at the passenger compartment. That meant one hundred and twenty rounds Swiss cheesed the SUV and the men inside but left the engine and transmission intact.

Almost comically shot to hell but still running, it continued to roll forward, straight at Dani.

It’s gonna stop. Or veer off. Maybe. Maybe not. Are you kidding me? It’s coming directly at me!

She hurriedly gathered up her binoculars, range book, and rifle, crawled out from under the hedge that concealed her, and sprinted off to the side. The SUV lumbered by her just a few feet away like a ghost ship glimpsed in the night by a sleepy sailor, the crew dead at their stations. It crashed through the hedge where she had been without slowing much, knocked down a section of wrought-iron fencing, chugged across a yard, and finally thunked into a white Porsche Boxster in a driveway.

Dani was still looking at it, shaking her head in wry amusement, when the others ran past her, chasing after the SUV. She let them check it out. With a bolt-action rifle, she wasn’t equipped for close-quarters battle. Plus she figured no one had survived their ambush. That was kind of the point of an ambush.

When the firing died down, Eric left his position and walked up the driveway to Barry White’s house and around to the side door. It was locked, so he knocked politely. It was a French door, which allowed him to watch Barry come down a hallway, pause in mid-step at seeing him, and then continue. He opened the door and launched into a greeting like he was seeing an old friend.

“Why, Colonel Marten, how do you do? I certainly wasn’t expecting any guests but please come in! Is there anything I can do to assist you?”

“There is, as a matter of fact. Why don’t we go back to your study. Isn’t that where Ed Stack is?”

Barry paused. “You seem remarkably well informed. Yes, Ed is over here tonight. Right this way, please.”

Once in the study, Ed started to step over to Eric to shake his hand, which Eric did not want right now. “Sit down, Ed,” he suggested in a normal tone of voice. Ed looked at him momentarily before he sat. Barry sat at his desk which, unlike some, was piled with books and papers. Eric remained standing.

“What was all of that shooting about?” Barry asked. He was a politician; as long as he was talking he could get out of anything.

Eric smiled at the two men, literally beamed. “The good news is that we just ambushed a mid-level Pistolero and his escort. A fairly high-value target.”

Ed cut his eyes over at Barry. Unintimidated, Barry asked “You don’t say. Were there any survivors?”

“I really don’t think so. That was not the intent. We set an L-shaped ambush. That way you can bring fire onto the target from two directions at once. First shot from a precision rifle takes out the driver, stops the vehicle, or at least slows it down. The rest of the ambush party just unloads on them. With an unarmored vehicle….”  He just smiled and shook his head.

“Mercy.”

“So what was your deal with them?”

“Deal? There was no deal.” Barry sounded appropriately indignant. How many times had he used that line in his back-room-deal-filled life?

“Sure there was. There had to be. What did they offer you? Gold, from all of the jewelry stores they were cleaning out?”

“I think you’re the one that walked away with a ton of gold, all of that stash they had in their hotel. How much was that?”

Eric smiled and decided to be a smartass, a fairly easy decision for him. “Kind of hard to say. It wasn’t sorted very well, so you have all of these Rolexes crammed in with gold chains and diamond tennis bracelets, engagement rings, that sort of thing. We move it around the warehouse on pallets with a forklift. It’s kind of in the way.”

Ed murmured and Barry snorted at that, muttering “Tens of millions of dollars’ worth, I’m sure. Maybe as much as a hundred million.”

“What? Do I have what was supposed to be your gold?” Eric taunted. “That would be a pretty easy promise, I guess. Give the Pistoleros free reign to operate in the city for a cut of the action and you don’t even have to share any of the bribe with the police. There are no police at this point, pretty much. The law enforcement that did survive, you put them to work guarding the existing prisoners, or just tell them you can’t pay them anything so they have to go off and farm or whatever in order to eat.

“I guess you could always dream even bigger than that, too. You could set yourself up as a little tin god, couldn’t you? Just have the Pistoleros kill off any opposition. Hexen opened up plenty of positions. You could be governor of Texas, with your gangbanger friends propping you up, and as you gain power you start appointing them to be judges and sheriffs and you just push and pull each other up and up, don’t you?”

Barry looked at him for a long moment, and then emitted a bark of laughter. “You know, there are two things I actually do like about this world that we live in now. One is something you just mentioned, that there are a lot of assholes that are gone and aren’t clogging up positions that a better man should hold. And the other, my friend, is that there aren’t any recording devices. No wires, no body cameras, no hidden microphones. Hell, used to be, any idiot with a cell phone could put it on video record and tape a conversation that they shouldn’t. You? You have nothing! You’re just some jumped-up rancher from the sticks. Nobody will believe your word against mine. Mine and Ed’s, here. Even if your little Mexican bitch is standing out in the hallway eavesdropping, nobody’s going to believe the testimony of you two against us.” He waved his hand dismissively.

“Actually she’s a Texan, born and raised. Her parents were from Colombia.”

“Oh, great. Coffee and cocaine. Apparently the whole reason for Colombia’s existence is to keep people awake.” Barry loaded it with all of the disdain he could muster.

“And you’re assuming that I would want to take you to trial.”

Barry looked at him for a moment, evaluating what he just said. “You want a cut of the action for yourself?”

“No. There’s another option.” He drew a pistol.

“Ha! You don’t scare me! You might shoot the Pistoleros and pass it off as the heat of battle or whatnot, but we’re the leaders of the community. You wouldn’t dare! You’re a patriot. You believe in being a fine, upstanding, moral man. A believer in the Bill of Rights. You can’t just shoot an unarmed man in cold blood. A man that is a pillar of the community, no less!” Barry leaned back in his chair, confidant, in charge.

“You mean like Ed, here?” Eric nodded in his direction.

Barry leaned forward to place his hands on the desk, ready to negotiate. “Yes, of course. Now, if we need to make a deal —”

Eric shot Ed in the knee. Ed folded up, clutching his knee and screaming as soon as he could take in a breath, scream, gasp, scream, gasp.

The light from the fireplace was bright enough that Eric could see the genuine shock and the spike of fear that flashed in Barry’s eyes. Then he started talking again. He was beginning to realize that he really had something to get out of now.

“Okay, okay, we can fix this. This is nothing that we can’t smooth over. Maybe I was a little harsh earlier. Let’s get Ed some medical attention and then we can talk. We can make a deal here.”

“What are the Pistoleros doing?”

Barry sat there calculating what he should say.

“Maybe I need to shoot Ed in the other knee,” Eric prompted.

“TELL HIM!” Ed screamed through clenched teeth.

Barry still hesitated, then sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Well, they want your head on a platter. That goes without saying, I would think. And they want your little Dani alive and kicking. They think she’s a demon straight from Hell, a daughter of the Devil. They have some weird religion, Santa-something. Satan-something. They think they can get her to work for them and gain some great power. Idiots. They want me to set that up. Put you and her in the right place at the right time for them to ambush you. If you’re smart you’ll just take off. Run as fast and as far as you can. You’re just a pain in the ass to everyone.”

“Where is their ambush team now?”

“I have no idea.”

“How much lead time do they need to get their ambush team in place?”

“They said they need eight days minimum.”

Dallas, Eric thought. They aren’t here or it would be quicker. Eight days means that a messenger has to go to Dallas and their team has to assemble and come here. That’s good.  

“How do you communicate with them?”

Barry hesitated, realizing that this was where he would start burning his bridges with the Pistoleros if he revealed that information. He couldn’t be held responsible for Eric showing up out of the blue and burning down the hotel, or for their man from tonight’s meeting never making it back, but if he revealed the location of a messenger that only he knew about….  

“Do I need to shoot Ed again? I think I need to shoot Ed again.”

“NO! NO! He has a paper on his desk, in that leather notebook!” Ed shouted. “Oh God, oh, God.” He was holding a pillow from the couch against his knee to staunch the blood. At least he’d stopped screaming. He did sound a little hoarse from that.

Eric walked around the desk on the side where he could keep an eye on both men and motioned Barry to roll his chair back further. Barry was looking daggers at both of them. Once he was back far enough Eric glanced down at the desk. He scooped up the revolver that he’d been unable to see behind a screen of stacked books and tossed it carelessly into a corner, upsetting a vase on a silly little table and causing it to smash on the floor.

There was a notebook that had been under the revolver, with a nicely tooled leather cover. Inside, Eric found a hand drawn map with text indicating a house on the outskirts of Tyler, on the west side, closest to Dallas.

“What else do you know about this?” he asked.

“Nothing. They just want a note placed in the mailbox and the messenger honks the horn or makes some noise. Apparently the driveway is long but they can see the road from the house. Then the messenger leaves. That’s all there is to it.”

“Anything else I need to know before I go?”

“What are you going to do, fight the Pistoleros?”

“Same thing I’ve done all my life. When I have an obstacle in front of me, I dig my feet in and push my way through it. You know, you’re right about two things. One is that I do try to do the right thing. The other is that you probably would manage to skate out of any charges against you. I’m sure you’ve been doing that your whole life, so you have plenty of practice. How do I resolve these two conflicting things? I have to let one or the other go.”

Barry smiled smugly, thinking This is it. This is where the idiot lets me off with a warning or some ridiculous crap like that. Like he’s a junior high school hall monitor or something. I’ll have to keep control and not roll my eyes. Moron!  

Eric was still talking. “I have to choose the greater good to decide what to do. Which would be the most benefit to the world? By the way, you know those Pistoleros we ambushed a little while ago? Apparently they came to assassinate both of you.”

“No —” Ed started to say something, then stopped himself, confused, staring intently at Eric.

He brought the pistol up and fired two shots into Ed’s chest. The mayor jerked spasmodically with each impact and then slid off of the couch. His body made some wet, wheezing sounds as he tried to draw in air through a pair of sucking chest wounds.

“DEAR GOD!” Barry cried, jumping to his feet, eyes wide. Something was going very wrong in his sleazy little world.  Eric shot him twice in the chest and he fell back, his head smacking hard against the stone hearth. He turned back to Ed and shot him in the top of his head, right in the middle of the bald spot, then walked over to Barry and fired a final round between his eyes.

After a careful wipe-down, he dropped the pistol on the desk and used the same cloth to swab his exposed skin of any potential blood spatter. If anyone was ever able to run the serial number, it would show that the pistol had been shipped to a gun shop in Tyler that the Pistoleros had cleaned out, after shooting the owner.

The shell casings and magazine were clean since he’d loaded it while wearing gloves, just in case anyone ever got around to checking fingerprints. He wiped the revolver in the corner down, too. 

He went out the door, wiping the doorknob, and down the driveway, to find Sheriff Langston on the way up to the front door. He kept walking and, as they passed, pointed over his shoulder to where he had just exited.

“Side door is unlocked.”

The sheriff stopped and turned to look at Eric’s back. “I hope I haven’t damned my soul to Hell for all eternity,” he said sourly.

Eric called back over his shoulder “You’re one of the good guys, Sheriff. I think you’re safe. And thank you.”

But he and Dani had a lot to think about. And another hit — or so — to make.


Chapter 31

The following evening, just before dark and after a quick drive-by during the day, Dani and Eric crept up to a concealed spot that gave them a nice shot at the mailbox. The Pistolero messenger’s house was just outside of Tyler, in the country, where the houses started to spread out and have more land. The driveway seemed to be about sixty yards, back to a so-so little house in a little clearing in the trees.

Once they were in place they waved the truck up using a glow-in-the-dark stick that was partially covered in duct tape to control what light went where. The truck came past them and stopped at the mailbox long enough for the driver to open it and thrust his hand in, then he turned and drove down the driveway for ten yards, blowing the horn and flashing the bright lights right at the house. He did that four or five times and then backed out and took off, accelerating hard. The truck lacked any of their usual modifications and had pretty loud mufflers. They considered it a stealth model since it didn’t look like their usual trucks.

Eric figured the noise and lights would bring the messenger out right now, rather than tomorrow morning or whenever he damned well felt like it. He didn’t want to sit there and feed the mosquitos any more of his blood than he had to.

They didn’t have long to wait. Two men came out carrying rifles, standing in the front yard and looking around. Eric didn’t know how many people were in the house. He would have three, if it was his operation. Right now, one would be watching out the back. If he only had two men, one would still be watching out the back, so only one would be out front. But that was the problem dealing with amateurs: they were unpredictable. If they were pros, he knew what they’d do. These guys, no telling.

They were smart enough to split up. One stayed in the front yard and the other trudged towards the mailbox. Eric leaned close to Dani and whispered “Do you have a clear shot on the one in the yard?”

She shifted around a bit and said “Yeah, I’m on him.”

“I’ll tell you when to shoot. About ten seconds.” He waited until the one got to the mailbox, reached in, and started groping around for something that wasn’t there. Eric lowered his head to his scope, got his crosshairs on the man and said “Open fire.”

Two seconds later, Dani’s Ruger cracked, the suppressor making the shot quieter but not nonexistent. The guy fell back against the house, looked around in amazement, and slid down.  He never moved again.

The other one had good reflexes and started to drop straight down when he heard the shot, but Eric had figured he would. He had aimed at the guy’s belt, so by the time he squeezed the trigger, the guy’s chest was in his scope. He kept dropping but hit hard and thrashed around for a few seconds, kicking his legs. Eric ran the bolt of his rifle but held off on sending a second shot.

He was using a rifle he had owned for years, a Remington 700 SPS Tactical AAC-SD, which is a long designation for a short rifle. Built on the proven 700 action, it sported a heavy fluted .308 barrel cut to a relatively short twenty inches and threaded for a suppressor. Thanks to the stockpile of firearms and accessories they had taken from the Pistoleros, he did have a suppressor screwed onto the muzzle. Even so, he didn’t take a second shot because it is easier for someone to pinpoint a sniper’s location the more shots they take. He and Dani were in the same spot and had already fired twice, so he held off. All it meant was that it took the guy a minute extra to die. Eric was perfectly willing for him to make that sacrifice.

He and Dani held where they were, watching the house and listening for any sounds from that direction. Nobody popped their head up to look out a window, and no back doors banged as someone ran out of them. Eric called out “TWO!” and the same people from the ambush the night before, stationed off to the side, opened up on the house. This time, half of them fired a full magazine into the house, reloaded, and watched for movement while the other half dumped their mags.

There was no reaction. Eric pulled them all back and they went home. He figured they got two Pistoleros with no casualties, so there was no reason to risk anyone going room-to-room in the house. He was good with what they had accomplished and he was getting Dani to appreciate shooting from a distance rather than charging right into the thick of things.  

That just left the rest of the gang to deal with.


Chapter 32

Finally they got a gap in their busy schedule to go to Athens. Dani wanted to go to the Catholic church that had helped her and give something back. They had gotten a school bus running, which certainly wasn’t comfortable, but it allowed them to move people around without running a dozen trucks. They did have trucks with shooters in front of and behind the bus, and a third truck was hauling a full load of eight cows as a donation.

Eric wasn’t overjoyed about Dani’s idea to bring back a busload of orphans. When Dani had brought it up, his jaw had clenched and she could tell the way his mind was going, calculating man-hours to feed nonworking kids, medical, housing, clothes, teachers, and all of the other expenses that children incur. But he was a good person and he grudgingly agreed with her, with the caveat that they were not going to try to save the entire world by themselves. She had said that they would only take the older ones, teenagers who would soon be able to help out, maybe a dozen.

It didn’t turn out that way. It never does.

The church ladies were delighted to the point of tears with the cattle. They were even happier when they found out that Dani was going to take half of the orphans. Eric let her talk to the ladies and wandered outside to check on the work the guys were doing on one of the trucks. It had started to make some noise on the trip. A little while later Dani came out and called to him. She was looking a little sheepish when he walked up.

“We may have a few extras,” she said. “We were going to take the teenagers, thirteen and up. There’s one girl who had an eleven-year old sister.”

“Sister? Sure, I agree. Can’t leave her behind.”

“And there’s a similar situation. Three girls came in together. One is underage but they bonded, you know.”

Eric sighed. “How many situations like this are there?”

“Just those two. Come see! They have all of them together.”

They walked into a classroom the church had off to the side and the few quiet conversations died out as he surveyed the orphans and they looked back at him. He turned to Dani and opened his mouth to speak. She beat him to it. “I know, you want to talk outside.” She started walking towards the door.

“They’re all girls. Every single one of them,” he said, exasperated, once they were past the door. “We need some big, strapping males that could do the work of three men apiece, not a freakin’ Girl Scout troop.”   

“Everybody wants the big, strapping males. Apparently boys, even the younger ones, are prized as farm hands. Farmers and ranchers are even willing to take on boys as young as five or six years old as a kind of insurance policy for their own old age. The idea is that if they raise boys as surrogate fathers, the boys would still work the farm and feed them when they are too old to work. Humans have done that for their entire existence.

“But think of this: we’re expanding our operations and we need brides for the men that we have. And girls can do lots of things. They can take over the security force jobs and they can shoot as well or better than a man. The Soviets used female snipers. I read that in one of your books. And they can be taught to be mechanics, or welders, or electricians, or plenty of things that don’t require a lot of physical strength.”

He had his arms crossed and a sour look on his face. He stood there for a minute, turning things over in his mind, and finally sighed again and said “You need to have a bulletproof plan in place so they don’t immediately start coming up pregnant.”

She knew she had him then. If he was thinking about how to handle the girls once they were in, then he had gone beyond thinking whether they were going to come in or not. She tried very hard to not smile.

“I already have Mrs. Jenkins for a house mother and the carpenters have bunk beds built in that house next to hers. I’ll have to expand that but we can make it work. And there is one thing else. Some others, some other girls, that you will like,” she added.

“More girls? There’s like twenty fucking girls in there and you said a dozen! And now there’s more?”

She gave him The Look. “Language! This is a church!” They stared at each other for a moment.

“Okay, I’m sorry. What are these others that I’m going to like?” he relented.

She looked off to the side and shrugged, oh, so innocent. “Could be bodyguards for me, maybe.” Then she took his hand and led him to another room in the community center. She knocked, then opened the door and walked in, Eric following. There were six girls in there. Two were around thirteen and looked it. One was injured, sitting with a bandaged leg propped up on a chair. She was eighteen or twenty and the other three were roughly the same age, one maybe as young as sixteen. One of the younger and one of the older were black, and the injured girl was Asian.

The part that made Eric smile was the way they moved when he came in. The older girls stood in front, forming a protective wall between him and the injured girl and the youngsters.

A pack, he thought. The stronger ones facing the threat, the weaker ones inside their perimeter. He lost the smile when the next thought came: God, it’s a shame that the human race is having to do this. 

He turned a chair around to face them and sat, figuring that they would feel safer if he was in a non-threatening position. “Greetings, ladies.” They greeted him back, quietly.

Dani spoke up. “They were in another community and didn’t like it, so they left. I’m thinking we can give them their own place, maybe one of those farms that we just posted, way to the east. They can do upkeep on those properties down there and get to know us. They can run security there.”

He had to admit that was a good idea. They had discussed staffing a farm down there but didn’t have the manpower to spare. If these girls were leery of being under someone’s control, they could live out on the far reaches of the protectorate until they became accustomed to them. He could bet that they had been used for sex at their previous “community” and would be cautious now.

“Dani probably told you that the way we do things is you work, you eat. Now, I realize you’re wounded, but we’ll get you fixed up and then you can work. If you need training, we’ll train you. None of the work will involve sex. If you want to have sex, then you’ll have to do it on your own time. The young ones will go to school. We won’t force you into anything, unless you refuse to work, and then we’ll kick you out. That’s the basic agreement. We have a territory that we patrol. We have our own security force, like a police department, run by a woman who retired from the Air Force. I realize that y’all probably don’t have any useful skills, but that’s okay as long as you have the right attitude. That attitude is a willingness to learn and to work. We have a rank structure. We don’t salute and things like that, but if you work hard you can be promoted and gain a better position for yourself. Questions?”   

“Can you give us some more details on the work, exactly?” came from the Asian girl.

“If you stay at one of the properties out at the edge of our protectorate, like Dani is talking about, then you’re going to be part of our security force. You keep watch, mainly at night, keep bad guys out. You staff a roadblock. May need to shoot coyotes or wild dogs if they get bad. It wouldn’t hurt if you shot some feral hogs for food. Raise chickens, maybe. We’ll do some evaluations, run you through some classes. Firearms safety and shooting, use of compass and maps, first aid, stuff like that. If you’re interested in some other skills then we may be able to train you. That’ll depend on what open slots we have and on your abilities.”

The girls started looking at each other and Eric figured they needed some time to talk amongst themselves so he got up to leave.

“Are… are things ever going to be back the way they were?” asked the youngest girl, her voice cracking.

Eric looked at her. “Maybe it will get close for your grandkids.” The girl spun around and put a hand to her mouth to muffle the sound of her crying. A couple of the older girls gave him dirty looks. He shrugged. “Truth. I’m not gonna lie. If you’re coming, be on the bus after lunch.” He walked out but Dani stayed to talk to them some more.

The truth was, he thought they might have some possibilities and if they had been abused in a previous community, then Marten Cattle Company was a step up. It was better to be on the “step up” side. He didn’t need some spoiled, prissy bitches that were too good to get their hands dirty and sweat and actually work. These girls were smart and determined enough to band together and protect the weaker ones. Plus they had gotten away from whatever hell they have been in previously. That showed guts. He started thinking of them as The Wild Girls.

