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   Preface
 
    
 
                 I would first like to thank everyone for the success of my first book, After the Day.  I never thought that it would be as popular as it turned out to be.  I must apologize to those that bought early unedited copies and assure you that this book has been fully edited to the best of our abilities.  
 
                 I would like to thank Kevin at Tibbs Brewing Co. for creating a great environment for me to work in and making the beer I enjoy while I write.  If you keep making beer, I will keep writing.  I would also like to thank my editor, Kara, for helping me on this adventure and putting up with my impatience at times.  If it wasn’t for her, the first book wouldn’t have turned into the better version it is now.   
 
                 Finally, I would like to thank you, the reader, for doing what you are doing now.  To read the reviews that you guys (and gals) are looking forward to the next book was the best encouragement to get this done.  I hope you find Red Tide just as enjoyable, if not more, than After the Day.  You will meet new characters and meet up again with characters of old.  If there was anything that surprised me with After the Day it was how much you, the reader, were captured by the characters.  Sometimes, it takes someone else looking in to show you what you have.  I hope that magic has happened again here.  Enjoy!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 1
 
   The Day
 
    
 
   Chapter 1: Washington D.C. 
 
                 
 
   The coffee pot gurgled in the kitchen and the smell of hazelnut floated through the air.  In the bathroom, Michelle finished her makeup and swiped powder off of her blouse.  She checked her blonde hair and fixed a few stray hairs.  Opening the door and turning the light off, she walked to the kitchen and listened to the coffee machine finishing its last coughs.  She opened the freezer and a fog of cold air hovered out from under the door.  She grabbed a toaster breakfast bar and ripped the package open.  Closing the door, she placed the bar into the toaster and pressed the switch down.  Opening the cupboard, she pulled her favorite coffee mug out and poured her first cup.  Before she took a sip she went into the fridge and took her flavored creamer out and poured some into the mug until the mug was almost full.  The creamer traveled through the coffee, creating swirls and cloudy feathers until the cup was an even tan color.  
 
                 She took her first sip.  The flavor of hazelnut on top of hazelnut was exactly what she wanted.  She looked at her cup, reading: I Get What I Want.
 
                 The toaster dinged and she pulled the bar out, a sizzling sound accompanied the bar, and let it fall on her plate.  Steam was rising up from her plate and she knew it would be hot.  
 
                 She still had twenty minutes before she had to leave the house.  She blew on the breakfast bar waiting for the egg and cheese to cool down.  
 
                 Michelle turned the television on and saw one of the morning shows.  The hosts were presenting a series of videos with dogs doing destructive things to their owners’ homes.   The audience laughed and the hosts were clapping their hands, laughing.  She got caught up in the commercials more than the show and before she knew it, she was late going out the door for work.  
 
                 How does this always happen? she thought to herself.  She pressed the button on her keychain to unlock her car and remote started the car before she was in it.  She was excited to buy this car.  Complete with On-Star in case she locked her keys inside.  Everything was new, brand new when she drove it off the lot.  It was her first new car, better than the one her parents bought for her a few years before when she was in high school.  She cruised onto the beltway and flowed with the traffic until everything came to a sudden stop. 
 
                 “What is going on?” she said to herself.  
 
                 The radio finished their song, something by Lady Gaga.  
 
                 “Welcome back to Todd and Bob on the morning show.  We will be back momentarily with Todd and Bob but first your local news.”  The voice changed on the radio. “Hello and welcome to News 7, your local news.  Well, if you’re planning on taking the beltway you better have an alternate route in mind.  Traffic is backed up for miles due to a jackknifed rig that lost control trying to stop for a two-car collision.” 
 
                 “It’s not news if I know it before you.” she said irritated.  
 
                 Michelle changed the channel and listened to some more music.  She sent a text to her co-worker and let her know she was stuck in traffic.  
 
                 When she was finished she waited and waited.  
 
                 “This is so boring.” she whined.  
 
                 Then, in the distance, a bright flash.  It grew brighter in a fraction of a second.  Like everyone on the freeway she looked at it.  She didn’t know when the flash subsided.  Permanently burned into her retina she continued to see the flash and thought she was still watching it.  When she looked down to find her phone she noticed that everything was a bright white.  She started to panic.  She felt her phone but couldn’t operate it without seeing the screen.  She didn’t know that her phone and car were no longer working.  Everything was quiet.  Nothing was moving.  Then she heard the rumble.  
 
                 It was better that she was blind.  She would not have wanted to see the wall of fire that was approaching her car.  The city had already disappeared from view.  Cars were being picked up and carried down the freeway.  Her car lifted and was thrown, rolled and smashed, against everything and anything.  The sudden rise in temperature was too fast for her body to feel.  Her head had smacked against the driver’s side window when the car was first jolted knocking her unconscious.  She was one of the lucky ones.  She didn’t feel it, didn’t know it was coming, and when it was over she was already in a better place.  One out of tens of thousands of casualties, she had gone quick and didn’t have to suffer from radiation burns, lifelong blindness, or cancer.   Her hair would never fall out.  Her body would not form large tumors or growths.  She didn’t have to worry about going through pointless chemo treatments.  She was one of the lucky ones.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 2: The Day
 
    
 
                 Congress was having an emergency session.  The state of emergency that they were under was becoming a new norm.  Every three months was a new fight for a budget deal.  They never discussed creating a budget that reduced the deficit but instead would try to justify keeping things normal.  They would reduce the budget for things like health coverage, food stamps, and other social programs while their coverage stayed normal and in some cases increased because of national security.  
 
                 The fight was getting worse on Capitol Hill.  The Tea Party had come back with a vengeance with new support from the minorities.  The senators, with help of other members of the Republican Party, were hell bent on blocking the new budget.  Looking at a debt of twenty trillion dollars, the public was backing the fight to cut spending and reduce cost from the government.  
 
                 The President flew back from Hawaii to do a few speeches for damage control and try to pass the new bill.  With the Federal Reserve tapering off the flow of money into the stock market, the unemployment in the U.S. started to rise.  Under-employment had already surpassed 25% and the official unemployment was quickly reaching 10%.  Still Congress acted unaffected and tried to continue on as if everything was normal.  
 
                 CNN and the other news channels had minute to minute coverage of the battle on Capitol Hill.  The senators and congressmen argued back and forth.  The Republicans held their ground and the clock was ticking towards another government shutdown.  The President was scheduled to deliver a speech before congress addressing the state of the economy and how things would be worse if the budget was not passed.  
 
                 At 9am he would take the podium.  He would have taken the podium, if the podium still existed.  If the Capitol Building still existed.  If there was a Congress that still existed.  In the flash of light that blinded the city for a split second all the problems of budget, party lines, national defense, international policy, public welfare, social security, domestic spying, terrorism, was gone.  
 
                 The question of who detonated the bomb was speculation.  The news channels ran with the normal finger pointing towards terrorists and Al Qaeda.  For the few hours they were still on the air, rumors spread and that was all they had.  Talking heads with worthless information.  
 
                 All commerce stopped, ports were closed, trains didn’t run, trucks continued on the highways but were soon dead hunks of metal when diesel was no longer delivered to gas stations.  After the power went out and never came back on America was dead.  That was the final bullet to the head.  Communication was limited, travel was non-existent.  Police no longer went to work.  National Guard couldn’t receive orders to show up to work.  
 
                 Without the delivery of food, cities soon went into chaos.  With hunger came disease.  In a year the population was a fraction of what it was.  Government didn’t come back, if it had nobody knew about it.  Soldiers that were overseas fighting the rich man’s war were abandoned.  Now America knew what it was like when Russia fell and thousands of soldiers were left in places like Afghanistan.  The men who could assimilate to the local societies would restart their lives.  The one’s that tried to fight on died.  Around the world on military bases rumors spread that America was still alive, there still was central leadership.  The current leader depended on the rumor you heard.  As supplies stopped and resources disappeared, the reality of what had happened sunk in and the soldiers made their plans for survival.  
 
                 There were of course revenge assassinations worldwide and soldiers, like the bases, disappeared.  Okinawa, who had been frustrated with yearly rapes and occasional murders due to the soldiers from the U.S. base, wiped out the base in one week.  It was a blood bath at first but eventually the base ran out of ammo and had no fuel to operate the heavy machinery.  In the end, the locals won and reclaimed their island that had been under U.S. control for almost seventy years.  
 
                 After the bomb, there were drastic changes in the U.S. along the borders.  Mexicans no longer traveled north over the border.  Farms in Mexico started growing corn again with the loss of subsidized American corn.  Canada shut their borders to limit the refugees.  While Canada was a large country, it didn’t have the planting season or land to provide for the amount of people coming in.  Mexico did the same.  With U.S. money no longer having any value there was no reason to allow Americans into the country.  Americans had become the dregs of society and had to learn to fend for themselves.  Five percent of the world’s population had gone from the top of the food chain to the unwanted bastards of a fallen empire.  
 
                 Around the world leaders made arguments about how democracy had failed.  Nations either stood back and stayed neutral in foreign affairs or tried to stake their claim as new super powers.  The only two countries that were able to pull off the fight for power were Russia and China.  In a year the rest of the world had learned to obey what these two powers said and feared the repercussions if they didn’t.  The Japanese stood back as China claimed their dominance.  Japan was still dealing with the fallout of the tsunami and the nuclear power plant in Fukashima.  Needless to say, Russia and China quickly gained many allies and became the new police force of the world.  
 
                 The Chinese yuan had become the new reserve currency of the world after an aggressive buying period of gold prior to the bomb in Washington.  China quickly acted in devaluing the yuan but backed it by their large gold reserves.  The yuan flooded the market and restarted international trade.  For the rest of the world things were close to normal again three years after the bomb.  For America, that was another story.   
 
                 China and Russia made it clear to the rest of the world that foreign aid was not allowed towards the United States.  To do so would mean serious repercussions against the country that failed to adhere to these rules.  These threats were not pertaining to sanctions, China and Russia had no plans to act as their predecessor did before.  Their policy was to act instead of signing papers.  Countries that didn’t play along with their new rules were punished severely.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 2
 
   Before the Day to 3 Years after
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Midwest United States
 
                 
 
   Prohibition had been gone for over eighty years.  The art of making alcohol had evolved from a basement hobby to a multi-billion dollar business by the 1990’s.  Before the collapse he remembered breweries sprouting up all over his county.  Once the government made it legal to make home brewed beer and wine in the 1980’s, all bets were off with where a man’s hobby could take him.  It wasn’t beer that he was interested in.  Kevin enjoyed the history of brewing and tracked down old recipes, the drinks of kings, poets, and pharaohs.  Drinks like sake were incredibly easy to make, a mix of cooked rice and malt rice.  The one ingredient that most men couldn’t get right was the patience.  Mash and fermenting drink had to sit for weeks.  To not let the batch do what it needed on its own was to not respect what it was meant to do.  If you left it to achieve its full potential, it would reward you.  
 
                 His brewing kit was a series of simple glass jugs.  He bought more equipment over time.  The large steel pots and pans he had picked up at second hand stores over the years.  He didn’t bother with the chemistry equipment, the simpler the recipe, the more pure he felt the drink was.  
 
                 Every month Kevin would try to make a new recipe of mead, the honey wine that kept Europe filled with drink, the drink of Odin and the Vikings.  His first few batches reminded him of rum and not the honey that was the source of the sugar.  
 
                 Honey, he quickly learned, was expensive.  He looked to other sources of sugar.  He tried making fruit wine and in every recipe the sugar in the fruit wasn’t enough to make the batch turn with any decent alcohol content.  Unlike honey, sugar was cheap.  
 
                 Then he bought a book that changed his home brewing forever.  The book was a foraging book that tried to use plants around the home for various things, salads, medicine, and of course wine.  He found recipes for oak leaf wine, and his favorite, dandelion.  The dandelion was the wine he got the most looks of interest and hesitation for people to try.  
 
                 “You mean you picked these from your yard?” was a common question he heard from people.  After the first taste people didn’t ask any more questions.  He had found his hit.  An old recipe that needed the dust cleaned off and brought forth to a new generation.  In a year the flowers that people killed in their yards had a new look to them.  He continued to look for more old recipes but every year he was sure to make a new batch of dandelion wine.  
 
                 Because of his hobby he got in the habit of buying several bags of sugar at one time.  He sealed them up and they stored well in the cool dry basement.  He would keep a dozen bags in his basement at all times.  He never knew when he would get excited and make a large batch of the latest great find.  
 
                 On The Day, he went down to the closest market he could find and bought two pallets of sugar, something that the store had never seen before.  Things were getting chaotic and people were buying more than they usually did.  When he loaded the sugar into his van and drove away, the employees of the market thought twice about what they should go home with.  
 
                 Living off of disability gave Kevin plenty of time to tinker with his hobby.  Working as a mechanic he was nearly blinded when a new employee to the garage started a blow torch too close to some gas canisters.  Almost twenty years on the job without anything more than a cut to the hand and he was almost killed from a careless act.  
 
                 The scar on his face healed well but he always saw it as the fresh burn that was in the mirror at the hospital.  His hair grew out enough to cover the hairline that had been burned back a few inches past his right temple.  He was legally blind in one eye.  It wasn’t hard for him to be approved for disability when he walked into the case workers office with his scarred face still covered in bandages.  The case worker filled out the paperwork in record time and he was receiving checks not long after.  He had always been conservative with his money.  He paid off his house in the first ten years he was there.  He paid for everything in cash and he had money stashed away for a rainy day.  By the time the accident happened he was ready to finally do the things he wanted and live a little. 
 
                 Coming from the usual redneck family he had several hunting rifles in his home.  His dogs were diligent of notifying him when people came around the house, and his pantry was always filled.  It wasn’t below him to go outside and shoot the woodchuck or raccoon in his yard and then throw it on the grill.  He figured out the power went out when he flipped the switch to go into the basement.  He missed listening to his AM radio shows while mixing a batch of wine.  The talk shows he normally listened to appeared to be right.  For years the hosts talked about the end of the world.  Whether it was a galactic space invasion or a zombie apocalypse the world had come to an end in a way.  He was alone now.  
 
                 After The Day the mail stopped coming, people stopped driving, and when winter came he was heating his house with a make shift stove from an old fifty five gallon drum.  He caught a virus and was stuck inside for two weeks until he was able to move around again.  
 
                 His dogs had been living off of scraps for weeks.  He had three altogether, mutts of all kinds.  Stuck in bed he watched them huddle together to stay warm.  Eventually, they would serve him one last time.  His own food was running low and unable to hunt he had little options left in the end.  
 
                 He forced himself from the bed and the dogs followed him waiting for food to magically appear from their master’s hands.  He looked in the kitchen one last time and sighed as his fears were confirmed.  
 
                 Working his way back to the living room he pulled a rifle from the gun cabinet and loaded a round in the chamber.  Looking at the dogs he picked the largest one, Max.  He was the oldest of the group and he hoped to buy some more time for the other two.  Opening the back door of the house he called Max to follow him and they disappeared outside while the other two waited.  The shot rang out and he had enough food for another week.  
 
                 By spring all three dogs were gone.  The last one, Rags, was the most difficult.  At fifty pounds he was the smallest and the youngest.  Food was gone and at this point either they both died or Rags served his master one last time.  Winter was full of tough choices, things he wouldn’t want to remember later.  He made it through, finally recovered from the disease that kept him in bed for so long. 
 
                 It was a miserable time.  He lost a lot of weight and never gained it back.  He felt drained and weak for months.  Then, when the sun finally came out and the snow started to melt, energy flowed through his body again.  It was the longest winter he could ever remember.  It was the first without a television.  
 
                 He wanted to make some more wine.  He had nothing to use for flavor.  He contemplated making moonshine but felt it was a waste of the sugar he had.  A few weeks later the dandelions came up and he gathered up everything he could get his hands on.  He boiled the flowers and waited three days like the recipe said.  A few days later several gallons of dandelion wine were sitting on shelves bubbling away.  It was the largest batch he had ever made.  The depressing thing about it was that he had nobody to share it with.  
 
                 Once in a while he would play with his hand crank radio trying to find news of the world.  The static always made him feel more alone.  He continued his process of making wine.  He brewed several batches at one time.  He learned how to use the previous mash to continue the same strand of yeast.  Before he didn’t have to worry about getting more yeast, now he had to learn how to use what he had since he couldn’t stop at the store anymore.  
 
                 It was late spring before he started to realize what was left in his pantry wouldn’t last forever.  He was living off of whatever he could shoot and rummage from around the house.  A few miles down the street was a greenhouse with a store in the front.  He always thought the owners were a bunch of hippie oddballs.  Now he was hoping they had enough seeds or plants to get a garden going.  He wasn’t sure if anybody would be there.  
 
