Chapter 1

The giant bats had bodies the size of a St. Bernard, and an eighteen foot wingspan.
With the sun shining through their translucent red wings they dove towards the
church picnic.

Jocko, who had no clear idea how June Anne had talked him into being
there, was retrieving a cold one from a cooler in the cab of his pickup when he saw
them. Jocko had spent a lifetime being ready, and, although this was not an mission
he had trained for, he reacted as though it was an invasion of Black Helicopters.

The Winchester twelve gauge pump shotgun had cost more than the ring
he'd given June Anne a month ago (and had taken longer to select). It held five
shells. The walnut stock glowed from hand rubbed oil.

He dropped the as yet unopened beer on the seat and slid the gun from the
rack behind the driver’s seat. Fitting it to his shoulder he fingered the safety off and
pulled the trigger before his shooter’s eye had finished calculating distance, speed,

and angles.

The solid, flat, blam of that first shot ended Rev. Haskins' conversation with
Margaret Smith. It had been a one-sided dialogue which he was enduring with as
much grace as he could manage. Margaret was one of those people, he'd been
thinking, who had a real need to feel important. She used her position as head of

the recreation committee to make sure those who had made the mistake of



volunteering to work with her understood exactly why they should defer to her.
This had caused friction and she was using this inappropriate occasion to tell the

reverend details he had no desire to know.

Jocko regretted the first shot as he realized the bats were still too high and
recalculated their size accordingly. Those suckers were huge, bigger than Eagles -
by a lot. He wished he'd brought a rifle. He pumped the gun, ejecting the spent
shell and chambering a fresh one, while he waited for them to come into range. It
took all of his will not to fire too soon. He noticed that a couple seemed to have
separated from the main group, but decided to ignore them for the moment.

* * *

Things seemed to go into slow motion for the reverend. He turned towards
the parking lot in time to see a man he didn't immediately recognize fire another
shot into the air. It only eased his mind a little when he noticed that the gun was
pointed up away from the crowd. Haskins took a step and the man shot twice more.
The cheers for the sack race died away and then a woman screamed.

The scream started loud and high and rose both in pitch and volume. It
conveyed sufficient urgency to draw Haskins' attention from the rather riveting
scene in the parking lot. He turned and his gaze followed a woman's outstretched
arm just in time to see three monstrous creatures swoop down in flawless formation
to snatch the leaders in the sack race from the field.

The shotgun boomed again and a different one of the hideous apparitions

crashed into the vibrant grass.



Jocko had to switch away from the main flight because he was afraid of
sending shot into the crowd, besides a sixth sense told him something was coming at
him.

His next shot blew away the right wing of the lead bat that was diving on
him. It gave a shriek and tumbled out of control. The second bat, seeing that it was
facing the business end of a shotgun, pulled out of the dive and tried to evade by
flying between a row of parked cars. But Jocko was psyched and made the shot of
his life - hitting a target moving at close to eighty miles an hour as it passed through
the gap between two cars. The lead bat thudded into the back of his truck and lay
there twitching while its wounds poured blood onto the black plastic liner Jocko had
installed to protect the truck’s bed.

He turned back towards the picnic and saw that the three bats were having
trouble gaining altitude given the weight of their loads.

Jocko tore open his glove box and feverishly started jamming shells into the
gun. Looking out the windshield he saw they were heading towards the pond, and,
realizing there was no time to be lost, he slid into the driver's seat.

He drove like a man possessed. As he backed up the row the open passenger’s
side door snagged on a car and was ripped off. He slammed into the beverage table
sending its inadequate selections flying in a hundred directions as his tires spun
trying to get a purchase on the grass.

* * *

The reverend stood rooted, one step away from the now screaming Margaret



Smith, as he watched the truck tear across the meadow. Moving quickly, it gained
on the bats which were clearly struggling with their loads.

He was struck by the notion that God was employing some peculiar angels
but had the presence to send a direct powerful prayer as the still unknown man
jumped from the truck and began firing again.

The child, released by a wounded bat, fell screaming twenty feet to the edge
of the pond where he hit the mud and water with an obscene splat.

Jocko aimed above the next bat to avoid hitting the kid and his second shot
went high, but he corrected and sent another of the hideous creatures cart-wheeling
towards the pond. From the corner of his eye he saw movement coming towards
him, but he held still firing at the third abductor a split second before he was hit.

He remembered high school football when something hits you so fast you
don't know it until you're down. In a quiet resigned way he watched as his shotgun
spun through the air away from him. It was only then that he realized the
impossibility of it all.

The last shot clipped the bat's wing and, although not badly wounded, it was
forced to release little Susan Foster who would be dealing with this afternoon for the
rest of her life.

Two mothers made an adrenaline driven run across the field, at speeds an
Olympian could only dream of, and plunged into the lake to rescue the fallen
children who were thrashing around in the shallows.

Jocko, who had planned on keeping a low profile at the picnic, found himself

the center of attention. The reverend had insisted that he kneel beside him when



they gave prayers of thanksgiving for their deliverance.
Jocko, who hadn’t prayed except in moments of utmost urgency or great

regret in years, added a quick thanks that he'd managed to not hit the kids.



Chapter 2

While he waited in the General's outer office, Major William Robbins
fingered the crease on his highly starched uniform sleeve and wondered how long
they would be able to get away with the deception. He had so far been able to
placate ranchers who had lost lambs with ample compensation and pleas to their
patriotism.

When that didn't work he had a particularly neat little threat. The tame
psychiatrist, who spent most of his time keeping the wacko scientists in line, would
explain to them just how hard it was to be regarded as a kook by your community.
He used a particularly outlandish supermarket tabloid as an example, and promised
that they would be on the next week's cover if they insisted on holding on to this
fantasy about giant bats.

