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Introduction:
 
Some of the subjects in this story might well be viewed as unconventional, emotionally charged, or even mildly controversial. As the author, I have chosen to create a science-fiction TEOTWAWKI* story based in an alternate universe, where everything is almost the same as it is here.
 
*For those unfamiliar with the acronym, TEOTWAWKI is an abbreviation for 'The End Of The World As We Know It'.
 
The defining difference between this artificial universe and ours is this; what are viewed as conspiracy theories today in our world are not theories in the world I have created, they are hard facts. In this fictional world, the government is not merely out to get you, it wants to eliminate you…
 
This work is based upon various conspiracy theories I have encountered while surfing the net. A virtual walk through the digital universe of the internet yields hundreds if not thousands of conspiracy theories of every flavor and bent. Theories ranging from the outright insane or the merely wacky, to those which with but a little reflection are capable of scaring hell out of you. 
 
The sheer volume of theories I encountered were daunting in volume, and as a number were far too many to write in one book. I chose a specific few for inclusion that specifically fit my story line. As you read, see if you can spot the various theories I chose to use in this work.
 
If, by any accident any of these people seem to be real people... wow! At that point you are a dedicated conspiracy theorist! As the author, I do not know you, your friends and acquaintances, or your family from Adam. 
 
Every single character in this story is purely fictional, and any resemblance to any person living or dead is purely coincidental. 
 
Therefore, let us take some of the more interesting government based conspiracy theories I have come across in my research and ponder between us some simple questions. With our pondering let us also peruse and consider a possible ultimate outcome using the theater of our imaginations.
 
Here are a few questions which all beg for an answer:
 
What would life be like, and what would happen to us if the government were 'really out to get you'? 
 
What would your reactions be? 
 
What would you do, and how far would you go if your own family were threatened or even killed in such a scenario?
 
What would happen to America and the rest of the world?
 
I tried very hard to be as realistic as possible while answering these questions, only inventing a few somewhat questionable circumstances because I thought they were... well... interesting. That is the beauty of fiction, in that we can inspect interesting ideas, without suffering the interesting consequences which always seem to accompany them. Interesting consequences tend to be bad for the person suffering them.
 
Our story starts in small town America, with an ordinary and unprepossessing character. Meet our hero Joe Anderson. He is a middle aged farmer, devoted and loving husband, and father of two young children he loves very much. Joe is an outspoken yet happy go lucky man with many hobbies and interests, but is saddled with an extremely ordinary life that many would find boring. 
 
What he is not is as important as what he is. He is not mean spirited, or vindictive. He is not a troublemaker, instigator, nor a lawbreaker. He is not someone who wants to change the country, nor is he out to change the world. 
 
He does not believe in forcing others to accept his viewpoint or beliefs. He is not a conspiracy theorist.
 
He is a person just like us who has seen trends and hints of what is happening behind the scenes, but has no real information to judge the situation accurately. Also like you and I, Joe Anderson subconsciously believes these things he has read or contemplated will never happen to him. 
 
The trends, hints, and theories he has heard others talk about cannot possibly be true… can they?
 
 
 



1. (It Starts)
 
 
It started without any fanfare. No proverbial warning shot across the bow. No shout of challenge. It just started. 
 
Plans set in motion many years ago by powerful and pretentious people. They are people who view other human beings as undesirables, as a virus destroying this planet and devouring their resources. To them we are mere useless eaters, and they have finally reached the end of their tolerance, and have proceeded to the stage of action. Action based upon plans which were inexcusable and inhuman.
 
After enough conditioning those in authority just blindly follow orders issued from those above, not even caring whether the orders they followed were right, moral, or even legal. Orders are orders, and they were just doing their job. 
 
They ignored the precedence from World War II. Nazi soldiers tried for war crimes at Nuremberg tried the same logical defense for their actions and were told by the courts... following orders are no excuse.
 
…..................................
 
Joe Anderson looked at the clouds while stretching his back and wondered if it would rain again. The cloud filled sky held a tinge of blue towards the horizon, with a few wispy contrails evident from far off. The white streaks refused to dissipate in the cool air, though others in the same sky evaporated rapidly. To the north the clouds had an ugly gray black tinge, possible evidence of nasty weather approaching. 
 
"Well, worrying doesn't get any work done," Joe muttered as he picked up the chain saw, eyeing the work he had determined for the day.
 
 Heating your house with firewood required a lot of work. Every year he spent weeks sawing up the lumber, followed afterwards by months of seasoning it, and lastly came the odious chores of splitting and stacking the wood. He knew he was pushing it, trying to get enough wood seasoned and ready to burn to keep his family warm through the long, cold, Kansas winter ahead. There were only four months left to get everything done before winter's chill knocked on the door. 
 
Joe turned the lever on the saw to the run position and pulled the choke. Just as he pushed the primer bulb for the third time in preparation to start the engine, he heard the sound of engines approaching somewhere from the east. Standing in the shelter belt  he could not see who was driving past his farm, as the verdant green foliage of the evergreens blacked everything from sight. It did not matter anyway, as he had work to do.
 
He looked at the storm downed tree in front of him and sighed. It was a huge American Elm killed in the ice storm last winter that still blocked the pathway in the center of the belt. Joe punched the primer bulb vigorously one last time and grabbed the starter rope. 
 
He yanked once and the stubborn engine grumbled, but refused to start. As he was readying to pull again, he heard the engines get louder, and then enter into his driveway on the other side of the house. 
 
"Oh heck, talk about timing."
 
Joe started tracing his path through the trees back towards the house, wending his way through the shelter belt using the path he had been carving through the downed trees. The ice storm had been bad, and he had already cut up several Elms, Evergreens, Ash, and Mulberries that had died, snapped off by the weight of the ice. 
 
Their dead hulks now blocked the path which previously had run through the center of the entire 'L' shaped quadruple row of trees. Back in May Joe had started clearing the wood. He started at the bend in the 'L', and worked his way outwards towards the ends.
 
As he neared the opening he had cut in the corner to easily provide access for hauling out the dead wood, he stopped dead. A puzzling sound that was completely out of place penetrated his consciousness. It was indeed July… but it was the tenth. He was hearing the sound of fireworks. 
 
A steady 'pop-pop-pop' followed by the 'crack-ack-ack' sound of firecrackers reverberated through the trees. For a second he was puzzled, then with horror he realized what the sound actually was. That was automatic gun-fire, not fireworks. 
 
"Oh my lord," he whispered softly, his expression changing from puzzlement to shock.
 
Thoughts raced through his mind. The only people at the house were his wife and children. Mary would have stepped outside first to see who was calling. She would have been followed quickly by his two rambunctious children John and Joe junior, ages six and two. 
 
With these thoughts boiling in his mind also came the certain realization that he had probably just heard his entire family die. A lump rose in his throat. Emotions roiled within him. He wanted to scream in pain and rage. He wanted to kill, to cry, his emotions instantaneously boiling into a roiling storm within him. 
 
The storm was quickly replaced by a dead, ice-cold calm. A part of Joe had just died with his family. His face reflected a mask of utter horror as an invisible knife twisted in his guts, carving through flesh and bone, and then slicing deep into his soul. He knew suddenly that nothing would be gained by dying himself, though he desperately wanted to. 
 
Without realizing what he was doing he found himself running. His heart beat within his chest like a drum. Although he had been tired from his previous exertions, a massive rush of pure adrenaline pumped through his veins giving him energy to run like the wind. 
 
Instinct told him to hide, so Joe ran desperately through the gap in the belt just behind the house, and then burrowed deeply into the mildly wet straw of his haystack just in case someone came searching behind the house. 
 
"Guerrero, Nigel, check the back and stay sharp. The principle asset is unaccounted for," a muffled though echoing voice shouted from the front of the house.
 
"Captain! House is clear, he's not here," another voice shouted, the deep voice penetrating to the center of the haystack where Joe laid, hiding from the attackers.
 
He stayed as still as he possibly could, breathing slowly with his mouth wide open to keep from either disturbing the hay, or make a panting noise. It was a chore, as he wanted to gasp for air after the mad dash through the trees. Joe heard soft footsteps next to the haystack, and quit breathing altogether. 
 
The steps trailed into the gap in the shelter belt, stalking him, the unseen hunters not knowing he was hidden within twenty yards of them.  
 
The words he had just heard sank into Joe's head. The second man had called the first 'Captain'. They were soldiers! The thought rolled through his numb brain, but could not really register.
 
"Why would the military be after me? Why did they slaughter my family? " roared through his mind. 
 
"Why?
What the hell did I ever do?"
Searching his memory he could not find any answer to his unspoken questions. Nothing came to remembrance, not even a harsh word spoken against either the government or the armed forces. After nine eleven he had even bought several 'support the troops' tee shirts. Sure, he had spoken his mind in on-line forums concerning his frustration with the banker bail-out. He had also spoken out a time or two about the perceived illegality of the Patriot Act. So had everyone else, what is new? 
 
"Captain, this is wrong, why the children? Why do we have to," a new voice shouted from in front of the house.
 
The voice was cut off abruptly by the sharp crack of a small arms gunshot.
 
"Any more traitors?" came the Captains low, dangerous voice, "We have our orders, straight from Homeland Security. I have orders to terminate these rag-head wannabes and their families, and any insubordinate terrorist sympathizers I find in the ranks... Do I make myself absolutely clear?"
 
"Spread out, find him. Best intel places him here. Remember we have to work fast, we have seven more areas to secure ASAP." 
 
The sound of running boots echoed his words.
 
Silence, except for the occasional snapping twig in the belt was all that Joe heard for a while. He was starting to stiffen up from the adrenaline powered dash, and it was getting harder for him to remain stationary with his muscles starting to cramp and burn. Thirty minutes of waiting seemed to Joe like an absolute eternity, and then he heard the relaxed sound of boots returning at a trot. 
 
"All clear. No sign of him," someone said.
 
The deafening sound of full auto gunfire at close range interrupted Joe's musings, followed quickly by the terrifying sound of 'wheat', as bullets tore through the hay all around him, narrowly missing his head. 
 
"Find him?" someone shouted from yards away and to his right.
 
"Naw, just in case," the shooter replied. 
 
"Don't waste your ammo Nigel. Just like before soldiers... Follow protocol. Jackson, Nigel, get the bodies inside. You know the drill, burn the house. This time use only a half-gallon of gas!" the captain ordered.
 
Tears crept into Joe's eyes unbidden at the remembrance of whose bodies were being dragged back into the house. He heard steps going by the haystack heading towards his garden on the north side of the house, following the path that led to the front yard.
 
 "I didn't sign up for this," came a muttered and barely audible statement from a passing soldier. 
 
Joe heard the sharp crack of a flash-bang, followed by the whooshing sound of fire from the direction of the house.
 
"Load up!" the Captain ordered.
 
Engines roared to life and started to back out of the driveway. Joe waited a few seconds before exiting his hidey hole until he heard the sounds of the vehicles departing down the road. He knew that he could not be seen from the front of the house, so it was safe to exit the haystack. He realized the chainsaw was still in his hand, locked in a death-grip. 
 
His knees wobbled with the understanding that the unconscious act of holding onto the saw had probably saved his life. If he would have dropped it next to the elm he had been cutting, it would have been clear mute evidence that someone was still there. With reason for a thorough search, they would have eventually found him.
 
Reaction set in, and he sat down. He cried for his dead family, their remains being cremated along with his old life as the house blazed in front of him. Joe thought about his uncle John who owned a farm two miles off. He had to warn him. He pulled out his cellphone and dialed the number. 
 
"All circuits are presently busy, please try your call again later," a tinny automated voice whined.
 
"I bet,” Joe mumbled sarcastically, "I just bet!". 
 
A determination came upon him to warn his uncle at any cost. The old man would be a sitting duck if they came after him.
 
He ran to the front of his partially burning house. The north end was engulfed in flames, but the south end next to the two car garage was not yet on fire. He looked around before running flat-out to his beat-up old pickup truck. Without even thinking he ripped open the door, and saw something small fly up with a wire attached. 
 
Pure instinct made Joe take a flying dive to the ground behind a nearby woodpile located a few steps from his truck. An earsplitting explosion followed hard on the heels of his mad dive, the blast itself followed by parts of his truck. Hot shards of glass and pieces of metal fell from the sky like demented and dangerous hailstones. A mile away, at the next farm, the Captain looked back at the echoed boom with a crooked smile. 
 
"Gotcha!" he exclaimed as he crossed out Joe's name on the list of names and addresses he was carrying.
 
Joe, ears ringing horribly, was lying on the ground covered with eighteen inch long split logs from the now collapsed wood pile. He had one simple thought go through his mind. 
 
"I'm alive. I have to be. This hurts too much to be dead.”
 



2. (Salvage)
 
Pushing and shoving the chunks of split firewood off of himself, Joe gingerly moved his limbs, checking for broken bones. Apparently the wood had absorbed most of the residual blast from the grenade. The main force of the explosion had been channeled away from him by the truck. The truck was a twisted, ruined mess, the whole top section seemed to imitate a Salvador Dali original painting.
 
Except for the horrid ringing still persisting in his ears, he could not find any initial injuries simply by feeling with his hands over his body. A tinge of pain, however, caused him to look at the calf of his leg, and he noticed blood on his jeans. A close examination showed him two small round holes through the denim, close together inside a bloody area located over his calf. Fearing the worst, Joe carefully lifted his jeans leg to examine the wound beneath and saw a thin crease where something had penetrated the jeans, grazed his calf, and then exited through the other side. 
 
“Oh shoot that was close,” Joe muttered as relief flooded over him. 
 
He could not afford to be seriously injured right now.
 
Looking up, he noticed the house was really starting to burn, and the whole north end was engulfed. Flames were pouring out of the tops of the broken windows, voraciously licking at the siding in a determined effort to reach the shingles on the roof. The far north wall looked as if the flames might eat through the siding at any moment and flames were pouring from the old attic vent in the gable. Joe didn't have any time to waste. 
 
He knew the feeble pressure from his old, well used electric well pump would never put out enough water to stop the blaze, assuming it was even working at all. The main breaker box was in the center portion of the house by the back door, and was probably already on fire. The insulation should have burned off of the wires, causing everything to short out. Joe heard a loud 'bang' from the transformer on the pole as the fuse blew, and knew that the farm no longer had electricity available.
 
If he could still get to them, he needed a few things before he left including his gun which he had stored in the den on the very south side of the house. The only thing he could consider as a weapon that he had on his person right now was a Schrade brand lock-back knife in its sheath on his belt. Though he kept the knife razor sharp, he considered it more of a utility tool than anything else. 
 
He knew he needed his rifle, yet he was split by indecision for a moment concerning what he should do. Joe had so many friends, family, and neighbors he wanted to warn or help somehow. He desired to see if he could do something about what had happened to both himself and his family. 
 
He wanted to take out what he felt right now on those guilty of the act. 
 
Torn in too many directions at once, Joe couldn't think, and therefore couldn't act. The sheer enormity of what had just happened was temporarily too much for his brain to assimilate. It was like some horrid dream he could not wake up from.
 
However, Joe was not one to panic, nor was he one to stay paralyzed with fear and do nothing. He was a very resourceful person, fixing whatever had ever needed repair, or making whatever he could not afford to buy. He was used to the necessity of figuring out ways around problems using whatever resources he had at hand, since his resources inevitably excluded extra cash. 
 
“Focus you idiot! Focus!” Joe yelled at himself at the top of his lungs. 
 
It was time to act, not worry. Red faced with embarrassment, he realized his outburst would have alerted anyone within a quarter mile, so he clamped his lips together in a grim line and burst into action.
 
Joe ran past to the screen door of the attached double car garage, and then inside through the garage to the entrance door that entered the den, at the south end of the house. He noticed smoke coming through the hairline gaps in the hatch for the attic entrance, and knew the fire was possibly throughout the whole house. The den itself might be on fire, which prompted him to be careful.
 
He touched the doorknob to the door leading from the garage to the den, but it was not hot. The metal doorknob conducts heat, and a hot doorknob is a sure sign of fire on the other side of the door. He then touched the top of the door itself, and it was still relatively cool to the touch, so he knew the den itself must have had the heavy interior door closed. 
 
The den was an apparent add-on to the house, and the door leading from the den to the living room was actually a solid core exterior door, and a temporary fire barrier. That meant the fire was temporarily contained within the living space of the house proper, until it managed to burn through the door, the ceiling, or a wall. It was in effect temporarily isolating the den from the rest of the house. Even though evidence showed that the attic was on fire, the ceiling had obviously not yet collapsed or burnt through.
 
Just to be careful, he opened the door only a crack, fully expecting a ton of smoke to come pouring through. Joe was grateful that very little smoke was actually in the den, and that the little that was evident was hugging close to the ceiling in a thin translucent gray layer. However, he was terrified that the roof would collapse, and bring the ceiling down on him, so he moved as fast as he safely could. 
 
He dashed to the corner of the room to his converted armoire slash gun case. Joe grabbed his deer rifle and the heaviest army surplus thirty caliber ammo box that he had. He then took his scoped crossbow off of its hooks on the wall and slung the bow over his other arm. With fifty pounds of equipment in his arms, he decided he was carrying enough and decided to leave.
 
Running through the garage, he almost broke his arm when the bow hanging from it snagged on the handle of his rototiller. This caused a few choice words to escape his lips as he freed both himself and the bow from the machine. After untangling himself he ran into the back yard and set his booty on the lawn. By this time, he noticed that the north end of the roof had already caught fire, and smoke was now pouring ominously from the south attic vent. At best, he could make only one more trip before the house would be completely engulfed in flames.
 
Mumbling a small hurried prayer, he ran back through the garage into the den, and then grabbed his full homemade leather quiver full of aluminum hunting crossbow bolts and his small canvas 'camping' backpack with his left hand. He threw his belt holding two sets of “Russian surplus” ammo pouches and a Leatherman tool in its pouch over his right shoulder, snatched his other two surplus thirty caliber boxes in his right hand, and left without even worrying about anything else. 
 
An ominous cracking and groaning coming from the north side of the house signaled a structural weakening of the house's timbers. It was about to come down around his ears in a solid flaming mass if he did not hurry.
 
Joe had almost taken too long.... As he ran through the screen door exit at the back of the garage, the roof finally collapsed. The glass in the screen door shattered as the wall dropped a few inches crushing the top of the door frame and warping the door. Intense heat blasted at his back spurring him to run faster. 
 
The whole house proceeded to lean in slow motion, stopping at an ominous forty-five degree angle as he ran. Fire streamed out of the broken windows in the den in massive fiery tongues, any hope of gathering anything else from the house was gone.
Sitting on the lawn while catching his breath, Joe wondered what had spared the den, eventually drawing the obvious conclusion. 
 
“That stupid, heavy, exterior door I hated between the den and the living room, that's what,” he thought to himself.
 
When Joe had originally moved in, he had noticed the house had been built over a matter of time, in three distinct sections. The house was built first, followed later by the den, and then finishing with the garage. The roof had been rebuilt so that it wasn't obvious there had been additions to the house. Instead of replacing the original exterior door after completing the den, the builder had simply left the original solid core exterior door in place. 
 
He took stock of the supplies he had managed to salvage. He examined the gun and bow for damage; to his surprise he found nothing wrong. The cheap 150lb pull re-curve Chinese crossbow that he had bought years ago on Ebay could probably pound nails without breaking. Only a tank driving over his sporterized Russian WWII Mosin-Nagant bolt action hunting rifle would damage it. He had retrieved all his ammo for the rifle, and most of the bolts for the bow, as well as two spare bow strings. 
 
It was necessary to leave a couple of unopened packages of new crossbow bolts. However he had all the broad-heads for the bolts in his pack, along with the rope and pulley cocking rig he had fabricated. The rig cut the force required to cock the one hundred and fifty pounds of pull in half, and was worth its weight in gold. Looking down at the rifle and the bow, he realized that excepting the somewhat expensive scopes on them, they were the best investment he had ever made. The gun, bow, ammo for both, combined with the all of the accessories he had bought minus the scopes, had cost only three hundred dollars. The scopes added another hundred and twenty by themselves. 
 
“You really are a cheapskate,” Joe said softly to himself, remembering other guys complaining about spending three times that amount just for their rifle.
Spending a moment to look back at the house, now fully engulfed in flames, Joe silently watched it burn while touching his wedding ring with his thumb. 
 
“I'll probably see you soon my sweet,” he softly whispered and prepared to leave. 
 
His uncle was still in danger, and if Joe wanted to be of any possible help, he needed to get moving as fast as possible. 
 



3. ( Journey To Uncle)
 
After inspecting his backpack and then lashing his crossbow to it, he put on his Ammo belt, making sure that three of the four pockets were filled with stripper clips of rifle ammunition.  The last pocket on the ammo belt held the rifle's cleaning kit. That gave him seventy-five rounds stored on his belt, and five already loaded in the rifle. He shouldered the pack, slung his rifle, and took off through the field behind the shelter belt, heading west towards his uncle's farm.
 
It had been a long, nervous hike, yet the perception was subjective. In consideration of distance, he had not even hiked a full mile. Joe carefully examined the road to his north looking for parked vehicles or any kind of motion. The roads were regularly used in normal times, and several people had farms in close proximity. He knew at least one group was travelling the roads that he needed to avoid. 
 
Without binoculars, he was nervous. His eyesight was okay but nothing to brag about, and he did not want to be in the middle of the road carrying his load and be surprised by a vehicle. He set out to the east for the back edge of the 80 acre strip of field he was in. Treating the situation as if he was hunting deer and trying not to leave a profile easily seen from a distance, Joe slowly and carefully took the long route circumnavigating the base of the hills. The shape of a man on the top of a hill is easily visible for a long distance, as his profile is framed against sky.
 
Standing close to the edge of the field after the long hike, Joe's outlook for his uncle was bleak. The road itself followed the top of the hill, and he could not avoid eventually crossing it. 
 
After carefully topping the hill, column after column of thick black smoke were plainly visible in the sky. Black pillars arose like iron bars from the earth, curving and merging as they spread into a dense cloud as they hit a different atmospheric layer. A couple of these pillars of smoke looked within range of where he estimated his uncle's farm to be. 
 
Instinctively, he knew that these were not controlled brush fires  or some other mundane thing. Each column of smoke represented tragedy and death. Husbands, wives, children, friends, and neighbors composed each black streak on the horizon. There were so many pillars visible, that the carnage they represented was inconceivable. 
 
He stopped, stunned, and could not help but stare for a few moments. Joe could not understand the magnitude of what he saw.  There was just no way he could comprehend either the atrocity or the twisted logic behind it, or even the sheer scale. His brain could not even fathom the word this signified... The simple word called genocide.
 
Those pillars of black smoke were funeral pyres. They were the direct product of a nation that was going to war with itself; of a government that had stopped trusting and valuing those who granted it both purpose and meaning. Joe didn't yet grasp that his crime against this government was caring. The offense for which he had already been tried and convicted was actually patriotism, rebranded and renamed to terrorism. His outspoken love of both country and constitution were dangerous words and a suicidal political position, in a time when patriotism is but a tool and the constitution itself is viewed as merely an outdated, outmoded, irrelevant document in the eyes of those who govern.
 
 All of the fires raging in his view were the burning homes of those who shared his general outlook and moral stance. They were those whose voices had been heard, either on the net posting comments or talking on social sites, or in person at events such as national tea-parties or town hall meetings, and their names tabulated by cold computer programs searching for keywords and phrases. 
 
Any dissent or voiced dissatisfaction caused a name to be noted, or an IP logged. Databases combined with face matching computer software through a veritable network of interconnected local, state, government, and various commercial telecommunication computers quickly matched names and IP addresses to real faces with physical addresses. 
 
These were all added to a separate database of 'suspected terrorists'. The government had eventually renamed the database, and those names and faces were now deemed as 'terrorist' with no evidence, nothing but suspicion was legally necessary. They disagreed with the status quo, and that had become enough. 
 
A longstanding plan was being enacted, set in place by those wanting to rule and not content with the concept of public servitude. Rule, not service, was the order of the day. No warnings given, nor quarter. Hit them before they even know they are under attack. Every single person on the list had their proverbial technological strings cut. No phones, land-line or cell, and no internet. Carefully timed and coordinated scrambling of radio frequencies for radio, civilian CB, and shortwave bands removed the ability for anyone to even give warning to others. The planning and preparation had taken years to accomplish, but was coming now to fruition.
 
The patriotic military leaders had been eventually been weeded. True patriotism had been ultimately killed, by the simple expedient of carefully crafted questions for those being advanced in rank. Questions such as “If ordered, would you fire on American citizens”. The wrong answer was a blackball towards advancement and guaranteed an overseas posting for the remainder of their career.
 
America was under siege, besieged ultimately by itself.
 
…............................................
 
With only one mile yet to go, Joe's leg was already burning badly from the undressed wound, though it had almost stopped bleeding. 
 
“I don't have time for this right now!” he grumbled. 
 
Though Joe was stubborn, he was not stupid. He mentally kicked himself for not taking the time to properly dress the wound earlier as he should have. Dropping his pack, he dug out the small first aid kit he had stored conveniently in a side pocket. 
 
The first aid kit was not a useless store bought kit--full of Band-Aids and not much else. A longtime ago he had accidentally sliced himself pretty good with a broad-head arrow while hunting, and found that his small commercially bought kit was functional only for small injuries. That experience had cost him a brand new tee shirt, and resulted in a nice scar. 
 
Afterwards, he bought a small rectangular plastic box to make his own decent first aid kit, packing it with several gauze bandages, a small roll of athletic tape, a small suture kit, a tube of Neosporin, a small bottle of Everclear alcohol for use as a disinfectant, some alcohol wipes, and several Band-Aids of various types. It was not a massive kit mind you, but was definitely suitable for hunting.
 
Joe inspected the wound, and cleaned out all of the debris he found with some wipes. Gritting his teeth in dread of expected pain, he poured some Everclear over the wound as it might have become infected during the hike. He viewed the Everclear in the kit as a multi-function disinfectant, as it could be used both externally or internally if the need arose, unlike most other disinfectant agents. 
 
“Aaaaahhhhhh,” he whined through his tightly clenched teeth, as the alcohol sent an intense burning flash of pain throughout his entire leg and small beads of sweat popped from his brow. 
 
Temporarily Joe lost ability to think due to the pain. After he regained his composure, he applied a coat of Neosporin and finished dressing the wound. His hands shook from reaction, and made a mess of the procedure, causing him to waste a dressing in the process.
 “That will learn me..,” he groaned, determining not to wait so long the next time he was injured. 
 
Alcohol was effective, but was even more effective as a learning tool, teaching the user to deal with an injury before it was actually needed. Pain was nothing new to Joe, but only a masochist desires it unnecessarily. He had decided long ago that he must be allergic to pain--it hurt too badly.
 
He repacked everything into his backpack and then carefully made sure he was not leaving anything behind. Warily, he crawled to a vantage point and carefully examined the countryside, making sure no vehicles were evident on the road. Not seeing any traffic, Joe ran across the road and headed into the wheat field on the other side. The golden wheat was an inviting hiding spot, starting at the ditch and running up and over a small hill. He was happy, as his Uncle’s farm was on the other side of the mile section.
 
Cresting the top of the hill, Joe was nervous. He knew that even crawling he could be clearly seen while on top of the ridge of the hill, and wanted to cross the hilltop without delay, yet not leave the 'motion trail' of a running body that would draw even more attention than his silhouette. He decided to belly walk the distance, with his rifle cradled in his arms to try to minimize both his profile and motion signature at the same time. 
 
After making it over the hill without incident, he looked towards his Uncle's farm, and then sighed in relief. No pillar of smoke was coming from the homestead. The neighboring farm a quarter of a mile off down the road was apparently spared as well. These were the only two farms on this mile section of road. The nearest smoke column viewable from this new vantage point was another mile or two further west. 
 
The road was quiet. The wheat field on the other side of the road rippled gracefully as a small gust of wind passed, not even a sign of life pervaded the still scene. He eased down the side of the hill, got to his feet, and then ran to the shelter belt. 
Hearing nothing but dead silence as he approached the trees, an ominous foreboding overtook Joe. 
 
“No... surely not,” He thought. 
 
His thought was stopped in mid-stream by a very familiar sound, a deadly sound which sent chills racing up his spine. It was like wheat kernels being shaken rapidly in a small jar. Joe froze in place, trying not to move anything at all but his eyes. It had to be a small prairie rattler, and not a diamondback, as the sound was both too high pitched and too soft for the larger snake. 
 
He knew the small prairie rattler was within three feet or so of him, and didn't want to startle it into striking at his leg. The only safe thing to do was wait and listen. Locating the snake by the periodic sound of the rattles as they shook, he backed carefully away. Since the intruder was leaving its territory, the snake decided to escape, slithering out of sight under a low slung evergreen bough.  
 
Discretion is always the better part of valor when dealing with these little fanged friends. If given the chance they will generally either leave you alone or try to escape. Rattlesnakes are not really aggressive; their fangs are the only defense they possess to prevent themselves from being eaten or stepped on. Had he kept walking towards the snake, he would have been struck.
 
Joe worked his way around the belt, and looked over the farm, without getting any closer to the house in case of a trap. Nothing seemed out of place, and all of his Uncle's vehicles were still parked in their normal spots, which meant that he was home. 
 
He silently walked over to the house, around the side, and then up to the front porch. Looking through the windows showed nothing amiss inside, so he crept slowly over to the door. He carefully tried the knob, which suddenly jerked out of his hand.
 
The glint of light off of metal was his only warning. Joe dove to the side as a mind numbing blast rang out above his head. Lying on the porch, he almost wet himself, morbidly unable to remove his focus from the side by side tunnels of doom located three inches in front of his eyes.  Even a train tunnel does not look quite as big as the paired bores of a  double barrel 12 gauge at that distance. The gun snapped up into the air away from his face, and he refocused his eyes on his Uncle John. John’ usually happy face was lined with a grimace.
 
“Durn it! Ya’ dumb fool boy! Trying to get yourself killed? What the heck are ya’ doing, sneaking up on me and breaking in like that?” His Uncle growled at him, brown eyes flashing in anger.
 
The codger was obviously not very pleased at his nephew's manner of visiting. 
 
“I thought your momma taught you some manners kid. You almost got yer dang head blowed clean off!” John finished.
 
 “Where's Mary and the kids?” he asked, noting that Joe was alone.
 
Joe was never alone when he visited his uncle, always having at least one child with him, if not the whole family which was the usual encounter. 
 



4. (Spread the warning)
 
Joe looked across the dinner table at his uncle after describing what had happened at his farm. John's face was haggard. Time, troubles, and hard work combined to permanently line and crease his face, making him look rough and leathery at the best of times. At the thought of what befell his family, his face looked like rawhide bound granite, every muscle and bone in sharp relief in the yellowish light. Joe could see that John was holding his emotions back as much as possible, yet a tear still managed to roll down the old man’s aged cheek as he ran his hand through his graying black hair.
 
John excused himself, and went to the bathroom. Joe jumped in alarm when the wall to the kitchen rattled, and wondered whether he should check on his uncle. As he started towards the bathroom, John came out, the knuckles on his right hand bleeding profusely. 
 
Calmly, he walked over to the kitchen sink, opened a cabinet door, and grabbed a clean white towel which he then wrapped over his injured hand. There were no tears left in the old man's now cold brown eyes, just a frigid anger evident to anyone looking.
 
"So, Joe… What are we going to do about it?" John asked, the pause in his question pregnant with meaning.
 
"We?" Joe asked 
 
"John, I am already involved, there's no need for you to get mixed up in this mess.”
 
"She was my niece before she was your wife. I bounced her on my knee, and changed some of her diapers. I am already involved!" John yelled back, startling in his ferocity.
 
"I'm sorry John, I didn't think," Joe said, feeling terrible.
 
"I didn't mean to offend. This is just so personal, you know? I can’t help feeling alone.”
 
John was angry at first, but the look of pain radiating from his nephew's eyes hit a nerve. He got up, walked around the table, and hugged his nephew.
 
"As long as breath is in me... you are not alone. Never forget that. Others share in your pain, son. We are family," the old man whispered.
 
He felt a deeper connection with John than he ever had known before. He realized that family is more than just blood or relation. At family outings and gatherings he had always felt somewhat an outsider, not sharing blood with Mary's relatives. Her family had never shown any real animosity towards him, as they all liked each other. 
 
Joe just suffered an ephemeral feeling of estrangement, somehow not belonging to the group. He was an outsider who did not have history or stories to share from within the family. That nagging feeling was now gone, as if it had never existed. John was as much Joe's Uncle now, as if he had been his Uncle from birth. Joe was family in John’s eyes, and he knew it.
 
"Now, I ask you again. What are we going to do about it?" asked John.
 
"For a start, I think we need to warn our neighbors. I wouldn't feel right about just letting it happen to any of them without trying to help. I mean, how many times have the Johnson's provided some seed when we were a little short on our planting. How about two springs ago when Dave and his kids dropped everything to help drive your new well, you laid up with a sprained ankle an all? It just feels right,” Joe stated. 
 
“Then I wouldn't mind going hunting.”
 
"Son, I agree. We need to quit talkin', and start movin', 'cause flapping lips don't get no work done," John stated. 
“Huntin'll have to wait a spell. I do catch your drift on that boy, just the time ain't right,”
 
Both felt a little better now with a tangible purpose and something to do. John poured the remains of his coffee pot into a thermos, and grabbed two clean cups from the cabinet.
 
"Who shall we warn first?" Joe asked.
 
"Well, the Littleton's are next door. I suppose let’s start with them,” John replied 
 
"Truth be told, I wouldn't be surprised if they already know. They always keep yappin' at me about what is happening in the news. Their boys are always checking the net on that fancy new laptop of theirs. I am plumb sick and tired of hearing about the 'Infowars', whatever the heck that is.”
 
"I can’t blame them,” Joe said, "I like to hang out at various forums myself. A lot of good stuff to learn and talk about there,”
 
"That is why your place always looked so shabby. Enough money for the internet, but not enough for new shingles. You kids and your electronic junk," John replied with a smirk.
 
"Let's go," Joe said with a small groan. 
 
"Sometimes you act like an old fart," He ribbed John back.
 
"I'd rather be an old fart, than still be a young stink like you," John quipped.
 
“I quit being a young stink twenty years back John. It just tells you how old of a fart you are,” Joe replied innocently. 
 
With the reply still hanging in the air, John grabbed his double barrel shotgun and a full box of buckshot. He reconsidered and walked to the hall closet, taking out a quick draw holster on its belt. In the holster hung a forty-four magnum Super Redhawk. To consider the massive handgun as a pistol was similar to comparing a cannon to a BB gun. 
 
 "Might need this," John stated, strapping the rig on his waist and tying the leather thong on the bottom of the holster to his thigh.
 
Joe felt some apprehension with John’s choice. He couldn't believe the first time he had seen John shoot the monster. It had reminded him of an old western cowboy flick. John had been able to draw, shoot, and then hit a twenty ounce pop bottle sitting on a fence post forty feet away. To Joe, it had all happened in the blink of an eye, the motion of John’s draw almost too fast to follow. 
 
