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For My Shipmates

You have the watch. May the wind be always at your backs and may your black flags remain stowed—mostly.



AUTHOR’S NOTE


Welcome back to the world of Max, a world possessing DNA very similar to our own . . . maybe a chromosome or two off.

One of the reasons you’re reading this is because you want to know what happened to Max, and we’ll get to that shortly, I promise.

First, let’s deconstruct and analyze some of the other reasons you might be reading these words right now. You’re worried. Your candidate maybe didn’t get elected. Hell, your candidate maybe wasn’t even on the ballot. The economy is still on the ropes and firearms sales records continue to climb almost congruently with your uncertainty about the future of this country. Legislators are trying to outlaw unbreakable encryption while tech giants feign resistance. Less than nine months after Tomorrow War hit bookshelves and e-readers, Syria’s grid was brought down nationwide by what many experts claim was a cyberattack. You’d like to think that none of the events in Tomorrow War could ever happen here, but the news headlines are a little too close to those fictional events for comfort, aren’t they?

I don’t blame you; I remain concerned, too. This is why I wrote Tomorrow War in the first place: to make you and yours aware of what might happen if we do not remain vigilant of the powers that We the People loan to those who govern us and our way of life. As before: “The thought crime ahead goes beyond the paradigm of right, left, Democrat, or Republican, the outdated behavioral placement control mechanisms, forcing us to choose between two heads of the same serpent.”

If you are new to the series, allow me to give you the one-minute version.

The first novel began with reading the account of a man identified only as Max as he was sheep dipped by a CIA recruiter to be a member of the Agency’s premier “dirty tricks” squad. After meeting up with his mentor, Maggie, Max soon found himself on an unacknowledged deep black mission inside the sovereign border of Syria. The mission for which Max was sent was a straightforward instability operation at first, but the events that transpired in Syria soon spread to a global catastrophe unlike any the world had ever seen.

Taking Maggie’s advice, Max returned to his home in the rural hills of Arkansas, where he made last-minute insider preparations with his cousins Jim and Matt right before the United States grid collapsed. As his area of influence began to crumble all around him, so did the oaths of the servants who swore to support and defend the Constitution. Max witnessed a series of heinous crimes committed by a desperate government. Stricken with guilt from his accidental influence on the collapse, Max swore to take the fight to the state-sponsored murderers. Along the way he encountered a man of means by no means named Rich, surviving on an abandoned train loaded full of provisions, hidden in plain sight from the turmoil unfolding in the city around him.

Together Max and Rich eventually brought down the regional tyrannical faction that had a death grip on the throat of freedom, but not without blowback.

Stack deep, load those carbine mags, and be ready for anything. War is just a page away.


Data Recovery

Director,

This data was pretty corrupted; what is meant is that it should have been, considering the circumstances. Spinning metal discs with metal particles arranged to provide binary if/then statements can be fragile when exposed to extreme electromagnetic pulse energy. This tech has utilized all recovery algorithms, but this may be the final chapter in what is known of Max —————————————, at least currently known. Most of his original scans, transcripts and support data has been defragmented and chronologically sorted based on encoded metadata.

Everything seems to be in order for your review.

Very respectfully,

—————————————

Lead Tech, Big Iron



PART ONE
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SHADY REST

Cold.

Alone.

The hills of Newton County, Arkansas, were a remote place before the implosion of civilized society, which was why I chose to hole up here now. The train still exists as sort of a mobile base of resistance in western Arkansas, but I’m far from the reach of the locomotives. It’s not that I don’t feel that it’s a righteous calling; hell, I helped them bring down the federal government in that area. That winter of resistance was harsh, killing many of us off by common cold and infection. With the spring came organization and purpose. After we figured out that we couldn’t go past Fort Smith to the south because of fallout from a reactor meltdown near Russellville, we ended up going north. There the feds had blown out a large bridge just outside of Belle Vista. This effectively limited the mobile command center’s travel to about a hundred miles of north–south track. It was fall when I decided it was time to leave. It had been long, dirty months since we neutralized the feds at the prison.

My cousin Jim and I took our gear and said our good-byes when the train made its stop back in Fayetteville; we then watched it resume going south to the exclusion zone on its endless back-and-forth route. It was rough to leave Rich; he said he wasn’t ready to ditch his comfy boxcar quite yet. I shook his hand firmly before Jim and I trekked back to my shelter, safely buried in the rocky Arkansas ground a half-day walk to the east.

Jim and I held up for about a week when we got word from Rich via Radio Free Ozarks that a federal hit squad was looking for me.

Rich used verified code words, so I knew the threat was real. If they found me, they’d also kill whomever I was with.

It was time to go.

