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I.Double, Double, Toil and Trouble
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DR. DD DAVIS NEEDED to make it to the top of the Hattiesburg water tower. The pumps at the top of the tank that filled it no longer functioned, of course. The PVC pipes that fed into the city water supply had disintegrated under the onslaught of the bacterial epidemic known as machine sickness. However, the metal rungs and rivets of the ladders and the steel expansion-mesh of the platforms were still in great shape, which made it a superb vantage point. 

Survival rations on her travels had made her gaunt, and though she was weaker, her lesser weight made the straight-vertical climb less arduous. She made it to the top, scarcely panting, and scanned the horizon: to the west, the direction she’d come, lay the little lake and the cottages where she’d spent the night as a guest. Also west, the Interstate—now all but useless for travel, liquefied to its gravel base and flooded in spots where its drainage system had imploded. Beyond that, way out of sight, ran the mighty Mississippi herself.

DD had made her way from Texarkana to the Mississippi with little trouble. Local people weren’t so many generations gone from the rural Scots-Irish and African-American traditions of hospitality to travelers. All she needed was a place to pitch a primitive tent by her alcohol-fueled ATV. Not that she often had to settle for that. She’d stayed in barns, sheds, and people’s homes. There had been one spot of ugliness where she’d been surrounded by a gang of unsavory men who seemed like they might be thinking about making gruesome sport of her. She’d kept her cool while talking to them, resting her hand lightly on the grip of her pistol, until they decided nervously to look for easier prey. She had her rifle slung across her back now, and had slid her holster around to just above her tailbone so she could climb.

To the east, the sun had just risen over the small town. There were athletic fields in the brownish-grey of winter. The town looked almost normal from this height. Only the mottled color of the paved streets and roads showed the deterioration caused by the voracious pseudoalkanivorax davisii. It had gobbled up everything made of petroleum, spreading throughout the world like the common cold, travelling from machine to machine along pipes, wires and roads. 

She imagined the world unchanged and felt a familiar stab of guilt, like the edge of a broken tooth. If you looked at an area for minute or so, you’d notice that the traffic lights were dark and the cars weren’t moving, disabled and abandoned by their drivers in the first panicky days of the contagion. 

No people were visible from here. The neighborhoods of student apartments and middle-class houses were vacant now; those who’d survived mostly moved into the country, where food grew and water flowed. Those who stayed in the towns had clustered in developments with a lake in the middle, like the Cottages, or a pool that could be used as a reservoir. There are a number of ways of storing and purifying rainwater runoff; those who learned them, survived. 

Those who didn’t were to be found in settlements like plague villages in Europe centuries ago: people dead in their beds, dead in the streets, dead babies in the arms of dead mothers; fresh graves next to half-dug graves, where the dying had outstripped the survivors’ ability to deal with the dead. Even months later, the stench was overwhelming. A feral yaller dog carrying a human femur in its mouth, had followed DD as she made her way through of one of these neighborhoods. 

DD shook her head to rattle the memory loose and turned to the south. There, she saw what she had dreaded—what had brought her towards the Gulf to begin with. Since she’d fled the Gulf of Mexico (leaving the consequences of her mistakes behind), she had wondered what the machine sickness would do to the steely indigo waters and the life-forms within it; from krill on up the food chain to dolphins and manatees. 

Tim–traitor!–had said the Gulf was boiling, and she hadn’t believed it until now. But now she saw a cloud to the south. DD had lived in this region long enough to know what winter clouds looked like: a dreary, high blanket on overcast days and little fluffy cotton balls on bright, cool sunny days. But these clouds were nothing she had seen before. They looked like upside-down thunderheads, a crazy funhouse-mirror image of those daily harbingers of Summer’s steaming deluges. 

Boiling. Boiling! What have I done?

She buried her forehead in her palm. She knew it wasn’t strictly her fault: her assistant Tim (Curse him forever!) had pretty clearly substituted the wrong bacteria for the cultures she’d brought to Texas. He had done it as part of an elaborate scheme to cover his embezzlement (And what do the Chinese have to do with it? All those Sinopec transactions? I still don’t know). So instead of guilt, she felt just a deep regret that she had trusted Tim.

DD sat down criss-cross-apple-sauce, as her kindergarten teacher used to call the position. She sat on the catwalk to think. A kind group of people who had taken her in for the night, two families sharing an old farmhouse on a rise next to a creek, had warned her against going any further west along the coast than Gulfport. The Duboses and the Armstrongs had attended church together before the machine sickness hit. Two women and their husbands and assorted kids, stepkids, and cousins mingled together; DD hadn’t stayed long enough to get straight who belonged to whom. 

