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  BEACH HEAD

  
  
















Their dad woke them up in the middle of the night. He busted into the room shouting and cursing, light from the hallway laying a slash across the floor between two twin beds pressed against each wall.




His boots clomped on the hardwood as he pounded in and kicked the footboards.




“Jake,” his gravelly voice was laced with fear. “Mark get up.”




Jake Russel was sixteen years old with a long lanky body made for basketball and reaching stuff on the top shelf.




While he didn’t mind helping for the stuff kept up high, he detested basketball and dreamed of being a quarterback on the football team. Jake knew with his height he could see over the offensive line and pick out any receiver with ease. The problem was in throwing the ball.




He sucked.




He rolled out of bed and plopped two giant size sixteen feet on the cold floor.




“What is it?”




“Emergency,” his dad dropped his voice to a whisper and shook his younger brother Mark awake.




“Mark, wake up. You boys get dressed and get downstairs quick.”




The whisper scared Jake more than the rough entry into the room. He was used to his Dad yelling, especially at him, but when things got quiet Jake knew some serious crap was going down.




He slipped into a worn pair of jeans and put on fur lined moccasins he wore for house shoes.




“Up Mark,” he yelled. “Get up.”




Mark had always been a heavy sleeper and waking him in the middle of the night was like trying to steer the Titanic away from an iceberg, slow and laborious.




Jake kept a squirt gun on the nightstand for mornings when his brother was especially slow and deployed the use now. Two quick pulls of the trigger sent streams of water up one nostril and across the forehead of his thirteen-year-old sibling and earned Jake a squeal of protest.




“Dad said come on,” Jake grunted.




The communication between the boys often employed grunts, and when that proved ineffective devolved into punches, kicks and noogies.




Even though Jake was taller, he was loathe to admit Mark’s thick fingered hands were masterful at the noogie delivery.




“Move it,” he grunted again and slipped into a flannel shirt.




Mark swung his legs over the side of the bed and slipped a tee shirt on with his pajama pants. He felt around for his slippers as he watched his brother walk out and debated laying his head down again.




A trickle of water dripped down his nose and he decided he didn’t want to face that again. He could only find one shoe, so he skipped them and padded down the wooden steps on bare feet.




His Dad sat at the plank table in the kitchen a fresh brewed pot of coffee on the table. He gripped a huge mug in calloused hands so tight that it made his large walnut sized knuckles pop out.




Dad was a huge bear of a man, as tall as Jake but built thick like Mark.




Each boy pulled a distinctive attribute from their father in the looks department. Jake with his height and eyes, Mark with his girth and heavy brow.




Both were as stubborn as their old man which led to some really impressive stand off’s around the house his father built. It had been easier when Mom was around, but she took off three years ago with a travelling salesman and lived now somewhere near Vegas.




The television glowed blue on the wall in the kitchen, the sound turned down. It was tuned to a science fiction movie, which Mark found weird because he knew his Dad loved the History Channel and pretty much nothing else.




He plopped into a seat across from Jake and looked at the clock on the wall. Two in the morning.




“What’s going on Dad?” Jake asked as he helped himself to a cup of coffee.




He poured two large dollops of creamer into the cup and stirred it with his finger.




Dad nodded toward the television and unmuted it.




“The East Coast is under siege and reports are coming in that the West Coast is under attack as well. The Lick offensive has moved from Mars and reached Earth. This station will stay with you reporting to keep you informed-”




The television clicked over to static as an explosion rippled through the news station.




Dad reached up and flipped to the next station.




“Reporting live from Miami where the first Lick ship entered the atmosphere ten minutes ago. So far, their smaller aircraft have remained inside the battleship, but our experts tell us- wait. Something is falling from the ship?”




The camera moved up in a shaky zoom and locked onto the image of a black blur that dropped from the belly of the ship.




It struggled to keep up and keep in focus and when it finally did, the image coalesced into what looked like a bomb.




It landed with a concussive thud outside of the camera’s view and as it panned back onto the reporter, she screamed as a wave of flames rolled across her and blotted out the image.




That station too grayed out to a static wall.




Dad hit mute again.




“It’s been happening over and over,” he said. “I’ve been turning channels and watching it.”




His voice trembled, and he took a sip of coffee in a shaking hand.




“London,” he continued. “Paris. New York. All the East Coast they’re saying. All the West Coast too.”




“Are they near us Dad?” Jake asked.




“Chicago. St. Louis. New Orleans,” said Dad. “At least as far as I can tell. They keep knocking out stations.”




“What about the internet?” Mark slid out of his seat and grabbed a tablet off the charger on the kitchen counter.




He deftly glided through site after site, live feeds reporting panic and mayhem when he could find them.




“What are we going to do?” Jake asked. “Are they coming here?”




Dad nodded.




“I want you boys to get up to the cabin,” he said.




“All of us you mean,” Mark set the tablet down.




“Get upstairs and get dressed. Get some winter things together and I’m going to pack up the pantry. We’re going to hole up in the cabin until we can figure out what’s going on.”




“We know what’s going on Dad,” Jake stared across his coffee cup at his father. “The Licks have won on Mars which means they wiped out the Space Force. If they’re taking our major cities we’re being invaded.”




“Yup,” Dad sighed and drained the last of his coffee.




He poured the rest of the pot into his mug and went through the motions of making another pot.




Aliens invading earth.




He never thought he’d see the day. If they were going to pack up and run, he’d need more coffee before the night was done.










CHAPTER TWO













Dad pulled the truck through the yard and close to the back porch. He sent Mark and Jake upstairs to fill their duffel bags with warm clothes while he grabbed every bag he could find and shoved all the food from their pantry into them.




When the boys came downstairs, he had them begin loading the back of the truck. Jake grabbed extra blankets from the linen closet while Mark went into the garage to grab their sleeping bags. They had bedding at the cabin, but Dad insisted they have more since he wasn’t sure how long they would stay.




While the boys loaded the last of the gear, Dad unlocked his gun cabinet and took out the two rifles, a shotgun and a pistol. He swept the ammunition into a backpack and cinched it shut.




“Jake,” Dad said. “Grab a couple of books to read.”




“Dad I don’t want to read,” Jake sighed.