I left Jim enough to get him through the winter, and loaded up some dry goods, water, guns, and ammo into the back of my derelict Toyota pickup that I’d left covered with camo netting since the shit really hit the fan. Despite the cold, the engine cranked over, waking from a long dormancy. I let it run and embraced Jim one last time, promising to see him again soon, then crunched through the woods, down the trail leading to Black Oak Road. Jim had buried my shelter back before all this; I just hope it won’t become his grave.

The only one besides me who knows the exact whereabouts of the cabin I now inhabit, Shady Rest, has been dead for a while. My father used to bring me here in summer. Back then there was no electricity here, no running water besides the river down the holler. If you had to take a number two, you did it in the nearby outhouse. Dad told me I was spoiled to have a magazine rack inside Shady Rest’s outhouse, and that it was a fancy structure because it was a “two-seater.” I still laugh, thinking about all this luxury Dad used to tease me about when compared to his Spartan childhood growing up in these mountains.


UMBRA

Notice to All Fusion Centers

Target number one in OPERATION HAYSTACK, Max —————————————, will heretofore be referred to as CONDUCTOR in all applicable op-intel reporting and tippers. Your compliance with this intelligence directive is mandatory until such time as CONDUCTOR is apprehended.

Director sends.
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CABIN FEVER

4 Nov

I left the confines of Shady Rest early this morning. My food stores are running low (except the emergency stash in my go bag), so I decided to run a trotline. The sky continues to spit flurries, reminding me of the grim fact that I need to stack a few ricks of firewood. I’ll go up periscope tonight to listen for chatter. Rich knows I’m listening at dusk on most days I can get to high ground in time.

5 Nov

Three fish on the line! I cleaned them and tossed them in the pan pretty fast. After scarfing them down, I grabbed my axe and felled two medium-sized trees. I had an old chainsaw in the side shed, but couldn’t risk the noise. The sun was getting low when I was done hand-sawing the trees into lengths that would fit my woodstove. I split enough to last me until morning and cooked my last can of train soup. Exhausted. Gonna catch some shut eye and take the bolt gun out in the early morning to see if I can’t scare up some game.
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SHORT ACTION

6 Nov

The wind was blowing a cold breeze when I stepped off the cabin porch in the early black of another Ozark mountain morning. My .300 Blackout bolt gun was secured to my pack along with a set of trekking poles.

I quietly made my way up the mountain opposite the direction of the wind. Crunching through the frozen grass, I concentrated on stalking my way into my hunting grounds. I had a deer blind set up there and planned to be in it before the sun came up. I fumbled around for my night vision device (NVD) and positioned it over my right eye. The Milky Way came into green focus when the device powered on, calling attention in bright detail to Earth’s skewed relative rotation.

The blind’s IR signature jumped out from its organic surroundings. Inside, I was half tempted to kick on the small propane heater we’d kept at the cabin for years, using it to keep us warm while hunting. Fuel was very scarce, so I resisted the urge to stay warm the easy way. I closed all but one of the blind’s fabric windows to keep as much heat inside as I could and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

The sun had been up for an hour when I caught my first look at wildlife through the small binoculars I kept hanging around my neck.

I watched a yearling and a doe quickly traverse the field in front of me. I dropped the binos and cranked my rifle’s optic up to 9x. I rested the gun on my crossed trekking poles and began to track the doe as she moved left to right across the blind’s opening. They both looked pretty skinny, so I decided to pass. I’ve been pretty lucky with the river. I’ve heard no shots in the mountains today . . . not like it’s a common thing anyway.

—————

Sundown

Trotline had a fat catfish on it. Not as lucky as earlier with that trio, but it still smells damn good on the fire. I split another rick of wood and stacked it neatly on the cabin porch. Covered in sweat, I built a fire inside and then stripped down to nothing and went to the side of the house where I had a hose running from a 55-gallon steel barrel fed by a larger cistern. The flat black–painted barrel absorbed enough heat to take some of the chill out of the water, but my God it was still brutally cold. I took a thirty-second shower and ran back inside the cabin into the starlike blistering heat of the woodstove.

Time to eat.

—————

Midnight

Keep hearing something outside, even over the wind that’s no longer a breeze but now blasting through the valley. Sounds like a woman screaming.

Big cat.

The shrieking sound along with the flickering kerosene lantern light, from which I write this, makes for an unsettling scene. The wind is blowing hard enough to shake the thick wooden door on its hinges. The two-by-fours I have bracing the door should hold any potential intruder back, but I’m still sleeping with my gun.

That hasn’t changed. Ever.

Something wild is out there in the dark, and something even more menacing searches for me beyond it.

Should have burned my table scraps.