This time he didn't think he was going to be able to get away with any of this.
In the past it had been the word of one or, sometimes, two men against the rest of an
unbelieving world. This time a hundred sober, upstanding, common folks had seen
it. No blaming it on acid flashbacks, no d.t.s, there was no fury like mothers who

had seen their children attacked.

Four years, three months, and twelve days until he could get out with his
pension. He cursed the chaos of the bureaucracy that had created Project
Nightmare and kept him there.

At first it had sounded good. Use science against our enemies. Why should

we have to send our boys into battle when we can do far more damage with a corps



of genetic giants that would strike fear into the hearts of any enemy?

That was until he'd met the drunken degenerate scientists the army had
gotten from God only knew where. That was until he really thought about what
they were doing, and before the animals had started escaping.

The Major still believed in his country. He also believed in keeping his ass in
an army uniform until he put enough time in to qualify for a pension.

His own greatest mistake, he'd decided, was five years ago thinking he was
bored and looking for a position that would be a little more interesting.

It had seemed as though the project had all the things he thought he'd been
looking for. The ultra secret compound set deep inside a sprawling military base, a
chance to be on the cutting edge, and, he had thought, a chance to show the
pentagon what he was made of -- a chance to stand out in the midst of a huge
crowd.

It hadn't worked out the way he'd thought it would. The ultra secret
compound and his hours gave his wife the excuse she'd been looking for, and she left
him. The cutting edge turned out to be the lunatic fringe and he had the distinct

feeling that they laughed when he called the pentagon.

After the obligatory cooling of heels, the general's sergeant told him he could
go in. The fact he’d waited only ten minutes was not a good sign.
He tired to set the direction, "General, | don't know that we're going to be able to
contain this one. The bats attacked children, sir. And a local killed four and

probably wounded a couple more."™



""How'd he do that?"

"Pump shotgun, twelve gauge, sir."

"Don't get me wrong Major, and | will get back to your problem in a minute,
but I don't like the implications that the best this project can do is produce a force
that gets slaughtered when they attack a church picnic."

"Yes sir." Robbins was still reeling from the description, "your problem’.

The general continued, " This could be very bad if it got out. It contradicts
all the tests we've conducted so far. What went wrong?**

What went wrong? Squad of giant killer mutant bats had escaped and
attacked a church picnic. The general wanted to know why they hadn’t laid waste
to the assembled civilians. The major swallowed and answered.

"From what I can tell there was an element of bad luck in that a civilian had
a weapon within reach. Apparently they were conducting a snatch raid and picked
children who were too large to be carried easily. It was the ten to twelve year olds."

""Did anyone videotape it?""

"There were only two people there with cameras and it seems that they both
dropped them when the bats attacked."

""Damn, I would have liked to see a film of it, maybe we could have seen what
went wrong."'

"Like I said, sir, it was bad luck. Apparently two were detailed to go after
the shooter, but he managed to drop them both."

""He must be some shot. Was he in the service?"

""Yes sir, Marines."



""God damn jar-heads."

Robbins used the moment to try and figure how to get the conversation back
on track. *'Sir, | spoke to the preacher and told him that it was in the national
interest to keep quiet about the incident. But I'm not sure he's going to. He had a
lot of questions. And, for a man of the cloth he used some pretty strong language.”

""Have you spoken to the editor?™"

The major had gotten a commendation six months after he'd arrived because
he'd managed to uncover some compromising information the editor of the local
paper. "Yessir. But I'm not sure that it's going to work much longer."

"It had damn well better."

"Yes sir."

"I mean that Robbins. If this gets out and is traced back to us, you're likely
to finish your tour supervising three men who are digging a hole somewhere in
northern Alaska. You will not be invited to reup and will find yourself on the short
stick end of your pension."

"Yessir."

""Did you recover all the casualties?"

""The four he killed, yes sir, though the shooter wanted to keep one as a
trophy. It took some convincing, but we got it. We have a team out trying to find
the survivors.™

""How many does that leave still on the loose?""

"'Six, so far as we can tell, in this group, and then there’s the blue squad.™

The blue squad consisted of five survivors of the second generation. They were the



result of a complete redesign in which, among other things, more attention had been
spent on the aesthetics. Their wings were a pale blue, their furry bodies two tones of
progressively deeper color. Intelligence had been raised too; they would have had
more sense than try to snatch quarry too heavy to make off with.

The two teams had been on a joint exercise when they'd been caught in a
thunderstorm and blown out of the training range where radio controlled brain
implants were able to ensure their return.

The general got up from his desk and walked to a large map on the far wall.
He pointed to an area to the north of Clarkstown and said, **Send the capture team
here.”

It was a guess, Robbins knew, but it was as good a guess as was possible
given the fact that the bats had been trained to be evasive and not predictable.

"And Robbins, I want you to go with them.*"
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Chapter 3

The bats would come if you played either Bach or Mozart. If the Major had
asked her, Joyce could have told him that. Not that she would have even if he'd
asked her, which he didn't.

She knew he was the enemy. She deliberately gave him wrong directions to
the men's room in part because he was as big an asshole as some of the cowboys and
she got a kick of sending customers down to the basement where they discovered
that Cowboy Bob's hygiene stopped at ground level and the door locked behind
them.

Joyce had learned how to let the sexist innuendo she got from breakfast to
dinner roll off her polyester uniform like eggs off a Teflon coated frypan. The
comments, like the tobacco smoke and the pickups in the gravel parking lot outside
of Cowboy Bob's Burger Barn, came with the territory. At first she'd tried to
impart her Eastern Liberal Consciousness on the customers, but halfway through
the first morning she realized they viewed it as the finest entertainment to hit town
since the drunken traveling preacher had showed up two summers before - so she'd
changed tactics. While she was working, Joyce was vivacious displaying a friendly
and cheerful face to the world. After work she changed into jeans and a loose
flannel shirt, climbed onto her battered trail bike and blasted off to nobody knew
quite where.

