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Transcript U.N. Council

Unified Planet Proposed Resolution Two Debate, 

April 22nd, 2035






Primary Board Members: 

The French Republic: Stephane du Nord (SN)

The United States of America: Mildred Moore (MM)

The Federal Republic of Germany: Peter Manteuffel (PM)

The People's Republic of China: Yu Ming Wuan (YM)

The Russian Federation: Georgi Konev (GK)

The United Kingdom: Shane Alexander (SA)

The Republic of India: Kumar Singh (KS)

The Islamic Republic of Pakistan: Jamil Sharif (JS)

Australia: Frederick Powell (FP)



Mediator: 

Hendrik Oud (HO) 



HO:Now that we have established the final planetary sector boundaries, we do need to address Proposed Resolution Two, and settle the over-population question. Are there any opening statements, before we begin? Board recognizes President Yu.



YM:Fellow board members, as you well know, this is a sensitive question for my country, and for President Singh. The so called Lucid Stillness Process has enabled us to have a viable option for transporting large numbers of colonists to distant solar systems without fear of subversive thought processes, or excessive cost. The Human Commodity is real, and with our pooled planetary resources, we will own the stars!



HO:Thank you, Mr. President. Anyone else? President Konev?



GK:Thank you, Hendrik. Perhaps we can dispense with some of these formalities, eh? I want to know, have we truly perfected this Lucid Stillness Process? We could have a real mess on our hands if we don't maintain rigid and complete control of our citizens no matter where they are.



HO:You have a comment President Moore?



MM:I do, thank you, Mister Oud. President Konev, we have addressed this question for the last ten years, and performed thorough tests on a variety of colonists, soldiers, prisoners and infirm patients including those with mental instability. We have, I am happy to say, experienced resounding success across the spectrum even when under differing stresses and environments!



HO:Board recognizes President Manteuffel.



PM:Thank you, Hendrik. So, Mildred, the Punishment versus Rehabilitation question has been resolved?



MM:Absolutely Peter! We are now able to do both! If we struggle with obtaining enough volunteers, we can turn to involuntary exile or even old-fashioned press gangs with confidence! Penal colonies will work because they will be the people we need them to be! The punishment is memory erasure, and the rehabilitation is becoming a useful, productive citizen.
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Transcript from Action Eye News Alert

[image: image]


June 22, 2041

––––––––
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GRIFFIN NUNN, ACTION EYE NEWS ANCHOR: We can see the checkerboard pattern quite clearly, Jenna! What are the locals saying?



JENNE MICHAELS, ACTION EYE NEWS REPORTER, ON THE SCENE: Yes Griffin, there is an obvious criss-cross pattern in the sky over Tampa Bay. Whether they are contrails or chemtrails, though, is up for debate with the locals. I've heard speculation ranging from a Jihadist attack to Governmental weather meddling to connections to the recent UFO sightings.



GRIFFIN: (laughs) Chemtrails are a joke. My guess is it is just a prank, or harmless natural phenomenon. Does it seem to be dissipating?



JENNA: I'm no expert, Griffin, but if anything I'd say it is dispersing. The bands are broadening, I think...



GRIFFIN: Well, Jenna, whatever it is connected to, we are having problems in the Greater Tampa Bay Area! All local Reserve and National Guard units have been called up...and we go now to Harald Klint for an On The Spot News Break...



ON THE SPOT NEWS BREAK EXCERPT, WITH HARALD KLINT: Griffin, I apologize, but I'm a little out of breath or something. My cameraman, Oswald, and I just followed three Humvees as they tore through St. Petersburg city streets at speeds that exceeded speed limits by twenty miles per hour, or more. Oswald was driving, and he found it hard to keep up. We saw no sign of police in route, and really only got a clue of where we were going when we saw a cloud of white mist, and heard some sort of alarm going off on one of the Humvees. We personally witnessed three people collapse and go into convulsions that got too close, or were within that cloud...
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KNOW NEWS NETWORK, EVENING EDITION NEWS WITH EVENING ANCHOR SIDNEY SAWYER



KNOW NEWS ANCHOR, SIDNEY SAWYER: Good evening. Possibly grave news from around the United States with reports and footage of UFOs in the sky over more than fifty major metropolitan areas and hundreds more around the globe! We also have unconfirmed reports of an incident, or accident, at MacDill Air Force Base, and more on the sometimes fatal white mist that leaves its victims violent, unstable, and covered with blisters. I've also just been informed that Tampa has been quarantined...With me tonight to discuss all these things is Chasity Goodson, an expert on...Extraterrestrial Possibilities and Personalities, and later, Senator Todd Ludwig will join us for a governmental perspective...



SAWYER: Welcome Chasity, so good to have you with us. So what can you tell us about these other-worldly objects?



CHASITY GOODSON, EXPERT ON EXTRATERRESTRIAL POSSIBILITIES AND PERSONALITIES: I must say, Sidney, the news on that is both awesome and horrifying. Some of these things were nearly double the size of a Nimitz Class aircraft carrier! Picture a space ship being over two thousand feet long!



SAWYER: Oh my, that is huge! Do we have any clue yet as to their intentions? Has there been any communications?