He had shot the firearm once, and only once. Joe had held the firearm improperly. Due to the recoil, it had struck him in the forehead with almost enough force to knock him unconscious. He couldn't believe that John, as old as he was, seemingly wielded the massive piece of ordinance as easily as a toy.
 
They loaded up in John's beat up four by four Subaru station wagon, and then left John’s farm. The Subaru looked like it had been through World War II, as it had more dents, scrapes, and dings then you could shake a stick at. John had bought the car for two hundred dollars, and decided that it was not too special to be used hard. This included driving to remote fishing and hunting spots, where the vehicle’s four by four feature was the only reason they made it to their destination. 
 
Many of the roads they traveled were better described as cow paths. More than one effort had led into a slide down a steep hill, stopped usually by a solid object such as a large tree. It amazed Joe that the thing still ran.
 
They drove to the Littleton's farm. Dave Littleton always put in a large garden, and this year was no exception, and his boys were hard at work in the garden hoeing weeds. It looked as if Dave would have plenty of vegetables to put up this year, as the garden was flourishing under their care. Beans, onions, garlic, tomatoes, squash and melons of various descriptions were laid in neat rows. John exited the Subaru, and Dave tilted his head and looked at him, a small smirk starting to form on his lips.
 
"It isn't October, so why are you dressed for Halloween?" Dave asked laughingly. 
 
"Ya'll huntin' a little bar?" he asked after switching to a terrible John Wayne accent.
 
"No-sir… Dave, I have got some bad news," John replied with a no nonsense tone of voice, his lined face grave.
 
John had Joe explain the events of the day to Dave. With every passing sentence Dave’s face tightened, and his eyes took on a thoughtful stare.
 
"Boys! Get over here!” Dave roared. "Kyle! Get aunt Alice on the phone for me, I'll be right in,”
 
"You aren't pulling my leg John? I won't be happy if this is some sick joke," Dave replied.
 
The dark clouds to the north were lightening in color, and the day looked as if it might clear up. However, Dave now noticed the pillars of smoke. They were dimly visible above the hilltops from within the valley where his house was located. The dark cloud background had masked the presence of the black smoke.
 
"I am serious as a heart attack. Look at all those streams of smoke over there. Those are houses... mothers, fathers, kids," Joe replied, the thought of something like this being taken as a possible prank making him angry.
 
"In fact, look behind me Dave. That smoke is my house, my wife, and my kids," Joe started spoke softly but ended with a yell, all the while looking Dave squarely in the eyes.
 
"Cool your jets there Joe, I just meant it is a little hard to believe is all," Dave enjoined.
 
"Dad! The phone is dead. No dial tone. Net's down, and so are the cellphones!" Kyle shouted from the front porch.
 
"Lock-down kids! Everyone get armed now!” Dave roared in response to this information.
 
The sound of several engines could be heard in the far distance, but approaching quickly. 
 
"Joe... John... You guys go into the belt and hide. Use the deer blinds. If you hear any gunfire, shoot whatever doesn't look like a deer coming your way," Dave ordered.
 
"We'll let them know they aren't welcome here.”
 
The two grabbed their weapons from the Subaru, headed behind the house, and ran through the big shelter belt to the deer blinds. Dave had made the blinds a permanent feature in the belt, built to last. Not flimsy netting on poles, but trenches dug into the earth and hidden by tree limbs. They looked like ordinary brush piles, excepting only a close examination.
 
John loaded his double shotty while Joe racked a round into his powerful Mosin.
 
They listened as the engines approached, and then turned into the driveway.
 
“Time to do some hunting after all,” Joe muttered under his breath.
 
“Shut your trap, you fool boy!” John angrily whispered in reply.
 



5. (Hunting)
 
Hidden in the deer blind, they heard the engines shut off on the other side of the house. The sound faded into a dead empty silence. Nothing. It was if nature had shut off its sound system. Not even the lonely sound of a solitary cricket could be heard. 
 
Joe was a long way from the front yard and had an interlaced row of evergreens between himself and the house. It was quite difficult to hear anything from the front of the house. The heavy tree cover also made it completely impossible to view anything. 
 
All he could see was the empty space between the two lines of evergreen trees, running like a road down the center of the shelter belt. To either side of the wide grassy space were the evergreens, a dense and impenetrable dark green wall. 
 
“Dave must have a brush-hog,” he thought to himself with a little envy. 
 
Joe had no choice but to make do on his own farm, never quite having the extra money to buy a brush-hog for his little Ford 9n tractor. He had found it necessary in the past to mow his own five acres with a couple of old second-hand riding mowers, which he was constantly fixing. 
 
“Must be nice having full grown boys to help,” he thought.
 
 The thought stopped in midsentence and Joe choked up, repressed rage boiling up seemingly from the center of his chest and fogging his brain. After a few moments, they heard a voice, distantly from the front of the house.
 
“You think no-one's home?” a man said. 
 
The voice was unfamiliar to Joe, and he heard a second new voice speaking with command. 
 
“Go check the door... Bergson, Niles, Anders, cover him.... Johnson, Red, scout the belt.”
 
“Huah!” replied a chorus of voices.
 
A loud blast rang out, echoing through the belt, followed by the staccato bark of weapon fire on full auto firing in short bursts. They heard rifle crack after rifle crack, some impressively loud even to the two seasoned hunters. 
 
Fifty yards to the north of Joe the belt made a right angle turn, continuing down another line protecting the north side of the Littleton’s house from the cold winter winds. To the south the belt suddenly stopped, opening up to clear sky and a glimpse of the west end of Dave's garden. 
 
Joe pointed to himself, then to the north edge of the belt, indicating he would take the watch over that area. John understood that he should cover the south. This made sense, since John had a shorter range weapon, and the southern end of the belt was only twenty yards away. 
 
John glimpsed a figure run into the area he was covering, and let fly with both barrels at once. The man went down, the vest covering his midsection not able to stop a head shot. John shot ninety-five percent at skeet. Joe was even better with a shotgun, averaging ninety-eight percent. 
 
A split second later John heard the lightning like crack of the Mosin. Another “Crack-Boom” followed closely on the heels of the first, followed quickly by yet a third. He turned around to see if Joe had more than he could handle, yet only saw one body at the end of the belt. 
 
Joe's lips moved as he fired another shot. The body he was aiming at jumped a little as the round tore completely through. He had mouthed the name of his wife “Mary” as he pulled the trigger. This continued as he racked another round in the rifle. This time he mouthed the name of his oldest son as the big Russian rifle thundered yet again.
 
“Joseph,” Joe growled as he pulled the trigger, the only sound following a hollow metallic 'tink' as the firing pin struck on an empty chamber. 
 
Unaware, Joe kept cocking the rifle, and pulling the trigger, repeating the names of his slain family with each morbid click.
 
John almost threw up when he realized that he could see bloody patches on both knees of the deceased attacker. Joe had made the man feel at least three of the shots. 
 
“I think he's dead Joe,” John said, reaching over to touch Joe's arm, hoping he would snap out of it. 
 
One by one, the full auto bursts coming from the other side of the belt fell silent. The firing finally stopped from the front of the house, and John was worried they might have more visitors. 
 
“Better load up Joe,” John said softly as he put two new twelve gauge shells in his own shotgun. 
 
Joe stopped firing the empty weapon, and stared at the body for a few moments. He shook his head and then cocked the bolt on his rifle back, dug a stripper clip out of his belt pouch, and slid it home in the magazine. A metallic 'chink' sound followed as the empty stripper flew up and out of the gun. In one fluid move he slammed home the bolt and shouldered the weapon, aiming at the corner of the belt. 
 
After a few minutes, the heard a familiar voice shouted out from the house.
 
“Joe, John, are you guys ok?”
 
“We're fine Dave,” John shouted a reply. 
 
“Got two down back here. Everybody in the house ok?”
 
“You guys want a hummer?” Dave shouted back in response. 
 
“Or maybe two?”
 
As they exited the deer blind, John noticed some blood and a small hole on the back of  Joe's shirt.
 
“You're hit Joe,” John said.
 
A surprised look came on Joe's face as he looked down at his front, and saw blood slowly creeping down his shirt from a matching hole in the front.
 Joe tried to turn his head and screamed in agony, as the damaged muscle in his left shoulder cramped.
 
“Dave! Joe's been hit. Get your lazy butt out here!” John hollered, his voice loud enough to echo between the trees.
 
Dave and his son Kyle came at a flat run, Kyle carrying a box that looked like a large tackle box with a red cross on the two piece lid. As Kyle open the box, Dave carefully but quickly opened Joe's shirt. After examining the wound, Dave relaxed. 
 
“It's ok Joe.... nothing but muscle, and it went clean through. Looks like the bullet never expanded, so the damage is minimal.” 
 
Dave had done a stint in the first Gulf War as a medic, and he was experienced with all manner of battlefield wounds. He quickly cleaned, anesthetized, and sutured the wound. He then bandaged Joe up, and helped him carefully to his feet. Shock and the adrenaline leaking out of his system combined to make Joe dizzy, so Kyle put his arm over his shoulder and gave him support as he stumbled back to the house.
 
“If you guys hadn't of came along, My boys would have been caught flat footed out there in the garden. I owe you big time John,” Dave said after Joe was out of earshot.
 
“Don't thank me, thank Joe,” John replied. 
 
“Coming to check on you was his idea. I just thought it a good'un. Dave, let's keep an eye on Joe, I think he flipped his wig a bit. He didn't just shoot that guy, he hurt him and then hurt him some more… before he kilt him.”
 
Dave walked over to the body in question, and a grim look spread across his face. He pondered the corpse for a second.
 
“After what happened, do you blame him?”
 
John paused at that, and thought for a little bit before replying.
 
“I guess not. Heck, I just shot a guy in the face with two loads of buck... Who am I to criticize?”
 
Dave picked up the weapons, and then had John search the bodies for anything useful, then they carried the loot back to Dave's front porch. Next, they checked the bodies up front, searching them thoroughly. Looking at one soldier, John gave Dave a puzzled glance.
 
“What in the H... What in tarnation did you boys shoot them with?” he asked, one grey eyebrow lifting in disbelief.
 
The lightly armored Humvee door had a neat hole drilled in it where a soldier had been hiding. Parts of the ceramic armor from the front of his bullet proof vest were poking out the back side of the body. The huge hole was a ghastly mess.
 
“Solid bronze hand cast bullets in hand loaded three seventy five magnum are amazing, aren't they?” Dave said with a deadly glint in his eye and a sardonic twist to his mouth, and then left the statement hanging in the air. 
 
After a few seconds, Dave pointed out two more bodies. 
 
“Sue got those with the seven millimeter Remington mag. We had the kids keep them busy with the Shotgun and the AR's while we were picking our targets.”
 
Five men were sprawled on the ground, two in the driveway and three in the yard. Five shots from the two powerful guns had taken their deadly toll. Dave and Sue had always gone hunting together.... and they always got their respective deer. They were firm believers in the 'one shot, one kill' principle of hunting.
 
After rounding up everything useful that the attacking soldiers had brought John took stock of the situation. 
 
There were two Hummers, a pile of six M-16s of which five were usable, and the commanding officer’s side-arm which had been shot out of his hand with a shotgun and was worthless. They also found the ammo carried by each Humvee; two ammo boxes, each three quarters full of five point five-six millimeter military ammo.
 
“You would think they would have something bigger than a coyote rifle,” John said with disdain. 
 
“Save one for Joe, you guys take the rest.”
 
“I didn't mind them in the Gulf!” Dave replied.
 
“Just an oversized .22, as far as I am concerned,” John stated sarcastically.
 
“Whatever,” Dave laughingly responded while shaking his head.
 
“That young stink is probably thinking I am an old fart right now... Wish I had a dime for every time I have been called that,” John thought to himself while watching Dave.
 
 John smiled and went into the house to check on Joe. Still shaking his head, Dave watched John go into the house. 
 
“Gotta like that old fart... Just something about that boy,” he stated to no-one in particular with a snicker.
 
 



6. (Equal and opposite reaction)
 
Joe had a problem… a very serious problem. He was sitting at the table in the Littleton's house, yet could not even tell where he was. In his mind he was still in the deer blind looking through the scope on his rifle. Over and over he watched the scene replay in his mind. 
 
A wise man named Newton once said that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Newton was talking about physical forces, but how true it was for emotional forces as well. Joe had seen the face of the man he shot, as the man came cautiously around the corner of the belt. Something ugly, nasty, and mean had boiled up in Joe, and then he had acted. 
 
With every pull of the trigger he had placed all of the blame of the death of his entire family on this one face, and he had dealt with the attacker brutally and mercilessly. He could still see the man’s pale white face. A face painted with agony, shock, and utter terror stared back at him in his mind’s eye. Reaction was setting in, and now his own conscience would not let him forget even one sound, one action, one flash from the end of his barrel, one scream, or one bounce of the body after he pulled the trigger. 
 
Joe had killed before, but only by necessity, and never a man. He had shot various animals for meat and had found it necessary to put down some sick dogs in the past, and was now understanding the simple fact that a man is not an animal. He could not escape the fact that he had just deprived someone of their own son, husband, or father and no action the man may have done to others was causing Joe any mental relief. 
 
When he was younger, Joe had suffered from a very bad temper. At that point in his life he had been a very a violent man. Then Mary had come along, and he changed. Little by little, bit by bit, Joe had come to love peace and deeply learned to love his family. 
 
These were somewhat unfamiliar emotions and would have been considered as a weakness to the younger version of himself.   
 
Joe hated the 'old' version of himself with a passion. 
 
Now that a little glimpse of the old version had popped up its ugly head, Joe hated himself. He could find no excuse in his own mind for what he had done, despite the events which had led up to his reactions. He was learning that emotions, especially strong ones, are rarely logical, and that old clichés provide no salve to the soul. Joe was learning that wounding others leaves wounds within which cannot be seen.
 
As John walked through the front door, Dave's wife Sue met him. She had tied her red hair in a ponytail, and her face looked worried.
 
“John, you better take a look at Joe, something’s very wrong. I think he may be going into shock or something. He is just sitting there staring into space and mumbling,” She stated, a worried expression on her face, “Maybe the wound is worse than Dave thought?  I'm getting worried. I asked him if he was OK, and he didn't even blink in response. It is like I wasn't even there,”
 
“Where is he?” John asked
 
“At the table in the kitchen,” she replied
 
John hurried into the kitchen and saw Joe just as Sue had described him. Joe’s face was a mask of intense pain, but John had been there before. Momentarily, it took John back deep into a foreign jungle, blasts echoing all around him, and full grown men the size of American teenagers shooting at him. The taste of blood mixed with cordite, mud, and sweat filled his mouth with the flashback of memory. He had faced these demons long ago, and yet still had nightmares occasionally. His back still ached where his ticket out of the delta had left a huge scar.
 
“John, should I call Dave in?” Sue asked as she entered the kitchen.
 
“No… No… It won’t help,” John said in a thoughtful and compassionate voice. 
 
“Sue, there are some wounds deeper than a bullet. No suture can close it,  or anesthetic block the pain. Joe doesn't need medicine. He needs us.”
 
“What are you talking about?” Sue asked.
 
John took her aside, far enough so Joe couldn't hear. 
 
“He killed a man,” he whispered to her.
 
Sue attempted to interrupt, but John waved her to silence.
 
 “Sue, you kilt a couple yourself, and you will feel it later. Make no mistake missy, you will never forget a face... ever. However, you did it upon immediate need, and in defense of your family. Joe acted out o' pure vengeance, and didn't just kill the guy in self-defense. He practically butchered the guy.”
 
John then explained to her what had happened, both at Joe’s farm and in the shelter belt. Sue gave Joe a horrified look with a tinge of disgust, but before she could react John gave her a harsh look.
 
“Don’t you ever judge a man until you have worn his boots,” John replied with a hint of steel in his voice. 
 
“Imagine it were your husband an young'uns were burning in the house over that hill. What would you have done missy?”
 
“I'm sorry,” Sue said softly, horrified at the thought and realizing just how close it had come to being true.
 
Finally, her own actions in the firefight came home to roost. Sue was faced with just what she had done, and she sat down at the table weeping uncontrollably.
 
John called Dave in, and pointed to Sue with the simple statement.
 
“Reaction.”
 
Dave lifted her up and hugged her to him, his face buried in her hair. As Dave comforted Sue, holding her tight in his arms, John knelt down and grabbed Joe's hands.
 
“Joe… Joe… Look at me boy,” John said softly but firmly while looking straight into his eyes.
 
“I know what you did boy. It's ok. Everything will be ok. Come back to me Joe… Joe, look me in the eyes son,” John stated.
 
Deep in his own personal hell, Joe heard a whisper of something lovely, something soft, of something kind. He sought it out. He started to focus his mind and saw the kind, knowing, sorrowful and yet loving eyes of his uncle. He felt the rough skin of his Uncle's hands reassuringly upon his own. 
 
Joe was hurting, but he now had a choice to make.  He could 'be a man' and bottle up everything, ultimately leading himself down the road to insanity. He could choose to separate himself from what he had done as if it never happened, or justifying the act within himself. This path would turn him homicidal, placing no value upon human life. 
 
The last and best option was to accept responsibility for his actions and let the emotions out. Joe chose sanity and erupted into tears. He grabbed John as if he was a life raft in the middle of the ocean, or a tree in a hurricane. 
 
He was terrified, and felt that if he were to let John go, his mind would dissolve into a whirling maelstrom.
 
“I… Oh he… John, what I did! No… No excuse. None,” Joe sobbed, stammering out his admission.
 
When Joe burst into tears, John knew he would eventually be fine. He had seen too many people take the wrong path, and had been more than just a little worried about Joe. It wasn’t an easy choice to make. John had seen men lost forever with the thousand yard stare, forever imprisoned in the hell of their own mind. He had seen others who just 'shook it off' and then become ruthless, cold blooded killers with little or no sense of remorse. They were no different than rabid dogs, and just as dangerous to everyone around them. He was glad Joe followed this path.
 
There is a simple fact that most ignore. Every man is Rambo in his own mind, yet truthfully has no clue about how he will react to any situation until he has been through it. Strong men have killed themselves for far less than what Joe experienced, and weak men have jumped out of windows simply because of a temporary monetary loss. Over something as stupid, meaningless, replaceable, and transitory as money. 
 
All those men thought of themselves as Rambo, capable of taking on the world and anything in it bare handed. They all thought themselves able to deal with everything without emotion, steadfast to the end no matter the task or setback. However, when hit they fold like any man. All too often they do not get back up.
 
Joe had just shown he was made of sterner stuff. John was glad, as you never could tell. Some of the toughest talking thugs he had met in boot had dropped their weapons in fear during their first firefight, while some of the softest spoken had turned into tigers.
 
Dave, still holding Sue, looked over at John with the unspoken question evident.
 
“He's going to be fine Dave. He's just been hit hard is all… he's getting up.”
 
Joe had stopped crying, the supply of tears exhausted, and was just leaning his head on John's shoulder, a shudder passing through him every few seconds. 
 
“John?” Joe asked, his voice barely audible.
 
“Yeah son?”
 
“Can you help me get up? My shoulder hurts so bad I can't move, and this is really embarrassing. I feel like a little kid or something.” 
 
John laughed, the movement causing Joe to wince. The flinch caused him to wince again, this time accompanied with a groan.
 
“Joe… quit being a sissy. You ain't been hurt that bad. You should have been with me when I got shot in the...,” John started saying, but was cut off in midsentence by a loud grunt from Joe.
 
“T-M-I John! Too much information. You have already told me this story, and it is just plain nasty, not to mention disgusting,” Joe grumbled. 
 
“Oh shoot, it hurts to laugh!”
 
John laughed again and helped Joe into an upright sitting position. Sue was sitting at the table next to her husband. She was calmly drinking a cup of coffee, only occasionally shuddering.
 
“Does it get any easier?” Sue asked
 
“Not if you stay sane,” John replied softly.
 
“Huah,” Dave whispered softly in agreement.
 
“I hope it never happens again,” Joe whispered to himself.
 
“Amen to that son. Amen to that,” John said calmly, then poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot Sue had made earlier.
 
He didn’t want anyone to see that his own hands were shaking
 



7. (A Calm Foreboding)
 
Kyle and his brother Jonas entered the front door, each carrying identical small drab green rubber coated plastic boxes with a few colored wires hanging out. Kyle’s hands were a mess, grease smeared and filthy, and Sue gave him a warning look just daring him to set the filthy thing on her clean table. 
 
With a look, Jonas handed Kyle his box, and Kyle held them out for his father to inspect.
 
“Dad, we did as you asked, and found these on the Hummers,” Kyle stated. 
 
“We think they may be lo-jacks. They were hidden pretty good on the frame. If I hadn't noticed the extra set of wires heading up underneath and not going anywhere, I never would have found them.”
 
With one look at the devices held in his son’s hands, Dave’s face fell, a look of foreboding overshadowing the worry which had been written there a moment earlier. 
 
“Shoot! I was hoping they would have to use the comm system to signal their base. We may not have much time... Jonas, you are the fastest. Run like the wind and throw those things down the old well out in the pasture. That ought to block any signal if they have a backup battery inside,” Dave replied.
 
Jonas grabbed the two boxes from his brother, and took off running out the door, quickly disappearing down the side of the house.
 
“If they guess anything’s wrong yet, their base will know they are here. G.P.S. systems I would bet. I don't fancy taking on an Apache helicopter or two, those things are a little more than we can handle. The thought of a hellfire missile doesn't inspire me much right now,” Joe stated.
 
“We need to ditch the Hummers, somewhere that they won’t find them from the air. If that is even possible,” replied Dave.
 
“I know the perfect place. That metal sided pole-barn on the ole' Wilkerson place. It’s just a mile away, and full o’ hay... We could drive them in, and pack hay over 'em for cover. Never find 'em, unless your boys missed something else we don’t know about,” John said with a glint in his eye.
 
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Joe agreed.
 
“Ok then, that’s that,” Dave replied.
 
 “Let's get 'er done,” he said, switching suddenly to a hokey southern accent as he got out of his chair.
 
Joe and John simultaneously groaned, and even Sue looked pained from Dave’s horrid attempt at comedy. 
 
“For better or worse,” she mumbled to herself, “For better or worse,”
 
Dave adopted a look of mock hurt, the melodrama practically dripping from the cheesy acting. 
 
“Why Sca'let, You do give a damn!”
 
Sue's head hit her forearm which was on the table. Both Joe and John rolled their eyes, shook their heads, got up, and left without even looking at Dave.
 
“No sense of humor,” Dave grumbled trying but failing to hide a grin. 
 
“Don't quit your day job honey,” Sue said into the table without even lifting her head.
 
 This earned her a huge grin from her husband.
 
Dave followed outside, and joined the other two at the Humvees. Dave got in and started one, and Joe the other while John sat down in his old Subaru and started it. John was happy that the firefight had not destroyed his engine, though the body itself now sported some new 'ventilation ports'. 
 
They backed out of the driveway and took off down the road, with John taking up the rear. The dirt road was nice and dry and the two massive Hummers were kicking up a huge dust trail, which made John grimace. 
 
A mile later, they pulled the hummers into the pole barn, and everyone started pulling down bales off of a huge stack and carefully began stacking them around the vehicles. The goal was to completely bury the hummers from sight if anyone drove by. After they finished the task, the military vehicles looked like part of the huge haystack that was already there. 
 
“That'll do,” John said, pleased at the fact that the stacks blended together nicely, making the whole look exactly like one single stack.
 
“Think we ought to make a hole and put in the M16's?” John asked.
 
“Bad idea John. If it comes to that, we might well need them and the ammo as well. My question is what do we do with the bodies?” Dave replied.
 
“Burn 'em,” Joe stated in a monotone, his face a rigid mask.
 
Both Dave and John looked at him sharply, but Joe firmly headed them off before they could say anything. 
 
“Seriously. We don't have time to bury them, so let's take them to one of the houses that is already burning, and cremate them. The government will already expect human remains in the houses.”
 
“Actually, that is a good idea,” Dave said with a quick glance at John.
“Well then, let's geet 'er done,” Joe said, using a flawless imitation of 'Larry the cable guy' just to get Dave’s goat.
 
They all piled into the Subaru and headed back to the farm. Dave rounded up some black plastic from his garage and wrapped up the bodies. It took both Dave and Joe to put them in the back of Dave's Ford F250 diesel pickup. They looked around for the largest smoke pillar in the sky estimating it to be the biggest and therefore hottest fire, and drove off in that direction.
 
Joe and John were carefully watching the road, scanning both directions looking for any other traffic, but none was evident. They made it without incident to the chosen burn site, and looked at the remains of the burning farm. Recognizing the truck an old white haired man wearing blue denim coveralls and a green plaid shirt stepped out from behind an outbuilding. 
 
One thing none of them could miss was that the old man was carrying a large pump shotgun. Though the gun was lowered, it was still aimed in their general direction.
 
“Garrison? Is that you?” Dave shouted over the roar of the burning house.
 
 “Why are you guys here? The actions all over with now,” Sam Garrison asked after walking over to the truck.
 
“We have some traitors we need to dispose of,” came John’s surly reply. 
 
He had never gotten along well with Sam. Two patches out of the same quilt, they irritated each other beyond measure. 
 
“What you want me to do with them?” Garrison drawled.
 
“We want to let them repose in the comfort of your house for a while, if it is not a problem,” Dave stated. 
 
The old man tossed back his head and gave a short barking laugh. His gray hair and beard fluttered in the hot breeze which was flowing away from the inferno of his former home.
 
“Fittin'.... Very fittin',” Sam replied. 
 
“Be my guest, and show the boys some down home hospitality.”
 
The front doorway was awash with flame, but the attached garage was still intact, with the big garage door wide open. They hauled the bodies in and laid them next to a wall. 
 
Joe searched the garage, and found what he was looking for. He carried the bucket and a container of lawnmower gas over to the bodies. He then poured the gas into the bucket and dumped it over the corpses.
 
This was almost their downfall. Shortly after Joe threw the bucket in and they were walking back to the truck a big wash of flame erupted out of the garage, almost singing their hair with the intense heat of the fireball. Sam had watched them the whole time, shaking his head while they were tossing in the bucket of gasoline. 
 
A look of intense interest mixed liberally with wry humor painted on his ancient face which was outlined in bright yellows and reds from the intense light pouring from the black oily smoke.
 
“Lucky! Dumb lucky you guys are... More emphasis on the dumb part though,” Sam retorted while making an attempt at controlling his laughter.  
 
“Don't you boys know that gas and fire don't mix?” He chortled.
 
“Five thousand comedians out of work, and here you are thinkin' you're funny 'n cracking jokes Sam,” John quipped.
“How did you escape anyway, Sam?” Joe asked curiously.
 
“You have to be... here... to... escape, ” Sam replied sarcastically. 
 
“I was out on the north pasture when this happened.”
 
Joe had been dying to ask Dave a question, but had been reluctant as well. 
 
“By the way Dave, was the leader we just torched by chance a Captain?”
 
“Nope Joe. Just a butter bar Lieutenant, one Sergeant, and some grunts,” Dave replied.
 
Joe looked at the fire, and knew there was at least one Captain whose voice he would know as soon as he heard it, that he needed to have a little talk with.
 



8. (A time to run, A time to die)
 
Sam had no intention of leaving. The old codger would 'get by' as he always had, or so he said, intending to live in his shop building which had a wood burning stove and was on a different electric circuit from the house. Interior water, heat and a means to cook, combined with a solid roof over his head would make a better home for him than most pioneers enjoyed.
 
“If you need anything just let us know,” Dave said as he turned to leave.
 
Dave and Joe both piled into the truck and left for Dave's farm, with John tagging along behind them in his Subaru. Two miles from Sam’s farm, Joe noticed something odd.
 
“Dave, slow down a bit… Pull off quick. Someone’s coming down the road!,” Joe yelled.
 
Dave quickly backed the truck into a draw behind some trees beside the road. A few minutes later a small convoy of military vehicles drove past, oblivious to the camouflaged vehicle just yards away.  Joe was sweating as they were not equipped right now for defense as all of them had forgotten to take their rifles with them. The only weapon available was Dave's backup three fifty-seven magnum revolver under the seat.  Considering that two of the five Humvees which passed them had mounted fifty caliber guns, all three of the hidden men were sweating bullets until the convoy had safely passed out of sight.
 
“How stupid are we... On second thought don't answer that,” Joe whispered as the convoy roared less than 20 yards past their hiding spot.
 
A wise man picks his battles, yet somehow none of the three felt very wise. Even armed to the teeth, they still would not have been stupid enough to attack the convoy as there were more than fifteen men that they had seen, including the two manning the mounted guns. Fifteen to three was just not very good odds. Having their rifles along probably would have given them moral support if nothing else, especially Dave's three seventy-five H&H shoulder cannon.
 
“I pity someone, wherever they are going,” Joe whispered, as the last jeep roared out of sight.
 
“That's no joke,” Dave replied, nervously wiping back his short cut black hair. 
 
“I don't know whether we could have handled that much firepower, even at our farm.” 
 
None were much concerned yet about Dave's farm as the convoy was heading west, and Dave's farm was south of their position. Carefully, Dave got out of the truck, and scouted the road. 
 
“Coast is clear,” He replied as he got back in the truck.
 
They eased out of their hiding spot, and took the road back to the farm, only noticing one thing out of the ordinary, and it truly was odd. The group came across two dead bodies wearing military BDU's. Both were officers by their insignia, and were laying unceremoniously in the ditch at the edge of the road like bags of garbage.
 
 Joe was somewhat disappointed as neither was a Captain. 
 
“Too bad about that,” He stated, giving voice to his disappointment.
 
Dave whistled as he examined the bodies. 
 
“Both majors... I wonder what happened here?”
 
Finding nothing else on the bodies, not even side arms, the trio continued with some trepidation to the farm, gratified to discover everything was all right. They pulled up to the house and exited the truck. Dave was about to about to call the boys when two Humvees roared around the corner and turned into the driveway. The two machines covered in military camouflage had men already at the mounted guns, and everyone in the yard remained motionless. It was the convoy they had watched pass, minus two members. Standing yards from any possible cover, Joe felt like a bug pinned to a sheet of paper in some kid’s bug collection. 
 
“It's time to die,” John whispered.
 
A Sergeant exited from the Hummer on Joe’s left and approached the men with his sidearm out in his right hand. There existed a sense of menace from the man, though his weapon was pointed down and slightly to the side. He looked around, taking in everything, his gaze finally pausing on the bullet stitched house.
 
“I'll ask you this once, and once only. What happened here boys, and you better not even think of lying to me?” the Sergeant asked, his deep voice growling naturally.
 
The man was an impressive figure at least six feet tall, his rugged narrow face an immobile mask, seemingly unmoving as if a statue made of granite. This illusion was broken suddenly as a small gust of wind moved his bushy gray eyebrows, themselves hovering above his motionless and deadly serious brown eyes. 
 
Joe felt something down deep stir. Believing he was already going to die, he straightened his spine and stared squarely into the eyes of the Sergeant. A clear look of challenge and defiance flashed in Joe's eyes, a defiance met equally by the Sergeant's own cold hard stare.
 
“We just sent seven of your traitorous friends to hell Sergeant,” Joe replied with vehemence. 
 
“They shouldn't have come here. They shouldn't have tried to kill us,” 
 
With a very challenging look on his ragged face, the Sergeant stared equally hard into Joe's eyes.
 
“Them scum weren't my friends. If they attacked here, they were traitors pure and simple, and I hope they received a traitors reward,” the Sergeant said in a relative monotone.
 
With that, the Sergeant put his 1911 Colt forty-five back into its holster. 
 
“Stand down,” he ordered to the soldiers still in the Hummers.
 
The trio all almost feinted when they realized they were not going to be shot, and John looked at Joe with newfound respect. 
 
“Looks like our Joe has developed a little spine! Good,” He thought to himself 
 
The military men climbed down from the Hummers and approached the group. Before introductions could be made, a weird, faint sound started to echo across the hills. The sound could be heard only on the edge of their hearing, fading in and out. 
 
‘Thwap – thwap – thwap’, growing steadily louder as they listened. 
 
“Cra*. Choppers!” Dave shouted. 
 
“Must be looking for them Majors we were escorting. We had a slight disagreement,” said the Sergeant.
 
“Sue, Boys! Tornado cellar now! Grab the guns and get a move on.,” Dave roared, a hint of panic entering into his voice.
 
John and Joe followed suit, grabbing their stuff which had been left on the porch earlier, and ran with Dave and his family to the cellar.
.
“It'll have to do,” shouted the Sergeant. 
 
“Down the hole soldiers.
Move it!”
 
The Sergeant waited until Sue, and the two boys ran down the hole followed lastly by Joe. As he entered the cellar, the Sergeant’s eyes opened wide, then he smiled when he saw how it was constructed. Obviously thick and solid concrete walls formed the six slabs of walls floor and ceiling. 
 
The entranceway was protected by a two inch thick steel door with a locking mechanism that looked like it belonged in a bank vault. Solid steel sliding rods an inch thick exited the edge of the door and locked into matching sockets set into in the concrete, two sockets on both top and bottom, and three on each side. 
 
“Tornado shelter?,” the Sergeant asked in disbelief. 
 
“Really?” 
 
“Huge safe door. Antique but usable. Got the whole safe at an estate auction, and had a heck of a time moving it though,” Dave replied, with a grin.
 
“I bet,” the Sergeant replied dryly.
 
The muffled 'whump' of the helicopter blades approached, getting obviously much closer and louder over time. It was evident that they were coming towards the farm.
 
“Not good,” the Sergeant stated. 
 
“She's coming right to us. She's not searching for anything, she's hunting.”
 
A thin high pitched shriek was heard, and the very ground shook with the impact of a big blast. The impact rocked the shelter, knocking a few items off of the walls.
 
Even the clean concrete walls of the cellar still managed to shake off some dust on  its occupants. More thin shrieks followed by deafening explosions ensued. A three foot long tongue of yellowish flame erupted from the air vent pipe in the side wall which seemingly sucked back out the same pipe just as fast, followed closely by a black cloud spraying out from the pipe into the room.
 
“There goes my fancy carbon air filter,” Dave moaned as he choked on some carbon dust. 
 
Another massive blast erupted, the impact so powerful that it knocked everyone off their feet. It was almost a direct hit. Another explosion slammed the shelter. The wall behind John cracked and seemed to jump out at him. With the first massive blast, he had fallen to a sitting position with his back just inches from the concrete. 
 
With the second blast the concrete slammed in a foot, slapped John squarely in the back, and knocked him flying across the room.
 
John lay in a huddle at the far wall with his back bent at an odd angle, his glazed eyes staring at the ceiling. For the first time in memory, Joe saw a peaceful look on the old man's face.
 
“Oh hell no!” Joe screamed as he ran to his uncle.
 