He walked back to where the other girls were. If they were going to be a part of MCC he thought he should try to make friends so he sat facing them. As before, the quiet conversations died down when he came in, and they all looked at him. Intensely.

Holy crap, he thought. These girls are all focused in on me because their lives are going to change and I am going to be a big part of that. Maybe I won’t really interact with them directly that much, but what I say, what I do, the decisions that I make are going to have a potentially huge impact on their lives. I guess with people coming in piecemeal I never felt this before, but this is like suddenly acquiring a bunch of teenaged daughters. I don’t know if I’m ready for that.  

He stood. He had heard that you were more decisive and confident when standing versus sitting and he suddenly needed that right now. It was weird. He’d given plenty of classes to Marines and never batted an eye, yet he was sweating at the thought of speaking to a group of girls.

Just start, he told himself. Just talk.

“My name is Eric. You’ve met Dani. We’re engaged to be married.” He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and described where they lived, and the area of beautiful farms and ranches and woods.

***
 

Dani found them like that, with the girls clustered around, longing for something resembling a return to normalcy and hanging on his every word. He wasn’t being a hard-ass like with The Wild Girls. They were adults or close enough, mostly, and could make their own decisions. These girls really couldn’t. Maybe the older ones technically could, but they were here. That meant they had come here, unable to feed themselves, and needed help. There was a big difference between a sixteen-year old girl in this room and a sixteen-year old girl in The Wild Girls. They weren’t as tough in this room, not tough at all, so Eric was taking a softer approach.

Dani stood just outside the doorway, watching him, thinking He’s going to make a good father someday. Not soon. There’s too much work to do now to secure our future. But in a few years, babies. God, please grant us long enough lives for that, to have children and see them through to adulthood. Tears came to her eyes and she stepped back so that Eric would not turn and see her crying.     

***
 

The Wild Girls took their sandwiches and got on the bus so they could secure the back of it for themselves and then ate in their seats. The Girl Scouts ate in the building and then got on the bus. If Eric could have found anyone to bet against him, he’d have won some money. He had known it would sort out that way.

What the hell, he thought. I had imagined training up a company of troops so that we could defend ourselves if needed. I just didn’t know they’d be girls.


Chapter 33

Eric wanted to surround Dani with bodyguards and he was pretty much going to get his chance. The trip to Austin was coming up and they would provide an escort for Samuel Dowling on his visit to the governor. They would also be presented to the governor, whatever that meant, but they had to be ready for anything. To Dani, that meant shopping. She didn’t want them to look like rubes from the country, or refugees, so they needed nice clothing. Eric had the suits from the Pistolero stockpile which were very nice, but he needed shirts and shoes to go with. Dani had absolutely nothing in the way of nice clothing, so shopping was required, and of course, the main stores were in Tyler. 

Eric sighed at that, then arranged something that probably looked like the Wehrmacht rolling into France in 1940. Two motorcycles came first, fast street bikes that could accelerate like a rocket and move through tight quarters if needed. These were scouts and message runners.

Behind them came three gun trucks with drivers, assistant drivers, and two shooters in the back. The trucks had a cage in the bed directly behind the cab, the width of the bed and about three feet deep. The welded steel bars were padded and came up to the mid-back level of a person standing in the bed. This allowed them to have complete all-around coverage and still be able to duck under it to get out of the cage. Optionally, they could tie off a rope or snap hook to connect themselves to the bars.

These shooters considered themselves an elite and wore motorcycle goggles and scarves or face masks to keep the wind and bugs out of their mouths. The most coveted masks made the wearer look like they had the face of a skull. They called themselves The Rat Patrol. Apparently some of them had seen reruns of the 1960s television series.

Next came two SUVs, Chevy Suburbans, unmodified except for off-road type brush bumpers, winches, and additional lights, like all of the other trucks had. These were followed by another two gun trucks plus a recovery truck. This was a big Ford pickup that was equipped with tools and spare parts, including chains and towing straps so that they could repair or tow any vehicles that broke down. In addition, two trucks had 250cc dirt bikes in the beds, just in case.

Standard equipment for all trucks and SUVs, besides the bumpers, winches and lights, were first aid kits, survival kits, gas cans and siphons, duct tape, and a tool kit. They were all painted in olive drab, including bumpers and wheels, with the Marten Cattle Company logo on the doors. Ricky the tattoo artist had created this one day as a doodle and Dani loved it so much she had it tattooed on her right bicep. It was the letters MCC in red with the horns of a longhorn steer coming out of the sides and sweeping upwards. Simple, yet elegant. The trucks also had bumper numbers, just like in the Marine Corps. Every time Eric was frustrated that he was building a bureaucracy, he realized it was necessary.

Dani and Taylor came out of the house, took one look at the ten-vehicle convoy, and their mouths dropped open in unison. Dani looked at Eric questioningly.

“You wanted to go shopping in Tyler. Load up.” He indicated the SUVs with his chin.

“Yeah, shopping. Not invading a small sovereign nation.” Dani laughed, not really believing Eric was serious about taking all of this hardware and all of these people.

“It’s kind of a dress rehearsal for the trip to Austin.”

Taylor recovered first, said “Cool!” and walked towards an SUV, feeling like the First Lady. One of the Rat Patrol jumped down and held the door open for her while bowing from the waist. Dani laughed, shaking her head, and followed.

***
 

They probably didn’t hit every store in Tyler, it just seemed like it. Eric was amazed that shopping wore him out but seemed to energize the girls. He was exhausted. They could have run a marathon. They were beaming like they had just had a dozen Christmasses rolled up into one. They found shoes, shirts, belts, and ties for him and he was done, thank God.

They, on the other hand, needed everything. Everything. And not everything for one event, but a range of events. What to wear during the day? What to wear at night? What to wear to this, or to that, or if the day is cloudy, or if the moon is in Virgo? And Heaven forbid that they wear the same thing twice!

At least they weren’t constrained by a tight budget. They didn’t have to compare and contrast and decide where to put their limited dollars. They could just take everything they thought was cute.

Or so Eric told them.

Repeatedly.

Apparently there is a gene in the female of the species that refuses to believe such absolute nonsense. Shopping must involve comparisons and selection of only the perfect one!

Eric made a mental note to add another SUV to the convoy for the girls’ baggage.

***
 

Dowling was ready for his meeting with the governor, and Eric was ready to make the convoy. The vehicles were all in the best shape they could be. Given that they were thirty years old or more, they weren’t bad. The bodies had some dents and rust that were low priority, nothing drastic. Mechanically, they had all been gone through with no expense spared. Everything that could be replaced had been. A couple had even had the engines pulled and were given a quick, non-machine shop rebuild, new rings and bearings at least. They were all a consistent olive drab. Eric had kept a few out of the paint booth, keeping their original blue or white or whatever factory color for stealth purposes. Sometimes it’s good to let everyone know who it is; sometimes not.

They ran back roads for the trip, staying away from I-35 and other major routes that were certainly jammed with dead vehicles. They had gotten updates from the governor’s office regarding what routes were clear into the city of Austin and other route information. They stopped every ninety minutes for ten minutes for bathroom breaks, to swap drivers, maintenance, and whatever else. The females had a couple of camp toilets and some tarps that they put up for privacy during the stops.

That may have seemed like slow progress but it kept everyone fresh and alert and allowed them to catch a couple of vehicle issues before they became major problems. People actually waved and cheered at them as they went past, probably thinking they were the U.S. military.

At highway speeds, the trip would have been less than five hours. Today, with the rest stops and detours and one lane through the abandoned cars coming into Austin, it took almost twelve. Not bad at all, really. There was actually a police presence in the city, and they had an escort to guide them. They were directed to a hotel with an attached parking garage.

They had promoted a man to gunnery sergeant, a man who had been a tool pusher in the oilfield. A tool pusher is the manager of a drilling rig, responsible for all operations, and is accustomed to dealing with men that can be young and rambunctious. His last name was Fitzsimmons, so he became Gunny Fitz.

Once at the hotel, Eric turned to Gunny Fitz. “You are in charge,” he said. “Totally. Dani and I are going to be in meetings or something. I’m not quite sure what, but we’re probably going to have to be on call or something, so I may not be around at all. You are going to have to see to it that the guys and girls are fed and watered and walked daily. It looks like we’re safe here so give them time off when you can, but keep them out of jail. If a group wants to go out drinking, that’s fine, but assign one or two people for every four drinkers to stay sober and ride herd on the rest. I want preventive maintenance pulled on all vehicles and have security on the vehicles and the weapons at all times. Any questions?”

“None at all. I’ll handle it.”

“I have confidence in you, Gunny.”


Chapter 34

They sat there for two days doing pretty much nothing. Dowling was meeting with people, and with the governor, and with more people. That was fine. Eric and Dani both had been going almost non-stop for months, ever since Hexen, and needed some downtime. Eric even made it a point to deliberately stay away from Gunny Fitz and the troops. They all needed some seasoning alone, without him. Let them make their own decisions and their own mistakes and learn from them.

Plus their floor and several others even had electricity, from a flatbed-mounted diesel generator in back of the building. Apparently they were using generators such as these in this one hotel and some government buildings. Eric thought of government waste once, then enjoyed the luxury of electricity. They had solar power at his house but they were always careful to conserve it. Here, they didn’t have to worry about running the batteries down.

***
 

On the evening of the second day, Dowling knocked on their door, very excited. “Tomorrow morning!” he beamed. “Ten o’clock! We meet with the governor in a private meeting.” He slowed his speech down to drag out the last two words for emphasis. “I’ve been talking y’all up, telling him your story, and he’s very interested. He wants to meet you, chat with you a bit. After that, who knows? You may work with his press secretary or something. It may be that they want to write an article about you.”

He looked at Eric. “A suit and tie, if you please, sir. And as for you, young lady, I wouldn’t presume to advise you on fashion.” He favored Dani with a broad grin. “And now I must be off. Another working dinner.”

***
 

The next morning they waited forty-five minutes to start their fifteen minute meeting. Acting governor — he was careful to emphasize “acting” — Trey Marsh was a sharp individual, Eric decided quickly. He wasn’t as smooth as he thought a true, lifelong politician would be, but he was smarter. They started with a bit of small talk, then Marsh focused on Eric and Dani, effectively ignoring Dowling. He asked them about the trip from Houston, moved to the fight at the hotel, then backtracked to their arrival at Eric’s house.

“So you two made it to Eric’s house, and now you’re safe from these bandits or whatever on the road. What was your thought process that you started taking over the surrounding farms and ranches?”

“First, I didn’t want the cattle to die. Then I realized that the surviving ranchers couldn’t handle all of the cattle by themselves. And the food in the cities wouldn’t last for long. So the only logical conclusion, the one thing that would very neatly solve all three of these problems at the same time, was to get refugees from the cities to learn to handle the livestock.” Eric was straight and to the point.

“Then you built this coalition of surviving farmers and ranchers and, correct me if I am wrong, started bringing in refugees from the cities to work these farms and ranches. With the farmers and ranchers training the refugees?”

“Exactly. I don’t know how to farm or ranch and even if they trained me, I’m only one guy. I figured my strength was to bring these people together and protect them. My training is in IT. There is no IT any more, so I fall back on my Marine Corps training. What do I know how to do? I can build a security force to protect these people and allow them to do their jobs. Farm. Ranch. And then later on, carpenters and electricians and mechanics.”

“And right now, a bare few months after Hexen, you’ve gone from forty-eight acres that had been in your family to how much? Mr. Dowling told me but I wanted to hear it from you.”

“It’s hard to say exactly since we haven’t looked all of the records up in the county offices. You know, no electricity, no computers. But roughly 12,000 acres.”

Marsh shook his head, smiling. “That is just incredible for east Texas. The ranches get huge out in west Texas, but they’re generally only a hundred or a couple of hundred acres in the east. But more importantly, you have almost three hundred people employed. Safe, well fed, and productive?”

Dani answered “Yes, Sir, and we just had a dentist on-site. We put her up in a house and ran as many people through as we could in the week that she was there. We’re going to bring her back and get the rest of them and do follow-up on the first group.”

“Tell me about the training and the rank and all that.”

That was a question for Eric. “I thought that, in this world, there was a lot of military training that would be very beneficial, so we set up classes and we’re running people through them. First aid, self-defense, cross-country navigation with map and compass, firearms safety, how to start a fire, and a number of other subjects. As for the rank, we promote the people who are doing a good job and can take the responsibility. We’re growing our own pool of managers.”

“What problems have you encountered, specifically with integrating a diverse group of individuals into this operation?”

Eric considered for a couple of seconds. “Right off, I can think of two. The first is that there are some people who have apparently never worked a day in their life, and they are positively shocked that we expect them to work instead of just giving them food. The second is that a lot of people are in poor physical condition because they’ve been sitting on their a — on their couches playing video games. They’re fat and they have poor muscle tone and stamina. Oh, and a third problem with some is that they lack discipline. They’ve never been told ‘no’. Well, on a ranch, you’re dealing with big animals and heavy equipment and firearms and someone telling you ‘no’ may just be saving your life or keeping you from being severely injured. But all of those problems I just listed are fixable. We are fixing them.”

“So, if I could summarize, in a few short months you have taken a random group of strangers, refugees with nothing more than the clothes on their backs, and welded them into a productive community? Productive with a surplus, I should say. You’re supplying food to Tyler and the other nearby cities.”

“Yes, sir, I think that would be accurate.”

“Amazing. There are some other people and some other communities that are doing something like this, but they’re all minor league compared to y’all. Nothing like this at all. What can we do to assist? How can the state of Texas help you?”

“The most important thing right now is that the gang that we fought in Tyler is apparently coming after us. They kidnapped Dani a couple of weeks ago.”

“Kidnapped?” Marsh’s jaw dropped. “But you’re here, now. How is that?”

Eric looked at Dani. She looked uneasy. They had heavily glossed over the details of their battles, figuring it wasn’t the proper venue to relate who shot whom or where. But maybe that was the wrong approach. Maybe the governor needed to know the harsh truths of what was happening out there.

Eric nodded at her, so Dani looked Marsh in the eye and told it flat out: “They wrecked our truck out deliberately and killed two of our people and wounded another. They kidnapped me and took me to the outskirts of Dallas. They put me in a van and one of them was handcuffing me when he got too close to me. I took his pistol away from him and shot him in the groin, and then I shot one of the others in the throat, and then I shot their leader several times. After that his pistol was empty so I fought one for his rifle, hand-to-hand. I took it away from him and shot him and shot the first guy some more. Then someone came up to the van and I shot him. And before I walked back home I shot them all in the head to make damned sure they were dead.”

Marsh sat back in his chair, stunned. His assistant looked like he had sucked a lemon. There was a long silence.

“I guess…” the acting governor started. “I guess that when you are relating to me these events, these incidents where people attacked you and you got into a shootout with them… I guess I really haven’t been thinking it through. I mean, we’ve been at a high level, but the details are that you have had to kill men in order to defend yourself. Is that a correct statement?”

“Yes, sir,” from Dani.

“How many men have you had to kill, if you don’t mind my asking? No offense if you don’t want to answer.” 

Dani looked at Eric, then at Marsh. “I don’t know. It’s kind of hard to tell who fired the fatal shot when two people are shooting at the same group of bad guys. The ones I’m sure of, maybe fifty, fifty-five.”

“FIFTY-FIVE!” exploded from Marsh’s assistant. The governor held his hand up in a “stop” gesture towards him but never even looked at him. He was focused in on Dani.

“I guess about sixty, now, with the kidnappers,” she continued. “Fifty-five, sixty, something like that.”

Marsh stood and paced his office. After a couple of laps he slowed and then stopped, looking at nothing. “What kind of world is it when we have a young lady, not even old enough to legally drink, who has to defend her life time and time again, while she is just going about her normal life? Threatened with assault and rape and actually kidnapped?” He sat back down and drummed his fingers again for a moment, looking at Dani.

“I didn’t go looking for any of this. I just wanted to live my life. The same with Eric,” she said.

“I know that, Dani,” he replied quietly, then shifted his gaze to Eric. The wheels were turning furiously in his head. He turned to his assistant. “I want to get Dani and Eric back in here tomorrow. What’s my schedule look like?” They conferred for a moment, then the governor asked politely if they could hang out in the waiting room for a minute while they worked on his schedule. 

***
 

As soon as they and Dowling closed the door behind them the assistant turned towards Marsh, wide eyed. “You can’t be serious! You need to distance yourself from these people! That girl is a —” Marsh raised his hand in the “stop” gesture again. 

“Bob, you’re still operating in the pre-Hexen world,” Marsh commented, looking him in the eyes. “You need to come join us in the here and now.”

That may have sounded mild enough but it was actually a severe tongue-lashing in the world of politics. If the boss wasn’t confident in the judgement of the assistant, then the assistant was useless and soon to be replaced. Bob suddenly found himself walking on very thin ice and could hear a distinct cracking noise under his feet.

“I think this couple may be exactly what this world needs right now,” Marsh continued. “On several fronts, in fact. One, this is the pioneer spirit that built this country in the first place. They came into a wilderness, built a life for themselves and others, fought off bandits. People are going to write books about them. They’re going to make movies about them. Dowling made the right call, bringing them here. I’ll give that to him.

“Two, they are doing exactly what we need to do, what this whole country needs to do, and that is to get people fed and safe and get them to work. And build a sense of community. That’s basic psychology, the first three things that a person needs, food, safety, and community. I don’t think those two learned that in college as a theory, they just knew it, and they are practicing it. Putting it into action every day of the week. That’s what we need more of, more action and less theory.

“And three. When I run for election to this seat, I’m going to need wealthy and influential people behind me. Have you looked at my election committee’s potential donor list? The list of people with any wealth is in the single digits. Stock market wealth is gone. Bank account wealth is gone. Any wealth from cars or computers or anything like that — gone. Bill Gates, Elon Musk, Zuckerberg, Bezos, they’re all paupers. They don’t have a dime between them if they’re even still alive. The oil guys, yeah, they’re coming back. They could distill kerosene before the Civil War. They can surely do gasoline now. There are oil and gas operations in east Texas, too. I wonder if the Martens have taken any over. We need to put them together with an oil man.

“But the money is exactly where the Martens are, in food. If you can’t feed people, nothing else matters. And they can feed people. We need to help them. Grow them, make them bigger. Make them huge. The bigger they are, the more they can help me. Plus, look at them. He’s a white male, she’s Hispanic and a female, that’s three groups at least. Veterans, that’s a fourth group. That ought to appeal to a wide swath of voters. Their endorsement, and their contributions, could be damned near priceless.

“Invite them to the thing tonight. Dani and Eric, not Dowling. I don’t need to see him again. Tomorrow, I want them in this meeting and stay for the following one.” He put his finger on some blocks in the Day Runner organizer. Schedules were back on paper now.


Chapter 35

That evening, Dani went to Taylor’s adjoining room for assistance with the application of the makeup and the taming of the mane. Eric read a book until they rousted him to take a look at their work.

His mouth dropped open.

“Wow,” he said, breathlessly. “I mean, that’s what I said the first time I saw you. But now… wow. Wow!”

She hadn’t done that much with her hair except part it differently. Instead of the middle, the part now angled down one side, allowing the hair there to hang down right up to the edge of her eye. Her makeup was perfect, with eye shadow and lipstick and rouge defining and highlighting and concealing as needed. And she was three inches taller. He wasn’t accustomed to seeing her from that angle so that was kind of strange. He’d never seen her in high heels.

Her dress was black with a neckline that hinted at cleavage without actually showing much. She had on her usual Rolex and engagement ring and had added an expensive diamond and ruby tennis bracelet and a matching necklace.

***
 

Eric was almost shy at the reception, uncharacteristically, but the governor sought him out.

“I haven’t forgotten about that thing you mentioned, with the gang wanting to come after you. Tomorrow, I’ll be interested in how you would solve that problem. What resources you would require, men, equipment, whatever. Think about it and come up with your best solution.

“Also, I wanted to introduce you to an O&G man, oil and gas. He has operations in east Texas and Oklahoma and I think he’d be a good contact for you. The near-term future of oil and gas is going to be onshore. There are too many dominoes that fell down as far as offshore goes. You have to get the docks up and running again. Then you have to get the boats running again to haul men and supplies to the rigs. Then you have to get the rigs running again. Then it’s the pipeline. It’s not going to happen any time soon. Onshore is a different story, obviously. The logistics are much easier. But he can go over all that in much more detail than I can.

“And I want to introduce you to an attorney tonight. Dowling is fine for your local legal needs, but you need someone close to the state house, someone who has his finger on the pulse right here in Austin. That will make communication between us so much better. Because I do want us to communicate. I think that we can assist you to grow your operation and I’d like to come see it. I’d like to take the grand tour.”

“Governor, we’d be glad to have you, but it’s not —”

“Call me Trey, please. And don’t worry if you don’t have a marching band or something like that for me. I grew up on a working ranch. I know that there are many parts that aren’t glamorous. Just regard it as some friends coming by for a good ole Texas barbecue.”

“Yes, Sir. Um, Trey.”

The governor smiled broadly at Eric and slapped him on the bicep. “Look, here’s the oil man I mentioned.”