GOODSON: As far as I know, they were here for roughly a half hour and then disappeared. Maybe Senator Ludwig can speak about their intentions, Sidney. I really have no idea. All they appeared to be doing was hovering over us. A friend of mine who works for SETI told me that they appeared without warning. There was no approach through the Solar System that we know of. The ships just materialized. And before you ask, I have no idea whether they have anything to do with the so-called Blister Funk Mist, either.



SAWYER: Thank you, Chasity! Let's bring the Senator on, then. Senator Ludwig, what can you tell us about Blister Funk and alien space ships?



SEN. TODD LUDWIG (R), Arizona: Sidney, I am so sick of people like you sensationalizing and speculating about things, causing panic and sowing discord. I have nothing to tell you about Blister Funk and space ships. Rest assured though, that we are at the highest alert, and are prepared to defend this nation, and the world, from any threat if the need arises.



SAWYER: (blusters) You dare accuse me of irresponsibility, Senator? We are simply reporting what is going on, and seeking the truth.



LUDWIG: Call what you do, what you will, Sidney, but it is inflammatory dreck! We need cool calm heads, not incendiary talk! Who knows the intent?



SAWYER: So, you aren't going to answer the question. Thank you for your time, Senator, and when we come back, we'll talk some more with Chasity and Kenneth City resident, Delbert Wilson, who will share some as yet unreleased personal footage of an alien ship that touched down in his back yard. We'll be right back...
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Advertisement Transcript
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MAN IN SUIT: Hello folks, my name's Diamond Jim Foley, and this is my beautiful wife, Desiree, and we're here to talk to you about diamonds, jewelry and the best prices on the planet! 



DESI: That's right Jim! If you want a deal that is out of this world unbelievable, go no further than Foley Jewelry! See this rock on my finger? Your sweetheart can have one just like it with our Variable Rate Loan Plans! Just fifteen percent for the first month and part of the second!



JIM AND DESI: And remember, when you're looking for her rock, let Foley's be your first choice! We care!
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On the Spot New Break Excerpt #2
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KLINT: (coughs) I'm sure we shouldn't be doing this, but the mist seems to have dissipated. The soldiers have gone, people are dead, and one house is in ruins. The neighbors are starting to come out of their houses. Why no police or EMTs have shown up is a mystery, but Oswald and I are going to investigate. I'm pretty sure one soldier died in the exchange, but the soldiers took the body with them. Let's go Oswald...
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Prologue
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I’m not sure where this really began, but I wasn’t always a killer. I can remember a childhood spent growing up in Florida, on an island in Tampa Bay. An island in Florida might convey images of a tropical paradise with lush greenery and exotic birds, but it really was a big suburb built on an island of crushed shell. Weeds grew well. 

There was more when I pushed hard enough: mostly happy memories of growing up loved and cared for. Then, there was the death of my brother, and a bad marriage. Years of darkness followed that: disembodied, yet fluid darkness, like a womb I could retreat to. In that womb my awareness of self narrowed down to almost nothing. All the hurts and desires of the flesh fell away. Too soon, though, the solitude became too much. I longed for something...someone. Her name and face weren’t clear, but her essence was and that was comforting. When I started to remember her, the lost details of my life began to re-emerge. Were these memories or dreams of who I really am? I think so, but if anyone knows the truth, they aren’t talking. What I feel and remember must be reality, right? 

What I do know is that one day I had all the comforts and worries of living: paying the bills, keeping my job, maintaining a car and a house, and middle-aged angst. In a seeming eye blink, all of that vanished. In a matter of days civilization was gone.

When her make-up is gone, reality is a bitch.
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Chapter One
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Sometimes I fail to concentrate, and don’t know that I can stand another moment, but then I take a slow deep breath.

I want to close my eyes, and forget what I’ve seen and done, but that isn’t possible. It’s all there before me: the dead; the dying; burning wreckage. My body is trembling. There is nowhere to run to.

Slow blink. I try to look away, away from the road, anywhere but there.

In my mind I drift beneath the blue sky with the muted metallic song of the cicadas as it swells and fades. In reality, I gaze through filmy, fogged lenses at tree branches heavy with moss; huge oaks, old long before I walked this earth. The trees stand together across the highway, in the center of a cow pasture. Then, because I can’t make myself stop, I look to my right, past the long line of soldiers beside me, to the massive traffic jam we’ve created in front of our barricades. 

Paradise doesn’t appear to be lost. The sky is still blue, the sun is shining, and everything is green and growing. Just another day like any other...but it’s a lie. From the road you might think the cows under the trees over there were dozing in the heat. I haven’t seen any of them move in the half hour or so I’ve been standing here. I’m pretty sure they’re all dead.

Many of the people stranded in the traffic jam are dead, also. Several hundred, at the least, are still living, and shouting their hate and fear at us. Nearly a thousand aren’t living anymore. Only the barricades and our weapons keep the survivors at bay. Only one vehicle made it through the barricade: a school bus. It was loaded with refugees of all ages, not just kids. The driver shattered several barricades, slammed past one of our Humvees, and ran over two soldiers. The bus was riddled with bullet holes, and trailing smoke, but at least fifty feet past our road block when Sergeant Muller fired a LAW anti-armor missile after it. The remains are still burning. No other refugee even got close to crossing the quarantine line. The bodies are piled in heaps. Hell on earth.