                 Early in the morning he had nothing to do.  All of his equipment was being used while his wines fermented.  He didn’t feel like sitting on the back porch waiting for a squirrel to wander in.  He threw a hiking pack on and grabbed his 30.06 hunting rifle and started walking down the street.  It was the most exercise he had since The Day.  The empty pack and rifle weighed a ton on his small frame.  The only thing that was saving him was the weight he lost when he was sick.  He felt light, but his cardio was lacking.  He hadn’t ran, really ran, as if his life depended on it since high school.  That was decades ago.  
 
                 It took him an hour to reach the greenhouse.  It didn’t look bad from the outside. He walked around the property, hollered out.  He looked in windows and peeked in the sheds and garage.  The home of the owners sat behind the store.  He rang the doorbell and knocked on the door.  He waited several minutes then pounded one last time.  He peeked in the windows, saw no movement. 
 
                 “Alright, if you’re in there, don’t shoot, I’m coming in.” he yelled. 
 
                 Kevin pulled the screen door back and began kicking the door.  When the door flew open his hiking pack became snagged on the screen door and he was stuck.  He moved around and finally unhooked it.  He looked around and was thankful nobody was inside.  He didn’t see anything of very much importance.  The house was untouched and looked like the family might have left.  In the living room he found some magazines and books on the shelf.  In the kitchen he noticed the cupboards were almost full.  Dishes piled in the sink.  Something was wrong. 
 
                 He went up the stairs.  He paused in the hallway and dreaded looking in the room.  The scent of death was in the air.  He used the muzzle of the rifle to push the first door open.  He didn’t see anything at first.  He stepped in.  
 
                 The small frame of a person lay in the bed under the sheets.  The body had broken down months ago.  Frozen over the winter then thawed and dried out from the heat of the house sealed up and taking in all the sunlight.  
 
                 The people who owned the greenhouse had been mummified in their own personal greenhouse.  He checked the next bedroom and found two bodies in the bed.  They were in the same state.  He figured they must have been the parents and owners of the greenhouse.  The bathroom looked like the worst of the rest stops on an interstate highway.  The flu he had caught the year before came to mind.  Somehow he survived when they didn’t.   He never understood things like that.  They were oddballs, pushed organic food, didn’t eat meat, and didn’t use pesticides or fertilizers.  Somehow the hippie oddballs still died.  
 
                 He went back downstairs and continued to look around.  The food in the kitchen would be going back with him.  After he checked all the cupboards he found the door to the basement.  He didn’t bring a flashlight.  He looked around for the junk drawer that most people had in their house.  After a few minutes he found a box of matches.  Lighting the first he went down the stairs and smelled the musky air.  The furnace was in front of him.  Then, looking around, he saw the shelves lined with jars.  Homemade canned goods.  The hippies had canned all the produce they couldn’t sell.  The match burned his fingers.  
 
                 He let his eyes adjust and kept looking around.  The basement wasn’t as dark as he thought it was.  The small windows were letting light in and he could comfortably move around.  There were hundreds of jars.  He could see green beans, beets, yams, potatoes, tomatoes, salsa, and the list went on and on.  He wanted to somehow thank the hippies.  He wondered if eating the food was thanks enough.  It would be a shame to waste it with all the hours they put into it.  He thought about how to get it back to the house.  Then he wondered if he should move to the greenhouse.  He went back and forth in his head.  Move the wine, by now it was hundreds of pounds of alcohol, or move hundreds of pounds of food back to the house.  In the end he decided to leave the food in the basement except what he needed.  What he needed now was exercise.  It wasn’t going to kill him to stop at the greenhouse and pick up a few jars every couple of days.  If anything, it was what he needed.  There was one last thing he needed to do.  To only take the food was still ignoring the reason he had shown up at the greenhouse.  
 
                 He walked out of the house and closed the door the best he could.  He walked to the store in the front and tried to find a way to break in and leave the building secure.  Eventually, he found a window with a weak lock and forced it open.  He threw his pack in and closed the window behind him.  In the store he went shopping.  He grabbed a cart and went up and down the aisles.  He grabbed several garden tools, a few bags of top soil, peat moss, and manure compost.  Then, he left the cart in the aisle and saw the rack of seeds.  Several brands and varieties, mostly heirloom varieties, he grabbed handfuls and stuffed them in his bag.  He took everything.  The seeds were his insurance policy.  After he found the seeds he wondered what was kept in the back, the stockroom.  He pushed the door open for Employees Only and walked the rows of boxes.  He found more seeds and then the jackpot, sealed cans of long term storage seeds.  These sold for a hundred bucks a piece.  Coffee cans filled with everything you would need for an acre size garden.  He had more than enough for that but he wasn’t going to become master gardener overnight.  The final thing he needed was in the front of the store. 
 
                 At the book rack he saw several books on gardening.  He skipped the ones about flowers and went to the homesteading and vegetable gardens.  He started to flip through them and then decided to throw them in the cart and take them back.  By now he just wanted to go home.  
 
                 He felt weird walking down the street with a shopping cart full of stuff.  He kept waiting for a car to drive by and honk their horn at him but it never happened.  His journey back didn’t feel as long but it was by a few minutes.  It was now late afternoon.  He unloaded the bags and tools in the backyard and took the books and seeds inside.  
 
                 Opening a jar of pickled beets he picked up a book and started doing his homework on what would have to become his new hobby.  The local wildlife was getting old and he knew if he was going to survive for much longer he would have to turn into the dead hippies down the street.  Surviving the flu like he did was luck.  No matter how he thought about it, it was pure luck.  Somehow, he fought it off.  He had lived through the illness that had killed most of his neighbors if not all of them.  Suddenly, the hippies weren’t so crazy.  He thought about the food in their basement realized that if they had lived they would have been fine surviving down the street and he would be at their mercy.  He could have played the role of the hard ass redneck but it would not have been in his favor.  
 
                 Whatever happened the year before had placed him in a new world where his old life could no longer continue the way it did.  
 
                 Flipping through one of the books he found a section that charted what to plant for the current time of year.  He flipped through the seed packs and found several varieties of each kind.  He picked a few of each and later that night learned that many were not an option because he had not sprouted them inside weeks ago.  He put the tomatoes and peppers back in his bag and continued looking through the rest.  He found a few packs of wormwood.  The name sounded familiar.  
 
                 He went to the kitchen and pulled out stacks of wine recipes that he had collected over the years.  Then he found one with wormwood in it.  Absinthe, the illegal herb based drink favored during the early 1900’s.  It was legal again in France after rumors of hallucinations subsided but America fell behind on keeping up with abandoning myth based laws.  Wormwood was the base herb used in absinthe along with a few others depending on the recipe.  
 
                 He picked up the pack of seeds and placed them with the rest of the seeds he would be planting the next day.  He was excited.  Soon he would be reviving an old recipe that had not been seen in his area in almost a hundred years.  Tomorrow would be hell.  He would work harder than he had ever worked before.  
 
                 The next morning he woke up early.  He placed stakes in the ground to outline his garden.  From there he broke the soil with his shovel and began pulling up clumps of sod and placing it in the wheelbarrow.  He stacked the sod into walls and created a box shaped compost pile.  His work was doing two things at once.  He knew he was pressed for time and tried to think of ways to save time, doing several things at once instead of a series of lengthy jobs.  He worked constantly for three days and created three compost piles and had the large bed for the garden turned.  On the fourth day he added the manure compost, peat moss, and top soil.  He raked everything through the garden and tried to spread it evenly.  That afternoon he placed stakes in the garden and brought the seed packets out.  He planted summer and winter squash, melons, and some rows of grains.  With a few hours of daylight left he picked a corner of the garden to plant various herbs.  He planted the wormwood first and then added onions, basil, cilantro, and several other herbs.  
 
                 After two weeks the garden had come to life.  Plants were growing out of the soil and starting to cover the bare earth.  Some of the plants did not do well, some melon vines had root rot and the grains didn’t appear to like the hot summer days.  Watering was an issue.  Without running water he was at the mercy of nature to feed his garden and give it what it needed.  At the end of the season he ended up with several winter squash and pumpkins to store over the winter.  The grains he was able to harvest and he used five gallon buckets to collect the grains, using his hands to separate the seed from the chaff.  It was a long process, but time was something he had an over-abundance of.  
 
                 The herbs he dried and stored away.  Onions were tied together and hung in the basement to keep for later.  The wormwood he collected and set aside.  The house and basement were filled with bottles of liquor and wine.  He was able to salvage dozens of bottles over the summer months traveling around his area and bringing things back to the house.  Cleaning the equipment, he readied the stainless steel pot and poured in cups of sugar and gallons of water.  Once they were mixed and heated up he checked and rechecked the recipe he was using.  Throwing in the wormwood, mint, anise, and fennel he started his batch of absinthe.  The wormwood tasted bitter and he wondered how long he would be able to find sugar cubes that had not been eaten by roaming ants.  When the mix was at a slow boil he took it off the stove and let it cool.  When the batch reached room temperature he tossed in the yeast and mixed it, aerating the liquid feeding oxygen to the yeast.  He closed the lid and let the absinthe do the rest of the work.  
 
                 Weeks later, snow was on the ground.  He didn’t leave the house much except to hunt or gather wood for the stove.  He would check the absinthe daily at this point until it no longer bubbled from the fermentation process.  Using some copper coil and a lid that fit on top of the steel pot he was able to distill the absinthe instead of trying to filter the mash from the alcohol.  The end result was a green liquid that he added some water to for the right alcohol percentage and a final product that was illegal, until there was no longer a government to enforce their old laws.  He worked that evening at bottling the green liquid and storing it away in his basement.  The last bit that didn’t fill a bottle he took into the kitchen and pulled out a small wine glass.  He improvised a few of the tools he would need, placing a sugar cube on top of a butter knife and dripping cold water onto the cube dissolving it into the absinthe.  He watched the white cloud form in the drink, the fairy that was famous for turning men mad.  When the cube was gone he removed the butter knife and carried the glass into the living room.  Sitting in his chair he drank the absinthe slowly, taking in all the taste.  He didn’t know if he had done everything right.  He wasn’t sure if this was what absinthe was supposed to taste like.  He knew that it was good and he was happy with the result.  It was the first drink he had cultivated completely from beginning to end.  He grew the plants, created the mash, fermented it, distilled it, and finally bottled it.  The only thing he missed was the company of others.  Drinking alone was something that he did often.  He didn’t care for it much.  Sharing in his success was half the fun of what he did.  There was no one else to enjoy his drink with.  He finished the glass and went to bed.  
 
                 Two years later he was set in his routine of hunting, gardening, and brewing.  The animals had become more plentiful, the garden he was still learning but with more success, and the brewing had left him with hundreds of bottles stored away in the house.  At one point, he rode a four wheel all-terrain vehicle (ATV) he found at the greenhouse with an attached trailer to the nearest town miles away.  He didn’t see anybody.  It was depressing.  Nothing was being kept up.  Plants grew out of every crack and crevice.  Many of the stores had been looted before or after the flu.  He stopped at the local hardware store and was able to find some storage shelves still in the box.  He stacked them in the trailer and drove to the next store, a trendy yuppie place with overpriced world items.  
 
                 Stepping through the broken glass he saw all the food and drinks were gone.  Broken items sat on the floor.  Some birds flew around the store, nests resting on shelves claiming the building as their new home.  He went to the furniture and found a few cheap wooden wine racks that were perfect for what he needed.  He carried them to the ATV and piled them on the back.  He strapped everything down with elastic cords and rode back home.  He had a few days’ worth of work ahead of him with the new supplies.  His stomach was empty and he felt dizzy during the ride back.  He hadn’t felt this way since he first started the garden.  He reached the house by night fall and let the ATV coast into the yard.  Then the unthinkable happened.  A man stood at his doorway.  Thin, late thirties, trimmed beard, he didn’t appear to be a threat.  
 
                 “Hi,” the man said walking off the porch.  
 
                 He didn’t say anything getting off the ATV.  He wasn’t sure if this was really happening.  
 
                 “I’m sorry if I startled you, I saw the garden and knew that somebody was living here.” the man said. “My name is Bruce, what’s yours?” 
 
                 He thought for a minute.  He was no longer the redneck that he was and didn’t feel his old name fit him anymore.  He looked at the racks and shelves in the trailer, storage for the Nectar of the god’s.  
 
                 “Odin, my name is Odin.” he said.  He wasn’t sure why he picked that but he did.  
 
                 “Odin, nice to meet you.” Bruce put his hand out.  
 
                 Odin grabbed it, shook it, the feeling made the experience real.  
 
                 “Bruce,” Odin said. 
 
                 “Yes,” Bruce replied. 
 
                 “Would you care for a drink Bruce?”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2: St. Louis, Missouri  
 
    
 
                 After The Day, let’s face it, the world went to shit.  He’s not one to sugar coat anything.  Buck was not a person that put much faith in the world being handed a bad hand at birth.  He was smarter and more capable than most that he came across but growing up in the center of the Midwest he was never given a chance to show his true potential.  
 
                 School had mocked him and he later found recognition with the writings of people like Albert Einstein when he talked about never being understood by the public school system.  Einstein was flunked out of math because he always questioned the answers and how the system worked.  Buck felt the same way.  He later graduated with a high school diploma and was able to get a job at the local factory but he never felt like he was reaching his full potential.  Many others at work felt like he wasn’t at his place, where he belonged, and some asked him why he was working at the factory.  
 
                 “I can’t afford college and this is the best job I can get without a college degree.” he would reply.  
 
                 While some took this as a good answer others asked why he didn’t get student loans.
 
                 “Why would I go into debt for a degree that won’t pay itself off later?” 
 
                 The answer was obvious to him but they sometimes never understood it.  The student loan had become a reasonable answer to going to college but Buck had done the math on how to get a degree in creative writing.  He did take classes for a while as a favor to girlfriends he had over the years but never picked a major and only took classes he was interested in.  He ended his college career with a 3.7 GPA.   
 
                 While he may earn millions after school if he wrote a best-selling novel, the odds were he would become a high school English teacher making thirty thousand a year.  He didn’t like the odds and decided on playing it safe.  
 
                 Over the years he had become an expert bow hunter and would come home with several deer a year.  Hunting was a matter of patience and skill and he had both.  He would scout hunting areas weeks before the season and normally bagged a deer on opening day with several others during the season if the permits allowed and sometimes if they didn’t.  
 
                 He didn’t think it was a bad life.  Women came and went.  He tried to have a lasting relationship but the ones he could get weren’t as smart as him and it was hard to take the relationship seriously.  The women would get frustrated and leave.  When he met women that were up to par with him they were turned off by his work or lifestyle and things would never happen unless he was lucky enough to have a fling.  
 
                 In his mid-thirties he had a house, Jeep, and a stable life.  He had put himself in a rhythm and he wasn’t sure if he liked it or not.  There was still something missing.  He tried to sit down and write a book but he didn’t have much to write about.  He went on epic hunting trips where he would live in the woods for two weeks at a time and try to live off the land.  Sometimes it went well and other times he was walking out after a few days because things were not going his way.  
 
                 In his heart he knew he was meant for better.  In some way greatness was going to happen for him.                              
 
                 On The Day he was at work on the dye machine and the bosses felt it was better to not tell the employees and instead have them finish the day and find out when they went home.  Eventually, word got out and the employees were leaving their work stations to talk to others and go to the television in the break room.  One of the guys on the line patted Buck on the back and he took his headphones off. 
 
                 “Hey, check out the TV.” the man said.  
 
                 Buck looked around and noticed that nobody was working.  Whatever was happening he was thinking of another September 11th.  He powered down the machine and went to the break room to see a mushroom cloud on the television.  
 
                 “Looks like them fucking rag heads finally did it.”
 
                 “Somebody did us a favor.” 
 
                 “You think it was the Russians?” 
 
                 “Could be that North Korean guy, he’s crazy.” 
 
                 “Do we still have to pay taxes?” 
 
                 The conversation in the break room about the image on the television was more entertaining than the talking heads that repeated the useless information.  Buck could have listened to it for hours.  
 
                 Buck went to the locker room and changed his clothes.  He still had hours until his shift ended but had a feeling nothing was getting done today.  He clocked out with the feeling he would never get his next paycheck and went home.  Cars were lined up at the gas stations and he went straight home.  He still had half a tank and wasn’t worried about it. 
 
                 Pulling into his house, he went inside and forgot about the outside world.  
 
                 The next morning he tried calling work before going in and found that nobody was answering the phone.  Company policy was to always have somebody there to answer the phone in the office.  He left a message stating he was having car trouble and to give him a call if they still needed him to come in later in the day.  They never called back.  
 
                 Buck drove his Jeep down to the local hunting supply store to chat with the guys who worked the archery section.  They knew him by name there and he was always interested in the latest bows and even the new replicas that they shipped in.  Buck rarely sold his old items and instead would keep them as backups in case his current bow broke.  
 
                 Pulling into the store they appeared busier than normal, the parking lot filled with trucks and people walking in quickly.  Had he missed something besides the nuke that went off?
 
                 He went to the archery section and the guys weren’t there.  Instead they were helping with the firearms department and camping supplies.  He watched as people rushed around and argued about who was hoarding.  He thought about his own supplies and he was comfortable with the items he had.   He could never have enough arrows though.  
 