Everyone knew she had an apartment over where the hardware store had

been until Ralph had retired last year and had found that there were no buyers for
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a marginal business in the run-down center of Clarkstown, a town that had no
particular reason to be there since the mines had shut down. She went there only to
shower and change between May first and the end of October.

There wasn't a lot to do in Clarkstown and a lot of time was spent
speculating about the parts of other peoples® lives they didn't know about. The
current best guess about her was that she had a man back up in the hills somewhere.
Some thought it might be a Vietnam vet who wasn't ready to come back to the world
yet and had built a cabin up there somewhere. Today she seemed in a hurry to get
back to him.

There was no man, veteran or otherwise. There was a crude cabin, a lean-to
actually, that she'd built herself. It sat just below the edge of a ridge in a stand of
trees. The forest extended fifty feet to a cliff which provided a balcony that
overlooked the whole world and kept it at bay at the same time. The roof provided
shelter against rain and was supported by three crude log walls. The fourth side
which faced out over the cliff top was open. She slept in a hammock and ate the
food she brought from the diner. A stream far below provided an invigorating bath
which she supplemented with hot showers at her apartment when needed.

As she turned off of route 244 onto the fire road, Joyce immediately noticed
that someone had been there. Army trucks, she thought, by the look of the tracks.
She knew she had to warn her friends who just two nights ago had scared the hell

out of her.
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Chapter 4

""As the moon rose
brilliant over the mountains
bathing us in its cold clear light
I knew we would

together find a peace™

The man’s voice, soft and mellow, came from her right. From where there
could be no man. Unless he was sitting high in the pine that grew out of a crevasse
in the cliff face. Joyce, startled nearly into a seizure, jumped to her feet. The moon
was rising over the Eastern range. Its cold clear light illuminated some scattered
wispy clouds. She was, so far as she could tell, completely alone.

Was it an hallucination? She tasted her saliva for the metallic sharp taste she
associated with her long past hallucinogenic adventures. There was none. The rest
of her felt normal, except for being jumpy. "Not a flashback," she thought. "ESP,"
she wondered?

There had been a poet in her life once. But he'd written about dark, decay,
and pain -- not light and hope. If she called out, Who's there?, she would be
admitting that it was real. She would be asking for an impossible response. And

she wasn't sure she was ready.
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She reached out and switched on her portable stereo. Back in the city they'd
been called boom-boxes, but here its surprisingly good fidelity filled the still night
with Mozart. She took a step to her right looking up into the crown of the tree
searching, hoping to find nothing to reassure herself.

Forty minutes later when the cd ended he said, ""That was nice.
Appropriate.”

""Who are you?"" Joyce heard her voice, too high and too loud, echoing her
fear.

"My name’s Joshua. You don't have to be afraid."

She looked again, this time she could see that there was a large dark shape in
the tree. "Are you in the tree?"

"Yes."

Her heart was going as fast as it had the day when three members of the
Savage Skulls had come into her classroom to negotiate a business deal with one of
her students.

Never show or admit fear. Why was he in the tree? How had he climbed it,
climbed past her, without her seeing? Knowing his name didn’t help much, she
thought, but it helped some.

"You startled me."

"I'm sorry. I'm afraid it's something | am prone to."”

He had a nice voice she decided, not the voice of an escaped axe murderer,
"Why are you up there?"

"It's a long story."
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Joyce stared up into the tree hoping for a glimpse of his face, **I've learned
that life is full of long stories."

He told her that he was shy. That he was more comfortable talking to her
from up in a tree. She felt slightly violated. This was, after all, her place, he should
have asked her permission or something.

"*So, Joshua, tell me about yourself.”

"1'd rather hear about you."

Joyce hadn’'t survived as a single woman in New York for eight years by
falling for lines like that. She ducked back into her Eastern persona and tried to
remember if there were any serial killers operating in this part of the country.

It was not a neighborly act, but, it was, she thought, justified, as she reached
for the industrial strength flashlight she occasionally used to keep bears at bay --
and flicked it on.

Because its trunk began down the cliff face, the top of the tree was only
twenty feet above her. The tight bright beam danced through the branches until it
found him.

Simultaneously they cried, "AAAQh™.

He, it, was blue. All of him. Not the pants not a jacket - head, legs,
everything. It was a bright glorious royal BLUE.

"You're blue.” She cried when she got articulate enough.

"Yes. You scared me." His voice sounded shaken.

"You're blue,” she repeated and switched the light off.

"And I'm not a man. | was going to tell you."
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"I'm going crazy."” And she was pretty sure she was. If she thought it was
real she was crazy. But if it wasn't real and she was seeing it, she was crazy. There
was no third option she could think of.

There was melancholy in his voice as he said, "'It's not you, it's the world
that's crazy."

"That's easy for you to say. Oh God, why did I do all those drugs when | was
young?" She wanted to run to her bike and take off through the woods, but she
doubted she could drive.

"It's not easy for me either.” His voice was soft and tinged with a sadness so
profound it pulled Joyce out of her self-absorbed tail spin.

"Oh my God, I'm sorry.” Joyce found she was genuinely embarrassed. Not

knowing what to say, she reached out and restarted the music.

An hour later, after she had coaxed him down out of the tree, she asked,
""Who taught you how to talk?""

"There were a few of them. But Rosa was the teacher I liked the best. She
taught me music, then how to sing."