I fired, but heaven help me, not at any people or vehicles. Maybe if these people were really trying to kill me, or my friends, I could have. I may have been the only one who didn’t. 

I see everything through a dirty sweat-filmed haze. The urge to clean the lenses is almost unbearable. It’s such a simple irritation, one to be solved in a matter of moments. 

If only I could clean them.

If only, two words I could make into hundreds of requests, dreams.

Breathe, concentrate, drift, and forget who and what I am. I try to focus on just that. I can barely see or hear and haven’t showered in days. Memories of the previous days intrude on and destroy whatever peace nature imparts. Our beautiful dream, yes beautiful for all its faults, came to such an abrupt end. No one anticipated, no one believed, not really that anyone could bring the United States to its knees. 

No one has to tell me our way of life is over. I know. Not just crackpots agree with me with all the wild rumors and stories going around. We all know. The trouble is that I don’t particularly care. Might not be such a bad thing if humanity died out. Most of the soldiers around have appeared oblivious, until now. They are soldiers and should know better. Maybe they were just optimists. I can hear one of laughing and wonder how or why. Through the masks no one can tell if they are smiling or crying. 

A smiling face might help...if only I could see one. The laughter disturbs me.

What we have done disturbs me. Each moment has grown to be unbearable. 

Beneath the mask I can feel a pool of sweat growing around my chin. If I could just crack the seal for a moment...the hot sunlight reflects off the bleached white concrete and it takes a conscious effort to resist ripping the mask off. Even worse, I’m drowsy. We should be lounging in the shade. I flex my knees and think about the good things I can see, not ugly, drab camouflage and equipment made to kill men. 

It is a Friday afternoon in Florida, just on the wooded outskirts of Tampa. Forty of us stand, crouch, or lie prone, sweating in the heat. We are in whatever cover we can find. Four squads of men and women manning a roadblock on I-75. An officer, a Major Beck, stands behind us. “At Ease,” he commands, voice muffled. I’m crouched behind a Humvee, next to my squad leader, and can barely hear the officer because we are all wearing protective gear. The army calls it MOPP4. We are dressed in the normal summer weight uniforms and boots, but with the addition of a chemical, biological protective over-suit. The suit is a shirt and pants, rubber gloves, boots and a protective mask. 

In the past, I’ve had to wear this suit often, but never for real. If a few hours wearing it for practice are a physical misery in a hot climate, wearing it for real has the additional weight of knowing that someone has really fucked up. I’ve always wondered where I would find the desire to live if I had to wear one of these suits for real.

“Listen up!” The major is speaking again. “There is a storm out in the Gulf. They say it will probably reach hurricane strength, and this is not a bad thing in itself. It will hopefully disperse whatever WMD was used in Tampa. We realize that we cannot completely shut down all exits from the city. We are depending on each of you men to shut down all traffic on the interstate. Some of you will continue to man this roadblock and the rest will be roving patrols. Reinforcements are on the way. You will wear your suits until ordered to remove them. You will also use force, if necessary, to enforce the quarantine of Tampa. No one is to leave. You have been issued a full combat load of ammunition to enforce this. Remember millions of people are depending on you to keep them safe until we discover what’s wrong. Save any questions for later. All squad leaders need to see me immediately following this formation’s dismissal. Platoon sergeant, dismiss the men!” His voice was a little faint toward the end. The heat was probably getting to him. 

This is a lot to absorb. I have problems with most of what he said. I’m not the right guy for this job. On the other hand, I have family in St. Petersburg, just across the bay. I’m not a killer, but circumstance has made me one. Somebody’s fucked up decision has made me one.

My squad leader grabs my shoulder. “Make sure everybody has plenty of water,” he says,” you’ll probably be part of a roving patrol. Be ready to go.” He doesn’t wait for me to answer, and he hurries off after the lieutenant. 

I hear and obey. 

* * *
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There are voices in the background, but they reach me only as a murmur. My thoughts are disjointed; I’m drifting in and out of consciousness, almost like fever dreaming. Awake for a moment, dreaming the next...there is an argument that I am stuck between two nightmares, and the paradise we call normal life is lost forever. 

Memories from the last few days are carrying me along a dark path. Flickering images from my last glimpse of home, St. Petersburg beneath a pall of smoke, panicked people running, storm clouds, crazy speculation of every type on the radio, on TV, the papers. When we donned the protective suits the feeling of helplessness overwhelmed me, and now I doubt that we can save ourselves, let alone our country. My heart is empty of hope, and there is no evidence I should have any. Three principles are holding me together: honor, duty and loyalty. When all else is gone, I still have those. 

What do you have when your dreams are worse than the waking world? When you relive over and over things you never would want to experience. I’m so tired I can fall asleep standing up. Only I’m sitting now, and my jobs are done for the moment...I begin to drift off.

The drone of approaching planes triggers something in my memory. I open my mouth to scream, but just like that I’m dreaming, remembering...clenching my teeth. My heart is beating like a trip-hammer as I crouch in an alleyway. Nine seconds to don, clear and check the M-17 Protective Mask, pull the hood over your head and zip it up, then put on the rest: shirt, pants, gloves and boots. The other squad members finish dressing and are prone behind me to either side. Only when I’m all suited up, do I bother to do anything else. For instance: checking on my squad mates. I don’t think the guy next to me got his protective gear on in time. His cough sounds like he is trying to hack up his lungs. 

