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COMBAT VETERAN JOEL BIRCHARD IS DETERMINED TO PREVENT THE ALIENS FROM COMPLETING THEIR CONQUEST OF EARTH EVEN IF IT MEANS THROWING ROCKS AT THEM. 


Most of the Earth's population is annihilated during the initial attack, and the few survivors find that nothing electrical will work. With time, remnants of the military began to organize resistance to what everyone thinks was an alien invasion, but no one is sure until a spaceship is discovered in the Midwest. Defended by giant flying insects with energy weapons controlled by a master intelligence, the aliens carry out their harvest collections by setting massive fires over the entire Earth. How can humans  without electronics or nuclear weapons fight such a foe? Combat veteran Joel Birchard fights a merciless enemy intent on the extinction of humanity. 


“War of the Planet Burners has the feel of classic post-disaster SF novels, such as John Wyndham's The Day of the Triffids, in which a small fragment of humanity struggles to survive against both technological challenges and genocidal, inhuman attackers.”—Jane Lindskold, author of the Artemis Awakening and Artemis Invaded series. 


“If you want to transport yourself into an expanse of space and time on planet Earth where technology has been ripped away and survival teeters on the knife edge of the impossible, you must read Dennis Herrick’s novel, War of the Planet Burners. Once you meet Joel, learn of his miraculous survival, see him clinging to threads of life along with others like him, you will have to follow him to the end of the conflict against the machine and those who mistakenly created it.”—Craig L. Andrews, author of Sky Fishing and other novels.


"War of the Planet Burners is an exciting Sci-Fi book about alien invasion of Earth and the desperation of a handful of human survivors fighting to avoid extinction in a world without electricity. An action-packed story that you won't be able to put down."—Brian Gilmore, retired Navy captain, aviator, and enthusiastic Sci-Fi fan. 


“War of the Planet Burners is science fiction at its best. A battle with interplanetary dimensions pits the brains and courage of Earth’s humans against an interplanetary force of a scientifically more advanced species in a struggle over who will ultimately own the small planet on which we live. Earth’s military and civilians combine resources, even though deprived of the majority of our current technology, in an exciting story that kept my interest all the way through.”—Jack Ellis, retired Air Force officer, electrical engineer, and an avid sci-fi fan.
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To my late friend Paul Christiansen, who taught me about both the constructive and regenerative powers of prairie fires.
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Once He created the Big Bang . . . He could have envisioned it going in billions of directions as it evolved, including billions of lifeforms and billions of kinds of intelligent beings. As a theologian, I would say that the proposed search for extraterrestrial intelligence is also a search of knowing and understanding God through His works—especially those works that most reflect Him. Finding others than ourselves would mean knowing Him better.


—Theodore M. Hesburgh, C.S.C., University of Notre Dame.




 WAR OF THE


PLANET BURNERS




Prologue


The planetary scout pushed the two prisoners into the controls module to face the waiting officers and commander of the starship, which hovered in space beside the planet’s moon.


The Master Intelligence had taken on the appearance of the ship’s crewmembers — just as the scout had replicated the planet’s inhabitants so it could spy on them undetected.


The insectoid officers walked around the captives, examining and poking. The captives recoiled at the touches.


“I wanted you to see the grotesqueness of this planet’s inhabitants,” the Master said in a language of clicks, humming noises, and hisses.


The Master turned to the science officer. “Report.”


The officer bowed. “Modification of the miasma is complete, Master. It will not harm anything except these monsters, their planet’s dominant species. The few of them who survive will pose no threat when we eradicate all their electrical and nuclear technology at the same time.”


“What do these creatures call their planet?”


“Earth.”


The Master looked with its three eyes at the man and woman. It extended one of its four arms. “Dispose of them,” the Master said. “They are of no further use.”


Turning toward slaves at the control panels, the Master Intelligence ordered, “Begin the attack.”


Within three days, almost everyone on the planet died.




Part I


The Aftershock Time







1


The man knew horrors waited for him in the small town, but he needed to go there for supplies.


He stood on a high hill looking at the quiet Iowa town. The cinnamon haze softened the scene in the glow of summer’s early morning light, and through gaps between trees he could see streets laid out in blocks, a business district in the middle with shops and the town’s lone four-lane street, and green patches of parks and ball fields. Poking through the treetops were roofs, church steeples, schools, and a water tower.


“Time to go into town,” he said out loud. Talking to himself no longer seemed odd after three years alone in the empty world. Most of the time he felt like the last person on Earth, so the sound of a human voice, any voice, even his own voice, helped keep him sane.


He coasted his mountain bike downhill on the two-lane highway with his assault rifle clipped across the handlebars.


He dismounted the bike once he reached the town limits sign and laid the bike behind shrubs beside the road. Easier than leaving a horse behind, he thought. He’d switched from riding a horse to thirty-speed carbon-fiber mountain bikes. Tame horses were getting hard to find, but he could repair or replace a mountain bike in any town, and the roads were still good, although weeds were coming up through cracks. With a mountain bike, he could even travel off the roads.


He didn’t want to be caught on the bike if trouble occurred in the town. He looked at the limits sign, hesitating, and then he walked down the middle of the highway since there would be no traffic.


A wooded area on the town’s east side extended from a park he’d noticed from the hilltop, and the highway parted the trees to each side where he crossed a bridge that spanned a wooded gorge about twenty feet deep. Beside the guardrail he looked down, curious about such wildness on the edge of town. He saw nothing moving except the cinnamon-scented wisps wafting through the gorge, and he felt reassured as he listened to birds chirp in the branches. The danger came when birds stopped singing or flew away.


Sensing a presence, he turned to look behind him and saw a shadow move in the dim light between trees and underbrush on the highway’s other side. The shadow crunched leaves as it passed.