His father had tried for years to get him into the habit of reading, but it had never stuck.




Jake preferred to be more active, and play games on his PlayStation than stick his nose between bits of dead tree with print on it.




“I grabbed a shelf full,” Mark piped in.




“Suck up,” Jake muttered.




Mark was as much of a book lover as his Dad, and kept a couple of shelves in their room with material to be read.




“There won’t be tv or games to occupy you up there. son,” his Dad reminded him. “Do as I say.”




Jake shuffled upstairs and grabbed a copy of THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN and THE COUNT OF MONTE CRISTO off the shelf. He needed to read those for school anyway.




At the last moment, he stuck a well-worn copy of a science fiction thriller EPOCH into his backpack as well and trudged back downstairs.




Mark and Jake watched their Dad do a quick inventory in his head as he scanned the kitchen and living room.




He looked through the open door at the truck.




“Hey Dad?”




“Yes Mark?”




“How are we going to keep up with the news if we won’t have tv?”




Dad snapped his finger and stepped to the bureau near the front door.




He dug out a large radio with a handle on the side.




“Good thinking Mark.”




“Thanks Dad?” Mark was unsure what he did.




“Let’s roll,” Dad led them out of the kitchen door. He locked it behind them and took a long look at the house before he slid in behind the wheel. He wasn’t sure when they would be back, maybe after a winter in the woods, maybe never.




This home was something he built for his ex-wife, a place where they could raise their kids in a small town and teach small town values like the ones he grew up with.




But she left him for another man and ever since, it just felt like a house.




A house he might never see again.




He dropped the truck in gear and slowly pulled away, unsure how he felt about that.




The cabin was forty miles away in the foothills of the Ozark Mountains.




He knew the Interstate was going to be packed with individuals like himself trying to get clear of the city, any city.




The best bet would be to take one of the smaller two-lane highways but that presented its own set of problems. Still it would be better to take the chance on a traffic jam on a scenic byway than get trapped in crush of what was left of humanity on the Interstate. It might add a few hours to what was supposed to be a short trip, but was a much better price to pay.








  
  2

  
  
  CHAPTER THREE

  
  



















Dad turned right onto a side street and cut away from town to take the highway North. He would have to cut east and then north again in a zig zag pattern, but at least this part of the road was clear.




He kept practicing gratitude for five miles when they hit the roadblock.




It wasn’t a traffic jam as he feared but something worse. Two sand colored Humvees straddled the road, with two more on either side of the grass creating a wall that forced them to stop. Soldiers in the back of the Humvees on the side swung mounted .50 caliber machine guns toward the cab of the truck.




“Dad?” Jake whispered.




“You boys don’t move,” said Dad.




They were behind a sedan full of couple and a young baby. As they watched, a soldier dragged them out of the doors while another searched the car.




Dad slipped the truck into reverse.




“Hang on to something,” he grunted.




Three soldiers ran up beside the truck from a hiding place in the woods their rifles aimed inside the cab.




“Don’t you move!” the lead soldier screamed. “Put it in gear now!”




Dad popped the gearshift up in park and lifted both of his hands. Jake and Mark followed his example.




“Out of the truck!” the soldier shouted.




“Out on my side,” Dad said in a soft voice.

He opened the door and stepped out. The soldier shoved him back toward the woods as Jake and Mark joined him.




“What do we do?”




One of the soldier’s peered into the truck bed and his face split into a maniacal grin.




“Jackpot boys!”




The others inspected the food, weapons and gear piled into the back of the truck while the soldier who screamed at them advanced on them with his weapon drawn.




“We are commandeering your truck,” he informed Dad.




“You can’t do that!” Jake shouted.




The gun tracked in his direction, but Dad stepped in front of the boy and blocked him.




“Just don’t hurt the boys,” he said.




The soldier glared over the barrel of his rifle, then lowered it slightly.




“Keys,” he demanded.




“In it.”




“Get moving,” the soldier motioned them back toward town.




“But Dad,” Jake snorted.




Dad grabbed Mark and Jake by the arm and led them away from the roadblock.




“What are we going to do?” Mark whimpered.




The man from the sedan shoved one of the soldiers away from his car.




The .50 Cal swung his way but there was no need. One of the others lifted his rifle and sent two shots into the man, his body flopping backwards into the ditch. His wife screamed.




Dad rushed the boys as fast as they could walk.




“Whatever they say,” Dad said.




After a couple of hundred yards, he pulled them into a jog and led them back toward the street that turned to their house. He stopped on the corner and did a quick assessment. The roads were still empty as people absorbed the news in their homes, but that wouldn’t last for long.




“We still need to hurry,” he said to Jake.




“What about those soldiers?” Jake glared back in the direction they had ran.




“If the soldiers are turning into robbers, they’ve lost central command structure.”




“Murderers too,” Mark added.




“And murder,” sighed Dad. “They took our rifles and supplies.”




He ran one of his hands across his eyes.




“We need to get to the cabin,” he said after a moment. “I can see now that it’s more important than ever to hide out while we figure out the next step.”




“But Dad they shouldn’t get away with it.”




“I know son. But they will. They’re better armed and willing to kill.

That gives them an advantage.”




“We could fight back.”




“No,” said Dad. “We’re going to hide out in the cabin. We’re not fighting anyone. Not soldiers, not aliens, not each other. Okay? You have to listen to me and do as I say.”

“Okay Dad,” Jake deflated. “But it’s still not right.”




“It’s not. Alright this is what we need to do. Jake, your friend Tommy. Go wake him up and get him to take you to the cabin. Bring his family too so he’ll go. Make sure you clean out their food and supplies, just like we did, but take a different road. You watch for any military roadblocks or anything that looks out of the ordinary. If you see that, turn around and go a different way. Got it?”




“What are we going to do?” Mark asked.




“You’re going with him.”




“But Dad?”




“I’m going back to the house to get the rest of the rifles, so we have protection. I’ll use one of your bikes to make it to the cabin.”




“Is it a good idea to break us up Dad?” Jake asked. “You could go to

Tommy’s with us, and we could drive back here.”




“We’ll get more done if we split up. I’ll be halfway to the cabin by the time you boys get there.”
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Jake sat up in his cot and wiped his eyes. He glared around the almost empty barracks sat up in a roughhewn cabin in the woods and blinked back the memories.