November 6

Notice to All Fusion Centers

The search for CONDUCTOR continues. Although we know the day-to-day general location of the supply train where CONDUCTOR was previously located, we can confirm via quadcopter reconnaissance that he has not been operating in the area for some time. We cannot risk flying or engaging our larger Reaper drones in that area as new intelligence reports suggest that the Northwest Arkansas Irregulars (NAI) have received a shipment of Stinger missiles from a group of recently arrived Redstone Arsenal deserters. As our limited Reaper fleet is a high-density, low-volume asset, they do not meet the commit matrix for employment over Stinger threat territories.

We now have CONDUCTOR’s agency contact in custody and have been interrogating this individual for actionable intelligence. We will notify the director if any new information comes to light as a result.
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FREE MASON

10 Nov

Last night’s storm toppled a tree right into my rock chimney, knocking off a couple cornerstones. I’ve been using the woodstove anyway, but still need to keep up on the repairs as winter sets in. Don’t want a heavy snow to put the roof down on me some midnight in January.

I’ve heard the cat outside every night, so I haven’t been getting much sleep. I’ll bet a lot of the meat has been hunted out of the territory since the breakdown of just-in-time shipping; that’s probably another reason why the cat is hanging out near the cabin. I found half a bag of cement in the small storage shed in the back. Got to go down to the river and get some water for the mix to repair the damage. The repairs won’t last without fireclay and type S, but it’ll have to do.

11 Nov

The old wooden ladder I was using to repair the rock chimney yesterday is missing a rung. This resulted in more than one near mishap ten feet up on the side of the cabin. After a couple hours of cursing up and down the crappy ladder and dropping my makeshift wooden trowel a few times, I finally got the missing rocks set back into the side of the chimney. I’m no mason like Jim, but it’ll hold.

I hope Jim is holding up okay at Black Oak.

Time for a radio check.

—————

11 Nov (Later)

Bagged a deer.

I was walking up the mountain this morning the same way I always do before a hunt when I saw him limping through the trees. The buck wasn’t that big, but he was enough to fill my cooler. I raised my bolt gun, glassed him, and noticed deep claw marks on his flanks.

Injured.

I didn’t want to spook him, so I got low and stalked in, circling around to the high ground. The wind was not in my favor. The buck’s ears twitched when he caught my scent. One snap of a twig and the deer would run off and probably die anyway. I braced the gun against a nearby oak tree and aimed for the heart.

I slowly squeezed the three-pound trigger.

The suppressed rifle thumped some bass just before the loud thwack of the 208-grain round hitting the deer’s flesh. The animal ran ten yards or so before dropping like a sack of potatoes.

Thinking of the marks on his flank, I cautiously approached the kill. Cats like to attack at dawn or dusk when we humans can’t see very well; right now, the sun hadn’t been up too long. I quickly made sure the buck was dead and really inspected its injuries before starting my expedient field dress. They were fairly fresh and not yet infected. Four deep claw marks gouged through the deer’s left flank; this was clearly the work of a predator. Might be a black bear, but I doubted it, based on the bloodcurdling sounds I’ve been hearing at night.

I felt eyes on me as I removed most of the animal’s organs, tossing the steaming mass into the nearby bushes.

With the carcass now a good bit lighter, I rolled it onto the tarp I was carrying and started dragging it down the mountain. It was a brutal, freezing trip.

My cleaning station was set up a hundred yards from the cabin. I didn’t want the smell of blood and guts near where I slept at night. Using some cordage, I strung the deer up at eye level and moved on to butchering the meat for tonight’s stew, careful to drop the heart and liver into a Ziploc bag. I then hoisted the animal high to cool it off. The tarp was littered with blood, bone, flesh, and guts; I’d need to dispose of that a good distance away from the cabin before going in for the night.

After a few hours and some struggling, I eventually got most of the meat in an old Igloo cooler that I kept full of chunks of river ice for this occasion. After securely tying the cooler closed, I hoisted it high off the ground using a tree branch.

By midday, I’d gotten rid of the carcass and was cooking deer stew with chunks of heart, liver, and a cup of rice. It wasn’t a lot of variety, but it was calories. If the weather stayed cold, I could keep the meat frozen, maybe stretch it a month or two. There was propane in the cabin’s tank, enough to keep the freezer running, but there was no use keeping it active until the meat was at risk of being spoiled. I doubted it would warm up in these mountains anytime before February.

After heading back down the hill to get more ice, I saw the impressions clearly in the clay of the riverbank.

Mountain lion tracks.

I gathered chunks of river ice in a canvas rice bag, feeling my Glock on my hip, taking comfort that it was fully loaded with heavy 147-grain 9mm rounds.

—————

Midnight

Candlelight sucks when you’re scared and alone.