He took a deep breath, calming himself with the realization that if it were them, they would have shot him already.


Twenty-six, Joel Birchard was five-foot-ten and weighed one hundred and eighty pounds. He was broad-shouldered with a thick chest and flat belly. Because he was not a large man, he relied on intelligence, his military training, reflexes, strength, and weaponry. He’d spent much of his time over the past three years in fitness centers he found, building his strength and practicing the martial arts skills he’d learned long ago.


He walked forward and flipped the safety off the M4A1 carbine he’d taken from his lifeless Army base. He kept an M&P .40-caliber pistol holstered on his right hip, and he carried a knife in a metal sheath on his left hip. A bandoleer with extra magazines of ammunition crossed over his chest from his right shoulder to the left side of his waist. He wore camouflage fatigues like a hunter or soldier because sometimes he had to blend into the landscape, but he wasn’t much of a hunter, and he was no longer a soldier, having concluded the Army didn’t exist anymore.


Joel looked back to the other side again to make sure the shadow had left the trees where the mist-weakened sunlight couldn’t filter through.


A deer crossed the road twenty yards ahead in the haze. It glanced at him and hurried toward houses….That must have been the shadow I saw….


The highway curved and became the main street through a three-block business district with vehicles parked in front of stores. He saw a key in one pickup’s ignition, and he opened the door and turned the key. Nothing, but he hadn’t expected it to start. It was like the others he found along the roads that he often tried to start. The fog deactivated all electricity, even batteries, when it descended, and regardless, batteries would have discharged and be dead now after three years, but he kept turning ignition keys anyway. He wasn’t sure why he continued such a hopeless task.


He grimaced and entered a pharmacy for supplies. The air inside was stale with a musty odor of rot.


A woman sat in a chair by the door wearing a blue dress and low heels with her black purse on her lap. Joel stepped around her skeleton and walked up the aisle gathering toothpaste, razor blades, dental floss, and other necessities.


***


It didn’t take Joel long to walk around the small town. He saw two coyotes, several rabbits and squirrels, and a large German shepherd dog that looked as if it could take care of itself. He stayed away from the dog and it stayed away from him. He saw a bobcat sunning itself on the hood of a car, and he noticed where a bear had scratched its claws six feet high on a front-yard tree in one neighborhood, while in another a flock of turkeys rummaged in an old garden.


No humans, of course. Clothed bones lay in crumpled piles on the sidewalks, inside buildings and vehicles, and here and there in the playgrounds and parks. Young trees and bushes had invaded the hip-high grass and shoulder-high shrubbery in yards. He’d avoided towns for the first months because the stench of decay from bodies was unbearable, and he still didn’t go into the tomb-like houses.


He preferred staying in Realtors’ model homes when he could find them because no one had ever lived in them, and so there were no clothed skeletons he’d come to call bone people. He believed in the bone people’s ghosts, but he always thought of them as sad and tragic, to be pitied, not feared.


The next best places to stay in towns were homes with sold signs in the yards. He always looked for ones with furniture still in them, but he wouldn’t stay if he found any bone people inside.


He chose a furnished model home in a new housing development on the town’s west side, entering the house by breaking a window next to the lock’s latch. The town was so small that he was four blocks from the business district even though he was on the edge of town.


Beside a bed he set his waterproof backpack, which bulged with dry clothes, an olive-drab Army blanket, more ammo, the little wild game meat he’d smoke-dried, and cans of food wrapped in socks and underwear to avoid rattles. The stores of his unpeopled world were his supply bases.


Well, nearly unpeopled, he’d come to realize.


Every town’s water tower held all the gravity-fed water he needed for essential hygiene. Water flowed from faucets, so he used it with soap he always carried with him to keep clean, and the toilets even flushed. Fearful of the debilitating effects of bad health, cleanliness was a large part of his strategy to protect himself from illness or injury. Abscessed or rotted teeth could kill him as surely as a bullet, so he was diligent about brushing his teeth, although he never used faucet water for brushing, drinking, or cooking because he didn’t trust its algae scent. Instead, he used water from two quart canteens on his belt after sterilizing it by boiling or with purification tablets.


He always slept in his clothes and boots, ready for fight or flight. His only concession to comfort, whether in a bed or in camp, was to remove his canteen belt and his camouflage vest with its pockets for supplies, ammo, and the six grenades he hung on it.


After blowing out his candles, he turned the pillow over so it wouldn’t smell dusty and laid his head back, adjusting the pillow until he was comfortable. He held the pistol in his right hand and leaned the M4 against the wall next to him, habits that saved his life more than once.


He exhaled a long breath. He never became used to bone people scattered through every town, but he’d learned to relax among them.


Joel lay in bed, waiting to go to sleep and thinking about that first day’s terror when the world died around him three years earlier.




2


Joel remembered sitting alone that April day in the lieutenant’s office inside a barracks at Fort Hood, home of the 1st Cavalry Division and several other units. Joel had just been busted again to corporal in the 1st Cav, but his combat experience and his time in the Army still allowed him special privileges, such as using the lieutenant’s computer.


He’d started keyboarding an email when light through the window suddenly dimmed, causing him to glance over. He thought a fog had rolled in, so thick that he couldn’t see a building a hundred feet away. But how could that be, he wondered, this far into central Texas? A scent filled the room with a pleasant, unexpected hint of cinnamon, and he flinched at a sharp snap from his computer when the screen blacked out.


Frowning, he opened the door and stepped into the fog. His first thought was how odd it seemed that the fog felt dry when he expected it to be moist. He walked a few steps toward a dark lump on the sidewalk before realizing it was a soldier, arms and legs splayed in unnatural angles and the face in a puddle of blood. Joel rushed forward, leaned down to the man, and turned him over. The soldier was dead.


