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For my grandson, Dexter. May war be nonexistent in his lifetime.

-L. Gene Brown

––––––––

Dear Reader: Science fiction can serve as a warning to veer from an impending course of action, or as a guide toward the beacon of a desired goal. I believe peace is always a beacon that can be achieved through foresight and diplomacy. Please weigh your leaders' commitment to peace and vote accordingly.

-K Ceres Wright
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Chapter 1
Valiant
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Call me Val. It’s short for Valiant, meaning possessing or acting with bravery, boldness, and courage. It’s more a title, an identifier, actually, given to me in the days following my field commission to Lieutenant in the USEF—the United States Expeditionary Forces. The full, official designation, to date, is Captain Valiant, C-in-C, Fourth Battalion, Foxtrot Company, Second Platoon of the USEF.

To be dead-on accurate, the name I was given at birth was ValJean. One I haven’t heard in a very long time.

I was just a boy back in 2037, six months shy of my tenth birthday when the wars began. Back when there were still televisions, cell phones, and a worldwide Internet, and as far as that goes, whole, undecimated cities. Back before sanity called a time-out and the Super Powers, and the wannabe powers, and everybody capable, decided to rain nuclear fire down on. . .everybody.

That was 25 years ago—give or take six months or so. Since that time, I have seen and experienced things that have run the gamut, horrific to tragic (the deaths of my parents, siblings, and friends), chilling to incredulous, savage to nightmarish.

Most recently, the year-long Battle of the Lowlands in Glasgow, Scotland, and the 2½-year Berlin Siege against very well-trained and well-equipped elements of the Russo–China Coalition—the Red Storm.

AlliedCom—the surviving and combined military brain trusts of the USA, UK, Israel, and the French and German Federations. What remains of the news media called them, ‘hard fought and gallant stands against insurmountable odds. . .decisive victories.’ The realistic version: They ran out of food and ammunition before we did.

The ravages of war may have had its deleterious effects on several aspects of world culture, but one thing, bullshit, remained unchanged.
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COMMANDER’S JOURNAL

July 25,2062

2145 hours

Day 121. Roughly four months since the Second and Third Platoons were secretly inserted into Sector 001, the Canadian Provinces once known as Montréal.

We began with a complement of 84 men and women and a full contingent of equipment and materiel. In the time it has taken us to make our way through the Canadian wilderness to America’s Eastern Seaboard—through skirmishes with wild animal packs and a number of rebel and guerilla elements—our numbers have been substantially diminished. So, too, have our stores of ammunition and rations. We are now operating in the realm of what my XO likes to call the ‘Banana Peel and the Grave Scenario.’ And I wish to God I could disagree.

Today marks the third day, hour 74 to be exact, since our arrival in the Washington, DC, Hot Zone—Sector Golf, Georgetown, and the inner-rim of the District proper. We set up a temporary base camp in what’s left of a two-story stone house (what had once been a bed & breakfast) and its large rear courtyard along the waterfront—having reached our planned destination less than a week ahead of schedule—and will adjust our position (whenever the need arises), running recon and regular area patrols until the next SatCom check-in with Allied HQ or contact with our Allied Intelligence advance element, code name FireDrake.

“Permission to enter.” The instantly recognizable voice of my second-in-command prompted me to close, roll up, and stow my battered leather-bound notebook.

“Come,” I replied. I looked up from the severely pitted dining room table that served as my desk to greet the entrance of the aforementioned—Captain Athena, aka Sunny.

“Gimme a minute?” She plucked the sweat-stained bandana off her short-cropped blonde head and veered away from the table, gesturing to a second table at my left-rear, where an old-fashioned Igloo water cooler and a number of plastic cups waited.

I nodded in response, watching as she filled a cup to its brim and gulped noisily.

Funny, the things your mind chooses to seize on at certain moments. Athena and I had been comrades-in-arms for well over a decade. Had cut our combat-teeth in the campaigns of San Diego, San Francisco, and Seattle. And through it all, she’d never been more than just that. . .a fellow soldier. Eventually, a chosen member of my command staff, and as time and events progressed, a trusted friend.

Looking at her now, it suddenly dawned on me that there was a person underneath the mileage, the dirt- and sweat-etched wrinkles, and the dark combat BDUs. Like me, there was another life. . .a family, past hopes, and dreams. Someone I didn’t really know at all.

“Woosh!” She finally turned away from the cooler, fanning herself. “Sunset was two hours ago and it’s still hot enough to boil water out there.”

I almost laughed. “The middle of July, sixty-seven percent ozone depletion, and you expected what. . .a spring day in Iowa?”

“I’d settle for hailstorms and tornadoes in Kansas. But this. . .? Jesus waffles.” She used the bandana to dab at her sweat-beaded brow, trudging across the room’s dirt-caked and shrapnel-pockmarked carpet to pull up one of the packing crates we’d been using for chairs.

“Sitrep?” I queried once she’d settled in.

“You’ve got a choice this time.” She held up three fingers, “Good news, bad news, and bad-to-shitty news. Any order you prefer?”