I’m laying here on a straw-filled mattress looking at the ceiling. I think I can hear something outside trying to get at the cooler full of meat, despite it being off the ground, but I can’t be sure. The wind is going at it and there is no window on the back side of the cabin. If I wanted to know for sure, I’d need to go outside in the snow and see for myself.

Not happening.

It’s not that I’m afraid of predator cats; it’s that if I get hurt out here, I’m a few days from anyone that can help me, probably even farther from anyone that would help me. Pound for pound, I’m just not genetically suited to fight something with claws, fangs, and natural night vision.

If it’s out there, and if happens to get the meat, fuck it. You earned it, kitty.

But if it keeps pissing me off, I’ll build a blind and sit up in the trees tomorrow night, out of its reach with my own night vision. See how it likes a .300 BLK round between the eyes.

Death from above.

Yeah, it helps to think I can take it out.

Little less scary now.

When the wind blows especially hard, it makes it through the primitive mud seal and causes the candle to flicker a bit. The temperature is starting to drop down well below hard freeze at night, and I might need to start up the fireplace as well as the woodstove to keep things cozy in here. More stacking fucking firewood, and worse, more exposure to the mountain lion.

My 12 gauge is above the fireplace, Glock under my pillow, chambered bolt gun is propped up against the bed, and my M4 carbine is hidden securely under the cabin floorboards. Can’t risk losing it.

Bolt gun for four-legged predators.

M4 for two.
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HOUSE ARREST

I awoke at 0600 to snow flurries and gray skies. It was just under 50 degrees inside the cabin according to the small digital thermometer, so I stoked the embers and tossed a log on the fire before gearing up to go to the outhouse. I regretted the trip because of the cat noises I’d heard last night, but doing my business inside the cabin wasn’t going to happen. Can’t risk disease or infection.

I could feel the draft coming through the sides of the door as I pulled the two-by-four drop boards from the door security brackets. Hell, it worked with castles for hundreds of years; it’s good enough for my little cabin.

I opened the door and quickly exited as to not lose the precious warm air being built back up from the fresh log. I saw no tracks on the porch or ground in front of the cabin, so I drew my pistol and moved to the outhouse as fast as I could.

Rounding the front of the cabin, I could see the outhouse fifty feet away, with its moon-shaped door cutout, or what my dad would refer to as one of those luxury features, allowing ambient light to accent your sitting experience. As I moved swiftly to the structure, I glanced over at the cooler full of deer meat.

It was not as I’d left it. Small branches and dead leaves covered the now muddy ground in a circle below the meat. Something large had attempted to use the cooler like a rope swing.

My pace quickened as I moved to the tiny outhouse, slamming the door shut. I twisted the small wood privacy mechanism and thought again how Dad would talk it up as yet another luxury feature, inherent to life in Newton County, Arkansas. As I handled my necessaries, I could hear timber crack somewhere out there, probably from the weight of snow and ice. This unnerving sound made me envision impossibly large beasts crashing through the forest, looking for someone to eat. I pulled my pants back up, disinfected my hands, and drew my gun again for the transit back to the cabin.

I worked up the courage and twisted the wooden cog lock and jumped out into the snow, yelling, just in case the cat was out there waiting for me.

It wasn’t. Nothing at all in the vicinity.

With some newfound courage, I investigated the cooler full of meat. Claw marks were evident on the outside and some of the cordage was frayed from the beast’s sharp claws. The muddy ground below the cooler was clear of snow, as the cat’s activities here last night must have melted it off. It had been right outside while I slept.

I took the day’s meat from the cooler and hoisted it a few feet higher off the ground before going back into the cabin to prepare some powdered eggs and venison.

We’re done, kitty. I refuse to be a prisoner here.

Going hunting tonight.

—————

As the sun neared the western horizon, I laced up my boots and checked my bolt gun, pistol, and NVD batteries. It was going to be another cold night, so I ripped open a two-pack of hand warmers from my dwindling supply to keep in my pockets. The thermometer outside said 12 degrees and the one inside said 55. Still painfully obvious that this will eventually force me to build a second fire in the fireplace in addition to the stove, but this comfort would come at a painful premium. I’ll be chopping firewood as soon as better weather blows in. That activity will triple my caloric intake needs. The cooler will empty faster, pushing me back out there where the predators prowl.

—————

After checking the perimeter around Shady Rest, I pulled the broken wooden ladder out of the shed and climbed up on the cabin roof. It was still bone chilling, but the roof provided some reprieve from the ground; the fire I’d built in the stove was keeping the wood shingles a few degrees warmer than the outside temp.

It had stopped snowing and I could see the waning moon as it slowly cut across the sky like a great scythe. My breath clouded the moon’s glow as I watched, wondering what Jim and Rich might be up to this evening. Earlier, I checked the RF spectrum for intel but could hear nothing. I was in the middle of nowhere and the surrounding hills probably blocked any communications coming in from the outside.