Dave Newberry was an older guy, oilfield tough and weathered from actually being out in the field and not an air-conditioned office. He was an Aggie, Bachelor of Science in Petroleum Engineering from Texas A&M, but not a college kid per se. He had worked summers between semesters as a roughneck in the oil patch, which is right up there with digging ditches by hand in the hot Texas sun for tough jobs. He wasn’t much for small talk, which suited Eric just fine, and it wasn’t long before Newberry laid out what he needed.

“I can get equipment and supplies. That is not an issue. It’s just laying around for the taking at this point. What I need are people, and I can’t get people unless I can feed them.”

“Sure,” Dani interrupted. “The men are too busy trying to feed themselves to work in the oilfield. There’s no money so you can’t pay them. You have to pay them with actual food. And maybe you need to provide security at the job site. How about power and transportation? Do you have running generators and trucks? And what are you going to do if you pump more oil? Do you have a refinery up and running? What’s your distribution after that? How does a consumer buy it for their truck or car?”

Newberry stopped and took a good long look at Dani. He had dismissed her as interesting arm candy at first glance, a hot little Latina with too many tattoos who was probably mind-blowingly awesome in bed but had never read a book in her life. Now he had to reappraise. Drastically.

Nothing she had said was genius in and of itself but she had just cut through to the core of the business. If you didn’t have every single part that she had mentioned, then anything you tried to do was either impossible or useless. This chica was one hell of a lot smarter than he had initially given her credit for. He opened his mouth to reply but she had also been thinking and beat him to it.

“Of course, right now people can just siphon gas from abandoned vehicles. I’d like to see an estimate of that, say ten or fifteen gallons of gas per car times X number of cars. Once that runs out, everything comes to a stop unless there’s more coming down the pipeline. So we’ll need your estimate of how much fuel remains readily available by siphoning, and the timeline of when that should run out, based on current usage.”

She was looking off in the distance, deep in thought, and held fingers up as she counted off items. “Next is your estimate to get the refinery in production. I imagine that would be the first thing to get running. I’m sure there is some kind of stock on hand to refine, in tanks or tanker cars or something. You need to coordinate the siphonable fuel running out with delivering product to the consumers. You can’t sell it if they can siphon it for free. Maybe a half step behind the refinery is to get more oil coming out of the ground. No sense in getting that flowing if you can’t do anything with it. Then you have to get it to the consumer, and you’ll need security on that. And, of course, anywhere you want to move, the roads will have to be open.”

She looked up and met his eyes and he realized there was a razor-sharp mind behind those unusual eyes, such a light brown that they appeared golden. Maybe she was the real brains in this pair. Damned if he wasn’t just a bit intimidated by her. He’d rarely felt that.

“Actually, I’d look at taking over abandoned stocks of gasoline, diesel, and crude oil first,” Eric mentioned. “Probably easier to get some tanker trucks or railcars from Point A to Point B rather than pumping it out of the ground and then getting it to Point B. But eventually all of that is going to run out and you’ll have to pump. And I’d secure some property and fill it up with all of the equipment and supplies you can lay your hands on. Get it now and guard it before someone else grabs it.” 

“We can provide the food and the security,” Dani offered. “We have 12,000 acres, most of it ranches and farms. Beef, cheese, pork products, chickens, eggs, beans, corn, potatoes, and more. Plus we have shooters.” She looked up at Eric, signaling him to address that subject.

“We train our people in military subjects and we have rifle and pistol ranges. Not many prior military, but some with actual trigger time. We have plenty of rifles. Too many to fit in our warehouse, in fact. Plenty of ammo. We’re solid there.” 

He thought that he may have found a place for the AK rifles. If he had some teams running security at remote sites, they could use the AKs while the people at the ranch used ARs. That kept each team consistent with their rifles, magazines, and ammunition. 

Newberry grinned widely. Eric definitely had brains, too, and they could provide everything he needed to get things started. “I think Trey did us all a big favor by putting us together. You both have a surprisingly sharp grasp of the situation as it exists today.”

They talked for a little while longer, giving Newberry information on how to contact them, which meant directions to the western edge of their territory, where they had guards. Where they had guards, they had runners to take messages to headquarters. They needed to hammer out the details, which would mean shares of stock in Newberry’s company in return for food and security personnel. At this point, he had no other means of payment. 

Newberry wished them a good evening and wandered off. They refreshed their drinks, Coca-Cola in a short glass for Eric and ginger ale with an olive in a Martini glass for Dani. Neither drink had alcohol but both looked like they did. This was a working meeting, not a frat party.

As soon as they stood alone for a moment, the governor came up to introduce the attorney he had mentioned.

And so the dance continued.

***
 

Back at the room later, Eric asked “So, how manipulated do you feel?”

“Ha!” Dani gave a short laugh. “That was choreographed like a ballet. Nothing that took place there tonight was the least bit random. Absolutely nothing. But let’s review. The governor wants to communicate. He wants to come by for a barbecue. He wants to assist us to grow our operation.

“He introduced us to Newberry, the oil man, and both of them encouraged us to take over the oil wells near us. We already have some but we don’t know what to do with them. They’re just sitting idle so they’re useless to us. And they talked about food being important, that’s us, and it will always be important, but then oil. Since we have food, we can use that to get into oil and have both. All of that is good.

“On the other hand, they want something from us, but we knew that going in. We already talked about that with Dowling, about getting all of a grape or half of a watermelon. They want us to provide food and security to Newberry’s operations, which is going to cost us, in exchange for shares of stock in the oil company. That may be profitable and it may come to nothing, so there is a risk. They also want us to sign on with this attorney here, and there is no doubt whatsoever that our new best friend Trey is going to want political contributions.

“To sum it up, I’d rather have half the profits from an oil well than to just let it sit idle and get nothing. I’ll happily give them five hundred thousand dollars if they arrange things so that we make a couple of million. I’m good with that.”

He sighed. “I just don’t like the manipulation part. It pisses me off.”

“I think this is just doing business. And if it makes us millionaires, then manipulate away.”

“Is that an invitation?” He gave her a half-smile and a raised eyebrow.

“Mmm, I do need help getting uninstalled from this dress.”

***
 

Later on, he remarked “You know, we are millionaires, with all of that gold and jewelry.”

“Eh, on paper, maybe. Sometime in the future people will care about diamonds and give us money for them. Right now they’re just in the way in the warehouse.” 

Eric laughed. “Oh. My. God. Give a girl pallets, literally pallets, of gold and diamonds and other jewelry and she complains that they’re in the way. In. The. Way.” He signed loudly and dramatically.

“Really? Are you going to be an ass? Oh, I think I feel a headache coming on,” she teased back.

“Maybe I can tickle that headache away.”

“No! Don’t you dare! No! No! Stop! Stooooopp!”


Chapter 36

The next day in the meeting, the governor held Dani and Eric up as a shining example of what worked to rebuild America. They made an enemy when the governor’s Recovery Manager complained that their operation was “too small” and “would never work with larger groups, which is what we really need.” Marsh looked at Eric for a reply. Never one to back down from a challenge, Eric did.

“How many refugees have you put to work and fed with your… theory?” he asked.

“That’s not the point. We’re talking about —” the advisor began.

Eric interrupted. “That’s exactly the point. People are starving. They’re starving now. We’re helping them now. Not at some nebulous time in the far off future when you get your little studies done and papers written. They’ll all be dead by then. That’s useless. You need to execute a halfway decent plan now. That’s many times better than a perfect plan executed so far in the future that it won’t do anyone any good. If it won’t work large scale, then do it a hundred times on a small scale.”

The advisor fired back. “You don’t have anywhere near the qualifications —”

“John, I’m going to stop you right there,” the governor interrupted. Once everyone was quiet, the governor looked at his advisor. “I am a results-oriented person. What I see here is two people, but I only see one who is actually delivering results. One, and it’s not you. Now, in the meeting tomorrow at 8:00, that’s less than twenty-two hours from now, I want a one page write-up of how you will implement a plan modeled on what Eric and Dani are doing. I want a pilot program up and running in three days.”

“Three days? That’s impossible!”

“Then I accept your resignation.” There was a shocked silence in the room.

“Now, governor, let’s not —”

“Eight o’clock tomorrow morning. One page. Three days. Either you, or your assistant, or someone else who can make it happen will present it to me. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sir.”

***
 

The meeting went on longer but Eric managed to not piss anyone else off, not that he cared. After it broke up, the governor motioned him over to a corner of the room. “I want you to stay for the next meeting. This is more security- and defense-oriented. I like that you’re not afraid to speak your mind and defend your position. We need some straight talk and we need more action and less theory.”

“I do believe in doing whatever it takes to get the job done. No need to yap endlessly about it. Dig in and make it happen.”

The governor grinned and slapped him on the bicep like he had last night. “Have you ever considered going back into government service?”

“No, I’ve been too concerned with surviving. And I’m not —” He had a vision of things running fine without him. He had delegated responsibility, pushed people into positions of responsibility in some cases, and loaded as much onto others as they could handle. The world wouldn’t collapse without him. “Well, I guess I like where I am right now.” The one real red flag that came up was the Pistoleros, and they were supposedly going to address that in the next meeting.

“Give it some thought,” Marsh requested, and walked over to some others for more side discussions.   

***
 

This next meeting involved mainly law enforcement officials and the commanders of the Texas Army and Air National Guard. The governor introduced Dani and Eric and had them relate a brief summary of their experiences in traveling and with the Pistoleros in Tyler. Dani let Eric take that one on. The others in the meeting were aware of the growing influence of organized gangs in the cities and nodded their heads during the story.

“Dani and Eric, with your recent experience with a gang, what would be your solution?” the governor asked.

“It’s two problems.” Eric replied. “One is feeding the people, getting them back to work, farming or ranching if they have no other skills. Problem two is the gang itself, the hardcore members. I’m talking about people who do nothing but break the law. That’s their career. And I don’t see that we need that type of people in our society. Declare them to be terrorists and shoot them on sight.”

“That sounds good in theory but the truth is, and I can’t tell you how much it pains me to say this, but we just do not have enough manpower to go head to head with these gangs,” a senior Department of Public Safety official replied. “And we really can’t increase our ranks like they can. They can recruit much quicker than us. Of course, their standards are about nonexistent.”

“Fort Hood,” Eric countered. “I mean, Fort Cavazos now. Pre-Hexen, there were over 30,000 troops stationed there. Post-Hexen, say there are three thousand. Bring a battalion of them in and now you can outgun the gangs. Plus you’ll have better weapons. Armored personnel carriers, Bradleys.”

Several objections were raised by multiple voices, mainly involving the Posse Comitatus Act. Eric held up a hand.

“Posse Comitatus prohibits the federal military from being involved in law enforcement activities in the U.S. It does not prohibit the Army National Guard. So what you do is borrow some Bradleys and crew them with National Guard. Or transfer some Army troops over into the Guard. For that matter, declare that Fort Cavazos is now the property of the state of Texas and that all troops are in the Texas Army National Guard now. These are extraordinary times. That should call for extraordinary measures.”

There was a chorus of objections and arguments from all sides, but the governor was quiet and looked thoughtful for a minute or two.

“Gentlemen,” he called out, cutting through the talk. “How could we make that happen? I don’t want to hear how we can’t. I want to hear how we can. We’ll let the naysayers talk in a minute.”

Twenty minutes later, Marsh was ready for a decision. “Allow me to summarize what I’ve heard. The objections against are all legal. Every one of them involves laws and precedents when we are in a completely unprecedented situation. I didn’t hear a single person say it was morally wrong or a bad idea.” He glanced around the table.

“In fact, it sounds like a great idea. It would solve our manpower shortage regarding police and security issues. It would allow us to overpower these gangs that now outgun us. That last reason, right there, just by itself, is enough to make me attempt this. I think that any legal questions that come up can be written off as actions taken during an emergency.”

He looked at Eric. “What do you need to get this done?”

Holy shit! he thought. I should have known he was going to rope me into this. That bastard asked me to come up with a solution, so of course he’s going to make me carry it out. And I have to do it to get rid of the Pistoleros who are threatening us.

“There has to be a declaration of some sort, signed by you, that says Fort Cavazos and all personnel and equipment are being taken into the Texas Guard for the duration of this emergency,” Eric replied. “If they’re not in contact with any higher authority, then you are their Commander-in-Chief. That’s the law, the succession that goes from the president to vice president and so on. 

“On a more tactical scale, I need two big National Guard military policemen that will do what I tell them to do. Then the soldiers will need orders or, even better, someone on the spot that can issue orders. They’ll need to outrank the base — excuse me, post commander. Marines have bases, soldiers have posts.”

“What rank would that take?”

“I don’t know. You probably need three or four stars to outrank a post commander.” He looked at the Army National Guard commander at the table.

“The commander of Fort Cavazos is a three star,” he said. He was a one star and looked positively giddy at the thought of being bumped up to a four star. And if this guy Eric failed, it was no skin off his nose. He had been on the “it’ll never happen” side of the argument. Either he won big or he was at least proven right.

Marsh looked at him speculatively for a moment, turned to Eric, and said “I’m going to sign orders appointing you to the Texas Army National Guard as a four star.” There was a gasp from the Guard commander, which Marsh ignored completely. “You may not get to keep that rank permanently, probably not, in fact, but for the duration of the mobilization of Fort Cavazos, at least. When do you think you can make that happen?”

“I imagine it’s either going to happen quickly, like a matter of hours, or it’s going to get bogged down in legalities and may happen in months or never. I want to go in hard and fast, not give it time to get stuck in technicalities. I guess we could get to Killeen tonight, depending on the road conditions, spend the night there, and go in first thing in the morning tomorrow. Is that fast enough?” 

Marsh grinned widely and panned his eyes over the rest of the people at the table. “Now that’s what I’d like to see more of! ‘Yes, I can do that. Give me these things and I’ll have it done tomorrow morning.’ Take note, gentlemen. Take note.”

Eric sat there thinking This is unreal. This can’t truly be happening. There’s no way he just made me a General. Four stars?! And ordered me to take over an army base. Post. Be cool. Act like this happens to me all the time and it’s no big deal. Yo, I was an admiral last week! 

***
 

After the meeting, Dani picked up Taylor and they went to find Gunny Fitz to give him a head’s up that they were moving out that afternoon. They left a note on Dowling’s door telling him he could go with them or they’d stop back by when they could, figuring that he would opt to stay in the seat of power. Then they went back by the governor’s office to plan the route with the Department of Transportation.

Eric went with Brigadier General Harris, the Army National Guard commander, to get a proper uniform.

“General, I want you to know that the governor blindsided me back there. I wasn’t gunning for this position. He pushed me into it.”

Harris’ jaw was clenched while he looked Eric up and down. “How old are you, anyway? Are you even out of your twenties?” he asked.

“Not yet,” Eric replied, giving him a hard stare back. If Harris wanted to screw with him, he was in for a nasty shock. As soon as the governor signed his orders, he would outrank Harris by a considerable margin. And if that generalship was taken away from him, then he was a civilian, and immune to anything Harris could do to him. Either way, he was nine feet tall and bulletproof. He had started off being nice but he could turn that around in a heartbeat.

Harris shook his head, just slightly, and decided to endure this latest round of military BS. He turned Eric over to a Sergeant Major, said “Good luck, General” and disappeared. The Sergeant Major had people running in all directions in no time, filling out paperwork, finding uniforms for him, and getting name tapes hand-embroidered on the spot.


Chapter 37

Eric’s vehicle moved forward slowly towards the Fort Cavazos gate, followed by the National Guard military policemen in their own vehicle. He had had a couple of beers with them the night before and they discussed the situation. He outlined some options that he may take in his dealings with whoever he found in charge here.

There were a half-dozen soldiers at the gate with a couple of Humvees with mounted .50 Browning M2 machine guns. As the vehicle crept closer, one of the soldiers walked forward and signaled them to stop. Eric rolled down his window. He was in a fresh camouflage uniform, complete with the four stars of his current rank.

“General Marten to see the base commander. Lead us to him,” he said.

“Good morning, General. Sir, may I see an ID card? And ID cards for everyone?”

Eric handed his newly-issued military ID card over. It was not the standard CAC, Common Access Card. The equipment to program and print those, along with the devices to read them, had all gone down with the EMP that killed the other electronic equipment. Instead, the National Guard had managed to find some old blank paper ID cards that they could then roll into a typewriter to fill in the blanks. They next cut the photo out of Eric’s driver’s license, pasted it on, and then laminated the whole thing with an iron. It was all a bit crude, maybe, but it worked. That was sometimes all one could ask for in this world. 

“This is all you need. All of these others are traveling with me on my orders.”

***
 

The post commander was a Major Dewey, who welcomed them into his office with a look of relief. He was a supply officer who never intended to have, nor was destined for, a command of this sort. It had fallen to him by virtue of being the highest-ranking survivor that remained on post. He was a short, mousey man with round glasses and an attempted mustache.

Eric took it as a bad sign that the man wasn’t wearing camouflage, but instead the AGSU, Army Green Service Uniform. Basically, it was an office-type uniform, shirt and tie and dress shoes, nothing you would wear if you thought you might get your hands dirty. In the midst of an emergency, which this unquestionably was, he thought the man was dressed for another day of pushing paper and embracing red tape.   

“General, we’re delighted to finally have some contact with higher headquarters. Um, not that that’s a criticism, you understand. Things have been rather… unusual, Sir.”

“I understand,” replied Eric. “And they may be about to get a little more unusual.” He looked at Taylor, who opened her briefcase and passed him some papers. “First, I have here my commission from the governor of Texas, appointing me commander of the Texas Army National Guard.”

He passed that sheet across to Major Dewey, who was visibly disappointed. He had hoped for a regular Army officer instead of a National Guard one. The Army is federal government, while the National Guard is state government, unless federally activated. The regular Army looked down on guardsmen as weekend warriors and semi-frauds, if not complete frauds, as soldiers.

Eric wasn’t in his chain of command, so anything Dewey did for him would be a favor, and he doubted Eric could do anything for him in return. He looked over the brief order, consisting of two paragraphs, and saw nothing he objected to.

That would come with the next sheet, which Eric passed to him with the almost casual comment “This sheet is a declaration that Fort Cavazos and all personnel are placed under the authority of the state of Texas for the duration of this emergency.”

“What? I don’t think…” His voice trailed off as he read the document, and then reread it. “I would certainly have to check with my higher…” his voice trailed off again.

“When was the last time you had any contact with your higher headquarters?”

“Months. Nothing since Hexen and the EMP. We’ve sent out messengers six times now, General, and none have ever returned. We’ve been totally cut off.”

“That being the case, Major, the line of succession comes from the President of the United States down to the governor of the state of Texas. Who, I might point out, has just assigned you orders.”

“General, I have to have some authorization… Legal! That’s it! Let me get these documents over to our legal staff and have them review it. I bet that won’t take but a few days, a week or two at the most. That would be the best thing for all concerned, I assure you, Sir.”

Fuck that, Eric thought. Two weeks of some damn lawyers looking for precedents for something that’s never happened before, and then they’ll deny everything. It’s time for action.

“Major, I am now your commanding officer. I am giving you a lawful order. I assure you that as soon as communication is restored, we’ll get everything sorted out nicely and neatly. Right now, however, you may have noticed that we are in the middle of an emergency situation.”

“That’s just it, General! There is no precedent for this! Surely you understand that I can’t simply give up my command without any confirmation or proper orders.”

“All right,” Eric said, stepping closer to Dewey’s desk.

Dani’s mouth dropped open and she looked at him wide-eyed. She couldn’t believe that Eric was just going to give up that easily. There was no way.

Eric stuck out his hand for a handshake. Dewey, looking relieved that the general had not raised hell, leaned over his desk to shake. Eric took his hand in a firm grip, grabbed Dewey’s forearm with his other hand, and pulled hard.

The Major’s legs went out from under him when he hit the desk, and then he slid across the top, sweeping papers, files, and trinkets away. Eric backed up, dragging him all of the way across the desk until he fell to the floor. He tried to catch himself, but with only one hand to do it, ended up hitting the floor pretty hard. Eric came around him, switched his grip to the Major’s wrist, and curled his arm up behind him and up into his shoulders, kneeling on his lower back. He looked at one of the military policemen he had brought, who was goggling at him with eyes wide and mouth open, and said “Handcuffs.”

Both troopers jumped to action at that point, kneeling on Dewey and cuffing him. About then the Major got his breath back and started screaming for the Sergeant Major to help him. Eric looked at that individual sharply but saw Dani had him under control.

Standing again, Eric ordered the MPs, “Major Dewey is under arrest for refusal to follow orders. Transport the Major to Austin and lock him up awaiting court martial.”

Dewey stopped protesting when he heard that, his mouth hanging open.

Eric met his eyes and growled “You’re lucky I am only placing you under arrest and not marching you out to the nearest brick wall and having you shot on the spot. Who in the Hell do you think you are, refusing to follow orders in the middle of a worldwide emergency situation?” He turned to the MPs. “Take him away.”

When he looked around at the Sergeant Major again, the man was smiling. 

Sergeant Major Brooks had been surprised when Eric hauled the commanding officer across the desk, of course, and he had started to move forward. Dani had turned towards him and gave him her laser beam stare, took a half-step to more completely block his path, and shook her head. She didn’t move it much, just an inch to the side, once, but it was emphatic enough.

Brooks would have shoved her aside in an instant if she’d been a man, but she wasn’t. He hesitated, thinking of all of the horrible career-ending and prison-oriented things that could happen to him if he shoved a small civilian girl like that for any reason, and that gave him time to think of what was going on.