“What the hell!” he shouted. He looked around the foggy whiteness and saw more shapes on the ground of soldiers who looked like they’d dropped in mid-step, their eyes and mouths open in shock.


He ran past a jeep with its engine smoking after crashing into a utility pole and its dead driver slumped over the steering wheel.


For an hour he walked through different buildings, calling out if anyone was inside, and finding only bodies of men and women who’d died at their desks, in hallways and bathrooms, on office floors, and where they’d fallen on lawns and sidewalks outside.


The scene caused him to stop and look around. Some kind of attack killed everyone, but why am I still alive?


He ran to the supply depot and shoved the door open, pushing aside a body collapsed inside against the door. He didn’t know what happened, but he had an overpowering instinct to get off the base — this sudden slaughterhouse — before he might also succumb to whatever had attacked. He took keys from the belt of the dead supply sergeant and unlocked the armory cabinets, pulling out M16 and M4 rifles, three of each, and one of the Army’s new automatic shotguns, and he filled a laundry bag with ammunition.


He rummaged through the shelves around the large room, throwing into another laundry bag several MRE combat rations and changes of clothes from socks to underwear, pausing only long enough to whip off his green fatigues and put on camouflage pants, a shirt, and a hat. He grabbed two sets of body armor and put one of them on, dumping the other into another laundry bag along with two helmets and twenty grenades. Bottles of water he poured into several canteens, which he also tossed into the bags. He grabbed a carton of matches, a first-aid kit, military knives, blankets, a one-man tent, and anything else he thought might be useful for what he feared might be a long escape.


Hoisting a pack filled with supplies onto his back, he carried an M16 with a twenty-round magazine in his left hand. He dragged four laundry bags he’d filled with supplies and equipment outside into the fog, leaving them by the front door so he could run through the whiteness to a jeep stalled on the lawn. Pushing the driver’s body to one side, he tried to restart the engine, but there was no response.


He ran to a cargo truck rolled crosswise in the street, its open bed filled with soldiers who’d died and fallen on top of each other. The truck wouldn’t start either.


He took a deep breath of the cinnamon fog and waited for the adrenaline racing through his muscles to subside. He was a combat veteran who didn’t panic, but he knew when a situation required quick action. He thought of the motor pool and ran in that direction. He walked around bodies mounded across the floor in the dim interior and tried different vehicles, the light switches, and several power tools, but nothing that needed electricity worked.


He stepped outside, back into the fog, feeling an immediacy to leave but wanting more than his feet for transportation.


A small, brown dog walked around the building’s corner, stopped, and looked at him. Joel stared back, amazed that the dog was alive, and then realized that animals might not have been affected. He thought of the Fort Hood stables, where horses were kept for 1st Cav members to ride in nineteenth-century uniforms for parades and other events.


He found the horses healthy in the stables and liked the looks of a black one with a white flash down its nose.


“Easy, big fella,” he said, calming the horse’s nervousness from having a stable hand lying dead in its pen. He found a box of sugar cubes and fed two to the horse from his hand. Then he put a halter and lead line on the horse and led it out of the pen where no bodies were near. Tying the leather lead to a post, he saddled the horse and replaced the halter with a bridle. He found a twenty-foot rope that he used to lead a brown mule by its halter outside, where he tied his bags of supplies on the animal’s back. Then he went back into the stable and turned the other animals loose.


He climbed into the saddle and directed his horse outside toward the supply depot, using the rope to bring the mule along.


“I don’t know your name,” he said, patting the horse’s neck, “but I’ll name you Drifter, because I think we’re going to be traveling a lot of miles together.”


He rode Drifter to the mess hall, where he filled a set of saddlebags with nonperishable food and also items from the commissary. He added more laundry bags with supplies onto the mule’s back, draping some along the animal’s sides. “And I’ll call you Packer,” he said to the mule.


In a final stop at his barracks, he snatched up his laptop computer and stuffed it into a sack on Packer’s back. The laptop had come to seem essential, so he couldn’t bear to leave it behind. He thought that perhaps he could access the Internet once he was off the base and find out what was going on.


Looking around for one last time, he rode the horse leading the mule through a Fort Hood gate and headed east toward the I-35 expressway, not knowing what to expect but wanting to get away from the nightmare around him.


He trotted the horse at first, trying to put distance between him and the dead base, but he finally let Drifter walk because fog and death seemed everywhere no matter how far he traveled.


All along the way he found cattle and other livestock unharmed in their fenced fields even though the ranches, farms, and small towns were silent and eerie with human corpses.


Upon reaching I-35, he started the horse and mule north on the expressway, intending to ride the twenty-five miles to Waco. At numerous intervals, however, cars and trucks had crashed into each other or careened off the lanes with the bodies of drivers and passengers slumped inside.


Joel turned Drifter onto the median and from one side of the highway to the other to avoid tangled masses of metal and fires that raged at some collisions. He reached a point where a little-traveled highway ran parallel to the expressway, so he broke through a fence and proceeded north on that. From then on he traveled on two-lane roads, keeping the expressway in sight when he could and using a compass when he couldn’t to maintain a northerly heading.


He pulled out his laptop and turned it on a few miles from his base. Nothing. He shook his head at the blank screen and figured the batteries must be dead. He replaced them with new batteries in the next town, but they didn’t work either. For days he kept trying to restart the computer without success. He shoved the computer into its carrying bag.


Maybe someday, he thought, not willing to give up on a past that had disintegrated while he faced a future that seemed impossible.


He camped just north of Waco as night turned the fog gray and then black, watering Drifter and Packer and staking them out to graze.


In the morning he started again, knowing his meandering route on roads would make it more than a hundred miles to Dallas.