He had been dreaming about his dad, and his brother.




Back at the beginning.




Back before the world died.




He glanced over at the empty set of bunkbeds against the wall.




Patrol was still out.




Otherwise, two of his fellow rebels would be sleeping and Jake would be in a shallow foxhole, manning a .50 Cal aimed at the only dirt road that led to the cabin.




He swung his feet over the edge of the cot and stood up.




There would be no more sleep for him, especially as he didn’t want to return to the dream.




Mark had been there too.




Dad and Mark.




He hadn’t seen either of them for three years. Maybe four.




He thought he might be twenty, was probably twenty. Keeping time didn’t matter so much in the rebellion against their Alien Overlords.




Jake moved to a five-gallon plastic bucket in a sink, a rubber house connected to the bottom that snaked outside to reuse the graywater.




He used his hands to scoop water onto his face and slicked back his long hair.




For a moment, he wished for a mirror. Something. Anything to look at his face, to catch sight of the eyes he knew looked just like his Dad’s.




A way to connect with the man he remembered in the dream.




The door to the room opened and the Captain stuck his head in.




“You’re up?”




“Don’t sound surprised,” Jake shot back. “Happens every day.”




Captain Summerlin gave him a tight grin.




“Patrol’s not back.”




“Shit.”




“Shit is right.”




He looked back over his shoulder at the bunk beds beside his cot.




“Rodriguez? Walker?”




Summerlin nodded.




The last time a patrol went missing was two weeks ago. Either picked up by the Licks, or gone AWOL.




“We know either way?” Jake asked in a softer voice.




Summerlin shook his head.




“Gear up,” his commander instructed and shut the door.




Jake shivered in the frigid air that still leaked through the cracks in the wood frame of the door.




Winter was harsh, and had been harsher since the Licks landed.




Something to do with the exhaust from their ships and its interaction with the atmosphere.




Weather was funky all over, but winter was the worst. Freezing for months, water iced over.




Unless you counted summer, he thought as he slipped into his boots and shrugged on layers of clothing.




Summer was miserable too. The sun burned through the thin air, creating a hotbox of humidity and temps that soared into the hundreds.




A killing heat, they called it.




At least they weren’t at the equator, Jake picked up his rifle, and checked the ammunition. No one survived in the Tropics anymore. They were cooked out a long time ago.




He pressed the door open and winced at the light outside.




The wince made him stumble and he tripped over the doorframe, falling forward.




Splintered wood chipped off the cabin and sprayed him.




He heard the boom of a rifle seconds after and kept falling, turning it into a roll that carried him away from the door and under cover of the barracks.




“Captain!” he screamed.




Summerlin lay in the dirt on the ground in front of the steps, left hand holding a hole in his neck, the right clawing at the ground. He rolled his head toward Jake, lips moving like a fish gasping out of water, blood squirting between his crimson soaked fingers.




His eyes locked on the man under the cabin and held there as light faded from them.




It wasn’t like going to sleep, Jake grumbled as he fumbled his rifle up and aimed toward the woods where the shot had originated.

Licks were bad.




Just about the worst.




But even with all of humanity on the brink of extinction, there were still pockets fighting each other.




Or robbing, or killing, Jake amended as he snugged the stock to his shoulder and sighted down the barrel.




The shadows under the tress were still dark.




If they fired again, he could zero in on their muzzle flash and return fire.




But they didn’t.




He strained his ears to listen, for anything. The sound of boots, voices muttering, but he heard nothing.




“Where is everybody?” he had time to wonder.




Then a Lick stepped out of the trees.




The sight of the alien froze his finger on the trigger.




Licks used laser weapons, formidable foreign objects that Jake or any other human had yet to master.




This one had a blaster in its clawed hands, aimed toward the cabin where Jake was hiding.




A human stepped out of the woods behind it.




This one had a rifle, maybe the rifle that killed Summerlin.




Jake sighted on the man’s head.




He stood next to the Lick, two feet shorter than the alien invader. His skin was smooth, young face brushed with black stubble, compared to the lizard like scales that covered the giant next to him.




Jake danced the sight from one head to the next, practicing a move.




Licks were fast, so better to shoot him first.




By the time the sound reached the man next to it, he would be splattered in head juice and gore, flinching away.




Jake practiced one more time, lined up on the Lick, and squeezed the trigger.




His shot was thrown off when clawed hands grabbed his ankle and yanked him from under the building.




A second Lick held him upside down, chest heaving in what Jake could only describe as a laugh. Hissing issued from its pointed snout, forked tongue tracing the air.




Jake tried to lift the rifle to shoot it, but the clawed hand batted it away.




The human yanked his pistol out, fired two shots into the alien’s knee and was dropped.




Jack crashed to the ground, folding in half and got the wind knocked out of him.




No time to breathe, he rolled over, struggled to his knees and sent a third shot into the yellow slit eyes glaring at him.




He turned to fight some more, to kill the next Lick, but it was too late.




The human from the woods pounded up behind him.




Jake turned, tried to bring his gun to bear and stop him, but the man cracked him across the side of the skull with his rifle and everything went dark.
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“I wish you would make my job easier. I am going to have my drones come in here and conduct a thorough search,” the voice was robotic, sent through a translator box worn around his throat.




“Were my drones to find anything it would certainly make you look bad in the eyes of the overlord. If you do this for me, if you make my work go easier, then I assure you my men will no longer return to harass your family.”




The yellow eyes stared at him.




The Lick sat at the table he had built with his own two hands from fallen trees on the edge of his property.




He had milled the wood, planed it, sanded it soft, just so his daughters would have a place to eat their dinner, meager though it was. Soup mostly.




There was a lot of soup.




And now this interloper was sitting at his table.




Drinking tea.




Not really drinking it, he amended. Aliens didn’t consume human food, not that any had seen and shared.




The Lick asked for tea as a power play.




Do this for me.

There was no refusal.




“You will have proven yourself loyal to the Order,” the voice continued. “But I also will assure you Mr. Rubenstein that should you now choose to make my job more difficult, you will have proven yourself an enemy of the Order and an enemy of mine.”