Here | am, Joyce thought, sitting on the edge of a mountain bathed in
moonlight talking with a bat, a blue bat that's as big as | am, and I'm about to ask
him what kind of songs he likes to sing.

Before she could get the question out, he said, ""But I didn't have many
reasons to sing, because they took her away. And then they tried to get us to do

things."

16



Us? Joyce thought, and asked, **What things, and who are they?*

"The army. To be precise about it, special warfare projects. Code name
Project Nightmare.""

"That sounds like a bad movie."”

He nodded, ""Not that I've seen that many movies, except as part of my
language training."

""And what did they want you to do.""

""Assassination, espionage, and sabotage. We're the ultimate stealth
warriors.” Was there a bit of pride in his voice as he said that, Joyce wondered? It
sounded as though there might be.

"And where did you come from? They didn’t... ** she broke off. Her half
remembered biology classes convinced her that it had to be some DNA mixing.

"I don't know exactly. | heard they took an egg and implanted it in a cow.
Exactly where the egg came from and what they did to it is a guess, except they
added a lot of blue."

She couldn't help but laugh. And think, but not say, ‘a fair amount of brains
too.” Later she would remember that evening, and realize that it had been more

pleasant that the majority of dates she'd been on in the past few years.

Joyce purposefully kept the next day as normal as possible. She laughed her
usual laugh when Ed suggested, as he did every morning, that she should consider
giving up her job and moving in with him. “Don’t need a wife. Had one. Could use

a waitress though.” She kept checking to see if there were any indications that the
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flashback was continuing. She wasn’t sure if she was hoping for symptoms or not.

The next night had not started as calmly as the previous one had ended. A
fallen tree served as her table and another blue bat had swooped down and stolen
her sandwich. Joyce who had seen it out of the corner of her eye knew that her hope
that the previous night had been a dream was not going to come to pass.

Later, as she softly strummed her battered guitar, she heard some movement
in the trees around the lean-to. When the moon rose half an hour later, she saw
them silhouetted on some branches. At first she was scared, but when she stopped
she heard them imitating her playing. She struck a chord and let it die. From a tree
to her right the chord came back just as slightly out of tune as hers had been. She
let herself relax, beasts, so long as they were musical, were, until proven otherwise,

benign in her book.

After playing another chord and having it come back to her, she punched the
play button on her boombox and a different piece softly filled the night.

She sensed a ripple of excitement around her and before she had time for
fright to set in, one and then another of the bats had fluttered down to the ground
beside the cd player.

The last to land was the one named Joshua, “I’m sorry that Tommy stole
your food earlier.”

“That’s ok, I’ve got more. Are you hungry?”

That was enough to get the other’s attention. For a second she felt
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overwhelmed as they all turned towards her.

They were a little unnerving though, and as much to calm herself as them,
she spoke to them in a low soft voice. The same voice she'd used when the drug
dealer in her history class had used her desk to barricade the door to keep the police
from arresting him. ""Hang on a minute.”

She lowered her food bag from its bear-proof place hanging between two
trees and proceeded to ransack her larder searching for things that might interest
them. They were hungry. They jostled each other, as they moved clumsily
jockeying for position. ""Hey take it easy, you can have what I've got.” The bats
took a particular interest in fruit and she made a note to stop at the supermarket on
the way back tomorrow.

As one came close to take an apple from her, she noticed the radio collar on
his neck. She touched it gently, ""What's this?"*

He moved his wing so that one of the claws touched the plastic ring. He
pulled at it a couple of times and then moved his claw away. Joshua said, “That’s
how they controlled us.”

Joyce touched it again searching for a clasp. There was none. She thought
for a moment and then got up and found the tool she had used for trimming
branches from the logs for the lean-to. It was like a giant’s scissors with curved
blades. The handles were three feet long to provide leverage. She demonstrated its
use on a branch that had escaped last night's campfire.

The collar was tough, but could not resist a Fire-Forged Clipper, one of a

collection of tools she'd bought at give away prices just before Ralph had closed the
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hardware store for good. With a crunch not unlike a walnut being spilt, the plastic
gave way. But instead of falling to the ground the collar hung suspended from a
wire that ran through what looked like a plastic button set into the back of his neck.
The clipper cut this wire as though it was string and the collar fell to the ground.
For half a second she waited to see if cutting the wire had any bad effect. Actually
the bat seemed pleased, it turned its neck back and forth.

Immediately the rest of the bats gathered around and waited for her to
remove their collars too. When, after a couple of minutes, five cut rings of plastic
lay on the ground, the bats leapt into the air and gave her an impromptu airshow.
They rolled and dove, swooped and soared in perfect formation before settling down
beside her again. Joshua said, “Thank you.” He turned to one of the others and
issued a series of orders that were barely audible to Joyce. The bat gathered up all
the collars and launched himself off the cliff. Joshua turned back to her. “They

might be able to track us through them so he’s going to drop them into the river.”

The helicopters with their brilliant spotlights were not something that could
be hidden, so the Major told the tame editors that there had been an outbreak of
Anthrax in the mountain goats and they were assisting the CDC in keeping it

contained.
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Chapter 4

Jocko wanted to be somewhere else. Not here dressed in a shirt and tie
eating Sunday dinner at the reverend’s table. The worst thing was the table cloth.
The reverend's wife had gone on and on about it, about how it had been in the
family for over a hundred years. How it had been bequeathed to her by her mother
as she lay dying. How the lace work could not be duplicated. How she stored it in a
velvet lined box inside a cedar chest. He was sure he was going to spill something on
it, something that would not wash out. He was used to swinging his elbows a little
when he ate, and the table was crowded with lots of important people.