I’m also almost blind with sweat, but can see the mist in the air as it swirls and eddies with the wind. It’s white, and wet, and when it touches exposed skin, it leaves blisters. 

All is confusion. These men are from another platoon. There is no connection, other than a uniform, and a shared oath to protect the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. They might leave me hanging. What choice do I have, anyway? Somewhere a hundred feet or so to our rear, an alarm siren is going off, the reason we have put on the suits, but maybe it is too late... 

There are bodies in a driveway to my left, just around a six-foot wooden fence. Two of them are soldiers, one dead, and the other still screaming from being shot. The wounded one is screaming for his mother, and occasionally someone named Susan. His blood is running down the concrete drive to pool in the alley. The third man is a civilian we just shot to death. His pistol lies a dozen feet away. I turn back to the men behind me.

“I want two grenades lobbed toward the back patio door of the house; I’m going in the moment after they go off. You bastards need to be right on my ass. These people want to kill us all. The sooner we get this over, the sooner we are the hell out of here. Got me?”

There are choruses of grunts I assume are affirmative answers. As miserable as I am, I will not go gently to my death, but kicking and screaming. Two of my men pull the pins on their grenades and throw, and I am on my feet, boots pounding, rounding the corner a moment or so after two explosions blend into one. Smoke envelopes me and I plunge through the shattered remains of a patio doorway. There are shapes, vaguely human and I see guns and I fire, and they, a man and woman fall, and there is a growing roar in my ears, the screams, the gunfire, and someone or something crashes into me and I spin out of control, down and onto the corpse of the woman. She doesn’t mind and I blink in the smoke trying to see. My rifle is gone, but my hand closes around the nightstick hanging from my belt. I yank it out, and climb to my feet just in time to see a man rush me from the gloom. I swing the stick at his head, and club him down. He drops face first to the floor and convulses. Another man is right behind him, holding a knife. He’s smiling as he rushes me and swings the knife from high overhead downward toward my chest. I step to the right sideways, and push him past me. He stumbles over his companion’s body, and I follow him. He’s still trying to keep his footing when I smash his face in with the stick.

I hear shouts behind me, and someone shoots a gun. The three people beside me, all of them helpless, and no longer resisting, are riddled with bullets. My men are slaughtering these people. Despite my own actions, I decide this isn’t right, and shout at the shooter to stop. Another soldier steps between the two of us, suckers me in, and clubs me with the butt of his rifle. Suddenly the sunlight is too bright. I squint, sit up, and my surroundings and the conversation going on around me comes into focus. I‘m back in the present. I see three jets, maybe fighters’ streak by, heading south, perhaps to Tampa. 

“I hear there’s a glowing crater where MacDill Air Force Base used to be,” says Specialist Fourth Class Lewis to no one in particular. “They say Tampa is in total chaos, dead people everywhere, rioting, fires raging out of control.” 

“I hear aliens are invading,” adds a guy named Bragg. “There’s some live debate on an A.M. radio station right now. I always wondered about that Area 59, whether it was true.”

“That’s 51, you ass. Area 51,” says Lewis, with obvious irritation. “I think its terrorism.”

“Who asked you what you think Lewis?” asks Bragg. “They say these ships are appearing in the sky over major cities.” 

The nine men of our squad are gathered beneath some live oaks. I sit with my back to a tree, glad to be in the shade. I can’t escape the feeling that what is happening can’t be real. If even part of the rumors going round are true, what will we do?

Our squad leader appears from another group of trees. He’s in a hurry. I get to my feet.

Staff Sergeant Noble has always been a serious, to the point guy when it comes to military matters. A former drill sergeant, you didn’t do anything half-assed that he told you to do. He has the ability to make you want to be better than you are. I’d follow him anywhere. “Sergeant Cray, are we ready?”

“Yes, sergeant,” I reply. “The Hummers are topped off, canteens are full, and we have rations for a week.”

“Very good.” Noble kneels down and spreads a map across the ground. “This is what we are going to do. I’m taking Lewis, and you take Taylor. I want your patrol route to start here...” His finger traces the route, and I mark it out on my map. “The Lieutenant is establishing an HQ in a motel just off I-75 on this exit. Third and Fourth Squads will be with him. Lewis and I will meet you back here with 2nd Squad and Sgt. Muller at the roadblock in about eight hours; let’s say twenty-two-hundred. Are we clear?”

“Sgt Muller is in charge of the roadblock?” I ask.

“That’s not for you to worry about.”

I frown, and there is an edge to my voice when I persist with: “So, does that mean you’re not worried? He’s an unstable bully. He really shouldn’t...” 

Noble cuts me off. “Save it. He was chosen, and that is that. Any other questions?”

I bite back a remark concerning Muller being chosen, and settle for saying, “A lot of rumors are flying around about what’s going on in Tampa.”

“Something has happened to MacDill,” he says. “What that is, we don’t know. We’ve lost contact with everyone above the Company level. Nothing else can be confirmed now. Any other questions?”

