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Randy, mayor of Vicksburg, crossed his
arms, looking at the mysterious man wearing the balaclava that
covered all but his eyes, which were hard and stony. The rifle
slung over the man's shoulder was heavily used and scarred from
battle. His gloved hands were well away from it, but the rifles
held by the two men standing on either side and slightly behind of
him drove his point home. All three of them were dressed in
identical black fatigues and boots. They had walked in less than a
minute before and the leader introduced himself as 'Major Knash',
issuing an ultimatum within the next breath.

“You're seriously walking
into my town and demanding our surrender to...who was it you
said?”

“General
Cyanide.”

“That's it. So you walked in
here to demand that I hand the town over to someone named after rat
poison?”

“It was phrased as a
request, not a demand.”

“Ah, yes.” Randy smiled and
nodded. “A 'request' by armed men. The most peaceful type of
request that can be made.”

“We could have taken out
half your town before you'd known we were here if we'd wanted. The
General's request is very generous.” Major Knash waved a hand at
the office around them that was filled with book shelves and file
cabinets. “Your town seems civilized enough to understand
generosity. To run in terror and die shitting their pants is surely
beyond them.”

“And I understand enough to
know that you could be trying to scam your way into control of the
town.” Randy cleared his throat and pointed at a bell hanging on
the wall behind his desk. “I could ring for a gunfight, but I don't
want the office shot up, and I'm not convinced you won't just walk
out that door and go away.”

Major Knash sighed. “We had dearly
hoped it wouldn't come to this.”

“I doubt that.”

“You're trying my patience.”
Major Knash smiled. “You don't want me to enjoy coming back for a
fight.”

Randy nodded. “And you mine. But I'm
not sure you understand the fights we've had among
ourselves.”

Major Knash's smirk could be heard in
his words. “So you're going to fight us and our secret
weapon?”

“Do we have a
choice?”

Major Knash laughed. “I just gave you a
choice.”

Randy held one finger up. “I meant, a
choice that isn't one sided and that screws us.”

“We could protect your town
from the worst of enemies. Are you sure you want us as an
enemy?”

“Are you sure I shouldn't
ring this bell?”

“It sounds like you've made
your decision, Randy.”

“I have, Knash.”

“So, our parlay is
over?”

“It is.”

“I'll see you once we take
over the town, good day until then.”

Randy stared at them, not speaking as
the men turned and marched out of his office door. He waited until
he could see them leaving the building from his window before he
rang the bell.

Within seconds, someone was trailing
the three men as they left Vicksburg with half the town watching
them and Randy was organizing the town's defense.

***

Markus rested his hand on the pistol
hanging on his belt, nodding and smiling. He was dressed in all
camo and had a tomahawk hanging opposite the pistol. “Nice, so I'm
leading this shit show?”

Randy grimaced and looked at the others
loosely grouped in front of him. “Yeah, you're the most militant of
this group and we only have so many of you to go around. And let's
not call it a 'shit show'. You're leading this group, but there are
other groups. You're a distraction. Just kill as many of their
people as possible and stay alive. Other teams are assigned other
targets, but don't you pass up any opportunity.”

“I've been waiting for and
wanting this.”

Randy nodded. “Waiting and wanting are
two different things, so we'll find out what you really pined for
once this is done.”

Markus pulled his tomahawk from his
belt and twirled it around one finger before throwing it into the
air, catching it behind his back, and dropping it back into the
sheath a second later. “Waiting and wanting.” He thumped the front
of his chest with one fist.

“And the rest of you?” Randy
looked at the other four members of Markus's team. “Are you ready
to take on an army that possibly exists and wants our
town?”

Danny, Sara, and Beatrice mumbled
between themselves. Dirten raised his hand.

Randy pointed. “Yes?”

Dirten hooked his right thumb over his
belt buckle and let that hand dangle provocatively in front of his
blue jeaned groin. “What's this about them possibly
existing?”

“These guys are probably
just nuts. But Joe Mofo says his gang backs them, so look out for
Joe and just run if you see the gang. We know he's an unhinged
killer, but we need him alive and on our side.”

Sara raised her hand. “You said they
mentioned a 'secret weapon'?”

Randy shrugged. “What are they going to
have that we've not seen yet? A jet? An even bigger tank? Maybe
they have some overwhelming weapon and maybe they have a bucket of
nothing. That's part of what you're finding out.”

Danny shook his head, clutching his lab
coat around him. “Doesn't sound very safe to me.”

“We said it wasn't safe when
we asked for volunteers. And you're the doctor. You're suppose to
help fix what goes wrong due to unsafe stuff.”

Danny grunted.

Randy nodded. “Any other
questions?”

Beatrice raised her hand. “Will you
take care of Barbie if something happens to me?”

Randy looked at the mangy, one eyed dog
sitting at her side that snarled at him in return for daring to
look its way. He cleared his throat. “Sure.”

“That's all.”

Randy nodded. “I'll get to the next
group unless there's anything else.”

“What happens if the army
exists and gets past us?” Everyone turned towards
Markus.

“The guards will maintain
Vicksburg's security. That's why we need the volunteer groups to go
out and see what's going on.”

Randy pulled a watch from his pocket
and looked at it. “Now, I really need to get to the
next...”

“What happens if the army
exists?” Everyone turned to look at Sara.

Randy shrugged. “Probably die. They
were armed to the max.”

“Doesn't sound very safe to
me.” Everyone looked at Danny.

“We already established that
it isn't and that you're here to fix that part.”

“I'm just
saying.”

Randy looked at his watch again. “And
I'm saying it's time for the next group. Get back to me the second
you've taken out half a dozen of them. If they exist. Otherwise,
get back to me the second you've figured out that they
don't.”