                 One of the guys from the shop saw Buck in the background and snuck out from behind the counter.  
 
                 “Hey, sorry I wasn’t over here.  This whole bomb thing has everybody freaking out.” Sam, the attendant, said. 
 
                 “I see that.  What’s everybody buying?” 
 
                 “Almost out of ammo .22, .40, .45, hell one guy bought a couple cases of 12 gauge.  People are wiping us out.  You might want to think about getting something besides arrows.” Sam suggested. 
 
                 “Bullets run out, I’m better with these anyway.”  
 
                 “I got to go.  Come see me when you check out.” 
 
                 “Will do.” Buck watched Sam squeeze through the people crowded around the counter. 
 
                 Buck grabbed a cart and went back to the archery section.  He thought about every bow he owned and the arrows they worked best with.  He found those arrows and loaded all of them in the cart.  Then he went down the aisle with the arrowheads.  He threw all the packets he wanted into the cart.  He found arrowheads for small game, practice, broad heads, even the deer hunting arrows that fold out on impact.  His final pick up was hanging by the counter and he knew nobody would buy it.  
 
                 He pushed the cart up and got in line.  When it was his turn he pushed the cart up and Sam asked him how many of each thing he had.  Sam added it up into the register. 
 
                 “Anything else while you’re here?” Sam asked. 
 
                 “That long bow hanging there.” Buck said pointing behind Sam.
 
                 “There are two left.” Sam said. 
 
                 “I’ll take them both.” Buck said. 
 
                 “I thought so.” Sam gave him the total and Buck handed over the cash. 
 
                  Back at home, he went through his supplies and put the extra items away in his closet, organized by the bows they went to.  The arrowheads he placed on the top shelf still in their wrappers.  He went into the basement and pulled out all of his old gear.  He found his first bows and all of the ones that followed.  He added up all of his arrows, several were still in the cases with their bows.  He never realized how much he really had.  He kept his favorite bow with him next to the bed and a quiver of arrows with it.  He had a feeling it would be a good idea to start carrying a knife with him even in the house so he took out his hunting buck knife and put it on his belt every morning.  
 
                  It wasn’t long after this that he saw people leaving their houses.  Families loaded up their vehicles and tied luggage to the roof only to find in some cases the vehicle wouldn’t start.  From what Buck could tell the older vehicles had fewer problems.  Families with new SUVs were stuck while the others were on the road and disappeared.  Buck went to help his neighbors’ next door, a couple with three kids.  Their SUV wouldn’t start and Buck was thinking it was the electronics.  
 
                 “Need some help?” Buck asked Tom, the dad.
 
                 “Yeah. You know about cars?” Tom asked popping the hood. 
 
                 “Usually fix my own.” Buck said looking under the hood.  
 
                 The SUV was different from the vehicles that Buck usually bought.  The plastic shield over the top and the way the engine hid the parts of the motor made Buck feel confused as to what he was looking at.  Once he found the belt and alternator it wasn’t too difficult to figure things out.  He found the fuse box and most of the fuses were blown.  He wanted to look at the coils and see if they were burned out as well.  
 
                 “Your SUV is SOL.” Buck said.
 
                 “What does that mean?”  While Tom was a nice guy, Buck often wondered if he was a few screws away from being like Forrest Gump.
 
                 “The electronics of your SUV are fried.  I bet the coils are gone too.  You’re shit out of luck.” Buck said putting the cover back on the fuse box.
 
                 “But there has to be some way.” Tom said looking under the hood. 
 
                 “Do you have a spare set of fuses?” 
 
                 “No,” Tom said after thinking for a second. 
 
                 “Well then.” Buck said cleaning his hands off. “I would make other plans.” 
 
                 “What, what the hell are we supposed to do?” Tom asked. 
 
                 “You own a gun?” Buck asked.
 
                 “No,” Tom said.
 
                 “Ever been bow hunting?” Buck asked.
 
                 “No.” Tom replied.
 
                 “Well, then I got nothing for you.” Buck placed the rag on the side of the SUV and went back to his house.  
 
                 He soon realized he was going to have a bunch of neighbors that wouldn’t be able to take care of themselves.  While Buck was randomly plucking squirrels and other sources of protein from his yard his neighbors were quickly running out of food.  Many talked about the National Guard coming and dropping off food but it never happened.  
 
                 Buck saw one of the guys across the street taking a shovel to his yard and ripping the sod off.  His wife was yelling at him about the sellable value of the house and he shrugged it off.  Buck had an idea.  
 
                 “Mind if I help you?” Buck asked. 
 
                 The man was someone he had never met before.  He was a former banker by the name of Ross.  After the first week that the power had been out and no sign of anybody coming to save the day he took it upon himself to get things started.  His wife was still clinging to the way that things used to be while he had been thinking that the world was going to decline fast and hard for a few years.  
 
                 “No, I could use the help.” Ross was a nice guy, middle aged and a wife a few years younger than him.  He enjoyed the privileged life for a while but remembered how things could be when life was hard and always worried about having to go back to that.  
 
                 “Do you have any idea what you’re going to plant?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “I think I have some tomato seeds inside, I’m sure I can find some more.” Ross said.  
 
                 They cleared a square patch and loosened the soil to make it easy for plants to take root.  
 
                 “I’ve been getting some small game around here if you’re interested.” Buck said.
 
                 “I figure if I don’t tell the wife what it is, it should be fine.”  
 
                 “I’ll bring some over later.”  
 
                 Pigeon, originally brought over by French chefs in the 1800s as a ready food supply for their kitchens, was now back on the plate.  People tried to look at them as Cornish Hens but there was still a difference.  
 
                 Bucks Jeep still worked, he figured it was from the simple electronic system.  He informed some of his neighbors that he would be gone for a few days and he would be back.  
 
                 He drove off into the wilderness where he usually hunted and set out for a trip that would supply him with pounds of meat for the summer and fall.  
 
                 Buck parked the Jeep far in the park.  He even broke the pad lock off the gate to the two track and rigged the gate closed again.  He wanted to make sure he was as secluded as he could be.  Everyone’s food supplies were getting low and it was a matter of time before people panicked.  
 
                 Buck set up camp and started a fire in the parks designated area.  He didn’t want to burn down the renewable source of food and make things worse for everyone. Buck took a multi-layer dehydrator out of the Jeep and hooked it up to the battery.  He would have to start the Jeep every few hours to make sure the alternator kept the battery charged.  Last thing he needed was pounds of storable meat sitting in the woods with no ride back home.  
 
                 Grabbing his bow and quiver he set out into the woods to find his prey.  He found tracks and made a mental note of where they were.  He wasn’t counting on finding anything on the first day.  It was rare for him to come out of the woods without anything on day two.  After surveying a quarter mile area, he set up his tree stand thirty feet away from the trail he found earlier.  He set his wind-up alarm clock and went to bed as soon as the sun set.  
 
                 He awoke the next morning at five a.m. and quickly ate some food before going to his tree stand.  He climbed to the top and waited.  It felt like old times.  For a few minutes he forgot about what had happened in D.C. and was simply hunting like he had before.  Now it was technically illegal but it was for food just like all the other times he went out before.  The only difference was the lack of permit.  
 
                 The horizon changed colors.  At first he could watch the stars and occasionally spot a satellite flying over.  Then the orange and red tint came creeping up and the stars slowly disappeared.  Buck heard leaves rustling under his stand and he looked down to see a doe and a fawn traveling beneath him.  He didn’t want either.  They would provide food for later.  Buck crossed his fingers and hoped a big buck would be trailing behind.  The doe and fawn walked through not noticing the man in the tree stand.  Then, another set of steps approached.  Buck pulled a broadhead arrow from the quiver and notched it in the bow string.  
 
                 A buck came through the trail, the bald spots still showing where its antlers had been the previous season.  He was a beautiful creature and Buck wished he had found it in its antlered prime.  Buck pulled the string back, aimed, and exhaled. 
 
                 The arrow flew and struck the rib cage, into the lung and heart.  The deer stumbled back and dropped.  Buck was excited about his kill but now came the real work.  It was late spring and the flies would be out.  Originally, he was planning to process the animal here and hopefully bag another before returning home.  With the temperature already starting to rise he was quick to gut the deer and drag it out with the heart and liver still inside the chest cavity.  He would put those in the Dutch oven once he was home and started cutting up the deer.  
 
                 He threw the deer in the back of the Jeep, tore down the tent, and put out the fire covering it with dirt and pouring extra water on it.  He had everything packed in less than half an hour and was on the road.  
 
                 When he reached his house he opened the garage and set up the tripod for hanging the deer.  Pulling the deer out of the back he hooked up the hind legs and hoisted it in the air to finish draining the rest of the blood into a five gallon bucket.  He prayed the garage would keep the flies out and the deer wouldn’t go to waste.  
 
                 As Buck left the garage he was startled by his neighbor Sam.  
 
                 “Buck,” the man said holding his head. 
 
                 Bruises and cuts covered his head and arms.  They were scabbed over and looked a few hours old. 
 
                 “What the hell happened to you?” Buck asked inspecting the marks. 
 
                 “This gang came through taking whatever they wanted.  I tried to keep them out of the house and they pulled me out and beat me in the yard.  My wife and kids hid in one of the bedrooms while they took all the food out of the kitchen.”  
 
                 Buck suddenly realized he hadn’t been in the house yet and went to the back door to find it still locked.  He ran to the front and found it open and the frame splintered. 
 
                 “Shit.” he said running in.  The cupboards and cabinets were empty.  He went into the basement to find the bows and hunting supplies were still there.  The gang had stuck to their plan of food to save time.  
 
                 “I’m sorry Buck.” Sam said waiting in the front yard.  
 
                 “It’s not your fault.”  Buck stood in the front yard and thought for a minute.  “Get the neighbors and bring them here.  We need to talk.”  
 
                 “Everybody?” Sam asked. 
 
                 “Everyone.” 
 
                 The group gathered in the front yard and they could hear Buck in the house.  He came out with plastic cases and quivers.  
 
                 “I don’t have enough for everyone, so the stronger among you come forward.”  Buck said.
 
                 The group looked around amongst each other.  
 
                 “Well, come on now, we don’t have all day.” Buck said.  
 
                 Most of the men stepped forward and a few of the women.  Buck looked at each of them and handed bows to the people he thought they would fit the best.  The women were given compound bows and the men a combination of longbows and compounds. 
 
                 “Are we going hunting?” one of the men asked. 
 
                 “No, we are learning to defend ourselves.”   
 
                 Buck set up targets along the garage and had the group line up to start their target practice.  By the end of the first hour most of them were hitting the targets.  They weren’t marksmen but they were better than they were when they started.  Buck asked around about the food situation and some of the people still had food available to them that hadn’t been stolen.  
 
                 That night Buck made steaks out of the deer and started smoking the rest into jerky for the next week or two.  There were twelve people altogether.  Sam was the guy he was most familiar with.  One of the women, Carol, insisted on a longbow because she used one at summer camp as a teenager.  She was around his age and fit.  She could pull the box back with little work and he found himself watching her most out of the group.  
 
                 That night as they sat around a fire, Buck explained what he intended them to do the next time the gang came back around, or any gang for that matter. 
 
                 “They had guns.” one man said. 
 
                 “Your point?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “You want us to fight back with bows and arrows. Didn’t the Indians try that?” another man said. 
 
                 “Yes. But there is a difference between them and us.  They didn’t have me fighting.”  Buck realized that he had taken over as the leader of the neighborhood, or what was left of it. 
 
                 The households rationed the food they had left.  Some of the people started using their bows to take down small game.  It came with practice but they were getting the hang of it.  
 
                 A week passed before the gang came back.  The funny thing Buck first noticed was the bass of the music could be heard two blocks away.  His windows rattled and he quickly moved off the couch and climbed the ladder to the roof like he planned.  He could see other people from the block getting into their positions.  A row of cars turned the corner and he waited to see where they would stop.  They had the older seventies model sedans, simple electronics like Buck’s Jeep.  The cars stopped in the street and they left the music playing as the doors opened.  Men and women exited the vehicles holding pistols and rifles.  Buck didn’t recognize the gang.  Blacks, Asians, and Mexicans were all a part of it.  Maybe they banded together to split the pie.  
 
                 Buck didn’t wait.  They were in the open and now was the time to strike.  He took an arrow from the quiver and drew the bow back.  He picked a Mexican man holding an AK-47 and let the arrow loose.  He instantly took another arrow from the quiver and drew on the next man, an Asian with a large revolver.  Again he let the arrow fly.  The Mexican was screaming looking at the arrow that punctured his ribcage.  The Asian man dropped.  Buck figured he hit a vital organ like the heart.  He pulled another arrow from the quiver.  As the group in the street had started focusing their attention to him the rest of the street joined in and arrows were flying from everywhere.                
 
                 The people in the street were in a panic.  Some of them aimed their guns around but didn’t fire.  Buck suspected they had already run out of bullets and were now using them for intimidation.  It was a big risk he took but it was paying off.  Some members of the gang jumped back in their cars and drove off.  Most of the people were still in the street trying to stay covered from flying arrows.  Buck picked off the strays and soon the neighbors were in the street holding their bows at the ready.  One woman, Peggy, was in tears and Buck could see the anger in her eyes.  
 
                 She drew her bow back and shot an arrow into the head of a man a few feet away from her.
 
                 “Holy shit Peg.” Sam said to her as she killed the man.
 
                 “He raped me the last time they were through here.” she said spitting on the body and kicking the corpse.  
 
                 Buck made a quick decision.  
 
                 “Nobody gets out of here alive.” he told Sam.
 
                 “Are you sure?” Sam asked Buck.
 
                 “Peg?” Buck looked at her.
 
                 “Kill every last one of them.”  Peg said.
 
                 “You heard the lady.” Sam said. 
 
                 It wasn’t easier.  Most were hesitant.  Before, it was self-defense.  The people were putting their lives in danger by stealing their food.  Now most of them thought of it as murder.  
 
                 Buck took out his knife and executed the ones that were still breathing the quickest way he knew how, a straight drive to the heart.  Some couldn’t watch.  Some finished off the people they knew they had shot as a show of mercy.  A small group of men, including Buck, dragged the bodies to the end of the street when it was over and burned them.  The smell was horrible and the image gruesome.  The charcoaled skulls and limbs stayed there as a reminder to the next group that thought this looked like a nice neighborhood to rape and pillage. 
 
                 The gang was now gone but that didn’t solve their problem with food.  They were running out quick and the only solution was to go out and try to find more.
 
                 “You mean turn into the gang that we just slaughtered.” one of the women said. 
 
                 “I’m not saying we go out and pillage from the people that need it.  There has to be stores of food that haven’t been found yet.  The least we can do is send out a recon group and figure out what is out there.”  Like before, Buck was in charge.  The group had no options.  
 
                 Buck put a team of four men and one woman together.  Sam, Carol, and one other man that appeared able with a bow, found a map and planned a route to look for supplies and gather information.  
 
                 They left at night.  They moved slowly and Buck led the way.  They stayed on the streets and did their best to see what was around them.  Without power and street lights the city was darker than they had anticipated.  The moon was under constant cloud cover.  Buck used a lighter to look at street signs and figure out where they were.  The city was quiet, dead quiet.  The sound of rodents and other creatures of the night kept them on their toes.  Buck was accustomed to it.  After years of hunting the sound of a squirrel and larger game came naturally to him.  At this time of night, possum and raccoons would be scavenging around.  Rats were growing in numbers but were still too afraid to go out in the day.  
 
                 Buck looked at the sky and could tell they still had time before the sun would be up.  Stopping next to a car and having the other three surround him he took the map out and saw they were only a block away from their first stop, a local Walmart.  He figured it was a stupid stop, the first place that would have been cleaned out in a panic.  He took them there to satisfy them and humor himself.  
 
                 They quickly moved up the parking lot and found the sliding doors already pried open.  Sam argued that all of the food could not have been carried.  Buck didn’t argue and they went in.  The building was pitch black inside and Sam turned on his flashlight.  He was the point man now.  
 
                 Bare shelves and pallets were all that was left in the store.  
 
                 “We can look in the back, maybe they overlooked something in the supply room.” Buck said.  
 
                 They went straight to the back of the store, pushed open the double doors and found an empty area with cinder block walls.  
 
                 “Shit.” Sam said. 
 
                 Buck pulled the map out and figured out their next stop.  A local bulk food store was also nearby and Buck had a feeling that was a waste of time also.  He knew he shouldn’t divert from the original plan but he had to know where everyone stood on priorities.  
 
                 “Ok, everyone, let’s sit for a minute.” Buck said. 
 
                 “What’s going on?” Carol asked. 
 
                 “I think we need to figure some things out.”  Buck said as he got comfortable on the floor of the room.  “Sam, leave your light on.” 
 
                 The rest of them sat in a circle and waited to hear what Buck had to say.  
 