But Tamika Dubose had warned her, “Don’t go towards New Orleans. People have turned into animals there. Your life ain’t worth spit if you go that way.” 

All the adults agreed. Wayne Armstrong shook his shaggy red head and added, “That’s an insult to animals. Satan is at work in the big cities. People eating the dead before they can rot. Gangs running amok. You don’t want anything to do with that! I see you’re armed, but my advice to you as a woman alone: save a bullet for yourself. Let us pray.” 

The table of adults and children bowed their heads over a meal of sweet corn, pumpkin, beans, and stewed chicken.

Her stomach rumbled now as she remembered that meal. She’d been rationing herself, nibbling on a daily handful or two of the dried fruit and crackers, toasted oats, and nuts in her pack. Supplementing with crabapples, boiling up poke or borage or dandelion when she could build a fire—even so, she was running low. The Cottages had ducks and geese, and they had successfully grown corn over the summer. They had plenty of hominy and eggs, but when they killed the fowl, they gave the meat only to the children.

Yet somehow, the canny and shy dog from the lifeless village had been waiting for her, not visibly thinner, when she left their homestead. She’d called it with her hand out, and it had lowered its head, wagging its tail and sniffing the air, then disappeared into the bushes again. But DD could now see the dog chasing something up the alley. 

Going closer to the Gulf, it will just be worse. She knew that she was at the point where the soil started turning from Delta riverbottom (not the best soil, but workable with compost and sand tilled in) to silty loam full of sand and salt. All nutrients instantly trickled away and the earth dried to dust overnight when the rain stopped. 

People down there would live on fish and seaweed. But is the Gulf dead now? No one she’d met had been able to answer that question. That means that no fishermen escaping the Gulf have fled through here. Maybe it’s not that bad.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


II.When Life Gives you Lemonns...
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BEFORE

LS3 Suzanne Garcia’s computer was on a folding table in the new concrete building. Her daily camo fatigues were getting tight in the stomach; soon, she’d have to upsize. She’d almost finished updating the database with scanned info on the last shipment of fresh ammo added to replace expired cases. All the colored columns were crosschecked and ready to be audited. The stale ammo was stacked somewhere on the docks, awaiting the next boat. It was time for her shift to end, and her stomach gurgled when she thought of hitting the mess hall. She had a huge appetite since the morning sickness had faded.

The corner of her mouth twitched ruefully. She’d hoped to have a real career in logistics here in the Navy, but a maternity shore billet would definitely side-track her progress up the enlisted ranks. Manuel wanted her to resign as soon as her tour ended and stay home; he was doing pretty good in his sales job, and said they could afford it. 

But Suzanne wasn’t sure; her ambition might fade once she had the baby, or it might not. She’d friends for whom it had gone both ways, and some who turned even more ambitious, eager to give the child the kind of lifestyle they had been deprived of as kids. She took the nasty looks and whispered comments from her colleagues in stride. If she hadn’t known she could cope with sexist jerks, she wouldn’t have signed up for the military! For now, all she cared about was her hunger.

Once she got to the mess hall, she grabbed a fiberglass tray and a napkin-wrapped plasticware bundle. The napkin was empty, so she grabbed a second one. She slid her tray along the metal rails and looked through the glass at the lunch offerings. The first napkin stuck to her hand, so she shook it off onto the floor. 

The CS behind the steam trays reached out for a sectioned Styrofoam plate. “What’ll it be?” he asked.

The plate he picked up stuck to the one below it. He turned and started to push them apart with his plastic-gloved hands, but the plates were melted together. He dropped the two into the trash under the countertop and picked up a third plate, revealing that it had a three-inch hole in it. “What the Hell?” he said, then realized his plastic glove was also falling apart. 

Just at that moment, a series of loud tones, followed by a voice, came over the loudspeakers, “General quarters. General quarters. This is not a drill, this is not a drill. General quarters, all hands to battle stations. This is not a drill.” 

Suzanne exchanged glances with the food-service guy, and they both dropped what they were doing.

Suzanne reported to her CO in the logistics division. The CO had a deep crease between her eyes, a hesitation in her step that spoke of confusion. After calling off to make sure they were all there, she had them stand ready for orders. At-ease with her colleagues, the unasked question was on everyone’s mind: who was attacking? 