He started to smile, and within seconds, had the biggest grin that his face could handle. He couldn’t even begin to count the number of times he’d wanted to haul some idiot, obstructionist officer across his desk and kick his ass. This wasn’t an ass-kicking but it was probably as close as he was ever going to see. Then Eric stepped closer to him while the troopers hauled Dewey out the door.

“Sergeant Major, please look at these documents and confirm their authenticity for yourself. I need good NCOs. I was a Marine Corps NCO myself before I was pushed into this position. I’ll bet you had three of four years in the Army before you learned that ‘fucking Marine’ was actually two words, didn’t you?”

Brooks choked back a laugh but smiled and replied “General, there are times that a man doesn’t really want to be put on the spot.” Eric laughed and Brooks muttered “More like six years, Sir” which made him laugh more.

A few moments later, Brooks had read the documents and commented “It all looks good to me, Sir, but it’s not my call to make, either. It’s way above my pay grade.”

“Sure, I understand that. I just want you on board. We need to go to war with some people. Here is one more document. This declares that criminal gangs are designated as terrorist organizations and can be dealt with as such. And we have one gang in particular that we need to take down.”  He nodded towards Dani. “She’s already shot, I don’t know, fifty or sixty-something of them.”

The Sergeant Major’s eyes widened. “Damn” he drew the word out so far it took three seconds to say it. “I knew when you faced off against me a minute ago, I knew there was something. That little voice in the back of my head started screaming at me to stand down, stand down, bad idea.” He smiled at her and looked her up and down, not sexually, but evaluating a warrior. “What’d you kill ‘em with?”

“AR rifle, mainly, and then 9 millimeter. There was one that I cut his throat. I ran out of ammo.”

“Tell him about the cheese grater,” Eric prompted.

Dani smiled. “That always makes you guys cringe, doesn’t it? You need to remember it the next time you want to act up. There’s not a lot to the story. I needed information from a gang member, very critical and time-sensitive. He said no. So I took a cheese grater and started raking it across the head of his penis until he told me what I wanted to know.”

“Oh, God!” Brooks looked horrified and placed a hand protectively on his crotch. He alternated between laughing and groaning. “Remind me never to piss you off!”

“All right, war stories to be continued,” Eric brought the party to a halt. “We need to talk to the second in command, the XO or whatever title he’s going by.”

“Yes, Sir. We have a project to consolidate the post and he is heading that up. We’re pulling in the perimeter, basically, getting the dependents moved into a smaller area. Bringing everything closer together rather than being spread far away with no one in between. Also moving vehicles and equipment in closer and more tightly securing things that we can’t move.”

“Oh, and the major had mentioned legal. Tell me about who’s in legal.”

“Just some clerks, General. We don’t have any legal officers remaining on post.”

“So that was total bullshit?”

“Well, yes, Sir. There’s no one with a law degree.”

“Damn, if I’d known that I’d have slugged that SOB a couple of times for lying to me. Maybe that’ll be another charge for him. Anyway, tell me about the situation here.”

“Fort Cavazos started with around thirty-six thousand troops. Hexen cut that down to a little over four thousand. Of those survivors, about one-third are gone, some through suicides, but mainly desertions.

“I have to admit, I find it kind of hard to blame them, on the one hand,” Brooks said. “We have been sitting here, not doing anything other than sending work parties to the local farms and ranches to try to feed ourselves. These young guys, a lot of them are away from home for the first time, and something like Hexen hits. They have no communication, but they know something bad, terribly bad, has happened. They want to go home and check on their families.”

***
 

In further discussion, Eric found out that he had just taken out not only the post commander but the acting commander of all of the tenant units. The post commander actually only commands the post itself. He does not command the tenant units that are stationed on the post. They do their work, per their chain of command to a higher headquarters, independent of the post command staff. An easy example is a person renting a house. The landlord has a concern if they tear up the house or burn the garage down, but has no say in who they work for or what they do in their free time.

However, given that no one at Fort Cavazos was able to contact anyone up their chain of command, and with the severely reduced number of personnel at Cavazos, the units had consolidated under the highest-ranking officer. It made no sense to have multiple command staffs for under three thousand military personnel. Also, the units themselves had been consolidated. If a five hundred-man unit was down to fifty personnel from Hexen, and then further reduced to thirty-something through other attrition, there was no reason to keep it as a separate entity. That meant that there would be small groups of people isolated at various points on post, difficult to put to any good use, to feed, and to communicate with.


Chapter 38

Heading to meet up with the XO, they found the commander of the Military Police first, Captain Batista, and flagged him down when Brooks suggested it might be good to talk to him.

“Captain, I want you to read two documents that establish my authority.” Eric had changed back into his borderline pissed-off “I am a general” mode from the joking one he was in with Brooks a few minutes ago.

As soon as Batista looked up from the second sheet, Eric started in on him. “Now, Captain, I understand Fort Cavazos has had no contact with higher authority for the past six months. Well, it does now. I am that higher authority. Until such time as we can get this whole situation straightened out, you work for the state of Texas. That means you work for me. Is that clear to you?”

“Sir, with your permission, I would like to speak with Major Dewey concerning —”

“Major Dewey has been relieved of command and placed under arrest. He’s already off-post.” Eric interrupted.

“Sir, in that case, the XO is First Lieutenant Peterson —”

“First Lieutenant? You’re a captain. Why aren’t you Executive Officer?”

“Sir, Major Dewey wanted me to remain in charge of the MPs because of the heightened importance of post security in the present crisis.” He almost said it as a quotation. Eric suspected it actually was a quote from Dewey that stuck in Batista’s craw. And if Dewey had fobbed Batista off with an excuse, that meant he put one of his own in the XO slot, or someone he could manipulate. Maybe like a first lieutenant, for example. Best to find out now. He who dares, wins, right?

“That sounds like he was looking for a reason to not put you in that slot. Was there bad blood between you?”

“No, Sir, not that I am aware of.” That was the only answer he could make.

“Well, we’re already heading to First Lieutenant Peterson’s location. Come with us.”

***
 

First Lieutenant Peterson looked like he was about sixteen years old, but tall, basketball team material for sure. They found him conferring with three sergeants over a map spread out on the hood of a Humvee. They all snapped to attention and saluted when they saw Eric’s four stars. He saluted, remembering at the last second to make the superior officer’s salute. The lower rank brings his hand up to the forehead and holds it there until the higher rank raises and then lowers his hand. Only then can the lower rank cut his salute. If the higher rank fumbles it, then they both just stand there with their hands to their foreheads, looking like idiots.

“Lieutenant Peterson, technically, right now you are the post commander.”

“Sir, did something —”

“Yes, something did happen to Major Dewey. I relieved him of duty and had him placed under arrest for failure to follow orders.” He eyed the Lieutenant carefully. “Let’s hope that won’t be a trend.” Peterson’s eyes widened and he gulped visibly. “I have some documents I want you to read. And these sergeants here, too. Stand at ease.”

He laid his first two documents out once again, this time on the hood of the Humvee. Once Peterson had read them, Eric descended on him like a ton of bricks. “Now, at this point, the state of Texas owns Fort Cavazos, which means I own Fort Cavazos. That means every square inch of land, every building, every piece of equipment, and all of the military personnel. Including you. Is that crystal clear to you, Lieutenant?”

Peterson snapped to attention. “Yes, Sir!”

Eric had been a hard-ass but now he softened his tone. “Good, because I want to keep you. I realize that you’re doing a difficult job and doing it well. Keep up the good work. With that in mind, I am going to retain you as the base XO and put Captain Batista in as base commander. As a matter of fact — Sergeant Major, we’ll go back to your office now and you’ll have one of your clerks write up promotion orders to major for the captain. And get someone to come up with the proper rank insignia. Major Batista, please come with us. We have a lot to talk about. Lieutenant, carry on.”

***
 

Batista confirmed everything Brooks had said, and seemed to be relieved that someone was going to actually take charge and get some things done. They all knew that a huge disaster had hit the world and they wanted to get out there and do something about it. They wanted to help, but under Dewey’s command, all they had done was inward. That was important, too, but only to a point, not as an end in itself.

“What I want to do now is to number one, meet with the commanding officers of the combat units, and number two, get all of the officers and senior NCOs into one place, a theater or auditorium or something, for me to address them,” Eric said. “We’ll also need quarters and some uniforms and equipment issued.”

He figured he’d outfit Dani in uniforms, boots, body armor and whatever else they had that would be useful. He also wouldn’t mind some M203s, which was an M16/M4 rifle with a grenade launcher attached under the barrel. Grenades, tear gas, smoke, he could think of all kinds of things he’d like to have.

But the thing he was most happy about was the radios. They had gotten some CB radios running, more or less, but the range was short and they could be overheard by anyone. He was not impressed with them. The Army radios were supposed to be encrypted and have better range.

To more immediate needs, he had Jimmy, his driver, take Sergeant Major Brooks back to their base camp to find Gunny Fitz and bring their whole crew on-post.

Batista was looking a bit confused so he explained. “You’re wondering about Gunny, aren’t you? Dani and I run a ranch and some other properties and of necessity we have a security force. We decided to have a military rank structure for everyone for consistency, so he’s a gunnery sergeant. Gunny. I was a sergeant in the Marine Corps, so Marine Corps ranks.”

“A security force? I guess it’s just like the Wild West out there, isn’t it? We’ve been kind of secure in a little bubble here.”

“Yeah, the Wild West, Mad Max, something like that. Dani and I traveled from Houston to the Tyler area, not bothering anyone, not starting any trouble, and we got into six gunfights altogether, either me or her or both of us. Then we had a criminal gang try to take over Tyler and we took the battle to them, which is exactly what we’re going to do again, with a larger group of the same gang.”   

They talked some more and Eric liked Batista. He would be a good commander and seemed to be committed to following Eric’s orders. The next hurdle was the combat arms officers.


Chapter 39

Combat arms are the parts of the military that actively fight the enemy, such as infantry, artillery, armor, aviation, combat engineers, and air defense units. They actually form the minority of the army, roughly ten per cent. The other ninety per cent is composed of mechanics, technicians, medical, intelligence, supply, food service, and other personnel that support the combat arms section. Eric wanted to meet with them since they are the tip of the spear and would be the ones he needed to get behind him.

***
 

“Gentlemen, my name is Eric Marten, and I represent the Texas Army National Guard and the governor of Texas. I have a document that I will let you read, signed by the governor, appointing me to this exalted rank, if anyone has a question about that. I am going to address all officers and senior NCOs in a few hours, but I wanted to talk to my warfighters first, because you are the whole reason that we’re here in the first place. I understand that you have had no contact with your higher headquarters since Hexen and the EMP, and that your operations have been limited to working to feed the soldiers and providing security for the fort and the surrounding area. Well, all of that changes today.

“We do not have contact with Washington, D.C. either. I’m sure there are messengers on the way, maybe even on the way back, but nobody knows. When I say ‘we’, I am referring to the Texas governor’s office. Obviously, we are in a national emergency situation. That should be clear to even the dumbest PFC on post. Given these extraordinary circumstances, the state of Texas has taken charge of this installation and all units, all personnel, all equipment, everything, for the duration of the emergency. You are all now members of the Texas Army National Guard, which means you work for me.”  He gave them a few moments to digest that, to think through the implications, while he watched their reactions.

“Major Dewey has been relieved of duty and is no longer on post. Captain Batista is now the post commander and has been promoted to major. I know all of you are my hard chargers, and that’s exactly what we need right now. You have been training for war your entire military careers, probably, and I am going to give you a war. We will be fighting for the preservation of the United State of America! You likely haven’t seen what our cities look like if you haven’t been off-post, but they are war zones. You have criminal gangs that are carrying on their usual criminal activities, but this time there are no police to stop them. The police have been devastated just as much or more than the rest of the population. They have no backup, no radios, no nine one one, and they are outnumbered. If we let this continue, then we will have major portions of our largest cities controlled by gangs that will kill and rob and rape whoever they want whenever they want. Right now we have a gang in particular that is a menace, and has been declared a terrorist organization by the governor. That means we attack them without warning and we shoot them on sight. 

“I know that Hexen has broken up all of your crews and teams but I need them rebuilt immediately. As in the day before yesterday. We’ll need to field Bradleys, M109s, and infantry, lots of armor and vehicle mounted weapons. We need ammo, FDC, maintenance, all of that, but I envision a short duration. One battle and some mop-up. We’ll get more into that and I realize that you men are the experts. I am not going to micromanage your decisions, but we need to get the new crews training right now. This afternoon. I want you to go fire up your sergeants E5 and below, draw rations, draw ammo, get them out to wherever you think they need to be to get into top proficiency. Spare no expense. If they need to fire a shit-ton of ammo to get good at it, then fire a shit-ton. Officers and senior and staff NCOs will be in the auditorium this afternoon and then they can get out to the range or field or wherever.

“Men, I need results stunningly fast. Maybe ten days, at most. Earlier, if possible. I need to get back to the governor’s office, then up to Dallas with some scouts, scout/snipers, whoever you have that can do recon. I’ll be leaving with them the day after tomorrow, at dawn, so get them spun up and ready to go. Any questions for now? We’ll get into the operational details later.”

“Permission to speak freely, Sir?” asked one First Lieutenant, who looked too old for his rank. Eric pegged him for an NCO who spent a few years in and then went to OCS or ROTC to become an officer.

“I always want you to speak freely with me,” he replied.

“General, I’m no lawyer, but what are the legalities involved with Texas taking over a federal installation?”

“That’s an excellent question, and I apologize for not answering that in more detail earlier. If I forget to mention it in the meeting in the auditorium later on, please ask it again in front of everyone. To answer you, we have not been able to establish any contact with the Pentagon or Washington, D.C. or pretty much anywhere else. But there is a plan in place for this. If the President is incapacitated, then the Vice President takes over, then the Speaker of the House, and so on down the line. For all that we know at this point, all of them could be dead. That may be why we got the EMP, because everywhere else got nuked. Now, I hope that didn’t happen. I don’t think it did, but we can’t do things based on wishful thinking.

“That being the case, the line of succession, as far as we are concerned right now, comes from the President of the U.S. all the way to the governor of Texas. Until we learn something different, he is your Commander-in-Chief, and he has issued you orders. He has issued me orders, and we are going to carry them out.”

One man made a noise, a gasp or moan, and looked ready to throw up.

“You alright there, Lieutenant?” Eric asked.

“I, I’m sorry, Sir. I just never thought that everyone else may have been nuked. You don’t think that really happened, do you? Sir?”

“No, I don’t think so, but I can’t say it didn’t happen. I don’t know at this time.” He wanted to be more encouraging but that might tend to undermine his chain of succession argument. He hoped no one would commit suicide based on what he had just said. 

“As an additional note, a historical one, Texas was an independent country at one time, and we had an army and a navy. We rolled both of those into the military forces of the United States when we joined the Union. At this point, and until such time as communications are reestablished with the National Command Authority, we are rolling that army back out and reasserting control. That army is you.”

***
 

The meeting in the auditorium later was largely a repeat of what he had said in the meeting with the combat arms officers, but Eric’s delivery was more practiced and organized. He brought up the line of succession to the governor early and thought that was a solid point with many of the soldiers. After talking about the urgency of getting the crews back up to fighting form, he singled out the supply guys.

“Now, I’ve been talking about how vital it is that we jump on this mission. One thing we cannot have is a holdup in supply. We are not, repeat not, going to have a company of soldiers standing in line for two hours to sign something out of supply. I’m not saying don’t do your paperwork. I realize that you are shorthanded, too, and you can’t just print things out from a computer, everything has to be handwritten. But there is not going to be a stop in the training tempo. It is more important to address the threat than to do paperwork. I want Supply and Maintenance and Ammunition Supply, anybody like that, to stay after this meeting and we’ll figure out what to do to get you some more clerks or whatever. Maybe temporarily assign people who have nonfunctioning equipment —” he started to turn towards the Aviation element when he realized what he was doing.

He held both hands up, palms out, and took a step back as he said “I am going to take a step back. I was about to jump into an issue and micromanage it.” He turned towards Major Batista, who shared the stage with him. “Major, it’s your problem. You solve it.”  He turned back to the audience.

“We have to succeed. I’m sure you’ve heard that failure is not an option. Well, that’s wrong. Failure is always an option. It’s just an option that’s going to get people killed. Maybe you. We obviously don’t want to do that, so tell me how I can help you succeed. Help me to help you. We’re in danger right now, ladies and gentlemen. Real danger, and we have to go out there and take America back!”

***
 

As they were heading back to their rooms later on, Dani and Taylor were whispering together, and then they both looked at Eric, smiling.

“What?” he asked when he saw their stares.

Dani dryly commented “Nice work! We’re going to have to start calling you ‘Slick’.” She and Taylor cracked up laughing.

“What?” Eric asked again, confused.

Dani nodded at Taylor. “We were talking about what you did. First you talked to Major Dewey and figured out quickly that he was going to be an obstacle, so you took immediate action to remove him completely from the scene. That was kind of like the joke about if you go to jail, establish dominance quickly. Then you were chummy with the Sergeant Major and got him on your side. You charmed him and took him with you to see Captain Batista. He was resistant, so you sympathized with him and then kind of put him on hold. That meant that when you got to Lieutenant Peterson you had to jump on him hard to make sure he went along. But then you softened up and told him he was doing a good job. Oh, and by the way, you’re promoting Captain Batista, so you circled back to him with a bonus.

“Now when you talk to the first group of officers, you have Brooks and Peterson on your side and Batista supposedly on your side, although he’s never said he was. But he’s not saying he isn’t, so you got the nonverbal stamp of approval from him. You give these officers some compliments, call them hard chargers and all of that, and hit them with the patriotic appeal. You give them a rush assignment to focus on rather than discuss whether they should go with you or not.

“At the same time, you associate yourself with the governor, and then pass the authority of the president to the governor, so you are basically carrying out the orders of the President of the United States. And then finally you talk to the whole group and give them the whole works: the patriotic appeal, the hard charger thing, the assignment thing, the association with the governor/president, plus you beat up on the supply guys some.

“I guess the regular soldiers hate the supply guys? So you have placed yourself with the soldiers against the supply guys as a common enemy. And throughout this whole process, you have started small and grown bigger and bigger. You get one person on your side, then use them to get more, and just keep building.” She smiled and shook her head in admiration. 

Eric put on a big, dramatic show of being hurt, with an exaggerated pout and downcast look.

“It’s called ‘building a consensus’ but you make it sound so cheap and manipulative. Slutty, even, when you say it all together like that,” he moaned.

The girls cracked up laughing again and he had to join in. Partly it was in relief. He hadn’t known if he could pull it off. 


Chapter 40

Governor Marsh grinned broadly when they reported in and clapped Eric on the bicep, then squeezed. “I knew you could do it! I had confidence in you!”

“It went okay,” Eric allowed. “I need to go to Dallas and talk to the police, find out what I can about the Pistoleros. I have a team from Cavazos that will locate and surveil them. I also have a short battalion at Cavazos working up their new crews and fire teams. They had to reorganize, obviously, after Hexen. We should be able to address the Pistolero situation in a couple of weeks.”

“What do you have in mind after that? Because I have some things….”

“We need to get back to our ranch and make sure things are okay there.” Eric wasn’t looking forward to getting stuck with any more schemes from the governor.

“But it’s running fine now, isn’t it? I mean, I’m sure you have good people in charge. You know, that’s the thing I like about you, the thing that I admire. When most people were hungry after Hexen, they went out and started farming or ranching for their food. You didn’t do that. Instead you organized people to do it. You brought in good people, experts in their field, and let them do their stuff. That is success!” 

Eric knew he was being buttered up for something and he knew the other shoe would fall at some time. “Let me get this out of the way first.”

The governor smiled, put off for now but not forever. “Knock it out of the park and then we’ll talk,” he said.

***
 

Dani headed back to the ranch to make sure all was well there. She found Newberry, the oil and gas man, before they left and he ended up packing hastily and going with them. It was so difficult to coordinate things without phones, and he decided on the spot to strike while the iron was hot. He was eager to get started on his project before someone else took over the things that he wanted.

Talking to her during the journey, he ended up being even more impressed by her intelligence and he had no doubt that she was in charge. They had one vehicle malfunction, a differential or wheel bearing that locked up. There was no way to repair it immediately and no way to flat tow it since one wheel wouldn’t turn. Gunny Fitz and the mechanic looked to Dani for instructions once they had delivered the diagnosis.

“Obviously we need to get our people and things off of that truck and parcel them out to the other vehicles. The question is whether this one is repairable at all. Do we come back later with the parts to repair it, or just abandon it? You tell me. And if we want to come back with the repair parts, we have to leave people here to guard it or someone will strip it. So which is it?”

The mechanic hesitated, reluctant to be the one to make the decision. Seeing that, Dani prompted him. 

“If you had to compare this truck against all of the others in this convoy, would this be one of the best or one of the worst?”

“Oh, no, it’s not one of the good ones, overall. The engine is good but it has a lot of issues.”

“Abandon it. Gunny, in ten minutes, I want to be back on the road.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He turned and walked off, yelling for people to hurry up.

Back in the SUV, Newberry chuckled. “You say ‘move’ and lots of people start jumping.”

She looked surprised. “I wasn’t being a bitch, was I?”