“No.” What else is there to ask? What he’s telling me is that the chain of command is broken. Our unit’s commander isn’t getting orders from anyone. There are many other questions, but he won’t know the answers to any of them.

He nods, maybe to himself, and says, “Then get moving. I need to brief the other two teams. See you at twenty-two-hundred.”

* * *
[image: image]


Taylor and I are gone twenty minutes or so when I ask him to pull off the road. He stops the car, and turns toward me, but doesn’t say anything. These damn masks! I can’t see his face, or even his eyes. If I didn’t know he was my friend, it would be hard to trust him. There is nothing on the suit, or mask to identify him other than his last name hastily scrawled across his back and chest in magic marker. 

My throat is dry, and if I needed another reason for what I am about to do, I have it now. I say, “I know my Mom and Dad would be disappointed in me, but I have to take this mask off.” 

“And I’m dying for a cigarette,” he replies. 

The sheer irresponsibility of this decision is overwhelming, but I don’t think either one of us want to live in a world where you can’t feel the wind upon your face. From what we’ve heard death would come quickly if the agent were still active. Even that is a rumor though. 

“If we had wives and kids it might be different,” Taylor says, then winces, “Sorry, you never talk about them and ...”

“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” I say, although the truth is I’ve said all I have to say about that long ago. The less said, the better.

He nods. “On the other hand, I know I’ll eat a bullet if we have to continue wearing this mask and suit. I need a cigarette.” 

He is being uncharacteristically chatty; usually he’s withdrawn. I am resigned. What will be will be. I take off my helmet and reach for my hood. When the mask is off I take a deep breath, free at last from the smell of sweaty rubber. The rest of our MOPP gear comes off in a hurry. It feels like waking to find myself slim, and being overweight was a bad dream. 

I’m exhaling as Taylor starts the engine. He already has a lit cigarette in his mouth. Makes me realize that there is always the possibility that someone in the same situation as you may be more miserable than you are. I can’t imagine what it must have been costing him to keep his mask on while fighting the urge to smoke. 
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Chapter Two


[image: image]


Humvees don’t have air-conditioning. 

We are at the bottom of an interstate exit ramp, idling at a stop sign. There is no traffic, and as far as I can see, nothing is moving. In fact, other than the engine’s noise, all I can hear is the omnipresent hum of cicadas. The late afternoon sun is relentless, and even with the windows down there is no escape from the hot humid air. Feels like being in front of an open oven. Patches of blue sky can be seen between the ranks of towering, gray-bellied cumulous clouds. 

Taylor steers us off the exit ramp and toward a crossroads collection of fast food restaurants and gas stations, hemmed in by pine trees. Other than our vehicle, nothing is moving, not birds, dogs, or people. This little cross section of Florida is drowsing in the late afternoon heat. 

“It’s past siesta time,” says Taylor as he blows a stream of smoke from the corner of his mouth and out his window. His eyes squint behind his glasses. His face is unshaven, with perhaps a two or three day beard. “Where are all the people?”

“Maybe they were evacuated?” I say, guessing.

“Yeah, maybe.”

We take a right onto the two-lane feeder road, then a left. The tires crunch on a stretch of graveled road that looks like it wraps around the property. About five feet along the road Taylor turns off and we enter the parking lot of the truck stop. There are several islands of pumps. Two cars and a truck are pulled up to the pumps. At least ten assorted vehicles are parked near the entrance to the convenience store-restaurant combination building. Behind the building are several semi-trailer trucks. 

I can’t see a living soul.

Taylor cuts the engine. In the ensuing silence I hear wind chimes clinking faintly. I look around but can’t see where they are. The sound comes from somewhere near the entrance to the truck stop or one of the vehicles parked near there.

“This doesn’t look good,” I say. “Where is everyone?”

“I don’t remember them telling us that they were evacuating this area.”

“I’m sure you’re right. People might leave one or two cars, maybe a semi or two, but not this many.”

I feel a warm trickle of sweat slide from my temple down my cheek. My eyes are stinging a little. “It should be cool inside. Let’s get a drink.”

“Wait a minute. Is that what I think it is?” asks Taylor.

“What?”

“Over there by the number three pump.” He points to the left. 

“The pick-up truck?”

“Behind it on the ground. It looks like a foot.”

I squint. There is something, maybe a boot. “I think you are right.”

“So what do you think?” he asks. “Is the guy just taking a nap?”

I shrug. “Let’s find out.”

My door creaks as I open it and place my boot on the ground. I grab my rifle on the way out. The weapon is already locked and loaded, so I just flick the safety from safe to semi. I reach back in for my helmet and put it on. The chimes give a brief metallic clink.

We leave the doors open and keep about twenty feet apart as we advance across the concrete to the truck. I keep flicking my glance this way and that way, hoping this place isn’t a trap. We take our time. The guy back there doesn’t appear to be in any hurry, anyway. The chimes tinkle together again and I stop as the wind carries a smell to my nose from the direction of the truck. I bend over gagging, but fight the feeling down. 

I’m afraid to find out what’s going on with whoever is lying face-up behind the truck. It looks like a military boot on the foot, maybe a paratroopers jump boot. The foot is a left foot and the inseam is turned upwards, with the toes almost horizontal. I can see a thin strip of the pants that are tucked into the boot. They look like army pattern camouflage. Maybe we were too hasty taking our masks off.