The assumption was: something to do with the Chinese Army base that was nearing completion on the other side of Djibouti. But they were in the dark until someone told them what was going on. And they were at the bottom of the pile of people who needed to know. 

The entrance to the secure drone pilots’ work rooms was at the end of the long series of supplies-warehouse rooms. Standing in formation, all they could do was wait. When electric lights went off overhead, they didn’t break discipline, just patiently remained. 

The doors to the drone rooms opened, and the pilots and all the techs and support staff emerged. That was odd; if they were under attack, why weren’t the pilots busy flying the drones back from their missions in Yemen, Syria, or Somalia, to assist in defense? Plus, weren’t there drones enough out at the desert airstrip to defend the base, that ought to be doing so? 

But the pilots and staff just filed silently out. Of course, no one told the logistics people anything.

A jet engine screamed overhead, descending towards the runway at the adjacent airport. Background noise, on a normal afternoon. But then they heard a shrieking, tearing metallic noise—unmistakable sounds of a plane crashing at high speed, jarring the concrete beneath their feet with its impact. 

They glanced around at one another, breaking discipline for just a moment. It was actually comforting to be able to stand right here, where they were supposed to be, knowing that they were doing just what they were supposed to do, as the sirens and distant screams and yells filtered through the cinderblock walls. 

An E-3 messenger scurried into the room and carried on a frantic, whispered conversation with her LTJG, pressed a sheet of paper into her hands, and scurried away. 

“Garcia. Bradburn. Parrish.” The CO called the three who mostly handled shipments of ammo, medical supplies, and emergency survival kits. “Follow me. The rest of you: dismissed.”

Suzanne followed LTJG Smith to the locked door which led to the supply warehouse proper. Smith ignored the electronic card scanner lock; Suzanne saw that its panel was dark. Smith dug out a metal key from deep within her pocket and opened the door. The four of them walked inside the area where their computers sat in the gloom, their monitors, the CPUs and relay hardware, all dark. 

An apprehensive darkness started to infect Suzanne’s mood. 

“Ladies,” Smith said, “we have no power. And we have every expectation that we will not get power back in the near future.”

“But the generators—” began Bradburn.

“Generators require fuel. The generators are fucked. Ladies, you three have the best idea of what we have in this warehouse right now. I need you to take paper,” she pointed to a box of copy paper on the floor next to a darkened printer, “and write down as much as you can remember about what we have, and how much. Be as detailed as possible. If you don’t know something, like an amount or a caliber or type or whatever, write ‘unknown.’ Is that clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the women chorused. They walked over to the counter to get pens. The one Bradburn picked up was in a gooey puddle of leaky ink. She noticed just before she grabbed it, avoiding putting her hand in the inky mess. Garcia and Parrish weren’t so observant, and each wound up with fingers stained and sticky. They wiped their hands on their fatigues. Bradburn handed them each a pencil from the cup on the desk instead. 

Suzanne shook her head, looked at Bradburn. “There’s no fuckin’ way!”

“Yeah, well, computers are like men, aren’t they? You never appreciate them until they go down on you.”

Suzanne smirked. She could barely remember what she’d been cataloguing before she went to eat, much less creating anything resembling an accurate inventory. This is the US military! This is AFRICOM, the primary US military base on the entire continent... We couldn’t have been caught flat-footed by something as simple as a power failure. Could we? Her stomach growled as she set to work writing down what she could remember. 

After an hour or so of the women working this way, heads down, the predictable happened: a medical corpsman came in, slightly rumpled and with a smear of blood on his sleeve, looking for the base hospital’s supplies to treat the plane-crash victims. He had a list scrawled on a sheet of paper. 

Parrish looked at him wide-eyed, panicked. Of course she knew where everything was, but there was no way to scan the supplies out; there was no way to keep track of it. But she plainly couldn’t leave bleeding people and burned people and...whatever else...bereft of dressings and casts and drugs and sutures. She hurried to the back and came out with a laden cart. 

The corpsman glanced at the signature pad where he would normally sign for the items. 

“Just sign at the bottom here,” Parrish said, holding out the list he’d brought her, and he did. She took the list and shuffled it to the bottom of the multi-page stack she’d been working on. 
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III.Bull in a China Shop
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HEN LI SAT. AS CHINESE prison accommodations went, the tiny room wasn’t uncomfortable. But Chinese prison cells go pretty far in that direction. It was large enough for him to walk, arms extended fully, from one end to the other. The bed was basic, but reasonably restful. There were two buckets: one of clean water, and one serving as the toilet. A silent attendant took them away and replaced them every day. 