They seemed bent and determined to turn his life around, and he wasn't so
sure he was all that happy about the way it seemed to be headed. They were talking
about a full time job that was going to pay him just about as much as his
unemployment and his half-time off-the-books gig (less if you counted the taxes.)
But it was respectable and legal and there was no way he could turn it down, not if
he wanted June Anne to talk to him.

At least no one would be giving him any shit for having the gun in the truck.
He successfully finished his soup and let his attention go back to the reverend.

"At first | thought it might be a sign of the apocalypse, but when this army
officer dressed in civilian clothes came up and started talking to me, | began to
wonder."

Jocko nodded, checked to make sure his mouth wasn't full, and said, "*Was

he wearing a blue windbreaker?" When the reverend nodded, he continued, "*Yeah,
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he came up to me too. | wanted to keep one of them, you know, take it to Jim and
have it stuffed."

June Anne, from across the table, jumped in, **"What would you want it for?*

He wondered how he could have fallen for a woman who had as much class
as she did, "I figured it would look pretty good hanging over the fireplace. Course
the wings would cover the windows."

She made a face, but before she could silently mouth, "We'll talk about it
later’, he continued, "'But he muscled it away from me. 1 started to make a fight
about it and he said, "You want to spend the next six months talking to the IRS?"
Now don't get me wrong, but | don't have anything to hide but | don’t particularly
want to get entangled with them, and besides | had the feeling that June Anne
wouldn't think it went along with the way she wants our place to look."

That got a little laugh. From the end of the table June Anne’s father said, "I
saw him too, he was coming out of The Sentinel. 1 was going in to see Hank and tell
him that he'd missed the biggest news story this town ever saw.""

Someone said, ""There wasn't anything in today's paper."

Her father continued, ""And there won't be. When | went in Hank was in a
rage. He said that if he wasn't mortgaged over his head he'd fight things, but, he
didn't come out and say it in so many words, but the man must have been leaning on
him hard. I've never known Hank to let anything get in the way of his paper."

The reverend, after a moment's silence, said, "*"Well I guess it doesn’t matter
where they came from, so long as we can give thanks for our deliverance from

them."
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From two places to his right April Elizabeth, June Anne's oldest sister,
interrupted. ""Hold on there, do | hear you right? Are you telling me that the
nightmares 1'm going to have for the rest of my life seeing that horrible creature
swooping down on my child are OK because everything turned out OK? Well |
don't think it's OK and if they won't publish it here, maybe somebody else will.**

"That's another problem, nobody is going to touch a story about giant bats
attacking a church picnic except for that paper | see sometimes in the
supermarket.”

""But there are witnesses, a lot of them."

Her father spoke, "*Honey, he's got a point, can you see an anchor man
saying, ‘good evening we have a story tonight about how a church picnic was
attacked by a group of creatures straight out of a horror film." He's just not going to
do it without some proof."

"Well I got proof. I gotiton tape. | was filming Cindy and it has to have
some of itin."

""Have you looked at it?"'

""No," she admitted, "I haven't. But when the man came around offering a
hundred dollars for anyone who had a video camera, | smelled a rat and kept my

bag closed.™

The dinner was interrupted as she ran down the block to retrieve the tape

and three electronics experts gave advice on how best to play it on the reverend’s

antiquated television.
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After fast forwarding through last week's dance recital, the tape showed
Cindy who was, it seemed, hell bent on winning the race. Her mother’s shrill
shrieks of encouragement were painfully loud. There was the unmistakable sound
of the gun, a shadow flashed over the camera and then, there it was, a hideous
creature reaching down and grabbing Cindy by her dress. The scream on the tape
was punctuated by the cries of the crowd in the Reverend's den.

The camera jerked and went in and out of focus, but it followed the bat as it
tried to gain altitude. it zoomed in to the child's horror-filled face and then panned
back as Jocko's truck bounced across the meadow.

They saw him leap out of the truck, fire his shots, get struck, and go down.
The camera swung back to the children splashing in the swampy end of the pond
before it went dark.

""That was some shooting son.""

Jocko answered, ""God must have been doing the aiming.” Before he could
think about it. And after seeing the film he was sure of it.

""So what do we do now?""

"I guess we ought to take this film over to Helena, where they've got a

network station.""

The station was a bit of a disappointment to Jocko who had ridden in the

Reverend's car. The office was cramped and didn’t look anything like he imagined it
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would.

He admired the way the reverend had handled things. After introducing
himself he handed the tape and a church directory to the station manager. *"You're
not going to want to believe this. You're going to be looking to see if it's a fake. Call
any of the people on this list, ask them what happened at the picnic. Call them all if
you have the time.""

The station manager played the tape on a large monitor. He got most of the
way through before he grabbed a phone off the desk and began punching its dial.

"I'm telling you it's no fake. I'll fax you the church directory, you can call
and verify. Hell, I'll hook up a feed and you can talk to these people yourself."

Jocko imagined that there were a lot of arguments going on in New York
because there were two or three phone calls coming in at a time. He watched as the

station manager made two copies of the tape and then transmitted it to New York.

They waited for what seemed to be a long time then things started moving
quickly. They were hustled into a newsroom set and seated in chairs off to the right
of where the reporters usually spoke. A reporter came in still wearing the paper bib
that kept the makeup off his clothes. ""We're going on the air in about ten minutes.
We're going to go live on this.” A technician placed little button speakers in their
ears and clipped microphones onto their lapels. "I think that some one in New York
is going to ask you questions. Just look into the camera and answer them as best
you can. There's nothing to be nervous about.” He was nervous, it was the biggest

story of his life, and probably as close as he was ever going to get to the network
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anchor even it was the Sunday evening substitute.