I pulled my NVD down over my eye and switched it on. The green glow of technologically enhanced vision filled my right side, reassuring me that man still owned the night.

I pulled the bolt back on my Remington 700, checking for the glint of brass in the moonlight, and was comforted to see a round attached to the bolt. Driving it back home, I snugged up against the stone fireplace and waited.

The cooler remained suspended on the bough, now just a little more out of reach than last night. It swung slowly with the cadence of the night wind. The branch holding the cooler was higher than the roof of the cabin. It extended nearly to the edge of the roof where I sat, leafless until spring.

The silver scythe continued to harvest the night as I froze, waiting for the Ozark demon to show itself.

It never came.

—————

I climbed down and hit the rack at about two in the morning, waking at 0600 when my watch alarm began to beep. I rose out of bed wearing only my yellowed long johns and placed my war belt around my waist in preparation for my trip to Newton County’s finest toilet facility. I pulled the barricade from the door and went outside just like I did the day before and began to make my left turn.

Tracks. Again, without claw marks.

Lion.

My pace quickened as I rounded the corner.

The goddamn cooler was gone.

I took care of my necessaries and made way back to the cabin to gear up and find out what happened to my calories.

Fuck.

—————

I followed the cat tracks and skid marks up the mountain a few hundred meters until I found the cooler. The plastic was shredded in several places on the outside, but the whole thing remained secured by three frayed circumferences of paracord. The thermometer said 20 degrees when I stepped off the porch, so the meat was still good inside.

As I dragged the cooler halfway down the mountain, I heard the scream coming from behind.

I turned and caught sight of the creature about fifty meters up the trail. It looked to be about a hundred and fifty pounds. Its teeth were the most visible part, sabers of white stretching its light brown lips.

It was clearly pissed about my repossessing the cooler.

“Fuck you, cat!” I shouted up the mountain, raising my pistol to shoot.

The cat came at me full sprint and didn’t stop until I pulled the trigger. The ground in front of the cat exploded as the round hit, sending rocks and snow into its face. It growled and shot off to the right, perpendicular to the mountain trail. I wasted no time in opening the cooler, grabbing as much meat as I could fit in my thick canvas coat, and tying the container back up. Leaving the cooler, I ran back to the cabin loaded with venison, hoping the mountain lion wouldn’t chew through the cordage and eat the rest of what I’d left behind.

Venison stew is now cooking in the pot on top of the woodstove, and the smell is no doubt wafting up the mountain and into the big cat’s nostrils, taunting it as I write this.

War.

—————

I dragged my fingers across a small ash pile near the warm fireplace and painted my face with streaks of black and gray; then I unbarred the door once more, stepping out into the wild of the Ozarks.

I scurried up the ladder to the cabin roof, putting my back once more against the river-stone chimney, which felt warm to the touch from the fire that burned beneath me. Before nightfall I went back up the mountain and, checking that there was no immediate danger, brought the cooler down the trail, putting it in a good location to snipe the cat from the cabin roof. The white lid reflected brightly through my NVD and the stars shone with diamond intensity in the background, beaming easily through the bare but thick tree branches.

I lay prone on the roof at an odd angle. The cabin was an A-frame, so there were no real flat spots except over the front door. I waited for the predator to show itself, to claim the food from the cooler.

In concentrating on the kill box, I allowed myself to relax and drifted off. Not sure how long.

I awoke to the loud crack of broken branches and got that camera flash effect in my eyes, the one you feel when jolted awake by a loud noise at night. I focused on the cooler again but saw nothing.

I was nearly asleep again when I heard felt it.

Something caused the cabin to, I don’t know, bump?

I flipped over onto my back and crept back up against the chimney. My NVD wasn’t mounted to my rifle at the moment so I pulled my Glock and raised it up.

Goddamn tritium sights were blowing out my NVD.

I lowered the Glock and waited. I was on the front side of the A-frame. Whatever caused the bump was somewhere on the other side.

Looking up at the crest of the roof, I finally saw it. Its eyes glowed eerily bright through the NVD, and the outline of its ears could be seen against the backdrop of the cosmos.

The big cat was on the roof with me.

It growled, and I brought my Glock up and pulled the trigger, sending splinters of wood through the air. At least one round hit the mountain lion, which was now screaming and roaring as it came down my side of the A-frame towards me. I tried to hit it again, but the cat was rolling down the roof at me. I attempted to back up and let it fall off the edge, but it hooked me with one of its paws, its murderous claws piercing right through my pants and into my calf muscle. I shrieked in agony and nearly shot my own leg as the creature continued to tumble, pulling me off the cabin roof with it.

