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May Chaos Rule

The log cabin sits buried in the woods as evening closed in. The stars were beginning to show up in the sky as the sun faded away. A light snow has begun to fall covering the landscape in a sea of white.

Inside, darkness ruled except for the fire burning in the stone fireplace, its light crawling across the rough timber walls and throwing shifting shadows. A man sits at a desk near the fire, hunched over a laptop. The screen’s glow cuts through the dark as his fingers hammer away on the keyboard. The only sounds are the crackle of flames and the sharp clatter of keys. A phone lays beside the laptop. It vibrates as the screen lights up with a name: Carter calling. The man doesn’t hesitate. He presses the green button. “I’m almost done,” he said into the phone.

“How long?” Carter asked.

The man’s eyes stay locked on the screen. His hands moving as fast as they could.

“I said, how long?” Carter pressed.

The question hung in the air. The man struck the keyboard one final time and hit enter. The screen shifted. He leans back in his chair, exhaling for the first time in minutes. “It’s done.”

“We’re checking now,” Carter replied. The line hung dead for what felt like an eternity. “We’ve received the upload. Your money’s being transferred.”

The man opens a banking website and enters his username and password. The page refreshed. The number appearing clearly on the screen, $10,000,000. “Payment received,” the man said. The line went dead. Silence reclaimed the cabin, broken only by the fire. The man stares at the screen, then opens the desk’s top drawer. Inside sat a bottle of expensive Irish whiskey. He pours a drink, watching the amber liquid catch the firelight. He raises the glass in a private toast. “May chaos rule.”

Moments later, hundreds of miles away, and high above the streets of New York City, Gene Strow stood in his penthouse office, looking out over the skyline. The city stretched below him, a vast and intact grid of lights glowing against the night sky. Gene was in his late seventies, short and overweight, his grey hair neatly kept. He stood where the shadows gathered, his features never fully revealed, as though he preferred distance over recognition. In his right hand, he held a drink. He took a slow sip as the office door opened behind him.

Carter Young entered the dark low-lit room. He was in his early forties, tall, fit, and confident. His dark hair was always perfect, his suits were expensive, and his watch was one of a kind. He has been Gene’s right hand man for more than twenty years. He approached his boss knowing that he wouldn’t turn around to address him.

“Is it done?” Gene asked.

“It is,” Carter said. “The timer has begun, and it can’t be stopped.”

Gene took another sip, eyes still on the city. “What about the agitators on the ground?”

“The first half of the money was delivered a few hours ago,” Carter replied. “We have all the major cities covered. Once the cities are burning, they’ll move to the surrounding areas.”

“Good.” He drank again. “How much time will the virus give us?” 

“At least a week, maybe longer.”

Gene lifted the glass once more; the city faintly reflected in its surface. “May chaos rule.”
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The Offer

Morning arrived in Los Angeles bright and indifferent. Along the coastline, skaters rolled past as the ocean moved beside them. Joggers cut through the salt air. Tourists blinked into the sunlight. Locals moved with familiar ease. Palm fronds swayed overhead, shadows striping sidewalks and sun-bleached cars. The 5-freeway was bumper to bumper. The traffic stretching on as far as the eye could see. The sound of breaks screeching, horns honking, and engines idling filled the air. The city was coming to life under the morning sun.

A massive building stood above the rest. A place set apart from beaches and freeways. A place defined by sacrifice and the quiet service of those who defend the country. The West Los Angeles Medical Center rose with quiet authority, a massive complex of concrete, glass, and corridors. It was the largest VA medical facility in California, large enough to feel like a city of its own.

Inside, the air carried the sharp scent of antiseptic. The floors buffed to a mirror shine. Signs pointed in every direction. Nurses and doctors moved with practiced efficiency while patients waited, endured, healed, or tried to.

In one hospital room, morning light softened against white walls and pale bedding. The television was on, its sound present but unfocused, a wash of voices that didn’t reach the bed. Sira Taliv lay there, early thirties, small and thin, her body still strong despite what had been taken from it. She was missing her lower left leg, lost to an RPG in Afghanistan. The absence was constant, a quiet division between before and after. She was recovering from her third surgery to remove shrapnel from her lower back. The bed held her in a position that wasn’t comfortable, only necessary. Pain lingered beneath the blankets, steady, and patient. Sira scrolled on her phone. Her thumb moving in small, repetitive motions, distracted, and grounding. Her expression stayed neutral, as she read the story in front of her, but her eyes remained alert.