The boredom was what really got to him. He had been in here for four months now, with nothing to read. He’d been told by some of the old-timers that before the machine sickness—which the Chinese called something which loosely translated into plastic corruption—the residents of the facility would be permitted to sit in a common room and watch CCTV-13 for an hour after the daily meal of rice, vegetables, and occasionally a little fish or gristly meat. But of course, there was no television any longer. 

Li thought back to the day, right when it was all starting, when he’d used the secure satellite phone given to him by his old Georgetown drinking buddy, Lee Flatt. He’d squirreled the phone away in his apartment for years. He was a little surprised it took a charge and powered right up, acquiring the satellite signal in a few seconds.

“Lee?” Li had said. 

“Li? Hen Li?” Flatt had responded in amazement.

“Yes, Lee, it’s me. Listen: I can’t talk long.” He was pleased to find his English not too rusty. “But I thought you might want to know: the big oil platform Sinopec operates in Bohai Bay just collapsed for no reason. The workers were evacuated due to some unspecified illness the week before. After it was evacuated, they shipped a literal boatload of antibiotics out to it. Then the whole division disappeared from our payroll records. The company is pretending it didn’t happen.” He startled at a movement in the corner of his eye, but it was just someone’s wash blowing on the line. His heart was pounding. “Oh, my God. I’m terrified. I can’t do this! Goodbye, Lee, and good luck.”

Li thumbed the satphone off without waiting for a reply, or for the questions that were sure to come. He took the phone outside, found a big rock, and smashed it into tiny pieces. Then, panting from the effort, he carefully gathered up the pieces, dropping them into several open drains on his way back to work at the Sinopec accounting offices. 

He had been skittish as a cat for a few days, afraid he’d be arrested. Then everything began to break down: phone lines, computers, cars. The roads turned to sticky cracking mush and then dissolved into a greyish-black liquid, which puddled on the ground and eventually turned to water. People covered their bicycle wheels with newspaper and rope and old clothing as their tires dissolved; they greased the machinery with shortening. Li still turned up faithfully at the corporate offices for a few days, even though he was just sitting with his co-workers and avoiding staring at darkened computer monitors—or worse, at monitors which were infected by their users’ contaminated fingers, slowly rotting outside-inwards.

After a few days of this (perhaps a week; things were changing so fast and he was sleeping so little), three MSS officers in dark suits filed quietly into the offices. As they passed each individual sitting at his desk and hand-writing or shuffling papers—even though no one had any work to do—each man looked at them. A pair of eyes would spark in recognition. The worker would stiffen almost imperceptibly and stare back down at his work as if he didn’t even notice. 

Thus, the men crossed banks of open desks and entered the higher-status cubicle area where Li sat. They stopped, standing silently at the entrance to Li’s cubicle. Li sat immobile until one of them placed a hand on his shoulder. He turned in his chair and wordlessly followed the men out of the office building.

Once the interrogations began, Li had found himself unable to resist their brutality. He began to cooperate almost immediately, but they continued to torture him regardless. 

After being punched and kicked, he had told the interrogators the truth about the satphone. While they were shocking his genitals and breaking a few toes and fingers, he had told them how he’d noticed the Bohai oil platform collapse and its cover-up. 

The next day, the interrogators were gone. He had two new interrogators, who stripped him and poured icy water over his head, then left him in a concrete room with nothing but a chair for days: no light, no water, no food, no toilet. They would return and ask him questions about people he had never heard of, about things he had no knowledge of. 

How long it lasted, Li didn’t know. Eventually, a solitary, silent woman in an austere beige dress opened the door. She beckoned him out, and he shuffled after her on quaking legs. She had opened the door to this cell and gestured that he was to go inside, then shut the door behind him, all without ever looking at him. 

The clothes within were too big for him, but they were clothes. He drank, washed his stinking body as best he could, rinsing and rubbing his wounds with his swollen throbbing fingers, and then dressed. The plain rice they brought him that night was delectable, even when scooped with broken fingers and eaten through his missing teeth and swollen lips. 

Every day was the same. He had no news of the outside world. His light came through thin vertical windows just outside the barred door. There were other prisoners on his floor, but after one pair were hauled out and shot for exchanging messages in a tapping code, they kept to themselves.

He started counted the days with scratches on the wall he made with a tiny pebble he found on the floor, but he was unsure how many days he’d been there before he started to do that. He had four hundred and twenty-one scratches on the wall when the attendant came one day. 