They watched the feed from New York as the Anchor started off with the
days international developments. After the news of the middle east and Europe
which Jocko normally paid little attention to and just as he was really starting to get
nervous, one of the men wearing microphone headsets came over and ushered
them off the set. The local anchor was having a fit, “What do you mean they are
pulling it?” ""Damn it. We’ve got a story, who cares if the president’s wife’s
motorcade collided with a Mister Softee truck on her way to dedicate some stupid
center?”

He turned, “I’ll do the interview.”

They were only three questions into the interview and Jocko, who was at
times less then perceptive, understood why this man was never going to be called to
a big city. He was doing his best but the way he was asking the questions made
them look like a bunch of kooks. The video, though dramatic if you had been there,
was blurry, shaky, and spent more time focused on screaming children than on the

bats. It looked like a very cheaply done Japanese Horror movie.

They did not hang around the station to watch the broadcast. Several

members of the congregation taped it and despite the fact it was the first time any of

them had ever been on television, there was no joy in watching it.

{ there is room for expansion of this - can do the interview in part or whole}-
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Major Robbins ordered the sergeant to cut the chain that blocked access to
an old logging road in the National Forest.

The three vehicles then moved up the rough road for twelve miles until they
came to a turnoff near the ridge line.

He made them get the generator and radios operational before allowing any
of them to get some sack time.

He wondered if the bats would respond to the emergency recall signal. He
remembered a disheveled scientist, hair and shirt-tail askew, saying," Why? You
want to know something? Any scientist who says he knows any of the whys is lying.
We don't know nothing about the why.""

The man had stopped and taken a huge drag on his cigarette. **But if you
want to know what is probably going to happen, I can tell you that. First, they're
going to be tricky. I can't tell you really how smart they are, because we're dealing
with things that aren’t real easy to measure. They can communicate using their
sonar over long distances. That means it's going to be hard to catch them napping.
The second thing is they are going to be mean. They haven't seen their handlers in
pretty close to a month. The lessons of responding to them are probably unlearned

by now.

There were two coded frequencies they could use. The first one was the

standard recall that would theoretically get them to stop whatever they were doing

and return to an acoustic signal.
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The second was a failsafe. It triggered an electrical implant inside the bats’
brains. Originally designed to stimulate their fear centers a lab technician with a
sense of humor had instead placed them in the pleasure centers. When triggered the
flock of bats went instantly, into an intoxicated, orgasmic frenzy. It did not render

them incapable of flight, but it did confuse them considerably.

The technician's prank had been discovered when it had been tested and the

bat had dove on and raped the base commander's German shepherd.

The acoustic beacon operated at a frequency well beyond what humans could
hear, but was audible, it was said, to the bats at a distance of up to ten miles in still
air.

The Radio supposedly covered a radius of twenty miles.

The general was fighting the bureaucratic battle of his life. Yesterday's pork

barrel was turning into today’s compost heap in a big way as his superiors worked

feverishly to distance themselves from this project. The senators who had made use

of the recreation facilities were unavailable.

*hkkkkikkkkikk
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At work Joyce kept thinking about the strangeness that had unfolded around
her. It wasn't until noon that someone mentioned a rumor about the killer bats.
She was relieved when she heard that the attackers had been bright red.

One small voice told her to consider staying in town tonight, but she rejected
this. After all, she had moved to the wilderness in search of an adventure that
would make her forget the misadventures of her previous life. Instead she had
discovered that it was more quiet than adventure. The chaos she'd left behind in the
city had been adventure enough, And she had come to realize that it was quiet she’d
needed. But there were times when she missed the adrenaline rush, and it seemed as

though one was being thrust at her.

The two customers weren't really cowboys, but they did drive pickups and
had the deeply tanned leathery skin that comes from working out of doors eight or
nine months a year. If she hadn’t sworn off men as a part of her flight from the
East, Joyce might have found Larry interesting. She paused at their table after
refilling their coffee because Frank was saying, "*There's soldiers all over the place.
They're trying to keep out of sight but they're there. | saw two trucks go up
towards Summer Pass and I'll bet there are more."

"What are they doing here?"

He turned to her, ""Didn't you hear about the bats?"

Joyce thought quickly, ""Heard about them, didn't believe it."

"You ought to believe it. Probably part of the United Nations thing. 1 was in

the army --- there is a lot of strange stuff going on that nobody ever knows about.
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You'd better give up riding that bike of yours until they kill them.*
She knew she couldn’t let that happen. Bats that liked Mozart were a

resource that had to be protected.

The bats had not been there when she returned, but within five minutes of
her starting the boombox and playing some Bach they began arriving. They
seemed very happy that she'd brought food and clamored around her seeking
attention. It was, she realized, a bit much. Five creatures the size of very large dogs,
looking as though they were dressed for some mad Halloween ball, bouncing around

you was a bit unsettling.

They heard the helicopter before she did and took refuge under her roof.

The chopper passed slightly below them and seemed not to see the lean-to at all. She
noticed the worry in her friends and realized that she was going to have to do
something to help them get away from there.

Joyce had always been a sucker for underdogs. Her boyfriends back East
had been a motley collection that averaged out on the far side of the dividing line
between alcoholic and heavy recreational drinkers. As a teacher she had
championed impossible kids who, by the time she got on their case, were so
damaged in any several of a hundred ways that the odds were long. She saw in
them a glimmer from the spark that had been there once. She recognized the pain

that she shared with them.
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Jocko, tried to keep the desperation out of his voice as he said, ""You don't
understand, June Anne, these bats are the chance of a lifetime.”™ She didn't even
begin to understand how his life could change if he bagged another of those suckers.
Actually he hoped there were hundreds of them out there. He could become a
guide, the man to hire if a hunter wanted to bag a rogue mutant bat. One ad in
‘Guns and Ammo' and he'd be booked for a year. Hell he wouldn't even need an ad
if he could bag one. Just a photo of him standing beside one of those suckers, and
word would get around - that would be enough to set the phone ringing off the wall.