The three-fingered claw reached across the wood plank table and set the delicate tea cup down with a tiny clink in the saucer.




“Do you wish now to declare yourself an enemy of mine?”




Rubenstein stared at the claws on the tip of each finger, razor sharp and this close, he could see the grooves in the nail, channels that funneled flesh up and away when it scratched.




He thought about those claws against the skins of his three children, ripping into them as they carved out chunks of skin and muscle.




He thought about their screams that would echo across the peaceful farm he had carved on the edge of the wood, and the glee in the Lick Commander’s slit yellow eyes.




Rubenstein did not wish to see anyone harmed. He said so.




“I don’t want to see it.”




The Lick nodded, the gesture looked strange on his alien visage.




“Of course,” he said in the robotic voice. “There would be no need to watch if you have proven your friendship to me.”




Rubenstein glanced at the floor.




There was a hidden room beneath the house, used as a stop on a sort of underground railroad for rebels and anyone the new Order deemed an enemy.




His wife had demanded they participate.




“Our duty,” she had whispered into his ear many nights as they lay together and she stroked his hair.




Since the alien’s invaded, there was no more work, no more television, nothing to distract from each other except the extinction of the human race.




His three children were their fight against that.




But her death, he blamed solely on the Licks.




A simple cold.




Antibiotics could have cured her. But they were no more.




He had tried on the black market, but those were reserved for soldiers injured in fighting the invaders. A kind medic had given him seven pills.




It wasn’t enough.




She died because the Lick’s invaded.




Which is how he ended up with three men in his basement.




For the memory of her.




But how did the Commander know?




Who had betrayed him?




He kept his eyes drilled onto the floor.




He could imagine the men below, eavesdropping on the conversation as they stared at the wood plank ceiling.




They had not shared their names, nor had he asked.




Just a knock on the door in code.




He sent his daughters into the only other room in the house with instructions to shut the door, then opened the one to the outside.




The men stepped through, and he ushered them to a trapdoor in the floor, closing it after them.




That was it.




No words exchanged.




Hardly a look.




And now, the Lick Commander was here, threatening his daughters over men he didn’t know.




Rubenstein licked his lips.




He reached for his own cup of tea, untouched this whole time and took a long swallow.




He placed it back on the table with a tiny clink and pointed at the floor.




The Lick followed the end of his finger and looked down.




Rubenstein moved his finger twice, to emphasize the location of the alien’s quarry.




The Lick’s tongue flicked out, tasted the air, and flicked back in. His yellow eyes moved over Rubenstein.




“Take your daughters outside,” the translated voice hissed.




Rubenstein pushed back from the table and gathered his children around him.




The Lick Commander opened the door to let them out, and once they were outside, hissed a command to the four Lick soldiers that had accompanied him to the clearing.




They tromped into the house.




The Commander pointed to the floor and stepped back.




The Soldiers watched him with their eyes, blasters aimed at the floor. He made a motion with one of his claws and they opened fire.




Smoke filled the small home, leaking through opened windows.




Rubenstein listened as the blasts scorched their way through the floor he had laid himself, where he had watched his children learn to walk, where he had sat and taught them to read in front of the crude stone fireplace.




The Lick’s blasted through it, and into the narrow room below.




He heard three shots fire back, the sound of gunpowder loud and crude next to the almost elegance of the laser pews.




“Run,” he whispered to the girls and sent them scampering into the woods.




He gave them a few steps head start, remaining behind to tackle any alien that came through the door.




But the noise of the firefight inside kept them occupied, and hid his family’s escape.




Rubenstein sprinted after his girls.




He watched the oldest almost make the trees before a red beam lanced into her torso and sent her into a sprawling skid to fetch up against an oak.




He drew a breath to scream as a second bolt hit his second child and knocked her into a dead heap.




Rubenstein didn’t feel the blast that hit him and cooked the inside of his torso in a miniature explosive geyser of boiled blood and steamed organs.




He plopped down onto his knees in the mud, and had just enough oxygen left in his brain to register that his youngest child would make it to safety before he pitched over.




She did not.




The Lick Commander stepped out of the cabin and motioned his soldiers to follow him.
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Lieutenant William Bonnie was average height with whipcord muscles outlined under his thin skin stretched taut.




He gathered eight men in front of him in a dirt scrabble courtyard set away from a warehouse.




The warehouse looked abandoned and derelict, the work of many to keep it that way. It was designed to be ignored.




It was staged to be overlooked.




It was an HQ of sorts, one where what was left of High Command of Planet Earth gathered to plan raids, sorties and battles.




There was much planning from the men who had assumed leadership roles when the first and second batches of leaders were rounded up and shot by the Licks.




The aliens landed, used the oft joked about phrase, “Take us to your leaders,” and promptly blasted them into bits and pieces of boiling steam.




Just to be sure there was no mistaking their intent, the Lick shuttlecraft lifted off the ground and strafed the crowd as it took out the military accompanying the world leaders, almost two companies of soldiers from different countries.




Then they turned on the crowd.




The second batch of leaders were less auspicious in their meeting with the alien invaders, but they were hunted and found and destroyed.




The third group didn’t call themselves much, and if they did, it was only among solid walls and blacked out windows, lest a satellite pick them out for destruction.




They led by proxy, planning large and small-scale battles.




The trouble was they had few men left trained to carry out their battle plans.




It became an exercise in theory that evolved into a war of attrition.




The Licks hunted.




The Survivors hid, or cooperated or died.




There was a lot of dying.




The aliens seemed intent on ridding the earth of humans, and had halved the seven billion population in three short years.




That was a lot of good people gone, thought Bonney as he stared at the eight men assembled in front of him. They were of varying ages, all dressed in rags and cast offs that were common among survivors still living that day.




The weapons were scratched, battered, most second hand like the clothes.




But he liked the gleam in their eyes.




“I am Lieutenant William Bonney,” he told them his blue eyes blue eyes squinting in the harsh sunlight.




“You may be tempted to refer to me as Billy the Kid because of the moniker I share with that particular historical figure. I will encourage you not to yield to that temptation. You may call me lieutenant. You may call me sir. You will not call me Billy. You will not refer to me as the Kid. Any of you got a problem with that?”