“Good morning,” Li said. He expected that as usual, the attendant would say nothing, deposit an empty bucket and a full bucket of water, and leave with his full toilet bucket and empty water bucket.

Instead, the moon-faced, pockmarked old attendant, a man Li’d watched go from pudgy to slender while Li himself went from trim to emaciated, surprised him by saying, “Good morning. And good luck.” Li then observed that the man was empty-handed. The man turned around and walked down the hall towards the next cell, leaving the door open. 

A sudden terror struck Li. He was confused and wary. Was this a trap? There were rumors of prisoners being released and then shot “trying to escape.” 

His brain, fogged by a year of starvation and lack of stimulation, sluggishly turned over the implications. He rose and walked to the open door, holding his threadbare trousers up at the waist to keep them from falling off. One bare foot went out in the hall; he considered it stupidly, then stepped out with the other. Momentously, he was standing outside his little room for the first time in over a year. 

He looked up and down the hall and saw others: wizened and hunched, hair and beards long and shaggy (on the men of course, though there were women as well) long and in disarray, just like his. They blinked in confusion, just like he did.

At the end of the hall, another door stood open; outside it, the light was considerably brighter. All the prisoners made their way slowly towards it, then gathered in the hallway. A small, stinking crowd looked through the glass window at the streets of Beijing below them.
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IV.Salt of the Earth
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­RYAN TIGHTENED THE lugs on the last wheel and stepped around to the jack handle. He lowered the truck to the ground and stood back. The compressed cotton wadding inside the heavy canvas tires supported the vehicle’s weight. The lack of transportation overseas meant that Texas’s massive cotton crop was going dirt cheap...for now. He walked outside the shelter and took the two mules standing under the oak tree by their bridles. He led them between the traces and yoked them to the bar extending through the front of the truck, where the radiator used to be. Then he climbed in the truck, rolled down the window, and leaned out with his long, tapered whip. He gave it a little crack far above the mules’ backs and they started forward, pulling the truck out into the street.

Lori and Missy walked up the street from the beach just at that moment. Barefoot Lori was wearing a flowered cotton sundress and a straw hat, and carried a wooden tub full of seabutter. Missy had a half-crushed handful of yellow flowers and a wreath of the same blossoms perched on her kinky, curly mane. Her caramel skin stood up to the sun much better than her mama’s, which was good. Lori was always fussing about how she couldn’t keep a hat on the child to save her life. Even with the billowing clouds constantly rolling off the boiling Gulf, enough of the subtropical sun made it through the mist to burn crackers like the two of them. 

Ryan pressed the brake pedal, and the reins pulled back on the mules. He stepped out, and the animals put their heads back down to graze on the sparse grasses in the sand.

Missy ran up to Ryan and handed him the fistful of flowers. He scooped her up and held the five-year-old on his strong right arm. “Daddy! We saw a live dolphin!” Missy burst out.

Ryan looked questioningly at Lori. “It’s true,” she said. “It was by itself, but it was definitely a dolphin and not a shark.”

Ryan smiled broadly. “Well, that’s just fine.” He held Missy under the arms and held her at arm’s length, then lowered her to his face to rub noses with her. “I was afraid you’d never see a dolphin, at least that you’d remember.”

Lori set the tub of seabutter in the pickup bed. “Let’s get a move on, honey!” She hopped in the cab. “I’ve got to render some of this before I can fix dinner tonight.”

Ryan handed Missy up to Lori. As he shut the door, he asked, “Whatcha makin’?”

“Greens and seabutter, stewed chicken, and fried potatoes.” 

Ryan unconsciously patted his belly as he walked around to the driver’s side. Since the huge deposits of edible fat had begun washing up on the beaches, they all had begun to regain the weight they’d lost in the second winter, after the machine sickness hit. He was actually starting to feel a little pudgy. 

It was nice to see Missy’s skin beginning to glow again; she was shooting up like a weed. Lori had talked to the pediatrician, who thought she’d likely catch up in her growth with no permanent harm done. The doctor was mostly worried about the lack of vaccines and antibiotics, but since people traveled less now, she said they probably had some time before diseases started moving in again. She was leaving to visit with some of the yarb women who lived in the country, traveling on what used to be back roads north of Houston, to see what they could tell her about doctoring without drugs. But she’d be back soon, and her assistant was taking care of the local couch monkeys in the meantime. 