A knock sounded at the doorframe, gentle but deliberate. George Ross stood there, late sixties, good-looking with a gray beard and disciplined posture. He was fit, showing that sixty was the new fifty. He was dressed in a tailored suit with an overcoat and hat that felt slightly out of time. He didn’t hesitate or hover. He simply waited. “Hello, Ms. Taliv,” George said. “May I come in?”

Sira looked up from her phone, puzzled by the formality and the unfamiliar face. “Sure,” she said, then added, “may I ask who you are?”

George removed his hat and held it at his side. “Forgive me, my name’s George Ross. I’m here to offer you a job.” He stepped into the room and extended his hand.

Sira stared at George for a quick second as question after question started to run through her young mind. All the questions faded away as quickly as they came in except one. Who was this stranger in a suit offering a handshake and a Job in a hospital room? Sira looked down at the man’s hand and took it. His grip was firm and steady. “A job?” She repeated.

George withdrew his hand and reached into his jacket, pulling out a plain envelope and handing it to her. It felt heavier than just paper. “I own a small veterinary hospital in northern Wisconsin,” George said. “I’d like for you to come work for me.”

Sira studied him, her mind shifting into assessment. Was this real? “I’m sorry, but I’m still a little confused. How do you even know who I am?”

George didn’t flinch. “I know who you are because you were recommended to me by your former commanding officer.”

Sira’s focus sharpened. “You spoke to Eric?”

“Yes,” George said. “I did. He’s a longtime friend, and he speaks very highly of you. He also said you’re the best soldier and veterinarian he ever commanded.”

Something crossed Sira’s face, appreciation edged with discomfort. “Eric’s being too kind. He was an amazing commanding officer.”

“No argument there,” George replied. A brief silence settled. George let it pass, then continued. “The veterinary hospital’s run by retired military, like you. We’ve only been open a few years, but we’re growing quickly. Right now, I have only one licensed veterinarian, and I need another. That’s where you come in.”

Sira glanced at the envelope, then back at him. A little smile forming on her face “So, you own a vet hospital run by vets.”

George laughed, easy and genuine. “I know, It’s a bit ironic.” He gestured toward the envelope. “Inside, you’ll find an employment contract and details about the hospital. Katlin Barns is our lead vet. Her phone numbers included. Feel free to call her if you have any questions.”

Sira didn’t open it. She held the envelope, uncertain. Outside the window, Los Angeles continued on, bright and unconcerned. She wasn’t sure what to say.

George placed his hat back on and looked at his watch. “I have a meeting to get to, but please think it over. I’ll be back in forty-eight hours for your answer.” Then he left the room. 

Sira just stared at George as he walked down the hall away from her. He was almost to the elevators when one of the doors opened like it was part of a plan. He stepped to his right and disappeared as the elevator door closed behind him. She looked down at the envelope in her hand as the room returned to silence. Her thoughts have now changed from light reading to heavy with choice.
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The Ghosts of Kandahar

Evening settled over the West Los Angeles Medical Center, corridors dimming as day slipped into night. The hospital never slept, but at this hour it felt quieter, broken only by distant footsteps and the low hum of machines.

In her room, Sira rolled onto her side, the movement slow and deliberate. Pain followed, familiar and unavoidable. The window beside her bed reflected her image, pale skin, tired eyes, a body reshaped by war and surgery. For a moment, she studied the reflection as if it belonged to someone else. Her thoughts turned inward. Why do I deserve this amazing job? The question lingered as her breathing slowed and her eyes closed. Sleep pulled her under, not forward, but back to the worst day of her life.

She was in the back seat of a QRF Army Humvee in Kandahar, Afghanistan.

The vehicle rumbled beneath her, vibration traveling through metal and bone. Three other soldiers sat with her, but no one spoke. Thirty minutes earlier, a convoy ahead of them had been ambushed. Now they were racing toward what remained.

The Humvee came to a hard stop. Outside, the road was chaos. Military vehicles lay shattered and burning, torn apart by an IED buried along the roadside. Smoke mixed with dust and heat. The convoy was under heavy fire. Soldiers returned it from behind what little cover they could find while others dragged the wounded away from the wreckage.