 He sat there holding his dead uncle’s hand to his chest, silently crying and not caring who saw. Sue’s face was a mask of shocked horror, her green eyes open wide and her mouth parted in shock.  
 
The two boys looked about to cry, but Dave just looked at the Sergeant with his jaw muscles clenched. He had seen this too many times before to be easily affected. No more explosions had followed the last blast indicating that the chopper had left. Outside, it was silent as a grave.
 
The Sergeant tried the door, noting that the first massive blast had spent its overpressure against it. 
 
“We've got a small situation here guy. This door may never open again,” he stated after examining the twisted and warped door with its bent  locking rods jammed firmly into their respective sockets.
 
Dave fired up a flashlight and looked for the pick and shovel he knew were stored in the cellar. Normally the tools resided on a rack on the wall. After the wall was destroyed they were now strewn on the floor along with most of the contents of a set of storage shelves.
 
The Sergeant looked at the massive thick wall which had smashed inwards and killed John. He then looked at the puny pick, shovel, and a small sledgehammer which Dave had scrounged from the mess on the floor. 
 
“Everyone, unless we plan on vacationing here we have to take out that wall,” the Sergeant rumbled.
 
Joe was temporarily beyond caring. He merely sat on the floor next to John, holding the hand belonging to the now dead body of his last known relative and close friend. 
 
 



9. (Deafening Silence)
 
Joe tossed in his sleep, his bruised and bloodied flesh groaning from mere existence. Everyone he had known, everyone he had ever loved was dead. Family, friends, even acquaintances were all gone. A loud and forlorn groan rang from his fevered lips.
 
He had been forced to watch from hiding as Dave Littleton and his family were tortured to death before his eyes, their bodies burned afterwards like so much trash. He had watched, but could do absolutely nothing for them, or for his new military friends either as the Sergeant and his men had valiantly fired uselessly as one after another the helicopters had strafed the burning rubble of the house with their miniguns spitting death. The rapidfire guns sounded like enraged buzz saws.  
 
They should have waited. Before the men had even managed to dig the hole to the surface, Joe had known instinctively that they should have waited. They had all paid the price for impatience.
 
From the belt behind Dave's house, Joe wished he had his Mosin. He wished he could take out his frustration on these faceless and nameless men causing him so much pain. He wanted to rip, tear, break, shred... but could do nothing. He had needed to take a leak, and it had saved him from discovery. After exiting the cellar, he had run back to the belt cursing Dave's lack of foresight concerning the lack of necessary toilet facilities. Too bashful to urinate in an old jar front of Sue, he had held it. After a full day he could hold it no longer.
 
While he was going to the bathroom he had heard the engines of vehicles, and then the sound of men running through the brush towards the house. He heard the harsh voice which his memory would not let him forget. A familiar Captain's voice, shouting orders as the men had surrounded his friends.
 
Joe had dropped in place, protected from sight by the evergreen he had used for privacy, the further need to urinate forgotten.  He had left everything behind in his urgent  need including his rifle and ammo. The only object he had on him which could be called a proper weapon was the lousy lock-back knife on his belt. The only reason he still had it was that it was mechanically attached to his body. Against the weaponry and manpower he faced, he might as well have been completely unarmed.
 
The Sergeant was the last to fall, still crouched and firing a M sixteen in bursts of three shots, methodically dropping men like sacks of wheat thrown to the ground. He had simply vanished, with a boom of red mist, smoke and a fireball. A small crater in the ground replaced him as if he had never existed. A thin trail of smoke trailing up into the sky pointed to a predator drone which was almost imperceptible in the distance. Then the torture had begun of the remainder who were now either injured or unarmed. 
 
Fire is necessary to man, even considerable as highly beneficial. Joe had learned that it is also man's nemesis, horrible in its effects if misused or abused. Men have historically used fire for heat, make tools, cook... and to kill. In this instance, it was applied slowly, carefully, and methodically.
 
 A flood of useless emotions, helplessness, impotence, horror, and rage filled Joe to the brim. Because of his earlier outbreak of stupid bashfulness, he was completely helpless now to stop what he watched. Every action he could imagine to do would end in his death in the same manner as what he watched from hiding, and he knew it. 
 
He closed his eyes and waited, not daring to see any more, completely unable to face the events unfolding before him. Plugging his ears with his fingers as best as he could to block out the inhuman screams, Joe waited, and waited, and waited. As he sat there shuddering, he vowed silently never to be either so careless or stupid again for any reason.
 
A small rustling sound and a voice from nowhere, caught his attention. A ghostly voice of a dead man from his past entered his awareness, and Joe's eyes snapped open in absolute terror. Something was very wrong, as only the blackest black he had ever seen met his gaze, combined with a deafening silence. 
 
Joe realized he was drenched in sweat. He could occasionally hear soft rhythmic breathing somewhere and distinct sounds of shuffling and scraping as sleeping bodies stretched blindly on hard concrete in a vain effort to attain a semblance of comfort. He could hear two voices mumbling. 
 
Yet it was as if someone had switched off his sight. An eerie, inky blackness was all his brain registered.  Had he been captured? Blinded? They had gotten him after all, and had blinded him. He screamed.
 
“Would you please shut the heck up?” the ghost voice growled, “Man I am never going to get any sleep with him making that racket all night,”
 
“Just shut your mouth soldier, or I will shut it for you,” the gravelly voice of the Sergeant replied with a whispered order.
 
“Am I blind?” Joe asked himself out loud.
 
“Welcome back to the land of the living,” the gruff voice replied, a dead voice from the past.
 
“But... I watched you die!” was Joe's terrified reply. 
 
“Am I dead?”
 
“Nope, but considering the racket you were making in your sleep, I can't say I wasn't tempted,” the disembodied voice of the Sergeant replied. 
 
“You were having a nightmare. Get some real sleep, we have a lot of work to do and we are running short of juice for the lanterns. Can't afford to run them tonight.” 
 
“We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow to get out of this stinking hole, and we will need those lights then.”
 
Joe's memory kicked back into gear and he remembered that Dave, Sue, and the kids were fine. They had all been trapped in the cellar for two days now, and supplies were running low. Water especially. Busting through six inches of rebar reinforced fiber-mesh concrete, even though already somewhat broken, was proving more of a chore than originally estimated. 
 
“I am sorry guys. Didn’t mean to wake anyone,” Joe sighed, laying down but refusing to go to sleep fearing that the horrible dream might return.
 
They were almost done with the job to everyone’s relief, as John's body was starting to smell under the tarp they had put over it. Even Joe did not want to lift that tarp now. He desperately wanted to get outside tomorrow. He wanted the last memory of John to be of his uncle while the man was alive, not this horrible cloying smell of death and rot.
 
Somehow Joe knew with absolute certainty that he would not sleep again in this hole. The nightmare had changed from the initial dream of his wife and kids pleading with him to save them as they burned alive that he had the night before, but tonight's offering was in its own right just as bad, if not worse. He felt like throwing up, as the memory of the fire and the screams were still vivid in his mind. He felt embarrassed and ashamed, and even somewhat of a coward, though it had been merely a dream.
 
Joe sat up, and positioned himself against the wall, and stared into the inky blackness. Excepting the small stirrings of life around him made by his sleeping friends, the darkness was filled with the utter silence only found in a cave… or the grave.  
 
 
 



10. (Letting Go)
 
Everyone woke all too soon to suit Dave. However, when he lit a lantern Joe was already sitting wide awake against the far wall, as far from John's body as he could get. His eyes were deeply sunken from lack of sleep. 
 
He badly wanted to empathize with Joe, but he had seen too much in his stint in the Middle East to feel much of anything towards dead bodies, even the corpses of friends and neighbors. Syria had been a bloodbath on both sides.
 
Too many bullet riddled or blast damaged trauma cases had passed by him. Too many cold bodies of those so badly wounded that he couldn't even stabilize them. He had the ability to sympathize, but empathy had been seared and torn from his soul and in its place was a hollow numbness.
 
Dave examined the results of the previous day’s efforts culminating in a large pile of broken concrete chunks stacked in a corner of the shelter by the ruined door. Much hard work had gone into that pile, and they were almost done. 
 
He had almost cried when they hit the first obstacle while breaking through the busted wall. He had forgotten about using three quarter inch high quality re-bar spaced on six inch centers which laughed at their puny efforts to break them with the sledge. Until Dave had remembered he had put a hacksaw in the small toolbox which was under the shelf, they had imagined themselves trapped inside of a barred tomb. 
 
Even with the saw it was touch and go. They busted the first blade within minutes during the first cut on the heavy re-bar. They only had three extra blades in the box, so further cutting was of necessity very careful with each blade used treated like pure gold.  
 
They had removed the crosshatched web of re-bar, and then removed the remaining fragments of concrete, stacking the debris in the current pile. Now they faced the daunting task of digging to the surface, and all of the men were dreadfully exhausted.
 
The exhaustion was not just the backbreaking work. If it hadn't been the last two days of hard work and worry, it was the racket Joe had been making. In his sleep, the nightmares Joe was suffering were keeping everyone awake. Sudden outbursts of tear-filled crying, horrifying screams, and shrieks ending in sudden silence had everyone’s nerves on edge. 
 
The noise of his nightmares had kept everyone awake most of the first night, then was lessened slightly on the second... but not much. Dave estimated he had managed six hours sleep in the last two nights, and felt dead on his feet. Nobody but Joe had gotten enough sleep to dream, and no-one wanted to know what horrid visions were tearing at the soul of their friend and neighbor in his sleep. Their subconscious minds instinctually shied away from the thought.
 
The only one looking halfway decent was the Sergeant. His grizzled face merely looked more determined than it had initially, if you can call a few extra lines in a washboard determination. However, a softness, a sort of knowing crept into his gaze when he looked at Joe. The Sergeant could empathize and that gave Dave a mental pause. What the old vet had seen to allow him this empathy only Dave himself could guess, and he didn't want to.
 
He put on his gloves, grabbed a pick, and went to work on the hole chopping at the hard clay dirt, knocking clods down to the floor at his feet. The other men grabbed tools, most of which were improvised. A small D-handled shovel and a two foot square piece of paneling which had formerly been the divider of a shelving unit made for clumsy, though workable material removal. 
 
The Sergeant preferred to man the shovel and so did Joe, but only enough room was available for one man to dig at a time while another swung the pick. The Sergeant scraped the clods off of the floor using the shovel, and finally Joe relieved him. Joe preferred anything to sleep, and he willingly worked until he would almost collapse, even when the others were forced to stop by exhaustion.
 
They were gaining ground rapidly, and Dave took a break. Joe kept working like a madman, alternating between the pick and the shovel, then switching to the shovel as he hit softer dirt. A tunnel was forming and Joe knew the open sky was only a foot or two above, so he started digging at the ceiling area of the tunnel. 
 
Suddenly the roof gave loose, and a big pile of dirt cascaded down on top of Joe in a crash, dust sailing into the shelter causing a coughing fit from everyone present. He had been wrong, the dirt layer above him had been only six inches thick. The men had been tunneling slightly upwards the whole time without realizing it. With the prodding of Joe’s shovel, the thinnest section of the tunnel had collapsed.  Joe barely pushed himself up from the floor of the tunnel through the relatively thin but surprisingly heavy covering of dirt, sputtering and coughing.
 
“I think I can safely say we are out,” Joe sarcastically stated after the bout of coughing subsided, spitting out a big wad of dirt from his mouth.
 
“I think you might be right about that,”  the Sergeant said with a grin, staring at the beauty of midmorning sunlight.
 
 Joe looked up but the light seemed far too bright and hurt his eyes now accustomed to darkness. The smell of fresh and untainted air with a heavy earthy overtone was welcome to all, and everyone rushed to the tunnel area to get a lung-full. Sue looked positively excited as she breathed through her nose. Only a hint of the smell behind them in the shelter marred the beautiful and much appreciated clean air.  
 
Dave's two boys climbed out, and assisted their father out of the hole. All three then helped Joe climb out. The military men climbed out without need of help, including the Sergeant. Joe and Dave both grabbed Sue's hands and pulled her up and out of the hole. They all turned to view an ugly torn landscape which bore little resemblance to the organized and beautiful farm it had been mere days ago.
 
The belt was mostly stumps, its trees flattened and twisted with only a few remaining standing from the pounding the area had received. Neither the house, nor even one outbuilding remained standing. The craters where the structures had previously stood were still puffing small wisps of smoke from the few burnt remains. 
 
What the choppers had left, the fires ignited by the explosions had taken care of. Even the garden was a mess of ash, the hay used as ground cover between rows having caught fire when the garden shed was hit by a missile.
 
Dave was pissed. He was not merely angry, or even slightly infuriated, but was instead bone deep mad. He was looking at every penny he had been able to scrape together gone, with little left to even show that he had spent years designing and building the farm, his dream home for retirement. Joe looked around wonderingly at the scene. Nothing he had seen yet had been comparable to this level of devastation.
 
“Makes you feel right important to have someone spend this much cost and effort to get you doesn't it?” Joe asked. 
 
“We must have urinated in someone’s cheerios to rate this kind of attention.”
 
“Yep, does at that doesn't it!” the Sergeant replied with a grin.
 
 “Does at that.”. 
 
To the Sergeant, it was practically a badge of honor from the twinkle in his eyes and the grin on his grizzled face. 
 
“We sure flipped someone's switch. That's for sure and for certain.”
 
“Hate to rain on the parade, but that body downstairs won't keep much longer,” a tall private said to the Sergeant.
 
“You are right son. We need to get him buried,” the Sergeant replied
 
“Maybe you two haven't noticed, but it hasn't kept at all,” Sue groaned.
 
 Joe, Dave, and the Sergeant wrapped their shirts around their faces and then removed John's body from the cellar, while two privates dug the grave using the pick and the small shovel. They could only wrap John in the tarp, but it had to do. After filling the hole with dirt, Joe said a few words for a memorial service. No more tears came, Joe was dried out and dried up. 
 
He looked different now. 
 
Joe’s face was more haggard then before, yet his eyes were both purposeful and determined. Joe somehow had acquired a harder look to both his face and body stance. He had found new purpose. It was time to start planning. Time to quit reacting to events, and start acting to create events. Time to let go, and move on.
 
A man without a sense of purpose in life is dead while he yet walks, and Joe felt life ebbing slowly back into him. Most of his farm was still intact, and he had all sorts of junk stored in his outbuildings. He knew that he would be able to provide much needed supplies for these people who were now destitute. 
 
He also understood that John's farm was probably still wholly intact, and that the old man would have wanted them to use whatever they needed. John had always been that sort of a man. Joe knew they all needed to figure out a plan. But first, he knew they would need a means to survive. 
 
You can neither fight nor resist if you cannot first survive to do so.
 
Survival at least, was something he knew well. Joe was an expert.
 
 



11. (From The Fire)
 
Joe carefully led everyone back to John's old farmhouse, and they were all thankful that John had a backup generator big enough to run the well pump. Thankful, as this meant everyone managed a quick shower, a chance to smell clean though each still couldn’t feel clean after being cooped up in the cellar for days with a dead corpse. 
 
The old man’s farm ran off of propane for cooking, which gave them at least a temporary place to prepare meals and clean up afterwards. For heat, John had years back installed a large cast iron wood burning stove in the basement, and a fireplace in the combination living/dining room.
 
Everyone else was happy about the find of an intact and fairly functioning farmhouse, but Joe and the Sergeant. Joe felt guilty, but the Sergeant was just plain suspicious. To him, the situation was too easy and it smelled like some sort of a trap.
 
“I don't trust this situation any farther than I can throw it. Why, pray tell, did they leave this farm intact?” the battle hardened Sergeant whispered to Joe.
 
“No matter what we don't dare light a fire to heat the place. The smoke from the chimney would be an easy beacon that someone was missed.” 
 
“What we figured… By we, I mean John and I... Anyway, we figured that it had to do with a list of people speaking out about the Government. John hated computers so had little chance to be outspoken in any manner which would get him noticed,” Joe whispered back. 
 
“Not that he kept silent, mind you. He just preferred to speak his mind to those he knew instead of in public.” 
 
“Could be..... but I still don't like it,” was the Sergeant’s growled reply. 
 
“This has the smell more of depopulation than any terrorist witch hunt.”
 
It was turning into a cool and rainy day, and they heard the rustle and bump of wood as it was placed in the fireplace. Both men bolted into the living room, the same thought going through each mind simultaneously. 
 
“Do not light that fire!” the Sergeant roared at Sue who was busy preparing the fireplace.
 
Sue looked at the Sergeant and everyone could see sparks starting to ignite behind her green eyes. As she stood up from where she had been kneeling, she squared her shoulders and opened her mouth to scathe the Sergeant with some choice acidic words for his rude interruption of her labors. 
 
Before she could get a word out, Joe caught her focus and tried to calm her down. He knew her temper. She was famous around these parts for it. She was a green eyed and sassy redhead who was proud of her Irish origins, and the famed Irish temper that went with it.
 
“Sue.... Please listen... Don't get angry. Please? We have a very good reason,” Joe cajoled.
 
“Just what reason could you possibly put forth to justify the way he yelled at me?” Sue replied angrily, each spoken word precisely clipped and dipped in acid.
 
“A couple of choppers flattening this place while we are still in it, to name just one,” the Sergeant grumbled.
 
“Sue, you have to understand the where there is fire, there is smoke. Where there is smoke, others can see it from a long ways away. It would be a smoke signal to everyone around that someone is living here. It would be a good idea if we didn't use any lights at night either, for the same reason,” Joe said, trying to reason with her and hoping to calm her down.
 
Sue walked over to the Sergeant and placed her nose right in front of his, even though she was forced to look up and stand on her tippy toes to accomplish the act. He was easily six feet tall, compared to her diminutive five foot five.
 
“If you ever treat me like one of your military Privates again... Sergeant... I will remove yours. Am I clear?” Sue growled with a voice like well-oiled steel.
 
“Crystal,” the Sergeant barked, snapping to attention and eying Sue with an odd combination of both humor and respect. 
 
“Please pardon me now ma'am, as I must retire into the other room.”
 
When the door had closed to the bathroom, they could all hear the Sergeant bust out laughing. It was a sound more reminiscent of a hyena than anything else. A dangerous glint entered Sue's eyes, and Dave crossed the room in an intercept course. 
 
He was still trying to calm her down just as the Sergeant returned. The Sergeant walked straight up to Sue and saluted.
 
“Fair enough. By the way, that was a new one on me. I thought I had heard them all,” the Sergeant chortled.
 
A slight smile of satisfaction warped Sue's determined scowl. The combination of expressions made her temporarily resemble a gargoyle statue.
 
Dave's boys both looked pole-axed, their jaws seemingly scraping the floor after the exchange of words they had just witnessed. Jonas leaned over and whispered in Kyle's ear. 
 
“I thought mom was going to kill him!”
 
“Did you see the look on dad's face?” Kyle whispered back.
“He looked like he swallowed something nasty. I couldn't tell if he was going to get pissed off or laugh!” 
 
Both boys chuckled at that.
 
The night passed without further incident between the two, and for everyone involved was actually pleasant… after the mild melodrama subsided. What confused everyone concerned was that afterwards both Sue and the Sergeant acted as if they had known each other for a long time; they acted like life-long friends. 
 
Dave looked as perplexed as ever. He had been fully expecting his wife to wait for the Sergeant with a smile and a frying pan behind her back. He knew her temper all too well, having suffered the brunt of it many times himself. 
 
“Weird, odd, strange... They are both nuttier than a fruitcake,” Dave said to himself while staring at the two talking to each other politely.
 
“Not so confusing Dave. I think it is a case of hate, like, and respect,” Joe said from behind Dave, startling the man out of his reverie and making him jump. 
 
“Don't do that!” Dave gasped.
 
“You almost gave me a heart attack.”
 
Joe chuckled. 
 
“Sorry. I was just talking about what has you looking somewhat like a guppy on the shore gasping for air,” Joe replied.
 
 “They each knew they had met their match, and had to choose between hate and like, of each other I mean. They chose the middle ground of respect.” 
 
Joe pulled back the carpeting covering the window into the dark night, and noticed a bright patch on the yard. Without a word he dashed upstairs, ascended the stairs two steps at a time running like a madman. He burst into the boy's room on the second story and hit the light switch plunging the room into darkness, with only a glimmer from downstairs providing any light. He could see stars through the wide open window, and the room was a little chilly from the breezy night air.
 
Just then he heard a very faint yet familiar sound. Far off in the distance, he could hear a barely audible 'thwap – thwap - thwap', fading in and out of hearing. 
 
“No. No. No. No,” Joe mumbled.
 
 The words kept repeating out of his mouth in a steady stream as he slammed the door on the empty and now darkened room and bounded downstairs even faster than he had arrived with the two boys leading the way and running even faster.
 
 



12. (Time For School)
 
Joe burst into the living room in an panicked rush. Everyone present stared at him as if he had gone mad. Panting and wheezing from the effort, he could barely speak.
 
“The boys left the upstairs light on. Their room doesn't even have any curtains.”
 
The Sergeant turned first white, and then beet red, a look of utter disgust settling upon his countenance. Fear crept into Sue's eyes and Dave looked sternly at the two boys. The only ones in the room not catching the significance of the mistake was the boys; two boys who just looked utterly confused.  Everyone but the boys knew what it meant. 
 
The light boldly shining in a room without curtains was a rectangular beacon of light. A neon sign advertising their location to anyone looking for miles. It was a beacon framed against a backdrop of utter darkness and nearly impossible to miss from the air. A sign saying “come kill us please”.
 
“That isn't the worst of it. I heard choppers. Far off, and I don't know if they saw it or not. Their room faces the belt, so I don’t have a clue how much light made it through the trees,” Joe stated.
 
“Depends on angle, obstruction, and elevation then,” the Sergeant replied.
 
He was referring to the angle of flight relative to the farmhouse, whether the trees obstructed the light, and the elevation of the chopper. All of these factors would play their part concerning whether they had been spotted the people inside the helicopter. 
 
Unobstructed lights at night are easily seen from a distance, and especially from an elevated position. Even small indistinct lights like the glowing coal on the end of a cigarette can be seen over surprising distances. The larger and brighter the light, the farther it can be easily spotted. Many a soldier has paid the price for lighting up, or taking a puff at the wrong time in the wrong place sending out this undesired advertisement of their location. They paid for the mistake with a bullet to the face, as snipers usually aimed for the light when it would suddenly brighten.
 
Sue grabbed Dave's arm tightly, and the boys looked scared. 
 
“I'm sorry,” Kyle said softly 
 
“I had to find covers, and I forgot to shut off the light. I mean I just forgot. You know?”
 
 “People make mistakes son, and I am not trying to be mean, but some mistakes are worse than others. This type may get us all killed. Don't do it again, and think before you act. Ok?” Joe said, looking hard at Kyle, staring directly in his eyes.
 
“Ok,” Kyle whispered, a tear forming in his eye and slowly sliding down his cheek.
 
“Nicolson! Hitch! Recon and keep frosty. Go out the back and use the shelter belt for cover,” the Sergeant barked at two of the privates.
 
A thought suddenly struck Joe. 
 
All this time they had been around the soldiers sharing all the excitement and suffering and not once had anyone bothered to ask or give names on either side. Not once! Had it really been only three days? This simple omission made Joe uncomfortable. 
 
These were people they had shared hard times with, and were somewhat dependent upon, not just, “Hey Sergeant” or “Hey you”.
 
“Sergeant, I have realized that somewhere I flushed my manners down the toilet. I am Joseph Anderson, and this is the Littleton family, first names you already know,” he said, sticking out his hand. 
 
“Master Sergeant Josiah Zebadiah Anderson,” the Sergeant said with a small smirk. 
 
“Since we don't need two ‘Joe Andersons’ walking around, just call me either Zeb or Sergeant.”
 
 Not really sure how to proceed at this turn of events, Joe recovered fast. He just smiled.
 
“Zeb it is then. You want to know something really strange?” 
 
“Sure, Go for it,” the Sergeant replied.
 
“My middle names Zebulon,” Joe retorted, causing the Sergeant to look utterly shocked.
 
“Either you are lying, or that's too much coincidence. Just call me Sergeant, Ok?” the Sergeant grimaced. 
 
Anderson is a very common name, and so is both Zeb and Joe, but the Sergeant found having two people share all three in the same order at the same time was somewhat creepy, even if the people weren't related. Shaking his head a little, the Sergeant pointed at his men in order, introducing them. 
 
“First let me introduce Corporal Haskins. Next are Privates Waite, Daniels, and Cross,” the Sergeant enumerated. 
 
“Outside are Privates Nicolson and Hitch.”   
 
“First names?” Sue asked enquiringly.
 
“They are still in the military, and I don't want them to forget that, so use their rank,” the Sergeant said using his trained and well worn 'Master Sergeant' voice, the deep lines in his rugged face accentuating his words.
 
Nicolson returned at the end of the introductions and reported. 
 
“Lots of traffic from all directions Sergeant. I estimate about ten separate birds, but we can't tell if any are headed for us. Maybe we got lucky.”
 
“Corporal! Set up a roster for watch duty,” the Sergeant ordered.
 
“Consider it done Sergeant. Should I include civilians on the list?”
Thoughtfully the Sergeant looked over the group.
 
 “Just include Dave and possibly Joe right now. Dave's ex-mil and Joe is observant for a civilian and has shown common sense. Everyone else needs some training before they could find their collective butts with both hands.”  
 
With this last statement, the Sergeant stared both directly and challengingly at Sue. She realized he was right. She had tried to light the fire, and they had turned on the light. Without even a thought they had endangered the whole group. Acting without thinking, or not knowing was dangerous, and they might well miss something important, or worse do something stupid. In a survival situation, ignorance kills.
 
Early on in their marriage, Sue had seen a trait in Dave which was somewhat unique. Adversity would hit, and he could seemingly up-shift or down-shift mentally and physically to suit the need. He always calculated his own abilities as he went. These traits were so handy Sue incorporated them into herself, forcing herself to learn to be both flexible and adaptable. She already knew her own limitations both physically and mentally, and in accepting these hindrances and pushing these limits to the best of her ability, she was actually more capable now than most people.
 
Sue realized her previous error and accepted her mistake. Learning from the mistake, she saw the need to learn more. She was not in the least angry with the Sergeant or aggressive towards his decision, but actually agreed with his assessment and became determined to discover exactly what knowledge she lacked. There developed a desire to make sure that both herself and her own children would not make the same mistakes twice.
 
At Sue's reaction to the direct challenge made by the Sergeant, Dave demonstrated emphatically that he truly had no clue. He shook  his head and looked up towards the ceiling, a bewildered look pasted like wall-paper across his face.
 
“Every day is a learning experience I guess,” he thought to himself.
 
Zeb eyed the group after dismissing his soldiers and sent Nicolson back out with Hitch. He weighed each person calculatedly in his mind, and was sadly disappointed at the conclusions. This group needed a ton of work. He needed to start with a group assessment.
 
“Since there is no present evidence of danger and before we go off half-cocked, I need to know what each of you rugged individualists actually knows. I need to know what valuable skills we have available,” the Sergeant stated to the open air, just loud enough to be clearly heard by everyone inside the house.
 
“What do you think is a valuable skill?” Sue asked innocently.
 
“Who knows, just tell me what you can do. Heck even typing and gardening have their place,” Zeb replied without breaking stride.
 
He already knew the shortcomings of the soldiers, as he knew exactly how and what they had been trained to do.
 
“You go first Joe,” he stated with one gray eyebrow cocked thoughtfully.
 
“Well, I can truthfully say that if you dropped me out in the middle of no-where with nothing, I would not go hungry, thirsty, naked, or exposed. I have also learned quite a bit from numerous hobbies I have had through the years,” Joe replied.
 
“That is the understatement of the year,” Dave sarcastically replied, which made Zeb nod knowingly with a small smile. 
 
Dave was actually somewhat envious of Joe, and now Zeb knew it. Joe always seemed to have the answer when asked a question on almost any topic. Unlike many people, his answers were not facetious. He would bluntly state 'no' if he didn't know the answer, and then would research the subject for the person asking. If it interested him enough he would learn more or even put the information to practical use. 
 
He also knew that Joe had a working knowledge of odd eclectic subjects ranging from blacksmithing, hunting, carpentry, to survival as well as numerous other skillsets. Joe was going to be valuable now, and Dave felt somewhat outmatched. What Dave failed to see what that his feelings of inferiority were misplaced. Joe had numerous talents, but so did Dave. 
 
“Dave, your turn, since you evidently wish to share with the class,” Zeb said with a grin.
 
“Farming, hunting, fishing, veteran of the Syrian war.  I was a medic, and still have an undiminished lack of desire to volunteer,” Dave replied succinctly.
 
Zeb started to ask the next person when Sue chimed in.
 
 “Food preservation. Any and all types. Can't sew worth a hoot or type. Hunting, fishing, and I am a better tracker than Dave, though he is a better shot.”  
“Not much better,” Dave grumbled, barely audible.
 
 The comment earned him a grin from Joe, who tried not to laugh.
 
“The boys have got a lot to learn Sergeant, but we have taught them to work, shoot, camp, hunt, and fish,” Dave stated bluntly.
 
“Aww... dad. You always act as if we don't know anything,” Jonas grouched, despite Kyle elbowing him in the ribs trying to get him to shut up.
 
“You truly don't son, but we have been working on that. Don't take it personally. Learning these things requires both time and experience. So far, you boys have done me proud.” 
 
Dave never praised anyone lightly. Empty praise was just like gaudy fake jewelry in his estimation, actually detracting from the person upon which it is placed. He would rather chew off his own tongue than give false flattery. When their father said he was proud of them the boys knew it was true, and were genuinely pleased inside. Such praise made them even more resolved inside not to disappoint him. 
 
There is a well-known but often overlooked secret applicable towards both inspiration and leadership of a family. As a secret, it is also applicable towards grown men. The secret of D.P.L. Do what you say. Practice what you preach. Lead by your own example. If you are respectable yourself you will be both admired and respected and others will desire to emulate what they find admirable in you. A truth old as time itself. 
 
The Sergeant took Joe aside and started asking him loaded questions. Zeb rapidly realized Dave was not in any manner exaggerating about Joe's survival knowledge. He literally knew what he was talking about, and it was clearly evident to the listener. He rated Joe as potential S.E.R.E. instructor material, though Joe only knew a smattering concerning the 'resistance' category of S.E.R.E. 
Zeb was an expert at resistance, and could help Joe with that minor ignorance.
 
He was impressed. The small hiccup in training aside, Master Sergeant Josiah Zebadiah Anderson had just encountered someone with far more knowledge on an essential subject than even he had been trained for. He was determined that this knowledge should be something the whole group should benefit from. 
 
Just knowing
you can survive, actually helps you
to survive. The knowledge provides a self-confidence in a person which cannot be taught.
 
Survival knowledge was essential as they could not depend upon a supply line to constantly replenish their supplies and equipment. The same tricks used in wilderness survival were necessary knowledge for any small force deep in enemy territory for extended periods of time which had only what they could carry with them. The same techniques used for hunting game for food when it counted, also applied to other areas as well.
 
It was time to go back to school, so to speak, for all of them. Any individual in the group could die at any time, and this knowledge was needed by every member of the group. If Joe died, Zeb was determined his knowledge and abilities would not die with him. Otherwise, it was quite possible they would all face a slow and painful death.
 
 
 



13. (De-civilizing The Civilians)
 
It is amazing how a hobby which Joe loved had proven itself useful. He had a purpose, a subject to teach, and knew what had to be done. You can teach in a classroom using only words and pictures as the medium and hope that the student does not merely become bored and inattentive. 
 
A better option is to teach the students using physical demonstration and hands on practice. The hands on experience technique is more likely to stick with a pupil than reading or lectures.
 
He had personally learned much of what he knew the hard way. This is by necessity, as no college teaches the subject of wilderness survival, and most individuals claiming to be teachers do not know the subject.. Joe was self-taught, and learned a subject by either hearing or reading about it, and then he would personally try to apply the subject matter until he knew it inside and out. 
 
Starting the next morning, he started class with an explanation the basics; the determination of what is necessary for a human being to survive at all. 
 
“To keep alive, one must eat, drink, and be protected from the elements, and not necessarily in that order. Eating involves cooking, foraging, hunting, fishing, fire, and making tools to accomplish all of the previous tasks,” Joe explained.
 
“Drinking involves knowing where and how to obtain clean pure water. Protection from the elements includes both where and how to obtain shelter and heat in cold temperatures, or how to avoid excess heat in hot temperatures. Everything revolves around a number, and that number is 98.6 degrees.” 
 
“If you cannot provide these basic things, you do not need to worry about either escape or evasion. You will die.”
 
“A quick question for everyone. If you are in the middle of nowhere, with no supplies, and not even a knife. What would you do?” Joe asked Kyle, who was sitting on the ground and generally horsing around.
 
“Starve to death!,” Kyle jokingly stated.
 
“You are not far wrong. In moderate temperatures, say mid-spring to mid-fall, you would probably succumb to dehydration or a water based illness long before you could ever starve,” Joe said gravely, staring dead into Kyle's eyes.
 
“In harsh temperatures, you would die either of heatstroke or hypothermia long before water was ever an issue...”
 
“Why those two? It only takes a couple of days to die of thirst, doesn't it?” Sue asked.
 
“Approximately three days to be precise. However, with harsh enough temperatures, conditions, or weather, the environment can kill you in only a matter of hours or even minutes. For instance, if you fall into a frigid river you have around ninety seconds to get out or suffer severe hypothermia and probably die,” Joe replied. 
 
“Fact is, almost everyone in this country from the rich to the poor has forgotten how to survive without modern conveniences. Things which had to be done without only one hundred years ago have become a necessity to sustain life. In becoming 'civilized', we have lost our basic knowledge that every Indian and pioneer had to either know, or die learning.” 
 
“Make no bones about it people, a man that relies on assumptions is a dead man who just doesn't know it yet,” Joe stated quite bluntly. 
 
“Assuming you will find food or water? Assuming that you can find shelter in time? Assuming that the storm will either miss you, or not be that bad? These all have killed many people throughout the centuries.”
Everyone looked hard at Joe, and a look of intense interest had kindled on the faces of all but Kyle. who pretended to be diffident. What did not show was that he still stung from the earlier reproof, but was in fact hanging on Joe's words.
 
“Since it rained last night, and the conditions are just plain wrong for an easy lesson, it will be a perfect day to teach you all how to make fire, without matches or lighters!” Joe said, his voice full of sarcastically feigned enthusiasm.
 
Zeb gave him a hard look along with a grim smile, and wondered whether this kid's dad had been a drill instructor.
 
Joe first explained the principles of fire itself, then went on to demonstrate techniques to make fire without matches or lighters. He taught the group about the subjects of friction fire, magnified sunlight, and flint and steel. He then taught the students how to make a fire drill, bow, block, and board, and had each practice until they could quickly get a glowing coal. 
 