He once again cracked the whip in the air above the backs of the mules. He never reckoned he’d be a mule driver, a literal cracker like his great-grandpa, but here he was. Funny how things move in circles. The mules leaned into the traces, and they started off down the sandy track towards home.
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V.Security blanket
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JESSICA SCREAMED AND ran to the basket on the ground. 

She had been completely unaware of the strange man. He’d appeared out of nowhere and stolen the alcohol-powered scooter as she gathered purple asters by the path. The asters were strewn now, forgotten on the ground. She sprinted towards the basket that held her infant child.

“Ozark,” she breathed, every millisecond that went by without hearing his cry lasting a millennium. The melon-thump sound of the basket hitting the ground echoed in her ears. She seized the basket, a woven cradle, and turned it over.

There was a bundle of blankets within. Still no sound. But no blood.

She crouched on the ground and began to flip the blankets aside, dreading what she would see. Her baby’s motionless face appeared. Oh, God! He’s dead!

But then he gasped, and his brown eyes flew open. One hand emerged from the blankets, fisted and quivering, and a horrid shriek burst forth from his mouth. 

Jessica suddenly felt her eyes fill with tears. She gathered the boy to her chest and squeezed him, momentarily enjoying his wailing before she realized she was hugging him too hard. He might still be hurt. She laid him down on the ground and flipped all the blankets open, exposing his tiny, perfect feet and legs, knees locked as he howled in fury. 

No sign of injury. Her worst fear was unrealized; she was just a mother with a crying baby. She picked him up and began to shush and coo him, gradually soothing and calming him down.

When Ozark was finally quiet, she heard the buzz of the little motor bike fading into the distance. She had converted that bike to alcohol herself! Furious, she recalled all the work that went into rebuilding the motor, replacing all the plastic insulators and gaskets with milk-soaked wool fibers. She was sad to lose it, but also angry at herself for being so complacent and distracted. It had been a while since anyone had tried to raid the compound, but that was no excuse for letting her guard down—especially with an infant to look out for.

Hampered by the awkward basket, she began the walk back to the compound.

As she got closer to the big communal farmhouse, she saw six of the Sutokatans standing together with their backs to her, gesturing with high emotion in the opposite direction. She had to pass right by them to get to the house; she would tell them about the theft of the scooter then. As she drew nearer, she heard their discussion:

“...fifteen or sixteen of them, I’m sure of it,” said Gillie. LaDwon nodded in agreement.

“And you say they had dug a trench?” Snowbear’s voice was cracking; the past year had been hard on them all. Age suddenly seemed to have caught up with him—looks-wise, voice-wise, and in a slight tremor detectable in his hands. 

“I almost tripped over them.” LaDwon said. “They’re dug in right on the far side of the oat field.” Thinking about Snowbear’s aging made her look more closely at LaDwon. When she’d arrived, he was just a goofy, soft-spoken but sometimes smart-alecky, skinny kid. Now he was heavier: physically, putting on a thick layer of muscle on his shoulders, chest, and back; but also psychically. He had more gravitas, and his reticence carried more self-restraint than shyness. She realized how quickly boys turned into men, and her grip on Ozark tightened imperceptibly. She felt tears welling in her eyes: damn post-partum hormones! 

The group looked up as she approached. “Are you okay?” Gillie asked, patting her shoulder. 

Jessica nodded, sniffed. “Yeah, just mommy brain. You all look worried. What’s up?” 

“Some militia-types have dug in at the top of the hill. We don’t know what they’re aiming to do. Camo fatigues, guns on tripods, earthworks on the side of the ditch. They must have dug at night, when our patrols were on the other side of the property.”

“Did you talk to them?”

“We shouted ‘Hello!’ But they just stared at us.”

“Okay. Here’s what we need to do,” said Snowbear. “LaDwon and Gillie, start at the northwest corner of the farm and work back and forth north-to-south. Ten passes at least to cover the acreage; make sure there’re no more nests. Josh, Murphy, start at the southeast corner and do the same, working east-to-west. Jesse, see if you can get close enough to their dugout to see what kind of weapons they have. If they have scoped-in sniper rifles, this could be bad. Jessica, take the baby back to the house and let everyone there know what’s going on. Tell them they should stay inside.”

All six of them found themselves obeying without hesitation. Jessica’s mouth quirked a little as she headed up the path to the front door. Snowbear’s voice had steadied and his hands stopped shaking. He’d assumed command spontaneously and effortlessly. She had a glimpse of the young man who’d made a libation from the juiciest part of his youth to the gods of war in the Vietnamese jungles and come home to search for the reasons.