“No, not at all. You received information from your subject matter experts, made an executive decision on the spot, and got everything back on track, quickly and efficiently. That’s excellent management, if I may be so bold as to evaluate it.”

“Thank you.” She sat and thought for a moment. “I’ve learned a lot from Eric, a huge amount, in the last few months. I’ve learned a lot about myself.”

She felt a pang of emptiness, missing him. She and Eric had been together virtually twenty-four hours a day for the past few months. Usually that’s way too close for a new relationship, but the circumstances were unusual. Unique, in fact. They had gone through so much in so short a time that she felt bonded to him; truly only part of a person without him by her side. She started talking just to occupy her mind and not cry over missing him. That wouldn’t be impressive.

***
 

The entire Marten convoy went with Dani with the exception of one of the SUVs and two of the men. That would serve as Eric’s ride. He went with the Fort Cavazos cavalry scouts. They took a roundabout route on back roads and got about halfway there in a day. Then The Jam got too thick for their Humvees, so they backtracked some to hook up with the railroad tracks.

They picked up the Union Pacific railroad line around the town of Mexia and drove down it into Dallas. That was one thing that people generally kept free, even in an emergency, and that was the railroad tracks. No one wanted to get stopped on the tracks and then have a speeding freight train slam into their car. There were a few crossings that they had to push or pull cars out of the way, but very few compared to what clearing I-35 would have been. The ride was slow and unpleasant, bumping along the railroad ties or a dirt road alongside it, but it made the journey into a twelve hour trip instead of a three day one.  

At some point the tracks seemed to be leading them to the east side of the city when they wanted to go more to the west, to downtown. Now they had to face the clogged streets, only partially cleared.

***
 

Eric started the bureaucratic run-around as early as he could find people in their offices. He tried to get information from the police gang squad but the one cop he found in the office didn’t want to give him anything until he got the go-ahead from their boss and he was out somewhere… et cetera. Eric started to really, really wish that cell phones weren’t a thing of the past. He’d even settle for pagers. At least there was communication between Austin and Dallas, in the form of messengers, so it wasn’t like he was parachuting in unannounced.

He did make it a point to stay out of the mayor’s office because he figured that individual would try to hijack him and his soldiers to do something for him.

By the afternoon he managed to get a detailed briefing from the gang squad guy. The Pistoleros were on the east side, which he knew, but he got a more precise location. The area was known as Greedy Grove, west of Mesquite, north of Balch Springs, and, interestingly, with the railroad tracks running up the east side of the hood. If they had kept going earlier, they would have run straight into the Pistoleros. The good news was that they could run the railroad tracks with their troops when the time came and have a clear shot right into the heart of the area. 

***
 

They established a base camp at a warehouse down I-635, about three or four miles away from their target area by a roundabout route. It was in a business park, but not crowded. There were open fields so they had some clear lanes of fire, but also had places near enough to retreat to, if needed, that didn’t involve crossing those open areas. As always, you had to balance access and defense. You didn’t want to be isolated in the middle of a field but you also didn’t want to be in such tight quarters that an enemy had lots of cover to sneak up on you. Plus, no one in their right mind would live in a warehouse or a business park. They would choose one of the houses that were not far off, so there was less likelihood of their movements being spotted by nosy neighbors.  

Eric let the scouts do their thing for a few days until they had some good intel, and then had them take him on a short tour of the area. His preference would have been to get up in a tall building nearby and view the area from a distance, but no such building existed, so they had to get a little closer.

The Pistoleros had actually moved a bit north of their usual neighborhood. They had taken over two apartment complexes and three warehouses. The buildings were all in a line stretching for about twelve hundred yards, almost three quarters of a mile, with smaller warehouses at each end and the three warehouses in between. It was not a bad setup as far as convenience, with the warehouses in between their housing.

The scouts designated the westernmost warehouse, which the Pistoleros did not use, as WH1. Then came the first apartments, Complex-1. The three warehouses that they did use were WH2A, B, and C, followed by Complex-2 and another unused warehouse, WH3. The warehouses had easy access to a highway to the north and a four-lane boulevard to the south. Obviously the Pistoleros had opened lanes in these roads, stacking abandoned cars to get them out of the way. These two roads came together in the east just after WH3. The land was sloped from west to east with about a thirty-five foot change in elevation, east being lower.

All of that meant that the fields of fire were not bad. A force stationed in the east where the roads came together could bring fire on any movement to the north or south or directly towards them. A second force on the west side could fire northwards and cut off movement to the west. They could box them in, but it wasn’t a perfect trap. There were plenty of places for the Pistoleros to hide if they could manage to get across some open lanes.

In other news, the railroad tracks came to within a half mile of the Pistolero area. The scouts also reported that the gang had a constant stream of pickup trucks coming and going to the warehouses, forklifts running, and men working. Eric assumed they were doing the same thing they had in Tyler, cleaning out jewelry stores, gun shops, pawn shops, liquor stores, upscale houses, and wherever else to gather high-value goods and bring them into their warehouses.

Their Complex-2 seemed to be set aside for the single men. They had girls there, but they seemed to be in and out, not residents. By contrast, Complex-1, which looked nicer, showed ample evidence that women and children lived there full time. They had to make a reasonable effort to get them out.

Recon done, they pulled out and went back to Fort Cavazos.    


Chapter 41

Fort Cavazos seemed to have a new vitality compared to when he’d first arrived there. Soldiers had a mission and they were turning to it with a will. If someone is in a combat arms profession, they generally want to go to war, else they would be in another position. Eric was giving them a war. Even better, it was a war on American soil, for Americans. This was not a war off in a foreign land, for unappreciative people, for unclear political goals, and with ridiculous rules of engagement. Eric made that clear in the planning sessions. The terrorist gang members were to be shot on sight, and he fully intended to execute any prisoners. He wanted to get in, wipe the gang out, suffer zero friendly casualties, and get out. What could soldiers not love about that?  

He spent a couple of days at Cavazos, planning and watching the soldiers train and getting in some range time himself with some of their weapons. He loved two in particular. One was the Bradley. The Bradley Fighting Vehicle has been called a light tank, but it is actually an armed and armored personnel carrier, a “battle taxi.” It has tracks, treads like a tank or a bulldozer, and is a bit over four feet longer, wider, and taller than a Ford Expedition.

It carries TOW anti-tank missiles, a 7.62mm M240 machine gun, and, as far as Eric was concerned, the star of the show: an M242 Bushmaster 25 mm automatic cannon, which is basically a huge machinegun. Huge, because the caliber is twice the size of the .50 caliber Browning heavy machinegun and over four times the size of the round fired by the M249 Squad Automatic Weapon. The round that Eric’s soldiers were using was the M792 High Explosive Incendiary with Tracer and Self Destruct. Each one of these cartridges weighed over seventeen ounces, more than a pound apiece, and the gun could fire more than eight rounds per second, although they were usually fired at a lower rate.

The projectiles traveled at thirty-six hundred feet per second and exploded when they hit, with about a fifteen foot blast radius. Not only that — as if any more was necessary — but the round also contained an incendiary mixture that was dispersed with the blast, so it was intended to start fires. Eric would have actually liked to have not had this feature, but couldn’t exactly take it out. Plus all of this firepower was wrapped in armor plating that wouldn’t even be dented by anything the Pistoleros could throw at it.

The Bradleys could carry six passengers in addition to the three-man crew. The rest of the passengers would be in Stryker vehicles. This is another vehicle similar to a tank except with eight wheels and rubber tires instead of treads. These carry nine passengers and a two-man crew and mount .50 caliber and 7.62 mm machineguns and 40 mm grenade launchers.

The other vehicle that Eric loved was the M109A7. The Paladin is a self-propelled artillery piece. This is another vehicle that may be mistaken for a tank and it does have armor, treads, and a turret with a big gun. A very big gun, with a bore of 155 millimeters — over six inches — in diameter and twenty feet long. It is designed to launch large, high explosive shells at targets ten or twelve miles away. The main issue they were going to have with artillery was fire direction. There were a lot of calculations required to hit a small target ten miles away. It was going to have to be done manually, since the EMP had killed all of the computers and certainly the GPS satellites in orbit. That was one of the top priority items that the troops were practicing.

Now that Eric and the scouts had returned, they could do the real planning and training. The area they were attacking was limited and rounds had to be placed exactly on target to avoid friendly casualties. Since they now had an idea of the target area and distances, they could practice for this exact scenario.

***
 

Dani returned to Fort Cavazos with the same convoy the next day. She had semi-closed the deal with Newberry. It was effectively all done except the ink on the contracts. He was bowled over by their operation. Besides touring the ranch, she had shown him the stacks of AK rifles and ammunition, and set up an impromptu demonstration of their firearms and hand-to-hand training.

Newberry had been trying to put together what he needed from a number of smaller companies and, even combined, they couldn’t offer everything he wanted. The Martens, on the other hand, could easily handle all of his needs without even breaking a sweat, so to speak. He immediately dropped all of the other potential vendors to go with MCC exclusively.

Now he had to show his good faith in getting his side of the operation going. The safety was that it wasn’t a case of MCC putting up a large amount of money for him to abscond with or otherwise lose. The food deliveries could be cut off and the security personnel recalled at any time if he failed to perform, cutting their losses. 

Conferring with Brennan, Dani had sent a half-dozen security guys and three trucks with trailers full of food with Newberry as a starter. This would prove to the potential oilfield workers that they would be fed. She would have to rely on the security guys to do an initial estimate of the situation. Fortunately, they had been promoting good people and growing a base of NCOs from within.

Newberry had also recommended that they take over some more oil wells and tank farms near their existing operations so she dispatched the Real Estate Acquisition Team in that direction. She also had them range out further to find more herds of cattle that had survived on their own so far and bring them in to some of their existing ranches if possible. She asked Brennan to find ten or twelve new hires that could fill the oilfield security slots she anticipated, gave the mechanics a head’s up to build some more gun trucks, and put Emily in charge of bringing a guest house up to the highest standards she could for the governor’s visit.

Besides that, there were a million smaller things she had to deal with. Ted and Brennan and Emily had dealt with operations very well but they still wanted her to make decisions on some things. She worked some sixteen-hour days and then took one night off. Well, one night and most of the next morning.  

One of the girls, in her late twenties, actually, was getting married. Dani had figured there was going to be a flurry of that about now. Throw a bunch of single people together, wait a few months, and you tend to have weddings. Especially after Hexen, people were more aware of the fragility of life and didn’t want to wait.

Dani and Taylor went into the warehouse and selected nice engagement and wedding rings, then found the groom and quietly slipped the rings to him. He was so touched that he cried.

The bachelorette party that night was a success, what Dani remembered of it. She woke up late the next morning, fully clothed including her boots. On her way downstairs she found Taylor curled up asleep on the landing. They struggled through their hangovers, laughing at each other, loading up on protein and chocolate and coffee with lots of sugar. She started to feel human again after a shower and lunch and then it was back to work.

Somehow, she left that whole episode out when she told Eric about what was going on “back at the ranch,” though.    

***
 

A lot of their people wanted to go along with the soldiers and Eric and Batista agreed they could observe the battle and then be involved in ongoing operations afterwards.

As Eric explained to them, “These soldiers have been training for this stuff for years. There is no place for someone who is untrained and has never worked with them before. It’s not just shooting. It’s knowing things like where to shoot and when to not shoot. If this was a training mission it would be one thing, but this is the real deal. This is deadly serious and there will be shooting in tight quarters. We don’t want friendly casualties.”

He knew that he would probably lose some of his men to the Army, but he’d get more back. There had already been several soldiers showing a distinct interest in joining Marten Cattle Company. Eric wasn’t going to pirate anyone on active duty but he was very open once their enlistment ended. Of course, that was a question, whether they were in until their contract ended or for the duration of the emergency, which may be years from now. On the other hand, he could argue that his work against gangs made him a target and entitled him to Army protection. He was already making up a mental inventory of what equipment he wanted and a roster of who he wanted to run it.

Technically, that wasn’t pirating.


Chapter 42

The scout team went back to Greedy Grove to make sure nothing had changed. The full combat team followed them two days later on the third vehicle Eric found that he liked the best at Fort Cavazos, the train. The installation is actually one of the busiest posts for rail activity, since rail is used to transport their tanks and other armored vehicles to Beaumont or another port to be loaded on ships for any combat deployment. Fort Cavazos owned six locomotives, but four were newer, heavily computerized models and were thoroughly dead thanks to the EMP. The two older ones had been repaired, however, as high-priority items.

Of course, the post had everything they needed to load armored vehicles on flatcars and secure them properly. Passengers, not so much. Soldiers didn’t typically ride the rails with their equipment but they could make do with boxcars. It wouldn’t be that long a trip to Dallas.

They ended up at a facility that had a concrete ramp level with the flatcars. All they had to do was to release the tiedowns, turn, and drive off the flatcar onto the concrete and down the ramp  to street level. They left a security team with the train so no one stole it and then got back on the railroad tracks with their vehicles. It was easier to drive down them than to fight clogged streets, so they backtracked the way they had come for several miles, then turned north.

They stopped for the day just north of US 175, meeting up with the scouts, who reported no change in Pistolero operations. Woods surrounded them but there were subdivisions and businesses beyond the trees. They were only about five and a half miles from the Pistoleros but far enough away that rumors shouldn’t reach the gang. Even if they did, the gang shouldn’t react. Police headquarters was only seven and a half miles from the Pistoleros and they didn’t run from that.

The soldiers spent the day readying equipment, pulling maintenance, catching naps, and getting ready for action that night. Actually, tomorrow morning at 3:00 a.m., 0300 hours.   

***
 

“Wake up, baby. Showtime.”

“Oh… oh… oh… God. Is there coffee?”

“Yes. And chocolate chip cookies.”

She sat up and he handed her a cookie. He didn’t think she was awake enough to hold the coffee yet so he held it.

“I love you.”

“You’re just saying that because I’m bringing you cookies.”

“And coffee.”

“I guess that does put it over the top. Are you awake enough to take this cup?”

“Gimme. Love you!”

“Love you.”

He walked around to the other side of the SUV to wake Taylor up and give her coffee and cookies, too. She nodded her thanks, even less happy than Dani about being awakened so early.

Since neither of them were able to talk much yet, he wandered off to do something. He didn’t know what. He didn’t need to micromanage the soldiers. They were doing a fine job. He’d checked his equipment but he wasn’t going to shoot anyone in this fight. If he had to fire his weapon, things had gone horribly wrong.

The main thing he might use was binoculars, to watch someone else fight. He’d read about this, about someone who wanted to fight but they had been promoted far enough up that fighting wasn’t their job any more. They had to look at the big picture rather than a sight picture. The military wasn’t paying officers to be riflemen. He could relate.

At 0300 they moved out. The Paladins and a security element stayed where they were. This was their firing position. The Bradleys and Strykers and Humvees headed north on the railroad tracks. Eric and Dani left their SUV and rode in one of the Strykers to get some armor around them.

After a mile and a half the track forked into three. They headed east, and just under four and a half miles later one element peeled off to the north and stopped almost immediately, waiting for the other force to get into position. This element was known as “Dagger.” The Paladins were “Hammer,” and the larger force was “Broadsword.” Eric had always rolled his eyes at the rah-rah names that they came up with like this, but of course he couldn’t show it. He had to bring the rah-rah himself. He was beginning to think this being a general gig was not all that great.

Broadsword bumped over railroad tracks for another two miles until they hit I-635, where they wheeled north and got onto the highway. Someone, probably the Pistoleros, had stacked cars and opened a lane up. They went up to the interchange with US-80 and stopped. They were going to bring artillery in first and then they would move into their firing position. No sense in getting close to incoming high explosive if you don’t have to.

Railroad tracks took Dagger almost all of the way, then a couple of hundred yards on streets and parking lots and they were in position. Comms were good and now it was really ready for show time.


Chapter 43

Hammer fired smoke rounds to get their range, adjusted fire per the Fire Support Officer, and opened the show with a spotlight.

Actually, with illumination rounds. These are artillery shells that release large flares that burst into light and drift down on small parachutes. Each one will illuminate a thousand-yard circle with an eerie reddish light that wavers and flickers as the flares burn and sway in the breeze. If there are multiple flares in the air at one time, there will be light and shadows from different directions for an additional ethereal effect.

The flares burn for close to two minutes, so a single artillery piece can keep two flares in the air all night if needed. That was the plan. One M109 fired M485 illum shells exclusively. The nine others fired M795 high explosive rounds, and they were not long in coming. The apartments to the east, Complex-2, were slated for destruction. There weren’t any children that lived there, so they were going to be leveled.

The M795 shell in flight sounds like a fast-running freight train if you are far enough away from it. If you’re close to the receiving end, it sounds more like an F16 fighter jet coming in at full speed, a screaming rush of something large coming at you way too fast. When it hits, it is sheer, raw violence. The twenty-three point eight pounds of high explosive causes a blast that is intended to kill everything within fifty yards and inflict death or at least wound half the people within one hundred yards.

Beyond that, of course, there is a good chance of being wounded or killed from the shrapnel. The shell casing breaks into approximately one thousand nine-hundred and fifty razor-sharp steel fragments which fly out in all directions at high speed. There is a huge cloud of smoke and dust from the blast — but no great billowing flames like in Hollywood — and fragments of the target flying off in all directions, a strong blast wave, and a shockwave that shakes the earth. It’s a full-body experience to be near one of these hits. Icepicks are seemingly jammed into both ears. Compressed air crashes into the entire body at once like an ocean wave.

No one who has lived through it wants to do it again.

It is terrifying. It can make courageous men cry, or jump up and run in terror, although the natural reaction is to dive to the ground and try to dig down into the dirt or floor or whatever is under you. In World War I and II we didn’t have the term “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.” It was just called “shell shock” and this is what it came from. It’s one thing to have someone shoot at you, even with a machinegun, but having an artillery barrage drop on you is a whole different animal entirely.

The Pistoleros never knew what hit them. The smoke and illumination rounds didn’t make that much noise, and the vehicles got into place quietly, so the first time the gangbangers knew anything was wrong was when their apartments just started blowing up. It was a rather disturbing way to wake up. The nine M109s could each put out four rounds per minute for three minutes, which made one hundred and eight artillery shells going into a three hundred by four hundred yard area within a hundred eighty seconds. One and a quarter tons of high explosive detonated and sent out well over two hundred thousand shards of shrapnel. The apartment buildings were cheaply built with 2x4 framing and brick exteriors and came apart like tissue paper.

They collapsed. Windows were blown out by the blast waves and the glass became deadly fragments that slashed people so badly they bled to death. Closer hits splintered wooden studs and impaled men with sword-sized splinters, or fractured skulls with flying bricks. Closer still, the artillery flayed skin with shrapnel or simply blew bodies into pink mist. Concussion alone killed men, rupturing their internal organs.       

The FIST, Fire Support Team, was good. They bracketed Complex-2 and walked the rounds from one end to the other, back and forth. Dani and Taylor, both looking like kids playing Army in their camouflage and helmets, ducked a bit when the rounds started hitting, even as far back as they were.

Taylor drew out “Hooooly shit!” and Dani looked at Eric with huge eyes.

“I can’t even imagine….” She shook her head and turned back to watch more of the show.  

It was a short show, but dramatic, one of the finest versions of Hell that our technology has been able to create. Every fifteen seconds, nine shells came screaming in and the world exploded. It seemed to rock and shift on its axis. Fragments of roofing and boards and unidentifiable, broken things flew up or out. Clouds of dust and smoke billowed up, eerily lit by the shifting reddish light of the swinging flares. The debris fell to earth and there was a short pause.

You could imagine the surviving Pistoleros raising their heads and asking “What the fuck?” and then the next salvo came roaring down. “Hammer” was a very appropriate name for the Paladins. This could be the Hammer of God smiting the earth with great vengeance and furious anger.

***
 

The initial fire mission completed, the guns went silent except for the constant flares popping overhead and drifting in their parachutes. Broadsword and Dagger moved into position. Broadsword moved up on Complex-2 with orders to shoot anyone they saw in or around the apartments. Dagger had a tougher mission. They were going to take on Complex-1, the one with the women and children mixed in with the gangbangers. Eric and Dani’s Stryker moved out, running south for a half mile before turning and working its way around the free fire zone to end up, three miles later, with Dagger at Complex-1.

Dagger had Bradleys and Strykers positioned at two opposite corners of the complex, so that they had clear fields of fire without shooting at one another. One Stryker had a loudspeaker set up and a Puerto Rican soldier was calling out in Spanish and English for the women and children to come out, that they would not be harmed. They were instructed to go to a parking lot to the north of the apartments.

No one moved for several minutes. Since it was the middle of the night, presumably the women were getting the children dressed. They were awake, after that artillery barrage less than a quarter mile away, and eventually a trickle started with a few bold souls. More came, and then there was gunfire. Some idiot Pistolero started blazing away at armored vehicles with a rifle.

It was just a noisy way for him to commit suicide. The turret of a Brad slewed around and triggered a burst from the coax M240. A half dozen 7.62 mm bullets raked the window the idiot had been shooting from and he was gone, either hit or otherwise convinced that that was a bad idea.

No one moved after that. Everyone was scared. It’s very difficult to see out of an armored vehicle when it is locked down but there were radio reports to help paint the picture. Eric and Dani came to the same conclusion at the same time.

He turned to her and opened his mouth to speak at the same time she started “Let me —” They both stopped and nodded at each other. Eric turned to the crew chief.