                 “Somehow, I ended up being the leader of this group.  Honestly, besides hunting and fishing, I don’t really have any skills.  I’m proud of us for being able to eliminate that gang from our problems but there are a great many things we need to think about with our situation.  We are out here trying to find food that I believe isn’t out here and we are not thinking long term.” Buck tried to explain.
 
                 “So what do we do?” Sam asked. 
 
                 “I think we need to figure out what we need for a longer solution for food and work on that instead of these bullshit stops to places that have already been cleaned out.” Buck said. 
 
                 “There is a supermarket warehouse off the highway about ten miles from here.” the third man said.
 
                 “What’s your name?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “Bill.”               
 
                 “Bill, how do you know about this warehouse?”
 
                 “One of my friends worked there before he moved to Kansas.  It’s the distribution center for all the chain stores in the area.  It’s huge and located in a small town.”  
 
                 “Well, Bill, I think you finally have the first good idea I’ve heard in a while.”  Buck said standing up. “Let’s find a running car and get over their before other people figure out there is a stock pile of food in the middle of nowhere.”  
 
                 Buck decided that the best idea was to head back to the neighborhood and if they found a working car, that would be great.  In the meantime, there was a working Jeep in his own driveway they could use and get to the warehouse in no time. 
 
                 There were a few cars they came across but with being newer models they decided they weren’t worth trying to get started.  Buck made excellent time back to the neighborhood and the sun was starting to rise.  
 
                 “Ok, get in.” he said running in the house and grabbing his keys.  Going into the garage he picked up a few extra gas cans and threw them in the back.  He picked up some plastic bowls and a screwdriver and threw them in as well.  Finishing with a hammer they were set.  
 
                 “What’s this stuff for?” Sam asked. 
 
                 “Collecting gas along the way.” Buck said. 
 
                 Most people in the Jeep were familiar with siphoning gas with a hose but couldn’t figure out what the screwdriver and hammer were for.  Buck didn’t like his gas tank reading just over a quarter of a tank and knew that he needed to get more gas or he was going to have the only running vehicle around without fuel.  
 
                 Driving to the highway they found a clear shot with a few cars along the side of the road.  Buck would stop, get out, slide under the car and tap the gas tank.  The first few sounded empty, explaining why they were in the spot they were abandoned in.  Then, about five miles out, he found a truck that was shiny and new.  A beast of a vehicle in all of its glory and Buck had a feeling.
 
                 He crawled under and tapped the tank.  It sounded full and he pulled out the screwdriver and hammer.  He tapped and hammered the screwdriver through the outside of the fuel tank until gasoline started coming out.  He slid a bowl under the stream of gas and switched them out when it was full. 
 
                 “Ok, pour that into the one gallon gas can. When the gas can is full put it in the Jeep’s tank.  We rotate until we get everything that is in here. Understood?”  Buck explained trying to make sure he caught every precious drop.  
 
                 They worked together moving gas from one place to another.  When the Jeep’s tank was full they filled the five gallon jerry can Buck had on the back and then the two one gallon plastic cans that he brought.  Buck felt sad to see the rest of the fuel pouring out into the highway before they drove off.  It was a waste, he tried to focus on what he was able to get and yet he still felt depressed driving away from the beautiful truck that was killed the day the power went out.  He had read about EMP (Electromagnetic Pulse) before and knew what they were capable of.  He didn’t think he would live to see one go off or be used.  He heard a rumor that one was used on Bagdad during the Shock and Awe campaign but had no idea that a country would use it on a whole population like the U.S.  This was the only explanation that he could come up with.  The cell phones didn’t work either after that day.  And it wasn’t that they weren’t charged, something killed them that day.  When they reached the warehouse Buck stopped the Jeep a hundred yards away and they jumped out to get a better view of the building.  The early morning sun was up now.  Buck felt it best to approach from the east and have the sun at their backs in case anybody was in the building.  At least then they would have the element of surprise.  
 
                 Buck saw a door on the side of the massive structure, most likely there for fire codes.  He thought it was a good shot and they tried it.  Sam turned the handle and pulled to find it locked. 
 
                 They kept moving along the side of the building and came to a corner.  Buck looked around the corner and found it clear.  They ran along the side and came to the front of the building, again it was clear.  When they came to the next entrance it was open.  The lock had been broken and the door was easy to move. 
 
                 Buck made it clear that just because the building looked empty to still be on the lookout for people that might be protecting it.  Buck was the first one in and the warehouse was dark inside.  It didn’t surprise him.  Sunlight was a major factor of items going bad.  The heat in the warehouse at the peak hours of the day must have been intense.  Steel metal roof and metal walls could make a place like this an oven on the right day.  
 
                 Carol was placed on watch at the door and the three men went inside to get a look around.  The huge three story halls held more than the twelve people could ever use.  Buck turned to Sam and threw him the keys to the Jeep.  
 
                 “Bring it to the loading dock next to Carol.” he said.  Sam ran and disappeared as Buck and Bill went down the aisle trying to find what they needed.  
 
                 Buck went back to the beginning of the aisle and found a book resting at the end.  He flipped through and figured out that it was organized by the entire warehouse and then the individual aisle.  He thought for a second and went to the back for the index.  Seeds came to mind, he quickly flipped to the pages.  There were a few listed, packets, banks and industrial.  
 
                 Banks?  What the hell did they mean by banks?  He looked at the aisles and numbers and figured out where to go.  Running down the aisles, the hard thumping of his boots on the concrete, he found the spot where the seed banks were kept.  The pallet was on the bottom and he took his knife out cutting open one of the boxes.  He pulled out what looked like a coffee can.  The label read:
 
                 Food bank, everything needed for a one acre farm to feed four people for a year, all heirloom seeds and no hybrids or GMOs.
 
                 “A hundred dollars for seeds?  Better be worth it.” Buck said. 
 
                 He pulled one box out that was filled with sixteen seed banks and handed it to Bill. 
 
                 Bill ran to the Jeep and Buck stayed on the mission of getting supplies for the group.  He figured the neighborhood would have shovels and everything else they would need for growing gardens so he didn’t bother with that.  The pallet next to the seed banks was the packets of seeds, heirlooms and other varieties.  He set aside one of those boxes seeing they were all the same various packets of no certain order.  
 
                 Buck ran back to the book and found Bill coming back in. 
 
                 “Everything ok?” Buck asked.
 
                 “Yeah, so far so good.” 
 
                 Buck found vitamins and had Bill follow him to the aisle.  Climbing to the second story Buck dropped a box of multivitamins down and Bill surprised him by catching it.  Bill ran away back to the Jeep without asking.  So far everything was going too good to believe.  
 
                 Buck thought again about what the group would need.  The last choice was a personal favorite that he could not go without.  He looked up the beef jerky and ran to the aisle.  He pulled out two boxes and waited for Bill to come back.  He picked up the two boxes and went back to the seeds he left out.  Finally, Bill found him.  
 
                 “We have a problem,” Bill said.
 
                 Buck knew it was too good to be true.  
 
                 “Ok, carry these back and we will deal with it when we need to.” Buck said. 
 
                 They carried the three boxes to the dock and Buck saw the trucks in the parking lot with men around them.  They held rifles and looked serious.  
 
                 “Well, I guess you weren’t exaggerating.” Buck said. 
 
                 “Nope.” Bill replied.
 
                 “What the hell do we do now?” Carol asked. 
 
                 Buck put his bow and knife on the hood of the Jeep.  Walking forward he approached the men that were blocking their only way of leaving.
 
                 A man in a cowboy hat and boats walked up to meet him.  He must have known what Buck was doing because he also placed his rifle and pistol on the hood of the truck.  
 
                 “Howdy,” the cowboy said. 
 
                 “Hello,” Buck replied with.
 
                 “You people know you’re stealing from us, right?” the cowboy asked.
 
                 “Didn’t know it belonged to anybody,” Buck said.
 
                 “Well it does, guess we have a problem here.” the cowboy replied.
 
                 “Going to call the police?” Buck asked.
 
                 “Nope, one of my guys was a deputy until a week ago.  Guess he could count but he doesn’t really give a shit about law these days.  I’m afraid we can’t let you leave with whatever you got.” the cowboy said.
 
                 Buck thought about the few boxes that were loaded up in the Jeep.  He couldn’t drive away with it without losing everybody in a shootout.  These were rednecks, not some shitty street gang that didn’t stock up on bullets.  
 
                 “You could,” Buck suggested.
 
                 “Not likely,” the cowboy replied.
 
                 “What if we set a wager?” Buck suggested. 
 
                 “A bet?” the cowboy seemed curious.
 
                 “If I out shoot you with my bow, you let us go with what is in our Jeep.  It’s not much, it’s a Jeep.  What could you possibly lose?”
 
                 The cowboy stood there for a moment.  It was a good bet.  Win or lose what could it hurt?
 
                 “Hmm, ok.  You see that cripple parking sign?” the cowboy pointed out.              
 
                 “Yeah,” Buck replied. 
 
                 “Whoever can get the best bull’s eye on the head of the cripple guy wins.  Is that fair?” the cowboy asked. 
 
                 “What are we shooting with?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “You all have bows, I brought mine.” the cowboy said.  “Oh, and by the way, the lady over there, she is shooting.”  
 
                 “Fair enough.” Buck said.  “What do we lose if, well we lose.” 
 
                 “You walk home and the lady stays with me.” the cowboy said admitting he had taken a liking to her. 
 
                 Buck went back to the group and explained the whole thing.
 
                 “And you agreed?” Carol yelled after hearing the news. 
 
                 “We are surrounded by guns.  What the hell did you want me to do?” Buck said fighting back.  “Besides, I have seen you shoot, you’re a better shot then that Raylene Gibbins.”  
 
                 “You watched Justified?’ Carol asked.  
 
                 “Any true blooded American would have.” Buck replied.
 
                 “Ok, I’ll shoot against him.” she said. “But if I lose, I will haunt you every time you get laid.” 
 
                 Buck wondered what that meant but considering how much she was on his mind lately he realized that it was a bad threat.  He really did like her and was kicking himself for even entertaining the idea.  Had he lost his mind?  Again he went back to the day of practicing with the bows in his mind and he remembered she was the best shot in the group besides himself.  Maybe she had a chance of ending this all peacefully?  Buck made plans in his mind for who he would shoot if it didn’t turn out that way.  
 
                 Carol approached the trucks and stopped half way.  The cowboy pulled his bow and arrows out of his case and walked up to meet her.  
 
                 He had a smirk and charm about him.  A confidence in his walk that told her he was an asshole. 
 
                 “Howdy,” he said tipping his hat to her. 
 
                 “Fuck off,” she replied. “Are we doing this or what?” 
 
                 “Not so polite are you?” the cowboy said. “I’ll remember that later when your friends leave you behind and you are only dealing with me.”
 
                 Like she thought, an asshole              
 
                 “The rules are simple, the closest to the center of the crippled guy’s head wins, deal?” the cowboy said.
 
                 She looked at the crippled parking sign and thought about the distance.  
 
                 “Deal.” she said.
 
                 “Ladies first.” the cowboy said stepping back.
 
                 Carol took an arrow from the quiver and notched it in the string.  She looked back at the three men that waited to see what was going to happen.  Buck looked at her and nodded.  His confidence in her gave her a bit of strength but the pressure of the situation was intense and she found her hands getting sweaty.  She did not want to be left with these guys under any circumstances. 
 
                 She looked at the target, lifted her bow, and pulled the end of the arrow back to her chin.  She lined up the sight and exhaled.  Releasing the arrow, she had a moment of hesitation and panic then half way to the target she realized that she was dead on.  The arrow struck and the broad head tore open the head of the image.  The guy in the wheel chair was dead to rights.  She felt like she was safe and they could go home.  
 
                 “Beat that,” Carol said turning and waving to Buck and the others. 
 
                 “We’ll see.” the cowboy said walking up.  He pulled his string back and released his arrow.  There wasn’t as much time or thought put into it.  The arrow hit and Carol’s arrow fell to the ground as the cowboy’s struck into the sign landing just above hers.  
 
                 “Well, I guess you win unless the bet is two out of three.” the cowboy says. 
 
                 “Fine we win,” Carol said turning back to the guys and walking towards them. 
 
                 “Now, that ain’t very lady like now is it?” the cowboy hollered. “You win the first round and don’t let a gentleman have the chance to prove himself again.  That’s not very lady like.” he still had that shit eating grin on his face. 
 
                 “Show me a gentleman and I’ll show you a lady,” she said walking back to Buck and the other two.  
 
                 “Now, I think we have a bit of a predicament here,” the cowboy hollered.  
 
                 “How do you figure, the lady won fair and square.”  Buck hollered back. 
 
                 The cowboy stood for a moment.  
 
                 “That may appear to be the case but I know when I’ve been swindled.” the cowboy said.  
 
                 “I think you better let us go before you regret what you’re thinking.  A girl beat you, doesn’t matter what you try pulling now.  You can’t change that.  We have a Jeep with a few boxes.  You still have a warehouse full of food.  There is no reason to have anybody die over this.” Buck said with his box and knife still on the hood  
 
                 “Do you really think I was going to let you go that easy?” the cowboy asked.  
 
                 Buck motioned for everyone to get in the Jeep.  Sam and Bill hopped in the back seats.  Carol stayed behind Buck. 
 
                 “What if he doesn’t let us go?” Carol whispered to Buck.
 
                 “He will or he dies.” Buck whispered back.
 
                 “Looks to me with those bows you don’t have much to work with on threats.” the cowboy said.  
 
                 “Carol, hand me an arrow.” Buck whispered to her.  
 
                 She did as he asked and slid him an arrow behind his back.  She climbed into the Jeep and waited in the passenger seat.  Buck stood alone against the cowboy.  
 
                 “Surrender now or we kill you where you stand.” the cowboy hollered.
 
                 “Now, that’s not nice.” Buck said quickly picking up the bow from the hood and notching the arrow into the string.  He pulled back, aimed at the cowboy and released at his head.  The arrow struck with the look of surprise stuck on his face as his body dropped to the ground.  
 
                 The rest of the men raised their guns as Buck walked up to the cowboy.  He stood over the dead corpse.
 
                 “Don’t make deals with people unless you plan on keeping them.” Buck said to the corpse.  
 
                 He pulled the arrow out of the dead man’s forehead and placed it with the bow.  Buck turned and addressed the rest of the men.
 
                 “Do any of you disagree that we won the bet fair and square?’  
 
                 The men lowered their guns.
 
                 “Ah, he was an asshole from day one.” a guy said in the back of a pickup truck.  “Let’s get the hell out of here and let these people go.”  The trucks pulled away as Buck went back to the Jeep. 
 
                 He sat in the driver’s seat and sighed at the relief of the moment.
 
                 “Were you really going to let them take me if I lost?” Carol asked. 
 
                 “I knew you weren’t going to lose.” Buck turned to her and winked.
 
                 The warehouse was directly off the highway.  After a few turns they were heading back home with supplies and a full tank of gas.  Buck drove past the large pickup truck that gave them the gas and saluted it in respect to its former awesomeness.  
 
                 They were back on the street by ten in the morning.  The others came out to greet them and to see what they had found.  Buck put the Jeep into park and jumped in the back opening the box of beef jerky and tossed packets out to the people surrounding the vehicle.  
 
                 After everyone ate breakfast, Buck explained the other boxes that were in the Jeep. 
 
                 “What do you mean that’s not food.” one woman said to the news.
 
                 “It will be food.  In the near future and it will give us seeds for much more too.”  Buck replied.  
 
                 Each house was given one seed bank.  With less than an acre for each lot the seeds were more than enough for people to work with.  At the end of the street was a baseball field and playground.  Buck saw that in a different light now.  The coming year was going to be rough but they would get by as long as they stayed together.  
 
                 “You say you don’t have a plan and don’t know much but I think you give yourself less credit than you deserve.” Carol said as the people went back home opening their cans. 
 
                 “Really, why do you say that?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “Because, I think you’ve had a plan all along.  I think you were going to kill that cowboy from the beginning, I think you had your mind set on finding seeds for us to plant and I think you had those bows for a situation like this.” Carol said looking into his eyes.
 
                 “So, what was I planning with you?” he asked staring back.  
 
                 “I think, I think we’d better get inside and talk about this,” she started walking to his house.  If he was reading her body language right, and he was sure he was, it was not talking she was thinking about. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3: Midwest United States
 
                 
 
   Betty had bought the house in hopes of starting a revolution.  Not the type of revolution with guns and bombs; a cultural revolution of gardening.  Betty had gone to school to study botany and farming.  During that time she learned about a revised form of farming called permaculture.  The care of the soil was just as important as the care for the plant.  When she learned about this, she had found what she didn’t know she was looking for.  She graduated with a bachelor’s degree in botany and went out into the work force to do the same job she had in high school, working in a greenhouse.  The owner had tried to have her run the business with a modest raise but she didn’t want it. 
 