No one answered, though there was a stirring among the ranks that felt like they were on the verge of laughter.




“Now I know what you’re thinking,” the LT drawled. “You’re thinking this is a job for a fucking SEAL Team. Well, I’m here to tell you brother, the SEAL Teams are dead. Delta Force? Dead. Army Rangers? Maybe a couple of ‘em left, but the rest, deader than shit.”




He glanced at the group assembled in front of him.




“You’re what’s left.”




One of the boys raised his hands.




“This ain’t class Waldo, you don’t have to raise your hand.”




“Sir, my name is-”




“Now look Waldo, do I look like I give a shit what your name is? I could call you damn near anything and you’re going to answer to it. Now why don’t you put your fucking hand down, so I can get done with my speech. I memorized it and everything.”




Waldo glanced at his own hand and slowly dropped it by his side.




The tallest man behind him, a big hulk of muscle with black hair and thick eyebrows snickered.




“You think that’s funny?” the LT shoved between Waldo and the soldier next to him.




He came to the tall man’s chin, half his size in width.




The soldier looked down at the part in the LT’s hair and snickered again.




“Yeah,” he said in a thick deep voice. “I do think that’s funny. What you going to do about it?”




The LT punched him in the nuts.




As he collapsed to the ground, he drew back his foot and kicked him in the stomach.




Now the tall man was laying in the mud, turning a weird shade of purple as he tried to breath but couldn’t.




The LT bent down and rested his forearm on a knee as he watched the black-haired man gape.




“What about that? You think that’s funny?”




He didn’t get an answer.




“Ya’ll come here and watch this,” he said even though he didn’t need to.




All the other seven men had their eyes locked on the big man as he finally sobbed in a breath, one hand cradling his crotch, the other his stomach.




“I want ya’ll to see this good.”




The LT held out his hand.




At first, the tall man flinched. After a moment, when he realized the hand wasn’t going to punch him, or slap him, he lifted his own massive hand. The LT gripped him and helped him to his feet.




“I got hit in the nuts with a fastball once. Wasn’t paying attention to the pitcher trying to take out a man leading off first,” the LT advised them.

“Hurts, don’t it?”




The tall man nodded.




“You like baseball? You look like a damn football player, but those shoulders say baseball. I’m gonna call you Babe Ruth.”




He got another nod as the man still struggled to get his breath back.




“Alright, Babe and Waldo, you two are my right-hand man. Mans. Men. Right hand men. Get these fuckers lined up so I can finish my speech.”




The LT strutted back to the front of the group.




Waldo waved three of the men into a straight line on the forward row. Babe grunted them straight in the back.




“Sir,” said Waldo. “What is our job?”




“Bushwhacking guerilla soldiers,” the LT shouted. “Your job is killing Licks.”




“Ha!” Babe muttered.




“What’s that Babe?” Bonney marched in front of the short line of men, circled around them like a shark.

“Do you think the Lick cares what you think? I know I damn well I don’t and if I don’t then the Licks sure as hell won’t. But we will make them care. We will make them know you by name Babe. When they put their little Lick babies to bed at night and pull the covers up tight, every fucking one of them will check the bed and closets to make sure the Babe isn’t hiding to get them while they sleep.”




One of the men in the front row licked his sweating lip, eyes darting around as he searched for the Lt circling them.




Bonney stopped in front of him.




“What’s your name son?”




“David,” the boy stuttered.




“Davy Crockett? You don’t look old enough to shave son. How old are you?”




He didn’t let Crockett answer.




“Don’t answer that Crockett! You think I give a damn how old you are? You ever seen a Lick at war? They don’t care how old you are either. The Lick kills women. The Lick kills children. The Lick has no humanity because they ain’t fucking human. They are lizards. They are snakes. And growing up in the Ozarks, you know what we did with snakes Crockett?”




“No sir,” the boy stammered.




“We cut their fucking heads off. Every fucking one of them. Snake is good for one thing, Crockett. Making boots.”




LT glanced down at the worn-out hiking boots the boy wore, wool socks peeking through the threadbare top.




“Looks like you could do with a good pair of boots, Crockett.”




“Yes sir.”




He turned to face the group and glared at them. His right hand strayed to a sheath on his leg and pulled out a twelve-inch Bowie knife with a carved wood handle.




“Jim Bowie his self gave my great grandfather couple generations back this here blade,” he twisted it in the sunlight, so the men could get a good look. “Said he was going to need it up in them Ozark hills before Jim run off to the Alamo and got killed defending our freedom.”




He held the knife still, so they could get a close look.




“Freedom we don’t got no more. Freedom the Lick has taken from us. I aim to take it back and you boys are signed up to do it with me.”




His ice blue eyes drilled into each of them, bouncing from one man to the next.




“Our plan is to pull from the annals of history and become terrorists. We are going to borrow from our Native ancestors and hunt them in their sleep. We will attack their patrols. We will leave carnage and destruction wherever we go. And we will deliver a calling card with each rout. Every single one of you men owe me one thousand Lick heads. One for every day since they landed on my planet. You signed up to make them gone.”




Babe coughed in the back row.




“You want us to cut off their heads, Sir?”




“Babe got his voice back fellas! All’s gonna be right in the world. Hell yeah Babe, I want you to cut off their heads. You ever seen a headless horseman before? Ain’t natural. Now I don’t know if Licks give a shit about their heads being gone. We ain’t got many scientists left to see if it grows back like a lizard’s tail. But Babe,” Lt smiled. “If that head does grow back, you bend down and cut that son of a bitch off for me again. We’re gonna call that a two-fer.”
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Jake woke up with another headache.




He lay strapped to a table, the hard metal surface cold under his numb skin. He was naked on the table, and had been since he woke up.




The first time.




It had been months, maybe years since then. He didn’t know. Had no way of knowing.




He couldn’t remember.




All he knew was they would come in, and the pain would start.

That’s all he associated with being awake.




For years or days, he would wake up, the door would slide open, two humans and a Lick would step through.




The lizard man would stare at him with slit eyes, tongue flicking in and out to taste the air.




The humans would hurt him.

He asked them why once.




At least he thought he did.




His voice, raw from screaming, begging, pleading, he asked them why.

The small one flinched.




A short, bald man with soft hands and a paunch.