Sira jumped out, taking in the scene in a single sweep, enemy positions, wounded, movement, and then she ran. Three men lay behind a burning Humvee, flames licking at twisted metal. A K9 handler was already there, working frantically, his dog crouched beside him, tense, and alert. Sira slid in next to the handler, gravel scraping beneath her gear. “What are we looking at?” She asked, already reaching for her pack.

“This one has multiple gunshot wounds,” the handler replied, nodding toward the closest soldier. He pointed to a second man. “That one was hit in the leg,” the handler continued. “I stopped the bleeding with a tourniquet.” Then he turned to the third body. “The other is KIA.”

Sira shifted her rifle aside and pulled a bandage from her pack. She went to work on the man with multiple gunshot wounds, hands steady despite the noise and incoming fire. Blood soaked through her gloves as she pressed and wrapped, her focus locked on keeping him alive. Movement caught her eye. 

An enemy combatant sprinted across the road, repositioning for a clearer angle on her and the handler. The handler saw him at the same moment. “Fass!” the handler shouted.

The dog launched forward like a bullet fired from a gun, slamming into the enemy combatant and dragging him to the ground.

Sira raised her weapon and fired, dropping the man with a single shot to the head.

“Bei Fuß!” the handler called. He looked at Sira, “Thank you.” 

The dog turned and ran back toward them. He was about ten yards from his handler when a bullet struck him in the side. The dog cried out and collapsed, rolling across the dirt.

Sira didn’t hesitate, “Cover me!” She yelled.

The handler spun and laid down suppressive fire as Sira sprinted toward the wounded dog. She was almost to him when a round slammed into her chest. The impact dropped her hard, the air ripped from her lungs. “I’m hit; I’m hit!” She gasped. Her voice came out thin and broken. She turned her head and saw the dog whimpering on the ground. Fighting through the pain, she dragged herself to her knees and forced herself upright. Each step toward the dog felt uncertain.

“RPG! Incoming!” a soldier shouted nearby.

There was no time to react. The RPG struck between her and the dog. The blast hurled her backward. From Sira’s point of view, the world broke apart. She blinked, trying to understand what had happened. Everything was blurred, dust hanging thick in the air. Sound came in fragments, gunfire, shouting, but none of it made sense. She turned her head and saw what looked like a dog lying on the ground. Whimpering. She reached for him. Too far. She reached again, but her body wouldn’t respond. Gunfire continued somewhere beyond the haze. Voices shouted, but the words were lost. The noise faded, collapsing into silence as darkness took her over.

Sira woke up screaming. She bolted upright, drenched in sweat, echoes of war still ringing in her ears. Her heart pounded as if she were still there, still on that road. She reached out instinctively. “I’m coming!” she cried. Her hand closed on nothing but air. The dog wasn’t there. Tears ran down her face as her breathing began to slow. She began to feel the cold sweat on her neck and clothes as the hospital room slowly started to come back into focus. The pale walls, the quiet, the steady hum of machines. One breath, then another. Slowly, she lay back down. The memory loosened its grip but never released it.
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Yellow Jackets

Night wrapped Milwaukee in a cold, industrial quiet. On the edge of the city, among forgotten streets and neglected warehouses, sat the Yellow Jackets’ home base. From the outside, the building looked like a rundown warehouse of aged brick, clouded windows, three scarred garage doors with paint long since faded. It was the kind of place no one looked at twice.

Inside, the space opened wide and cavernous. Cars and trucks were parked throughout, arranged with casual intent. Most were unremarkable work trucks and sedans chosen to blend in, except for one. A glossy red 1987 Cadillac DeVille convertible sat among them like a rose in a brown wheat field. Along the far wall, a row of old offices stood dark. Every light was out except one. The conference room glowed faintly, a square of illumination cutting through the warehouse gloom.

Inside, an old table sat at the center, scarred by years of use. Two men and two women were seated around it. Each wore a yellow jacket. At the head of the table sat a massive figure.

Dom Breckenridge, aka Big Man, was in his late thirties, six-foot-five and four hundred pounds. Pale and freckled, with neatly groomed red hair and a thick beard, he carried his size with authority. A yellow jacket tattoo marked his neck. 

Big Man and his wife Monica had been running the Yellow Jackets for more than ten years.

Monica Breckenridge, aka Queen, sat to his left. Late thirties, short and tan, her
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