A week ago I was showing retirees where the soda, bleach or cat food aisle was. 

We advance. Taylor takes the left so I go right. The truck is facing us, a beat-up Ford F-150. We stay in line and draw even with the hood. No one is in the cab unless they are ducking. I have my rifle pointed into the vehicle. We step even with the cab. There is an impressive pile of food wrappers and beer cans on the passenger seat and the floor, but no people. Nothing is in the bed but a rusting truck box, a bed liner and some fishing gear. We continue forward and the smell gets worse.

Taylor rounds the corner first. I hear a gag and I see the cause. The guy looks like a biker from his boots, camouflage pants, leather vest up to his headband. Peace man.

He is sprawled, loose-limbed behind the truck. The vest is gaping open on a fish-white potbelly and a hairy chest complete with a huge American eagle tattoo. He might have been in his middle twenties. A tire iron is near his right hand. There is a neat little bullet hole high up on his chest. 

I nudge him with the toe of my boot. He doesn’t stir. I can’t bring myself to check for a pulse. He certainly looks dead. The bullet probably killed him, but this guy had serious problems before he was shot. 

“Look at all the blisters on this guy!” Taylor says. He points out the marks covering all of the man’s exposed skin.

“Yeah. Somebody might have been trying to put him out of his misery,” I reply, my attention is elsewhere: I’m looking over at the building. All the windows are solar coated. Who knows what is going on inside? There is only one way to know.

“I suppose we need to check inside?” Taylor frowns, apparently not finding the idea appealing. I don’t either, and want to get out of here, too. What if this guy is contagious? What if he has buddies inside? 

At least we have automatic rifles. 

“Come on, don’t go chicken on me now,” I say. He grins.

I can see our reflection in the windows. We look like a couple of hard cases. Taylor pauses a moment to light up. He puts the cigarette in his mouth and lights it with a Zippo. I put the safety on my rifle and sling it over my back. I draw my Beretta 9mm, M9 semi-automatic from my holster and step up to the door. Taylor joins me, stepping to the side of the door, his rifle also slung and his 9mm out.

“You do realize anyone inside can see us?” Taylor asks. He blows a smoke ring.

“They can only kill me once,” I reply. Bravado will get me through this. Will get us through this.

“I’ll try to remember that.”

I look at the door. Real cops call it a fatality funnel. We have to go in fast. “Ready?” I ask with my hand on the door handle.

He nods and I jerk the door open with a jangle of bells and I cup my free hand under my gun hand and go in quick, hunched over, angling to my right. Most people are right handed. Most will shoot high and right. So theoretically they are going to miss me. 

Momentum carries me into a wall a couple of feet in. I’m in the convenience store side of the building. The power must still be on, since we have light. I make out a long service counter to my right and short rows of aisles to my front. The only sound is the hum of the air-conditioning. There are two bodies at my feet and another in front of the counter and a body still propped up on a stool behind the counter. 

The two bodies at my feet are more scruffy-looking biker types. They have been shot in the back, judging by the mess, by a shotgun. I’d guess they were running away when they were shot. They are near a couple of comic book spindle racks. One guy still has a comic clutched in his hand. 

The body on the floor in front of the counter is that of a middle-aged male wearing blue jeans, a white tank-top undershirt and hiking boots. He must have crashed into an end cap feature of Pepsi when he was shot, or maybe as he tried to get away. Twelve-ounce soda cans are scattered across the floor. The guy is sprawled face down in a brown puddle of the soda. His face is turned toward me, eyes closed, and his mouth is open. A snub-nosed .38 revolver is still clutched in his right fist. I take a couple of steps forward. Something lands on my left arm and buzzes away. Swell, flies. A couple more are hanging around the Pepsi drinker, taking off and landing.

I hear Taylor shuffle in behind me. “Take a look in the restaurant,” I tell him, pointing to my left at a doorway. “Just look. We need to stay together.”

“No problem,” he says quietly.

I pivot and still holding my pistol ready before me, I advance toward the guy sitting behind the counter. 

The first thing I notice is the shotgun on the counter itself: a pump action with at least six shots. At least three empty casings are on the counter. One shot for each. He must have been a tough son-of-a-gun. I can’t see any bullet wounds from here but he is leaning back against the wall, eyes closed, features slack. He looks at least seventy but is probably older, a very in-shape seventy. 

Something crazy went on here. Did the Pepsi drinker shoot the guy outside only to be shot in here? I turn back to the two near the door. They are also covered with blisters. 

I don’t really hear anything, but I have this feeling. Something makes me look up at the old guy.

“Easy, soldier boy, don’t move,” he says with a tight grin full of white teeth. His voice is kind-of squirrelly for such a big man. Given the chance I imagine he would whine a lot with annoying results. I notice he has quite an underbite. His hair is short and gray and the jutting chin is covered with a neat gray beard. The barrel of the shotgun is pointed my way. That quick, all my caution is for nothing. “I’ll blow you right out of that fancy uniform boy.”

“Don’t worry, sir. My partner and I are here to help you.”

“Is that so? You sure you don’t mean to help yourselves to my goods here?”