I fell with the mountain lion, trying to maintain control of my weapon as I hit the ground hard, knocking the wind clean out of me. The pain of my leg and in my stomach briefly stunned me, but I knew that the big cat wouldn’t care about that. It wouldn’t give me a moment to compose myself before ripping my face off.

I shot into the thing twice before my magazine locked back. Funny, I didn’t remember shooting that many rounds. It still had a hold of my calf and wasn’t letting go.

I reached behind me and pulled out my trusty pig sticker as the injured animal lunged at my neck for the kill. In a rare moment of luck, the animal drove itself forcefully into the blade. The razor-sharp steel Bowie penetrated the cat’s throat all the way to its spinal column. In its final moments of life, it latched onto my other wrist through my canvas coat, nearly breaking it. I pulled the blade and stabbed at it until I couldn’t move my arm.

The beast went limp on top of me.

The fight was over.
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JIGSAW

There’s not even a goddamned aspirin in this cabin.

My calf hurts like hell. My med kit isn’t exactly something a doctor would be proud of, but at least there was a suture kit, a useless snake bite suction cup, and some alcohol wipes inside, so I guess that’s better than bad.

The first thing I did after dragging myself inside off the icy ground was boil some water to clean out the cat scratch. I poured near scalding water slowly over the three puncture wounds, wincing in agony and screaming loud enough to be heard all the way to Little Rock.

After I was sure the wound was cleansed, I scoured my hands and ripped open an alcohol wipe. Ready for pain round two of many, I began to wipe the wound. I screamed again, causing myself to bleed even more, so I took a hot rag and applied pressure for a few minutes. The blood didn’t stop, so I had to go to my sutures. Craving a bottle of whiskey to chug, I didn’t waste any more time starting on the largest of the three cruel holes.

I nearly passed out as the needle passed through the divide of the small wound channel. Blood continued to trickle down my leg and onto my white sock. I gave each hole three loops and cut and tied everything off as best I could remember from my medical training. I again gave my wound a warm sponge sock bath and sucked air through my teeth when the cold alcohol hit. The thread was crisscrossed asymmetrically, but hey, I didn’t go to med school.

After I made sure my leg was as good as it was going to get for now, I pulled my left sleeve up to check the damage there. Thank God for tough old Carhartt jackets. My wrist was adorned with blood bruises, but I still had full movement and it didn’t hurt as bad as my calf.

So that’s a win.

I hadn’t noticed it before, but it looks like one of my 9mm rounds grazed my boot. Could have been a helluva lot worse. I mean, the fight could have gone the other way and I’d be the one with the 25-degree body temp right now instead of the big cat. If I’d shot myself in the foot with my nine, I’d probably have died, or at the very least lost my foot out here and then died. The fact that I’m writing this as the morning sun beams through the cabin windows is something to appreciate. Although I felt like Leroy Brown at the end of the song, it’s truly not every day you go to fisticuffs with an apex predator and survive.

I can’t afford to stay in bed. I need to get up and move around, even if only to hit the outhouse.

—————

It’s mid-afternoon. I have a pot of stew boiling in the cabin. My leg is wrapped up in a bandage, but it’s burning like hell. That either means my body is doing its job or I’m about to come down with a nasty infection.

My search for crutches is over; I spent some time today looking for trees with the right natural angles so I didn’t have to sit on the porch with my pocket knife playing backwoods carpenter. What I was able to cobble together wasn’t comfortable, but I could move around with the makeshift crutches without overstraining my calf muscle, like I probably did when I was out looking for them in the first place.

FML.

—————

My whole body is aching now. I think it’s sort of like the day after a car accident type of thing. With all the adrenaline, you feel fine on the first day, but like hammered dog shit the day after. It’s night outside and I didn’t feel like hobbling down to the river for water.

Mistake.

You’d be surprised how much snow you have to melt to get a gallon of water. I think I spent more calories going back and forth gathering snow than if I’d just bucked up and went down to the river. Lazy man load and all.

It hurts when I squeeze my calf, but that’s to be expected. My wrist is sore, but it should heal fine. Right now, my main worry is infection. I’m nearly out of alcohol wipes and I only have enough sutures to fix two of the three punctures if I were to somehow rip them open.

I’ve got to be careful, as I might as well be on the surface of Mars. No one is coming to help me out here.

I’ll check the trotline in the morning.

—————

Woke up this morning early, bundled up in a pair of waders, and limped down to the river on the crutches. The cat’s corpse was still frozen stiff on the ground. I didn’t have the patience or energy to skin it and tan the hide. Would be pretty badass to wear a mountain lion pelt around up here, though. Anyone I ran across would know I was the real deal wearing something like that. I’ll get around at some point to dragging the thing away and let nature take care of it.