“Does this vehicle have a loudspeaker?”

“No, Sir.”

“Okay, get on the radio. She needs to get on that vehicle with the loudspeaker. Have them pull back behind those buildings. Then pull us back there.” He accompanied the instructions by pointing at everything he named. It was very noisy inside a running Stryker.

“Yes, Sir. Got it.”

They made the transfer and the Stryker with the loudspeaker pulled back up with Dani on the microphone, speaking Spanish. “Pistoleros,” she called out. “Do not shoot. Do not shoot or we will shoot back. Women, sisters, please come out. Bring the children and walk out to safety. We will not harm you. But you cannot stay here. It is not safe. You must leave the apartments now!” She repeated this in English and then started again in Spanish.

The women and children started coming out again, a few, and then a stream of them began pouring out. Some men came with them, most of them holding children in a very manly manner. That was fine, they could be sorted out later. Everyone who left was herded into the parking lot and instructed to sit down. This was through another loudspeaker since all of the soldiers were keeping under armor right now. There was no sense in letting anyone get a shot at them. Eric wanted zero friendly casualties.

The scene was hellish, and almost all of the women and children were crying. Many were praying. They couldn’t see any soldiers, just the armored vehicles, with fearsome looking machinegun barrels. The flares still popped and hung overhead, with their strange light and trails of smoke in the sky. The Strykers detailed to guard the prisoners had their headlights on. Several small fires were burning in what was left of Complex-2 but the smoke was drifting the other way. There was frequent gunfire from that direction, sharp cracks of machinegun fire and the heavier thump-thump-boom-boom as the 25 mm guns fired and the rounds exploded. Less frequently there was the roar of the powerful engines and the clank-squeak-clank-squeak of tracks as vehicles moved.   

***
 

And then they had a runner. One of the brave men that came out with the women grabbed up a child as a shield and ran for it. Radio calls went out. “We got a guy running north. I think he has a kid with him. Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! Shit, there’s a woman chasing him. Don’t Shoot! Don’t Shoot!”

PFC Vernon Johnson, from McComb, Mississippi, said “Aw, Hell, no!” and popped out of one of the top hatches of a Stryker. He was tall and slim and had been a star on his high school track and field team. He left his rifle but took a riot baton, thirty-six inches of high grade ash wood, an inch and a quarter in diameter.

He called it “The Hurtin’ Stick” and he knew how to use it.

He had no problem passing the woman and catching up to the runner, even in combat boots and full gear. He whipped the baton around to catch the runner right on the point of his hip bone. That sent a shock down the man’s leg and almost made him fall. He did slow to a walk and started limping as he looked around for what had hurt him. He looked the wrong way. Vernon was on the other side of him, and he skidded to a stop and let The Hurtin’ Stick do its thing.

The first shot slammed into the back of the Pistolero’s head, followed immediately by a shot to his shin. He sagged, and put the child down, clutching his head with one hand and swinging the other arm in a spastic defensive maneuver. Vernon stepped around him and delivered a two-handed shot to the other shin and the guy went down on hands and knees, then down on his face when The Stick chopped his elbows out from under him. By that time, two other soldiers with rifles came up.

They had to drag the Pistolero back. He couldn’t walk. The woman gathered up the child, cussing the Pistolero out nonstop. She wasn’t even pausing to breathe, apparently. The soldiers dropped the man at the edge of the containment area and told him to crawl back into the group. One of them delivered a size twelve motivational boot to his rear end to encourage him to do so. 

***
 

They had some other runners, coming directly from the apartments and not using a child to shield themselves, and they died. The soldiers were watching for that and had their fingers on the triggers. Then a group of ten or twelve made a break for it. A couple may have even made it but the fate of most of them seemed to deter anyone else from trying. Anyone could see the tracers flying down the street, hitting the pavement and ricocheting off, and shy away from running into that.

Finally, there seemed to be no more women and children coming out. The firing from Complex-2 had died down and things were calm, comparatively speaking. A couple of the Brads drove into the parking lot and positioned themselves side by side behind the Strykers, about ten feet apart. Dani gave up the microphone to the Spanish-speaking soldier and he directed the women and children — only — to walk out between the vehicles and get far away from the apartments.

There were some big soldiers stationed behind the Brads to grab any men that tried to slip out with the women. Once they were all gone, they called the men up, searched them, zip-tied their hands, and put them on top of a couple of Strykers. There were only five of them. The Strykers pulled off a half mile to an open field near the highway and stopped.

Around Complex-1 the other vehicles pulled back in stages, maintaining clear lanes of fire so that they could hose down any runners with automatic weapons fire. A few tried and died. Unexpectedly, three men started walking out with a white flag. Suddenly, there was a crowd behind them, men with their hands up. Apparently the artillery had made believers out of them.

Shots rang out from off to the side, deeper in the complex, diehard Pistoleros shooting those who were trying to give up. A few of the surrendering men fell, then the crowd surged forward, towards the soldiers, trying to get out of the line of fire of their fellow gang members.

***
 

Eric wasn’t happy. He would have preferred the Pistoleros to all go down fighting, shooting at armored vehicles they had no chance of harming.

We overdid it, I guess, he thought. They’d have stood and fought if they thought it would do any good. We were too heavy on the shock and awe. What the hell do we do now?

He heard Batista on the radio and felt a little guilty at letting him handle it, but he was strategic and the Major was tactical. This was a tactical issue at this point. Real quickly it was going to be strategic, and his problem.  

The soldiers herded the prisoners out to the same field a half mile away and set up like they were earlier, with vehicles in opposite corners. The two in the northeast corner could fire to the south and the west; the two in the southwest corner could fire to the north and the east. They fired a few shots off, into the ground, marking the perimeter. That was the best they could do for now.

Getting back on the plan, the vehicles moved back and Hammer started up again, on Complex-1 this time. That helped to keep the prisoners down, too. They were a half-mile away, which is not really that far from an artillery barrage for someone that has absolutely no cover. The vast majority of them lay flat, terrified, with only a few idiots raising their heads to watch the show. 

Hammer blew Complex-1 apart the same way they had Complex-2, one hundred and eight shells on target. It was actually a slightly smaller target, so had a higher density of hits per area. The FIST started the guns on the side nearest Complex-2 and worked them west. Anyone trying to flee the shells would run straight into the guns of the Bradleys. And they did. They weren’t coming to fight. They were just trying to get away but there was no mercy from the soldiers and every avenue was covered. Streams of tracers went out from the M2, M240, and M242 guns, one in five for the 7.62 mm and .50 caliber guns and every round of 25 mm.

Tracers didn’t look like streaks of light, as most videos show. That is a limitation of the video equipment. They really look like Christmas lights, or maybe just one light for a short burst, sailing out towards the targets. But there weren’t that many short bursts. The noise was horrendous. Besides the breathtaking thumps of the artillery, the machineguns blasted out horrible roars, the M240 with a rapid clatter, the M2 with a slower but heavier thump, and the big gun, the M242 with a blast on both sides, a muzzle blast and then an explosion when the shell hit.

Hammer finished that fire mission and the radio call went out for the armor to move up closer to Complex-1 and shoot anything that moved, same as with Complex-2. Everyone else turned towards the issue of the prisoners. The soldiers set up something like the tunnel of Bradleys they had used earlier to run the prisoners through a pat down search and then back to sitting on the grass in the designated area. They didn’t have anywhere near enough zip ties for them all. They were counted as they went through and the tally was one hundred twenty-six.


Chapter 44

As dawn was breaking, Eric’s jaw was sagging at learning the total. “Holy shit, we had no idea there were that many. Wow.” Then another thought occurred to him. “How many dead? Any estimates?”

“We’ve interrogated eight of the higher-ranking prisoners and the number they’re giving out is close to a thousand total. All of the ones that would give a number say ‘about nine hundred eighty-something’ to ‘about a thousand’”.

“That’s a good thing. Great work, Major.”

A long silence stretched out, with Eric obviously thinking hard about something. Finally, Batista prompted him. “What is ultimately going to be done with the prisoners, General?”

“Oh, they’re going to be executed. The order was ‘shoot on sight’, which I guess is what we really should have done, but I understand your men respecting the white flag. If we’re ever in this situation again, though… Anyway, I am not about to drop over a hundred prisoners on the Texas judicial system and have some dirtbag lawyer get them off for time served in a few months. No, sir. That’s not going to happen. I just need to figure out how to do it.”

“I have a suppressed rifle,” Dani volunteered. “Get small groups of them moved out to another location, far enough that the others won’t hear. Get some trucks running or something.” 

Batista considered that. “Only one rifle? The normal procedure for a firing squad —”

“I’ll do it,” she said simply. All eyes turned towards her. “I have three reasons. Let me go through them all first and then we can discuss.”

Eric gestured towards her with an open hand, turned upright: you have the floor.

“One is that I can do it. I don’t want to be responsible for anyone else getting PTSD. I’m happy every time I see Mark because that means he didn’t commit suicide the night before. I don’t want that on my conscience. I already have blood on my hands, so it doesn’t make a difference.”

“Two is that they were coming after me in the first place. They kidnapped me and killed two of our people doing it a few weeks ago. They want me to work for them.”

Her gaze swept the soldiers, Batista and some Cav lieutenants. “They believe in Santeria. It’s their religion. It’s a mix of Catholicism and what we call voodoo, basically. The slaves that were brought to South America and the Caribbean kept parts of their religion and incorporated parts of the native Indian religions. But all of that was outlawed and they were forced into Catholicism, so they hid their religion under it.

“The slave owners would see them worshiping a saint’s feast day when in reality they would be performing rituals associated with one of their gods or whatever. A lot of narcotraficantes, drug dealers, pray and make sacrifices to Santeria saints to protect them and make sure their drug shipments go through.”

One of the soldiers snorted and she turned to him. “You may laugh, but it’s not a joke to them. It’s deadly serious. Some of the sacrifices they make are human.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. Most of the sacrifices are wine or food, but the more serious are animals, usually chickens. Blood sacrifices. And then the drug dealers go right to the top and make human sacrifices. I’m sure there were shrines to Santa Muerte all over those apartment complexes. It’s a female Grim Reaper. The black candles in front of it are for the death of their enemies. The gold are for money.

“But the important point is that they think I am a demon.” That brought barks of laughter from both lieutenants.

“Again, I am completely serious. They got the idea that I’m a demon who has taken on the form of a young lady. I didn’t start that rumor but I did encourage it once it got started. I thought it might frighten them away, and that leads me to my reason number three: I want to push the demon thing further. If I execute those men, then word is going to get out and hopefully that will scare gangs off. Like if a sports team defeats an average team, they don’t get much credibility, but if they defeat a top team, they get a lot.”

She looked at Eric and could see that his mind was running at top speed, probably trying to think of a reason for her to not do this. He didn’t look happy at all.

“To summarize: I’d rather do it than ask someone else to do it; it’s my fight anyway; and I want to push the demon rumor.” She had extended a finger for every point. With her eyes locked on Eric’s, she extended a fourth finger, held it for a few seconds, and then dropped her hand. Four fingers was their private signal for shut up and let me handle this.          

Eric was indeed not happy and his mind was racing. His concern was Dani. He didn’t know what psychological damage that might do to her. Just because she didn’t have PTSD now didn’t mean that she wouldn’t. He loved her. He didn’t want her to damage herself, or to become a suicide. If she did, that would be the end for him, too.

He had already decided that when she had been kidnapped and he had frantically and fruitlessly searched for her. He’d have executed as many people as it took to get her back, thousands if that’s what was required. Logically, dispassionately, he supposed that her reasoning was good, he just couldn’t quite see it that way because it was her. Also because it was her, he doubted that he could talk her out of it.

“I want to discuss this offline. Dani and I will talk about this later. Major, go ahead and ask for volunteers for firing squads. We need to find a field a mile or two away, and we need four by four posts set up in that field. Enough zip ties and blindfolds for all of the prisoners. We start at 0700 tomorrow one way or the other.”

“General, with all due respect, could you put that order in writing? About executing the prisoners?” Batista looked a little embarrassed but determined. Technically his men had ignored the “shoot on sight” order and put everyone in this position.

“Yeah, I don’t have a problem with that,” Eric replied. “The governor has already ordered it, with the ‘shoot on sight’ declaration, but I understand your situation. Taylor, please write something up. See what Major Batista wants and I’ll sign it. Make two copies, of course, but you knew that.”

***
 

In private, Dani and Eric did discuss it, briefly. He was concerned about her. She said she’d be fine. There wasn’t much else to say on either side without being repetitious.

“Okay. You know that I respect your decision and I will support you,” Eric relented. “Anything you need, just tell me.”

Dani hugged him and nuzzled his neck. “Don’t worry about me. What you need to think about is finding us a priest to marry us. That stock of birth control pills isn’t going to last forever and I am not having a child out of wedlock.”

She almost laughed at seeing how that made his mind immediately and drastically veer off into other territory. It almost made her think about kids, too, but she already had things to think about so she put that in her “think about later” pile.


Chapter 45

With Batista taking care of the prisoners, Eric and Dani wanted to prowl their warehouse. They gathered up a couple of squads and cleared the warehouse, making sure that no Pistoleros were hiding out there. They knew what they were looking for this time, the boxes painted gold.

And they were there. Pallets of them. Pallets and pallets and pallets of them. There was a whole section of the warehouse set aside for the gold boxes.

“Holy shit,” Eric said quietly. Dani took more direct action. She pulled out her knife and cut through the plastic wrap on five different pallets selected at random. Some of them had the steel military ammunition boxes. Other boxes were plastic or wood, whatever they could find as long as it was sturdy and small. They had to be small because gold is very heavy.

All of those paintings and films about pirates carrying around Volkswagen-sized treasure chests are bogus unless the chests are virtually empty. What we usually think of as a gold bar, roughly the size of a brick, weighs twenty-five pounds. It doesn’t take many of those to make a box too heavy to lift, or to stress a wooden box past its limits and cause it to break apart. 

Dani opened two boxes from each of the pallets she cut open and left them open for Eric to see. He brought an old pre-EMP flashlight near. The boxes contained the same almost-random mix as they had found in Tyler. Throw Rolexes in the box. There’s still room? Throw these diamond rings in. And these loose gemstones. Or that scrap gold the jeweler uses to cast custom creations.

Eric pulled out a diamond bracelet and looked at the price tag. “Eight thousand dollars? Holy shit!”

Dani drifted over to look. He showed her the price tag, then handed it to her. She smiled and put it in her pocket. He looked in the boxes, amazed that these little bits of rock and metal could command those prices. But that didn’t stop him from taking two boxes that were mainly full of diamonds. Afterwards they found a roll of plastic wrap and covered over what Dani had cut open.

The rest of the warehouse contained what they expected to find: firearms, ammunition, liquor, men’s suits, fine furniture, anything with a hefty price tag, it seemed. And weird things. Statues and paintings and art objects. Four racing engines, one with twin turbochargers and three with big chrome 8-71 superchargers. Two Lamborghinis that wouldn’t start. Guitars on stands. 

After looking around, Eric stood, hands on hips, and went into problem-solving mode. “All we have to do is load all of this on railroad cars. Those railroad tracks probably run to Tyler or somewhere close enough that we can get to a highway and run eighteen-wheelers from there. We have a forklift here and at our place. It’s doable.” 

He was happy now. He had something to do, plans to make, things that needed to be done. He grabbed the Marten people and put them to work sorting the ammo and firearms. He figured he could get plenty of 5.56 and 7.62 and 9 mm ammunition from the Army but they would only have full metal jacket rounds per the Geneva Convention. He wanted the hunting rounds, with hollow point bullets, plus ones the Army wouldn’t have like 30-06, 6.5 Creedmoor, .22, .45 ACP, and 12 gauge.

The firearms were a little trickier. He wanted all of the suppressors, mainly. He might be interested in some full-auto weapons but he could get those from the Army now so his interest was not high, plus he had the Tyler stockpile. He helped them sort for a while, then found a couch in the office and took a little nap. He hadn’t been able to sleep the night before and had been up for about thirty hours.

He’d talk to Major Batista later to see what his thoughts were on the other ammo and firearms. They either had to take them or destroy them. They couldn’t just leave them here for anyone to pick up. As much as Eric hated the thought of destroying firearms, he couldn’t do anything with them. He had too many already.

Dani had less to do, and was more introspective. The truth was, she was kind of intimidated by the thought of what she was going to do tomorrow. It was like having your first parachute jump scheduled. You know you can do it but you’re still intimidated. You’ve done similar things successfully, just not this, so you’re still apprehensive. You think you’re crazy for having signed up for it and it’s too late to back out now.

But all of her reasons for doing it were valid. She was right, but she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She didn’t feel like reading. She couldn’t even escape into sleep. She’d actually slept pretty well the previous night. Sometimes it helped being able to curl up into a small package to take advantage of a comfortable spot. She couldn’t take a walk, too much. The soldiers had a perimeter around the warehouses and another around the prisoners, so she had a choice of one small area or a second small area that she didn’t want to go to.

She was just frustrated! She found Taylor being chatted up by some soldiers and gave them The Look and took her away. She’s fifteen now, so yeah, she’s going to be getting on birth control pills as soon as we get back, Dani thought. It may be a little early but better safe than sorry. She’s going to grow up early in this world. I sure as hell did.

They went to what Dani thought of as the Gold Room and did some sorting of the jewelry. They had their SUVs so they could probably take eight boxes. Eric had already grabbed two, so they could fill six with precious gems. They might be virtually worthless today but once civilization came back those eight boxes would be worth millions. If something happened and they never got the rest of the haul back to the ranch, they’d at least have this.

And it occupied her mind, she and Taylor sitting on the concrete floor with millions of dollars’ worth of jewelry casually scattered around them, with candles for light, just chatting and laughing like the teenaged girls that they actually were.   

***
 

The gang cop, Rogers, came by that afternoon. He had an old white Crown Victoria with a nonfunctional light bar and a Dallas Police Department decal that was peeling off of the side. He crept down the frontage road to the north of the area of operations, looking for what had caused all of the God-awful noise the previous night. He knew it wasn’t thunder and lightning. Thunder isn’t that regular, like drumbeats, and lightning doesn’t occasionally shoot sparks — tracers? — up into the sky.

Plus, he was far from stupid. There had been that Army General asking questions about the Pistoleros, and now something big had just gone down in their territory. Not big like the escalating gang wars that were taking place but BIG. Somebody had brought in the heavy artillery. Literally.

Suddenly he spotted them, a pair of Humvees by the side, with big gun barrels on top swiveling to point at him.

“Oh, shit!” he cried out. “No, no, don’t point those big motherfucking guns at me. Shit! Okay, don’t shoot, then! Don’t shoot!” He raised his hands, steering with his elbows. The guns tracked him and he could see the soldiers talking, radio calls reporting his movement.

He got past them and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. He didn’t really like guns, and he didn’t like guns pointed at him, and he sure as Hell didn’t like two big guns pointed at him. He took the next right and jammed the brakes down in a panic stop. He was staring straight down the barrels of three guns, now. Two were Humvees like he had just seen, but the one in the middle….

“A motherfucking TANK!” He threw his hands up and couldn’t stop from clenching up and ducking down a bit. Like that would protect him from those guns. A soldier started walking towards him and he slowly put his hands out the window. When the soldier was close enough Rogers called out “I’m a cop! Don’t shoot! I’m a cop!”

The soldier looked him and the car over carefully from thirty feet to the side, leaving his buddies plenty of room to shoot without being in the way. Finally he asked “Did you just take a wrong turn or are you here to see someone?”

“I want to see —” Suddenly there was a burst of gunfire, loud, and another, a couple of seconds pause and then a third. Rogers ducked down and almost wet himself before he figured out that he wasn’t the target. The soldier hadn’t reacted at all. Rogers got his breathing under control and finished “Your commander, the boss, the head man. The General, Marten, yeah, that was his name.”

The soldier said “Wait one,” and walked back far enough to be able to relay the request. A minute dragged by and Rogers’ arms were getting tired. The soldier returned, asked him to cut off the car and get out. “Are you armed?” he asked next. “Leave any weapons in the car.”

Rogers started to object that he couldn’t leave his pistol in the car, it wouldn’t be safe, and then he realized what was sitting right there, watching the car like a hawk: a bunch of soldiers with their fingers on the triggers of some really big weapons. His pistol would be as safe here as it would be in a vault at Fort Knox. He took it out of the holster very slowly and carefully and left it on the seat.

***
 

Eric had asked around and found an artist among the soldiers, skilled with spray paint. The only colors they had were black and olive drab, but Eric didn’t want the Mona Lisa. In no time, the side of the warehouse had huge letters that read “ARE YOU NEXT? NO GANGS!”  The graffiti artist was painting a stack of skulls in the corner when a Specialist ran up, asking if it was okay to bring the cop in to see him, which it was.

Rogers came walking up and stared at the destroyed apartment complex next door. Smoke wafted up from the shattered shells of buildings and piles of rubble. It smelled like gunpowder and barbecue, but different. From the buildings and their contents there was the aroma of charred wood and plastic. From the bodies that had burned, there was the smell of meat left too long on the grill, plus a metallic, coppery odor and a hint of sulphur. It was a thick smell, almost a taste in the mouth, but not that many buildings had burned, so it wasn’t oppressive. It was an undertone to the environment.  