It made Jake wonder.

Who had enough food to have a gut?




Everyone he knew was on the verge of starvation.




Not just soldiers, but every single person he met. Food was a luxury almost. Everything was soup. Lots of soup because once you boiled water, it was safe.




Add leeks, add berries or nuts or grubs and slugs, anything from the wild and simmer it into a thin liquid stretched out among too many people.




Not enough calories to get fat.

Yet here was a fat man, hurting him.




The other one had dead eyes.




Jake stared at him once, until the pain began. The man might as well have been made of stone.




He moaned as the door hissed open.

But only the Lick came in.




The alien came and stood at the head of the table and put his three-fingered claw on the strap holding Jake’s arm down. Tongue flickering to taste the air, he undid the strap and stepped back.




“Sit,” the alien invited.




Jake propped up on an elbow, fought back a wave of dizziness and kept going when it passed. He made it to a full sitting position and held on to the edge of the table for support.




The alien watched him, yellow eyes unblinking in the glare of the light panels.




“Drink,” the Lick pointed to a tray next to Jake.




He stared at it for a moment, then snorted. It was a tea set, a simple rounded teapot, white with blue flowers on the sides, with two matching cups on saucers on the tray.




“I have developed an affinity for your tea,” the Lick explained.




His claw reached out to take a delicate teacup.

Jake did the same.




He sniffed the weak brown liquid, then a small sip. It tasted like warm tea, bitter and sharp.




It made him realize how thirsty he was, and he took a larger gulp.




The Lick held the cup without drinking, though his tongue worked overtime in the steam filtering off the top.




Jake looked around the room.




His view for so long had been limited to the ceiling, plain light panels that burned into his retinas even though they only emitted a soft glow.




The walls were medical grade steel and chrome that reflected nothing but soft blurry images and the ever-present light. There was a tray opposite the tea set, this one covered in the instruments that had been used to torture him.

He couldn’t recall all they had done, only the pain.




“I feel we have reached a sort of break through together,” the Lick said through a robotic voice box around his throat. “And I am delighted you have chosen to work with us.”




Jake nodded.

Anything to stop the pain.




“I have a mission for you,” said the Lick.




His yellow eyes never blinked, but he studied the young man on the table all the same.




This was the test.




They had broken many human subjects before, but willpower was a funny thing. Once the threat of pain was gone, most humans reverted to a pattern of thinking and behavior.




This one however, had not.

Perhaps it was his age.

A pliancy in the pre-frontal cortex that allowed for post-hypnotic suggestion, reinforced through pain techniques.




The Lick Commander held these thoughts in check as he watched Jake, even as he reminded himself to order more test subjects in this age range.




Where one could work, a dozen would do so much better.




“If you choose to accept it?” he asked Jake.




Jake finished the tea and set the glass back on the tray.

This was the part, the Lick Commander thought.




They go for the knife on the tray, humans called it a scalpel, and lunge for him.




One last desperate effort at revenge, or the hope for escape.




Jake reached for the teapot and poured himself another cop.

He drank it down as well.




“When do we get started?”
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The Lick Commander led Jake through a concrete hallway toward a lit room at the far end.




The boy walked on bare feet, the freezing ground leeching into his bones, the air thick with moisture against his shivering skin.




He did not ask for clothes or a covering.

It never occurred to him.




The Commander did not possess a name. It was sacrificed when he assumed command of the conquering of this planet. He was the supreme leader for this planetary invasion One of thousands of Commanders in the solar system. The rest were on the Red Planet.

Waiting for his success.




To say earth was a prize assignment made his tongue flicker in amusement.




He was here as a punishment, for failing his last assignment.

He didn’t even know what the planet possessed that his Eminence wanted.




Only that he was ordered here when a scout ship went missing, and his orders were seek and destroy.




His early success was met with accolades, but the last year those had disappeared.




The humans had mounted a defense, using tactics he was unfamiliar with.




He led Jake into a palatial hanger turned war room. There was an electric heating pod in the center of the room turning the temperature to toasty eight five degrees.




Uncomfortable to humans, but Lick Commander found it helped him move easier.




A Lick soldier sat in a human chair by the pod, his back to the heat.




His face was a misshapen lump of flesh over bone, covered in rips, scratches and welts. His arms were wrapped in bandages, as were his legs, all soaked with the purple black ichor Licks had for blood.




He couldn’t stand.

Lick Commander knew it.




The bones in his legs were shattered by human bullets.

But the soldier struggled to make the effort, and the Commander appreciated it.




“Stay,” he hissed then reverted to human speech through the translator box.




“He was the only survivor of a patrol,” the Lick Commander told Jake. “I have had a report of his story, but wanted to hear it for myself before I made a decision. I would like for you to hear it also.”




Jake stood with a stoic face staring at the soldier.

He felt no enmity, no empathy. He felt nothing.

There were just facts.




The soldier was an alien.




He was injured.




The Commander wanted him to know how.




He nodded.




“Proceed,” the Commander ordered.




“We were taken prisoner,” the Lick hissed through a voice box that matched the one the Commander wore.




“They don’t take prisoners-”




“But we were,” the soldier answered. “They killed three of our number and tied up the rest.”




The Lick Commander glanced at Jake.




“A rebel group,” he explained. “They have been- troublesome.”

He turned back to the injured soldier.

“Continue.”
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“Have you heard about the Babe?”




Lt William Bonney bent a dirt and grime covered face over the Lick trussed up on the ground.




“Waldo, get your ass over here and help me roll this sumbitch around.”

Lt didn’t wait for Waldo to comply, just grabbed one of the Lick’s bound arms and started pulling.




Waldo rushed over to help and together they spun him around and slid him against a tree.




“Do you know why they call him the Babe?” Lt continued.




The Lick soldier’s tongue darted in and out of his mouth, circled his lips and tasted the air.




It nodded.




“Will you tell us what we want to know?”




The slit eyes roved over the other four aliens trussed up on the ground.




The alien shook its head, the tongue moving even faster now.




“I’m going to have the Babe come out here and introduce himself to you right now, do you understand?”




It didn’t move.




“He understands,” Waldo grumbled.




The Lt stood up and moved away from the alien.