This caused not just a few curses from Dave, who kept trying to over-drive his drill, causing the string to wrap over itself on the spindle and flinging it out of the fireboard. 
 
Since Dave was having so many problems, Joe showed him a simpler technique for the bow, using multiple wraps of the cord around the spindle with a looser string. 
 
When Dave had made his first successful coal, he grandly stood and shouted in triumph. 
 
“I  am the king of fire!” he shouted, gaining the encouraging grins of his friends.
 
“You haven't made fire yet,” Joe replied wryly. 
 
“You all have learned the basis for starting a fire, which is the glowing coal which is the ignition source. That coal needs to ignite something else into flame to have a fire.”
 
Joe explained what tinder is, and how to build the heat from the coal to ignite the tinder into flame. 
 
“Wrap it up like a baby into the bird nest of shredded cedar bark. Now blow gently like this… Dave, I said gently. Otherwise you will blow the coal apart.”
 
Dave grinned back sheepishly, then blew softly as Joe hand instructed. Smoke poured progressively heavier and thicker from the bundle until it unexpectedly burst into flame, almost singeing his eyebrows. Joe patted his back, and for a short moment felt like a kid again. Dave’s huge smile was infectious, causing everyone else to grin with him.
 
The subject of fire ran the gamut through the entire progression of  fire-crafting. They learned to ignite the tinder and then ignite the kindling, which then ignited the primary fuel for an actual fire for cooking or heating. 
 
Joe then explained the differences and benefits of various types of fires, from various examples of basic cooking fires, to different types of heating fires, and the differences between the various styles and types. Which type of wood arrangement is better when it is wet or snowing, and which is better for various purposes, and more importantly concerning all of this information… why. 
 
Joe spent the entire day explaining fire, how to make it, control it, and use it. He showed them how to construct a Dakota fire-pit, tiny twig fires, reflector fires, baking holes, as well as basic fire lays such as the teepee and log cabin. He then demonstrated spits, baskets, and various means of suspension. Lastly, he explained how to start and sustain a fire even if the ground is covered with water.
 
Everyone in the group was in a daze, not realizing beforehand the sheer volume of knowledge you could learn about something as simple as the subject of fire. Even more importantly, not a single one of them would ever need a match again. Joe had done his job well.
 
The rest of the week passed in the same manner, with Joe teaching them an essential new skill every day.  He taught them everything from making items out of clay, wood, bark, or leather, to making simple but effective shelters of every type imaginable. He taught them to hunt and to fish without having any gear but a knife. 
 
He demonstrated flint-napping, which caused Jonas to carelessly receive a pretty nasty cut from a flint shard. 
 
This progressed to lessons over active hunting tools such as making a couple of types of bow, slingshot, sling, and atl-atl. He taught them passive hunting techniques such as the use and construction of snares and traps of various descriptions. They learned the importance of knowing several triggers for traps which were applicable to other types of scenarios as well. 
 
One day, while Joe was teaching skills on tracking, he called the Sergeant over.
 
“That rifle your boys are carrying, what caliber is it?” Joe asked.
 
“Two-Two-Three, why?” the Sergeant replied questioningly.
 
“Ouch, just take the saftey off. How about your sidearm?” Joe returned cryptically.
 
“Firty-five,” the Sergeant answered bluntly.
 
“Full clip?” Joe asked.
 
“Yes, and two spares. What is the problem?” the Sergeant asked, clearly puzzled at the cryptic questions. 
 
“Why all the questions?”
 
“Something rare in these parts. See this track?” Joe replied, pointing at a print impressed into the ground.
 
“What is it?” the Sergeant asked. 
His brows drew together in concern, as it was a big animal print, with pointed claw marks.
 
“Call it what you will. Different places, different names for it, but the most common are puma, panther, cougar, and mountain lion. Not many at all around these parts, and even finding prints are rare.” 
 
“Why such a big deal then?” the Sergeant asked.
 
“This print is super fresh... maybe less than an hour old. Look at the dirt, see how crisp the track is, with no dirt or debris inside the print? See how soft and crumbly the dirt is?” Joe stated, carefully scanning the area as he spoke. 
 
He was looking for motion, color, and shape at the same time, with little hope of seeing a golden tan cat hiding in an area backed with golden yellow wheat stubble.
 
“That track is new enough that the critter may well be watching us right now.” 
 
Joe knew that unless it moved they probably would not spot the big cat. Motion is a dead giveaway for finding any anima, as even a little motion stands out against a background. That is why the prey animal’s first response is to freeze motionless. 
 
“Sergeant, we don't want any panicking. This cat is probably leaving the area, but if it is hungry we may have a problem. A human is a perfect sized meal for one of these big cats. Let’s keep everyone together, and head back to the farm slowly and carefully,” Joe instructed, his voice low and serious.
 
“Tell your men to take the outside, and go full auto if it shows its face. A two-twenty-three just isn't a large enough round unless you are hunting him before he hunts you. The man firing a pea shooter at a big carnivore better be a durn good shot. If they see one, tell them to blast its shoulder bone to cripple it, then unload a full clip in the rib cage. These cats can move unbelievably fast.”
 
“Be glad we don't just have knives and bows Joe,” the Sergeant stated.
 
“You ain't kidding,” Joe replied. 
 
“I would want at least a crossbow, a bow, and a spear, followed by my knife. That way I would know that I did what I could... while it was eating me! Could be worse though, could be a grizzly bear.” 
 
The Master Sergeant failed to see the humor in the joke. He had to hand it to Joe though. Zeb felt the confidence of one who knows he can literally get caught with his pants down, and if he could evade he would survive to tell the tale.
 



14. (Lions, Tigers, and Bears. Oh My)
 
After the whirlwind of activity during the previous week, Sue was outside enjoying the cooler summer air. No one had seen nor heard any activity the previous week, and had all decided that the cellar would make a good retreat. Joe, Dave, and Zeb had headed back to get it ship shape, as much as was humanly possible after the pounding it had received. 
 
In searching over John's farm, they had found a reloading set for the cowboy style hog-leg of John's. To everyone's surprise Joe had discovered that John had owned a nineteen-eleven like the Sergeant, and had reloading dies for it as well. They also found a twenty-two and a few boxes of shells, and an antique genuine Indian longbow which the group presented as a gift to Joe. 
 
After choking back tears he had gone out and made arrows for the beautiful weapon. Joe knew how to shoot a bow, and was quickly chunking his homemade arrows through a small target he had made from a plastic milk jug which he had tacked to a round hay bale.
 
In commemoration of the gift, Joe had headed out by himself in mid-day with only his clothes, belt knife, and the bow. He returned around dusk with a whitetail deer dragging behind him on a home-made travois. He took the deer to the barn and hung it by the tendons on its hind legs from a gambrel. 
 
He left the animal swinging from the triangular steel processing tool, leaving the skinning for the next morning. He wanted to let the body cool but still protect the meat from flies. Leaving the hide on the carcass would help keep the flies off of the meat.
 
The next morning started one more day of Joe's 'training school', since skinning, butchering, meat preservation, and tanning hides were necessary instruction.  After skinning and butchering the deer, he gathered a ton of acorns from the old oak in the front yard. He boiled the tannin out of them. Next, he demonstrated how to scrape a hide of fur and fat, then showed a method for vegetable tanning the deer hide. 
 
“There are three ways to naturally preserve a hide. These are the vegetable tan, oil tan, and rawhide. A vegetable tan yields stiff and firm leather suitable for such things as saddles, sheaths, and belts. It is not weather resistant, will absorb water, and needs to be dried if it gets soaked or it will harden, crack, and become brittle,” Joe explained.
 
“Rawhide is a thoroughly dried and dehaired hide made without any preservation agents. It is dried on a stretching frame in the sun until extremely hard and stiff. It is good for rope, lashing material, shoe soles, and other uses where a hard tough piece of hide is needed.” 
 
“If it gets wet and stays wet, it will rot. It can be wetted and stretched, and it will shrink upon drying making for a self-tightening lashing.”
 
“An oil tan uses a fat or oil to preserve the hide. A person can use animal fat, animal brains, vegetable oil, or even motor oil to preserve the hide. It produces a soft leather suitable for clothing, pouches, and bags,” he finished.
 
Joe personally didn't enjoy even the thought of brain tanning, which isn't even a true tan, though it is often commonly referred to as such. He mainly used true tanning methods based upon utilizing bark, nut, or vegetable derived tannin. 
 
He had explained that either coffee or tea could be used as well for sources of tannin if one had enough of either, as both contain high concentrations of the chemical. Otherwise acorns, oak bark, sumac bark, or walnut hulls as are all easy to find and simply used. 
 
“Black walnut hulls work well people, but are also a serious dyeing agent that will stain your hands black if you are not careful.”, he stated, grinning.
 
Joe called a break to give them time to absorb what he had just taught them, and time to work out kinks in their back and legs. The whole group had spent most of the day in continuous study, and were starting to rub their backs sending an age old signal.
 
Enjoying the break, Sue found herself examining a squirrel track, noting the direction and speed of travel without even realizing what she was doing. Looking up at the sky, she noted a mackerel pattern of clouds in the sky.
 
“A storm is nigh,” She said to herself softly, then smiled and shook her head.
 
  She really wanted to go out and 'make' something. Joe had indeed done well. Sue was also more observant now. Sue saw a squirrel scolding a robin, and a rabbit sneaking through the yard. Then she noticed movement in the field across the road, a peculiar waving in the grass, with an occasional tawny shape appearing occasionally, then disappearing like magic. 
 
“Corporal Haskins!” Sue shouted with a hysterical tinge to her voice.
 
Haskins came running flat out around the building, eyes darting seemingly in all directions at once quickly scanning the immediate environment. Not seeing anything of immediate concern, he dropped to a knee next to Sue with his M-16 at the ready. 
 
He did not know what was wrong, but he did know that Sue was not one to panic over nothing. Nor did she have a habit of screaming like a little girl.
 
“What is the problem ma'am?” Haskins asked, keeping his eyes on the road.
 
“Your nine o’clock. Out in the field. I think it is coming. Watch out!” 
 
“That’s no mountain lion!” Sue screamed.
 
A bone chilling bass roar sounded which rattled the windows of the house. It was a sound which had inspired terror since man had walked the African plains, the mere sound of which could melt the strongest spines. Whipping his M-16 around, he was already thumbing it to full auto as he beaded in on the massive shape barreling straight at him at an unbelievable speed. 
 
He just had time to pull the trigger and hold it down, causing the staccato machine gun bark of the gun before the beast had him in its jaws.
 
Blended with Sue's horrified screams of terror were the sounds of two more M-16's opening up upon the terrifying beast. A nonstop and overlapped ‘crack-crack-crack’ filled the air. Each weapon paused only long enough to drop clips and slap in new ones. Finally, the beast went limp, laying on top of what had remained of Haskins body. The African lion had torn out his throat, severed an arm, and raked his midsection to the backbone with a hind foot effectively and quickly disemboweling him.
 
With the guns stopped, only Sue's screams still echoed over and over in the still air. It was like the entire world held its breath. Nothing prepares one for something like this, and Sue had just been hit hard. Haskins had been a good sort, and she had liked him. 
 
She had just watched from a front row seat the same thing that the ancient Romans enjoyed in amphitheater… A lion tearing an armed human apart. She finally calmed down, then imagined another tawny shape in the grass and started to scream again, clutching herself in terror. She was now irrationally terrified of open fields of grass, seeing tawny shapes and whipping tails. Private Nicolson tried hard to comfort her, but even after she quit screaming, she was still wide eyed and shaking in terror.
 
Fifteen minutes later, Dave, Joe, and the Sergeant came hauling butt in as fast as they could run, hearing the gunfire from Dave's farm on the still day. Dave ran straight to Sue, and hugged her to him after making sure she was not bleeding. Joe took one look, and his jaw dropped when he saw the cat. Zeb looked angry and started to chew out the first Private he saw. 
 
“What in the he... Oh my word!” the Sergeant blurted, not ready for the sight and taken aback by the carnage.
 
No-one had moved since Haskin's death, and Sue was still shaking uncontrollably. The soldiers were dazed at the death of their friend, and more specifically the manner of his death. 
 
Private Hitch felt a cramp in his hand, and realized he still had his trigger finger clenched tightly on the trigger of his weapon. The rifle itself was still aimed at the dead lion. 
 
He let go, but only with an effort of sheer will, forcing the clenched hand to open in short spasmodic jerks. 
 
Joe gagged when he saw the remains of Haskins, but choked it down and examined the scene. 
 
“I assumed wrong, and I know better than to make assumptions at all. I thought that track was big for a mountain lion..... How was I to know? A real African lion?,” he said plaintively, looking at his friends for justification.
 
“Just where in Sam's heck did that thing come from anyway?” Nicolson asked.
 
“Probably a local zoo. Only place I can think of where they have them,” Dave stated. 
 
“Or a private reserve. Heard of one somewhere here in Kansas years back, come to think about it. The place had tigers too. Remember an article, some teenagers got mauled by a tiger or something,” Joe replied.
 
“This could be very, very bad,” Dave thought out loud.
 
“How bad are things getting if animals are escaping from the zoos?”
 
“What other dangerous animals could we be looking at a midnight visit from?” Sergeant asked Joe.
 
“Let's see. If they are escaping from the zoos? Lions, tigers, cheetah, jaguar, mountain lion, bobcat, lynx, some other mid-sized exotics...that's just the cats.”
 
“Worse is rhinos, elephants... American, water, and cape buffalo. Bears from grizzly to black, and every description of wolf. All cute in a zoo, but all death on wheels face to face,” Joe replied.
 
“They may not be escaping. Someone without half a brain may be taking pity on them and letting them out,” Waite added.
 
“I hadn't even thought of that,” Dave replied.
 
“Just what we need,” Zeb grunted sarcastically with his gruff voice raised. 
 
“Now we have to watch for both enemy combatants and dangerous zoo animals. Just great. That really makes my day!”
 



15. (Joe to the Rescue)
 
Zeb stood in the middle of the dirt road as the Hummer approached. His Humvee, one of the two from the pole barn, was parked cockeyed and innocently blocking the road with its hood up. Privates Daniels and Cross were wearing their military BDU's and pretended to tinker with the engine. 
 
The Sergeant never seemingly wore 'civvies', as he called them. They had chosen this hummer for the bullet holes which led credence and obvious believability to a probable engine failure. Just to make sure, the Sergeant had used his sidearm to make a couple of carefully placed holes to ensure the illusion.
 
Now the trap was set, with Waite, Nicolson, and Hitch hidden nearby in the field next to the road using home-made wheat-straw ghillies for camouflage. They were placed so as to cover the scene and provide a crossfire. Waite had thought it amazing that a ghillies could be made with and old outfit. 
 
The materials consisted of a pair of pants, a long sleeved shirt, a bunch of elastic bands out of old underwear, a needle, a spool of thread, and a bunch of grass.  It had required numerous pairs of old underwear to provide enough elastic for each suit. 
 
Quick, cheap, and made to fit ghillies. 
 
Joe had shocked them when he asked if they wanted ghillies. John's old clothes provided the necessary materials, as jeans might fit someone else, yet no one wanted to claim old used underwear. Surprisingly, it hadn't even taken that long for him to make each set. 
 
The Sergeant raised his left hand, signaling the vehicle to stop.  The 1911 appeared in his right hand as soon as the commanding Lieutenant stepped from the vehicle. The barrel of the forty-five did not even waver as it aimed center of mass at the officer. Everyone present heard the racking of hidden bolts as the three soldiers in ghillies rammed a cartridge into the breach for effect. It was an effect noticed but not really appreciated by the Lieutenant and the other men in the Humvee. 
 
Not one of the men appreciated being caught like a rabbit in a snare.
 
With the multiple sounds of the bolts racked in close proximity and in unison, the soldiers couldn't tell exactly how many hidden soldiers were present, or where. The sound was obviously more than just one or two, but equally obvious there were less than ten.
 
Still, the men in the trap did not know if they were outnumbered or not. They also questioned at this point if it really mattered, being as not even one soldier had a weapon in hand.
 
The Humvee was still as death, none of the four men still inside daring to move an inch. Besides a shocked Lieutenant, there were three privates having their M-16's slung, and  a corporal standing with his hands carefully away from the grips of his top-mounted fifty caliber ma deuce machinegun. 
 
Surveying the scene, the Sergeant did a double take on the gunner, then his insignia. 
 
“So you finally made Corporal? I thought you would be PFC forever, Hewitt.”
 
The Corporal looked at Zeb carefully, not recognizing him at first. 
 
“I'll be... A jerk when I was in boot, and still a jerk. Master Sergeant,” he said while staring the Sergeant in the eye.
 
“You are right there son. You were a jerk in boot camp,” Zeb quipped as he lowered his weapon.
 
The Master Sergeant gave a loud laugh, and holstered his pistol.  Daniels and Cross looked at him as if he had lost his mind, and by the looks on their faces the men in the hummer were obviously agreeing.
 
“Lower your weapons boys, these are friendlies,” Zeb ordered, and the men under his command took defensive positions around the perimeter. 
 
Cross, now looking very nervous glanced back over his shoulder at the sergeant for a split second. 
 
“Sergeant, how can we trust them?”
 
“Simple deduction. Hewitt there is the most outspoken libertarian you ever met, and absolutely couldn't keep his mouth shut about it. It didn’t matter if it meant KP, Latrine Duty, or the nastiest jobs I could imagine,” Zeb stated as a matter of fact.
 
 “Should be dead by now with everything that’s going on. Fact that he is alive tells me more than anything else could about these men he is with and their loyalties.” 
 
The Lieutenant eased his taught posture, having held rigid since the trap had sprung. 
 
“And that tells me yours, Master Sergeant. Report Sergeant.”
 
The Lieutenant debriefed Zeb. He was given the cliff notes version of the events which had happened to the group, and then he thought for a minute.  
 
“I think you were justified in your actions, Master Sergeant. Show me these survivors you have taken under your wing.”
 
“They saved our collective butts, not we theirs. Some pretty good people there Lieutenant,” Zeb replied. 
 
Two hummers pulled into the driveway of John's old farm, and not just the one that had left. Joe had hidden himself in the belt with his Mosin as the vehicles approached. Hearing engines approaching, he had yelled a warning to Sue who was on watch then grabbed both his gun and ammo belt and ran for cover. 
 
Peeking through the bristly boughs from behind the green cover, the little bluish berries in the green branches tingeing his side vision, Joe had pulled back the bolt to load the weapon. He then rammed the five rounds from the stripper clip he had taken from his ammo belt into the rifle, the clip popping out with a metallic 'ping'. The Chunk-clack sound of the bolt closing barely preceded the entry of the first vehicle into the driveway. He was ready.
 
After exiting the vehicles, a man behind the Sergeant ordered four men from his hummer to take guard positions around the property. Joe could just see their faces, but he didn't know any of them. His insides went cold as arctic snow as he prepared for battle.
 
…..................................
 
“Where is everyone?” the Lieutenant asked, having expected something other than dead silence. 
 
Nothing but an apparently empty house met his view.
 
The Sergeant looked around, and waited a few minutes, starting to get worried. Just as he was about to answer, a familiar voice spoke softly as death from behind the Lieutenant. 
 
“Drop your weapon... now,”  Joe ordered, the muzzle of his Mosin pressing against the spine of the Lieutenant at the back of his neck.
 
The Lieutenant quickly removed his sidearm using only two fingers and eased down to set it on the ground. The Sergeant started to speak, but Joe cut him off as he circled around the Lieutenant, keeping the muzzle aimed directly at the man's head. The motion stopped, ending with the Lieutenant staring straight down the thirty caliber's bore.
 
“You ok Zeb?” 
 
“Listen to me,” Zeb replied. 
 
“Please put down your weapon very slowly, or his men will probably shoot you. I am fine, it is you I am worried about.”
 
“No they won't,” Joe replied with a quirk to his lips.
 
“Yes they will! Don't be stupid. Put the weapon down son or they will shoot you!” the Sergeant said sternly but slowly, as if Joe was mentally slow.
 
“It is extremely difficult to shoot anyone when you are unconscious,” Joe said with a grin that sent shivers down the Lieutenant's spine.
 
“Meet Joe, Lieutenant... this is the one I was telling you about,” Zeb replied, laughing.
 
Joe looked confused. His rifle was not, as it stayed centered on the officers eyeball.
 
“You can lower the cannon son before our friend the Lieutenant pees his pants. That would be nice,” the Sergeant choked out through his chuckles.
 
The Lieutenant did not seem to be laughing with him. With a look at the Lieutenants face, the Sergeant only laughed harder.
 
“Peculiar sense of humor Sergeant,” The Lieutenant stated. 
 
“Joe is it? Are you going to shoot me, or can I move now? I would appreciate you aiming that thing somewhere else,” the Lieutenant asked with a strained voice.
 
Joe thought discretion was the better part of valor, so he lowered the rifle for the moment. It was easier that way, as Zeb crying real tears from laughing so hard was unnerving to say the least. It didn’t help that the officer looked like he needed some toilet paper.
 
 
 



16. (Wildebeest stew, and Joe Too)
 
After the Lieutenant had regained his composure, he asked Joe calmly but worriedly about his men.
 
“Do I need to call in a medic?”
 
“Well, I was in a hurry... Sergeant, do you have any ammonia ampules?” Joe replied sheepishly.
 
“Hopefully we don't have any cracked skulls,” Sergeant replied dryly.
 
Zeb sent Waite and Daniels out to check on the downed soldiers, figuring it might not go so well for Joe if he woke them up. Especially considering the headaches which they would probably have afterwards.
 
“Just the fact that he took out your men so easily proves what I told you,” the Sergeant said to the Lieutenant.
 
“Let’s discuss this more inside Sergeant. After your men get back, have them stand Guard, seeing as Joe took out our watch,” the Lieutenant said rather disgustedly. 
 
“And wipe that grin off your face soldier.” 
 
“Yes sir!” the Sergeant said, grinning even wider.
 
The Waite and Daniels came back escorting the others while supporting one soldier between them who could not walk unassisted.
 
“Everyone else looks fine, but this guy looks to have at least a bad concussion, if not a broken skull. He can't even walk,” Waite said.
 
“We better have Dave look at him. Dave used to be a medic in the Gulf,” Joe said to the Lieutenant.
 
“I'm really sorry. Dang. I hope he's ok,” Joe said, looking concerned for the soldier he had hit with the butt of his rifle from behind. 
 
At nine plus pounds a Mosin packed a wallop.
 
Joe told them to wait for a second if they valued their health, and went up on the front porch alone.
 
“Kiss My Aunt Sandra Sue,” Joe loudly called out the pre-arranged pass-phrase agreed on earlier that day. 
 
Sue opened the door, and let him in. Shortly, Dave ran out and examined the injured soldier, first probing the bump on the back of his head with a finger and then examining the soldiers eyes.
 
“Skull's not fractured. However his pupils are both dilated and uneven. Concussion definitely. Joe must have hit him hard,” Dave said to the Lieutenant.
 
“Figures,” the Sergeant replied. 
 
“Them old world war two rifles weigh a ton.”
 
“Get him inside, and keep him awake,” Dave stated to Waite.
 
“Your man needs medical attention, Lieutenant. If the swelling gets too bad,” he finished, leaving the obvious ending unstated.
 
“Joe. I need you to come with me,” the Sergeant stated bluntly.
 
“Am I in trouble Sergeant?” Joe asked softly while imagining a prison sentence, or worse.
 
“No son. I talked to the Lieutenant, and he agreed that if you were as good as I said you were, we both figured you could do some training at the base and give us an edge,” the Sergeant replied.
 
 “I think you demonstrated that adequately enough.” 
 
“You don't have to Joe, but I think you would be able to help us a lot. Can you spare us a week?” the Lieutenant asked.
 
“Can you provide some toys for my friends, and guarantee their safety?” Joe asked in reply.
 
“Yes, I think that can be arranged,” the Lieutenant said, “Do you people need food or medicine? We have plenty of MRE's”
 
“Ask Dave about the medicine, as he is our doc. As for Meals Refused by Ethiopians, do you like venison?” Joe asked with a grin.
 
 “How about beef? Maybe lamb? African wildebeest  stew is pretty good too. Just got one, day before yesterday, and we have left unders.” 
 
“Wildebeest?” the Lieutenant asked, disbelieving.
 
“All sorts of animals getting loose from a zoo somewhere near here,” the Sergeant replied.
 
“Saw a giraffe couple days ago. Lost a man to an African lion couple of weeks past.”
 
“Soldiers, that man is hurt bad. Quit jawing or I will pull rank,” Dave said.
 
“Pull rank?” the Lieutenant questioned.
 
“Still have a reserve rank of Captain bud. That's sir to you,” Dave said grinning.
 
“If they pull you out of reserve, then I will call you sir,” the Sergeant said in a drill voice.
 
“Technically he already is back in service, Sergeant. Martial law has been in effect for two weeks now.” 
“However, he technically is not in the chain of command until he reports in.”
 
“I dub thee sir ****head,” Zeb barked snidely to Dave.
“Just proves a point. They will take anything that can walk and salute,” he said with a grin.
 
 “Figures. I will remember this Zeb. I hope you like potatoes,” Dave replied.
 
“Well, considering the situation, we will leave you now, and get our man to the base hospital. I will leave my Corporal here in command of your men, Sergeant. Get my men and Joe ready to go in five. I want you to come with me Zeb.”
 
The Sergeant barked some orders, and two of the Lieutenant's privates loaded the injured man and climbed into the Humvee, with one manning the big machine-gun.
 
“You two keep your eye peeled. You are sorry excuses for privates the way we pulled you into the trap today. It’s not going to happen on my watch, am I clear?” Zeb asked rhetorically.
 
“Let's. Go. Joe,” the Sergeant rhymed.
 
Joe, the Sergeant, and the Lieutenant all loaded up and the hummer left.
 
“Waite, how long are they gone for, and why did they take Joe?” Sue asked, coming out onto the front porch.
 
She looked worried.
 
“Remember what Joe taught us? Well, he worked out a deal where he would get you guys some stuff. He’s going to teach it to the boys on base. A week or so I guess,” Waite replied with a reassuring look to ease her evident concern. 
 
“Joe's not in any trouble.”
 
“Not until that guy gets out of the hospital that is. He is going to be one mad soldier with the headache he will have,” Dave chuckled.
 
“I already am,” Hewitt replied, rubbing the oval shaped mark on the side of his face. 
“I didn't even hear him coming!”
 
“One quick question Corporal,” Dave barked.
 
“Sir, Yes Sir!” Hewitt said, standing to attention.
 
“Answer me this question. Why is it, Corporal, that Lieutenants are always running around playing war-games with their Privates?” 
 
Dave asked the question with a stern look while keeping his face grave. Inside he was barely holding in the laughter.
 
“Oh honey, give the poor guy a break,” Sue stated.
 
“Besides sweety, you really aren’t that funny you know.”
 
“I think I am hilarious, I’ll have you know!” he replied with mock indignation.
 



17. (Fight or Flight)
 
After two weeks, Sue was getting really worried about Joe and the Zeb. Had they gotten into trouble on the way there, or maybe even on the way back? Did they have vehicle problems and were having to hike here on foot? Were they even alive? 
 
Corporal Hewitt had informed everyone that there was no activity of any kind to be seen for twenty miles in any direction, and he all thought it would be safe for a fire. Dave was outside splitting firewood in case cold weather came sooner than expected. Once winter hit, they would have no choice but to risk lighting the fireplace for heat.
 
Sue wanted to cry on Dave's shoulder and be comforted, sharing her worry and concern with him. She felt small and alone. She was standing at the sink staring through the window at the road and crying silently, when a light touch hit her shoulder.
 
“Are you ok Sue?” private Waite asked.
 
Without thinking, Sue swung around and buried her face in his shoulder, not noticing the slight tensing of his muscles or now racing pulse. Unknown to everyone, he had developed a bad crush on Sue when they first met, and it had only been getting worse since. Sue was all he could think of, and she just thought he was a very nice man. He wrapped his arms around her, and stroked her shoulders.
 
“Everything is fine Sue, it will be ok,” he murmured softly into her hair.
 
Normally, red flags would have been going off in Sue's mind. Right now she just wanted held, and Dave was not available. She was not thinking logically, but emotionally. With all the work that had to be done before winter set in, everyone had either been working solid or sleeping for the entire last week. 
 
Waite's hand slipped lower to the small of her back and she stiffened, the situation suddenly focusing in her mind. Many bad traits she may have, but nowhere was unfaithfulness in the list. She became worried.
 
“What do you think you are doing?” she said, starting to push away from Waite.
 
Waite did not see Dave standing in the doorway with a double bitted axe in his hand. He would have ran had he seen Dave, a clouded face turning to rage, body leaning slightly forward in an unconsciously aggressive posture. Thankfully the axe slipped slowly out of his hand, the head gently touching the floor and the handle making only a tiny thunk as it tipped against the door. Even with the sound, neither Waite nor Sue saw Dave.
 
“Let go of me!” Sue said firmly, as Waite’s hand grabbed lower.
 
“Let me go!” Sue screamed, fear entering in to her voice as Waite refused to let go, his hand starting to wander and grope.
 
When it is obvious that your mate or children are in danger... something happens. 
 
The adrenaline valve in your brain sticks open, dumping adrenaline into the system. If a little flows, you feel strong and can run like the wind. A massive dose and you feel like superman. If the valve sticks wide open and does not stop dumping… 
 
 Something snapped in Dave at the tone in Sue's voice. Red crept into his vision, and his thinking mind took a temporary vacation. He didn’t think, he acted. 
 
In one bounding rush, he was behind Waite and then grabbed the back of his BDU's. With one heave he bodily threw the private across the room and into the wall, leaving a crater in the plaster. As Waite tried to get up, Dave was there. No thoughts at all were going through Dave's mind, just an ever present unconscious need to protect his mate amidst a wash of pure and unreasoning rage.
 
Waite tried hard to protect himself, hitting Dave as hard as he could, followed instantly by a counter kick to the midsection. What followed scared him more than a hand grenade with no pin lying in his bunk could have accomplished. 
Dave's expression contorted with the pain of the blows and he screamed a bear's roar of challenge. His mouth formed a grimace of rage and he kept coming, and Waite was starting to lose the battle. Waite found himself not being able to block the punches anymore, his strength gone. Every blow Dave was dishing out was like a sledgehammer against his body. Waite felt a rib crack, and then a massive blast against his head, and the lights went out.
 
Sue saw what was happening and was terrified. She had never seen Dave react this way to anything before and didn't know what to think. One thing was obvious. Dave was going to kill the private with his bare hands. 
 
Sue ran outside to find help and almost knocked over Hewitt, who had heard Dave's bellow and had come running along with the others.
 
“Get Dave off of Waite, before he kills him. Please hurry,” Sue screamed at Hewitt. 
 
“And please don't hurt him.”
 
It required all of the soldiers and the two boys to pull Dave off of the now unconscious and bloody Waite. In his rage he threw them off like rag dolls, and returned to the focus of his intense anger. He was protecting his mate, and this state of mind is anything but civilized.
 
Finally the trio of soldiers managed to subdue the wildman. They held Dave immobile for what seemed like hours before his eyes finally focused on Hewitt and he calmed down enough that they felt safe letting him go. It had been difficult enough just to get him immobilized in the first place, as Hewitt had been tossed against the sink like a toy. 
 
The soldiers had worried initially about hurting him, discovering quickly it was not him getting hurt that was the problem. Daniels was now sporting a very large and very black shiner along with a huge bruise to the side of his head. The entire right side of his face was purple, and his right eye slowly swelling shut. Hewitt felt his ribs and wondered if any were broken as it hurt to breathe, and his face felt funny. Cross had a slight limp.
 
Kyle was sitting in a chair bent over and holding his stomach. Trying to help, he had gotten kicked accidentally by Hewitt and all he could do was sit there groaning. Jonas was just standing, staring at his dad in complete shock. 
 
Sue could be heard sobbing somewhere on the back porch.
 
“You ok now Dave? Can we let you go?” Hewitt asked around his fat lip, where Dave had head-butted him after he got back into the fray after being slammed against the sink.
 
Waite lay motionless across the room from the tangled men, still lying on the floor, either unconscious or dead.
 
“Yes. Just get your hands off of me,” Dave replied.
 
“Where is Sue. Is she ok?” he asked in sudden panic.
 
“Sue’s fine Dave.  What happened man?” Daniels asked.
 
“Waite. He had her. Wouldn't let her go. Touching her. Sue screamed,” Dave rambled, the residual adrenaline still fuzzing his brain.
 
 “All I remember. Why are you guys on top of me? I'm so tired.” 
 
His memory started coming back into focus, and the rage began to return.
“Where is that sonofa******?” Dave yelled, but looked sharply at Hewitt as the Corporal’s hand rested on his arm.
 
“You already took care of it Dave,” Hewitt said calmly.
 
“We will finish it from here Dave,” Cross responded, his voice also a paragon of calmness.
 
 However the private placed himself alongside the Corporal between Dave and the unconscious Waite. Dave relaxed, and they let him go. Dave saw Waite lying motionless on the floor with a small pool of blood by his mouth. 
 
“What happened to him?” he asked, not remembering anything about the fight at all.
 
“You did buddy... You happened to him,” Cross stated, 
 
“Remind me never to get you pissed off at me!”
 
During the excitement, not one person on the farm was standing watch and they had all missed the military convoy which had just pulled into the driveway. 
 
Their first indication was the roar of engines followed by the sudden opening and closing of doors and commands ringing in the cool air.  Not knowing what was going on, Cross ran to the carpet blinds that had been put up in the living room and cautiously peeked out. He cussed profusely, and dashed back into the kitchen to report to Corporal Hewitt.
 
Sue's sobbing was suddenly and mysteriously absent. A shadow crossed the room from the door, and a gruff voice rang out.
 
“Hewitt, I hope you like being a PFC. Where is the watch? Not one lousy man on watch!” the Sergeant roared, fire in his eyes. 
“We could have shot every one of you stinking pansy pantywaists at our leisure!”
 
“But Sergeant... We had a problem…” Hewitt started.
 
“I don't give a flyin' flip what problem you had. We ain’t playing a stinking video game. Always have a man on guard!” Zeb yelled through the screen from the front porch.
 
Opening the screen door and witnessing the carnage of all concerned, the Sergeant could not believe his eyes. It looked like the aftermath of a biker bar-room brawl. One wall had the plaster caved in between the studs, and blood was everywhere. 
 
The wall across the room behind the still motionless Waite had fist sized holes here and there where Dave had swung and missed. The sink and its countertop was at an odd angle. One of the cabinet doors was half off its hinges, the door itself cracked and the top hinge destroyed.
 
“Just what in the hell?” Zeb asked, his voice ominously low and dangerous.
 
“Waite attacked Sue,” Dave said.
 
“We had to save Waite from Dave,” Cross broke in with his two bits.
 
The Sergeant looked at Waite while listening to the disjointed explanation. 
 