“There are bound to be people alive in Dallas,” he told Drifter, leaning forward in the saddle to talk close to the horse’s ear.


Fog still whitened the land, and he wondered: Was it thicker? Thinner? He rode on, grim and confused, his butt growing ever more sore from riding in the saddle despite the blanket he placed beneath him.


He found a general store in a little crossroads town. He tied Drifter and Packer outside in a field swept by a clean breeze where they could reach grass and a stream. Then he ventured by foot toward the store for food. Being so alone, without even Drifter or Packer for company, gave him the willies. He stepped around two decaying corpses on the store’s sidewalk. He left as soon as he could grab cans from the store, stuffing them into a laundry sack from the base.


He couldn’t — wouldn’t — let himself believe that he was America’s last survivor. There had to be others who felt frighteningly alone, he kept saying to himself and sometimes aloud to Drifter, but he found no one alive in the countryside or towns. He often imagined sightings. He spotted a man watching him from a field, but the figure turned out to be a scarecrow. He flinched and had to look twice at a bronze sculpture of a man reading a newspaper in one town. He thought a woman sitting on a chair in front of a farmhouse waved to him, but it was just the wind blowing her clothes around her bones.


It took him ten days to reach the Dallas outskirts, where he could see the expressway was all but impassable with smashed cars, jack-knifed semis, crushed motorcycles, and tipped over RVs. He stopped to camp in a suburban park south of the city because it was the only park he found that didn’t have at least one body in it. A fire engulfed several houses to his right, but the wind blew away from him.


Drifter’s nose nudged him awake in the morning.


The next day he rode Drifter into downtown Dallas. He looked at the windows of skyscrapers closest to him, which stared at him as blank as fish eyes. He wore a white mask across his face that he’d taken from a pharmacy, but the smell of decomposing bodies was strong even with the mask.


He stopped opposite a bus, the smell of bodies inside reeking into the air. Drifter’s front hooves scraped and stomped in the grass beside the street. Joel patted the horse’s neck.


“Easy boy, don’t be nervous. We won’t go any farther into Dallas. With all the bodies and polluted flooding, the whole city is turning into a cesspool for typhus, cholera, dysentery, and God knows what else. We need to stay away from towns and cities. Maybe for a year or so.”


His relief at still being alive changed into survivor’s guilt. Forced to admit his family and all his friends were dead, he wondered why they died and he was spared. What was the reason? Luck? Fate? Not his time? He’d wrestled with the same torment after his patrol in Afghanistan was ambushed and he was the only one of seven who survived. When he worked his way back to his Army company after two days, they marveled that he didn’t have a scratch. It took him months to stop feeling guilty for being alive afterward, and he knew it would take him months again.


He continued weary and confused to Des Moines, Iowa, traveling seven hundred more miles around Oklahoma City, Wichita, Kansas City, and all the towns and farms in between. It took him more than three months to cross what was once a homeland to millions, but he never saw another living person.


He made a side trip to his parents’ retirement home in Missouri and found his dead father in the side-yard garden, his body nearly skeletonized and the right arm missing, gnawed off and dragged away by scavenger animals. He knelt beside the body and covered it with a blanket from one of Packer’s sacks. “Dad, oh, Dad.”


He looked toward the brown house, paralyzed for half an hour at the thought of what he’d see inside. He found her sprawled on the kitchen floor, killed by the fog’s fumes while cleaning up after lunch. He turned his eyes away and ran out of the house, collapsing in sobbing shock.


It took him two days to build rough coffins, bury his parents, and place painted, wooden markers at the head of their graves. Then he moved on with his horse and mule, heading north alongside the vehicular carnage of I-35.


When he found a farm north of Des Moines with no bodies on the property, he moved into the house to stay and rest. The farm’s livestock were all starved or escaped, and the fields of corn and soybeans were maturing toward a harvest that would never take place. Drifter and Packer were his companions.


But he was not alone.


Two weeks after moving into the farmhouse he heard a distant gunshot while outside cutting hay for his horse and mule. He grabbed his M4 rifle, put on his helmet and body armor, and saddled Drifter. The mule watched as if puzzled at being left behind. Joel rode Drifter in the direction of the shot through thinning fog that had become more like mist.


He dismounted at each farm along the way, hid Drifter behind a hill or in a woodlot, and took his M4 to check all buildings. He found bone heaps of men, women, and children inside houses and barns and on tractors in the fields at the first three farms.


The fourth farm surprised him. He’d realized at Waco the extent of the human holocaust, and from that point on he’d paused to break fences or open gates to fields where he found livestock still alive. That became less necessary as the weeks passed and most livestock had died of hunger or thirst inside their pens, feedlots, and barns with no one to care for them. When he reached the fourth farm, he saw beef cattle in a pasture with a pond, and he decided someone had been looking after them in the nearly four months since the fog descended.


He walked into the house and found her in an upstairs bedroom.


He thought she was about forty, a thin woman with long blond hair. She wore a white blouse and blue skirt and was lying in her bed as if she’d settled down to sleep. But she had placed a pistol in her mouth and blown out her brains and the back of her head with the shot he’d heard. Her left hand held an envelope.


He opened the unsealed envelope and read what she’d written in neat penmanship under that day’s date:


 


I must end my life on my own terms. I beg of whoever finds me to bury me beside my family. I thought I could withstand the fear, loneliness, and despair, but I can no longer bear it. I buried everyone I love on the west side of the house — my husband Cliff and our two sons, Rory and Bill. Perhaps whoever reads this can imagine my shock yesterday when four bearded criminals who must still live in Des Moines came to the farm on horseback with guns. I didn’t know anyone else had survived. I barely had time to grab the pistol you see in my hand and hide in our woods behind the house. The raiders knew when they saw those marked graves that someone still lived here. Before herding ten of the cattle away, they searched for me. So I know they’ll come back. Then I’ll learn there are worse fates than suicide. Cynthia.