“What won’t upset my delicate sensibilities?”

“All right, then. Good first, or at least as good as it gets. All three recon patrols are back. No hard contact with hostile forces, so no casualties.

“I’m gonna lump the bad and bad-to-shitty into one package. First, Alpha Team observed at least four camps bivouacked around the District. Seventy-five personnel all totaled. Weapons and insignia identify them as November Dawn—Israeli SpecOps.”

“Rogue Israeli,” I corrected, as if the distinction made the slightest shred of difference. “And there’s worse. . .shittier news than that?”

Sunny heaved a tight-lipped shrug. “Six more desertions since last night. Young troops, probably grew up in this area and took off looking for surviving family. The problem is, they took weapons, ammo, and a big chunk of rations with them. Food-wise, if we parse what we have to half rations, we might be able to stretch it out for a month. As far as ammo, if we run into the same level of contact with hostiles as we did with the rebels in Canada, and excuse my French, we’re fucked.”

“Jesus,” I groaned softly.

“I’m fairly sure he’s not taking any calls lately,” Sunny quipped. “Or the Man above him, as far as that goes. I’d say we’re on our own.”

Sunny being an avowed atheist, her assessment of the situation was understandable. Myself, on the other hand, the product of a long family line of Baptist upbringing, at any other time I might have argued with her. But after everything that had happened, all we’d experienced the past few weeks, holding onto my faith was like stacking marbles in a corner. A very delicate and iffy proposition, to be sure.
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Chapter 2
 Zana
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Carver Langston Neighborhood

Washington, DC

July 25, 2062

1545 hours

Gunshots staccatoed above our heads as the Blue Team and I hunkered down behind wrecks of abandoned and rusted-out cars. We were taking fire in the middle of G Street NE after a manhole mine took out our Jeep’s front end and we got out to look at it. We scattered toward cover as shots ricocheted off the Jeep’s bulletproof armoring. Better five smaller targets than one large one. I strained to shout orders above the cacophony and my own return fire. Empty townhouses looked down on the scene with broken-glass eyes.

“Call Red and Gold Teams!”

We’d been on our way back from an exchange meeting with the New IRA in the arboretum—our fuel in exchange for their MREs. While surveying Kingman Park with ground-penetrating radar, we had discovered three tanks from abandoned gas stations, all of which still held fuel that could be used with hybrid vehicles. So, we had gas but were running out of food. We had proposed a trade, only we didn’t know the gang, the Red Dogs, had taken the Carver Langston area. Lady Luck had ridden with us to the arboretum but hopped off on the way back. Now we were shooting our way back to base in Kingman Park.

I peered out from behind an overturned Chevy truck and spied several dead gang members laid out in the street. 

“Seren!”

My gaze tracked left, where Turai Cohen crouched, holding a DMS assault rifle. He’d been a new transfer from Israel, with this likely being his first real firefight, and I worried he might freeze in the melee. I tried to reassure him. 

“Hold on, Cohen. We’ll make it.” 

My worries vanished as Red and Gold Teams arrived, raining down a barrage of high-explosive hell. The nearby buildings exploded as brick and concrete disintegrated in bursts of dust. Brass shell casings from mounted guns bounced off the pavement as they caught the sun’s glint, sparkling like found treasure. Time slowed, as if we’d been caught in a small frame of forever, then sped up as the sound of fire faded. Urban warfare at its finest. I silently thanked the IDF doctor who had bathed my eardrums in hearing-preserving nanites.

“C’mon!” Samal Levy motioned to us to get our asses in gear and we crouch-ran to his Jeep as he opened the door and hauled us in. Gold Team provided cover and I’d never been more relieved to see its leader, Segen Omer. The asshole.

With everyone inside, I palmed the external com and announced, “Let’s go!” We skidded out past the rows of townhouses with their jagged concrete and rebar poking up through the rubble. Light poles that were either bent to the ground or snapped in half lined our exit route, standing sentinel over lawns that looked as if they had undergone a Brazilian wax job. It was the same, block after block, with an occasional house that still stood whole, lone representatives of the Time Before. As we sped down the street, I looked forward to a cold shower and a hot MRE.

Personal Journal

July 25, 2062

1905 hours

“It’s not the heat, it’s the humidity,” I once said on my first visit to Washington, DC. Now it’s both. I don’t even bother with perms or flat irons anymore, opting instead for twists, with what’s left of my hair. I’d heard of a Black American soldier who had been captured by a tribal lord in Syria. He looked through her pack and asked what all the bottles and jars were. “My hair products,” she said. I can relate. The women in Africa have an abundance of ochre. I am on my last jar of petroleum jelly I looted from the back of an abandoned drug store. With the high radiation levels, we’re all going to go bald and die early anyway. I just want to look halfway decent when it’s my time to go.

On another note, our food supplies are diminishing. Water is plentiful, being near the Potomac River, but we are running out of filters. As there is not much manufacturing in the DC area, I might have to send a man to Columbia to raid the closest factory. No one wants to drink the Potomac unfiltered.

I closed my journal, had a cold shower, and ate an MRE I heated on a can
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