                 “I didn’t go to school and learn about plants to sit in an office.” was the reason she gave for turning it down.  She had college loans that she was consistently defaulting on, but she didn’t care.  
 
                 Eventually, she saved up some money and bought a house that was foreclosed on after the economic downturn of 2009.  Ten thousand dollars in cash put her in a poor neighborhood with high crime.  Here, the city wasn’t pushy about zoning laws and inspections.  
 
                 She was inspired by the book Farm City by Novella Carpenter.  Betty didn’t live on the west coast, her home since birth being the northern Midwest.  She rode her bike, cutting her expenses by not owning a car.  
 
                 Betty was able to increase her income during the winter by convincing her boss to use the greenhouse for vegetable growing instead of the usual flowers.  They still did flowers but the local restaurants who had been demanding local produce now paid top dollar for the colorful produce coming out of the greenhouse.  
 
                 At home she had turned the dead soil around the house into fertile workable land.  In the backyard she started with a style called trenching.  She spent hours turning the soil and set up walkways to keep the soil from being pressed down.  After turning the soil she planted many things.  Nitrogen rich plants like legumes filled the soil with their roots.  On top of the soil Betty placed a layer of newspaper and mulch.  On the side lot she built raised beds and filled them with top soil and compost.  She covered the top again with newspaper and mulch to save time from weeding.  Weedless gardening was not a cure-all for labor free gardening but it was a start and at least she didn’t have to go out every day and spend hours pulling out weeds.  
 
                 Boyfriends came and went, most of the men she met were discouraged by her alternative lifestyle.  She didn’t know how she kept meeting the same type of man.  She was blonde, curvy; she treated her breasts as an accessory when she dressed, but she spent her time outdoors or in the greenhouse.  The owner of the greenhouse, an older man who had inherited the business and struggled to keep it going, noticed a spike in business after hiring her.  She appeared to be a high maintenance girl but it was not the maintenance that most men were accustomed to throwing money at.  Instead, she demanded time outdoors, working the soil, collecting food from the field and that was something that turned men off.  She found they were more likely to watch her outside, enjoying the sight of her bent over shuffling leaves around, but at the end of the day the lack of a partner turned her off.  
 
                 After a few years her home had been in magazines and websites as an example of what could be done domestically in the self-reliance community.  The neighbors thought she was strange except for the middle-aged couple across the street who received fresh veggies from Betty throughout the summer in exchange for free security from them.  Whenever someone was in Betty’s yard, Frank or Jane were on the phone with the police and having a car stop by to see people running away and hopping over fences.  
 
                 Betty didn’t believe in guns, she did carry pepper spray and knew where all the knives were in the house.  For a short time as a kid her father put her in a martial arts class and learned the basics of using a staff for self-defense.  Sometimes, when she was in the garden, she would practice a few strikes and thrust with the hoe or rake she was using but never took it seriously.  
 
                 When The Day happened, Betty was at home planting in the beds on the side of the house.  The day was quiet.  In an area where it was common to have loud music blaring from a passing car or the couple a few doors over fighting loud enough to hear, it was a pleasant change to have silence.  
 
                 Betty connected the hose to the rain barrel and watered the beds with fresh seedlings.  The sun was getting higher and the heat of the day was starting to rise.  Betty heard the screen door across the street slam shut and saw Jane looking at her.  Betty turned off the hose and walked across the street.  
 
                 “I wasn’t able to get any greens out early this year.” Betty said figuring Jane was wondering about getting some fresh food.  
 
                 “Did you hear?” Jane asked. 
 
                 “About what?” Betty replied.  At first she thought something had happened to her house and she didn’t know.  
 
                 “Washington D.C. was nuked, Frank thinks it was them commie Russians.” Jane said.  Betty could hear the television inside the house close to full volume.  Frank must not have had his hearing aids in yet.  
 
                 Betty thought Jane was watching a movie like Independence Day or Red Dawn and that she was confused.  
 
                 “Are you sure?” Betty asked.  
 
                 Jane opened the door and they both walked in.  Jane had a large flat screen television.  She told Betty once that if she was going to be a stay at home mom she would do it in style.   The television fulfilled this desire even after the kids were out of the house.  
 
                 Betty saw two news anchors on the television and their voices echoed through the room.  Betty cringed and put her hands over her ears.  
 
                 “Sorry.” Jane said turning the volume down and handing a hearing aid to Frank.  
 
                 “Hey!” Frank said turning and seeing that company had walked in. 
 
                 In the top left corner of the screen was a picture taken from a cell phone of a mushroom cloud in the distance.  Other videos started to play on the screen and Betty wasn’t paying too much attention to the news anchors after she noticed all of their words were speculation. 
 
                 “This could have been an Al Qaeda attack.” a woman said. “Some of our experts are suggesting this could have been an attack from North Korea, the bomb brought in since they could not perfect rocket technology.” a man with perfectly groomed hair and a fresh pressed suit said.  
 
                 “Nobody will ever know who did this.” Betty said to Jane.
 
                 “I still think it was those commies.” Frank said still twisting his hearing aid in his ear.  
 
                 Betty didn’t know how to tell them, but it didn’t matter who did it.  She knew what mattered now was how they reacted.  Not just the government reaction, but how the public reacted as well.  At the moment she worried about the neighborhood she lived in.  She guessed she was the only person in the area that had a home that was almost completely self-sustaining.  Everyone else lived paycheck to paycheck or depended on the government.  
 
                 “Jane, how is your food situation?” Betty asked.
 
                 “We’ll be fine.” Jane said.  
 
                 Betty worried she was insinuating the food she received from her.  
 
                 “Come with me.” Jane said walking to the door under her stairs.  Betty figured it was either a closet or the door to the basement.  
 
                 Opening the door, Betty pulled a string and a light came on showing a set of stairs to the basement.  
 
                 Stepping down the creaky stairs, Betty reached the bottom to see the walls lined with shelves that had canning jars filled with food.  Some of it, she guessed, was items she had given to Jane.  She never canned anything herself, instead throwing leftovers and rotten food into her compost.  Now she was feeling ignorant of her choices and feeling a desire to go straight to the store and buy all of the canning jars she could ride home with.  She owned a trailer that attached to her bike and thought about how much weight she could ride home with at one time.  
 
                 “As you can see, we’ll be fine.” Jane said looking around the basement. “If anything happens you’re welcome to come over and get some.”  
 
                 Betty was happy the karma of her kindness was paying off.  
 
                 “Still, I should go pick up some stuff.” Betty said. 
 
                 “Not a bad idea.” Jane said.  “Our parents lived during the depression.  They taught us to always have extra food in case there is no longer extra.”  
 
                 Betty left and went back home.  She pulled her bike out of the shed and attached the trailer.  She rode down to the closest market with all of the cash she had in the house.  She locked the bike up to one of the parking signs and went into the store to find it wasn’t busy.  Even the staff was glued to the television sets that were available.  Cashiers took turns watching the lane that was open and alternating to watch what was happening on the television in the break room.  Betty grabbed a cart and quickly walked through the store grabbing anything that she could not grow herself or that had a long shelf life.  Powdered milk, honey, and canning jars were at the top of her list.  She filled the cart thinking about how she would load everything on the trailer.  She stacked the canning jars and bought all of the jars in the store plus all the spare rings and lids they had.  She went to the counter and started piling up the items on the conveyer belt.  
 
                 “You heard right?” the cashier said chewing her gum.  “We’re just waiting for everyone else to flood through the door.”
 
                 “I’m surprised nobody is here now.” Betty said. 
 
                 “They’re still getting fresh video in from Washington.” the cashier shared. 
 
                 The total came up and Betty pulled out her debit card. 
 
                 “Here is one hundred and the rest on the card.”  Betty stacked the items back in the cart and hauled everything out to her bike.  She stacked the jars and put the boxes of milk toward the back of the trailer.  The honey she squeezed in where it would fit then tied everything down with elastic ties.  The ride back was exhausting but she felt better about her purchase.  The security of her purchase made her feel better regardless of how hard things would be from now on.  
 
                 She carried everything into the house and spent the rest of the day in the yard.  The food she raised would be more important now than any previous year.  It wasn’t difficult to have a bad feeling about what happened.  Thousands, possibly millions of people died in a split second and more could die in the coming days and years in the future.  
 
                 Things in the neighborhood were quiet for a few days.  Betty still went to work and she convinced her boss to start growing more food plants in the greenhouse to offer a local source of food.  The staff started their work and by the end of the week there were a few hundred plants that had sprouted.  They worked hard to get things organized and growing well, then the power went out.  It was unknown what exactly happened.  Immediately, they had a problem.  The greenhouse worked on an electrical system that opened vents and started fans when the temperature was too high or too low.  The system regulated itself and now everything had to be done by hand.  People rotated shifts.  Thermometers were hung along the length of the greenhouse.  The staff worked around the clock for weeks trying to keep the greenhouse growing.  The longer the lights didn’t come back on the better they felt about the choice they made.  When the first greens were picked from the lettuce bed they handed them to Betty.  
 
                 “This is the most expensive lettuce I will ever eat.” she said putting the raw greens in her mouth and chewing.  
 
                 The rest of the crew laughed and began harvesting the food that was ready.  Word around the greenhouse spread about gun shots being heard in the surrounding areas.  Everyone rode bikes in to work.  Cars ran out of gas weeks before and nothing was being supplied.  Stores had closed since nothing was on their shelves.  Some tried to go back to the paper credit card machines but soon stopped with the cards altogether when they realized the mail was no longer being picked up.  News was slow and it also consisted of assuming that if things weren’t working locally, they were not working anywhere else either.  
 
                 Betty had been spending most of her time at the greenhouse and went back to the house once a week to check on her garden and make sure nobody had broken in.  
 
                 After the harvest, she rode back home that evening to sleep in her bed for once.  When she got there she walked by the side door and saw the inevitable.  The door had been kicked in, the frame broken.  She set her bike against the house and looked inside.  She didn’t hear anything.  The house appeared empty.  She checked the basement first where she had stored some canned food from her garden.  It was all still there.  She went upstairs and the kitchen was ransacked but as she looked around nothing appeared to be missing.  She went in the living room and her television was gone and the DVD player.  She went upstairs and found her bedroom a mess.  Her bathroom was untouched except the toilet paper was gone.  
 
                 She went back in the bedroom and started picking up her clothes.  As she organized her clothes she quickly noticed something.  
 
                 “They stole my panties?”  She looked around again. “They stole my panties!” 
 
                 The thought sunk in for a second.
 
                 “EW!” she screamed. “That is sooooo gross!” 
 
                 She finished putting her clothes away and went across the street right away. 
 
                 Jane answered the door before Betty could knock.  The loss of electricity had made them more aware of their surroundings.  
 
                 “They robbed your house.” Jane said. 
 
                 “I know.” Betty said.
 
                 “I saw it happen but how do I call the cops?”
 
                 “It’s ok, I’m glad you’re ok.” Betty said. “Do you have anything to fix my side door?” 
 
                 “Oh, I’m sure Frank has some nails and stuff.  My husband has all that and never lets me get rid of anything.”  
 
                 Jane disappeared into the house and came back a few minutes later.                
 
                 Betty was sitting on the stairs staring across the street.  She was wondering what things would be like a year from now if they continued on the same path.  
 
                 Jane came back to the door with a box of nails and a hammer.  Frank followed asking what needed to be fixed.  
 
                 Betty looked at the rust covered hammer and the box was filled with brown colored spikes.  She tried to remember when her last tetanus shot was.  She thanked them and went across the street.  Frank followed behind her and started working at piecing the frame back together.  When he was done the door functioned again.  She wasn’t sure how well it would hold up but for the moment the lock worked and the door felt stable.  
 
                 The house was dark now, the sun had set.  She went upstairs and dropped in her bed.  She left her clothes on and fell asleep.  The next morning she used some body wipes to clean off and became frustrated when she couldn’t find a clean pair of underwear.  She looked for older pairs that were in the dirty laundry hamper and she became even more upset that those were gone too.  
 
                 “Perverts!”
 
                 She cleaned her one pair in a bucket of water and hung them to dry by the window.  She would have to go commando while checking her garden this morning.  
 
                 The plants appeared to be fine.  She watered them from the rain barrels and checked the soil for weeds.  So far the garden appeared to be doing well.  Some of her plants were producing and she had a few heads of lettuce to collect.  She had a large salad for lunch.  Afterwards, she went back out and shifted some compost and fed her plants fresh dark humus to make sure they would produce as much as they could.  By the afternoon she had a dry pair of clean underwear and she felt better.  
 
                 She worked hard and over the following days learned the importance of taking a nap.  Her garden was in tip-top shape.  All the plants were full, vibrant, and green.  Once in a while she heard shots ring out in the neighborhood.  She had never been a proponent of guns and even worked in college to have petitions signed for more comprehensive gun bills and stricter laws.  Every shot she heard she wished she had worked harder. Occasionally, she would hear people in the yards surrounding hers but nothing ever happened.  She figured they were people looking for things to steal.  She was happy with the fence she put up that made it difficult to see through.  
 
                 During the afternoon she took a basket out to fill with food.  She hadn’t been to the greenhouse in over a week but figured the food was more useful to the owner and co-workers than for her.  She filled the basket with greens and tomatoes.  She picked herbs and added them on top for flavor in the dish she was planning.  When she stepped through the gate there was a group of people waiting for her.  
 
                 “I told you she had food.” a woman said standing behind a couple of men.  There must have been ten people altogether.  
 
                 Betty took a step back. 
 
                 “You aren’t going anywhere.” a man said.  The deep stare in his eyes made her stop. 
 
                 She set the basket down. 
 
                 “Here.  Take it.  I don’t really need it.” Betty said pushing it forward with her foot.  
 
                 One of the men grabbed it and started to rummage through.  
 
                 “What, what the hell is this?  This isn’t food.  Where is the food?  FOOD damn it, where is it?” the man screamed.  
 
                 “It’s all right there.” she didn’t understand what they wanted.  
 
                 “I think she’s holding out on us.” another man said. 
 
                 “I told you she didn’t have anything.” a third joined in. 
 
                 “How do you know what I have?” she asked. 
 
                 “Shut up.’ a voice said. 
 
                 “I won’t shut up.  Was it you that broke into my house, stole my underwear?”  Betty growled.               
 
                 The woman in the group turned around and smacked the man behind her.  The crowd erupted and the woman was clawing and attacking the man.  While the other people were distracted, Betty slipped back into the yard and went around the house.  She jumped over the opposite side and waited.  It was only a few seconds before she heard voices in the backyard.  They didn’t seem to be interested in her garden.  For people who were looking for food they didn’t seem to know what that meant. 
 
                 She walked to the front of the house and peeked around the corner to see the woman and man still fighting in the yard.  She was hollering all kinds of obscenities at him.  She screamed questions about cheating, referring to Betty most likely.  As Betty watched she was startled by a hand on her arm. 
 
                 “Found you.” a man said.  It was the one that stared at her from the group.  His hair cut short.  He had tattoos covering his arms and neck, the rest covered by a white dirty tank top.  The way he looked at her, it wasn’t food he was interested in.  No cops, no one to call, no friends, she was all alone.  The world was now a free for all for people to do what they wanted and she guessed that she had caught his eye a long time ago.  
 
                 “Come on,” he said pulling her to the front yard.  “If you don’t have anything else to offer.” 
 
                 A loud explosion rang out.  The man dropped down and blood splattered Betty’s face and chest.  She covered her face with her arms and waited for her turn.  She figured her life was over.  Maybe this was better than being raped.  
 
                 Her ears rang and the sounds afterwards muffled in the background.  
 
                 She looked over and saw Frank standing on the sidewalk.  The crowd was watching him and a few more men came running from the backyard.  They stopped as soon as they saw him.  
 
                 “Any of you fuckers want to go to the same place as that poor sack of shit?” Frank asked sounding almost like Clint Eastwood.  
 
                 The crowd was silent.  They didn’t appear to know how to handle an older man with a shotgun.
 
                 “Dude, put the gun down.” one of the guys said.
 
                 Frank racked another round into the chamber.  The spent shell dropping on the concrete; smoke rising from the open end.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, my hearing isn’t so good, were you saying something?” Frank asked.  “All of you leave now!  If I ever see you around her house again, you’ll leave here like your friend.  Understood?” 
 
                 The group didn’t say anything. 
 
                 Betty ran over to Frank and stood behind him.  They backed up to his house facing the group the entire time.  They went in the house and locked the door.  From inside they watched from the windows as the two men picked up the dead man and the rest of the group left.  They didn’t even bother taking the basket full of food.  
 
                 “What is wrong with people?” Betty asked.  
 
                 “They want the world to go back to the way it was.” Frank said.  
 
                 Frank went into the kitchen and came back with a wet rag.  He cleaned the blood off of Betty’s face and arms.  He had Betty take her shirt off and threw it in a linen hamper.  Frank looked at her. 
 
                 “Your problem isn’t that you have food.  It’s how you look.” he said.
 