 


Joel sat on a bedroom chair and looked at her. He shook his head, stared at the floor, and then looked back at Cynthia….If I’d found her sooner, I could have saved her….He never had proof there were other survivors until now, her body still cooling in front of him. He thought about what she wrote about the men she called raiders.


He stood and slung the M4 across his back. He wrapped her body in the bed’s sheets, picked her up, and carried her out of the house to lay her beside the graves of her husband and sons. He found a shovel in the barn, and he thought he could make a marker that would match the others. Then he waited in cold rage for the Des Moines outlaws to return.


The morning after he buried Cynthia, as he sat in a copse of trees by the house, Drifter raised its head from grazing and looked suddenly to the south.


“What’s up, Drifter?” Joel asked. “Hear something?” He grabbed his rifle.


A minute later four bearded men on horseback came over the hill, heading for the farmhouse, laughing and joking as they rode along the driveway. They reminded Joel of the rag-tag Al-Qaeda and Taliban fighters he’d fought in Iraq and Afghanistan, except these men came on horses instead of in pickup trucks.


Joel walked far enough away from Drifter so the horse would be safe and positioned himself beside a tree wider than his body. He wore Army jungle camouflage fatigues, body armor, and a helmet, and he held his M4 rifle in both hands across his body.


When they were about twenty-five yards from Joel, the black rider pointed toward him, spotting the soldier at the edge of the trees. They stopped in surprise.


One of the white riders moved his horse a few steps in front of the others. He flicked his cigarette onto the ground.


“Who the hell are you, soldier-boy, and where’d you come from?”


“I’ve been waiting for you,” Joel said. “I’m the man who buried the woman who lived here. She committed suicide because she feared you’d return. Go back to where you came from, now, or I’m the man who will give you her revenge.”


All four riders laughed. They were armed and felt no fear.


“That’s hasty talk, soldier-boy.” The leader walked his horse closer. “There’s four of us, and only one of you. You might better set that pea-shooter of yours down and think about joinin’ us. It won’t be healthy to piss us off.”


The other riders began spreading their horses out from where they were grouped. When the leader whipped up his M16, Joel blasted him out of the saddle.


The other three charged on horseback, whooping and firing their rifles on automatic. Joel stepped behind the tree as bark shattered off it. Leaves in the shrubbery around him jumped in the air from a hailstorm of bullets.


He shot the rider on the far right. As that man tumbled off his horse, Joel swung his sight onto the chest of the second man. A red cloud colored the air and the man catapulted backward off his horse. The third horseman stopped shooting and veered toward the trees, his horse at a full gallop. He never made it. Joel missed him with his first shot, switched to automatic, and then knocked the rider out of the saddle with a fusillade of bullets.


After checking the bodies, Joel unsaddled the gunmen’s horses and slapped them on the rumps to send them off to join the countryside’s wild horses. He opened the field’s gate to set Cynthia’s cattle free because the pond and pasture might not last forever. Then he walked to Cynthia’s grave and stood there for a minute.


“They won’t come back,” he told her. He mounted Drifter and rode away, her note tucked in his pocket to remind him of humanity.


***


Joel passed almost three years wandering over the eastern half of what once had been the United States. He came to realize that by avoiding cities in the early months he must have missed signs of life, because he encountered more gangs coming out of cities where populations were large enough to ensure a few survivors. Joel called their leaders warlords and the gangs of thieves and murderers they led he referred to as Raiders, just as Cynthia had done. When the Raiders began spreading through the countryside, often fighting each other for territory and killing or enslaving other survivors, his life became as dangerous as it had ever been in Iraq or Afghanistan as he fought and evaded the gangs.


After Cynthia, he never found anyone else alive except Raiders. He’d seen hints that people lived in remote places, but he decided people probably hid when they saw him, or Raiders had killed or captured them. He kept to himself, leery that a frightened person might have a trigger finger. Many people must have committed suicide like Cynthia, or could not care for themselves, or had died from any number of causes.
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Now he’d returned to Iowa to sleep in a Realtor’s abandoned house in a small town. He’d grown up in Iowa, so it was the state most familiar to him during what he now realized was a nationwide catastrophe. Sleep was what brought him peace, even though he would never escape the memory and dreams of Fort Hood and his endless personal war against Raiders, which had eventually cost him Drifter and Packer.


Joel awoke when fog-filtered sunlight streamed through a window onto his face. He thought the sun woke him until he realized he’d heard a door creak.


Then came a soft knock on the bedroom door. “Don’t shoot,” a woman’s voice said from the other side of the door.


He thought it might be a trap. Could be Raiders. They think I won’t shoot a woman. He leaped from the bed, grabbed his M4, and jumped behind a dresser that he’d pulled away from the wall the night before in case he might need cover.


“I saw you come in here last night,” said the woman behind the door. “But I didn’t dare come until daylight.”


He didn’t answer. Instead, he holstered his pistol and trained the M4 on the door. He could fire a grenade from its M203 launcher when the door opened. The grenade would hit the wall in the hallway and explode, killing everyone around it. He kept glancing toward the window to make sure no one was there.


“I’m coming in now. I’m alone.”


Joel flipped the assault carbine’s selector level to automatic. If she was leading a charge into the room, he could take out several Raiders once the shooting started.


She pushed the door open slowly and put both hands through the opening to show she was unarmed. She looked around the door’s edge, and her eyes widened at the sight of the M4 barrel aimed at her.


He waited with his finger beside the M4’s trigger.