“About time.” Markus waved
for everyone to follow him. “C'mon, we have people to kill.
Maybe.”

Dirten picked his crudely made, spiked
rebar club up from where it leaned against his leg. “As long as you
let me kick them in the balls first.”

Markus nodded. “We can arrange
that.”

“And people say I'm a bitch
for shooting people in the groin.”

Everyone stopped and turned towards
Sara.

“Yeah!” Dirten laughed.
“That's for real being a bitch. I just kick them. What kind of sick
fuck shoots someone in the balls?”

Sara shrugged and patted the rifle
hanging over her shoulder. “I guess you have a point.”

Randy held his watch up, tapping it
repeatedly.

***

They went over their gear once back on
the street outside. Most of what they needed was on them, but they
hadn't known the vagueness of their mission to know to bring at
least one meal along. Theirs was a glorified scouting trip. Maybe
they'd run into something and maybe they wouldn't. Randy himself
didn't even know what was out there to find...if anything. Maybe,
and hopefully, they would earn their gold for a nice walk through
the forest on a nice day.

And the day was indeed nice. The sky
was clear and only the faint orange cast to the horizon at noon
looked out of place. A light breeze kept them cool even though the
sun blazed down on them, making their hair hot to the touch. It
seemed like too nice of a day to have the mission they had. The
warm summer air was more suited for working in the fields or skinny
dipping...if you could find enough clean water to do so.

It didn't take them long to gather the
last supplies they thought they needed and head out of
town.

***

“Is this a joke?” Beatrice
squinted at Markus. “You got us fucking lost?” She spun to Dirten.
“And stop staring at my ass, motherfucker.”

Barbie growled at Markus and snapped at
Dirten.

Dirten shrugged. “Why the fuck you have
that ass hanging out if you don't want me to look at
it?”

Everyone stopped and stared at the worn
bikini top and holey booty shorts Beatrice had on that left little
to the imagination. Her skin was tanned dark where exposed and her
hair was tied back with a strip of leather. A leather belt held up
a knife and machete that swung at her hips and the skin above it
was darker than the leather.

Danny nodded. “You do have a perfect
example of well endowed hips on a female homosapian.”

“It's hot out here,
motherfuckers!”

Dirten waved one of his hands at his
face. “Damn straight you are.”

Markus cleared his throat. “I didn't
say we were 'lost'.” He motioned around them. “I know where we are.
Briar forest.”

They all accepted the change in subject
and glanced around at the tangle of bramble that had massive thorns
with unnaturally colored leaves. Some of the thorns were half an
inch long and they could barely see over the bushes. Large trees
stuck out of the bramble, but they towered above their heads and
had no branches within reach. However, they let plenty of sunlight
through to the undergrowth, so the forest wasn't dim and dreary.
Danny, the tallest of them, could just see a shack to the north
with sunlight reflecting off its tin roof.

Beatrice nodded. “And where is anything
else?”

Markus looked around for a second
before shrugging and pointing back the way they'd came. “Somewhere
back there.”

“So we're fucking
lost?”

“I didn't say we're lost. I
answered your question.”

“Now, you're being
evasive.”

“I'll fix it, don't
worry.”

“Now, you're admitting we're
lost.”

Markus looked around at the others. “Do
you all think we're lost?”

They all nodded in return.

“I'd kick you in the balls
for getting us lost if up to me,” Dirten said.

“So what do you all
suggest?”

Danny pointed. “We should check that
shack out and go from there.”

Sara nodded. “And maybe set up an
ambush point.”

“Sounds better than kicking
me in the balls.”

“The fuck do you want from
me? I'm a simple man with a simple plan.” Dirten pointed down the
single file path ahead of them through the briars. “Are you going
to lead or should I?”

Markus glared at him and pulled his
tomahawk free, chopping at the grabbing briars that reached into
the path while mumbling something about 'simple'.

Their footing was well traveled and
packed down. Fur, hair, and strands of cloth hung from the saber
shaped thorns that clutched at passing human and animal both. The
path stayed shoulder width, but opened up enough in places to stand
in a circle and it split more than once. Danny, being the only one
that could easily see over the bramble, kept an eye on the
shack.

***

Three turns, a small amount of blood
loss, and at least one hole in each piece of clothing later they
stood in front of the shack that was solid enough to have a locked
door. There weren't any windows in the structure. Surprisingly
strong walls resisted all attempts to check inside through what
appeared to be loose boards that would only move millimeters. A
cloud of wasps flew around the large, round nest hanging from one
back corner and the single file path went all the way around the
shack.

A metallic click cut through the
natural sounds around them, making them all gasp and freeze, as
they gathered around the door.

“It's nothing.” Sara lifted
her foot and flicked a piece of string away from her boot. “It was
a trap that didn't do anything.”

Everyone exhaled as one and visibly
relaxed.

Danny jiggled the locked shack door.
“How are we breaking in?”

Markus drew his pistol in response,
motioned for Danny to step back, and put half a dozen rounds into
the door, kicking it open a second later. “Something like
that.”

“Oh, shit!” Beatrice pointed
at the back of the shack. “A weapons stash!”

Markus smiled. “Those cheeky fuckers.
They hid their shit right under our noses.” He stepped into the
shack, grabbing weapons and handing them towards the door as fast
as he could. “We've got real fire power now.”

The others passed the weapons among
themselves until some found something better than what they had.
Then Markus started handing them clothing, including one of two
Dura Tuch vests after he put one of them on. Within a minute they
had tripled their firepower and defensive capabilities at the
expense of General Cyanide's army.

“We can't just leave the
rest.” Markus grabbed a lantern hanging in the shack and pushed





































































cover.jpg