There were a couple of vehicles with soldiers watching the rubble, ready to machinegun anything that moved in the wreckage. There were bodies readily viewable, lots of bodies, in fact, dozens of men that had been gunned down and left where they fell, except for those that went down in the street where the soldiers needed to go. Those bodies had been carried to the side and dumped. Eric didn’t want them to even have the dignity of burial, and the shock value to any would-be gangbangers might be useful.

The shock to the veteran cop was obvious. He had been to far too many shootings but none of those came anywhere close to this. There were bodies and pieces of bodies as far as he could see, stacks of them in some places. He felt certain that there were more dozens around the side, and around the back, and the other side. He started adding those up and his mind just wouldn’t do the math. Refused to do it.    

Then there was the graffiti. That sounded like they were going after more gangs.

Eric greeted him and they shook hands. “I think your Pistolero problem should be reduced if not eliminated,” he commented, indicating the smoking ruins of Complex-2.

“Jesus, you just rolled up and blew the shit out of them?”

“Yeah, this is how we do a drive-by shooting. Let everybody know that the rules have changed. Put that out through your contacts. You engage in criminal activity and you might find out that we’re sending in some 155 millimeter high explosive to cuddle up in your bed with you. Our artillery can do this from ten miles away. No warning. Your house and everything just starts blowing up.”

“Holy shit. Are you going to do this to some more gangs? I’d like a head’s up, if you could give me one.” He thought, but didn’t say out loud, that he’d have liked a head’s up on this one.

“The Pistoleros made themselves kind of high profile to me, personally. That’s a very bad idea. The answer is, I don’t have any plans to hit any other gangs at the moment. But plans change. As soon as I talk to the governor, he might send me right back here. You have anybody in mind you need taken out?”    

Rogers was taken aback, and actually leaned back some. He didn’t want to name some gang and have this hell rained down upon them. He didn’t need that on his conscience. He had no problem with putting them in prison, but this…. 

“Uh, let me check with my boss.”

Eric didn’t mention the upcoming executions. He didn’t want some asshole lawyers rushing up and trying to stop him. Not that he would have stopped, he just didn’t want to have to restrain himself from beating the shit out of an asshole lawyer.


Chapter 46

The next morning, Dani dressed all in black: boots, jeans, and a tank top to show her tattoos. Next she painted her face to look like a skull. She used a heavy hand with her eyeliner and mascara, to make her eyes look like big eye sockets, and laid on a dark eye shadow surrounding her eyes, almost up to her eyebrows. More black covered the tip of her nose, and lines followed her cheekbones, with lighter shading below. Then she used the eyeliner to draw a skeleton’s exposed teeth on her jaw and cheeks. 

It was a traditional character for the Day of the Dead, known as La Calavera Catrina, the elegant female skull. Although the celebration is largely of Mexican heritage, and Dani’s parents were from Colombia, she was exposed to it due to the large Mexican community in Houston. Plus the Texas population in general has adopted the day as an event to party, if nothing else. Eric thought of the makeup as a sugar skull, which is technically a candy in the shape of a skull.  

He looked at her questioningly and she said simply “I’m a demon.”

“The gang members are going to be blindfolded. They won’t see you.”

“It’s not for them. Someone will see me. Someone will be watching, and word will get out. The soldiers, if no one else.”

Before they left, she knelt and prayed, which would have looked incongruous to any witness. The Demon in Prayer, a portrait by Vermeer, perhaps.  

***
 

There were no less than seven fights, where prisoners resisted being bound. Eric was there for the first challenge, supervising things, and he stepped up with his pistol and shot the ringleader twice in the chest. The man fell to his hands and knees, groaning. With great force of will he raised back up to a sitting position, to look at Eric. He shot him in the face, putting him down for good.

“Who’s next?” he asked. No one moved. He turned to the soldiers, speaking loudly enough that the prisoners heard. “Any noncompliance, any refusal to follow your orders, even any hesitation, shoot to kill.”

Despite that, they were slow learners. They probably figured they were going to be shot anyway so they may as well go out fighting. In total they managed to get three or four punches in to a couple of soldiers, for twelve of them shot and killed. All who were wounded were finished off, at Eric’s orders. The rest submitted to being bound.

An empty field almost two miles away had been turned into the execution ground. It obviously hadn’t been mowed in months but the soldiers drove over it repeatedly, dragging sections of telephone pole to knock down the tall grass. Then 4x4 posts were set into the ground, twenty four in total, in three rows of eight. The prisoners, blindfolded and bound with zip ties, were trucked over using the Pistolero’s own equipment, an eighteen-wheeler that they had gotten running and a box trailer.

The prisoners were brought out and secured to the posts with rope. With two soldiers per prisoner, they were able to get them in position fairly quickly. The delays came when prisoners refused to walk and were shot on the spot per Eric’s orders. They then had to be carried out of the path of the others.

With prisoners secured to all of the available posts, Eric made the pronouncement of death for commission of terrorist acts against the United States. Then it was show time for Dani and the reality started to hit her hard. There was a huge difference between shooting someone in the middle of a firefight and shooting someone in an execution. In the fight, adrenaline is coursing through your veins and people are shooting at you. You want to kill them. Even when she had shot the bad guys in the head after a fight, her signature move, her blood was still up, still hyped from the fight.

Here, now, there was none of that.

It didn’t matter. She’d asked for this; she’d fought for this. She turned to Eric and hugged him hard but briefly. She stepped back, looked him in the eyes, and nodded once.

I’m okay.  Turning to her soldiers, she said “Let’s do this.”

Her soldiers were two men, probably still in their teens, who would accompany her. One was a bodyguard for her. The other had a pack for her empty magazines and a chest rig with full ones. Dani had her suppressed short-barreled AR rifle and would put a three-round burst into the chest of each man. As they walked up to the first row, she tried to get her blood up.

She remembered the rape, brought up memories of bad times and frustrations and previous fights and let herself get mad, demanded that her temper rise. She thrust a hand out to the magazine-carrying soldier and he handed her one. She glanced at it to make sure it was facing the correct way, inserted it, slapped it, ran the bolt, and stopped by the first man. She flipped the selector to three-round burst and it was over before she knew it. She was less than ten feet away. The shot was no challenge, aim and squeeze, finger off trigger and muzzle up, turn and walk to the next. The screams came up as the echoes of the first burst faded, men screaming in fear, screaming for mercy, screaming curses, screaming prayers.

Then one of them who could see around his blindfold saw her and shouted that it was the demon killing them, and the noise doubled. Dani had earplugs in to protect her hearing from the gunshots and they cut down on the furor but didn’t eliminate it. Men jerked and snatched at the ropes that bound them to the posts and she had to shoot several twice, once to make them hold still and again to make sure they died. She and her soldier fell into a rhythm of swapping empty magazines for full ones and that became more of a thing to concentrate on than the actual shooting. They finished the first row and walked to the second. There were no backstops for any bullets that passed through the prisoner’s bodies except for the warehouses and other industrial buildings on all sides, which worked just fine.    

Eric and a lieutenant trailed her the whole time. Ostensibly it was to check the prisoners and to deliver a coup de grâce should one be required, but she figured it was because he wanted to be close to her.        

When she finished, she walked back to their little command section area, where their vehicles were parked. Taylor was there, writing, as always. She had started to come with them as usual and Eric had refused, but when Dani backed her, he relented.

He did demand that she stay back from the field. If Dani didn’t want to induce PTSD in any soldiers, he didn’t want to traumatize Taylor.

Dani’s soldiers reloaded magazines and other soldiers dragged the bodies away from the posts. They didn’t have to go far since they were going to leave the bodies there. That was one of the reasons they had chosen this spot, because it was an industrial park with no one living nearby and they intended to leave the bodies on the field. They only had to clear the path to the posts so they could get the next string of prisoners in. 

That’s how the day went. The biggest wait time was to get the prisoners trucked to the site and secured to the posts. Dani stopped hyping herself up because it was exhausting afterwards. Eric stopped asking if she was okay after the second time and she replied a little firmly.

She was okay. She was strong. Sometimes, actually lots of times, she wanted to be a little girl again, cuddled up, warm and safe, in her father’s lap as he read to her. But that was gone, gone forever. She cried about that more than she would admit, but having regret is not a sign of weakness. She was strong. She could take anything. Tonight, some beer and a cuddle with Eric would be needed. Here, today, she was on stage and the show had to go on.

The soldiers were her audience, and she was sure that there were other eyes on them. The story would get out. Maybe they could even arrange a leak. The tale of the demon of East Texas, reaping the souls of a hundred men, taking them to Hell as her servants. Sometimes she thought about that number and it almost overwhelmed her. Kill three men in a gunfight and it’s something noteworthy. Execute over a hundred and the mind just numbs at the number and it becomes disassociated from reality. One can’t really wrap their head around it.

She did feel drained. She hugged Eric for a long time, smiled at him when they parted, and said “I’m okay,” since he was looking at her, so concerned. “Let’s get out of here and find something to drink. I could use a few drinks.”

“We may have a situation,” he replied. “There is a crowd of people out in front. Some of the Spanish-speaking soldiers talked to them and they are here to see Santa Muerte. They’re burning candles and they have chickens to sacrifice.”

Dani looked at him wide-eyed.


Chapter 47

Nuestra Señora de la Santa Muerte means Our Lady of Holy Death. She is a Latin American female Grim Reaper, but is also associated with protection, financial success, healing, and is a guide to the afterlife. Although clearly disavowed by the Catholic Church, she is a popular figure with a widespread cult in Mexico, the U.S., and parts of Central America.

Dani had been tired but now she lit up and bounced on her feet a couple of times. “Really? This is a good thing! Wow!”

She did a quick mental inventory of what she needed. She was wearing black. Her rifle was black. Her Gerber knife was black in a black leather sheath. Everything was black except her jewelry: a Rolex, her engagement ring, a tennis bracelet, and a necklace with a cross, everything in gold. She could think of a few touches she might add if she could but this is what she had.

The weapons were important, she felt. She needed to symbolize death. Many depictions of Santa Muerte show her with a scythe, and the rifle was her modern version of it. She adjusted the sling so that the rifle was diagonal across her body and cinched tightly.

“You’re not going to walk out in that crowd, are you? Someone could stab you and there’s nothing we could do to stop them.” Eric was looking at her, very concerned.

“It’s a risk I have to take,” she replied, her hand on his arm, staring into his eyes.

He clenched his jaw in frustration. “Please don’t,”

“This is it. This is the thing I was trying to do with this makeup. I don’t know how word got out so quickly but this is a good thing.”

He made a face. He knew she was determined. He wasn’t going to win this fight, either. “I’m going to be right behind you.”

She knew he was determined, too. She nodded.

***
 

The crowd numbered easily a couple of hundred, with the ones in front sitting and those in back standing. Eric had stationed more and more soldiers in front of them as the crowd grew, and now that the executions were finished he could spare more. He stepped out from between the last set of vehicles and surveyed the people, a scowl on his face.

He wasn’t at all happy about Dani walking amongst them, but he had to admit that they looked harmless. There were a few males in their late teens/early twenties but they didn’t look like the obvious gang type. Any danger may come from a female for all he knew, and there were plenty of them.

Probably girlfriends of the guys we just killed, he thought. Damn, I should have run these people off when they first started gathering. What the hell was I thinking?

Then Dani put her hand on his back to let him know she was there, and stepped out from behind him. Multiple gasps and cries of Santa Muerte! Went up from the crowd and they knelt before her. The whole crowd just dropped at once. A child screamed in fear, and more than a few people started crying. Eric was amazed. He hadn’t been raised in a religious family and found it all somewhat weird.

Dani hesitated for a moment, then knelt before them. “Please rise,” she called out in Spanish, making a broad, upward-sweeping motion with her arms. “Stand or sit, as you wish.”

The woman closest to her was crying deep, heaving sobs, and saying “Pretty Girl, Pretty Girl” in Spanish, over and over. That was another name for Santa Muerte. She placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and murmured to her, then stood as the woman stood, and hugged her when they were both upright.

That broke the ice for others to stand.  Dani moved slowly through the people, talking to each one, hugging and touching them. Eric didn’t pay a lot of attention to what she was saying, he was looking for threats. Besides, she totally lost him when she started ripping out Spanish like a machinegun. He did pick up on a phrase that went from someone that Dani had hugged to some people further back, and then through the rest. It was “golden eyes,” ojos dorados. 

Dani had what he thought of as amber eyes. Parts were brown and other parts were almost yellow, combining for a mesmerizing color which was heightened by contrast with her raven-black hair. She was also very intent when she spoke to someone, focusing on them and looking them in the eyes. Combined with her makeup, even if they knew it was makeup, it had a very powerful effect on the people.

And she made everyone look her in the eyes at some point. Few people would, uninvited. Some, she had to reach out and tilt their chins up to force them to meet her eyes. It was very meaningful, Eric could see. He imagined that they felt Dani, Santa Muerte, was looking deeply into their soul and seeing everything. He saw the blood drain from some faces. Many burst into tears, men and women alike. Some trembled and shivered as chills ran down their spines. Others smiled and hugged Dani, crying tears of joy. Dani cried, too, and some of her makeup ran down her face, but it just added to the effect rather than diminishing it.

Early on, one girl of five or six was terrified of her, crying and hiding behind her mother’s leg, or more likely her aunt or neighbor, whoever had taken her in. Dani sat, facing away from the child, turned and tickled her for a second, and quickly turned away, ignoring her. A few cycles of that and in no time she had the girl in her lap, talking to her and stroking her hair. The girl was fascinated by her rifle and Dani let her touch it since there was no harm she could do with an empty weapon. Dani called out for all of the children to come forward, realizing that they would be easier to handle all at one time, with one calm one to reassure the others. She sat in a circle of kids for a bit, paying attention to every one of them, before she continued with the adults. Some of the kids trailed along with her. 

The next man had a chicken for her. A live one. Dani had never held a live chicken in her life. She’d never even seen a live one until a few months ago. She took it rather awkwardly, using two hands to hold its feet, wondering if it would bite her and holding it out at arm’s length in case it tried. She swiveled towards Eric, handing him the bird.

Once he had it, she leaned close to him, keeping her distance from the chicken, and whispered “We need to feed these people. Good food, not MREs. And liquor from the stockpile in the warehouse. Get the cooks to throw a cow on the grill or something.”

“How about we just give them a half-dozen cows and let them do whatever they want with them?” he countered. He had been smart enough to include a couple of trailers loaded with cattle for the soldiers to eat. With no refrigeration, the way to keep beef fresh was to keep it alive on the hoof.

“Even better!” Dani replied. Eric waved one of the sergeants forward to give him the chicken and instructions. She got better at handling chickens as time went on, since more than a few people gave them to her. Usually they sacrificed them to a statue of Santa Muerte, but since she had taken the first one alive the rest figured that was the thing to do.  

After a while, a Humvee with a cattle trailer pulled up and Dani called out “I need cowboys! And butchers! And cooks! Please, come and make a meal for everyone.” She swept her arms to include the entire crowd. A cheer went up, and applause. There was an animated discussion and then the Humvee pulled away to a field a hundred yards distant, where men quickly gathered wood and started a fire. Others butchered one of the cows and the chickens.

A second Humvee had a trailer that was basically a 400-gallon water tank on wheels. Marines called it a “water buffalo.” Eric knew these people needed fresh water, out here in the heat. September is hot in Texas. They also unloaded several cases of MREs and Eric got Dani’s attention for a second.

He cut one open and showed her the dessert inside. “Look, here’s some dessert bars and some snack bread, whatever the f — whatever the hell that is, for the kids.”  She smiled at him in thanks and called for the kids to come to her so she could hand the MRE desserts out. This time they did so more willingly, since they knew her now. The attraction of the sweets didn’t hurt, either.

It took Dani hours to go through the crowd and no one left. In fact, more came. Finally she had hugged every last person. There were two things left to do. She would have loved to have had a priest there to do a Mass, but there was no priest, and one would probably have refused the request anyway. She contented herself with calling for attention, then for a minute of silent prayer. After that, she crossed herself and called out “Peace be with you!” and everyone went through the ritual of wishing peace to everyone else in arms reach.

“And a final gift,” she called out, and a Humvee pulled forward on cue with a trailer load of beer, wine, and liquor. She left while the people cheered. 

***
 

Eric issued some final instructions and then the soldiers were loading up and getting on the road. He found Dani in their SUV with her unfocussed stare showing that she was deep in thought.

“That was amazing,” she said. “I originally did the demon thing, the Santa Muerte thing, to intimidate the Pistoleros and any other gang that might hear about it. If they believe it, then I’m going to use it against them. But Santa Muerte is not just death. She’s also health and safety and justice and — I don’t know what all. I need to research that.”

She thought about things for a minute. “We’ve been to the high and the low this trip. The governor and then these people, who are literally on the wrong side of the tracks. It’s amazing and it’s humbling and it’s… motivating.” She turned to look at him and her eyes focused. “We need to do more. We need to have more so that we can do more.”

Eric tried not to sigh or make any facial expressions, but that sounded like more work for him. Damn. I guess I was looking too comfortable or something, he thought. 

Then he turned to the problem she had just presented. They had a massive amount of land and were using it as much as they currently could, but farming and ranching were kind of incremental. The cows bred and calved when it was time and you had more, but it wasn’t something you could ramp up at will. Farming was the same way. You could bring in a thousand people and farm lots of land but you had to feed them some other way until the crops came in. It was like pregnancy — it took one woman nine months. You couldn’t add eight more women and do it in one month no matter how hard you tried.

He thought about how earlier Americans had made fortunes. Rockefeller was oil, but this being Texas, he was sure there were plenty of people trying to get the oil and gas industry back up and running, and they were already in it. Carnegie was steel, probably useless since there were so many things that already existed without the people to require them. Vanderbilt was shipping and railroads. Railroads might be a thing but he had no idea about how they worked and someone was bound to own them, so they would probably revert to the owners quickly, if they weren’t nationalized. Morgan was steel and General Electric and banking. Electricity was very important but he figured that, too, was something many people were working on. But what about banking? That was needed very badly. The existing money was worthless, backed by nothing. Anyone who wanted a stack of greenbacks could gather them without too much effort.

What was required was either new paper money backed by gold, or precious metal used as money. Once that was in play, then they could finance other things. Being able to finance things would lead to being able to rebuild things. Startup costs for a bank should be low. Take over an existing bank building, add some people and cash and go. Expertise was probably readily available. Risks should be low, especially compared to something like railroads. If they did take over some railroads then they had to maintain them, and an accident would be grounds for a lawsuit. Not so with banking.

He turned to Dani and said “Banking. We provide security and people deposit money with us. Then we loan that money out to people and make a profit on the interest.”

She did a little head bob to acknowledge that she had heard and started considering the idea. “What do they need loans for? Not real estate, like houses.”

“No, not houses but equipment that’s running. Like people are buying trucks and tractors from us.” That had recently started to turn into a sideline business once their in-house needs were satisfied. The salvage teams hauled in EMP-damaged equipment that could be fixed and then the running vehicles were traded off. They could almost do complete renovations on a typical pickup truck — “almost” because no one was too worried over fresh paint or a little rust at this point, so they didn’t do any real body work. Only if a dented fender interfered with the operation of the vehicle was it repaired or replaced, for example. They also had no one really able to rebuild a transmission, but rebuilding the engine, differential, brakes, and so on was commonplace. Per Eric’s instructions they were currently trading the equipment off at rock-bottom prices, since they had acquired it and the parts to fix it for nothing other than the effort to haul it. But all that would change as the available supply tightened up.

“A situation like that, we may not make much money on the interest on the loan, but it will allow them to buy a tractor from us, so we’ll profit on that end, too. We’ll take over existing bank buildings so they’re already set up with vaults and bulletproof Plexiglas, but we’ll also salvage that stuff from a bank we’re not taking over. That way, if we get kicked out of the first building, we have the fixtures for another one. Anyway, let’s give it some thought. Find someone with expertise and ask them.” 

***
 

Today had taken a weird turn but he was overjoyed, almost to the point of tears, that the people had thought Dani was Santa Muerte and taken her mind off of the executions. It was a reasonable mistake. There was the demon rumor, which these people from the local neighborhoods could easily have heard from the Pistoleros. Then here she was, painted like a demon, dressed all in black, and executing men. Not a few men, either, but around a hundred. What else were these people supposed to think? How often had they seen something like that?

And thank God she didn’t get halfway through the executions and have a breakdown! Now her mind was running at top speed on how to help these people, with no time for anything else.

Eric had a fleeting thought that almost made him laugh. What if he was the mistaken one, and she really was Santa Muerte? She was damned good at killing. But he dismissed that thought. Dismissed the ninety-nine per cent of it that he could, anyway.


Chapter 48

The next day they started loading. It would have been great if the tracks had run all the way to the warehouse but they didn’t. To load the pallets they were going to have to load them on the eighteen-wheeler and drive three-quarters of a mile to the train, so it took more than double the work. The locomotive also had to do all kinds of gyrations to move boxcars around to get some where they wanted them, and not too many.

Eric bored with that quickly and figured he didn’t need to watch over anyone’s shoulder anyway. They knew what they were doing and all he could do was to sit and wait. Maybe read a little. He always had a book or two in his luggage.

His relaxation didn’t last long.