He could see how June Anne would be a little worried though. But she was
going to have to learn to trust him. She still hadn't answered, he hated it when
women left conversations hanging like this. He decided to go at it straight on.
"You're not worried about me getting hurt are you?"

That got a response. ""Hurt? Why no, | could live with a little hurt, but I've
been watching those soldiers driving by. I've been watching those helicopters
shooting at the hills. Jocko, you're going to get yourself killed out there."

The copters did worry him a little, but he wasn't going to admit it, at least
not to her. ""Those fly boys don't know the hills the way | do. They're looking in the
wrong places. Besides, becoming the premier mutant hunter isn’t going to do me
any good if I'm not careful.”

"Why can't you take the job that Mister Fuller offered you?"

He took a step forward and laid his large hand gently on her shoulder. "I've
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told you about the square pegs and the round holes.” He gave her a squeeze that
pulled her hard against him. "You wouldn't like it, believe me. It would make me
crazy. You're not attracted to a man who can sit behind a desk for more than a
couple hours at a stretch.” That hadn’t come out right, but he decided to try for a
kiss rather than straighten out his thought.

For a second she tried to avoid his lips, but then her arm came up around his

back as she ceded the argument for the moment.

He remembered that Kiss as he climbed towards a ridge that ought to give
him a good vantage point, and wondered if June Anne didn't have a point. He'd
been forced to stay in concealment for a couple of hours earlier as first a copter
buzzed around overhead, and then as a foot patrol came through the woods.

It was a bitch having to stay in deep cover, but then he figured that's where
the bats would be too. It was good to be back in the woods though. June Anne was
driving him crazy with her wedding plans and her attempts to domesticate him.
When she got angry she called it, ""house breaking" him which was something he
took exception to. He kept his place spotless. Neatness was something he'd learned
in the Marines and was something he took a fair amount of pride in. Now they had
some differences on how a house should be set up. On the wall he favored a glass
fronted gun rack, and she wanted one of those original oil paintings you could buy
certain Saturdays in the parking lot of the Kmart over in Jackson. She wanted
either a clipper ship or a seacoast with waves breaking over the rocks. The day

she'd dragged them over there to take a look at them he'd actually been attracted to
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a picture of a puppy with big eyes and a sad look, but he would have let red ants live
in his underwear before he would have admitted it.

In the woods he didn't have to worry about any of that. In the woods he
knew where he stood. Unless he was lost or turned around a little, and that didn't

happen all that often.

The music was positively spooky. He found himself a place to hunker down
for the night, a place which afforded a view without being too exposed, and was
settling in when he heard it faintly. At first he'd thought it was wind in the trees
doing weird things, but after a minute he realized it was real, or he was going nuts.
He didn't think it was that because he always imagined that if he went nuts and
started hearing music it sure wouldn't be classical shit.

He'd just finished setting up his simple camp (which involved unrolling his
sleeping bag and tying his pack up in a tree), so all he had to do was grab his rifle

and make his way through the brush.

As he got closer, and the music got louder, he crouched down and moved
with extreme caution -- looking for trip wires or other defensive devices. There
were some odd folks up here -- some of whom took their privacy seriously. The
classical music told him that it was someone who was pretty strange, and someone
who wasn't worried about being snuck up on.

The underbrush thinned out some on a rocky outcropping and as he topped

it he slid down onto his belly and let his eyes check out the woods. At first he didn't
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see anything, but then he caught some movement off in a little clearing next to the
cliff face. He used the rifle scope to bring it closer, and suddenly he saw a woman
sitting on a log with her back to him. He kept the scope on her until she tossed her
head and he saw she was the girl who worked at Cowboy Bob's. That made some
sense. The word was that she was different, coming from back East and all.

He swept the area with his scope, and, just as he had decided that she was
alone, a shadow passed through the trees.

When he got it in view he saw it was a bat, a big one, but different. For one
thing, it was blue. For another, it wasn't attacking the woman who partially blocked
his view of it as she held out something.

It was an impossible shot with her that close. All it would take would be for
the bullet to clip a twig and start tumbling and it could hit her. But there was
something else that kept his finger from pulling on the trigger. Her posture told him
that this was different; that everything was the way it should be. This was a woman
who didn't need rescuing.

He'd learned a lesson about unwanted rescues once in a bar when a couple
over at one of the tables had erupted into a fight. When it became clear that the
woman was not getting the best of it he'd tried suggesting that the man lay off. As
expected the drunk had come after him, which hadn't bothered him any, but as his
attention was occupied, the woman had bashed him in the head with a full bottle
and the next thing Jocko knew, he was on his knees in the parking lot puking.

He looked around and saw it was quickly getting dark. If he was going to be

able to make it back to his camp without getting tangled up in underbrush or falling
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off a cliff, he would have to head back now. If he stayed he knew he was in for a
chilly night. The other option was to stand up and saunter down the slope into her

camp and see if he could borrow a cup of sugar or something.

He seriously though about that, but knowing, and not having her know that
he knew, gave him a card which he could play later, he thought.
As he drifted off to sleep, wishing for his sleeping bag, he realized it didn't

make any sense, but then lots of things weren't making sense.

In the morning it wasn't classical music, but the noise of a trail bike being
fired up that woke Jocko. He looked at his watch and realized that she had to get up
awful early if she was going to make it down off the mountain in time to serve
breakfast at Cowboy Bobs. He envied her the bike. It would take him most of a day
to get down off the mountain, especially if he kept off the fire trails that he was sure
he would run into an army patrol.