                 “What do you mean?  Are you saying I brought this on myself?” Betty sounded angry. 
 
                 “Nope, you are a beautiful woman.  In a tough world there are only a few places for beautiful women, and unless you have a strong man to keep danger away you are going to have either a hard short life or you will have to learn how to take care of yourself.” Frank finished his sentence looking at the shotgun. 
 
                 Betty’s eyes followed his and she looked at the gun.
 
                 “I don’t like guns,” Betty said. 
 
                 “Then I guess you’re going to have to find yourself a man quick.” he suggested. 
 
                 “And how to I do that?  Offer food from the garden?” Betty said. 
 
                 “Oh boy, you can’t be this naive.  There is an old and simple way of keeping men around and it has nothing to do with cooking.” he said.  “Find one you like, and then make sure he stays around for future meals, understand?” 
 
                 “How do I do that?  Every guy at the greenhouse is a hippie that tries not to hurt worms.  I’m so dead, can’t you take care of me?” Betty asked. 
 
                 “I won’t be around forever.” he said.  
 
                 “Shit.” Betty said.  
 
                 Frank had Jane cleaned her shirt for her and walked her back across the street to her house.  Betty thanked Frank for saving her life, and thanked the both of them for protecting her and taking care of her.  Then they went back across the street leaving her all alone.  
 
                  She was scared, worried that the crowd never really left and they would come back wanting revenge.  She grabbed the basket and carried it inside.    She thought about her ex-boyfriends and there were a few she thought would be up to the task of taking care of her but she didn’t like the idea of looking up old rejects.  Besides, nobody with self-esteem would come back to a woman that rejected them before.  
 
                 Simply put she would have to find a new guy.  Without the internet or a phone she was lost on how to do that.  
 
                 The next day she rode her bike to the greenhouse.  The owner and some of the staff had set up a booth with fresh produce outside for people to walk up and trade for.  Most traffic was on bikes and people started offering items they had for a few pounds of fresh veggies.  
 
                 The owner immediately asked Betty to run the booth remembering how sales spiked before.  When she remembered what Frank had said she was eager to start.  
 
                 Many of the people were moms and families looking to add to what they had in their diets.  It wasn’t exactly a hot spot for single guys.  
 
                 After a week Betty saw him.  He looked like something out of a cowboy movie, more accurately the Book of Eli.  His skin was tan, his clothes dirty and torn.  He had a rifle hanging from his shoulder and a military style backpack.  He dropped everything next to the booth and started looking around.  
 
                 “This really looks good.” he said grabbing a fresh bell pepper and smelling it.  
 
                 “All of it was grown in the greenhouse.  We started after The Day.  Figured people might need food in the near future.” Betty said trying to get his attention.
 
                 “Smart.” he said putting the pepper down.  He hadn’t even looked at her yet. 
 
                 “We do have a large variety to offer.” she said following him the length of the booth. 
 
                 Finally he stopped and looked up at her.  She gave him the look that most guys hope for.  She was showing she was interested in him and he liked it.  
 
                 “Really, show me more.” he said suddenly interested in the food. 
 
                 She pointed out some other items that were good and told him how to cook them for the best flavor. 
 
                 “I don’t have a grill at the moment.” he said. 
 
                 “I can show you.” she said.  She couldn’t believe the words came out of her mouth.  Any other girl would have called her a slut.  
 
                 “When do you get out?” he asked.  
 
                 He met her at the booth an hour before sunset and they walked back to her house.  He didn’t seem interested in the garden or the house itself.  He ate the food and commented on how good it was.  After that things moved quickly.  She still had a few condoms from a previous boyfriend and she prayed they were still good.  They took turns, changing positions.  The sex was intense and direct.  She tried to work hard to wear him out, make sure he would still be there in the morning.  
 
                 Afterwards, he seemed to be satisfied.  She couldn’t remember that last time sex was like that, maybe back in high school.  She slept well.  
 
                 The next morning she woke up, immediately noticing she was sore.  She rolled over to greet her guy to find him not in the bed.  She got out of bed, put on her one pair of underwear and looked through the house.  The bag and rifle he left by the door were gone.  She looked outside.  Opening the door she ventured out even glancing over the fence.  When she realized she wasn’t wearing a shirt she rushed back inside.  It was simple, he was gone.  She was the stupid little girl, the one that tried to get a guy to like her by giving it up.  She cried, shortly, it wasn’t the first time.  The first in many years but not the first time it had happened. 
 
                 She stayed home that day, tended to her own yard.  The next day she went back to the greenhouse.  She worked the booth like her boss asked.  She didn’t flirt anymore.  The guys that came had only food and other supplies on their mind.  
 
                 She stayed home the next week.  On the third day a voice startled her from behind.  She was working the garden in the backyard and thought for sure the group of men was back.  
 
                 “Hey, how have you been?” he was a thin but fit guy about her age.  He had brown hair, a thin beard, and big brown eyes.  
 
                 “Where? Who are you?” she said moving close to her rake. 
 
                 “I’m Paul.  I’ve been coming by the booth at the greenhouse.  I hadn’t seen you there so I asked about you and they pointed me in this direction.  They were starting to get worried about you so I promised to come back and tell them if you were ok.” he explained. 
 
                 “Well I’m ok,” she said. 
 
                 “Hey, I’m not here looking for trouble.” he said with his hands up.  He stayed where he was.
 
                 “What are you here for?” she asked keeping the rake within reach. 
 
                 “Well, before Washington this would have been easier.  I was hoping to ask you out but there really isn’t anywhere to take a lady these days.” he said. 
 
                 “Ask me out?”  She was puzzled.  She didn’t think things like this still happened anymore. “Like a date?” 
 
                 “That was the idea.” he said. “I saw you at the greenhouse and, well, I think you’re really pretty.”
 
                 “Pretty?” she said.
 
                 “Beautiful.” he corrected himself. 
 
                 She said nothing, thinking for a moment.  
 
                 “You want a date?” she asked. 
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Grab that wagon and fill it with the humus from that compost pile.” she ordered.
 
                 “Yes ma’am,” he said grabbing the wagon handle and taking it over to the compost pile.  
 
                 She watched him, didn’t expect him to actually do it.  She was hesitant about him after the last man.  She was afraid that he would leave.  He filled the wagon with fresh compost and waited for his next set of orders.  She told him where to place the black soil and how to do it.  He stayed at the task and refilled the wagon continuing on until the entire garden had a fresh layer of soil on it.  
 
                 “Next,” he said.  
 
                 “Um. Um,” she tried to think of something but that was the last thing on her list to do for the day.  
 
                 “Nothing?  Good.  How about we go down to the lake and catch us some fish?” Paul said putting the wagon back in the shed.  
 
                 “Ok,” she didn’t know why she agreed but fish did sound good.  
 
                 Paul walked over to the compost pile and picked up a handful of soil.  It was packed with worms.  He filled a plastic cup and grabbed his bag and rifle.  Betty followed him out, locking the gate behind her. 
 
                 “Where is your fishing pole?” she asked. 
 
                 “It’s in my bag.  I have a small, collapsible rod that works great for hiking and camping.” he said. 
 
                 “Have you had any luck hunting?” she asked.  
 
                 “Some, I’ve been bringing deer jerky and some fresh game to the market to trade once in a while.” he said as they walked down the street.  “So what did you do before, you know, everything?” 
 
                 “You mean The Day?  That’s what everybody has been calling it at the greenhouse.”
 
                 “I heard that there, didn’t know if it was the official term or not.  Like 9-11, I got so sick of hearing that.” Paul said. 
 
                 “I went to school and studied botany.  Got my bachelor’s degree and a lot of student debt.”
 
                 “Guess you don’t have to pay that off.” Paul cut in trying to point out the upside. 
 
                 “I guess not,” Betty laughed.  “I always liked plants and with the food thing that was happening with GMO’s and pesticides I thought it was important to learn about what was disappearing and help preserve them.”
 
                 “In case of something happening like The Day?” Paul asked. 
 
                 “Yeah, I guess I was on the right track.  I wish more people would have been.” Betty said.  
 
                 “Well I’m glad you did what you did.  A lot of people are thankful you got that greenhouse working or there would be less of us.  You saved a lot of people.” 
 
                 “Stop,” Betty said.  The smile on her face said otherwise. 
 
                 “Really, you should be proud.” Paul added.  “The lake is right down there.” 
 
                 “I never knew there was one over here.  I never got out much with the neighborhood.”  
 
                 “You’re out now.” Paul said.
 
                 “You’re right.” she said. 
 
                 “You know what else?” Paul said. 
 
                 “What?” Betty asked with a strange look on her face.
 
                 Paul grabbed Betty by the waist and planted a kiss on her lips.  She was caught off guard and was stunned. 
 
                 He let her go and waited for her response.
 
                 “YOU!” she said.  
 
                 “Race you.” he said turning around and running the rest of the way to the lake.  
 
                 “That’s not fair!” she hollered.
 
                 “Life’s not fair!” he hollered back sliding down the embankment to the water line.  
 
                 Betty carefully navigated down the grass and sticks.  She reached the bottom and Paul was already putting a worm on the hook.  
 
                 “You jerk, why did you do that?” 
 
                 “Figured I didn’t know what the coming days would bring, wanted to kiss a beautiful woman.” he smiled at her and she blushed.  
 
                 They continued talking while he fished and shared stories about before The Day.  They were amazed at how much priorities had changed in a matter of weeks.  
 
                 “Before, I would count down the days till I could go hunting or fishing.  Now I go every day to make sure I can eat.  At least I enjoy how I feed myself now.” he said.
 
                 “No shitty boss.” she said.
 
                 “I’m sure my boss is dead.” he said. 
 
                 “Did you?” 
 
                 “No, but I know some guys that if the opportunity arose…” 
 
                 “I have a feeling there was a lot of that.” she said.
 
                 Paul pulled a bluegill out of the lake and when the sun started to set he had four in the basket that they carried back to the house.  
 
                 Paul filleted the fish and cooked them with a spiced breading.  Betty threw together a salad and they ate their meager dinner.  The fish tasted great, she enjoyed the cracker crumbs he added on the breading after frying.  Finishing dinner, Paul helped her with the few dishes. 
 
                 “Well, I guess I should get going.” Paul said. 
 
                 “Don’t be stupid.” she said.  “You can stay, just don’t think…” 
 
                 “Hey, it’s ok, your couch looks great.”  He looked over at the dilapidated figure sitting in the living room.  It looked like she had picked it up from the curb before The Day.
 
                 Betty brought him a blanket and told him goodnight.  
 
                 Upstairs she had trouble sleeping.  Having company in the house and sleeping separate felt odd.  She really liked him.  He seemed thoughtful and caring.  He helped when asked and didn’t pout about doing work.  She felt like putting him on the couch was not rewarding him for all that he did.  
 
                 She went downstairs.
 
                 “Are you still up?” she whispered.  
 
                 “I am now, something wrong?” he asked. 
 
                 “Come upstairs.” she said. 
 
                 He didn’t know what to make of it but followed as any man would have.  Upstairs she put the candle on the dresser.  
 
                 “You can sleep here tonight.” she said. 
 
                 “Thanks,” he said. 
 
                 “Just, hold me.” she said.  
 
                 “Ok,” he said getting under the sheets.  
 
                 She blew out the candle, slipped under the covers, and moved over next to him.  She put her head on his shoulder, his arm wrapped around her.  He smelled her hair and stared at the pitch black space of the room until she fell asleep.   It would be a long night for him.  
 
                 The next morning Betty woke up, the instant sense of déjà vu shot through her mind as she looked at the empty bed.  She was instantly flustered.  If she slept with the man he left, if she didn’t he left.  What was wrong with her?  Why did this keep happening?  She got out of bed and stomped around upstairs gathering clothes and getting dressed to start breakfast.                
 
                 When she came down the stairs she was startled to see Paul at the back grill cooking and heating up coffee in an old kettle pot.  
 
                 “Morning beautiful,” he said.  “I thought I’d make breakfast.” 
 
                 “You’re still here.” she said.
 
                 “Was I supposed to leave?” he asked puzzled.
 
                 “No, no, I’m happy to see you.” she said.
 
                 “Me too.” he said getting back to the food. 
 
                 Breakfast was a mix of greens with boiled and mashed root veggies.  The coffee was strained and they sat in the morning sun enjoying the food they had, and the company. 
 
                 “Betty,” Paul said.
 
                 “Yes.” 
 
                 “Why hasn’t some guy snatched you up?” he asked.               
 
                 “That could be a long story.” she said. 
 
                 “Do we have anything more than time?” 
 
                 “Maybe I was waiting for the right guy.” she said. 
 
                 “I haven’t met a girl that was ever waiting for the right guy.  They always wanted the bad guy.” 
 
                 “Well, I guess you know why nobody snatched me up.” she said
 
                 “Well, I guess I’m screwed since I’m not the bad guy.” he said. 
 
                 “Maybe I learned my lesson?” 
 
                 “Have you?”
 
                 “I’d like to think so.”
 
                 Paul looked at her, in the eyes.
 
                 “Can I kiss you?” he asked
 
                 “You already have.” she said thinking about his question. 
 
                 “It doesn’t count if it’s stolen.  I want a kiss that, you know, is going to happen.”  
 
                 “Shut up,” she said pulling him close.  Their lips locked.  It was a gentle kiss.  One that reminded her of her first kiss when she was thirteen.  Innocent, sweet and memorable.  His heart raced and she left his lips with a smile.  
 
                 Weeks went by.  Paul never left the house.  They worked well together.  He helped when asked and provided when he could.  Their nights became active and Betty felt secure for the first time.  
 
                 Jane stopped by almost every day.  She was happy to see Betty with someone.  It was an old idea, being dependent on a man but these were old times.  Older times than Jane ever saw, older than anyone alive could remember.  America had entered a new dark age and there were few new age ideas that would survive. 
 
                 Betty and Paul took turns going to the greenhouse, for security at the house and to get news about the outside world from the people trading.  
 
                 One day the greenhouse wasn’t open, Paul looked in through the closed doors and the plants inside looked dead.  There were holes torn in the plastic and some of the plants were dumped out onto the floor.  He didn’t know what happened.  He tried to put things together and took a mental picture to describe things to Betty.  He thought the greenhouse had been robbed or the plants had died and the whole thing fell apart.  Either way, there wasn’t a greenhouse to go to anymore.  Their center for trade had disappeared.  Paul walked back home and thought of a way to break the news to Betty.  
 
                 When he came home she was in the backyard and was surprised to see him.
 
                 “Was it not open today?” she asked.  
 
                 “I have a feeling it won’t be open anymore.”  He went on describing what he saw and how things looked.  She was upset and was disappointed in how things had fallen apart after all the work that had gone into it.  She started concentrating more on the garden in the yard and tried to forget about the failed experiment of the greenhouse.  
 
                 Fall was coming and the garden was reaching its end.  Betty planned to keep things going through the winter with hoops and cold frames.  She collected some old windows from the abandoned houses in the neighborhood.  She was amazed at how much she was able to get done between the two of them.  At one point Jane brought up the idea of using her yard for more space and Betty took her up on it.  They built cold frames and planted rows with hoops.  It was a simple system using scrap PVC pipe and trash bags cut the long way.  In a week, Jane’s yard was transformed from grass to edible space.  
 
                 Things were looking up.  They still saw people from time to time and Betty often wondered why things had become so quiet around the house.  The neighborhood was silent a majority of the time and the shooting had stopped.  Betty thought either people had left or they ran out of bullets, both ideas were a plus in her book.  
 
                 The first frost came and Betty was quick at work making sure everything was sealed and the plants would be kept warm.  The hearty greens and root vegetables would be fine but she was still trying to get some of the warmer weather plants to keep going as long as she could.  
 
                 The day after the frost Betty heard people outside.               
 
                 Paul ran into the bedroom.
 
                 “There are people in the garden.” he said grabbing his rifle and checking the chamber.  
 
                 “What?” she said instantly getting out of bed.  She ran to the back window and watched a group of people pulling the hoops up and flipping the windows open to the cold frames.
 
                 “What are you doing?” she yelled down at them.  
 
                 A man threw a rock up at her hitting the window and sending glass into the room at her.  She covered her face and screamed.  It was a scream of shock and anger.  
 
                 “What was that?” Paul ran into the room and saw her still covering herself and was surrounded in broken glass.  
 
                 “Sons of bitches,” he said stepping through the glass to the window.  He raised his rifle and aimed at the biggest person he could find.  “Out of the yard now!” he yelled aiming the rifle. 
 
                 “You don’t have anything in that gun.” a voice hollered back as the people continued looting the yard.  
 
                 Paul fired.  It wasn’t a death shot.  He got the man in the shoulder.  The people scattered for places to hide.  The man yelled, falling back on the ground.  
 
                 “What hit me?” he yelled.  He looked at the blood on his hand and put it back on the shoulder.  “He shot me, it ain’t that serious. Why would you shoot me?” the man yelled at the window. 
 