Snowbear had nothing to do but wait. He busied himself working in the pen where their sheep had been enclosed for shearing. One of the gate hinges needed reseating—which meant replacing the upright on the gate itself. He hadn’t noticed it until the sheep were inside. 

He whistled for the border collie, Vickie. She came racing from her resting spot under the back porch, instantly perceived the need to keep the sheep inside the enclosure with the gate now open, and dedicated her single-pointed attention to doing just that. The sheep pen, not coincidentally, had big trees positioned so that their yellow and orange autumn crowns blocked lines of sight to surrounding open areas. Snowbear was no fool. 

Jesse came over to the pen, scratching Vickie’s head and letting her thump his legs with her tail. “Three M4 carbines and one Sig SSG2000 with a telescopic sight. The guy with the Sig looks like he might be pretty green, a collector, but there’s no telling for sure.”

“Right. We have to assume he knows how to aim it until he proves otherwise. The kids said sixteen of them. That right?”

“I counted fourteen, but it’s a pretty deep trench. Could be more.”

“Okay. Let’s get back to the main house and pow-wow.”

#
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THE NEXT DAY, JOSH and Amit went out to the compound’s biomethane generation hut. LaDwon, Jesse, and Gillie first took a series of shots at the siege force, giving the two geeks a chance to scramble across the yard with their tools. The pair disappeared inside for a long time. 

In the meantime, Jessica was at work with Snowbear inside the woodshed attached to the house. 

Around sunset, a series of events happened: 

First, the three shooters stepped out and laid down suppressive fire again. 

Second, Snowbear quickly wheeled a contraption built on a wood frame out of the woodshed. It trundled on huge wooden cartwheels and had a long central arm made of an entire tree that had been lying in the shed awaiting dressing and trimming . Snowbear crouched under the cover of a thick metal storm cellar door that was now mounted on the front of the primitive trebuchet.

Third, Amit and Josh dashed out from the methane hut with armloads of what looked like balloons. Of course, balloons were no longer a thing—all eaten up by the germs in the early days of the machine sickness. These were filled, tied-off skin bags, normally used for bottling milk and juices and fermenting the latter into wine. These were dropped at Snowbear’s feet. The two rushed back to the hut.

Snowbear signaled the three rifle-shooters. They kept the besiegers occupied while Snowbear loaded and fired the primitive trebuchet at them. The balloon flew at them and burst, and the obscene exclamations of disgust assured Snowbear that he had a few moments to reset the trebuchet for another round. The biogas plant received a generous flow of excrement running from the house’s sewage lines—and the balloons were filled with it.

The pair in the methane hut then implemented their second part in the plan. Unnoticed by the marauders, they had snaked a thin length of metal piping through the grass and vegetation. The lab spark-starter on the tip of the pipe was within a few feet of their trench. They opened the fitted brass valve at their end of the line, Josh’s hand drawing the fine bead chain taut that ran the length of the pipe to the fire starter.

The invaders had momentarily recoiled out of the trench to get away from the feces that Snowbear had flung at them. Gillie wasn’t sure, but she thought she might have wounded one of them. But they were definitely still showing signs of movement, taking off helmets and so forth. Snowbear smiled and loaded another bag. 

Josh judged the moment, crossed his fingers, and pulled the chain. The result was delightful, euphoric, and terrifying: like the world’s largest ten-year-old boy had taken the world’s largest aerosol can and sprayed it across a cigarette lighter. The flames billowed out over the top of the trench. Another flurry of cursing activity was accompanied by screams from at least two men. 

Snowbear flung another shitbomb at the trench. The bags exploded and splattered the newly-burned men and their compatriots with fecal material. There was, momentarily, no need for suppressive fire. All the Sutokatans retreated back into their home.

The siege settled into the tedium of every siege since the earliest days of human warfare. The Sutokatans were definitely the more comfortable of the two opponents. Sentry patrols were re-routed to keep cover from the invaders while still encompassing the rest of the perimeter. Jesse alternated watch with Gillie, each with their own scoped rifle, shooting at the invaders when they broke cover. The smell of their initial attack began to fade, but then the foul odor began to get stronger, and they occasionally caught a plaintive groan that told them their plan was working.

On day ten, a white flag went up from the trench. Snowbear and LaDwon went up to parley.