“Attacked Sue? What in the … Ahhhh,” he stated with initial confusion, but quickly coming to an unwanted understanding.
 
“Check him. If he is alive, wake him up and put him under arrest,” Zeb ordered, his face hard as diamond.
 
Dave stumbled over to the downed man, and checked his pulse.
 
“He’s alive”, he stated, then left to get the medical kit.
 
“Come get me when he is conscious,” the Sergeant barked, then turned and walked out of the room.
 
 
 



18. (Judgment and Mercy)
 
 Dave demonstrated something to everyone present, and more-so to himself. What had been shown was not pretty. He acted and then reacted, neither thinking nor concerned about his actions in the heat of the moment. 
 
The one who saved lives and was proud of the fact had tried to brutally take a life with his bare hands. Conditions and circumstance can take their toll upon any man, and he discovered that things can escalate out of any sane control. 
 
The right impulse can override the civilized mundane and otherwise controlled emotions, and invoke those terrible and frightening barbaric emotions which lurk deep and out of sight, hidden silently within. Every man shares them, and can succumb to their powerful embrace, no matter their private view of themselves.
 
But for every action taken, there is an equal price which must be paid, good or bad. Waite learned that every evil thought allowed to fester, like a cut full of bacteria will lead eventually to an infection of the whole mind. Natural progression leads to an action which is then regrettable, which when done cannot be undone. Dave learned that civilization can be stripped away in a moment, and that none is immune to violence.
 
Supposedly civilized behavior is trained into a person from birth. It is a veneer, which must be held in place by choice, as it covers those things which are natural but unpleasant. Lose this veneer and you can ask Dave the results. His first sight of Waite laying on the floor will haunt him for the rest of his days. 
 
Not that he protected his wife which most any man calling himself one would do, but that he, for a moment had become equal to an animal. This statement is somewhat skewed in that the instinct is very similar in all respects not to a dog per say, but to a dog with rabies.
 
Something which must now be pointed out is that both Dave and Waite were equally wrong. Both allowed evil within themselves to gain a foothold and then acted upon it. With Waite it was lust, and with Dave it was pure, crystalline rage. It was something which both would regret for the rest of their lives.
 
Mistakes, in some cases, can be learned from and not repeated, and life goes on.
 
Others?
 
…..................................
 
It took quite a while to get the mess in the kitchen cleaned up. Then Dave had the unique joy of patching the others up, while he himself needed medical attention as well. His chest was a solid mass of bruise with the possibility of a cracked rib, a sprained wrist, and he had a cut on his scalp which was bleeding profusely. All this on top of extreme muscle fatigue and exhaustion.
 
The Sergeant had talked to Sue and then to Dave, and afterwards to his men. Zeb then spent some time talking to Waite in private in the kitchen, while all but the two privates on guard duty were ordered to remain in the living-room. He then called Sue outside and talked to her for another few minutes. 
 
Oddly, Sue came back in looking both slightly confused yet somewhat pleased as well. Not happy mind you, but merely pleased.
 
Zeb had Waite brought in to the living-room with his arms cuffed and placed in a chair. The Sergeant talked to a Captain which had returned with him to the farm. They spoke in a corner for a few minutes, both whispering animatedly in a silent argument.
 
“Fine! We'll try it your way! However, it is on your head,” the Captain finished. 
 
The Master Sergeant looked pleased.
 
An impromptu trial was held by the Captain. Charges were read. Accounts were stated by all, and then the Captain as Judge looked hard at Waite.
 
“Five weeks ago, you would be serving in the brig. However, we are in a state of formally declared war. Therefore, the punishment is summary execution as asked previously by the Sergeant acting as prosecution and contingent upon a guilty verdict,” the Captain stated. 
 
“The sentence is guilty. Master Sergeant, carry out the sentence,” the Captain ordered.
 
 Everyone gasped. Not one person present had expected this and shock and dismay were clear on many faces. Only Sue looked oddly unchanged, with a small smirk.
 
The Sergeant didn’t waste time. He escorted Waite outside to the Oak in front of the house and then lined him up against the tree. Zeb pulled his sidearm, placed the muzzle against Waite's forehead, cocked the hammer with his thumb and then pulled the trigger. 
 
'Click'
 
The tiny metallic smack of the hammer falling against the firing pin was the only sound heard. Everyone who had filed out of the living-room was holding their collective breaths. The chamber in the gun had been empty.
 
Waite had flinched at the sound, fully expecting to die, and had collapsed in fright when it hadn't happened.
 
The Sergeant knelt down, and made Waite look into his eyes. 
 
“Boy! That Captain was bound and determined to see you hang slowly at Leavenworth. I just bought your sorry butt when I talked him into this,” Zeb growled, his face only a couple of inches from Waites. 
 
“I vouched for you douchebag, and if you ever do anything this stupid again, you won't hear no empty chamber next time, and you won’t see me coming. Do you understand me?” his voice grated, hard as diamond.
 
“Yes sir,” Waite quietly replied with tears running openly down his face.
 
“I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.”
 
“It ain't me you need to apologize to boy,” the Sergeant said.
 
“Captain,” the Sergeant then stated formally, standing at parade attention.
 
“The court chooses to show leniency. You are remanded into the custody of the Master Sergeant upon a probation term of six months. Violation of probation shall be dealt with by the execution of the original sentence by the Master Sergeant. Adjourned,” the Captain stated officially, his face set in stone.
 
The Captain then softened his spine a little, and walked over to Waite. 
 
“Don't even think about it again young man, or this man has promised me there won't be enough left over for the coyotes. I wouldn't have even considered it except he vouched for your spotless record, and no previous offenses of any kind,” the Captain growled.
 
“That and the lady you attacked asked for leniency. If it weren’t for her, I would have shot you myself without a trial.”
 
Dave, his face unreadable, jumped off the porch and strode up to the Captain.
 
“Captain, I myself am willing to be merciful and am glad in a way that you chose mercy,” Dave said. 
 
“However, though I am willing to forgive him, I can't trust him around my wife. If he was tempted that bad once…”
 
“Noted, and agreed.” the Captain stated. 
 
“Private Waite. Pack your gear. You are reassigned effective immediately.”
 
The Captain turned and looked at Zeb.
 
“One other thing. Master Sergeant Josiah Anderson, front and center!” the Captain barked.
 
“Yes Sir,” the Sergeant saluted the officer after doing a precise march to a spot in front of the Captain.
 
“You are hereby given, effective immediately, a field promotion to Lieutenant.,” the Captain stated.
 
The officer  pulled a small box out of his pocket, and handed it to Zeb. 
 
“Enough ceremony. Put on your bars Zeb, you earned them.”
 
It was Josiah's turn to be confused. 
 
“Yes sir!” he snapped, pulling out and pinning the bars to his uniform.
 
“Josiah, I was planning this before all the brough-ha-ha happened. I wish it would have been under better circumstances,” the Captain stated. 
 
“You have traits we are desperately wanting right now in our commissioned officers.”
 
“Joseph! Come here please if you have a moment,” the Captain asked.
 
Joe walked over, and stood in front of the Captain. The Captain saluted Joe, which instantly caught Dave’s attention.
 
“As agreed sir,” the Captain said, pointing to the truck and Humvee, all packed with boxes. 
 
“The country is still in your debt sir.”
 
Dave looked at Joe, baffled. The Captain had officially referred to him as a commanding officer by saluting and using the title sir, which made no sense.
 
“Sir?” he asked, his tone betraying his confusion.
 
Joe smiled. 
 
“To you it is. They made me a 'special adviser'. Due to some recent changes in the regs, they had to give me the field rank of Colonel so that people like that Captain over there wouldn't give me any lip on the training field,” Joe said with a smile. 
 
“I don't really understand this stuff, so don't ask me. I still do not know what it means to be 'in the chain of command? Anyway, due to a foul up in the way the regulation was written, I am a member of the armed forces now, though I never signed up, and am in the chain of command though I have no command except on the training field. Genuine military FUBAR.”
 
“Yes sir!” Dave replied with a huge grin and snapped a salute.
 
“It means I must salute you Colonel, that's what.”
 
“Where would you like that arm located, smart-Alec?” Joe grumbled, unsure of his new found position.
 
Dave chuckled.
 
“By the way, I would quit chuckling.” 
 
“To make all of this legal beagle, you are hereby recalled to duty immediately,” Joe said seriously.
 
Waite, his gear packed and loaded into the Captains hummer, went to the porch where Sue was sitting. He stopped several feet in front of Sue, and with tears running down his face openly. 
 
“I don't even know why. There’s nothing I can really say. Sue, I am so, so, sorry. I hope you can someday forgive me.”
 
Sue looked at Waite, every emotion she could feel hammering at her. Suddenly, it all solidified. Sue was a Christian, and mercy and forgiveness are basic traits.
 
“I do forgive you Waite. Just don’t do it again, with me or anyone else. Don't even allow yourself to think it.” 
 
Waite snapped to attention in a full parade salute to Sue, and then turned sharply and went to the Hummer. 
 
The new Lieutenant, knew he had made the right choice, though he still could not understand why the woman had pleaded for the life of her attacker. They had stretched military law past the breaking point to honor her request, but honor it they had. Subsequently Waite died in action two weeks later a hero, valiantly defending the lives of forty civilians trapped on a farmstead by overwhelming enemy forces. 
 
“PFC Hewitt!” the Lieutenant called.
 
“Yes Sir!” Hewitt replied, running on the double.
 
His stomach sank at the realization that he had been demoted from Corporal to private first class.
 
“You are now Sergeant Hewitt,” the new Lieutenant said, handing Hewitt the stripes which had been brought from the base. 
 
“Make these stripes proud son.... And you better remember what I said about posting guards son even if your ass is on fire! You will be busted back to buck private for good, next time that happens.”
 
“Yes sir!” Hewitt said with a perplexed grin. 
 
He decided he was probably never going to understand this man. Zeb acted like he hated him one second, only to promote him the next. Weird guy. Would make a great officer, but a very weird guy nonetheless.
 
 



19. (The Plans of Men)
 
“Aw man! What is this nasty stuff?” Jonas groaned, almost gagging on the substance he had spooned into his mouth out of a plastic pouch marked 'Vegetable Lasagna'.
 
“Meals Refused by Ethiopians. It’s a MRE. Real soldier food that lets you know that if you aren't winning the fight, you can look forward to more of it. Guaranteed to keep you alive, but nobody said anything about enjoying your life,” the Lieutenant stated, wolfing down another portion with gusto.
 
“Come on guys, they are not that bad,” Sue interjected while eating some meatballs in marinara.
 
“Not that good either!,” Joe quipped, gagging on his own portion of meatloaf.
 
“If this is meatloaf I wonder what they call meat,” he said with a disgusted look.
 
“Why did you get MRE's? I thought you didn't want any?,” Dave replied.
 
“Vitamin deficiencies. We have had several weeks of straight meat, but if you hadn't noticed, the canned vegetables are gone and no garden until spring,” Joe stated gravely. 
 
“A man can live solely off of meat if he wants, and be perfectly healthy! There is only one catch though.”
 
“And what is that pray tell?” Dave asked, suspicious.
 
“Seventy five percent of that meat must be raw. Not rare. Wipe its butt and put it on a plate raw,” Joe stated.
 
 Dave's grimace at the depicted scene made Joe chuckle.
 
“Doesn't mean I have to like it,” Kyle grumbled.
The other military men were about to die laughing, sharing for once a joke which only made sense to military personnel. 
 
“If you think that is bad.... just try the one marked 'Cheese & Vegetable Omelet',” Hewitt stated. 
 
At this, the other military men quit laughing, looking nauseated instead. 
 
“Man I miss those MRE’s from ‘Nam,” Joe mumbled.
 
“That’s a pure load of BS there Joe. You’re getting old, but not near old enough for Vietnam,” Zeb said, shaking his head.
 
“Nope. Ate ‘em when I was younger. Was on the last pack out of a case when I saw the expiration dates. Man they tasted good for being twenty five years out of date,” Joe replied.
 
Nicolson ran outside and made retching sounds which everyone tried to ignore.
 
“Maybe that should have been your first clue something was wrong?” Zeb asked sarcastically.
 
Joe just smiled.
 
“You never know.”
 
“Well guys, if you want, someone can take over my chores tomorrow and I can go see what I can find vitamin wise in the fields.”
 
“Me!” resounded from several throats at once, both adult and teenage, male and female.
 
“This drink stuff is pretty good though!” Kyle said happily, eating the hot cocoa straight from the package without water.
 
“Save all the unopened stuff guys and put it in the empty drawer in the kitchen.  Unused sporks, crackers, salt packets, and all. We will want it later,” Joe said.
 
His previous labor had been worth fifteen cases of MRE's, a mix of both A&B. This meant a grand total of one hundred and eighty individual meals. This sounded and looked like a lot of food, but it would not last long even with only one a day per person. They would use them up at a rate of nine per day. More if they couldn’t supplement them with real food.
 
He had also scored five military knives, a new box of thirty caliber ammo, and five old used but still good semi-auto AR-15 rifles, one truck, and one new hummer. Joe figured it a good trade, a very good trade indeed for a little over two weeks work.
 
The extremely low gearing of the truck he might make it usable for a small tractor, or at least tow a small tractor back here if they could locate one. Many of the destroyed farms had been smashed completely flat like Dave's, and scrounging was actually rare. Joe's farm had burnt to the ground with his little Ford 9n tractor destroyed. Most other farms that survived the initial assault were still occupied. 
 
What Joe found saddest was the few 'other' farms, which were intact, but with no occupants. Evidently lived in recently, but empty. Valuables and everything else still at the homes, food still on the table in a few cases. The doors were generally unlocked, but the people who had lived there were missing.
 
It wasn't just farms either. It was worse in the cities. Whole small towns were now devoid of people, and the stray pets had become feral. Roving bands of dogs were a big problem. The wolves from the zoo were worse, but at least they ate feral dogs. 
 
It looked like big cats were eating the wolves occasionally as well, and that concerned Joe. He wondered if a breeding population of both fertile male and female cats had been released. They wouldn't know the truth of that for a couple of years, if and when they started seeing cub prints.
 
Meat was plentiful, and in many cases where the rains had held off harvesting before the attacks the animals were grain fed. Joe had watched from a hilltop one day as three adult buffalo had grazed in an unharvested wheat field. 
 
He could remember wondering what it must have been like to see entire herds thundering across the plains. He noted that the huge animals ripped and trampled fences down like tissue paper and he may get to see them run wild that way in a few years.
 
The military had informed them that the situation was bad all over. People before the war had laughed at the notion of concentration camps in America, thinking everything some big prank or joke, or some paranoid conspiracy theorist’s wishful pipe dream. After the gas ovens had fired up, many weren't alive to laugh anymore. 
 
The military had made destruction of these camps priority number one. The government had set protection of the camps equally strong on their agenda. Many a battle had been waged within sight of a camp, with the smoke from the stacks choking in the lungs of all concerned not wearing a gas mask. Ash fell like demented greasy snow in some areas, such as the huge cities.
 
No one thought they were funny now. Everyone feared and despised them, and what they stood for. Entire small towns had been herded onto trucks, rail-cars, buses, converted semi's, whatever would haul them off quickly and efficiently. Treated like cattle, they were herded through holding chutes and pens, and instructed to remove their personal items which they were promised they would get back. Crowds would enter the massive sleeping dorms, then never been seen again. 
 
Load after load of plastic coffins were shipped to these installations. Most coffins held several occupants, and the coffins were fed by conveyors into the huge furnaces. 
 
Nobody had any idea of the total number of dead. Massive Ordinance Air Blast bombs, or MOAB’s, had been indiscriminately used on the problem city of Los Angeles, in effect carpet bombing the city to dust. The government desired not to use nukes on its own soil. MOAB's were the next best thing. It was a good thing they had used up their small stockpiles of this weapon quickly. 
 
In many cities the police had seen their own family members being hauled off. Like their companions in the military, they had drawn lines in the sand, a major portion remembering and honoring their oaths. However, it was a case of too little too late to stop the problem before the massacres started.
 
In Some cities, everything had happened to fast for everyone. Those who would have honored their oaths followed orders for just a second too long. They too were disarmed and loaded onto the trains by soldiers, and then there was no local possibility of resistance. 
 
Even in the pentagon individuals had found their security clearances revoked, and were herded out of the building. They assumed it was to be questioned, until they too were herded onto trucks and hauled off. The people behind this desired no answers, for a reason. They were on a list for a reason, every man, woman, and child which were on the lists, were under attack, whether they yet knew it or not. 
 
The powerful men in government had decided long ago on a purge. Various powerful groups who pulled the strings in every large nation had called for worldwide depopulation. This plan spanned generations, not years. International clubs and numerous secret societies kept the notion alive over a long span of time. The plan had been discovered time after time, yet it was far too grand in scope to be easily believed or accepted by the common person. 
 
Even Governors, Senators, Congressmen, and their aides had ended up on the list, and were quietly snatched from their homes to be seen no more upon the Earth. Unknown to many, even the President who had thought himself safe was on the list, and the signatures coming out of his office were never signed by his hand. The puppets strings had been cut, yet the puppeteers still danced.
 
One could wonder how such a massive thing could slip by over so many years, and no one notice. Improvised and staged terrorist attacks, with amazing timing for events. Virus pandemics designed to scare, but not necessarily kill. Keep the public worried with this hand, and let military contractors make the inoculations with the other, always remembering to smile big and look innocent. The public trusted its government. They wanted to trust the government, as the opposite is such a horrid and despicable, almost unthinkable notion.
 
What many even 'in the know' didn't realize, was this was happening world-wide and transcended boundaries, religions, or factions. Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, Christian..... didn't matter. These men worshiped their own power, and couldn't tolerate any competition from any other god. They had a dream, and this dream didn't include sharing the earth with so many peons.
 
America was the only problem nation, as the plan was slowly falling apart. The people had not been pacified quite enough before the plan had to be enacted and put into motion. America was fighting back.
 
People like Joe paid the price for the worlds lack of perception. However, America had awakened, and here these men were losing, and losing badly. These worldwide power brokers were getting desperate. If America won then they lost, and they knew it. Even somewhat depopulated in both civilian and military numbers it was catastrophic to the plan. There were too many weapons of too great a ferocity with which America could strike back if control was lost. It could by itself erase the face of the entire planet if it had to.
 
America had to fall. It must fall, or everything was for absolutely nothing. They couldn't use nukes, or those powerful individuals in league with them in America would lose faith and strike back.  It was about time to crush the waning military might, but not with WMD's, but by sheer force from the inside. The U.N. decided to play an ace. Two major countries with every reason to hate the U.S. were given the responsibility to finish the plan.
 
….......................................
 
Joe looked out the window with the carpet pulled back and had an itch between his shoulders, which he knew was not there. 
 
"I wish I knew more about what is happening. I feel something in the air. Something bad. I have this nagging feeling and I don’t know why, but something major is about to happen,” Joe stated forlornly.
 
 
 



20. (Bows at a Gun Party)
 
 
Little did Joe know that something major was happening. The Distant Early Warning system, or DEW for short, namely the collection of radar units on the very periphery of our continent designed to provide  a wall of early warning protection in case of ballistic missile attack had been intentionally shut down on our northern and southern borders. 
 
Many of these military radar bases were so remote they had no clue what was happening stateside. Most were firmly under government control. The rest were merely erased by ground based portable missile fire. All civilian airports had been shut down under the guise of a terrorist threat and their radar facilities were taken over by Homeland Security. Even the remaining weather radars were taken off-line by well-placed explosives. No clue was to be given for what was coming.
 
Ship after massive cargo ship had docked in both Canada and Mexico, disgorging their passengers and contents. Planes almost beyond count, both military transport planes and civilian airliners had landed doing the same. The U.N. had started their part of the now forcibly modified plan. Blue hats were in North America, supposedly as a ‘policing force’ to help ‘in this time of trouble’, claiming to bring 'peace' to their supposedly 'beloved' member state.
 
The truth was they were sent to pacify the rebellion against the plan. Soldiers were pulled specifically from nations who openly hated America, or whose real feelings towards the U.S. were made evident through private talks. They had arrived, and were on the march. They were here to 'help' us. 
 
…..................................
 
Weeks had passed, and something new had happened. At the end of October with the chill winds blowing occasionally and the temperatures at night dropping like a rock, there was trouble. 
 
A certain someone with two loaded and armed Hummers had learned of a certain farm, which was as yet unpacified, a hotbed of resistance activity. This someone was a Captain who was quite loyal to the powers that be. It was the Captain that Joe had desperately wanted to talk to for an extremely long time.
 
The Captain had heard of Joe. He couldn't help but to learn of Joe, as his training had made many a soldier worse than just lethal. The confidence and training made them efficient and daring. Cut supply lines. Supply lines didn't matter, as they still ate and drank just fine. Joe had taught the soldiers to be hunters, carefully stalking their prey and ambushing when the moment was opportune. No longer was a military man safe in hiding or in his office. In forest, plains, or city, they would find you and you wouldn't see them first. 
 
Joe had not taught the military men to fight as that was the job of the military. The military had accomplished this task well. He had shown them that people reacted just like deer. He made them excellent deer hunters, capable of tracking down their prey, setting up ambush without being noticed by their prey, and then let their previous training decide the outcome. 
 
He taught them how to keep hydrated and well fed, despite the conditions they faced. He taught them how to design and set traps the Viet Cong would have been proud of. After all, traps are traps, and triggers are triggers. Any trap or trigger can be scaled in size for different prey.
 
He had merely enhanced what the military had started. The feeling of competence and comfort which came with the training was just a bonus, though it greatly increased the morale of the soldiers. Knowing that they never had to go cold or hungry with food all around them, or that Joe had increased their ability to perceive their surroundings to the point where they sometimes flushed out deer while on patrol made the soldiers feel a confidence they had never felt before. 
 
In a way, they had all become special forces in a limited and odd manner of speaking. Finding confidence and high moral in the troops you face is bad for the moral of the attackers. Sure confidence combined with a feeling of ingrained competence was just plain dangerous. 
He also taught them how to use nature against their combatants. A hundred rattlesnakes in a Quonset hut full of relaxing soldiers can be a huge distraction at the very least. A hungry tiger or grizzly bear led to a camp made an even worse distraction. There were other even less pleasant options.
 
These troops had become a serious threat to the powers that be. When hit too hard they could disperse like a cloud, leaving everything that might slow them down behind and seemingly fade into the forest. They would disappear only to re-appear later and reacquire what had been lost with the same seeming ease, completely healthy and not even demoralized. It was like punching at smoke… smoke with teeth that bites back.
 
By this time Joe had taught several thousand U.S. soldiers and had become far and wide a byword among the military. 'Survival Joe' they called the Colonel. He had both the admiration and respect from those who he had taught. 
 
The Captain wanted him bad. Specifically he wanted the fame that would come from either Joe’s death or capture. He suspected Joe was the one who had been on his list which he had assumed killed by a grenade due to the relationship with the man who officially owned the present farm. 
 
He had thought all trouble with this bunch was over, as all were last reported as a confirmed kill at the Littleton farm, due to the air-strike he had called. They had been tracking both the group and the renegade soldiers at the time by infrared satellite. He had been thrilled to get two bird with one stone. It had earned the Captain prestige among his peers.
 
He had decided to personally erase that nuisance once and for all. He had first dispatched an elimination squad, but it had disappeared followed by their tracking GPS units squelching suddenly. Their last reported location was one Dave Littleton's farm. The renegade soldiers had been tracked to the location as well. The Captain had suspected a problematic failure at that point, and had called for an overwhelming display of force. He had personally commanded the entire farm be leveled with hellfire missiles in the airstrike. 
 
The Captain was good at his job. That is one reason why he had been picked from among the ranks and personally groomed for the job. The other reason he was chosen was that he had no compunction about killing others. He was given command over the entire Midwest section, and even the tin pot General who officially had the command knew not to mess with him. The Captain was favored by those who gave the General his orders. He was personally going to take care of the matter this time. This wasn't a problem for him personally anyway, as he enjoyed his job.
 
…....................................
 
As the two Humvees roared into the farm’s front lawn both of the top mounted fifty caliber machine guns immediately opened fire as previously ordered, mowing first through the house and then the outbuildings. 
 
“Should have done this the first time,” the Captain said to himself, loving the roar and the smell of cordite.
 
He grinned openly at the deafening roar of the weapons, and got a kick out of the shredding and disintegrating buildings. Just the knowledge that not one person in any of the buildings could escape was thrilling. He viewed the raw power unleashed upon the farm as a sign of his personal supremacy.
 
The farmhouse took one hit too many and started to lean crazily to the right, creaking horribly as the frame buckled. As per his orders the guns only stopped firing for just long enough to reload with new ammunition belts, or to change out the now red hot barrels. The Captain wanted a guarantee that all of the would be terrorists were dead. He especially wanted Joe to be 'unrecognizable except for a DNA match' type of dead. He was going to stop this slaughter of his men, come hell or high water.
 
When the buildings had been shredded to the point where only something as small as a rat could have survived, the Captain raised his hand in a prearranged signal to stop firing. The signal was childish and unmilitary. With his middle finger vertically aimed at the farmhouse, he flipped off the rodents who he had exterminated. 
 
After the deafening roar of the two big machineguns, the silence was not to be believed. Even through ear-plugs the constant roar had hurt. The Captain thought that it was worth it. 
 
He had sent a message to everyone, everywhere. 
 
I can hunt too.
 
“Take some pictures. I want to post this online as a reminder to everyone that it is not nice to mess with Uncle Sam.”
 
…..................................
 
Joe had been on sentry duty along with Hitch and Daniels, and had sent signal at the first sound of an engine far in the distance.
 
 Everyone on guard duty had ducked into their hidey-holes. The hidey-holes themselves were a type of covered foxhole which were designed using camouflaged space blankets to help kill their infrared signatures. 
 
None were sure whether the space blankets would work, but the idea was to bring the local temperature as close to background as possible, by blocking their body heat. 
 
Keeping the ground wet on the bottom and sides helped absorb the excess reflected body heat, but only for a while. Joe did not expect it to last long before the heat would collect and give them away, despite the reflective blankets. The wet ground would eventually warm, and then the spots would glow red on a forward looking infrared radar, or FLIR, even if they were not in the hole. This could be helpful as well, as it could be used to send a flase signal.
 
“Chopper coming, probably has FLIR. Wait until it is gone, then get invisible,” Joe screamed, being at the closest end of the belt to the house.
 
“Get out of there as soon as it is gone! You will be like rats in a trap.”
 
The chopper roared overhead, and everyone donned their special outfits with space blankets sewn inside. The pilot of the chopper related by radio to the Captain in the approaching convoy that the targets were inside the house, before changing course to a different assigned task. To Joe’s surprise the black helicopter roared away.
 
“What is going on Daniels? I expected it to turn back and make a strafing run at least.”
 
Daniels motioned using hand signals that vehicles were approaching, and then everything fell into place. The helicopter was just a scout for a larger ground force.
 
“Drop everything and get out of the house now!” Joe roared at the top of his lungs.
 
Hewitt, followed by Cross, Nicolson, Dave, Sue, the two boys, and lastly Zeb all came running to the shelter belt as fast as they could carrying their loads. Each had a rifle, a compound bow with attached quiver full of arrows, and string silencers. 
After the promotion, everyone had approached the Lieutenant and had decided that since he was no longer a Sergeant it was just plain confusing to call him Sergeant. This was especially true since he had already promoted Hewitt to Sergeant. 
 
They all agreed to call Joseph Anderson ‘Joe’ and the Lieutenant Josiah Anderson by his shortened middle name of Zeb. No one wanted to call their friend 'Lieutenant' all the time, and the military boys weren’t given a choice. Using the full names of Joseph and Josiah might cause communication problems during an emergency, so was quickly rejected. 
 
Joe didn’t care what anybody called him, and his vote for jackass was rejected. Zeb had agreed to his moniker with a grin, since he hated the rank issue anyway and people were getting used to calling him Zeb. In his mind he still worked for a living.
 
“Until I met you, only my friends were allowed to call me Zeb. It's fitting don't you think?” Zeb asked the civilians rhetorically. 
 
“Just remember my rank soldiers, or you will eat my boot,” he replied to the military men present.
 
“Does that include me?” Joe asked innocently.
“Between you and Dave, no-one has a clue what to do about you,” Zeb growled, a disgusted look on his face. 
 
From within the shelter belt, blood pounding in their ears, they watched the convoy of two Hummers approach and drive into the yard. The machine guns on top opened fire at the house, shredding the siding. The fired and kept firing, and firing, and firing, like some militant energizer bunny. 
 
Everyone in the belt felt completely content to let the convoy waste the ammo for two fifty caliber machine guns. Not one in the group wanted to tangle with the two big dogs mounted on the tops of the hummers. 
“At least they aren’t SAWs. Those things are nasty,” Joe thought to himself.
 
He went from hiding spot to hiding spot in the belt outlining his plan using the sound cover provided by the unbelievably loud roar from the two big machine-guns. The defenders sat back and waited for the barrage to end, since they were not being fired upon in the shelter belt. Eventually the roar stopped, and Joe signaled the others to be ready.
 
Joe’s orders were to wait until the soldiers dismounted the Humvees and were in the clear area of the front yard. The civilians were to fire a single arrow from their compound bows then switch to the thirty caliber semi-automatic rifles. The soldiers were to fire several arrows at targets of opportunity, and then switch to their fully automatic poodle shooters.
 
“Zeb, I am going to circle around the farm from the front and personally take out the leader. He’s mine. You are in charge here.”
 
“Keep frosty,” Zeb replied, turning back afterwards to monitor the situation in the yard.
 
“I don’t have any black zippered bags.”
 
Joe was wearing a pair of ghillies and his face was covered in a mixture of mud and dirt, with little chunks of leaves and grass sticking to it.  He waited at the end of the belt until the guns had finally stopped. He started to edge into the ditch, the stopped again and watched in both amazement and amusement as the gunners changed barrels and then continued firing. 
 
“That commander is an idiot. He would never in a million years pass my class,” Zoe thought.
 
The house made a horrid groaning sound and then tilted cockeyed towards the driveway.
 
“They might actually have gotten that stupid mangy possum in the attic though,” he thought with a grin.
 
Besides a rat, Joe found possums to be the most repugnantly ugly creature he had ever seen. Scratch that, the ugliest critter bar none.
 
He quieted his mind and focused on the task at hand. The gunners quit firing and then the Captain childishly flipped the bird at the farm house. Joe’s ears were ringing badly from the gunfire even at this distance, and he missed the commanders first few orders the officer gave. 
 
The men in the hummers jumped down from the vehicles and then ran in two by two cover formation towards the house. Just then the commander gave another order, as Joe's hearing started to regain normalcy. Joe missed the command, but the tone, pitch and timber of the voice stopped him cold. That voice. The nameless voice he had heard but never seen to who it belonged. 
 
The voice! 
 
The Captain!
 
The faces of his dead wife and children all floated through his mind, and his soul roared from within screaming at him to kill.
 
Joe's blood turned cold as ice. He was already moving when the bows quietly made a silenced 'thunk' behind him. Six arrows whistled softly on their way to the target, and then six razor sharp broad-heads sliced through protective Kevlar deep into the chests behind. The two soldiers still standing fell before they could react. 
Zeb’s men dropped their bows and quickly shot the remaining two with the thirty caliber rifles.
 
The Captain watched in perplexity as six of his men dropped to the ground with a rod sticking from their chests.  The last two fell suddenly from gunfire, and he realized that the rods were in fact arrows.
 “What?” went through his stunned mind.
 
Then a man was before him, an old, well-worn lock-back knife open in his otherwise empty hands. The man spoke just five words to him, which his numb brain refused at first to register.
 
“Guess what…. You missed again,” Joe growled, slamming the blade into the side of the Captains temple clean to the hilt. 
 
The Captain started to crumple. The words finally made sense, and he knew that this man in front of him referred to a different time and place. The grenade in the truck had indeed missed him the first time, and then the air strike had missed him the second. The Captain had just missed again, for the last time. His sight started to dim as he opened his mouth to speak.
 
“Don’t bother, I don’t want to hear anything you have to say,” Joe stated before the man could speak.
 
Joe bent down and torqued the handle of the knife, snapping off the blade.
 
“I have heard enough already, and I do not give a rats butt who you are.”
 



21. (A New Home)
 
 
Joe looked down at his bloody hands, not sure what he should be feeling. 
 
He felt absolute emptiness, as if he was a hollow shell. No emotions whatsoever were present in him, and it was completely different from what he had thought it would feel like. .He had expected relief, or maybe even pleasure at knowing his family had been served justice for their horrible murders. Yet, nothing like this was the case. 
 
His family was still dead, and the man responsible was now dead as well. If he felt anything at all, it was guilt, and couldn't reason why. It was not logical to him.
 
Feeling something in his right hand, he opened it and saw the remains of his old Schrade lock-back in his hand. The torqueing had snapped the blade off next to the brass hilt, leaving only the handle in his tightly clenched hand. The remaining stub of blade that was still attached was smeared with blood. 
 
The sight of the blood brought a flood of emotion pouring into his empty soul. Sorrow ripped to his core, tearing at his very soul, and guilt burned like acid. He wasn't sorry that this man was gone. Joe was sorry that he had killed another human being, and was not finding any peace within himself, nor true justification. 
 
Where was this supposed sweetness that comes from revenge? 
 
It is a lie. 
 
Killing or harming another only kills or harms a part of the person who does it, and Joe was learning this very thing. There was no man he could kill which would bring either his family, nor his uncle back to him. What he wanted was his family back, not an obscure notion of justice or vengeance. He felt more alone than ever, as if he had somehow tarnished the memory of his wife and children. 
 
A hand upon Joe's shoulder broke him out of his reverie.
 
“For a man who just got what he wanted, you look terrible. Feel better now?” Zeb asked.
 
“No... I feel worse actually,” Joe honestly replied.
 
“Good, cause if you ever get to like it....” Zeb hinted with a cold stare. 
 
“I've seen some men that did enjoy it. Killing that is. Pure psychopaths. Something happened to them, and they quit thinking of others as even human anymore. Rabid dogs... No difference.”
 
“Don't let anyone fool you Joe. Killing men never feels good for any reason. I still remember every face of every man that I ever killed. Even the ones I didn’t see. Whether they were trying to kill me or not.... makes no difference,” Zeb continued, a look of old sorrow burned deeply into the lines on his face. 
 
“Sometimes really I hate this job,” he finished.
 
Joe's face had aged considerably in the last several months, and was now starting to look a lot like Zebs. Most of them had visibly aged as stress, worry, and their situation had taken an inevitable toll. Some were reacting differently than others.
 
Dave looked ready and capable, actually losing a few years from his appearance as the little padding he had acquired melted off, leaving nothing behind but hard muscle, sinew, and bone. Sue looked anything but helpless. One look into her hard green eyes would tell anyone that her small frame was not even an issue. Kyle turned seventeen just last week and looked like a grunt in his mid-twenties. 
Both he and his brother Jonas carried themselves with an assurance greater than any city boy fresh out of basic training. 
 