                 Paul worked the bolt of the rifle and the spent shell flew out.  The man crawled back and hid behind the shed.  
 
                 “Out of the yard NOW!” Paul yelled again.  
 
                 “We gonna get you!” a voice yelled.  
 
                 Paul turned back to Betty.   She was trying to brush small pieces of broken glass out of her hair.  
 
                 “Are you cut?” he asked. 
 
                 “I think I’m fine, just pissed.” she said shaking her hair.  
 
                 “You want the gun?” he asked. 
 
                 She thought for a minute and her memory of Frank came to mind.  She grabbed the gun. 
 
                 “Do you know how to use it?” Paul asked.
 
                 “I’ve watched you.” she said raising the rifle and looking around the yard. 
 
                 “Come out come out where ever you are!” she hollered. 
 
                 “Shut up bitch.” a voice said, female from the sound. 
 
                 She aimed at the voice hiding behind the tool shed.  She didn’t want to put a hole through it but it was better than losing everything.  She aimed for the middle of the wall and pulled the trigger.  The kick of the Remington hit her shoulder, having not held the rifle correctly.  
 
                 “Ow!” she said looking back through the scope.  
 
                 A voice screamed, a man.  She couldn’t tell if it belonged to the person she hit or someone else.  Had she hit someone?  The large man that Paul had shot stepped out from the side of the shed. 
 
                 “You kill us over this shit?  Are you serious?  Are you serious?” he yelled, arms out making himself a target. 
 
                 Betty didn’t think for long.  She worked the bolt of the rifle and the spent shell flew out like the one Paul had shot.  
 
                 “Are you serious?” the man said again. 
 
                 A voice beside the shed was talking to the man. “She dead man, she dead.” 
 
                 “Out of the yard now!” Betty hollered.  
 
                 “That bitch crazy, let’s go.” the other voice said. 
 
                 “This ain’t done.” the man said. 
 
                 Betty kept the rifle up and pointed as the people filed out of the broken part of the fence she just noticed.  More work to do.  Two men carried a body.  It was a woman, possibly young, small, a petite frame.  
 
                 That was when it hit her.  What she had done.  She turned and handed the rifle to Paul who stood there watching her.  He grabbed it and she ran to the bathroom.  She gripped the toilet and threw up.  Her body shook and she vomited again.  She cried, she laughed, she cried again.  Paul had heard about this, the different stages of grief after a shooting.  Everyone experienced it differently.  He put the rifle aside and held her in his hands.  She was in shock and he went to the bedroom bringing back a blanket.  
 
                 “Jane and Frank, check on them.” Betty said. 
 
                 Paul went to the front of the house and saw their yard was torn up also.  
 
                 “It looks like they ruined everything.” Paul said. 
 
                 Betty continued to cry.  It was the worst day of her life.  
 
                 That evening Paul put together two backpacks.  One was his hiking pack that he had since he met Betty.  The other was Betty’s old bag from college that she still owned.  He packed food and other items in case they had to leave the house in a hurry.  He put all of his extra ammo in the pack.  He had a bad feeling.  
 
                 Betty tried to fix what she could but most of the materials were a lost cause.  The plastic torn, plants ripped from their roots, and windows broken from the cold frames.  They would have no food over the winter now.  
 
                 “They destroyed everything, they didn’t even grab anything they only wrecked it.  Why would they destroy everything?” she said looking at the yard. 
 
                 “They are angry at the world and don’t want anybody else to make it if they won’t.” Paul said.
 
                 “So they grip onto the lifeboat trying to take everyone with them.” she said.  “I’m going inside.” 
 
                 Paul followed her in.  They ate dinner and started to go upstairs.  Betty thought she heard something outside. 
 
                 “Sure it wasn’t the plastic in the wind?” Paul said.
 
                 “I’m sure.” she said. 
 
                 Paul grabbed his rifle but before he could go back downstairs the front window smashed and the downstairs lit up.  It was bright and hot.  Smoke racing up the stairway.  
 
                 “Betty!  Up here!” Paul hollered and she ran up the stairs. 
 
                 Paul was at the closet and pulled out two bags.
 
                 “The house?” she yelled.
 
                 Paul gripped her arms and looked into her eyes. 
 
                 “It’s gone.  It’s gone.” he said. 
 
                 He handed her the bag and put his own on.  They went to the back window and Paul helped her out.  He hung over the side so she didn’t have as far to drop and let her go.  He dropped the rifle to her next in case they were waiting for her.  She caught it and immediately looked around.  
 
                 Betty heard shots from the opposite side of the house.  Paul was hanging out of the window now and looked down at her.  He pushed off and let go.  He landed on his feet and rolled.  He got up, grabbed the rifle from Betty and they ran to the front of the house.  
 
                 “I need to find Jane and Frank.” Betty said.  
 
                 They saw the house across the street and it was in flames.  
 
                 “Why?  Why them?  Why?” Betty yelled.  
 
                 “We need to go.” Paul said. 
 
                 “Wait.” Betty yelled.  
 
                 She ran back to the house and kicked the side door in.  Paul ran after her.  
 
                 “What are you doing?  You can’t go in there.” 
 
                 Betty ran into the smoke, down the stairs, and looked for the box that she needed, her purpose in life.  She found it on the cool floor of the basement and ran back up the stairs.  Her eyes burned and she coughed hard, her lungs working the smoke out.  She fought to get air and when she could finally breathe her ribs and chest hurt from the violent coughing.  
 
                 “What was so important that you would run back in there?” Paul asked.  He was upset with her.  
 
                 She opened a shoe box, inside hundreds of packets of seeds.  
 
                 “Our future.” she said.  “Mankind’s future.” 
 
                 Paul kissed her forehead and helped her up.  
 
                 “They might come back to make sure they got the job done.” Paul said. 
 
                 They ran as fast as they could, the pace more like a fast strut.  The houses burned behind them.  They stopped at the lake, the spot their first date was.  Paul filled bottles with water and put them in their bags.  
 
                 “We have to keep moving.” Paul said.  
 
                 “I can’t believe this is happening.” Betty said.  
 
                 “I know, I know, things will be ok.  We have each other.  I’ll take care of you.” he said. 
 
                 Betty thought about Jane and Frank.  Had they known this would happen?  
 
                 They hit the road and walked.  
 
                 Their life turned from one of settlement and farming to hunter gatherer.  They traveled and followed a routine.  They stayed away from people when they could.  
 
                 “Where should we go?” Paul asked one day.  He had the feeling they were traveling in circles with no destination in mind. 
 
                 “The path for the man with a heart for adventure is always west.” Betty said.
 
                 “Did you read that somewhere?” Paul said. 
 
                 “It sounded good, I don’t know maybe.” she said.                
 
                 And so they went west.  
 
    
 
   Two Years Later
 
                 Paul estimated they were by the Great Lakes.  The maples and swamps told him they were at least close.  They were never more than a few miles from a body of water.  It was prime land for his hunting.  
 
                 When they had the chance, Paul would down a deer and they would spend a day processing it into jerky for traveling.  They would have a big meal, eating as much as possible and drying the rest through smoking.  Paul had become pretty good at it.  They tried not to waste as much as possible but he always felt that he didn’t do enough.  
 
                 One evening after Paul had snared a few small game, they sat around the fire eating.  They were quiet.  Trying to enjoy the little protein they were able to get.   A man with a camouflage hat walked out of the bushes. 
 
                 “Hi.” he said looking at them.  Paul thought about grabbing the rifle.  Then a hand pulled his forehead back and he felt something on his neck.  It felt like a paper cut, the warm liquid that filled his shirt told him the unforgiving truth.  He was already a dead man.  He fell back and gripped his throat.  He looked up and saw a woman standing over him.  She was dirty, unkempt, and was watching him die.  She was enjoying watching him die.  He wanted the rifle.  He wanted to save Betty from these psychos.  He didn’t want the world to go dark.  He was too tired.  It was time to sleep.
 
                 
 
   Betty was in shock from watching Paul die.  The woman who cut his throat seemed to be arguing with the man wearing the camouflage hat.  Betty didn’t hear the words as she stared at Paul’s body.  His eyes were lifeless.  Her companion was gone.  Her protector and mate.  She was hoping to get pregnant but it never happened.  
 
                 “You’re a pig.” the woman told the man with the camouflage hat.  
 
                 The man grabbed Betty by the wrist and tied them together with nylon zip ties.  She didn’t struggle.  She stared straight ahead and didn’t speak.  Their bags were brought with them and Paul’s body was carried out like a fresh catch of game.  
 
                 “We are going to have some fun.” the man said as they walked.  “You and me, I can tell.”  He slapped and gripped her ass as she walked ahead of him.  Tears ran down her face.  This could not be how it ends.  
 
                 The man shoved her in a tent and closed the door behind him. 
 
                 “You saw what happened to your friend.  Unless you want that to happen to you, you’d better do what I say.  There are plenty of people here that would love to sink their teeth in you.  Some say women taste better.  I don’t know about that, but I will say when I saw you I knew that would be a waste.”  He held her face in his hand looking at her, her jaw in his fingers.  
 
                 “You will do just fine.” he said stepping out of the tent.
 
                 “Dinner time!” a voice yelled.  A cloud of smoke traveled in the tent, the smell of flesh cooking.  Betty tried to ignore that it was Paul.  
 
                 Days went by.  The man tried to feed Betty but she refused everything, even the items that looked like plants.  
 
                 “Look, if you’re going to starve yourself, I might as well hand you over to the others.  They will be pissed if I let you starve to death and there is nothing left to eat.” 
 
                 She never talked.  She screamed the times he forced himself on her.  She hated it. She did everything to try and stop him.  One night she even kicked him in the face, splitting his lip and breaking a tooth.  He replied by hitting her so hard she was unconscious while he finished and she woke up with a black eye.  
 
                 He didn’t touch her much after that.  She felt like she was more of a pet afterwards.  She was to stay in the tent and nobody else was allowed to see her.  
 
                 Then came the day the shooting started.  Time didn’t exist anymore.  Every day was the same.  The man had been in the tent, talking to her.  He had been eating horribly smelly hunks of meat.  He tried to feed her and she still refused.  He smacked her. 
 
                 “You stupid bitch!  I’m trying to help you.  Don’t you see that?” he said storming out of the tent.  
 
                 
 
   He walked to the middle of the camp and was suddenly knocked on his back.  He felt like someone punched him in the chest.  He looked down to see a small hole in his stomach.  A gut shot.  He couldn’t move his legs.  Whoever had shot him did a good job.                More shots rang out, then rapid shots.  People ran around the camp and dropped.  Bullets flew through the fabric of the tents.  He watched a few people run for the woods but were shot down before they made it to the trees.  
 
                 “What the hell is happening?” he said pressing his hands on his stomach.  
 
                 A few minutes later the shooting was done.  The camp was quiet.  A man appeared.  Face covered in ash and dirt, wearing camouflage and carrying an M4 rifle.  Neither of them said anything.  The gray faced man raised the rifle and pulled the trigger.  
 
                 The man with the camouflage hat was dead. 
 
                 The gray faced man went around the camp checking the tents.  
 
                 
 
   Betty had been lying down on the floor of the tent while the shooting took place.  Bullets flew over her as the whole thing went down.  Then the door was pulled open and a man stood above her holding a rifle.  
 
                 She looked up.  Her clothes torn.  Her body thin and frail.  The sad look on her face.  Could this guy end it for her?  Somehow she found the will to live.  
 
                 “I’m not like them.” she said, the old cuts on her wrist from the nylon ties still visible.  The man lowered the rifle then raised it again.  She wouldn’t have trusted herself either.  
 
                 Then he lowered it again and told her to get out.
 
                 “GET OUT!” he yelled a second time.  She stumbled out of the tent, after not being able to walk for weeks.  She ran to the woods and disappeared in the trees.  She didn’t hear any more shots.  She stopped and realized she was dead without a few things.  She turned around and went back and hid in the bushes.  
 
                 She watched the man nailing a sign on a tree and then leaving.  She went back into the camp and went through the tents where she found a few clothes and items she would need.  What she wanted most was her box of seeds.  She looked everywhere.  She found Paul’s backpack in a pile of plunder from their raids.  Then she found her bag, the seeds still on the bottom.  These people had been so concerned about eating people they never went through the other items they had on them.  Paul’s rifle was gone.  His ammo was also gone.  She put her few belongings in his hiking bag along with the seeds, strapped it to her back, and began the long tiring walk out.  The added weight was a burden after not eating for such an extended period of time.  Her muscles were eating themselves and her body was doing the same thing the cannibals were doing.  It was eating itself.  She ate whatever she could find simply for the calories.  Grubs, maggots, and worms.  She set up traps for fish in hopes of getting a meal.  Game was out of the question at the moment.  She found some cattail on the shore of a pond and dug the roots out.  She ate the inner stalk and carried the tubulars back with her.  She made a fire.  She found two fish that she was able to eventually catch by hand.  She cooked the fish eating anything that she could find on them.  They were smaller bluegill but better than nothing.  Already her body was feeling a bit better.  She had a long road to recovery.  
 
                 She built a lean-to that Paul had shown her when they first went on the trails and made some bedding.  She didn’t want to rest after being held in the tent for so long.  She wanted to move, get away, and find a better place.  She didn’t sleep well, waking every time she heard the slightest noise.  It would be a reaction she would carry for years.  It was what she did when the man with the camouflage hat entered the tent.  
 
                 She did well for herself living as a nomad.  Foraging for food was the easy part for her.  With time and practice all the hunting tricks Paul taught her over the years started to pay off.  She gained muscle back, her health was better, but mentally she wasn’t sure she would ever recover.  
 
                 While foraging for food she approached a tree line, the common place for wild food to be found.  When she reached the edge she saw a farmhouse and people outside.  She immediately thought about the cannibals, and then she wondered if these were the people that slaughtered them.  She must be too far away by now, always traveling, trying to get away.  
 
                 These people were different.  They were working the fields.  Her field of botany came back and she started questioning what they were doing.  She gauged the weather and time of year.  There were no cold frames and too many people for so little space.  She walked out of the woods.  She gulped and her hands shook.  She asked herself if this was a good idea. 
 
                 The people turned and looked at her.  They didn’t appear to feel threatened and waited for her to walk up.
 
                 “Can we help you?” a tall thin man said.  
 
                 She looked around.  Two children, a boy and girl, worked with hoes.  A woman used a steel rake to collect large debris from the field.  The man appeared to be trying to get an old tractor working.  She looked back at the man. 
 
                 “What are you trying to plant?” she asked. 
 
                 “Corn.” the man said. 
 
                 “When did you plant the last corn crop?” she continued. 
 
                 “Last year.”  
 
                 She looked at the sky and knew it was already midsummer. 
 
                 “It’s too late in the year for that.  You won’t get a crop.” she said
 
                 “Better to try than not have anything at all.” the woman said. 
 
                 “You could do a little homestead and get some fall crops going.” Betty suggested.  
 
                 “I’ve been farming my whole life.  I don’t know why I should be listening to you.” the man said. 
 
                 Betty turned around and started to walk back to the woods.  She turned around. 
 
                 “You know of any other farms around here that are available?”
 
                 They pointed her down the road to a smaller piece of land, the one that they didn’t want.  She liked it.  Water supplied by a windmill, some chickens were still running around eating whatever they could find.  The previous owners were still inside, bodies dried and mummified.  She dragged the bodies out and buried them next to the house.  She cleaned up a bit, took stock of what was available and went to work.  She made a larger version of her garden with Paul.  She built cold frames and hoops.  She learned to wake up early in the morning and hunted deer with a 30.06 she found in the house.  She put together a smoke house and preserved meat for the winter.  The frost hadn’t come yet and she was confident she would be able to make it through winter with no problem.  
 
                 In her spare time she collected various plants with medicinal properties and wild foods.  The property around the house became a forest of wild food and herbs.  
 
                 Winter was slow, a time of self-reflection.  Lonely nights brought back memories of Paul.  Then, one spring morning, a knock on the door.  
 
                 She grabbed the 30.06 and went to the door.  The knocking came again.  She could see the shape of a man on the other side of the window.  
 
                 “Hello?” the voice called out. “Anybody here?”
 
                 She was scared to answer.  Somehow she made herself unlock the deadbolt.
 
                 “Come in.” she said still holding the rifle.  
 
                 The door opened to a bearded man with blue eyes.  He appeared healthy and in his thirties. 
 
                 “Ma’am,” he said looking at her, then the gun. 
 
   
  
 

              “Stay there.” 
 
                 “Ok,”
 
                 “What do you want?” she asked. 
 
                 “My name is Bruce.  I come from a town not too far to the north of here.  We have a market that we are inviting everyone in the area to participate in.” he said pulling a paper flyer from his pocket.  It was written out in marker and even had a map using highways and rivers to show the location.  
 
                 “What do you want from me?” she said. 
 
                 “I see you have a lot of plants outside in the cold frames.” he pointed out.
 