After eating a cold breakfast he looked at the sky and considered his next
move. First he would check the area around her lean-to on the odd chance that he
could bag a bat. If that didn't work, he was going to have to decide if he wanted to
set up an ambush and wait for nightfall or if he should talk to her first. There was
something going on here that made him cautious. something that told him there was

a lot more going on than he knew.

He'd almost made it back to where he'd parked his truck when a squad of
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soldiers pulled up in a Humvee. Jocko viewed them with some suspicion, which they
returned. "Kind of a big gun for small game season."

"This way | don't have to worry about skinnin ‘em*

They laughed. One said ""You ought to try a gunship.*

Another finished, "'It'll turn a cow into a big mac."

Jocko suddenly felt protective of "his* bats. He didn’t want these clowns

getting them.
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Chapter 5

The major watched the troops slide down ropes hanging from the hovering
choppers. Two gunships circled in case the bats tried to escape by air. He didn't
expect they would because the ravine and the area immediately around it had been
hit hard by artillery before the gunships had made three strafing runs.

The red bats, he hoped, would be shredded lumps of fur and yuck. Then
he'd have to turn his attention to the blue team. They were the ones that really

worried him.

Chapter 5a

Jim wiped his oily hands on a greasy red cloth which he tossed onto the tool
bench as he turned towards Joyce. ""Whoa, slow down a minute. You lost me about
two miles back."

Joyce didn't know how much to tell him. She wasn’t sure she could trust him,
but he was one of the few men who didn't openly stare at her breasts when she
served him at the restaurant, and that fact put him head and shoulders ahead of the
rest of the pack. "I need a truck."

| got that part.”
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"It can't be open, it's got to have what do you call it? A box in the back.™

""What are you going to be carrying?"

""Just some stuff that I don't want to get wet if it rains.™

He looked over her shoulder through the window out into the clear day.
"Ok."™ His tone said he reserved judgment. "*How big is this stuff?"*

"Not too big. I mean a truck like that would probably do.”" She gestured out
into the lot where a step van that wore the faded logo of a defunct bakery sat listing
at a slight angle.

"Well your cargo would stay dry inside that truck, but it might not get to
where you were going."

"It doesn't run?"'

"Oh it runs, after a fashion, it even might make it up a fair sized hill, but it's
the going down the other side that would be the problem. You see, the brakes aren't
exactly what are needed in parts like this. Among other things,” he added a second
later.

"Couldn't you fix that?"

He looked into her eyes. She saw that she had challenged his ego. "'l could.
But the question is why? You'd be left with not much of a truck that could stop.
Shocks and tires are shot, steering needs work..."

"But I need a truck."

""So you say. And right away from the sound of it. Is there something you
aren't telling me?"

Joyce could see that she was going to have to tell him something, be it fiction
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or fact, before he got motivated to lift a wrench to help her. "I want to go camping,
and | can't afford one of those campers, and | was thinking that would do.”™ She
knew it wasn't much of a lie before it hit the ground and lay there flopping like an
undersized fish.

""A backpack might be a little easier. And you don’t need all the amenities
you could stuff into that truck. You’re not the RV type.”

Amenities? Not the word she'd expected to hear, but now wasn’'t the time to
dwell on it. "'Look it doesn't involve you.""

His eyes focused on hers, his tone grew serious, **Is some one bothering
you?"'

She thought about making up a big lie, but decided against it, she just wasn't
good enough at that sort of thing. Her inability to lie had gotten her into trouble
before. "*No. It's not like that.™

He watched her face for a few seconds before he relaxed slightly. He looked
at his watch, ""How come you're not getting ready for the lunch crowd down at the
Burger Barn?"

""Because I'm trying to get a truck."

He smiled, "I guess I asked for that."”

"I know it sounds funny, but..."" She let the sentence die because she saw him
take a breath.

""Let's say, for the sake of argument, that I was able to find the parts to get
that pile of bolts to stop more or less when you wanted it to. And we can even

pretend that it had a valid license plate and inspection stickers and that you got the
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stuff you wanted to move into it, how long would you be needing it for?*

"1 don't know, a few days | guess.*

He shook his head and moved towards the door. *"The reason | was asking
was have you ever driven anything like that before?"

She thought of trying to lie her way through it, but shook her head. **Not
really.”

"That's not a truck for long trips, It's designed for local deliveries.” Her
expression must have shown her feeling, because he said, **Listen, you can tell me
about it. I've always been a sucker for a woman in distress. You Easterners might
not know it, but that's the cowboy code. Even if the cowboys work in a garage."

"1 do need help," she admitted. **But you're going to think I'm one of them
Crazy Easterners."

| already think that.” But he said it with a friendly tone and with a smile,
and Joyce found herself at ease enough to head in the general direction of the truth.

She pointed to the hills on the other side of the highway. "You’'ve seen the
helicopters, well they're trying to kill some friends of mine."

He took a step back and shook his head before answering. '"Wait a minute.
You're saying that the U.S. Army is after some friends of yours! Who are these
guys? What did they do?"

"Well they're not exactly guys."

His eyes got wider and his voice rose, ""A bunch of radical lesby women's
libbers?"

Joyce saw he was imagining a corps of diesel dykes in camouflage outfits and
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had to fight off a laugh, ""Not that either. Not even close. Sorry. It's a long story.
But they didn't do anything."

It took him a few seconds to return from the idea of Rogue Montana
Amazons, "'l did my time in the army, and I'll admit it was a pretty fucked up
organization, but they don't go off and run search and destroy missions against
people who didn't do anything. But,” he gestured off towards the mountains,
“There sure as shit is something goi