“Quite sure, sir. Can I holster this weapon?” 

“If you do it very slowly. You want to think out each move very carefully, mister. Consider the consequences of a foolish thought.”

I holster the M9.

“Keep those hands up, mister. That’s it, like that, where I can see them.”

“What happened, would you tell me?”

“First call that friend of yours and tell him to come out with his hands held high.”

“Taylor, come out. It’s ok. Put your gun away.”

“You sure, Cray?” Taylor says from somewhere in the restaurant.

“Sure.”

Taylor appears, arms up, with no weapons drawn. He stops beside me. I can’t read his face. 

“Very good, maybe you really are soldiers.”

“So what happened, sir?”

“Go ahead, lower your arms. I guess I’ll trust you boys. Why not follow me into the restaurant? Surely you boys are allowed a beer?” He looks pretty friendly now. He still has the shotgun in hand, but not pointed at us. I look at Taylor.

“Sure, we’ll have a beer with you,” Taylor says.

We follow him past rows of tables and to a small room tucked into a corner. It has a view of the interstate and the pumps and our Humvee out on the lot. He motions to us to sit on the stools lined up against a mahogany bar counter. Whoever serves behind the bar has the parking lot view. The patrons have a view of unstable looking shelves full of liquor bottles behind the bar.

“You know,” he says, leaning across the bar, sliding two bottles of Michelob Light in front of us, “you two smell pretty bad. Not only that, you are very dirty.”

“We haven’t showered in days,” I say, feeling a little put out, a bit defensive. “The bastard officers have been getting one every day, though.”

“Well, there are showers and a locker room out back. Feel free to avail yourselves.”

“We might just do that,” says Taylor. He takes a long swig of his bottle. I lift mine and drink half in a couple of swallows. I don’t really like beer, but I can tolerate Michelob. I can tolerate it pretty well when its ice cold like this is.

“Easy soldier boy,” says the old timer. “You keep drinking like that and you’ll be napping.”

I nod at him, but a moment later I drain the rest of the bottle.

“I don’t really have a long story to tell you boys. What I will say is this. That guy in the tank top, you remember?” We nod. “I think he shot the guy outside over road rage or something. Who knows? I was sitting right here when he did it. I keep this shotgun here behind the counter up front in the store. I can still move pretty quickly for an old codger and I beat him inside. That’s when things get hazy. I was holding the shotgun one handed beneath the counter when the two guys at the front door came out of the men’s room. They were looking over my chip and dip rack and at some comics when this lunatic in the t-shirt comes in. I would have already called the cops, but the phones are down. I got power, but no goddamned phone service.”

He pops the cap off a beer for himself, a Corona, and takes a big swallow. “Where was I? Oh yeah, now I remember. Well, this guy comes in waving a pistol. He looks like he’s been crying. He’s holding a picture of somebody in one hand, a broad I think, and the gun in the other. I tell him to put the gun down. He ignores me. I mean me; you don’t ever ignore me if you’re smart. He turns to the two punk-ass hippies and starts yelling something at them. I’ve never shot anyone before, but I’ve practiced a lot. He’s waving that gun around and crying. The only thing he said that I can remember is something about, ‘you bastards killed her; you’ve got the blister funk. You gave it to her. You killed her.’ He would’ve kept going on, I’m sure, but I said the hell with it and shot him. He wrecked my Pepsi display. He wouldn’t listen to me.”

We’re both staring at him. I’m trying hard to control myself. I have no idea what Taylor is thinking.

“He wouldn’t put down the gun. Just listen to me. The two punks started yelling at me too. I jacked another round into the chamber and they turned around. They had to cover about fifteen feet to make it to the door. I dropped them both about five feet from it. Is that about right? You guys saw them. One shot only for each guy. I’m seventy-eight years old and I got the drop on three punks without taking a scratch. What do you think of that?”

My hands are on the counter, cradling the still pleasant coolness of my empty bottle. It is wet with condensation. My hands are dry and it is pleasant. I’m trying to keep my expression neutral. I dare not let him know what I’m thinking. How can I get to my gun before he blasts me? 

“You know what, boys, I’m having second thoughts.”

Is he reading my mind?

“I’m thinking neither one of you approve of my actions.” He looks us both carefully in the eyes, gauging, analyzing our faces. “In fact, I’m pretty sure, mister, what is it? Mister Cray here would like nothing better than to take his pistol and fill me full of holes.” 

I can see the old guy working himself up. His face is red and he’s breathing heavy. The shotgun is coming up.

“That’s Sergeant Cray to you,” I say knowing I don’t have much time, but I’m quick. I push the barrel away, to the left with my left hand toward the window. There is a tremendous boom and something brushes my shirt, a gentle tug, actually is all I feel. I go with the motion while standing, following through so to speak, punching him in the face with my right fist. He is falling and I scramble over the bar after him. I’m losing control as my temper flares. I punch him several times, quick jabs to the body and head. He crashes into the liquor shelves behind him and the thing goes over on top of him. I spring back and narrowly miss being buried with him beneath the falling bottles. It takes a moment or two for the last one to fall. In the ensuing silence I realize I’m breathing a little heavy.

“Jesus Cray,” says Taylor. 

“I call it ammo conservation.”