She entered the room. She was a trim woman about his age with straight black hair cut unevenly and down to her shoulders. She wore jeans and a short-sleeved green shirt.


She raised her hands above her head. “There’s no one else,” she said.


He motioned with the M4 for her to step away from the door. She sidestepped a ways, and he pointed for her to go all the way to the corner. He aimed the carbine at the door and watched her in his peripheral vision.


He waited five minutes, taking more glances at the window every few seconds and listening for the slightest sound. She stood in the corner, where she lowered her hands to alternately ball them into fists or wring them in front of her.


He came out from behind the dresser and pulled the pin from a hand grenade while holding the spoon on with his left hand. He approached the door at full alert with his carbine in his right. If anyone did shoot him, at least the grenade would take the shooter out when it fell from his hand.


When he was sure no one was in the hallway, he reinserted the pin in the grenade and stared at her.


“What are you doing here?”


“I watched you check the town. You seemed to be looking for the wild men.”


“Raiders.”


“Okay, whatever.” She talked with firmness. “I knew you weren’t one of them because you were alone. They always travel in packs, like wolves. It took me all night to work up the nerve to contact you. At first I wanted to hide until you left, but then I decided I needed your help. I have some shotguns I’ve taken from homes, but that’s all. I wouldn’t have much of a chance if those wild men found me when they come back.”


“You’ve been here for three years? Ever since — ”


“I call it the Fatal Fog. Hardly anyone in town survived. People at the farms and other towns are dead.” She spoke through lips drawn in a tight line, looking at his M4 instead of his eyes.


He lowered the weapon, and she exhaled in relief. “I could tell some Raiders had been here, but not for a while. But that doesn’t mean you might not be one of them.”


“Different groups have come three times. But I always hid until they left.”


He nodded.


“I’m Mary.”


“Joel Birchard.”


She smiled with compressed lips. “I’m very glad to see you.”


***


He believed her story of living alone when he saw where she’d buried cans of food under a playground’s sand and showed him other places where she buried her trash.


“They never stay long,” she said. “They search the small towns and countryside for food and for any survivors they can enslave or recruit. But here, I’ve hidden all the edible food from our grocery store. I sometimes go into the houses for food, but only when I have no choice. Livestock is dead or escaped from the farms.”


They talked all day walking around the quiet town. She showed him where she’d hidden food and water.


They sat on the steps of some bone people’s silent house and wondered to each other what happened.


Three years ago the sky had clouded over and all electricity ceased. That afternoon the cloud cover descended. Fog covered everything so thick that visibility was cut to a few feet. People died wherever they breathed the cinnamon vapors — on their walks, at their offices and stores, in their cars, and in their yards where they collapsed over flowerbeds and lawn mowers.


The fog didn’t seem to affect birds, animals, or plants. Without humans, nature rebounded. Wildlife increased in numbers. Trees, bushes, and grasses reclaimed everything, from cracks in sidewalks and streets to swaths of idle farm fields, parks, athletic fields, and lawns. Fires had begun flaring up and crossing the land.


Mary said she’d been one of six survivors in her town of five thousand. Joel thought he’d been the only survivor on his Army base.


Joel and Mary recalled their shock from walking among the dead in those days.


Each had since decided that a few people survived because of some genetic fluke that made them immune to the fog. “Lucky freaks of nature,” Mary called them. She theorized that breathing in just one molecule of the fog killed almost everyone like a bullet to the heart.


“At first I thought I was the only person left alive,” Joel said. “Then the Raiders came, and I realized there were others. They came out of cities in gangs, looting stores and houses for food and supplies and fighting each other for territory.”


Mary nodded. “The first two groups that came here were like that. They executed my uncle because he wouldn’t join them. His skeleton is behind city hall. I didn’t dare bury him, because then they’d know someone was still here. They’d captured and enslaved women and children they found, including my sister, a niece, and a cousin here. I guess the protective gene was in our family so there were more survivors in our town than most. After that, there was only me left, hiding in the high school.”


She hesitated, as if she’d regretted telling him where she sought sanctuary. Then she told him how she and her uncle had ridden bicycles soon after the fog to the four nearest towns and hadn’t found anyone alive in the towns or the farms.


Joel asked her questions about the fog and loss of electricity that he’d been asking himself. “Was it a chemical and electromagnetic pulse attack on the United States? If so, why is there no invasion?”


“Not only the U.S. The whole world.”


He looked at her, astonished.


“A group came here last month and had radios they talked on. They camped right outside the school. I crept up close enough one night to listen to them. They said some ships had traveled to Europe and Asia. Everyone everywhere experienced the same electrical annihilation and fog.”


“I always thought it was another country’s attack.” He wondered how the group’s radios could have worked without electricity. “The lack of an invasion afterward puzzled me. It still does.”


“There seems to be these roving wild men and nothing else. It’s the same all over the world. That’s what I heard them say anyway.”


Joel looked out at the cinnamon haze that drifted between houses and trees. “When it first came, the fog was so thick you couldn’t see much of anything. It keeps thinning and is haze now. But you can still smell it.”


“Some natural phenomenon. Freakish. Like you and me.”


He thought she might be right. They both sat for a minute with their own thoughts. Birds chirped in trees around them. In the distance several coyotes yapped and howled. He wondered if they’d caught a meal.


“I think that last group will defeat the other wild men gangs,” Mary said.


He looked at her. “Why?”


“They’re organized. They wear uniforms. And they must have recruited an engineer who figured out how to make radios, so they have communication. It was a strange thing. They had an elongated balloon tied above the radio. And they drove into town — ”


“Drove?”