The sixteen men in the trench were in a bad way. Their latrine, a deeper trench dug at one end of their earthwork, was a reeking, splattered mess, as was the four feet of trench leading up to it. The men were pale, and several of them were sweating despite the cold. Three were lying semi-fetal, delirious, clutching their bellies. The two burn victims were the worst. Despite the best efforts of the one field medic in the squad, their burns had become infected with fecal bacteria. Having used a prodigious amount of water trying to clean the burnt men and hydrate themselves after the inevitable diarrhea, they had no clean water remaining in their giant tank.

They piled their weapons up at LaDwon and Snowbear’s feet. The other Sutokatans came out to watch them carry their injured and ill comrades away on foot. As they watched, they sipped home-brewed beer in high spirits.

Akisni, ever the healer, pressed her lips together at the condition of the burned men. “With no burn units and the state of technology available to them now, their odds of surviving aren’t good.” As the last of their vanquished foes trailed off into the distance, she looked down sadly. 

Snowbear put an arm across her shoulders. “Darling, you know they made their choice. Actions have consequences. They have to deal with the consequences of the choice they made to attack.” 

Akisni was silent at first, but being around the others, she couldn’t help catching their good mood. She smiled a little. “At least I’ll have the gas back on in the kitchen. I’m getting really sick of cooking on that wood stove.”
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DD STOOD UP ON THE platform after a long session of contemplation. Her left foot had fallen asleep, and she held onto the rail at the top of the ladder while she rolled her ankle to wake it up. She looked down and saw her ATV right where she’d left it. She took out her binoculars and made a circuit around the water tower, carefully scanning the surroundings for anyone nearby: no one. She shifted her weapons and headed down the ladder to the ground.

As she was climbing down the last ladder, she heard the whine of a small engine approaching. Just as I climb down, they pull up? And they were nowhere to be seen when I scouted. Could be a coincidence, but better safe than sorry...

She hurried up her climb and jumped the final ten feet, landing in a semi-squat and slinging her rifle across her chest as she hit the ground. The small engine she’d heard was another ATV, rather like hers. It pulled up a few yards away. 

The engine shut down and two men got off it: white guys with beards, one brown and one salt-and-pepper, wearing jeans and T-shirts, leather belts and boots, and bicycle helmets. They were armed similarly to DD—each with a long gun and a handgun, though the handguns were semi-autos and considerably heavier calibers than DD carried. One of them had a rifle, and the younger one carried a pump-action shotgun. 

Odd, that shotgun. Most ammo for them is plastic, so most of them don’t work anymore; they must have brass or paper-cased ammo. No tats. No piercings. The helmets are probably a good sign. If they wear helmets, at least they have some impulse control.

She leveled her rifle, but kept it pointed slightly to the side. “Can I help you gentlemen?” she asked.

“Good morning to you, too!” the older man said. 

“We won’t hurt you,” the younger one added. “Just saw you on top of the tower and thought we’d come over to check out our visitor.” He smiled, hands out to the side, palms forward.

DD smiled in return, nodded, but didn’t lower her gun. “Well, you’ve checked me out. Nice to meet you. I’ll be on my way now.” The men weren’t between her and her vehicle, but she’d have to turn her back to them at a forty-five-degree angle to walk straight to it. The gravel and concrete at the foot of the tower was rough enough that she didn’t like the idea of sidling over to it without looking. Too easy to get off-balance. There was nothing overtly threatening about the men, but there was definitely an edge in their expressions. Her feeling was that they hadn’t decided whether to bother with her yet.

She smiled even wider and made a show of relaxing, even as she kept her knees unlocked. She casually shifted the gun down by her side in her right hand, but she inconspicuously kept her finger on the trigger guard, watching where their eyes went. 

They glanced at each other and chuckled, both holding their hands out to the side. The older one said, “Whatever you like, sweetheart.” 

DD glanced down at the path to her vehicle, then sidled over, keeping the men in her peripheral vision. There was a good thirty feet between them now—far enough that they couldn’t rush her before she could draw, far enough that they couldn’t draw and aim before she pulled off. She swung her leg over her ATV and her weapon across her back in one motion, then smiled at them again. Looking straight at them and seeing no change in their position, she started her ATV with a rev and took off. 

Her mouth was dry and her hands were shaking. She hoped that was that. But she got only a quarter mile down the road when she heard a whooping rebel yell and heard their engine start. She revved hers to its fastest speed. It was bigger than theirs, and even with her gear, they were a lot heavier than she was. She heard them behind her, but the sound got quieter instead of louder as she drove down the dusty shoulder next to the cracked and pitted asphalt of the street.
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