“Unbelievable. You are a piece of work.” He looks a little shaky, but is grinning. A little. “That was kind-of close. Are you ok?”

“I’m fine. Let’s get out of here,” I say. 

“Are we just going to leave him like that?”

“Yes, we are.”

He nods. We make our way toward the door and go out into the restaurant. I’m leading and am close to the entrance to the store when someone yanks a door open with a jangling of bells; it sounds like from the rear of the store. Someone shouts a little breathlessly, “Pa, where are you? I heard another shot.”

Taylor and I stop and draw our pistols. The voice is male and sounds concerned. Taylor and I separate. He goes to the wall to the left of the doorway and kneels down beside a four-person booth. I go right of the door to the cashier’s counter and kneel down. I brace my left elbow on my left leg and use the hand to support my right and aim at the doorway.

“Where are you Pa?” The voice is getting closer. I hear the front door open. The guy mutters something under his breath and lets the door close. His footsteps get closer and he enters my field of vision, a big raw-boned guy with a bulbous lump for a nose and close-set eyes. Something foamy and white is smeared here and there on his cheeks. His hairline is receding and he is wearing a dirty green mechanics jumpsuit and is holding a small revolver. 

“Drop the gun,” I shout, hoping to startle him. He is startled all right, but he reacts poorly; a shot rings out. A fine powder of plaster rains down from the ceiling. I aim for his torso and am already squeezing the trigger when he runs from the room. I scramble to my feet, but step a few feet to the left, pistol aimed at the doorway. I listen.

I can hear him running. The door in the back slams open with a crash. A moment later it closes with a soft clank. We stand there and listen. The thermostat on the air-conditioner kicks in and I feel a breeze from a vent. I have never stopped sweating. Goosebumps break out on my arms. 

“He might be waiting inside,” says Taylor. “The door might have been a ploy.”

“True, but how long do we wait?”

“As far as we know, he hasn’t really done anything.”

“But he might have.”

“If he hasn’t, he might now, when he finds his Dad buried beneath a hundred liquor bottles.”

“So,” I say, “are we going to hunt him down and take him into custody?”

Taylor looks antsy. He wants a cigarette. “What is the right thing to do?” he asks.

“Take him,” I say, and Taylor nods. “Listen, if something happens...”

“Don’t say it,” he says, “I know, but I don’t think I can take hearing it now.”

“Ok.” 

I exit the room at a sprint, but slip on blood just inside the store. Three shots ring out: Pop, pop, pop, but none hit me. I’m out of control and crash through the comic racks then against the frame of front door and slide to the floor, before I can get my feet beneath me. I roll onto my right side, but I’m slow with my gun, because I have to bring that arm out from beneath me. 

He is there, not ten feet away. I look down the barrel of his pistol. “Gotcha,” he says.

Taylor steps out from the restaurant and squeezes off a shot. He misses, but the guy swings the gun toward him and I use the moment to aim briefly myself. The shot is loud, and the guy goes over like someone catching the full brunt of a haymaker punch. 

As I’m getting to my feet, Taylor is crossing over to the body, gun held in both hands. “I can’t believe I missed,” he says. “On the range I shoot expert all the time.”

I join him next to the body. There is no question that the guy is dead. The newspapers would say he died of massive upper body trauma, a purposefully vague phrase, to avoid describing what a 9mm bullet does to someone’s head. 

“What’s the white stuff on his face?” I ask. 

Taylor shrugs.

I’m not curious enough to look closer.

“You definitely didn’t miss,” Taylor points out. We stand there a moment. For now, I find that it doesn’t move me. I feel detached as if I might be able to fly if I wanted to. Am I going into shock? Beside me Taylor stirs, waking from a trance maybe and hits the door at a run. It is a valiant effort, but his lunch comes up before he makes it.

There are refrigerators against the wall to the left of the restaurant door. I stop a moment and grab a cold case of Pepsi. A small sign proclaims, “Pepsi, two twelve packs only five dollars.” 

I stop beside the register and throw six bucks on the counter. 

Then I get out of there. 
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Chapter Three
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Taylor is still a little shaky. He’s on a second cigarette since running out the door. We are both sitting in the Humvee with the engine idling. I keep thinking about all the cars, wondering where the people are that own them. I think about the son coming through the back door, presumably from somewhere out back of the truck stop. 

I pop the tab on a Pepsi, and take a swallow. There is also the graveled road that goes somewhere. What’s out back? I wonder.

“Want to drive around back?” I ask. I think my voice sounds pretty steady. 

Taylor doesn’t appear to hear me. In fact he almost burns himself trying to light another cigarette. The Zippo is jittering up and down, along with the other hand that holds the cigarette. “That whole situation sucked,” he says. 

“It sure did. Want to cruise around back?”

“I feel like I let you down. I fucking missed him from less than eight or ten feet. How could I miss?” 

He might be coming apart a little on me. Who wouldn’t?

“You didn’t let me down, man,” I say. “We worked as a team. You distracted him when he was about to blow me away. Even though you missed, you gave me the opportunity to take him out.”

“You’re right. Thanks Alex.” His eyes are a little watery, but he is ok. He even smiles a little.

“Are you good to go?”

“Sure.”

“All right
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