“Yes. They drove into town in old diesel trucks with machine guns in the truck beds. Several went down to the used-cars dealership. I wondered what they were doing, so I snuck down there one night. I watched and listened the next day while they worked on the biggest four-wheel drive diesel pickups they could find. They refitted the trucks with compressed air tanks they’d brought. I heard one say they could start the diesel engines without electricity by using compressed air. And that diesels don’t use spark plugs. They modified the engines and added metal plates. I heard them say they wished they could use the newest trucks, but the new ones had too many electronics to work around.”


Joel was shocked. He hadn’t seen any Raiders except on foot and on horseback. If they’d figured out how to make diesel vehicles run, they would become a threat impossible to stand against.


Joel ran back to the town’s east side to hide his bicycle in the woods, using a rope to lift it into the canopy. When he returned to her, they worked to ensure there was no evidence of their presence. No opened cans or bottles, no footprints, no indication that the community was anything but a dead town.


He felt a need to warn her. “They consider this part of their territory now. They’ll be back.”


“You’re right. Every few months one gang or another seems to show up. They camp out or go in the houses. The last group stayed on the campus of the small college on top of the ridge.”


“The ones with the diesel trucks? When were they here?”


“About a month ago.”


He rubbed his mouth and chin. “I expect they’ll be back soon.”


She showed him other parts of the town. He thought she would stay with him in the model home, but she went back to the school and spent the next two nights there.


She told him, “Don’t try to find me. It’s dangerous.”


They spent the next two days exploring the town, and she talked about people she’d once known there. She took him to more food caches and into the bone people stores.


She stayed with him at the model house the third night. She intended to sleep in an adjacent bedroom, but in the middle of the night she entered his room. They’d kept their doors open so they could hear each other. She always wore the most colorful pajamas she could find to keep her spirits up, although they looked plain in the moonlit room.


Joel pulled aside the sheet from the bed’s other side. No blanket was necessary in the summertime temperature. She laid in the bed on her right side, her back to him. After a few minutes she reached back for his left hand, and set it on her waist. “There,” she said. “Only there.”


He reveled in her waist’s warmth and softness on his hand. He listened to her quiet breathing. When he finally fell asleep, it was with a sense of relaxation he’d not known for a long time.


On the fourth night, he awoke to find her arm draped across him.


On the fifth night, they lay clinging to each other. They comforted each other with the first affection either had known for three years and vowed to stay together. They felt they were the world’s last two lovers.
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He decided the town was a good place to stay. They had food and water there. She was familiar with it, and he became more so. Most of all, he didn’t want to leave her.


With its hills and tree-lined streets and yards, it was as if the town had been built in woods, surrounded by farms.


They found another mountain bike, and they rode the bikes several miles along the roads back to his stash of equipment and supplies. There wasn’t much food left, which is why he’d gone looking for a town.


When she expressed surprise about him riding a bicycle instead of a horse, he told her about Drifter, his horse that he loved like a brother. He said Raiders stole Drifter along with his pack mule and most of his supplies when they surprised him in his camp a few months ago. He almost didn’t escape from that attack, and he spent ten days on foot tracking the Raiders in hopes of getting at least Drifter back, but they got away.


He still missed Drifter and even Packer the mule. They’d been his only companions for more than a year, and best of all they never contradicted him. If they had, he would have started worrying that he was losing his mind.


He told her he switched to mountain bikes after that. He’d decided mountain bikes could go anywhere horses could, and they wouldn’t break his heart like a horse if they died or were stolen.


“Once I even out-raced Raider horsemen on a three-mile downhill run to Dubuque. I hid inside a deserted warehouse along the Mississippi River.”


The two of them leaned their bikes against a boulder. He’d taken her to a grove of a dozen trees on a hill overlooking an old cornfield. Some decayed stalks still could be seen below the chest-high stems of grass.


Joel had lived several years in New Mexico amid cactus deserts of bunch grass and shrubs below blue-hazed mountains and soaring hawks. He’d fallen asleep to the night cries of coyotes.


But Iowa had been where he’d spent his boyhood and he loved it for its songbird-filled Midwestern vitality. Before the fog and end of electricity, the small towns here were prosperous and agriculture was king. He faced into a gentle western breeze brushing his face and breathed in the prairie scents. He could still remember when Iowa’s corn and soybean fields extended to the horizon, their lush greens rolling over hills and flowing around woodlots, towns, and farm buildings.


Now the abandoned fields were overgrown with grass, which swayed in the wind, and the ancient tall-grass prairie had returned to reclaim land it had blanketed before for millennia.


Rain blessed Iowa’s fertile soil even while skipping the clays and sands of Joel’s New Mexico. It was the sun that sanctified the Southwest, not rain. The sun also poured its warmth and light across Iowa on this mid-June summer day.


“It’s still beautiful, isn’t it.” Mary said it as a statement, not a question. “Even without endless rows of crops.”


Joel put his arm around her. They watched a cloud’s shadow coast over the grass beyond them.


After a minute, she looked back at the pile of supplies he’d hidden under a camouflaged plastic sheet among trees and tall grass. Then she looked at their bicycles. “How will we carry all this stuff back to town?”


He grinned, walked to the piles, and pulled out a covered cargo trailer for towing behind a bicycle.


“I have a lot of supplies I pick up along the way. So I use this trailer. I pull it with my bicycle and move everything from camp to camp, from town to town.”


“Lot of work.”


“I have plenty of time. Not much to do except look for shelter and food.”


It took two trips between his base camp and the town to move the equipment and supplies.


Back in town she resumed her tours, showing him more hiding places, food and water caches, and some houses that didn’t have bone people inside.


He gave her his extra M4 carbine to replace the shotgun she carried. He showed her how to shoot it and risked the target practice noise so she could gain confidence with the weapon.