All of the Privates looked in their thirties, yet the oldest was only twenty five. Sergeant Hewitt had shown the most radical change, as only one having responsibility can understand. The extra added and constant worry concerning his men combined with the absolute desire not to disgrace the set of stripes he wore on his shoulder had taken their toll on the otherwise young man. 
At only twenty six, gray was creeping into his mustache, and lines were starting to form at the sides of his mouth. His bearing however was ramrod straight, and his countenance was simple no nonsense. 
 
Zeb looked at Hewitt showing no emotion on his face, but he felt a deep pride inside knowing even in boot camp that this boy had that undefinable something which a good commander needs. He knew then that Hewitt would eventually earn rank whether he wanted it or not.
 
He had been harder on Hewitt than the others because of it, but had also known that Hewitt would live up to his expectations. He had felt an innate pleasure watching this boy transform and become a man, and now the man had metamorphosed into a leader of men. Zeb couldn't have been more pleased if Hewitt had been his own son. 
 
However, Joe confused Zeb. He had known him for only a short while and the man was not military. What confused him was that it felt like Joe was his own brother, like they had shared a lifetime of experiences. He felt a resonance of character within this man, a shade or shadow of himself. He could empathize with everything this man was going through, as Zeb had lost family after family in this or that jungle or desert. 
 
Zeb had no other family than the military, his mother and father both dead from a car accident with him the only survivor as a young child of ten. A hard life of boarding schools with no brothers or sisters or even an aunt or uncle who wanted to have anything to do with him contributed to his choice of joining the military to begin with. 
 
He had entered the military at eighteen and had been dedicated to it ever since. Finding a family when all else offered none, he was a lifer.
 
…..................................
 
Cleanup was a mess. The house was utterly destroyed, and its remains were dangerous as well. A month ago Zeb had come forth with the idea of storing essential necessities in the hidey-holes, and perishables in the basement of the house. 
 
The basement had become a fortified hidey-hole that Joe had modified with his usual touch of overkill.  The basement was made of cinder block, so Joe had knocked out a small doorway, and using three quarter inch plywood half sheets had made a reinforced four foot by eight foot cache. He had then lagged down an ancient old refrigerator over the hole, then cut out the back of the fridge matching the hole. 
 
Looking at the refrigerator without opening it, you just saw a fridge sitting against the wall. Opening the door showed the fridges shelves stocked with normal stuff. A removable sheet of white painted sheet metal at the back completed the illusion. Even close inspection would not herald that the fridge was actually a doorway.
 
Zeb, Dave, and Sue all looked in thoughtful despair at the ruined house concerned  towards what the future held. The group had just lost their only winterized shelter. Joe however was nonplussed, seemingly not even concerned.
 
“Well, that is it,” Zeb drawled sarcastically.
 
“We are going to have to find a winter house. With the extra ventilation provided by our over enthusiastic friends, this house is a mite drafty I think.” 
 
“Why? This is perfect,” Joe asked, completely serious and straight faced.     
 
Everyone, including Zeb and the other soldiers, looked at Joe as if he had just lost his mind as all could tell he was being as serious as a heart attack.
 
“No. Guys. Seriously. This is perfect!” Joe went on enthusiastically. 
 
“We couldn't ask for a better camouflage!”
 
Zeb looked at the farm with a slow smile starting to crease his face. 
 
“Man you are sneaky. I like how you think. I would have never thought of it.”
Now everyone wondered whether the insanity was contagious. Collectively they looked at both Joe and Zeb as if they had developed cooties of some sort. Dave caught on, and a huge smile spread across his face.
 
“Oh give me a home, where the buffalo roam, and a deer can walk through my living room...” Dave sang horribly off key.
 
“Precisely!” Joe exclaimed.
 
“You three are nuts. Uggghhh!” Sue grunted with conviction, echoing the thoughts of literally everyone else present.
 
“We need concrete, and lots of it... and a few other things,” Joe stated, turning to the Lieutenant.
 
“Don't look at me Colonel, I ain't from these parts,” Zeb said in a thick southern drawl.
 
“Great Bend, Hays, Salina, or Russell. Which is the best bet?” Dave asked thoughtfully, naming the only big towns even halfway close that might have what they needed.
 
“When in doubt, let your fingers do the walking. I need a phone book. Strike that. A couple of area-wide phone books,” Joe replied, remembering that these cities covered a service circle over ninety miles across, at the farthest points.
 
“Check Russell and Great Bend first, since they are closest.” 
 
“So men. Who volunteers to go inside to find the phone books?” Zeb asked.
 
Everyone instantaneously took a step back except Joe, who merely had the look of readiness towards pulling rank if necessary.
 
“Figures. Ya’ll are a bunch of pantywaists,” Zeb grumbled as everyone else grinned.
 
Zeb smiled.
 
“That’s fine. Hewitt, you just volunteered.”
 



22. (The Smell of Death)
 
 
Hewitt cursed profusely before he had entered the house. Getting back out proved harder than finding the phone books. Joe and Zeb had to brace up a few areas of the tilted house so that Hewitt could make it out safely.
 
Looking through the phone books yielded a couple of different options. They could resort to bagged concrete and wheelbarrows if nothing else, but they really wanted a real concrete truck if possible.
 
“Realistically, we are going to be lucky if we find one. I see three options for concrete companies. Two in Great bend, but only one in Russell,” Joe stated, wishing for more options than were listed in the yellow pages. 
 
“Cuts it then, Great Bend it is, especially considering that they have the bigger concrete outfits,” Dave replied.
 
“I just hate the fact that Great Bend is twice the size of Russell. It probably means twice the potential for serious trouble,” Sue stated.
 
“I agree Sue, but what do we do? We have a limited amount of diesel fuel which seriously limits our range. Think of it this way, either Hays or Salina would be much worse,” Joe lamented.
 
“Only three jerry cans that are full, and only fifty gallons left in the five hundred gallon tank out by the shed. All thanks to some rather lousy shots with machine guns,” Zeb exclaimed in disgust. 
 
“Twenty holes in the shed. I mean come on! Twenty. And Twenty five in the diesel tank a whopping twenty feet away!”
 
“They went through what, five belts of ammo?” Joe asked.
“Six,” Zeb snorted.
 
They had a grand total of four hummers. Two remained stashed in the pole barn. One of these two still had a quarter of a tank of fuel, the other with an eighth of a tank, as they had been siphoning from it. The other two recently acquired hummers had a little over a half tank each. 
 
Joe was heartbroken. The big truck he had been given had taken a couple of huge fifty caliber rounds through the block as it had been parked in the shed next to the diesel tank. It was now just a huge paper weight. He had hoped to use it as a tractor, but that was now out of the question.
 
After a cursory inspection, everyone had been disheartened to find diesel fuel still pouring out of holes lower than midway down the side of the five hundred gallon tank. They had been saving the farm diesel for when the hummers ran dry. 
 
Foresight may have been lacking in this case or they would have moved the tank away from the outbuilding. They discovered the hard way that hindsight is always twenty-twenty. They scrambled to find gas cans to catch what they could of the remaining fuel.
 
“Going to lose about half of it, I reckon,” Joe stated glumly.
 
“That will leave us with only twenty-five gallons in the big tank.”
 
They decided to take GPS units out of both of the new hummers. They had the boys strip the units from the vehicles while Joe outlined his plan to both Dave and Zeb. Walking to the back door of the house which had crumpled and shattered in its frame when the house had tilted, Joe gave a quick description of what he wanted.
 
“We are going to make the basement into the living area. Right now, the hardwood floors will not keep out moisture with all the structural damage to the house. We brace the floors from underneath and use them as a form to pour a thick concrete pad on. The walls of the house will serve as the outsides of the form. We hump it in the center and water will drain to the outside,” Joe finished.
 
“Won't the concrete be a dead give-away that someone is here?” Sue asked reasonably.
 
“Actually no, it won’t. Nobody will even bother to enter the house to check for anything. We carpet all the lower windows, and fill the doorways with rubble and debris, but leave the rest of the house exactly as it is now.” 
 
“Any thoughts?” Joe asked. 
 
“Our biggest obstacle is camouflaging our heat source. We need a wood burner for heat even though the basement won't get below around forty five degrees at worst. Should stay around fifty if we do it right,” Zeb replied.
 
 “I am afraid the pot belly in the house, and much of its double wall vent pipe is going to look like Swiss cheese,” Joe said, saddened at the loss.
 
“For now, we can stay at my old house in the cellar, until we’re done here,” Dave interjected, a thoughtful look on his face.
 
“That should work.” 
 
He was thinking of the renovation work they had already done a while back to his old cellar. They had built bunks in the large cellar and replaced the ruined shelving on the side where the concrete had been smashed. Next, they had reinforced the walls of the escape tunnel, making it into the entrance since the original entrance was irreparable. 
 
Dave had designed and built an interesting door for the cellar which looked like an old flower bed that swung up and back to expose the concealed entrance to the tunnel. He had counterweighted the unit so it moved easily and had designed an interior assist lever in case of a heavy snow load. Between John's small generator to run electric hand tools, the materials they had been able to scavenge, and a few salvageable parts from Joe's burnt outbuildings they had gotten everything to work.
 
“What happens if someone sees the smoke while we are in the basement?” Sue asked, startling Dave out of his revelry. 
 
“Wont that be a problem?”
 
“We torch the house. We get everyone out of the basement and torch the house,” Zeb replied after some consideration. 
 
“With a six or eight inch slab, the basement hidey should be ok. Whoever came calling will think we burned alive. We come back later after it cools off.”
 
“Sounds like a plan Stan. Let’s go Joe,” Dave said humorously.
 
They loaded up to get supplies. It was decided the best suited people for the job were Joe and the other military men in case they encountered heavy resistance. Zeb checked the barrels on the two machine guns, and rejected one. Only one good machine gun with a hundred rounds of ammunition, plus their assorted small arms was all of the firearms they had. Missing his well-worn trusty lock-back, Joe strapped on a military survival knife. He wasn't fond of the knife, but it would have to do.
 
“Maybe Wal-Mart is open,” Joe snickered to himself.
 
He actually hoped that it was.
 
…..................................
 
Tenth street in Great Bend was oddly still. Usually bustling with cars, the big five lane was empty as far as they could see. Except for feral dogs and wild cats, they had seen little life of any kind, and none of it human. 
Great Bend, a city of over fifteen thousand people seemed to be empty. Just another Kansas ghost town. 
 
After an uncomfortable ride, they pulled into the Farm Supply to look for a wood burning stove, some stovepipe, and a trailer to haul everything back home. Ominously, the building was completely quiet yet the door was unlocked. Strange since the hours were posted as nine o’clock to nine o’clock, and it was ten at night long was after closing time. 
 
Lawnmowers, fencing, and other farm materials with faded sale signs still hanging from them were still sitting in the parking lot. There were also no lights in the building. 
 
For that matter, only the stoplights seemed to be working. Every stoplight they could see was red in both directions, working but not changing. The street lights lining both sides of Tenth Street were off, which was more than unusual. Tenth Street was dark as a cave and silent as the night, with only unblinking red eyes breaking the monotonous jumble of dark half seen shapes. 
 
The whole city felt alien, somehow inimical to human life.
 
“Something is wrong in Dodge,” Hewitt said, stating the obvious.
 
Several cars were still parked in the parking lot patiently awaiting the return of their owners as if the store were still open. 
 
“They probably belongs to the employees,” Zeb estimated, indicating the vehicles with his hand.
 
The wind shifted and a wisp of scent entered into Joe's nose making him desire to wretch. Something, somewhere was very dead. Nasty, bloated dead. The smell reminded him of a neighbor's cow he had once found by accident. 
 
As a kid, Joe had gone fishing. Laying in the field next to his favorite fishing pond he found the cow, but in all fairness it was hard to miss. It was bloated, half eaten by coyotes, and had maggots crawling everywhere. Flies had been hard at work. The stench from the rotting meat had been terrible, and this odor smelled the same.
 
The wind had come from somewhere to the east, down tenth street. He thought of the big grocery store, as it was off over in that direction. The thought of all the rotting meat there if the power was out in all the stores made him cringe. The Wal-Mart sold groceries as well, so it could be either of them. 
 
Using their dim and half-dead flashlights, the men entered the store. There was no obvious signs of anything untoward, in fact everything seemed to be normal except the lack of store personnel. Something on the shelf next to a checkout counter caught Joe's eye.
 
“Guys, batteries!” he said softly but excitedly. 
 
One by one, the men changed out the batteries of their half dead flashlights, glad to see the strong sure white beams in the inky darkness instead of the weak yellow circles of light. Something about the situation made them all uncomfortable, though not one could state exactly what was wrong.
 
With more light, they could see that some stuff had been taken. It was obvious to Joe that the lack of employees, the lack of power, and the newly discovered evidence of looting indicated that Great Bend had not escaped the war.
 
“Looks like Great Bend got hit.” 
 
 The snack foods were all gone, and it looked like all the baby farm animals, such as ducks and chicks had been taken as well.  The pens were all standing open and empty, with even the heat lamps missing from their respective hangars. Shining his light back into the area designated for feed, Joe  noted that someone, somewhere, had taken up actually raising birds. 
Dog food abounded, but the area reserved for bagged chicken feed was empty, completely cleaned out.
 
“Someone is alive here, somewhere. They are trying to farm chickens,” He told Zeb.
 
“Get frosty boys. Hitch, Cross, Nicolson, cover the front of the store. Daniels, you and Hewitt find the back door and lock it down if you can,” Zeb ordered.
 
Hewitt and Daniels ran for the back of the store. When they reached the back it was not difficult to find the door as the smell led them to it. 
 
“Lieutenant!” Hewitt said just loudly enough to be heard at the front of the store. 
 
“I think we found the owners of the cars out front, and it’s not pretty.”
 
Zeb and Joe ran to the back of the store.
 
 When they were close, the smell was almost strong enough to knock them over. Hewitt and Daniels were standing by a door which Hewitt was blocking wide open with his foot. Daniels meanwhile was covering the open door with his M-16. 
 
Zeb looked inside, reached down, and then picked up something just within the room. After he grabbed the object he backed quickly out and kicked the door shut. Before the door shut, Joe flashed his light inside the room and saw bloated and bullet ridden bodies laying in front of a wall. The sheetrock wall was stitched with the pockmarks from small arms.
 
“Lake City five-five-six,” Zeb stated while reading the head stamp on the empty case he had picked up.
 
He clenched it in his fist. 
 
“Military rounds.”
 
Inside the buildings loading dock the floor was littered with dead bodies, and at least one hundred empty casings, all of them bearing the Lake City arsenal stamp. Not one of the people in the room had been armed. They had not been able to even try and defend themselves.
 
“The smell outside. Groceries, rotting meat, Oh heck no,” Joe said in a whisper, not wanting now to go anywhere in town.
 
He was scared by the thought of what he might find.
 
 
 



23. (It's OUUURR Town)
 
 
They found a five foot by seven trailer and hooked it up to the Humvee after changing the ball hitch. The trailer needed an inch and seven-eighths ball instead of their two inch ball that was on the Humvee. 
 
The men were loading a heavy woodstove onto the trailer, after having first loading box after box of double wall stove pipe. Everyone was grunting at the heavy cast iron beast, when they heard a lonely and despondent wail. It was followed quickly by similar responses from various locations throughout the city. 
 
“OOUUUURRRR.... OU... OU... OUUUUUUUUUURRRR” 
 
The deep keening voices wailed through the empty streets, sometimes blending as multiple throats broke loose at once.
 
“Dogs?” Zeb asked, perplexed.
 
“No. Much worse. Those are wolves,” Joe replied, knowing the differing howl of a dog playing coyote. 
 
“By the way, did I mention Great Bend is the only city close to the farm with a zoo?”
 
Zeb just stared glumly for a moment at Joe, considering that valuable and need to know information.
 
Remembering all the animals that had gotten loose which they already knew about, Great Bend had just turned from an empty dead city in their minds to a literal concrete jungle filled with ephemeral beasts bristling with teeth and claws. They could feel unseen eyes watching their every move, just waiting for one member to walk off alone for just a minute, to separate from the herd for a second. 
 
They all agreed it might be best to spend the rest of the night in the store with guards posted. Heavily armed guards.
 
Joe was tired. It is very hard to sleep on a cold hard concrete floor with nothing but a small pile of farm clothing serving as a cushion and pillow and then using a thin coat for a blanket. In the morning Zeb woke seemingly chipper as ever, which made Joe want to kick him. 
 
Joe hurt everywhere, and he was ready to leave. 
 
Between the cloying smells of decay now pervading through everything since they had opened the doors to the back room and the racket made by those stupid wolves, sleep had been a precious but little found commodity. Every once in a while, precisely when he was about to sleep, the wolves would break loose again into howls that opened his eyes and made him check the front door.
 
 The howls were impossible to pinpoint as to the position and distance. The wolves seemed to be howling at the front door at times, and mere seconds later a half-mile away. With the sound echoing off of concrete and brick buildings, they could well be anywhere.
 
To put the icing on the proverbial cake, Joe hurt everywhere. He was cold, and cranky. He actually wanted a lion to show up just so he could shoot something.  He was not in a good mood at all.
 
“Hey old man,” Daniels waved as Joe stood up.
 
“You had better have some hot coffee if you are going to call me old right now, or I might show a young dog some new tricks,” Joe snapped, pushing his fists into the center of his back.
 
 He shoved hard with his fists while arching his back into them in a oftentimes vain attempt to pop his back. Satisfyingly his spine popped like popcorn, making him feel a little better.
 
“Boy, didn't you wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” Zeb said rhetorically with a twinkle in his eye.
 
“What bed? I don't see any stinking bed! I also haven't been a boy when I look in the mirror for a long time,” Joe grumbled.
 
“Then quit acting like one. We have a lot of work to do today, and complaining won't get it done. Sir,” Zeb replied.
“Sorry Zeb. I just didn't get much sleep last night,” Joe replied humbly.
 
 Cranking his head sideways with his arms to popping his neck, Joe finally popped in a vertebra next to his skull. 
 
“Ouch! Man, one of these days I am going to twist too hard and break my own fool neck.”
 
“Haven't seen that yet. Can I sell tickets? Cut you in for a share!” Hitch asked and then chuckled.
 
“Funny aren't we today,” Joe quipped back sarcastically, though with a small grin he tried to hide. 
 
“Aren't you supposed to be doing something productive, like feeding the little puppies outside? Can I suggest a nice morning stroll?”
 
Hitch just laughed and walked on.
 
“Hey, this coat is better than the one I had,” Joe said while shoving the pile out of the aisle and next to the racks of clothing to the side.
 
Joe grabbed the coat and looked at the tag, and then put it back. Zeb looked at him funny but went on.
 
Daniels however was stumped. 
 
“You just said that it was better than yours. Why did you put the coat back?”
“I want the coat Daniels, I don't actually need it. My coat is not as expensive, but it keeps me warm and is good shape. My conscious told me that to just take the other coat is stealing, so I put it back,” Joe replied. 
 
“I am not a thief, and if I just took it for no reason I would be. If I truly needed it, I would be wearing it.”
 
Daniels looked completely confused and started to ask another question, but Joe beat him to the punch.
 
“I am thinking about it as if I owned this store. I would not have any problem with giving what is needed to whoever needed it, but I would expect recompense for stuff people merely wanted.  I want that coat, but I don't need that coat. Since I can't afford that coat I put it back,” Joe said gravely, looking Daniels in the eyes.
 
“The coat belongs to the owner of this store who paid for it, and no-one can prove to me he is dead. We need to have the stove and other stuff to survive this ordeal and if I get the money I will pay for it later. If you see something you desire, leave the cash on the counter or I won't have anything to do with you. I take that back as it’s not advice, it's an order.” 
 
Daniels felt bad about a pocket knife he had grabbed from the counter display in the night and chucked a twenty on the counter. Joe looked on with approval.
 
“Daniels, you are a good man, and I am proud to have you on my six.”
 
“Understand this everyone, and I am speaking as a Colonel.  We represent the military and we are not going to steal. Looting is stealing. We could not even hold our head in pride if we are the thieves stealing from the people we are claiming to protect.” 
 
“Anyone caught taking something they don't absolutely need without paying, will find himself at a general court on base for looting,” Joe commanded. 
 
“Make no mistake about it gentlemen, in an emergency or even a catastrophe the act of taking what you want is defined as looting.”
 
Zeb actually looked proud. His estimation of Joe went up another notch.
 
Joe was the kind of man with whom you could leave a hundred dollar bill on his table. You could then leave and not come back for days, and the bill would either be still on the table or clipped to his fridge with a magnet in plain sight so that the person who left it would find it. 
What other people did, made no difference and was excuse to him. What Joe Anderson did mattered to him, and he made no excuses for his own actions nor generally needed any. That was just how Joe was; it was his moral core. 
 
A man who does not follow his moral code when things are difficult does not have any morals to begin with, and is not really a man.
 
Everyone went outside and finished loading the trailer. They all dreaded the coming trip through town to get the concrete and the concrete truck. Hints from the night before promised the realistic possibility of a trip through a macabre hell.
 



24. (Hidden Secrets and Evident Truth)
 
To Joe's relief, the scene at the big grocery store was much as he had earlier envisioned. The power had been out for an indeterminate amount of time and the meat, milk, and other spoilable products had left quite a stench. Only a personal sampling of the smell could be believable. Any verbal description could not capture the putrid essence of the horrid aroma. 
 
It was evident that not everything was as it should be, as number of mute empty cars in the lot hinted at an ominous scene somewhere in the building. The mute hunks of steel attested to a scene as previously witnessed at the farm store. 
 
“At least there aren’t many cars in the lot. Hopefully the store didn’t have many people in it when everything went down,” Zeb stated grimly.
 
“Daniels, Hitch, go inside and scout the store,” he ordered.
 
The rest waited nervously on guard next to the building, using the solid brick wall behind them as cover to protect their backs. Time dragged on for seemingly hours until the pair returned, but Joe’s watch said it had only been thirty minutes.
 
“The storeroom was trashed. It is filled with the bodies of employees and a few customers. We identified the employees by their company uniforms,” Daniels reported.
 
Hitch handed Zeb a shell casing.
 
“Found this on the floor, and thought you would want to know.”
 
The casing was a military issue two-two-three as used by an M-16. It was another government issue round with a Lake City head stamp, just like the ones found previously. Zeb gritted his teeth and snarled.
 
“I would hate to see what happened in this town. Must have been some fierce resistance here to cause an open slaughter like this,” Zeb said.
 
 The intelligence information provided to him by the base Captain had shown that empty towns were just that, completely empty. No struggle, and no signs of resistance. People had been cajoled and 'encouraged for their own safety' to get on the trains. 
 
Resistors had been labeled either as 'terrorists' or 'terrorist sympathizers' and were blamed by the government for the actions it was taking. Townsfolk usually bought the story, at the time having no reason to doubt the authorities. Why should they?
 
The resistors were generally charged with treason and quietly  arrested when possible, and shot as criminals otherwise. All of the townspeople, willing or not alike, were then shipped to safe facilities so that the government could assure their safety and wellbeing. The promised safe facilities turned out to be the concentration camps.
 
There were two actual 'lists' in use. The first list was a means to segregate those who were liable to resist, and it was the main priority. The people on the first list were branded as terrorists and then targeted days before the rest, so as to curb suspicion and encourage assistance from the general population. 
 
The second list were those individuals who were slated as excess population, part of the second phase of the operation for compliance with the U.N. world population reduction agenda. This list included most of the population of the United States. 
 
The few remaining people not on any list were either servants of the powerbrokers, were deemed valuable due to their degrees in science, agriculture, or engineering, or were slated to be slaves for the ruling elite.
 
Everyone else was expendable…a useless eater.
 
Something in the plan had obviously failed miserably in Great Bend, as it had also in L.A. and many other cities. 
 
Contrary to the beliefs of the ruling elite, most people are not stupid. There is a difference between someone not wanting to see something, and the inability to discern it. People had just not desired to believe what was going on. When it became impossible to ignore, these people became very, very angry.
 
During the atrocity, one principle would emerge as clear as crystal and hard as diamond, Americans are Americans. 
 
Skin color didn't matter. Neither age, country of origin, nor the origin of a person’s parents mattered. Everyone now had the same amount in the bank. That amount of money was precisely zero. People of various creeds, social standing, wealth, and origins fought the tyranny side by side with the same ferocious resolve, demonstrating conclusively both their patriotism and a new found unity of spirit. 
 
People who had immigrated and were naturalized strove equally hard alongside those who had been American since birth. Many of both sides became heroes, dying as patriots. They all proved, beyond a shadow of a doubt that they were Americans where it actually counted; they were American in their hearts. 
 
Equally proven was that merely being born in America did not make you a patriot. This unfortunate fact was demonstrated conclusively by those who knowingly went along with the plan and its execution. Ultimately their excuses did not matter. 
 
…..................................
 
Joe and Zeb both noted that the outside of the store had been ravaged, but mostly by nature. The windows had been smashed and torn package remains lay strewn everywhere, as animals had entered the store searching out the glorious smell of ripening meat. 
 
Animals like buffalo, elk, and deer had for a short time been attracted by the smell of over-ripe vegetables and bread. When the meat spoiled, it drew the carnivores that wrecked most everything the large, powerful, and clumsy herbivores had left.
 
Inside the store, they noted a few items remaining for future reference. They also noted items which were missing.
 
“Animals can’t chew through tin cans, can they?” Hitch asked.
 
“Animals don’t bother with canned goods Hitch. They can’t smell the food inside,” Joe replied.
 
“This isle is for canned soup. Where is all of it?”
 
A quick search demonstrated that canned items of most every type were largely missing. 
 
“Two legged critters,” Zeb stated.
 
“Has to be. There are other survivors living somewhere close,” Joe replied.
 
“They may not have reason to trust anyone in uniform, so it’s no surprise we haven’t seen anyone. Be careful and keep your eyes open. They might mistake us for bad guys.”
 
The small volume of cans still on the shelves combined with the amount of entire cases of food still shrink wrapped in the store room denoted a huge potential future food source for many people. The storeroom was relatively untouched from what Joe could tell, as hundreds of boxes were neatly organized and stacked. Others were open and half empty on metal carts, the contents ready to be stacked on shelves. He took a few mental notes, and then ordered Zeb to have a basic inventory done. When it came time to help out the survivors, it would all be needed.
 
They gathered only what they figured they needed of the canned vegetables, and a few more canned stews and such for their return as they had originally planned for a one night trip and were running out of supplies. Joe decided to go a few more blocks to the Wal-Mart, as the farm desperately needed a new chain saw, a ladder, rope, and some other basic tool items. 
 
Tenth street was the main business drag in Great Bend, and driving down it was an experience in and of itself. For any experienced drivers, having a five lane road completely to themselves is somewhat unnerving. No other cars or human life were in evidence, excepting the occasional small line of cars parked in neat rows illegally next to the curb and blocking the right lane.
 
The Wal-Mart store was another matter entirely in comparison to the previous two stores they had visited. It was a real mess. Mess was the only word which truly fit the situation in Joe's mind. 
 
Evidence abounded of a major military struggle having been waged at this store. The massive building had been hit hard, probably by tanks. Numerous cars were in the parking lot, and much of the pavement was cracked and splintered. Tread marks and impressions in the tarmac testified to massive weight loads which it was not designed to sustain. 
 
Whatever had happened had not been one sided though, as seven military Hummers were starting to rust in the parking lot, bullet holes of numerous calibers having left their mark. Large blood stains on the ground were the only remaining indication of a previous death. Any bodily remains had been removed, either by men or by nature. 
 
Blackened and gaping holes in the front of the store told a story of large ordinance having been employed. The remains of concrete and brick walls mixed with the glass and aluminum entrance where the majority of the heavy shell fire had been concentrated. Elsewhere in the side of the building, occasional large holes testified of rounds trying unsuccessfully to knock down the building.
 
Zeb smiled at the sight.
 
“They lost, but good for them. This is one batch that did not go quietly into the dark night,” he said, waxing darkly poetic.
 
They still needed supplies. Zeb knew that, though the building was damaged severely, the supplies themselves might still be in good shape.
 
“Nicolson! You and Cross are on point. Check out the store. Daniels and Hitch, inspect the Hummers in the parking lot for anything usable.” 
 
Daniels and Hitch returned quickly.
 
“They left in a big hurry. Left three cans of fifty caliber, two cans of small arms ammo, and the extra barrels for two changes each on the fifties. By the stains around and next to the Hummers, they tried to retrieve some stuff but paid heavy for everything,” Daniels reported.
 
“The holes look to be everything from tiny seventeen caliber to twelve gauge slug dents, and everything in between. Must have been a hail of bullets coming from the store,” 
 
After a half hour Nicolson and Cross returned from exploring the inside of the store. 
 
“Man oh man it is a mess in there. Reminded me of Damascus,” Cross stated.
 
“The shells that took out the storefront were relatively small, probably twenty to forty millimeter, but some were evidently H.E. The guys in the store really ticked off someone,” Nicolson reported.
 
“Bodies and guns everywhere at all of the entrances. Most of the guns still have price tags on them! Pallets of ammo still on jacks. Bodies wearing Wal-Mart vests with box cutters opening the cases for the customers who were shooting. That is what I could make out by the looks of it.” 
 
“This must have been world war three,” Cross said with a whistle.
 
“Sir. Lawn and garden and hardware both look to be relatively fine. H.E. shells destroyed everything from the grocery section all the way to the clothing section. What we need missed the primary explosions I think. Blast waves knocked over shelving units in some places, but hardware and the lawn and garden sections were far enough from the action,” Nicolson detailed.  
 
“The warehouse area has a few dead, but from small arms only. Guarding the rear door I think.” 
 
“I don't know if it matters much, but the baby section was relatively intact. There are tons of canned formula and stuff if we come across anybody needing some,” Cross added.
 
“Find everything on our list. Let’s round it up, load it up, and go. Daylight is burning,” Joe stated to Zeb.
 
They found and then loaded most everything on their need list. Joe had also found a used Schrade lock-back which he removed from the sheath on the dead body to which it was still attached and slid it in his. For no reason other than he had always put it on every morning, Joe still had his old knife sheath on his belt. 
 
He covered the body with bricks so it wouldn't be scavenged by animals.
 
“Thanks for the knife bud. This is the most I can do for you right now,” Joe stated afterwards to the impromptu brick cairn.
 
Joe then paused to find a few things not on the list. He made a pile of ammo for the various hunting rifles they still had, a full case of each caliber. He also set aside two still functioning small caliber hunting rifles which they didn't have back at the farm. 
 
In the front entrance he found one Ruger twenty-two caliber rifle and a Remington in seventeen caliber with a badly scraped stock. He found a case of ammo for the twenty-two, but could only find half a case for the seventeen. The rest of the rifles  within sight had either seen too much weather or had been ruined in the fighting.
 
One large caliber bolt action they had found must have been close to the impact of a H.E. shell, as it had been flung across the massive store and then had wrapped itself around one of the massive steel roof support pillars which were spaced evenly throughout the store. 
 
The more they saw, the more everyone wanted to know exactly the events that had unfolded here. This store had its own story to tell, and from the looks of the place, the story was an epic. The men here had put up some serious resistance to an overwhelming force.
 
Midwest ingenuity combined with solid core values had surfaced in this town. The story of Great Bend was far from over. Great Bend had far more in store for them. 
 
What the men had seen so far had given them only a glimpse of the city’s manifold secrets.   
 
 
 



25. (Old, New, Borrowed, Blue)
 
 
Joe was driving as the Hummer approached the bend in tenth street. He was forced to slam on the brakes. The Humvee quickly skidded to a halt with the tires chirping in protest. The road had been barricaded and was effectively blocked. 
 
The barricade itself was made out of two lines of cars stacked two wide and four high, which completely blocked the road with a veritable steel wall. Four Semis, two huge forklifts, and a couple of Concrete trucks were parked at the blockage with their bumpers solidly rammed into the line of cars. 
 
“There’s our concrete trucks, dang it,” Zeb groaned.
 
The reason for the massive barricade was easy to spot. Three unbelievably massive Abrams tanks were sitting on tenth. The machines of destruction were discolored, no paint remaining on the top half of the tracked behemoths. The turrets all looked somewhat strange, as if they were slightly warped somehow. 
 
The hatches on two of the turrets were wide open. The third tank turret looked as if it had no hatch at all remaining on the machine. To Zeb it almost looked like fire damage or maybe explosives.
 
“What in the sam heck?” 
 
Joe just stared with a look of astonishment on his face as it was the first time he had seen such a massive tank except in the movies. He had seen an antique Sherman tank at a museum before, but in comparison the old WWII Sherman was a pipsqueak.
 
“That’s not a tank… This is a tank,” he said jokingly.
 
The strangeness of the situation was compounded by several odd wooden vehicles mounted with car wheels that were laying around. The things were both smashed and burnt, and located on the side of the barricade opposite the huge tanks. 
Joe went around a concrete truck and he smiled. One was still fairly intact, so he went to examine it.
 
 “Nicolson and Hitch, you are on point. Scout the immediate area. I don’t trust this. Treat it as a combat zone and stay so frosty your underwear is icy,” Zeb ordered.
 
“Nah! Surely not,” Joe said out loud to himself, examining the strange device.
 
It looking like something out of a cheesy low budget movie.
 
“What you got there Joe?” asked Zeb
 
“Catapult, by the looks of it. A home-made catapult,” Joe replied, somewhat puzzled.
 
Zeb came over, and looked for himself, trusting Joe but not quite believing he had heard the man correctly.
 
“Sure enough. Odd design though. Wonder what they were doing with it,” Zeb replied.
 
Cross, their explosives expert, called to them from across the street. 
 
“Found some unexploded ordinance here! I.E.D.” 
 
“Be careful!”, Zeb yelled.
 
Zeb and Joe trotted over to take a look. 
 
What they saw was technically an I.E.D., or Improvised Explosive Device. Quite simply, the device was a large metal can filled with some now leaking grayish powder. 
 
Cross had slung his weapon over his shoulder and was bent over the device examining it. The rifle chose this moment to whip around with the barrel slamming into the can. Thankfully nothing went boom. Cross was ashen faced, and stayed perfectly still for a moment. Frowning like he had found a fly in his soup, Zeb gave the soldier a hard stare.
 
Joe thought Cross was going to need a new pair of underwear. 
 
The rifle and stayed against the homebrew bomb at an odd angle, actually sticking to the device. 
 
“What the…” Cross stated. 
 
“Well I'll be a monkeys uncle, it’s a magnetic mine. I also think I know what this gray powder is. It should be safe to move”
 
Cross had to slide the barrel of his weapon to the edge of the can. Then by pushing with his feet and pulling on the weapon at the same time freed the steel barrel from the highly magnetized tin can. 
 
“Some serious pull. This I have to see.” 
 