The trip down the draw to the river took me about ten minutes with my improvised crutches. I was sure not to put too much weight on my calf; all I needed was to have that muscle contract and rip open the wounds. I toted an empty, blue five-gallon water jug on my back and dreaded the trip back up the hill.

Down at the riverbank I broke some ice and walked down into the icy waters, thankful again for the waders I’d found inside the cabin when I arrived.

Thanks, Dad.

The line had no fish. I placed a few small chunks of deer meat on the empty hooks because I had nothing else and waded back to the shore, shoving floating ice out of my way as I went. The cold felt good on my calf but not so good everywhere else. I filled up my water container and strapped it back onto the ALICE frame on my back for the trip up.

Twenty minutes.

I was sweating and exhausted when I got back to the cabin. I quickly stripped down to my underwear in front of the roaring fire to avoid hypothermia. I boiled some water and lightly washed out my wounds, using the heat to bring the trapped fluids out. Once the rest of the boiled water cooled, I gulped it down. I was down to about four gallons and would need to go again tomorrow to build up my water reserves, in case I fell ill from infection and did not have the energy to make another thirty-minute round trip.


DIRECT ACTION

November 14

OPERATION HAYSTACK

DIRECTOR’S EYES ONLY

Our intelligence regarding the train’s location on November 13 was accurate. We were able to demolish a section of track, delaying its transit north, and giving us enough time to meet our objective. Our direct action team boarded the train just after midnight. Based on small drone reconnaissance, Rich —————————————’s boxcar was previously identified by its prominent antenna array and solar panels.

Our team was able to capture Rich —————————————; however, one of our men was killed during the assault. We are confident that we now have key interrogation assets that will enable us to geolocate CONDUCTOR in the coming days.

Director, Little Rock Fusion Center


Notice to All Fusion Centers

The apprehended terrorist, Rich —————————————, will heretofore be referred to as TOURIST. Your compliance with this intelligence directive is mandatory until such time as HAYSTACK is deactivated.

Director sends.
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RECOVERY

It’s been a week since I’ve written anything in here, and a damn rough one at that. Three nights ago, I spent hours shivering in my bed, out of split firewood, fever raging and teeth chattering. If not for the water I’d stockpiled in days prior, I’m certain I’d be dead. I pounded water for three straight days, taking care of my necessaries in a bedside orange five-gallon bucket, until my fever broke and I was finally able to stand up without passing out.

I have enough meat left to last me about ten days or so (if I don’t exert myself), but I desperately need something besides a handful of old rice to go along with it; I’m down to the bottom of the bag and it’s full of weevils. The food cooler is stored under the cabin on the north side away from the sun. Heading out in a few to check on it and get water. I’m only one swallow away from dry cabin status.

—————

My trip to the river was arduous and uneventful, but things picked up after I got there. I was still using both crutches, but felt like I could get down to only one crutch if I let myself heal a little longer and was careful. The ice had disappeared down at the river and there was no snow on the ground. A warm front must have been through while I was bedridden, melting everything. Before I got sick I was actually pondering whether or not to butcher the mountain lion instead of just dragging it away but it’s too late now. At least the contents of the cooler are still frozen. I just hope I don’t get any crazy Arkansas weather where it inexplicably rises briefly into the 80s when it should be around 20.

Back to the interesting part of my trip to the river. As I checked the trotline and filled up my water jug, I detected the thumping of helicopter rotors somewhere off in the distance. I hobbled fast over to the riverbank and hid behind a row of sapling pines. The rotors got louder momentarily before fading off to the point where I couldn’t hear them any longer.

Someone’s flying around in this area and there aren’t too many reasons to do that. I doubt the government cares about all the moonshine stills in these parts anymore, but they damn sure care about me.

I’m a wanted man.

I took the rotor noise as a wake-up call. Make preparations to repel boarders.

—————

It’s been three days since I heard the helicopter. Even with the injury, I’ve managed to move my pickup truck farther away from the cabin and cover it up pretty well. The cabin is set back into the woods and shielded by a thick tree canopy, only visible by air from the east. The rotor noise came from the west, Jim and Rich’s direction, but that doesn’t really mean anything.

In other news, I’m down to one crutch. I chucked the other one into the river, grinning as the torturous stick spun in the air and splashed into the icy waters.

Yesterday morning, I dug up a handful of worms and took them down to the river with my pole. I was able to snag two small fish and had them cleaned, cooked, and eaten within thirty minutes. I didn’t even bother to take them back to the cabin; I did it right there on the riverbank over a fire circle.

I’m down to my last bit of venison, as the meat is starting to spoil. I’m cooking the rest of it in a stew right now, which I plan to stretch out over the next several days.