The Army hadn’t used shotguns much until near the end, when some units received AA-12 automatic shotguns with twenty-round drums that could fire five twelve-gauge shells a second. His base owned only a few. Her pump shotgun reminded him how effective such a weapon could be at close range. He’d lost his shotgun and most of his supplies a week before when Raiders found his camp while he was away on a squirrel hunt. That was another reason he’d come to the town. He and Mary went looking for more shotguns.


The first house they entered was a two-story already in need of repairs from storm damage. The front door had been forced open and then pushed almost shut again.


She pointed at the wrecked door. “Wild men. Your Raiders.”


They entered a vestibule where coats had been hung, never to be taken down again. From there they walked into the living room. Sunlight made pale by burning through haze dimmed further as it passed through the windows’ dirty glass. A falling branch had broken one window, letting in rain that rotted the floor underneath.


House eaves clogged with rotting leaves, which in turn grew grass and weeds and even sprouted trees. Ice dams formed each winter in the eaves, breaking into buildings for water to begin its demolition work. Walls and ceilings crumbled around growing wet stains. Tree roots broke foundations, opening more paths for water damage. Cornices and other pieces of buildings fell into plant-choked yards and onto broken sidewalks.


Outside the buildings an accelerating green wilderness spread across cities and farm fields. Trees and brush germinated in the smallest spaces and then cracked streets and sidewalks apart. Plants also crossed their former limited boundaries of yards, parks, fields, and roadsides to become tangles of grass and bushes taller than a human, bringing destructive moisture closer to buildings.


This house’s musty odors made them catch their breaths at first.


She stayed close to him when they walked into the kitchen and dining nook, where dried food like colored cardboard lay in plates on the table. Clothed skeletons of a woman and two children lay jumbled on the floor around the chairs amid piles of plaster from sagging ceilings and bowed walls. Upstairs they found the tiny bones of a baby in a crib.


Joel looked around when they returned downstairs. “The Raiders have taken everything of value, including food and guns.”


From then on they only went into bone people’s houses that Raiders didn’t appear to have entered. They found a pump-action twelve-gauge shotgun in the twentieth house with two boxes of shells. He loaded the gun and hid it behind a bookcase.


“Let’s not go into any more houses today,” Mary said. “I can’t bear this. Oh, these poor people.”


She took him to the high school, finally willing to trust him with her secret hiding place. Raiders had trashed and vandalized the school in a post-adolescent rage against recalled student indignities. They’d strewn papers, files, cardboard boxes, broken lamps, and overturned desks across every room and into hallways.


She took him to a ten-foot hall off to one side leading to three storerooms. There were two doors on each side and one at the end under layers of paper and debris. She gripped his arm and stopped him. She lifted sheets of paper and showed him the grenade she’d managed to steal from her wild-men visitors. It was rigged with a trip-wire to explode if anyone walked into the hall unaware.


She’d put another grenade at the door to the end room, rigged in a similar fashion if anyone tried to force their way through it.


That door opened into a dark, windowless room where she’d built a bunker at the far end. The room was only a little wider than the hall and about twenty feet deep. Plywood sheets covered the bunker’s front from the floor to ceiling. She’d filled gaps between three plywood layers with large stones she must have spent weeks gathering and carrying from farm fields. In the middle of her stone-reinforced wall, she’d cut a firing port. She could fire shotguns at short range into the rest of the room and hall beyond.


Joel looked at the room, amazed by her courage. If found in her hideout, Mary would fight intruders to the death.


***


A month passed before any Raiders showed up.


Joel spotted them from the college’s church tower, the town’s highest point, where he climbed every day to check the two highways into the town. Now he had to run back to the school and warn her. Their plan whenever Raiders returned was to retreat three miles south to the forest along a large river.


He didn’t want them to see him if they were just passing through, but he wanted to see how many there were and how well armed. The Raiders rode horses into town on the same highway he’d come in on, but they entered from the west side. He studied them through binoculars. There were twenty-six men with rucksacks and automatic weapons. He counted three AK-47s and two M4s. The rest were M16s. There also were six women. Each walked while leading one of half a dozen horses and mules loaded with packs of supplies. The women plodded along, bent by heavy packs on their backs. They carried no weapons. Slaves, he decided. He didn’t see any children.


From the first he’d kept himself shaved and his hair cut short. It made him feel professional and disciplined.


These men were bearded with long, straggly hair in mis-matched clothes set to each man’s style. They walked about, laughed, and shouted at each other, and smoked cigarettes and cigars. Some raiders appeared to be drunk. All were brawny men accustomed now to taking whatever they wanted. They appeared to range in age from the teens to the sixties.


They looked like all the other Raider groups he’d encountered.


They were a gang, not an orderly unit. He hoped their lack of discipline would work to his advantage — whether he had to hide from them or fight them.


When they stopped at the bottom of the hill near the college campus, he gathered up his equipment. Now it was clear they would stay for a while, so he needed to make his way to the school and warn Mary. Their leader, dressed in camouflage hunter clothing and a brown beret, shouted directions. Everyone dismounted from the horses. The leader sent five three-man teams off to reconnoiter the town’s south end.


The speed at which the teams split off from the group shocked Joel. In that instant, he realized they were on direct headings toward the church and school. Somehow they must have found out about the woman who hid in the school and prayed every day in the church. He hurried down the long stairway, which wound like a coil to the bottom floor. For the first time in three years, he had someone else to worry about. He had to get back to Mary.


He headed for the church’s side door, cracked it open, and saw a Raider with an AK-47 running through the tall grass toward him. He eased the door shut and dashed to the other side of the church. Another armed Raider was approaching the door there. He heard a noise at the front, ducked between pews, and a third Raider entered through the front door. Shots would attract more.


The side doors opened and all three Raiders gathered in the middle aisle. He flipped his M4 selector to automatic.
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