Cross carefully disconnected the simple firing mechanism which had malfunctioned, and then carefully opened the can and poured out the powder. Most of the material poured out, except for a thick remnant sticking to a couple of rather large magnets in the bottom of the can. 
 
“I know what this stuff is for sure now. That is iron oxide sticking to the magnet. This has to be some home-brew thermite,” he blurted. 
 
Using his gloves, he wiped a small portion of the magnet free of the black powder which had separated from the rest due to the magnetism. 
 
“From the color of the material, my guess is a brute of a neodymium magnet too.” 
“Five in total, approximately one and a half by two inches. Maybe half an inch thick.”
 
Joe smiled at hearing the description. 
 
“Someone was building a wind generator. Probably have hundred and fifty to two hundred pound pull for each magnet,” he replied. 
 
“I wanted to get a mess of those for my farm at one point in time myself.”
 
Zeb was impressed. The device incorporated some serious ingenuity. 
 
“Took a while to make those, so at least they had some warning. What would you guess. Fifty pounds of the stuff in that can?” Zeb asked.
 
“Looks like around that estimate. Definitely pretty heavy,” Cross replied 
 
“Still not  enough to take out an Abrams though.”
 
“Yes it is,”  Zeb stated bluntly, looking at the three dead tanks, now understanding their odd look,. 
 
“Don't have to burn through the armor Cross, just make it hot enough to cook on. Overloads the environmental control units. They quit, and the guys inside have to get out or fry with the machine.”
 
The missing hatch on one of the three tanks across the barricade attested to his description as this tank had cooked off an H.E. shell inside its storage bay, blowing all of the hatches off of the monster tank.
 
“What took out the catapults then?” Joe asked.
 
“Not catapults. Catapults throw rocks. Old school magnetic anti-tank mine launchers,” Zeb replied.
 
“To answer your question, a chopper took them out. Probably an Apache using twenty millimeter rounds by the looks of the road,” 
 
Joe scouted the area with his eyes, looking for any more amazing sights.
 
“And there it is,” Joe enjoined, pointing to a burnt building across the intersection and to the right. 
 
A huge hole was in the top of the building. Unnamable pieces of material were scattered everywhere. Out of the top of the roof stuck a large black mass, and one warped flat black 'something' arched into the lonely blue sky. 
 
Unknowable to the men, during the firefight the helicopter had come under a literal hail of small arms fire, and the pilot had been completely riddled in seconds of the barrage. The helicopter had done a crazy rotating dance, ending in a fiery encounter with the building.
 
Joe noticed something small, and then bent down to inspect it. 
 
“Guys. Guys,” he stated with worry in his voice, holding out what he found. 
 
“Look, no corpses, on either side of the barricade. No skeletons, nothing.”
 
Zeb took one look at the remains of a splintered and gnaw marked human femur, and unslung his rifle in a rush.
 
“You heard him boys, we’re in a feeding trough!” Zeb shouted.
 
Zeb noted that neither Nicolson or Hitch had reported back. It had been almost an hour, yet their absence had gone unnoticed. A loud and indescribable cross between a roar and growl came from around the corner, followed by the firing of two separate weapons on full auto. 
 
Zeb took off running towards the noise, followed closely by Joe and the other two soldiers. 
 
One weapon blasted through its magazine rapidly and fell silent, followed quickly by the other. Another horrid roar screamed forth, this time in rage, and only one gun opened up for a second volley. 
 
Zeb and Joe ran even faster, almost skidding to a stop when the tableau came into sight. Hitch was behind a car parked on the side of the road shooting at an animal, his face rictus of abject terror. What he was shooting at inspired horror.
The two soldiers beside Joe started blasting through magazine after magazine of ammunition at a huge creature standing upon its hind legs over the inert form of Nicolson, who was laying still in the middle of the road. It was the largest brown bear Joe had ever seen, and he guessed it was probably a Kodiak bear.
 
“Put that poodle shooter down Zeb, you're just going to piss him off more!” Joe shouted as Zeb raised his M-16 again. 
 
“You are going to make him charge us.”
 
Joe opened the bolt on his Mosin watching the last remaining shell fly out. It was comparable to a thirty ought six, but he wished it was a Barrett Fifty Cal.
 
Joe  took out a blue painted clip of rounds out of his pocket and racked them home in the gun. Taking aim, he put a round through the windpipe of the bear, shutting off the Grizzly's spine chilling roars of defiant rage. The decrease in noise helped steady the nerves, but he had been aiming at the eye and missed. 
 
He then shot the bear through the eye-socket, causing the bear to fall on its rump in a sitting position. He sent a third round as close as he could to the second, and a puff of red mist exited from the back of the bears head.
 
Nicolson still had not moved, and his eyes were staring into space. The fact that his front was a solid red stain was not a good portent of what they would find.
 
The bear fell over backwards, and lay twitching on the cement, the jaws still gnashing at the air. Joe sent another round into its spine just below the head for good measure, to make absolutely sure the bear was dead.
 
Looking at the damage done to the bear, Zeb pointed to the blue painted clip on the ground, noticing also the ejected but unfired full metal jacket rounds making a trail to their present location. Joe had been racking the ammunition out as he ran.
 
“What did you put into that thing?,” Zeb asked 
 
“Homemade and very nasty hollow points,” Joe replied panting from the exertion. 
 
Joe opened the bolt on the rifle and added three more shells from another clip into his weapon. The clip he removed the three shells from was painted blue as well.
 
Something moved on the roof of a building to their left. Joe took a knee, sighted in, and shot. He followed this as quickly as he could with another, racking shell after shell through the rifle.
 
“Man, what was that! The smell of blood must be gathering every meat eater in the area,”  Zeb stated loudly.
 
“By the spots, I would say a cheetah,” Joe replied slamming another blue clip home in his gun.
 
 He gathering up the two empty blue clips from the ground, and picked up the full metal jacket rounds he had ejected earlier.
 
“Men, grab Nicolson and let's get out of here!” roared Zeb.
 
Hitch picked up Nicolson in a fireman's carry, and felt a pulse.
 
“He's still alive!” Hitch yelled happily, as he trudged towards the circle of soldiers as they covered his retreat. 
 
The rest of the group provided cover, with Hitch carrying Nicolson in the center and the rest facing outwards with their weapons at the ready. They slowly moved the entire circle as one man all the way to the Humvee. 
 
Once inside, Zeb drove and everyone else except Hitch was watching for movement. Hitch had the first aid material out, and was bandaging up the four nasty rakes Nicolson had received from the glancing blow the bear had delivered. It was now evident why any humans which were alive, were not showing themselves.
 
They weren’t hiding due to fear of the soldiers. 
 
They just weren't that stupid.
 
The wolves had spoken truly last night concerning the town of Great Bend. They were just claiming territory that belonged to them.
 
“OOOUUUUURRRRRRS!”
 
Daniels dodged suddenly back from his window. A flash of gray followed a bang on the side of the Humvee. A rhino behind them bellowed a roar of rage that sent a shiver down Joe’s spine.
 
“Zeb?”
 
“Yeah, what you want? I’m trying to drive,” Zeb retorted while concentrating intently on the road. 
 
“Let's get the heck out of here. We don't need concrete that bad,” Joe replied
 
Zeb looked for a second at his friend and smiled.
 
“I'll just happily take that as an order. Colonel. We're gone!”
 
Zeb stepped hard on the accelerator, putting it all the way to the floor.
 
 
 



26. (Will THE Joe Anderson Stand Up?)
 
 
After a few blocks, Joe mentioned to Zeb that they ought to turn north to see what Hoisington was like before heading west again. He just wanted to take a different route home and see for himself, hoping beyond hope that what he had seen in Great Bend had been a limited event and not as widespread as what he feared. 
 
He also just wanted to see fellow human beings, other live human beings that is.
 
Not familiar with the roads, Zeb had Joe guide him on the best route to Hoisington. Some deep morbidity within him wanted to see what happened in the other city as well. Great Bend had been an eye opener to him as he couldn't have possibly imagined what he had seen beforehand.
 
 He had seen much more in his life than any man would desire to see. Yet everything of the past had been somewhere else. 
 
This was different for Zeb. His beloved family since he had turned eighteen was destroying any notion he had held previously towards the military stance on patriotism, honor, and duty. He had seen too much already before this ever started. 
 
There had been too many jungles, too many deserts, too much violence, and far too many lies. However, the problems on the past were blamed on this president or that commanding officer, and never reflected on the military as a whole. Now he could see no honor whatsoever. They had rejected their duty and had turned traitor. Zeb’s whole world had turned upside down.  
 
Joe guided Zeb out past the feedlot, and it was different than he had imagined. His vision encountered pen after pen of dead and bloated cows which had starved to death. Some of the pens were mostly empty, with only fleshless skeletons remaining. From the last pen, a jackal raised its head from a half-eaten rotten cow carcass, and barked a yipping challenge to the passing car. 
 
Farther down, a Bengal tiger snarled and growled its warning, black claw filled paw possessively hugging the dead cow it had been lazily gnawing.
 
Having driven through a residential section en route to where they were now, the city had completely transformed in their eyes. The facade of Tenth street turned to stumps of trees, some shattered and burned, and charred empty lots. Huge patches of the city evidently had burned in some blast-furnace of a conflagration. Occasional houses had streams of char marks horizontally on the sides of the buildings, starting and ending mysteriously without having completely igniting the building. 
 
Then they saw it, the cause of the mysterious black streaks.
 
On a side street sat a memorial. The hulks of two more tanks were sitting, both destroyed. The two machines were not the larger  and newer Abrams as they had seen on Tenth Street. These were old converted Sherman tanks. Each tank had a large, odd-looking, drum shaped container behind the turret, with metal tubing connecting the drum to the tank. 
 
The huge barrels of the main big guns had blackened muzzles. The drum on each tank was blackened, torn, and ruptured. The paint-less rusting tank hulks bore witness that whatever had been stored in the tanks had escaped and burned with a terrible heat, killing the tracked weapons of death.
 
Entire blocks of residential housing had been burned this way, with occasional sections of housing remaining. Joe noted a dog pack which he estimated at around twenty animals running through a yard in the distance. Some were easily recognizable breeds such as German Shepard and Doberman, but among them were numerous unfamiliar breeds both large and small. 
 
They were converging as a howling mass upon two Great Danes which had hamstringed some unfamiliar type of deer or antelope. The prey was bleating in terror, its short curled horns waving wildly. A German Shepard quickly silenced its cries.
 
“Wild dog packs. I bet people never thought of their dear little 'Benji' like this,” Joe muttered.
 
The rest of the ride to Hoisington was relatively uneventful, though Hoisington itself  was an event in the making. Men on top of buildings on either side of the street waved frantically at other people on the ground. The men on the ground hid behind a barricade made of three layers of K-rail concrete road barriers. The K-rails were in three rows creating a type of staggered maze which  completely crossed the road. 
 
A second later, Zeb heard a whistling sound and slammed on the brakes. 
 
“Incoming!” He roared, just before the road in front of them erupted with the impact of a mortar shell.
 
Having a clearer view now that the Hummer was stopped, the men on the roof were waving signals again and yelling. The frantic actions were seen by the men behind the concrete dividers who started to drop more rounds in the mortar tubes, each drop accompanied by a 'whump', followed by an eruption of dirt and asphalt moments later in close proximity to the Hummer.  
 
Without a return of answering fire of any kind from the convoy, an order of 'cease fire' resounded from behind the K-rails. 
 
Joe thought he had ridden into Baghdad with all of the screaming rounds falling from the sky, each one erupting like a miniature volcano, blasting holes in the dirt and tarmac. He was just glad of only one thing. Whoever was shooting at him was a bad shot. 
 
Whoever was dialing in the mortars didn’t know how. They had hit all around the hummer, but not close enough to actually hurt anyone.
 
Zeb was just shaking his head, looking at all the damage caused by the wasted mortar rounds.
 
“Gotta be either civvies or National Guard,” Zeb grumbled 
 
“My men wouldn't have needed more than three rounds at this range to get a good sight.”
 
A loudspeaker barked to life in front of them.
 
“Lay down your weapons. Lie flat on the ground and do not, I repeat do not move!” a voice boomed, the sound echoing ominously off of nearby walls.
 
“Or what, you will hit me with a spit-wad?,” Zeb yelled loudly as he disarmed and laid down on the hot asphalt.
 
Everyone else followed his example, but without the taunting.
 
“Darn amateurs,” Zeb grumbled from where he lay. 
 
He was surprised that they hadn't said 'you're surrounded' or some other such nonsense. 
 
If this was a military op, someone needed a bust in pay grade in his opinion. He had glimpsed two antique Sherman tanks in their arsenal, as well as what appeared to be an old WWII Howitzer. However, they were messing around with mortars. 
 
No matter what, it told Zeb that an inexperienced commander was in charge. Whether the commander was civilian or National Guard didn’t matter. Whoever it happened to be was dangerous because of their inexperience. 
 
Ten police officers in uniform and five National Guardsmen approached in a decidedly unprofessional manner. The policemen had a hand on their sidearm, but not one had the weapon drawn and ready to shoot. The National Guard boys merely looked bored, having their guns aimed down and to the left. 
 
“If you try anything you will be shot,” one police officer said commandingly.
 
Zeb raised his head just enough to look the officer directly in the eye.
 
“If I had intended anything... boy... you would already be dead,” Zeb growled.
 
They were all handcuffed, and escorted past the barricade to the National Guardsman in command. 
 
He was young Captain who, though obviously determined and resolute, also looked uncertain and decidedly in over his head.
 
“Who are you Lieutenant, and what is your business here?” the Captain asked of Zeb.
 
“Lieutenant Josiah Anderson. My men, Hewitt, Daniels, Cross, Hitch, and the  injured private over there is Nicolson,” He said, pointing to each man in turn.
 
“This man is a special advisor. He is Colonel Joseph Anderson though he is not in uniform at…” Zeb started, but was cut off by the Captain.
 
“Joe Anderson? You are Joe Anderson?” the Captain asked looking surprised at Zeb, the names having just registered.
 
“Nope. That Joe Anderson would, I think, be the Joe Anderson,” Zeb said, pointing at Joe.
 
Looking at Joe, the Captain spoke to Zeb. 
 
“I don't believe you. He doesn't look anything like him. Intel also has Josiah Anderson as ambushed, all men reported as dead,” the Captain retorted, leafing through some papers.
 
“First of all, I am Josiah Anderson. He is Joseph Anderson. I am called Zeb, and he is called Joe…” Zeb retorted as if he was speaking to a child.
 
“Your Intel is wrong. Which doesn’t surprise me.”
 
The Captain glared at him.
 
“There is one interesting thing which could prove your statement. Private, go search the vehicle for personal weapons, make me a full list!” The Captained ordered, pointing at a Guardsman.
 
“Now gentlemen, sit down and wait,” the Captain ordered.
Joe was getting angry and remained where he was.
 
“I outrank you Captain.”
 
Ten long, tense minutes later the Guardsman came back with the list, and handed it to the Captain. 
 
“Hmm. Wow! There it is, a Mosin Nagant sporterized, with a Schrade lock-back side knife. Known possessions of the Survival Instructor Joe Anderson,” the Captain exclaimed happily.
 
“You make me sound famous or something,” Joe replied with a serious tone to his voice.
 
“You are famous,” the Captain retorted. 
 
“In fact, we could use your training assistance.”
 
“Where have I heard that before?,” Joe sighed.
 
“If you have a concrete truck, and a load or two of cement, then we'll talk,” he finished with a twinkle in his eye that was not that friendly.
 
“I think that can be arranged,” The Captain said, with a small nervous smile.
 
 “Private, take the restraints off of these men. Now I know for a fact you are in fact Joe Anderson.”
 
“What makes you think you know anything, you little…” Zeb said, but was interrupted by Joe.
 
“Cool your jets Zeb, and that’s an order.”
 
“That for one,” the Captain replied.
 
 



27. (The Flu)
 
 
Joe looked into the sky, seeing something he had not seen since the action had first started.  Months back in July at his farm he had seen the white streaks in the sky. They were common then, but non-existent now. The classic sight met his eyes of a clear blue sky streaked high in the atmosphere with white fans that looked like jet contrails, but refused to dissipate. 
 
After watching year after year of practice runs and dispersal testing, Joe didn't even consider the ominous white trails in the sky that refused to evaporate or the Jets that they trailed from. He didn't even note them first turning slowly into dull white smudges, then to a whitish haze in the previously beautiful brilliantly blue sky as the airborne material in the greasy smoke spread and fell oh so slowly to the earth below. 
 
The time for testing, drills, and practice runs were over. This was time for the real deal. Before the plan could fail, it was time for drastic action.
 
The pilots had been trained well, and brainwashed even better. The pilots knew that something was odd about having to spray. They were taught that what they sprayed was necessary to both combat the enemy, and also save the planet. It was beneficial. They had been lied to, just as the pilots who had sprayed agent orange in Vietnam over the jungle had been lied to. 
 
A single Air Force base in Nebraska had the task of working the entire mid-west region. Days after the program had been ordered, word had leaked. 
 
A single Massive Ordinance Air Blast device transmitting a 'friend' signal fell into the center of the Air Force runway at the base. It destroyed the entire base, forever eliminating future threat from this source. 
 
However, the damage had already been done. Unbeknown to them, they were not spraying aluminum chaff to confuse enemy radar which would also combat global warming. 
 
What they were spraying was alive, if you can call sub-microscopic chunks of RNA wrapped in protein coats truly 'alive'. 
 
Mere days later everyone at the farm had come down sick with some sort of flu at approximately the same time. Sue had been the only one spared for no seeming rhyme or reason. The fact that she did not get sick was fortunate. 
 
Joe was scheduled to go into Hoisington next week to fulfill his part of the bargain he had made with the Captain. He was required to do some training, and Zeb had agreed to go along. He had been contracted to retrain some of the Captain's men. 
 
Unfortunately both Joe and Dave were the hardest hit by the flu bug.
 
After three days of literally no sleep, Sue was terrified. As soon as she would start to nod off while sitting in the corner of the basement,  another man would spike a high fever. They would start groaning, shaking, or babbling incoherently, and she would attempt the use of a cold wet rag to break the fever. She would wet a rag and place it on their forehead to draw out the heat, then switch to the back, chest, and underarms. So far it had worked.
 
However it was a daunting task. When the guys had made the supply run, none had thought to grab acetaminophen tablets or any other cold and flu type medicines. A desperate search of John's old medicine cabinet had provided no other fever reducers either. The few tablets which had been located in John's wall mounted first Aid kit had been ruined by fifty caliber rounds when the house was destroyed.
 
Day and night she had been in the role of a nurse, with little time for even sanitation or eating. The effort combined with an absolute lack of sleep was taking its toll on Sue, and she looked it.
 
 Her normally cheerful green eyes were sunken, she had lost ten pounds in only one week. As thin as she was anyway, it was weight she did not have to spare. Her face was a reflection of pain and despair. 
 
Her husband Dave had spike a horribly high fever of one hundred and nine degrees which she had broken. Later in the day he spiked a new fever. It had happened over and over relentlessly. 
Between his bouts of coughing and choking on chunks of greenish phlegm, she saw no sign of him recovering. She hugged herself wondering if she would end up a widow, as it looked like this flu might well kill him.
 
Joe was very sick, but not quite as bad. He was still spiking high fevers though his breathing was much easier than Dave's, and he was not coughing up phlegm. 
 
Sue thought Dave quite probably had some nasty form of pneumonia. He was the medic, not her. Dave knew more about how to deal with such things than Sue. She felt completely overwhelmed. 
 
On the brink of utter hopelessness, Joe had come far enough out of it to gasp at Sue something which brought a glimmer of hope.
 
“A mile... over... Little bridge... Elder... cough.... berry and Ech.... Cough... Echinacea. Make some tea... cough…. cough... Go. Hurry,” Joe choked out, trying hard to control his coughing so he could speak at all.
 
He was exhausted by the effort, and sank back into bed. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he was asleep. He did not even wake up when he started into a batch of racking coughs.
 
Joes words came back to her in a rush. Go. Hurry.
Sue ran. She was so tired that she took nothing but a plastic bag to carry the two ingredients. The little baggie was it, no gun for defense from animals, and not even any water. She was fortunate as nothing leaped out of the grass or bushes to attack her on the way.
 
 Her memory was not working properly, and she felt frustration trying to remember what Joe had taught her. Joe had taught everyone at the farm what Echinacea Angustifolia, aka snakeroot, looked like. Looking down as something scratched her, she recognized the spiky flower head with the purple, daisy like leaves. Further examination showed the plants other characteristics of the thin long green leaves radiating outwards like a dinner-plate from the base of the plant.
 
She was standing right next to an Echinacea. She grabbed and pulled, but to no avail. This was a serious problem as Sue had forgotten to bring even a basic garden trowel, and the root on this plant was tough. Looking around, she saw a broken fence post. The broken end was a long thin wedge shape which was perfect for a digging stick. 
 
Sue dug under the plant a little on one side, knowing from Joe's previous teaching that the root probably went straight down. She pushed the sharp end of the broken post down into the ground two inches from the root, leaned on the post, and was rewarded by the effort with a 'pop' as the root broke four inches below ground. The prize,  a chunk of root four inches long and an inch thick at the top went into the bag.
 
Exhausted and crying, she sat by the hole, too tired at the moment to do anything else. She refused the obvious possibility that many at the house, including her husband and children might die from this mysterious ailment. Everyone had been healthy as a horse and they hadn't been around any other humans for over a week. Sue knew better than to believe the sickness a coincidence.
 
On the way back she remembered the berries and groaned. The little bridge was only fifty yards behind her, so she turned and ran to the bushes. The berries were ripe, and she grabbed two clumps of the small black fruit which filled the bag.
 
Once the berries were collected, she walked back to the farm. Sue no longer had the hysteric strength from the adrenaline which had allowed her to run the full mile overland to the bridge. Sue was gone for only an hour and a half, but she was in for a shock.
 
Death had come knocking at the door, and She was not home to drive it away.
 
Returning to the ruined farmhouse, Sue went back into the basement and a quick check showed no current horridly high fevers, and many of the sick rested peaceably in their beds. Going to the duel fuel Coleman stove they had been using for cooking she made the tea as she had been shown in training using a percolator type camping coffee maker. 
She gave the tea first to Dave, then to Joe. She made more of the nasty herbal tea, and started administering it to the rest. Nicolson had been recovering from his wounds received from the bear. She poured a little into his mouth, which then simply ran out of the corner between his parted lips. His temperature felt a little cooler than before she left. 
 
It was only then that she realized that his eyes were open and he was looking at her, or rather through her. His chest was not moving, as he was not breathing. It was then she noticed the odd glazed look to his eyes.
 
It was the vacant open stare of death which she confronted, and it tore to the center of her being. Bitter sadness welled up within her and burst out.
 
While wiping her hand over his eyes to shut them Sue cried, sobbing softly. She had liked this man, who had for months been as a brother to her. She had saved his life once, and he had saved hers. A small piece of herself died with Nicolson. Rocking gently and crying while holding Nicolson's head in her lap, Sue fell asleep.
 
Zeb had recovered enough to both wake up and actually get up. Stumbling around like a newborn lamb he found her holding Nicolson who looked deeply asleep. Everyone else was sick as well, and most were asleep. Zeb was shocked by what he saw. 
 
Last thing he could remember, she had been both healthy and happy. Now she looked like she was half dead and her sleeping face was a mask of utter misery. He hadn't felt good and had lain down, only to awaken to this. It seemed unreal to him, like he had stepped through a hidden door into some alternate reality.
 
Not knowing yet that Nicolson was dead, Zeb felt like he was starving, as if he hadn't eaten in a month. He went and ate a bunch of home-made smoked deer jerky, and then ate the remains of some flat-bread. He was still hungry with a ravenous desire to eat. 
 
They had plenty of food so he chowed down. After his hunger was assuaged, Zeb noted the bowl of water with a rag lying next to Dave. Next to Dave was a cup he dimly remembered containing a foul tasting brew Sue had given him. 
 
The bag of berries and roots next to the stove told the rest of the tale to the grizzled veteran. He had suffered through the training as well.
 
Sue was asleep, and Zeb saw the clean runnels the tears had cut through the dirt on her face. The unblinking stare of one eye on Nicolson’s face told another story. One eyelid popped open despite Sue's attempt to close it before she fell asleep. Her chest was rising and falling so he knew she was okay.
 
There was a reason in centuries past that people placed coins over the eyes of the dead. One reason was just mere superstition, but the other had validity. They kept the eyelids from opening and scaring the heck out of relatives, which Zeb felt would have been a good thing in this case. That unblinking stare seemed to be looking at him wherever he was, and it felt creepy to the extreme. He wiped his hand over the eye, but it refused to stay closed. It gave him a royal case of the heebie-jeebies. 
 
Disengaging Sue from Nicolson, Zeb was shocked to the bone. 
 
Even in his fatigued condition she felt light as a feather, weighing at most ninety pounds. It was a generous estimate considering that she actually weighed around eighty pounds now, having only weighed a hundred and five before. Sue had lost twenty five pounds and was already in the process of starvation where the body has exhausted the fat reserves and was processing muscle tissue.
 
Zeb carried her to an empty sleeping spot and carefully laid her down, making sure she was otherwise okay. She was not running a fever, and he didn’t see any bruises of cuts so he relaxed. He decided he was going to make sure she was eating, as she weighed less now than most teenagers.
 
He then checked on everyone else, not noticing much wrong, except for Dave. Dave concerned him deeply. His breathing was ragged and uneven, his chest heaving for each breath even though it appeared his fever was broken. 
 
Without any medical training even Zeb could spot pneumonia when it was this bad.
 
Joe seemed to be sleeping deeply. Hitch was already getting up, looking disoriented. Zeb decided to fix him some grub knowing how famished he probably was. He made a full pan as others were stirring. Cross got out of bed with the smell, complaining that he was hungry. 
 
Zeb noticed that over-all the military men were generally in much better shape than the others. The assessment excluded Nicolson who had probably died from the wounds of the bear attack combined with the extra strain caused by the flu. He suddenly remembered all of the inoculations they had been given just a month before things had broken down. 
The extra shots hadn’t made sense then, but they did now. The Lieutenant's eyebrows lowered in unspoken rage, but he was still too weak to even complain.
 
“Hitch... You and cross get situated. We have got to bury Nicolson,” Zeb ordered.
 
 I know none of us is in any shape to dig, but I want to get it done before anybody else gets up. Daniels, I see you are coming out of it. Get a shirt on, eat, then make some of those berries and roots over there into big batch of tea like Joe taught you, and get some of that nasty junk into everyone.” 
 
“Whether they want it or not,” he finished after a short pause.
 
After eating his fill, which was not that much, Hitch helped Zeb get Nicolson wrapped in a piece of carpet so they could take his body outside. That is when he noticed Sue.
 
“What happened to her?,” Hitch asked amazed, concern heavy on his voice. 
 
“I distinctly remember her helping me outside yesterday to take a leak. I thought she was immune. She get this stuff?”
 
“I think she saved all our lives, and it looks like it cost her,” Zeb replied. 
 
“She cried herself to sleep holding Nicolson. Dave's in really bad shape, and I bet she knows it. This might end up real hard on her,” he whispered so only Hitch could hear.
 
“Man I hope not,” Hitch whispered back earnestly.
 
“They are both like family to me. This royally sucks.”
 
They could not bury Nicolson as Zeb had desired. None of them had the strength to dig. Instead, they gave him an above ground funeral pyre. They stacked split hardwood billets out in the open land to the west in a spot they had charred back the grass. 
 
Zeb held a small ceremony and said some kind words about his friend, followed in turn by the rest. All the military men were dressed in their best BDU's. After the last speech, they all snapped a salute to their fallen comrade and lit the funeral pyre. They had to cremate him, as leaving the body until they were strong enough to dig a proper grave would only invite more sickness. 
 
The next day Sue was still asleep which worried everyone but Zeb. He knew that she might sleep for another ten hours. The human body does most of its repair work during that time. Joe and the boys were almost recovered. Dave, however, was much worse.
 
“Hitch,” Zeb started.
 
“Get in that Hummer and get to Base Alpha. Get a med-evac out here for Dave yesterday. Grab some new batteries for the big portable two way radios as well. We've all had our head up our rear ends, putting off getting the long range communications operable,” Zeb ordered.
 
 “If you don't hurry, Dave probably won't make it. Put your foot to the floor and hold it there. Don’t use the onboard radio, it is probably being monitored.” 
 
“And Hitch, if anything gets in your way don't even take time to shoot, just run it over. Any delays and you might as well walk back, if you get my drift.”
 



28. (To Burn or Not to Burn?)
 
 
Sue woke in the afternoon and Zeb fetched her a MRE food pack and some water to renew her strength. Immediately concerned about Dave, Sue tried to get up. Zeb held her down with only one hand because she was so weak. 
 
“Little miss, you aren’t in any shape to even help yourself. Get some rest.”
 
“Dave needs me. Let me go!” she ranted, struggling to free herself. 
 
 “Lay your butt down and get more rest, Sue.  Everything is under control. I sent Hitch to get medical assistance. Now young lady, you drink this,” he stated, giving her a swig of her own berry and root  brew.
. 
“Agggghhhh. That stuff is nasty! It tastes like distilled socks,” Sue said with a grimace.
 
“We ran out of coffee filters,” Zeb simply replied.
 
The lights were getting dim. Cross had come up with a twelve volt lighting scheme using salvaged auto batteries and brake light bulbs. The batteries were stored in the shed and he had run heavy wire twenty feet to the basement. They recharged the batteries when necessary using the generator and a large twenty amp battery charger they had found stored in a cabinet. 
 
The system was ungainly, even ugly, but it worked. It had been their source of light after the electricity had finally stopped flowing from the mains.
 
“Someone needs to start the generator,” Sue noted, getting drowsy again from exhaustion.
 
She found herself unable to keep her eyes open after eating the food, so she laid back down and drowsed off to sleep.
 
“I'll do it Sue, just get some sleep little miss,” Zeb replied quietly, starting to look at the woman twenty years his junior as if she were his own daughter.
 
Jonas and Kyle had gotten up and seemed to be feeling fine except for being extremely tired. This was in part remedied after getting some much needed food and water in their collective bellies. 
 
“Once you two are done stuffing your faces, go out and fire up the genny. The batteries are about dead, and we need the light.”
 
Jonas grumbled. No one could figure out whether he was grumbling about the request or the packet of eggs he was shoveling rapaciously in his mouth from the MRE. Kyle winced as those things were truly gross.
 
“Not a prob Bob,” Kyle replied to Zeb’s request.
 
“Good, because it is going to be dark soon. Without those lights it will be mighty dark down here.”
 
The sun was going down when the characteristic 'thwap thwap thwap' sound of an incoming chopper was heard. Hewitt, Cross, and Daniels were on guard duty and had been warned to expect one. They were also to make double sure before exposing themselves, as one military chopper can be hard to distinguish from another without seeing it first. 
 
The chopper approached, but instead of attacking it landed in the huge clear area in the front yard. Everyone relaxed when Hitch hopped down after the rotors slowed, running bent over towards the house. Three medics followed him with a large med kit.
 
“Good job Hitch,” Zeb remarked to the pleasure of the younger private. 
“Couldn't have done it faster myself.”
 
The lead medic came to Zeb and asked him several questions about Dave’s illness and it's symptoms. He then conversed with the two who had been examining Dave. The other two medics ran back to the helicopter to get some more gear. 
 
“Check out Sue as well, if you have a minute,” Zeb stated, pointing to the cot she was sleeping in.
 
“She ran herself ragged taking care of the rest of us. She has lost a lot of weight though, and she was skinny to begin with.”
 
“That gal saved all your lives,” the head medic stated to Zeb after checking her vitals.
 
“With only one dead and one case of pneumonia, you guys are lucky. It was a weaponized flu bug with a fifty percent kill rate.”
 
“She’ll be fine with rest, plenty of liquids, and a good diet,” the medic stated while inserting an IV into her arm.
 
“I’ll give her a nutrient pack with some glucose which will replace some of what she lost. Should fix her right up.”
 
“Her name is Sue. ‘That gal' as you called her is Sue, and we know she saved our lives,” Zeb replied softly.
 
“Sue did one heck of a job here. When she gets better, let her know we need nurses at the base if she is interested.”
 
The medics returned and put a ribbed plastic tube down Dave's throat, taping it in place and started him on oxygen. They placed a clip lead on his finger with a wire running to an oxygen monitor. Afterwards, they put in an IV with antibiotics. Zeb was interested in the next device they unloaded and assembled.
 
“What is that thing?” Zeb asked.
“Bronchoscope,” The medic replied.
 
They performed an emergency bronchoscopy, guiding the scope down the tube in Dave's throat meanwhile watching an attached portable television monitor. They used the attached suction device to clear any infection out that they encountered. After they had the main bronchial passages cleared in Dave's lungs, they removed the scope, and then the tube. 
 
Dave’s chest rose and fell without the horrible rattling sound that it had earlier.
 
“This has worked on the worst cases we have had at base,” the medic replied digging in his bag then handing Zeb a pill bottle upon which the medic wrote some instructions.
 
“The flu has already run its course, but he is fighting a secondary bacterial infection. Give him these, one pill three times a day.”
 
“He's going to have one heck of a sore throat from the intubation, but pain meds may make the situation worse. He will have to deal with it. I would like to have him at the base, but we simply don't have the beds. Sorry,” the medic stated, packing up his gear.
 
“Make sure he finishes the medication, and he should be fine. We have another emergency call, and we need to get there ASAP,” the medic stated not wasting any words, and left with his bags.
 
“Didn't you leave your ride on base?” another medic asked Hitch, hinting that Hitch was about to donate one Humvee to the cause.
 
“Go with them and bring back the Hummer. Preferably in one piece,” Zeb commanded.
 
 Hitch followed the first medic and grabbed a seat in the chopper. The other two medics checked everyone out, especially Joe who was still fairly sick, and gave Zeb a bottle of medication for Joe as well. When they got around to Sue the lead medic removed the IV and bandaged the entry point. Zeb shook the medics hand and he left. 
 
The other medics then packed all their gear, and left as well. A minute later, they heard the engines on the chopper rev up, and then the bird was airborne and headed back to base.
 
Two hours later Joe was up, though still coughing. Zeb had decided to go outside to be alone, and he was gravely looking at the sky. 
Joe joined him ten minutes later and looked up to see what his friend's concern was. Winter was officially here.
 
“Shoot. Just what we need right now,” Joe simply stated, looking at the thin but low lying dark gray clouds rolling in.
 
“Yep.... Figures,” Zeb sighed, shivering a little in the cold wind even though wearing a coat. 
 
“Too much to do, and out of time. Looks like snow coming.”
 
“Yep,” Joe agreed with a sigh of resignation.
 
“No sense worrying about what we cannot control,” he said, then went back inside.
 
Zeb thought about what they still needed to do. The air was getting colder as the front moved in, and he could see his breath.
 