He sat on a log and unscrewed the flask to a growler and sipped.




“Babe!” he called.




The alien could hear the Babe shuffling through the leaves behind him. He didn’t turn around.




“This is dumb,” said the Babe. “Why don’t we just shoot ‘em?”




“Babe, I’m going for terroristic action here. I want the damn Licks to be afraid. I want them damn Licks to have nightmares about us when they go to sleep at night.”




“Do they sleep?”




“Hell if I know. All I know is we’re gonna kill every damn Lick we come across, and make every other one of ‘em afraid that we might find them.”




“And you want to do that by me beating this one with a bat.”




Bonney nodded and made a motion with his hand for Babe to proceed.




“You know this is going to hurt, right?” Babe said to the Lick soldier.




“Your shoulder bothering you?” one of the men called to the Babe.




“I was talking to the Lick, Lutz.”




“Corporeal Lutz licks nuts,” jeered another as he stripped one of the dead alien body of its armaments and gear.




“Alright now keep quiet,” the Captain grumbled. “Let’s get on with it Babe. I ain’t got all day. You other boys, get me my due.”




Babe didn’t bother to warm up as Waldo, Lutz and the rest hacked off the heads of the dead aliens.




He lifted the bat of his shoulder and swung for the fences into the shoulder of the kneeling alien.




The thick alligator like skin cracked under the impact and sent the alien sprawling. It mewled.




“God damn Babe, I ain’t ever heard ‘em make a sound like that.”




“Me either,” said the Sgt.




He lined up for the next shot and cracked the bat across a thigh. Skin split spilling gore into the mud and gained another mewling sound.




“There he goes again. Babe, check on that. That don’t sound normal.”




Babe used the tip of the bat to roll the Lick over onto its back.




“I’ll be damned.”




“What is it?”




“He’s got a communicator.”




The Lt lifted himself off the log and shrugged into his ruck sack.




“Alright boys, he’s calling in reinforcements. We need to get a move on.”

The rest of the squad stopped what they were doing and hitched packs onto their backs, gathered the procured weapons and disappeared into the trees.




“You want to leave this one?”




The Lt shuffled down the tiny hill and stood over the injured lick.




What passed for blood in them leaked out of the shattered shoulder and its leg jutted out at an odd angle.




It grumbled low in its throat as it glared up at him.




“Get gone Babe,” he said.




Babe jogged into the woods after his squad.




“I probably should leave you,” the Captain said.




He slid a .45 out of a holster and aimed it at the unbroken leg. He pulled the trigger and the joint exploded.

The Lick howled, this time it’s wail the more familiar scream they were used to.




He shifted to the elbow joint and disintegrated it with a bullet.




The Lick tried to roll away, flinching but the Lt blasted the other arm.




The echo of the bullet had barely died down when he heard the roar of a hovercraft soaring over the treetops.




He spit on the crippled alien and ran under the trees as the craft hove into view and drifted down into the clearing.




Lt walked past the other tied up aliens, popping each in the back of the skull with a single bullet.




He felt kind of pissed he didn’t have time to take their heads, but leaving one alive felt worse.




The change in tactics was a strategy.




One left alive to tell the others and spread the stories. More heads to roll, more nightmares to assuage.




Lt slipped between the trees and was lost in the shadows before the first Lick boot hit the muck of the ambush scene.




He wanted them to come searching and held back a hundred yards in the woods just in case they did.




But they just stood on the edge of the trees and peered into the forest, tongues flickering in what he had learned meant fear.










CHAPTER TEN













“We ain’t supposed to be meeting like this,” the Lt complained.




“What? I couldn’t bring you something hot to eat,” smiled the Colonel as they shook hands.




“I got plenty hot to eat out here, Sir. Lutz is a damn fine squirrel hunter.”




“All I brought was MREs.”




“You got any of the macaroni beef?” Babe shifted out of his pack and set it on the ground as a seat.




The Colonel pointed to a crate.




“Help yourself to what’s in there,” he said as he pulled the Bonney further away from his men.




“You didn’t come all the way out here just to feed me and debrief me, did you?”




“I wish it were that simple. We got some intelligence today that I don’t like.”




“What else is new. We winning or we losing?”




“Depends on where you are in the country, maybe the world.”




“That figures.”




“I heard there was infighting in the Middle East again. Damn Arabs got in an uproar about something and tried to push Israel into the ocean again. Idiot’s can’t focus on the alien invasion because their history is too long.”




“I reckon they got to clean house when we stopped buying oil from them.”




“More than that. But that’s not our problem right now. Russia is giving them hell and kicking Lick ass all over Siberia. Tough fucking bastards. And the Chinese are holding their own.”




“Then what’s the intel?”




“We don’t have an organized resistance over here. We’ve got pockets of rebellion but there’s no structure to it. You guys have been damn effective in playing a guerilla war, but we need to take it to the next step.”




“My boys are pretty good at one thing Colonel. Killing aliens. I don’t know that I would want to ask them to do much else.”




“Agreed,” said the older man. “But if I could get them to do it in an organized military fashion that would help.”




“Alright then, what did you have in mind.”




The Colonel wiped his face with one hand as he studied the Lt.




“The Licks are running a supply train to a base to the North.”




“What kind of supplies?”




“Human supplies.”




“They’re feeding the damn sympathizers,” Bonney growled. “Turncoat bastards.”




“That’s what we figure,” said the Colonel. “You know who those supplies would help better?”




Lt grinned.




“I ain’t never done a train robbery before.”




“I’m not going to lie to you Bonney, it won’t be easy.”




“Hell Colonel, we had a saying when I was growing up. If it was easy, everybody’d be doing it.”




The Colonel grinned at him.




“Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”




Bonney looked over his shoulder. His squad of eight were huddled around a smokeless fire, heating up foil pouches on hot stones and trading them in silence.




“This here’s a good group,” he pitched his voice lower so only the Colonel could here. “But am I getting a couple more for a big op like this?”

The Colonel shook his head.




“I’ve got truck drivers ready to offload whatever you get. If we time it right, we might have half an hour before they get reinforcements in and shut us down.”




“Can we move a lot in half an hour?”




“Depends on how much you destroy,” the Colonel snuffed. “How well guarded, how long it takes to break in.”