—————

Happy Thanksgiving.

Injury update: only a slight limp remains. This is fortuitous, all things considered.

Two nights ago, I decided to hunt for game down by the river with my NVD attached to the rifle. Once again, the distinctive thumping of approaching rotors could be heard in the distance. I took cover just as the helicopter hovered slowly along the river a couple hundred yards upstream. Through my unassisted eye, there was no indication the helicopter was nearby except for the obvious noise. Only through the assistance of my NVD could I see the flying machine. The pilot’s instruments were set for night vision, so I could easily spot their glow illuminating the cockpit with IR, revealing two pilots. I had previously turned off my own NVD IR illuminator and concealed it with electrical tape, just in case. Sure enough, a giant IR spot beam was slewing along the river as the helicopter slowly hovered in my direction.

I dipped farther back into the tree line, careful to make no sudden movements, as the human eye is a big fan of movement and contrast. My blood was pumping adrenaline and the slight pain in my calf disappeared. Just as soon as I saw two people rappel from the chopper down into the shallow banks of the river, I began to back away and run up the hill to the cabin, hoping my leg would hold out.

Back at the cabin, I shouldered my go bag and ripped the floor rug aside. I was especially interested in the two loose boards there. I wedged them out with my knife and pulled my suppressed LaRue M4 short-barreled rifle (SBR) out from under the cabin. It was still sealed up in its Pelican case, which itself was loaded with full magazines and an extra bolt carrier assembly.

I then filled my thermos with hot stew and tossed everything else I could think of into an empty rice sack. I was out the door in only three minutes.

Outside, I dragged the cooler out from under the cabin and pulled it behind me as more adrenaline pushed my injured body up the mountain. My kit was beating me about the back and chest as I climbed.

I hid the cooler three hundred meters up the mountain. I then moved the NVD from my bolt gun to my M4 behind the red dot in order to provide me night vision combined with 30 rounds of full-auto capability if the need should arise. I also thought now might be the time to put on my load bearing vest full of mags, and after that, slung my SBR across my chest, caching the rest of my kit twenty paces north of the venison cooler inside a hollowed out oak.

As I began to finally calm down, the pang of pain in my calf returned, warning me not to overdo it out here in the darkness.

I began a slow and deliberate arc back down the mountain to set up observation on my cabin. There’s no way those helicopter goons wouldn’t find it, and they more than likely knew where it was already considering where the chopper dropped them.

It was only two guys.

With guns. But I was ready for them.
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SPY VS SPY

Morning

I was sore from sitting up in a deer stand all night, one that was overlooking the cabin. Up in the hills with a line of sight down on its west wall, the back. There are no windows on that side, but good concealment, so I took that trade-off. At about 0900, I took my last swallow of warm venison stew from my thermos and continued to glass the hollow.

Glint.

I noticed a brief but distinct flash through my binoculars and saw a masked figure talking on a radio of some sort. He was beyond the cabin, down the hill a ways. No, not a radio; the large antenna boom hanging off the device indicated a satellite phone.

Reaching up with my left hand, I made sure the can on the end of my M4 was hand-tightened. I drew my legs up closer to my chest and sat in the tree, using my knees as support for the rifle. I kept the red dot trained on his center mass and tracked him as he crept. As soon as he was close enough to the cabin’s clearing, he got on his chest and began to low crawl until he reached the very edge of the cabin’s cleared area.

I hoped my binoculars had better magnification than his.

I watched him as he pulled his own binos out and began to reconnoiter the cabin. I should have brought my bolt gun; I could have taken this fucker out without his partner even knowing. The M4 was loud, even with a silencer, but it had a higher rate of fire. I couldn’t risk taking out this guy now, as I had no idea where the other one was hiding. If it were me, I’d be right up here somewhere, keeping an eye on my partner.

He could very well be just a few trees over.

—————

Some time passed. The guy watching the cabin never moved from his spot. Just lay there on his chest with the binos glued to his masked face.

The problem was that I needed to get out of the deer stand, and he was waiting for me to appear so he could pop me in the face with the rifle I saw sitting to his right.

By noon, I couldn’t feel my legs, besides the pang in my calf. This sensation was slowly moving up my body. I needed to at least stand up, but couldn’t.

My window of opportunity suddenly came.

Inexplicably, the man began to crawl backwards, retreating into the trees beyond the cabin clearing. I waited a full ten minutes before I carefully started my descent, wincing all the way. I had to watch where my feet landed on the rungs of the ladder; I couldn’t feel them at all. Most of the trip down was upper body. When I made it to the ground, I had to hold the trunk of the tree to keep from falling. I did a few painful squats behind the tree to get the blood flowing again and took a long-awaited head call.
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