A soldier found him and told him there was a delegation of Latinos asking to see him. He gathered up Major Batista, too, and they met with the men. There were four of them, all dressed in business suits. They exchanged introductions and then their spokesman, a dignified, gray-haired man named Morales, brought up the point of their meeting.

“General and Major, we are leaders of neighborhood watches in our respective areas. Our men do carry guns and patrol the neighborhoods. However, we do not want to be mistaken for scum like that. Those Pistoleros.” He spat on the ground. “Thank you for cutting that cancer out. But we are not them! We do not want to be mistaken for them. We do not want that to happen to us.” He swept a hand back in the general direction of the blasted apartment complexes.

“Sir, you are wise to carry weapons. We are not here for that. We will target only those who wish to steal, and sell drugs, and murder, and turn girls out for prostitution. The criminals. The gangs. You are safe,” Eric assured him.

“That is a great relief. Could we ask a favor? Could you drive some of your vehicles through some other streets next to ours? I believe just seeing the vehicles will cut down on crime.”

That sounded like a good idea, so they took three Bradleys and gave the Latino gentlemen a ride. Actually, riding in a tracked vehicle is not a real pleasant experience. The noise level is high enough that talking to the person sitting beside you requires shouting into their ear unless both are plugged into the intercom. The ride is rough, and helmets are required whenever the vehicle is moving, to prevent injuries when, not if, the vehicle lurches to the side and sends the riders against the metal interior. The seats are steel or aluminum with padding that is not appreciably softer than the metal. The one consolation on this trip was that they would be on paved streets and not dirt trails. Dirt or sand trails meant dust, to the point that vehicle crewmen wore goggles, gloves, and bandannas to cover any remaining exposed skin, regardless of the heat, to keep from being covered in it.

They spent a couple of hours riding around, with the local gentlemen hanging out of the hatches. Eric figured they were really increasing the status of these men, and hoped that was a good thing. If they were bad guys they were pretty bold, and he didn’t doubt that he could take them down if they tried to hijack the Bradley.

The people that they saw in the neighborhoods had a generally good reaction, smiling and waving. Some just looked surprised, and a couple ran, probably thinking that the soldiers were coming after them. He wasn’t worried about them. He thought that was a good thing, put the fear of God into a few people and get them to fly right. 

***
 

Finally they got the warehouse stockpile loaded on boxcars. Rather than destroy anything, they had elected to take it all. Now they had to drive all of the vehicles and the train back to the loading dock to the west to put them together. They were all glad to be out of the area. The bodies of the Pistoleros had been in the sun long enough to turn ripe. Eric, Dani, and Taylor had all traveled the roads and experienced the stench of the dead after Hexen. They just pulled out bandannas, perfumed them with something, and carried on. Most of the soldiers and the MCC people had not had the delight of smelling large numbers of rotting bodies, but they rapidly followed the example. If anything it made them work faster.

After loading the vehicles, they headed back to Fort Cavazos. Major Batista made sure nothing had caught fire in his absence while his men unloaded most of the vehicles and rearranged the train. They were splitting up at this point. Eric needed to go back to see the governor and he was going to take Batista with him. Otherwise, he would remain the go-between and he was trying to get out of that job.

They would do that in a convoy of mixed MCC gun trucks and Army Humvees. Two other MCC gun trucks and four Humvees with a squad of soldiers would go directly back to the ranch. They would secure an area in Henderson to unload the stockpile from the train. The train would eventually meet up with them, taking a route that was actually less roundabout than coming from Dallas would have been. To ensure its safety, flatbed cars were placed at the front and rear with Bradleys tied down on them. With crews inside, this instantly made the train an armed and armored fighting platform. 

***
 

Some of the Pistolero stockpile would actually remain at the fort. Eric and his men had culled the firearms that they wanted and the rest would be warehoused on post. Numerous pallets of ammunition would also stay simply because Eric didn’t have room for it. He did take the precaution of having documents typed up and signed by Batista that showed MCC to be the owners of the ammo and firearms should they ever need them. 

He also acquired a boxcar load of weapons and munitions that he did want: some M249 and M240 machineguns and M203 grenade launchers, pallets of grenades and belted machinegun ammo in 7.62 and 5.56, plus cases of fragmentation grenades, tear gas grenades, parachute flares, and other goodies. He was like a kid in a candy store. He filled another boxcar with boots and uniforms in all sizes, ponchos, poncho liners, and other gear that they may need. Coats were an item high on that list. Winter was coming, few people had coats, and the stores didn’t have them on the shelves since it had been going into spring when Hexen hit. But with over 25,000 soldiers dead or otherwise gone from Fort Cavazos, there were plenty of coats and uniforms available. 

With the train reconfigured and loaded down with all of Eric’s goodies, it took off for Henderson and he and Batista hit the road for Austin. 


Chapter 49

Major Batista made a good impression on the governor, resplendent in his dress uniform. He started to be the good little subordinate and give Eric the credit but that got cut off quickly.

“Oh, no, no, absolutely not,” Eric said firmly. “I just pointed the Major and his men in the right direction. They did all of the work, and I mean all of it. They did it quickly, efficiently, and expertly. Don’t let him give me credit for any of that.”

The governor smiled at Batista. “I have only known Eric for a short time, but I think he has pretty short patience with fools and is not at all afraid to say what he thinks. That means that when he praises someone it is high praise indeed.”

“I also want it on record that I executed the terrorists that we took prisoner. Me, not the Major here,” Eric stated. “I pronounced the sentence of death, which was already the case with a ‘shoot on sight’ order, and I executed them.”

“You, personally?” asked Marsh, more out of curiosity than anything else.

“It was me,” Dani said quickly, before Eric could say anything. She didn’t want him to cover for her. “I volunteered. They were coming after me, specifically. It was my fight.”

“Do I want to know how many?”

“Probably not, but close to a hundred.”

The governor drew in a breath and leaned back. “Wow. Okay.”

“Look, it’s a moot point.” Eric made a waving-aside gesture. “We either dumped high explosive on them in their beds or we shot them. That’s how they all died. I don’t really see a difference. There was a threat. We eliminated the threat. Now we tackle the next problem.”

Marsh nodded. “And there weren’t forty people pulling out their cell phones and videotaping the whole thing, to put it out on social media as a massacre or something. I think we’re good.” 

“Great. To bring up the next problem — what we really need is money, as in a monetary unit. Cash. We can’t use the old money and it’s very clumsy to use a barter system.” Eric figured that changing the subject would be good. No sense in talking about dead people any more. It wouldn’t bring them back, and this was an issue that they needed to address.

Marsh looked pained. “I hate to say this, but I do have some people looking into that, and months later they’re still doing studies.”

“It shouldn’t be that damned difficult,” griped Eric. “Figure out how much silver and gold is worth now. Take one dollar’s worth of precious metal, mix it with whatever else if needed and stamp it out in a coin. People have been doing that for thousands of years. It’s not rocket science.”

Well, you know how govern —” Marsh started, then stopped. He drummed his fingers on the desk for a moment, until a little smile came to his face. “Do you think you can light a fire under them?”

“Of course, if you back me up when I threaten them.”

“You’re not going to beat them up, like physically punch them, are you?”

“Oh, no, I’ll show more finesse than that.” Dani choked when she heard that, and slapped a hand over her mouth.

“They’re meeting right now. Let’s do it,” Marsh said, grinning like a little boy doing something naughty.

***
 

They all trooped down the hall to a meeting room and walked in. There were seven men and one woman there, with one of the men standing at the head of the table giving a presentation with a flip chart.

Eric growled “Sit down” as he walked to the other end of the table and seated himself. Dani, Batista, and the governor remained standing near the door.

“I understand that you are working on what to do regarding a monetary unit. How long have you been screwing around and not answering that question?”

One of the men, a white-bearded scholar in an elbow-patched tweed jacket, began “Well, it’s a deep issue. There are many consider —”

“We need a solution now. Now. Maybe not the perfect solution, but we need one now. I’m sure you’re having a fine time sitting here in an air conditioned room, chatting about theories and all, but the people out there need something now. There are only two —” He stopped. The scholar was gathering his papers and getting up.

“I’m not going to be yelled at by some —” he started to say, but he froze when he heard the next words from Eric.

“SIT YOUR FAT FUCKING ASS DOWN!” Eric could be very loud when he needed to. People leaned away from him, as if that additional few inches could attenuate the volume. The scholar looked at him in amazement. “If you try to leave this room I am going to forcibly induct you into the Texas Army National Guard as a private and I’ll have you standing in the front fucking line when we go to war against criminal gangs. Take one fucking step and I’ll have some twenty-one year old sergeant yelling at you by lunchtime.”

The man goggled at him, then turned to the governor. “He can’t do that — can’t forcibly induct me — can he?”

Marsh looked at him and replied “You might want to sit back down.” The man looked back and forth between the governor and Eric a few times, then sat, looking like he might throw up.

“Now, as I was saying,” Eric continued. “There are only two choices. One is paper money and the other is precious metal in a coin. Specie. If it’s paper money it has to be backed one hundred per cent for people to have confidence in it.” Someone started to say something so he stopped and focused on them.

“Was that an objection?” He didn’t raise his voice but the sentence seemed to shoot out like a weapon and spear the man. He looked down and didn’t say anything further.

“Any paper money is going to be backed one hundred per cent. Period. End of discussion. Was there anything else?” When the man wordlessly shook his head, looking down at the table, he continued.

“If it’s going to be specie, then all we need to know is how much silver and gold is worth. If silver is ten dollars an ounce, then one tenth is one dollar. All we need at that point is to find someone to cut some dies and to stamp the coins. People have been doing that for about two thousand or more years so we ought to be able to do it now without an inordinate amount of trouble, don’t you think?”

He stood. “To summarize: paper or specie, and if specie, then value per ounce for both silver and gold. Ought to be simple. We will have those answers by 5:00 p.m. this afternoon.”

Eyes bulged and mouths opened but no sound came out.  Eric took a pad of paper from in front of one of the men. About half of the pad was filled with notes. He ripped all of those pages off and tossed them away, not towards any trash can, just away, back behind him somewhere, then dropped what was left of the pad in front of the man.

“Everyone write down their boot size. I will be back at five p.m. If you don’t have the answers, then at five fucking oh one p.m. your asses will all be in the Army and your lives will be changed forever. Probably shortened considerably.”

“You’re… not… really serious about that, are you?” asked the woman.

He locked eyes with her. “I am as serious as a motherfucking heart attack. You may be an Army private tonight. I’m going to bring your boots and two sergeants with me at five o’clock. Now write down your boot size and then get to work.”

She looked at the governor. The governor pointed at the pad. The color drained from her face as she looked back at Eric in absolute horror. “I’m too old. And I’m a woman.”

“The enemy may shoot you and not target a real soldier for a second or two. That might save his life. I’ll trade your life for a real soldier in a heartbeat.”

***
 

Eric walked out of the room with their boot sizes. They got only a few yards down the hall before Marsh burst out laughing. He tried to hold it in but couldn’t. He laughed all the way back to his office and laughed even harder once they got there. Finally he was finished.

“Wow! If nothing else, that gave me a great laugh. I haven’t laughed that hard in a long time.” He looked at Eric appraisingly. “Just how serious were you, really?”

“Five o’clock, Major Batista here is gonna have two Humvees and two sergeants and the boots here, exactly as I said. You may never see those people again.”

A couple of things seemed to pass through Marsh’s mind, and Eric and Dani could both read them. The first was something like damn, he really is serious and the next was how can I use that? Eric figured that meant he was going to be Marsh’s hatchet man now. He didn’t care. Better that than being asked to kiss someone’s ass.

“To talk about the next step, once we get money, it has to be minted and put into circulation,” Dani commented. “We want to start a bank. Actually banks, plural. We don’t know what bureaucratic hurdles there might be but we figure you could assist us in pushing through them.”

“As a matter of fact, we have a Department of Banking. It takes money, though. You typically need ten million to — well, post-Hexen, that may be reduced. With less population, there may be lower entry requirements. But yes, I can get you in front of the right people and I can see about expediting your approval. I may not be able to threaten them with forced induction into the Army, but I can get things moving.” They all chuckled at his little joke.  

“How are you going to mint the coins? I assume they’re going to suggest that route, since convincing people that paper money is backed by gold is going to be a hard sell. Is that going to be contracted out?”

“You may not know this, but Texas has its own gold bullion depository,” Marsh replied. “We have a billion dollars’ worth of gold, plus silver and other precious metals. We are the only state to have its own gold depository. Of course, the federal government has gold at Fort Knox, the Denver Mint, West Point, and the New York Federal Reserve, but all of the states that have gold keep it in New York banks. I imagine the company that runs our depository will have a leg up on minting coins.”

Dani looked at Eric. “Wouldn’t that make Texas coins valuable over their face value in other states? “

He shrugged. “Yes. If Louisiana, for example, issues paper money and it doesn’t have gold backing it up, then people are going to shun it and use Texas coins. So they might be willing to do something like give you a dollar twenty-five in Louisiana money for a dollar in Texas money. Or sell a hundred dollar item for seventy-five dollars if you pay in Texas money.”

Dani’s eyes were shining. She hadn’t been overly enthusiastic about making a few percentage points per year on car loans when they were talking about banking earlier, but making twenty-five per cent right off the top, immediately, that got her motor running.

Eric figured two banks to start, Austin and Marshall. Austin because he figured some of the governor’s cronies would want to invest in it and it would be good to have one branch in the capitol. Marshall because it was about forty miles from Shreveport, Louisiana, with the state line about midway between the two cities, and Marshall was about sixty-five miles from the ranch. Or maybe they could just make the jump all of the way to Louisiana and establish a bank in Shreveport. Additionally, Shreveport was only another thirty-five miles or so from the Arkansas state line, which opened up the possibility of making a profit on their exchange, too.   

Eric had a thought and turned to the governor. “Trey, regarding this bank, how do we get money? I mean, we have to have a quantity of cash to start a bank, right? Gold coin or whatever your committee comes up with this afternoon.”

“I imagine you would have to work something out with a loan secured by your cattle or some other asset. That’s one of the issues of doing business in this post-Hexen world.”

“Do you have a jeweler? A guy willing to buy precious gems, rings, diamond bracelets, that sort of thing? Someone honest?”

“Yeah, I might have a guy. How much are we talking about?”

“Let’s start with one pickup truck load.”

Trey’s mouth fell open, but he quickly closed it and looked suspicious, half smiling. He thought Eric was joking and he was waiting for the punch line. Eric looked back at him. After a bit of silence, Trey asked “Seriously? You’re talking about a little jewelry box you inherited or something, aren’t you? A little model truck?” He held his hands up and boxed in some small dimensions in the air.

“I don’t really joke around like that. I’m talking about filling up the bed of a pickup truck, six foot bed, with boxes of jewelry. Now, the boxes will have air in them. They’re not packed solid. Let’s say, if you just dumped it loose into the bed, it would be six inches deep.” 

Trey’s mouth was open again. “You’re serious? I can’t… even begin to imagine how much that would be worth.”

“Or we can do a smaller quantity, but I wanted to do enough to make the trip worthwhile. Maybe you can find several jewelers? Another option would be that we could just bring in gold and have the mint swap us for coins.”

“Oh, instead of a truckload of jewelry, you can bring in a truckload of gold? What would the third option be?” Trey asked, incredulous.

Eric leaned back in his chair and turned to Dani. “I kind of want to keep the Rolexes to give out to the troops for promotions.”

“I think all of the Rolexes are self-winding,” she replied. “We want to keep those, but there are some other brands that may be battery-powered. We might want to give up those. We still don’t have everything sorted out.”

He turned back to Trey. “Just those two options for now. We want to keep the Rolexes.”

“So you’re keeping the truckload of Rolexes?” He laughed. “The more I get to know y’all, the better I like you. I think we can do some things. Some great things. Have you ever seen the cherry blossoms bloom in Washington, D.C.?”

Eric thought Ah, shit, here we go. Getting dragged deeper and deeper into the quicksand. He definitely has his sights set on the White House and he’s going to drag me along as his hatchet man. I just want to go back home to the woods.   

Dani could almost read his thoughts and jumped in to prevent an awkward silence. “I’ve heard it’s beautiful! Have you seen it? What’s it like?”

***
 

At 4:59 that afternoon, Eric marched into the meeting room with two sergeants carrying cardboard boxes full of boots. The committee members sat there, staring apprehensively at the sight. They were all sitting shoulder to shoulder on the side of the table furthest from the door. Earlier they had been spread out on both sides, but now they were huddled together. At the side closest to the door was a three-ring binder. Eric scooped it up and opened the cover. There was a title page and maybe eighty-five pages, which he riffled like a deck of cards. “Really? This is a lot of pages to —”

“There is an executive summary in the front,” interrupted the woman who had said she was too old to be in the Army. She sounded very satisfied that she had gotten something over on him.

He gave no reaction except to turn to the summary. “Specie for coins and there are the gold and silver pricing, with backup justification. Good!” He looked up, smiled at them, and turned to the senior sergeant. “Sergeant, put the boots back and you and your men are secured for the day. Dismissed. Off-duty, whatever the Army calls it. Go have a beer.”


Chapter 50

Obviously Dani and Eric had no credit score or bank account information to verify that they had the capital required to start a bank, so they invited an auditor to come to the ranch.

Driving up to the headquarters compound with Mr. Fannel, the auditor, they first passed a gate manned by armed guards who waved them through after seeing who was inside. The warehouse section was surrounded by a ten foot high chain link fence with barbed wire at the top. The driver blew the horn until the warehouse guard looked out, saw who it was, and called the dogs in. Once the dogs were in their kennels, he opened the gate to allow them to drive in.

With the influx from the Dallas Pistolero stockpile, they had made some additions and changes. Now they had a separate room in their warehouse, built of concrete block filled with concrete and rebar, with a steel door and frame. That was as close to a real vault as they could get.

The room was lined with heavy duty steel shelving, the shelves packed with the gold boxes. They were starting to get some organization to it so about a third of the boxes were labeled. In the middle of the room was a heavy wooden workbench.

Dani turned to Mr. Fannel and swept an arm around the room. “Choose any boxes you like. As many as you like. Open them all if you want.”

His eyes widened. “Um, I understood you had a quantity of gold and diamonds and —”

Dani nodded. “Yep. This is it.”

The man turned to one side and then the other, to take in the entire room. “You’re saying….”

Eric, impatient as always, said “Here, I’ll start,” and grabbed a box off of the shelf. Carrying it to the workbench, he opened it and dumped the contents. Gold coins cascaded out, Krugerrands, clanking together with that deep, heavy sound that gold makes. He walked across the room to another shelf and repeated the process. Diamond rings slid out of the box into a pile. A third box held a mix of rings and gold chains.  Fennel looked at the riches on the workbench and then turned to gaze at all of the boxes on shelves, floor to ceiling, and his mouth dropped open.

“There’s a ladder if you want to get the top boxes,” Eric offered. “Or if you need some help, let me know.”

***
 

An hour later, Mr. Fannel got tired of opening boxes. He looked at Dani, up to Eric, and back down to Dani. “Thank you,” he said. “I feel like this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. I….” He looked up at the boxes and waved an open palm. “I’m speechless.”

“So we’re good? You agree we have the capital to start a bank?” pressed Dani.

“Oh, without a doubt! A dozen banks!”

“Thank you.” Dani gave him a big smile.

“Not at all,” Fannel murmured, almost under his breath, as he gazed dreamily around the room one last time. “Thank you!”

Dani turned to Eric and absolutely beamed.

There had been some rough spots, but things were working out. He’d asked her to marry him. They’d rescued all those girls from the church and were making them into productive members of the ranch. They’d slammed the Pistoleros and the treacherous politicians that had been helping them. They had the deal with the oil and gas man, which would hopefully work out. And finally, she was happy that they had just been approved to start up some banks and reap the profits from that.

She was also delighted that they had only needed to show the auditor one of their vaults.


Epilogue

Money has an effect on people, enough to make them slave away at a job they hate, spend their youth, sell their bodies, or commit crimes. Somehow, gold has an even bigger one. It’s mesmerizing, intoxicating, almost an aphrodisiac. It’ll drive men crazy. They’ll worship it like a god. They’ll kill for it.

The banks meant that Marten Financial Services, the new company formed to manage that branch of their business, carried gold in trucks, and held it in the bank buildings, and stored it at the ranch.

Men paid attention to all of that, rapt attention.

And made plans to steal it.
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On his way across the devastated remains of Texas, Marine Corps veteran and survivor Eric Marten rescues a young woman from a vicious attack by men who have turned into savages. As Dani slowly learns to trust him, they try to stay alive in the deathlands that America has become, using all their wits to survive a post-apocalyptic nightmare.

Angel of Death

When civilization falls, some rebuild, and some choose a life of chaos. Barbarians, they were called in other times, those that left fire and destruction in their wake.

After a plague and an EMP set off in a desperate war kills nine out of ten people on Earth. former Marine Sergeant Eric Marten has found a place to settle and rebuild in the post-apocalyptic world. Along with Dani, the young woman who he rescued from certain death and worse, and other survivors, they worked to rebuild some semblance of security in the wilds of Texas.

The survivors plans are interrupted when a group of the same kind of barbarians, a gang that Eric thought had been put down earlier in the year, comes back with a vengeance. Their goal was to kidnap or kill Dani, in revenge for the death of so many of their brothers in their first battle. They might, just might, regret seeking out a dance with the Angel of Deat
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