They needed the concrete roof poured, and more wood cut. They were almost out of meat, both fresh and cured so someone needed to go hunting. They still had the training they had promised to give the National Guards boys. They still had to install the wood-burning stove as they didn't have heat in the basement yet. With all of the hard work to do not one person on the farm was up to par, and they were down two sets of hands.
“This is going to be a long week,” Zeb said to himself.
 
“And here I am still sore and  tired. I'll have plenty of time to rest when I'm dead I guess.”
 
Zeb glanced at the sky estimated that they only had a couple of days before snow hit, went back inside and joined Joe. The two worked out and subsequently scrapped five different possible schedules. Nothing they could come up with could accomplish what was needed in the time frame they had to work with. Whether it would work or not, they finally settled on a plan of action despite its flaws. Any plan was better than none at all.
 
“Dang it Joe! It just isn't going to cut it. No matter how I look at this we are still three full days short,” Zeb argued.
 
“Don't you think I know that Zeb? I can't control the weather. We just have to do something, anything. Nothing we do is going to turn back the clock and we already had a tight schedule before everyone got sick,” Joe countered.
 
“Well, no one ever said I would have to like it,” Zeb grumbled.
 
“Can we just agree to get the wood-burner in, and then worry about food?” Joe asked. 
 
“The concrete won't even be available before next week.” 
 
“We'll see about that,” Zeb stated, a grin creeping across his lined face.
 
 Normally, Zeb was clean shaven man excepting the massive gray mustache he sported. The corners of his mustache were now tugging upward, and he was had grown a full rough beard.  He looked like a military mountain man with his flattop haircut.
 
Joe was clean shaven as usual, excepting what he thought of as a sporty mustache which looked more like a graying dead mouse on his upper lip. The only one besides Dave gutsy enough to use a straight razor they had found, Joe looked his usual self. Zeb thought Joe would not even need to shave in the near future if he kept removing the skin instead of hair.
 
They didn't have time to be sick, but Joe could not do anything about the situation.  He was weak as a kitten but would not admit it, and could barely wield power tools. Joe marked out the holes that needed cut in the basement ceiling for the stove pipe. He needed two holes, one for exhaust and another for the fresh air intake for the stove. 
 
He let the others cut the holes, pretending instead to lean upon a shovel 'inspecting their work' like any good foreman. Zeb thought Joe's act was as funny as the day is long, but the others looked at Joe and grumbled thinking he was just being lazy.
 
“Joe can barely stand, and shouldn't be doing anything at all,” Zeb growled. 
“Besides that, remember that he is a Colonel, and you boys are grunts. He never had to do any of the work he already has!”
 
 “Any of you whiners show me one other officer who carries his weight like Joe. Then you can gripe.” 
 
The men quit griping and cut the remaining holes and ran the pipes. Finally, they installed the wood burning stove and then insulated the piping area between the floor joists. Everything was going quite well as they finished the job and flashed everything over with thin galvanized sheet steel.
 
With cinder-block walls and a concrete floor, the wood floor ceiling was the only fire hazard. Joe designed a heat shield and firebreak for the pipe where it went through the flooring to keep the heat isolated from the wood. 
 
In the ruined house above they had tied the exhaust pipe into the original fireplace's flue using a break away design. In case the remaining house came down, the pipe would still be somewhat protected allowing the stove to flue properly. A probability existed that such a happenstance would ignite the wrecked house above. 
 
The pipe system also was designed so that in case of a fire, the top pipe would have a cap close enough to the ground to be hidden by the rubble. Any smoke would give the illusion that the house was still burning. If the house burnt, the charred ashes would still look to be smoking.... all winter long. 
 
After the concrete was poured and cured, they really didn't care if the ruined house burned. They had considered burning it anyway.
 
A Loud honking could be heard coming up the dirt road to the house, and Zeb grinned hugely. Hitch had come through.
 
“Joe, get on your concrete boots and let’s get Dave and Sue bundled up and in the shed. It’s going to be wet in the basement tonight,” Zeb remarked
 
A smile spread across his Joe’s face.
 
“You jerk.”
 
“You old fart. You knew that we didn't have a problem!,” Joe exclaimed.
 
“No I didn’t. I just hoped that Hitch would be able to talk our friend the Captain of the Guard into this,” Zeb replied with a lopsided grin, using his and Joe's nickname for the National Guard Captain they had met in Hoisington. 
 
“I had to give your word we would fulfill our part of the bargain,” Zeb stated, standing braced as if for a hurricane, knowing what was coming next.
 
“As well as an extra week of training.”
 
Joe erupted like Vesuvius, veritably losing his top like mount Saint Helens in a massive heat-filled blast of invectives. After calming down, he looked thoughtfully at Zeb.
 
“If you ever give my word for anything.....ever.
We will go hunting,” Joe yelled.
 
 “I”
“Will”
“Come”
“Back”
“Alone!” 
 
Joe ended the tirade after hammering out each word with a look of pure rage in his eyes. 
 
“Where the heck am I going to come up with time for an extra week?”
 
Joe believed a man’s oath was his word. If he said something would be done, he kept his word no matter what, even if he had to suffer for it. He considered that a man that breaks his word is the worst sort of liar. Therefore, Joe rarely would make a promise, and those he made he faithfully kept.
 
A massive red and white concrete truck entered the driveway with Hitch driving. Joe along with everyone besides Dave and Sue put on chest waders and grabbed shovels. The waders had been acquired specifically for the purpose at Wally-world in Great Bend. Zeb guided the truck to where the chute went through the first shattered window, with Joe guiding the chute itself and controlling the flow of concrete. 
 
With a little practice at the hydraulic control system, Joe had a steady but manageable flow of concrete entering the house. The military men along with the two boys were inside the house working. With Hewitt as acting foreman, the men used their shovels to rake the concrete out as necessary to evenly cover the floor.
 
First they filled the living room floor section, then the bathroom, and then filled the kitchen slash dining room floor section last. The slab didn't have to be pretty, it just had to be effective and at least six inches deep at all points including the edges, but thicker in the center.  
 
Domed slightly from the center to the edges, the grade in the concrete allowed for moisture to run away, not collecting in a lake. They had built a special form for around the pipes they had just installed earlier, and filled it as well. These forms did not allow concrete to fill the firebreak section, as this would conduct the heat to the wood which it was meant to radiate the heat away from.
 
Joe went downstairs, to make sure the reinforcement pillars of two inch oil pipe they had installed earlier in the week were holding properly.
 
“Good job guys. Except for a few drips and one small puddle of concrete, we could probably move back downstairs later today.”
 
  Before they went back downstairs for the night, he intended to fire up the wood-burning stove and test the whole jury-rigged mess for safety.
 
Joe intentionally over-loaded the wood-burning stove using creosote treated railroad timbers and fired it up. This was the worst case scenario he could think of which someone might well accidentally do in the middle of a cold night. 
 
“If it holds up to this, it will hold up... period,” Joe thought to himself, as the fire started to roar in the stove. 
 
Joe left the cellar to join the others in the yard. He didn’t want anyone downstairs during the test. If the house caught fire with the concrete still in the green stage, the heat would destroy the concrete and the fire would then burn through into the basement.
 
He turned around when he reached the others and searched the house visually. He was half expecting to see telltale smoke come pouring out of the house or the basement entrance, or both. Any smoke not issuing from the exhaust pipe would denote a failed and unsafe system. 
 
Joe didn't believe in 'human testing'. 
 
 
 



29. (No Lack, No Excess)
 
Five thousand people was a large number. 
 
Five thousand residents were still alive after everything that had ensued in Great Bend. Approximately one-third of the population had survived the intended massacre. The survivors had either fled early before the fighting had started, or had made an effective retreat. 
 
Their retreat was not from the smashed remnants of the attacking local military, but from the wild beasts loosed from the zoo during the fighting. The zoo creatures had turned out to be more dangerous to the locals than the government.
 
About half of the population had actively resisted the military. It had become clear even to the most cynical that the people being arrested were not actually any kind of terrorist. 
 
Thousands of innocents had voluntarily entered the relocation transports and had been carted off to the camps before word had leaked. The rest said no in a manner louder than words. They had acted, and their action was now evident as a veritable forest of tents at Hoisington. Two people to a tent meant twenty five hundred tents; a number of tents which covers a huge amount of ground. 
 
Most of said residents were armed. The tent city itself was a large army in its own right. 
 
After the resistance started, five hundred soldiers along with three Abrams tanks and two modified world war two Sherman tanks had rolled into Great Bend with two Blackhawks providing cover. It was not quite enough.
 
The hardware and soldiers had been deployed supposedly as an emergency action necessary of the safety and wellbeing of the community.  After a small time. soldiers had started to disappear by ones and twos. Some were deserting. Others joined the growing resistance. The rest were either in unmarked graves or just dumped in ravines. 
The military nationwide had been ordered to take off the kid gloves. 
 
One quarter of the remaining military personnel had refused and were shot openly as an example. An open kill order had proceeded from above and people had been slain in their own homes. Many of the houses had been burnt to the ground by modified tanks with flamethrowers for ordinance.  
 
In their homes, shops, stores, and at the end just openly in the streets people had been slaughtered, their pleas ignored by the killers. The citizens remaining in the city had joined together at last, and a few entrepreneurial spirits had combined with those handy at invention to make their own force multipliers to combat the superior military ordnance. 
 
What can only be described as a royal war had ensued, ending with the remaining soldiers killed. Every single one of them. They had given no quarter to the people, and in return had received no quarter. Ex-military veterans had taken command and had given training to those who would otherwise have died heroically without any positive effect. 
 
Instead they became quite effective.
 
The resistors that remained had fled to Hoisington after the animal problem made it clear they could not stay in their own homes. Out of around seven thousand who had originally left Great Bend, only five thousand lived through the flu. The cemetery at Hoisington was full, and a field was annexed by the city as an add-on.
 
The tent army was effective, though they still needed training to be real troops. Zeb trained them on the military basics, and made them all more effective. It was now Joe's turn and he intended to make them both fearless and efficient. 
 
He had a deadline he had to keep. In three weeks, the city of Hoisington would be unable to support the massive influx of people still trickling in. Every citizen had contributed their food willingly into a central storehouse, and both the Guard and the Army had contributed what they could. 
There was no longer a deer or cow within ten miles of the city. The local resources were drained. Pointing out that the grocery store on tenth still had a huge supply was welcome news, but with the number of people needing fed it only bought Joe two more weeks.
 
In three weeks they would run out of supplies and face starvation. If Joe had anything to say about it, they would be trained in two. He intended that Great Bend would be cleared of carnivores by the third week and the city’s bounty would be back in the hands of its former residents. 
 
Once Great Bend was back online, it would require cooperation. Between the selfless efforts of the two cities combined, they could both survive. Joe knew that without cooperation neither would.
 
Even the citizens of Hoisington were signing up for both training courses once the idea had been presented to the Guard Captain. Pretense among the civilians was gone leaving the nasty underbelly of what was happening to the nation both exposed and evident. For many it required watching their friends, family, and neighbors being treated like cattle. For others, it had taken more. Whatever the reasons and events necessary for the eyes of the people to open, they were officially and unequivocally open now. 
 
The giant known as “We The People” had just stomped a large military force flat as a pancake and had no intention of stopping there. We The People were preparing to stomp a big mud hole in those who had turned traitor everywhere in the nation. 
 
Kansas had set an example, and word was rapidly spreading.
 
With these people receiving training after what they had witnessed and endured their opposition had a legitimate right to be afraid. In fact, those in power were afraid. Very afraid.
 
The survivors were now minutemen, a real state militia and not merely some hotheaded cowboys playacting as soldiers. They would fight like cornered rats and disappear like smoke when beaten, only to reform and attack again with the same ferocity. They were fighting for their own families, farms, and homes.
 
Churchill had been one of the few to notice that when the slumbering giant of America awakes even outright war machines get flattened, such as Germany and Japan had been in world war two. Only an idiot wants to face a bear with only a knife and a nine millimeter pistol. It does not matter that the bear is relatively unarmed in comparison. Now in your mind arm the bear, even if it is only a twenty two caliber, then threaten its cubs.
 
…..................................
 
In the third week, one hundred people lost their lives in Great Bend selectively clearing out the animals. Only the carnivores and dangerous omnivores had been decimated, Joe pointing out that they actually wanted the rest to live and thrive.
 
“People. Use your brains! All these other animals are future food. We want them to live, and thrive, and have babies,” Joe had railed, after a few wildebeest and buffalo had been needlessly slaughtered. 
 
Many of the former residents had not even thought of them as potential food. 
 
“The food left in the two big grocery stores will only last so long. We will need everything we can get!” a man yelled from the front of the crowd.
 
The people of Great Bend then butchered the dead animals and preserved the meat, and agreed to only drive the dangerous meat animals out of town instead of killing them. They also enacted a voluntarily rule that the meat animals be allowed to breed and have offspring before they could be hunted. Thankfully, a majority of the animals had already left the city for greener pastures. 
 
Cheyenne Bottoms was only a few miles from town. Before the massacre started it was merely a wetland refuge, but in the near future would resemble an African plain in all respects. Try as they might to get rid of the mean critters, some of the carnivores had already left Great Bend. Not just a small few were breeding pairs.
 
With practically unanimous agreement a mutual protection and support pact was agreed too and signed by various local towns in the area. 
Holyrood, Great Bend, Susank, Beaver, Odin, Ellinwood, Lyons, Chase, Claflin, Redwing and Hoisington all banded together. The various towns had the support of every surviving farmer in the region. Sadly, there were not many farmers left. Generally on their own and isolated from any help, they had been relatively easy targets.
 
Those who had excess food or materials willingly shared with others who needed it. Lumber, materials, and food flooded from Great Bend. Lumber and new furniture flooded from Claflin. Grain from a multitude of silos kept everyone in both wheat and bread. Flour poured from an improvised mill in Odin. 
 
Every town now had all too many empty farms or houses within the city limits. They welcomed those whose houses had been destroyed or those who were simply homeless. Where they were from originally did not matter. Community spirit demonstrated that poverty does not have to exist. No-one that is willing to work and be productive should ever have to starve.
 
This pact would eventually extend to the ruins of Russell all the way to the blasted but still functioning Hays, and everything in-between. It would eventually serve as a model upon which many people would copy. Scouts sent to Salina came back with reports that the city was still functioning, but had sealed itself off. 
 
Some airborne version of Ebola had infected the population, and the local government was trying to prevent the deadly organism from spreading beyond the city. With news of that, Salina was officially declared by the Captain of  Alpha Base as off-limits for any reason. His decision was seconded by the National Guard Captain in charge of the area wide free forces.
 
“I hate to think of what will happen if any more men are sent here to pacify this place,” Zeb commented wryly with a chuckle.
 
“They will be invited to a party, I think,” Joe replied sarcastically. 
 
“A lynching party,”
 
 
 



30. (Recipe For Disaster)
 
The U.N. Invasion wasn't quite going as planned. Russia and China had found more than willing partners from the middle east, with the radical Muslim nations loving the thought of striking back directly at the 'Great Satan'. The first troops on U.S. soil had quickly stumbled across an internment camp outside of pittburg. These particular troops were middle eastern. 
 
When the enormity of what they saw hit them, a full half of them saw a new and worse 'Great Satan' in the powers behind such an atrocity. They destroyed the camp and left. The commanding officers of the Muslim troops ditched their previous orders and selected a new target of their own choosing. They chose Washington D.C. and marched away leaving various foreign officers strung up on trees by the roadside beside a pile of blue helmets. 
 
The other half of the middle eastern troops were thrilled at first. These men gleefully ransacked the destroyed camp looking for the personal remains of the dead Americans, which they eventually found. They laughed when they found jewelry, money, fine coats, and clothing. It was like a treasure hunt.
 
Their spirits dampened somewhat when they found clothing of the poor mixed with the rich, but rebounded thirty-fold when they found the bibles. Jewish, Catholic, Protestant, Messianic, Morman, Jehovah's Witness, all piled in a jumble. Then they discovered copy after copy of the Koran mixed in with the others.  The previous glee turned instantly to unbridled rage. 
 
In their mind, they realized that the heathens giving them orders were killing their own believers. What happened when they finished in America? If they were killing them here…
 
Every non-Muslim wearing a uniform within fifty miles was dead before morning. Not just American mind you. The list included both the supporting Russian and Chinese troops. A similar enactment was happening  next to the Mexican border, with similar results. Michigan would pay the price ultimately as the chosen breaching spot from Canada. Southern Texas soon followed as the logical invasion point from Mexico.
 
Word of the discoveries were soon leaked back to their native countries, and from there to the entire remaining Muslim world. Both radical and peaceable alike declared holy war on the U.N. Even the new hastily chosen headquarters in Switzerland was not safe.
 
 Having been in some cases forgotten and in others ignored, the United Nation’s back was now essentially broken concerning world affairs. The new 'Great Satan' had reared its ugly head and this time was a governing body, not any particular country. 
 
In America, ten thousand of the twenty five thousand original Middle Eastern troops had just declared an open season holy war against non-Muslims, and found the American people were no longer passive. The terrible giant was awake and severely ticked off. 
 
Ten thousand had declared jihad against Washington itself, but never made it to the nation’s capital. The remaining five thousand had lost the stomach for this entire business and had simply left the country.
. 
The rest of the U.N. Troops had found themselves fighting the Muslims as well as the remaining patriotic U.S. troops. Now this vicious breed of American was appearing from nowhere and destroying seemingly every plan they made.  The Russians and Chinese were holding their own against everyone except the Americans. The giant was slowly grinding these troops under it's boots.
 
What was unexpected by everyone was the change of allegiance of the German troops. They were faced by the evil specter which they had been told from birth was impossible. What they believed to be an American deception foisted upon them to criminalize Hitler was a reality before their eyes which could not be ignored. They saw and reacted in the same manner as the U.S. troops during WWII when they had marched into Auschwitz. The Germans decided to free the Americans locked away in the death camps. 
 
After acquiring a top secret list of the facilities, ten thousand German troops rolled across camp after camp, showing absolutely no mercy to the captors. Their hearts broke for the captives and they provided as much help as possible to these starved, sick, and pitiful people. They proved that some things are atrocious and will not be tolerated, no matter who you are or where you come from.  
 
Word went back up the German chain of command of the concentration camps, the American Gulags, and exacting reports were delivered to the commanders in Germany. Germany pulled out of the U.N. and declared open war against those other countries refusing to pull out of the U.S. 
 
An awesome political display, but rather ineffective. It also had a price.
 
Shortly after fielding ten thousand more troops into America to assist their new allies several missiles arced across the face of the earth from Russia to Germany. From space, one researcher in the international space station taking photographs of the earth was blinded by the unspeakably brilliant domes of light which burst from German soil. The troops which had been sent to U.S. soil no longer had a home to return to. 
 
For them, this became even more than a rescue mission or even a war per-say. Like us, for the German soldiers the war just became personal. America opened her arms to thirty thousand highly armed, well trained, and thoroughly ticked off immigrants.
 
Concerning the little state of Kansas, the U.N. had just come into Joe's sphere of operation and it was about time. He intended to teach them that they played the game without even knowing the rules.
 
…..................................
 
The final numbers had come in, and Zeb had never been so angry in all his life. He felt betrayed. He felt as if his own brothers had somehow sprouted horns in his presence. 
 
He could not believe so many had turned traitor.
 
“I don’t give a rat’s patootie Joe. Thirty four percent!
Over one-third!” Zeb shouted, getting progressively louder as he stared at the papers delivered to him by a courier from the base. 
 
“I'll personally string them up by their nards if I catch any!”
 
“Zeb, calm down!” Joe shouted back. 
 
“Fifty five percent remained loyal Zeb. Give them their due.”
 
“I thought the results were fudged on that stupid questionnaire we were asked to fill out. How many would fire on US citizens?”  Zeb said, working himself into a proper lather.
 
“No way I thought. No way in anyone’s universe. It violates the constitution, I said. It’s against the Unified Code of Military Justice and is illegal. I thought!” 
 
“Yet here it is in black and white. Fifty five percent with us. Thirty four percent outright traitors. To top it all off eleven percent were cowards and ran from their duty and deserted?” Zeb shouted and spit in the dirt in disgust.
 
“Fifty percent of the police? Homeland Security did their work well!” he noted, still reading the document.
 
Zeb read a little further and his mouth shut, his face congealing into pure granite. He read, and re-read the final pages of the report, and closed his eyes.
 
“Zeb, what’s wrong?” Dave asked in concern, noticing the abrupt change in Zeb's countenance. 
 
“Sev... Seve... Seventy?” Zeb asked himself out loud, stuttering.
 
“Seven what Zeb?” Sue asked worried, never having ever seen Zeb act this way nor able to imagine her rock solid friend becoming truly unsettled. 
 
Zeb seemed like a mountain to her, not fazed by anything. 
 
She imagined that if lightning were to strike next to him, he wouldn't even flinch. Seeing Zeb like this scared her more than anything.
 
“Come on Zeb, don’t leave us in the dark.”
 
“Not what Sue, who. Not seven either. Seventy million,” Zeb whispered, a tear forming unbidden in his eye though he was trying hard not to show any emotion.
 
 He handed the paper to Joe who browsed through it, and then just stared at nothing for a minute. Joe started readin out loud for the others present.
 
“The official estimate at this date of January seventeenth is seventy to seventy-five million civilian casualties.” 
 
“This number is including but not limited to the entire populations of the cities of Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, New York City, Atlanta, Boston, and Chicago,” Joe repeated.
 
“These cities were completely lost due to renegade military action employing weapons of mass destruction.” 
 
The paper slid from his hand after reading a little more, and fluttered to the dirt.
 
“What Joe just read is the worldwide estimate. Two point six billion so far,” Zeb said in a complete monotone.
 
“You're kidding.” Dave exclaimed rhetorically, his face a stunned mask of horror.
 
“Russia has just nuked Germany and also most of the Muslim world. India thought it was under attack when missiles meant for Pakistan appeared over its territory. India retaliated against Russia lobbing four nukes, and has been erased from the face of the earth. Iran managed to paste several major Russian cities before it too was hit,” Zeb stated, dazed.
 
 “We are talking world war three here. No-one knows for sure what happened, but one of our carriers noted Beijing going up in radioactive dust. They don't know who hit China,” Joe said.
 
“Only one good thing in that entire report. We have recovered the football from the opposition,” Zeb finished. 
 
“Football? What are you talking about?” Joe asked as he was very confused.
 
“Launch codes for our nukes with the portable authorization unit. The nukes can't be used against us now,” Dave replied.
 
“Yeah, that’s right,” Zeb said. 
 
“We had the bases, but little control over the nukes before. We acquired the keys, but without the football it was all worthless.” 
 
“Now we have game, match, and set,”
 
“There is some really bad news in there for us,” Joe stated thoughtfully.
“And what is that, pray tell,” Zeb said sarcastically, seeing the whole document as 'bad for us'.
 
“Those crazy middle eastern terrorists now have nowhere to go and nothing to lose,” Joe replied seriously. 
 
“Oh well, we will deal with them eventually when they get froggy. Right now I still have a bunch of Russian surplus ammo I need to give back to the owners. Preferably one at a time.”
 
 
 
 
 



31. (The Final Hunting Ground)
 
Joe sighted in, carefully aligning the cross-hairs of his scope with the target. He took a deep breath and released slowly then eased pressure onto the trigger as he gently squeezed. The buck of the old Mosin came as a surprise, as it did every time he focused on a  shot that intently. 
 
One hundred and eighty-two grains of boat tailed, full metal jacketed lead winged from the muzzle with a mighty roar and slammed into the intended target. The round hit merely an inch from where he had aimed. Not a bad shot for two hundred and fifty yards. 
 
The 'CraaaackBoooom' of the exhaust gasses from the bolt action rifle echoed off of the nearby hills.
 
The Chinese gunner on the tracked troop carrier was flung from the vehicle by the force of impact. 
 
“Hmm. Kevlar. That's gotta suck.. Didn't help much did it?” Joe asked quietly as he faded back into the brush.
 
Shots rang out from around the vehicle and the general area where Joe had been hiding erupted in puffs of dirt and chopped brush. He relocated a hundred feet to the right and then waited. 
 
His shot had been the opening salvo for the other snipers. If the men followed the plan then they would all fire a single coordinated shot apiece and then immediately leap-frog to different previously prepared positions.
 
Five shots rang out simultaneously, but this time from seemingly all directions at once. Five more Chinese soldiers fell.  Zeb, Hewitt, Daniels, Cross, and Hitch all took their toll using a synchronized attack to prevent echo locating.
 
“Which one next?,” Joe thought to himself as he scouted the line of now stalled vehicles.
 
An officious man screamed unintelligibly in Chinese, and waved his arms. It was a mistake as the motion caught Joe's attention. He performed the ritual again, surprised anew by the lightning-like 'CraaaackBooom' of the Russian surplus rifle. The man fell and screamed no more. His previously waving hands lay motionless.  
 
“Dang, I'm going to be deaf before I'm even sixty,” Joe thought, his ears ringing. 
 
“I really need earplugs.”
 
Wondering whether the Russians who had designed the rifle had intentionally tried to scare the enemy to death with the impressive sound signature, or merely make their soldiers irate enough to steal a German gun, Joe slinked from sight into his next position in protective cover. 
 
His next shot started the countdown for the next coordinated volley. The coordination timing intentionally was not an obvious pattern to prevent the enemy from gaining any advantage.
 
He waited as Zeb, Hewitt and the others had one more unified volley to fire. Afterwards, everyone would disappear into the scenery. Since they were facing a far superior force, they would melt like smoke from before the enemies eyes into seeming nothingness leaving no traces. 
 
Later that night they would regroup and hit the convoy again.
 
Their group was slated for two more runs at this convoy and then another group of militia would replace them for three runs. The group would rest while the other team did it's work and then take over again. All the while, a back-up team was ready in case any one team was compromised or lost members. 
 
This schedule would be in effect until either all teams were eliminated by the enemy, or the enemy was eliminated. There was no give or take. 
Everyone was playing this game for keeps.
 
This was what the Chinese feared most about America, a gun behind every blade of grass. America was now quite happy to oblige and send them ammunition. 
So far, the combination was lethal. The single sound of the Mosin distracted the opposition while taking out key personnel. It also focused the troops on the general area from where Joe had fired from.  The other five waited until the Chinese opened fire on the spot where they were not located, and then their own shots would be halfway drowned out by the Chinese AK's. 
 
Since everyone in the team was spread out when they fired all at once, and then the Chinese would obligingly blast away at nothing. Their own fire seriously hampered the Chinese's ability to locate the other snipers. The invaders were also wasting a ton of ammo, which they would run out of eventually.
 
If the Chinese refused to open fire Joe would just take advantage and keep shooting, changing positions until either they did start firing or until they came chasing him. Either option was a mistake. 
 
The concept was simple, and he did not care which option they chose. Either way ended the same for the Chinese. It ended badly. 
 
If they chose to chase him, he led them through a path the Vietcong would have been proud of. It was not safe to follow him if he didn't want to be followed. It was lethal to follow Joe when he did.
 
The Chinese had no air support so they were open game for the snipers and everyone had licenses. The full military of the United States was now back to defending the Constitution and it was becoming a mop-up operation in America's eyes. 
 
The U.N. might have viewed it differently, but they did not matter anymore. 
 
…..................................
Russia had taken some initial nuclear hits from Iran. They did not learn their lesson. After the good guys had gotten the football back Russia made the mistake of nuking a U.S. Military base. There are mistakes, and then there are mistakes. This was a doozy of a mistake to make.
 
Our subs and Task Forces had been kept entirely out of the loop. They had been fed completely false information, and had no means of discovering what was happening stateside. After Russia had started to open fire our attack subs had parked off its coast waiting desperately for their weapons to be released. All inquiries received the same inane and mysterious 'alls well don't worry' garbage from high command.
 
When the football was captured, the naval base where it had been hidden sent word to our carrier groups and the subs concerning what was happening at home. This information was first met with disbelief, and then shock followed. Evidence was provided in the form of video and satellite photo, after photo, after photo. 
 
These may well have been disbelieved as well, but the President himself was being held prisoner at the same base. His words sent them into action.
 
He explained how he had been a puppet without any real say over what happened, but the convincing part of his testimony was not his words, office, or dress. The man had been punished for his disloyalty. 
 
His face was pockmarked with bandages covering numerous cigarette burns and his clothes hung from his emaciated body from malnutrition. Though he was no longer considered the president by anyone, his tale at least brought understanding to military commanders who wielded very big sticks.
 
The subs and carriers suddenly all found their weapons hot and plastered Russia without warning, leaving all of their military bases as radioactive wastelands. China made the same mistake and paid the same price. In mere minutes the two countries simply ceased to exist as military entities. In practicality they were little more than a border drawn on a map. 
 
However, the commanders of the various fleets had determined that evil begets evil. They determined that we would not be like the enemy and spared the population centers where possible.
 
…..................................
 
Joe was exhausted. 
 
His group along with the alternating team had eliminated all but twenty of the Chinese soldiers for this particular convoy, and now he was being chased. The Chinese had made a rush attack after the last report of his rifle and thirty men had charged his position. 
 
Zeb and the others had eliminated ten of those but the other twenty made it to the brush where Joe had been. He had waited a second too long.
 
“Getting sloppy in your old age, aren’t you,” he thought to himself as he dashed for a prepared hidey hole. 
 
He grabbed a few items and then faded into the scenery, letting the scared but determined soldiers run past.
 
A home-made arrow swished through the air and embedded itself into the throat of the rear-most soldier. He fell with a soft gurgle unnoticed by his compatriots, twitching where he landed.  Arrow after arrow whisked through the cold brisk air, each finding its target. The sound of a gentle breeze rustling the leaves was enough to mask the sound of the deadly projectiles.  
 
A Chinese soldier heard the noise of the man behind him slumping and turned to see what had happened. Joe melted into the brush as soon as the soldier started to turn, silently sneaking to yet another position. Like some ancient Indian warrior he was using the primitive to defeat the machinated invading troops. 
 
Only twelve soldiers remained, eight already fallen before Joe's deadly assault.
 
The gurgling sound of the Saline River was behind them. The wooded area along this stretch had been a perfect place to lure the men. Just ask any plains Cherokee warrior. Joe intended that they would not escape. These were the last of a huge force numbering twenty thousand brave Chinese soldiers who had dared step on American soil with evil intent.
 
The twelve soldiers blasted futilely in all directions, shooting at shadows. A primal terror gripped their souls because they could not see any target to shoot, and death came seemingly from the forest itself. 
 
They were dying from something which gave no warning and allowed no defense. All they heard was an eerie sound. 'Ffffffffftt'.... and one of them fell. To them, unbidden ancient tales floated to their subconscious mind from childhood, tales of horrible creatures, dragons, and ghosts.  
 
They were honestly starting to believe they fought one of these terrible creatures.
 
A Chinese man bumped a hidden rope made from brown natural fibers with his foot. Almost indistinguishable from the grass within which it hid, the trap the rope connected to was triggered. He suddenly sprouted spikes from his body. 
 
Eleven. 
 
Six men ran screaming as a group from the area and around a bend in the river. The sound of full-auto gunfire was the exclamation point for the end of their lives.
 
Five.
 
“Zeb made it I see. About time,” Joe thought to himself.
 
Joe drew his bow again as the other five Chinese turned to run. A soft 'twunk' followed his release as he had his bow string silenced 
 
Four. 
 
Using the bow, Joe dropped two more in quick succession, and Zeb started to pursue. 
 
Two.
 
He saw Zeb start to give chase, but he motioned the Lieutenant silently to stay back using hand signals. The last two were his. This was his state and this was his home, and therefore in his mind they were his responsibility.
 
The two Chinese soldiers ran for two hundred yards before they noticed that they were alone. 
 
Terror was plain on their faces they faced opposite directions with weapons raised and ready to fire. They tried the back to back defense, which really did not help at all. The men should have found cover, as no-one was using swords.
 
Out of the direct line of fire, Joe carefully released the arrow which he had drawn back towards the man on the left. It seemed to sprout like a winged branch from the man’s chest. Clutching at the offending growth he fell to the ground spluttering, muttering obscenities in Chinese. 
 
One.
 
Joe waited for the last soldier to see him. 
 
He looked like some kind of human monster with his face and body smeared with river clay, leafs and twigs. After the man had seen him, Joe slung himself behind the huge black walnut he had chosen for cover. The soldier fired on full auto, the Chinese rounds harmlessly hammering the trunk on the opposite side of the tree.
 
Every time the rounds stopped Joe would quickly pop his head out and back again. Every time the tree took another incessant pounding from the rifle. Patiently, Joe repeated the process over and over until no more bullets flew. 
 
Carefully, he looked out again and saw that the Chinese soldier had dropped the now empty rifle which he had wasted all the ammunition for. The terrified soldier brandished a bayonet in his right hand, fear plain in every line on his face.
 
Joe stepped out and approached warily, a near fatal mistake.
 
The Chinese soldier actually smiled as he drew a hidden side-arm, and aimed center of mass at Joe's chest.
 
“This royally sucks,” Joe said as everything seemed to go slow motion.
 
A single shot rang out and the pistol vanished along with the Chinese soldier’s trigger finger. Fifty feet away, Zeb stood up from where he was hiding. 
Joe walked up to the Chinese man and pulled out his newest trusty lock-back knife. The metallic 'click' of the knife opening sounded loud. Holding the handle with the blade to the rear Joe cautiously advanced, stalking his prey.
 
Three feet away, the Chinese man stabbed at him with the bayonet, only to have Joe's blade slide along his arm. The bayonet fell to the damp earth, the hand holding it no longer able to grip the handle.
 
Joe stopped, and looked at the man.
 
“I have just one message for you and everyone like you,” Joe said.
 
“This is our country... Stay out!” he finished with a scream.
 
As the last two words exited his mouth Joe lunged, his arm swung past the man’s face leaving a red line on the crumpling Chinese soldier’s neck.
 
Zeb stared at Joe. That was all he could do. Just stare. 
 
A smile cracked slowly across Zeb’s face. He now knew that they would succeed. 
 
There were plenty more in America like Joe who had nothing left to lose, yet refused to stop fighting for freedom. People like Joe who were willing to sacrifice even more, though they had already lost everything. 
 
They would fight like this man, Zeb thought, till their very last breath. They would win, and they would rebuild again that which had been destroyed from within.
 
 
They were survivors.
 
They were Americans.
 
 
The End... For Now
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….............................
 
“Survival revolves around a number. 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit to be exact. Everything about wilderness survival is aimed at that bulls-eye,” - Paul Andrulis 
 
“Wilderness living is fun and rewarding. Wilderness survival sucks, as it is pure hardship and semi-starvation. The longer you are engaged in survival at any one time the greater the chances you will not actually survive. The goal in any emergency is to get from survival to living as fast as humanly possible. However, if you do not know how to survive in an emergency you won't have to worry about living anyway,” - Paul Andrulis
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