“That’s a whole Hell of a lot of how’s Colonel,” Bonney squinted at the full bird in front of him. The man still wore the eagle on his collar.




“You figuring on me coming up with a how to rob the train?”




The Colonel nodded.




“We need those supplies,” he answered.




Bonney nodded.




“What’s my timeline?”




The Colonel reached into his jacket and handed him a folded piece of paper.




“This is all we know from recon last,” he said.

“How old?”




He got a shrug in answer, which made Bonney squint even harder.




“Might do me some good to get fresh eyes on it.”




“It might.”




“You at least got a direction we can start?”




The Colonel tapped a thick finger on the folded paper.




“It’s about all we have confirmed.”




“You going to stay and join us?” the Lt asked as he turned back to his squad.




“Wish I could,” said the Colonel, but it sounded like a lie.




He didn’t wish to spend any more time out in the woods than was necessary to deliver the message.




Bonney would have bet he drew the short straw to do it too.




He snapped off a lazy salute that the Colonel returned, and watched as the man marched away through the woods.




A couple of snake eaters detached from the trees and Bonney gave a low whistle in admiration. Their camouflage was superb, and he had not noticed them.




He turned back to the fire and strode over.




“Alright you got your bellies full,” he drawled. “Now listen up. They got tired of us playing Injun, so they want us to play cowboy for a change.”




He knelt by the small flame and let it warm his hands as he reviewed the mission with his men.
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“See that?




“I see it,” Lt grumbled and shimmied back from the hilltop overlooking a long rail line.




The hill was covered in pine trees and afforded an easy spot to spy on the railroad line until it bent around a corner and disappeared out of sight.




Lt slid down the other side of the ridge on his bottom and came to a stop with his men in a small huddle. Crockett slid to a crouch next to him.




“Alright you head takers and heart breakers, we got ourselves a situation on the other side of that hill. Seems like Lick done got wise to something going down, and they picked the exact same spot we planned to ambush to set up an ambush of their own.”




He bent over and used the tip of his finger to draw in the dirt.




“Line goes here round a bend, and that’s where the train’s coming from. Lick got two positions set up, here and here,” he marked with x’s. “I got a headcount of eight. That means we’re evenly matched.”




He squinted up at the men.




“Now any of you here think that Lick ain’t got more patrols in the woods?”




They shook their heads.




“If we’re compromised,” said Babe. “Maybe we ought to wait.”

Lt nodded.




“I think that’s a mighty fine idea Babe, and if it was up to me, I’d sure take your advice. Smartest thing I heard all day. But HQ ain’t smart, not always. I think it’s cause they’re hungry. See, HQ got to feed a couple thousand people. Ya’ll may not remember this, but back before the Lick came, we used to eat three times a day. Now folks inside is lucky to eat three times a week. We got it good out here. We eat every time Lutz kills a squirrel. Not so bad is it?”




“His stew sucks,” Babe punched him in the shoulder.




“I don’t think it’s so bad,” said Rook, his young face hidden under a layer of grime.




“Rook’s right,” said Lt. “It’s better than the alternative. And all those folks at HQ relying on us to do our job.”




“Our job is killing Licks, Lt,” said Babe.




“Well son, looks like we’re about to be open for business. I got eight Licks down there waiting on you to try and take their train. I got I don’t know how many more in the woods watching their buddie’s back. So, we ain’t got time to plan something new or go pick a new spot. Road crosses right there. That’s where we’re meeting the trucks.”




“I don’t like it,” Babe muttered.




“Don’t none of us like it,” said Lt. “Only fun part of this gig is after, when the killing’s done. But we’re out here to help some folks back home. Get them food. Medicine. Stuff they can use for the fight. Not all of them are alien killing bad asses like this fine group of men right here.”




He got a couple of grins for that.




It was enough.




“Now look here, we’re going to split up,” he bent over the dirt again and began to diagram the plan of attack.
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“We could use an extra squad,” Crockett whispered out of the side of his mouth.


“Wouldn’t make half as much noise as you,” Rook whispered back.


“You two shut up,” Lutz hissed.


He led Suds and the other two between the trees, eyes up and searching for any sign of Lick soldiers. They had encountered sentries in other skirmishes, and he had no reason to believe there wouldn’t be three or for more aliens in the forest, acting as a first line of defense for the two nests embedded above the railroad track.


“Funny though,” Crockett continued. “How did they know this was the spot? How did they know this was the day?”


Lutz shook his head.


“This was the day cause it’s the day they’re running the supply train,” he said. “But as for the spot? I don’t know.”


“Shenanigans,” Rook muttered.


“Shenanigans,” they whispered in agreement.


“Now shut up,” Lutz added.


They proceeded under the shadows of the trees, moving at a rushed hobble to minimize noise but still make the position the Lt wanted them in at the prescribed time.


Crockett froze and held up a fist. The rest stopped, guns up.

He turned around and caught Lutz’s wide eyes, held up three fingers and pointed at his own eyeball, then forward to the left.


Three Licks to their west.

Lutz motioned Rook and Suds to flank right as he dropped to his stomach and crawled up to join Crockett. The other soldier joined him, and they used elbows and knees to slither through the carpet of pine needles and fallen leaves to the other side of them.


The Licks were fifty yards away.


“We need a distraction,” Crockett mouthed.


We need a knife, Lutz wished for the Lt’s giant Bowie knife. It was good for slitting alien throats and was silent. But if he got one, the other two would get him.


They had no choice, but to wait.


Lutz had a second to wonder if the Lt could pull off an attack on the other nest with his group when the shot rang out.


Rook crouched on his knee and aimed at the Licks. His first shot pounded through the chest of one, center mass. It cratered the flesh and sent the alien reeling.


He got a second shot off that went wide, his aim disrupted by the panicked Licks, who began returning fire.


Crockett slid up and shot one of the aliens in the back of the head. Lutz finished the other one.


“Up!” he yelled and leaped to run through the woods.


They screwed up the timetable, he knew. Rook’s shot would have put the two nests on alert. He could only hope that their firefight in the trees drew attention away from where the second group was sneaking up on them.


The trees around him erupted in small fires and smoke as laser blasts seared the air.


He ducked, dodged but kept running and







