                 “So,” 
 
                 “Our market is for trade, items you need.  Food is a big priority and the more kinds we have, the better everyone is.  What was your profession before The Day?” he asked. 
 
                 “Botanist.” she said. 
 
                 “Really?  You might be the most valuable person around here besides the doctor.” he said. 
 
                 “You have a doctor?” 
 
                 “Yes, she has a clinic at the market.  Her name is Fatima, you could see her if you wanted to.”  
 
                 Betty put the gun down and grabbed the flyer from Bruce.  
 
                 “When does this start?”  
 
                 
 
   A week later Betty carried a pack full of dried herbs and other items to the market.  It was a two hour walk but this was her chance to see a doctor.  
 
                 She came to the rows of covered stalls and the crowds of people that were acting civil.  The whole experience felt surreal.  She saw a booth that said “Doctor.”  She walked up and a Middle Eastern woman sat behind the table.  She was very pretty and had long black shiny hair and big dark brown eyes.  Her face exuded kindness.  Betty set her bag down and didn’t know where to start.  
 
                 “Hello, I’ve never seen you before. My name is Fatima.” 
 
                 “Betty,” 
 
                 “How can I help you?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “How much does this cost?” Betty asked. 
 
                 “Don’t worry about it.  It’s nothing we can’t work out later.” Fatima said. 
 
                 Betty was hesitant to talk at first.  
 
                 “What are you most concerned about?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “I was taken by a group of cannibals a year ago.  There was a shoot-out.  I was let go and was malnourished.  I have a place now two hours south of here.  I feel like my body is recovering but my period never returned and I don’t know if I have anything?” 
 
                 “Have anything?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “I was raped, when I was taken.”  She tried not to cry, her eyes filled with tears.  
 
                 Fatima placed her hand on Betty’s and then sat for a minute.  Fatima pulled out a piece of paper and wrote some information on it.  
 
                 “Here are directions to the cabin I live in.  We can do a pelvic exam there and make sure you didn’t contract anything that is visible and make sure you don’t have any internal damage.  There could be things I won’t find since I don’t have the equipment but at least we can try to get you some answers.”
 
                 Fatima checked Betty’s pulse and blood pressure.  She felt that Betty was malnourished and thought that could be the cause of her lost period.  Fatima accepted a few pieces of venison jerky for payment and sent Betty on her way.  
 
                 Betty looked over the stalls and saw many items that she would like to have, calorie rich foods that she could add to the garden and her diet.  Trade seemed to be simple.  The items on the table appeared to be the extras from gardens and hunts and were traded for things they didn’t have at home.  
 
                 From the end of the aisle Betty saw a man that she mistook for Paul at first.  He was a thin man, clean clothes, short cut hair, and a thin trimmed beard.  His cheeks were different and his hair was a slightly different color.  He was looking back at her.  She turned to a booth and started looking at some greens that were cut from somebody’s cold frame. 
 
                 “Hi,” the man said.  
 
                 She turned and found him to be wearing clean clothes and smelled like he was freshly bathed. 
 
                 “Hi,” she said. 
 
                 “I’m Chuck,” he said. “And you are?” 
 
                 “Betty,” she answered.  
 
                 Chuck put his hand out.  She reluctantly shook it. 
 
                 “I haven’t seen you around here before.”  
 
                 “I just found out about it” Betty replied.
 
                 “Bruce came to visit?” he asked.
 
                 “Yes,” she caught a whiff of his hair. “I’m sorry, is that shampoo you’re wearing?” 
 
                 “Shh, I found it in my house, used it this morning.” 
 
                 She became excited. 
 
                 “Can I use some?” she asked. 
 
                 Chuck thought for a minute, and then pulled a small set of keys from his pocket.  
 
                 “I have a shower set up in the garage.  I pump water to a tank above it and use the gravity for it to work.  It’s not afternoon yet so the water won’t be that warm.” 
 
                 “I’m ok with that.  I’ll pay you.” she said taking her pack off and starting to pull bags of jerky out.
 
                 “No need, always glad to help a pretty lady.” he said.
 
                 “Not so pretty right now.” she said walking with him.
 
                 “We’ll get you cleaned up.  You should have seen me when they lured me out of the woods.  Looked like Bigfoot.”  
 
                 “Wish I could have seen that.” she said. 
 
                 “Really, I was a mess.” Chuck said. 
 
                 “And look at you now, getting all of the ladies.”  
 
                 “Betty, flattery will get you everywhere.”  
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 3
 
   Three years after The Day
 
    
 
   Chapter 1: West Coast United States
 
                               
 
   Placing his hands on the metal rail, Choi looked at the city on the shore.  Never stopping in either direction it appeared as large as the ocean he traveled.  The towers in the distance and the shops along the shore reminded him of home.  Packed and stacked, people occupied every space imaginable as the city grew up instead of out.  He thought about Shanghai, his home.  It was the land he left behind to fulfill a dream.  The only son of his family, it was his duty to carry on the family name.  That was the only duty he sought to fulfill.  Many families in China had firstborn sons, the lucky sign of fortune.  There was much fortune on this boat.  Filled with fifteen hundred firstborn sons it was to be the luckiest ship in the fleet.  Many of these men came to collect their fortune, their birthright.  All of them came seeking a wife.  Either by force or hopefully, willingly, they would find someone to carry on their family names.  There were no rules of child limits in America.  Here they could have the large traditional families that made China so great for thousands of years.  China may have passed its glory, but it will reclaim it in a new land.  
 
                 Choi saw smoke in the distance.  It was different from the smoke of cooking fires and heating homes.  It was the remains of explosions and destruction.  The ship moved closer to shore, the echoes of gun fire and bombs floated through the air around him.  He wanted to bring tools with him, to start a farm and build his house.  Instead, the People’s Army handed him an AK-47 and told him that when they were victorious he would receive all the land he wanted and as many wives as he could handle.  Polygamy was legal less than a hundred years ago and men often talked about the good old days.  
 
                 The Chinese government had promised the men that the flu had killed only the men in America and all the women were waiting for new husbands to come and take care of them.  As Choi looked at the shore he was sure that the husbands were still around and willing to fight to keep their wives for themselves.  
 
                 The shore was coming closer.  Choi looked at his AK-47 and the ammo pouches that covered his chest.  He was scared, hands shaking, nauseous.  It could be from the long sail and sea sickness, but why wouldn’t he have gotten it weeks ago?  Choi realized that he could die before he ever staked his claim to his family fortune.  
 
                 Other men came up from below deck and looked at the city.  Flashes and bright lights lit up in the distance.  
 
                 “Those men were full of shit, they handed me this gun and said ‘go get your fortune’.  Why did I ever trust them?  You don’t need a gun if it’s waiting for you!” one man screamed as he looked at the chaos.  Choi pulled the bolt back on his AK and moved to the front of the boat.  He would fight for his fortune.  It was bad luck to have fear in his heart.  This new land would be a new China, a better China, the China that should have been.  
 
                 The boat ran ashore and the men climbed to the beach off of nets that were thrown over the side.  They didn’t have any resistance but Choi knew it was only a matter of time.  Were the Americans fighting amongst themselves?  Were they too busy to defend their land?  He had heard the rumors about how lazy they were, the fat people that had to be removed from their houses with bulldozers.  He hoped this was the reality of the situation.  Choi ran up the beach.  He found concrete walkways and little shops that had been broken into and looted.  Palm trees grew in perfect rows and abandoned cars sat in the middle of the street.  
 
   Choi loved American cars, the size and horse power was nothing like what he could buy in China.  Buying a car was still the ultimate sign of luxury.  He walked up to the first one he saw.  It was a yellow Mustang mid 2000 model.  It wasn’t the color he would have desired but he had never been in one before.  He tried the door and it opened.  He sat in the driver’s seat and sat the AK on the passenger seat.  He looked around for keys but could not find them.  Disappointment set in, and then he perked up.  He gripped the steering wheel and pretended to drive around southern California.  He pictured girls in bikinis and Hollywood stars admiring him in his new ride.  
 
                 Choi looked between the seats and found a pair of aviator sunglasses.  He put them on and felt like Bruce Lee back from the dead.  I am the man! 
 
                 While he turned the steering wheel he heard a loud smack against the window.  
 
                 “HEY!  What the hell are you doing?”  It was one of the other men from the boat.  Choi didn’t know his name.  
 
                 “What?” Choi put his hands up. “Get your own car.” 
 
                 “You don’t even know how to drive that thing.” the man said. 
 
                 Choi read the man’s uniform.  Wang was the surname.  Choi laughed. 
 
                 “What’s so funny?” Wang asked.  
 
                 “I was pretending to be Bruce Lee back from the dead reclaiming my American dream.” Choi said.
 
                 “Shit head, there is no American dream anymore, this is a Chinese dream now.”
 
    
 
   Chapter 2: West Coast United States
 
                 
 
   It was now twenty years after the L.A. riots and yet Koreatown never forgot the lessons learned from that experience.  Once the nuke went off in Washington, the Korean community met together and placed several spotters on the rooftops around the neighborhood.  They picked the same headquarters that they had for the riots and copied their tactics from then.  For a few days nothing happened.  When the power went out that was the time they made sure all the spotters had rifles and plenty of ammo.  When the flu broke out Koreatown completely shut themselves off from the outside world and afterwards trade was limited to distant transactions.  The Koreans held their own for three years, bartering with the locals and living off the stockpiles of food they kept for themselves.  Being a spotter on the rooftop was a full-time job.  It paid well.  As long as you were a spotter you received three meals a day.  Two of them were ramen noodles but that was more than what most people had.  
 
                 On the rooftops of shops, the owners set up gardens and in some extreme cases aquaponic systems with fresh fish and vegetables.  These systems were high yielding but not enough to feed more than the people that ran them.  Some shops tried reopening restaurants.  The menus were limited and it was difficult to have a place serving food with armed security.  The system of barter for a meal was complicated at first but soon a standard was set.  Because fresh food was available people showed up to buy fish and vegetables instead of having a hot meal served, a luxury people simply could not afford.  Koreatown continued to work together and survived on their own while the rest of the city fluctuated from violence to peace and back.   
 
                 The spotters on the rooftops started noticing a change.  For three years they had watched as people ran around in the streets shooting at one another while they fought over the limited resources.  Gangs in all out wars and scavengers would sneak around trying to find something of value.  One day a spotter saw something that didn’t make any sense to him.  Men of different gang colors were running together towards the shore.  They weren’t fighting one another; instead they appeared to be working together against the same enemy.  Who that enemy could be was the biggest question.  Spotters wrote messages to the shop owners and radioed information to each other trying to piece together what was happening.  The shop owners organized an emergency meeting and met in the center of Koreatown.  The leader of the group was an elderly woman they called Lady Kim.  She had moved to the U.S. after World War II and had set up shop a few days after she exited the boat.  She married, gave birth to five children, and most of them opened their own businesses.  During the L.A. riots she was one of the first to organize spotters on the rooftops never forgetting how Korea was after the war.  She remembered the Chinese and Russians rolling tanks down streets, troops dragging people out of houses, and shooting people in the streets.  She never forgot these lessons.  
 
                 “Lady Kim, I’m afraid that what might be happening outside of our district is something we should learn more about.  For the savages to work together all of the sudden is a great concern.” Chang, a food market owner, stated.  
 
                 “To put importance on something that barbarians consider important is the blind leading the blind.” another man spoke out.  
 
                 “There is no harm in trying to gather information.” Mrs. Smith, a young nail salon owner said.  Her shop had been converted to selling dried herbal medicines after the crash.  
 
                 The argument went back and forth.  The success of Koreatown had gone to the egos of many.  
 
                 “We will send two runners to the coast and see for ourselves what is happening.  It is better to know that there is no threat than assume and be caught off-guard.” Lady Kim spoke.  
 
                 Her order was followed and two runners where sent into the city.   They were scheduled to collect any information they could find and return the next day by noon.  Instead of the AR-15s that the spotters were given, the runners were armed with 1911 Colt .45s.  Lady Kim was fond of investing in the same weapons that the military used.  
 
                 The two young men left the neighborhood and returned early the next morning.  Both were extra cautious and had sprinted over a mile the last leg of their trip back.  
 
                 The group was gathered together immediately and the runners were ordered to keep their mouths shut until every member arrived.  
 
                 The two men stood in the room still breathing heavy from their run.  Lady Kim was the last member to arrive.  Using her cane to navigate to her seat, many wondered if the cane was a prop to make her appear less dangerous than she really was.  
 
                 “Well?” Lady Kim asked. 
 
                 The two runners looked at each other and one of them finally spoke.  
 
                 “The Chinese are here.” the man who had run to the south said.  
 
                 “From Chinatown?” one of the shop owners asked. 
 
                 “No, the real Chinese army, a fleet landed at the harbor unloading troops.” the man who ran north said.  
 
                 “Gather our troops, arm everyone.  We are going to war.” Lady Kim told the group.  There would be no debate, nothing to slow down getting prepared.  
 
                 Lady Kim turned to her grandson, a young man almost thirty.  
 
                 “I will need your help with something.” she said. 
 
                 He nodded and they left the room.  Lady Kim exited the building and walked to her shop two buildings over.  After the attendant unlocked the door for them she went to the back and went down the stairs into the basement.  In the storage area boxes were stacked on shelves and piled high in what appeared to be random spots.  The kids and grandkids were familiar with Lady Kim’s method of organized chaos.  
 
                 “You will need to move these.” she said pointing to the boxes stacked against the back wall.   
 
                 Her grandson moved the boxes and exposed the back wall of the basement.  
 
                 “Grab that,” Lady Kim pointed to a sledgehammer that was resting next to the stairs.  “And start smashing that wall.” 
 
                 “Are you sure?” her grandson asked.  It was a stupid question he realized.  She never gave an order she wasn’t sure of.  
 
                 He lifted the hammer and hit the wall.  Small chunks of concrete flew in the air.  Lady Kim stayed where she was and waited to see what was on the other side.  He continued hitting the wall, larger pieces flew off and dust clouded the air.  He created a two foot hole and then worked on making it larger.  He started to see things on the opposite side.  When the hole was large enough to walk through he set the hammer down and looked inside.  It was a small room, about the size of a walk-in closet.  Much of it was filled with crates, cans, ammo cans, and long plastic bags that were difficult to see through.  
 
                 Lady Kim gently pushed her grandson aside and looked in for herself.  
 
                 “Just like I left it.” she said. 
 
                 “What is this?” her grandson asked                                 . 
 
                 “My insurance policy.” she said.  Then she looked at him.  “The Chinese are going to wish they never fucked with me.”  
 
                 Her grandson was shocked.  He had never heard her talk like that.  He saw a look of anger and pain on her face.  She never told anybody in the family about her days in Korea before the war.  Back then it was still Korea and not North Korea.  After the war was over the Japanese occupation force was gone they were replaced with the Chinese and Russians that were just as bad.  Her husband was one of the men dragged from his home and shot in the street to make an example to the rest of the village.  Afterwards, she traveled to the south with everything she could carry and bribed her way onto the first ship to America.  Her first husband was a Buddhist, a man of peace.  She loved him for that but she had learned from his mistake.  Later, in America, she heard a man once say while walking down the street, “If you want peace prepare for war.”  She didn’t know where it came from, and it didn’t matter.  From that moment on she worked to make sure that what happened to her husband never happened again.  
 
                 “Gather some trusted men and start carrying that up to the shop and do an inventory.  When you’re done we will gather the group and plan our battle.”  Lady Kim said. 
 
                 Her grandson looked inside the room again and was able to make out some of the items inside.  Walls lined with machine guns and rifles of all shapes and sizes.  Stacks of ammo cans.  Cleaning kits, bandoliers, magazines, Lady Kim had stored away everything to wage a war.  Whatever the Chinese had done to his grandmother they had really, really pissed her off. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 3: Somewhere in the Pacific Ocean              
 
                 
 
                 The USS Nemo sat submerged offshore.  Contact with other branches of the military stopped three years ago and they had been on their own ever since.  Captain Palahniuk looks through the periscope inspecting the island they found.  The supplies of the submarine were dwindling down and the way they replenished their supplies was to find isolated islands and collect all the food they could find.  Coconuts, tropical fruit, and some fish and meat were collected and preserved the best they could before loading it into the submarine and disappearing again into the ocean.  
 
                 The island, like many in the Pacific, looked devoid of humans.  He saw palm trees; tall peaks that made him think that resources would be plentiful.  
 
                 “Prepare to surface.” he ordered as the buzzers started to sound and the crew grew excited.  
 
                 The crew would rotate to the island and take turns hunting down food and exploring the new land.  Many simply wanted out of the steel can they lived in and get some sunlight.  
 
                 Two inflated boats left the submarine filled with pale white men.  They were excited and sped to the shore as fast as they could.  They were armed with limited weapons and had other equipment to help survey the island.  
 
                 Driving the boats on shore, the crews stepped out and hauled them onto the beach tying them to tree trunks.  They split into two groups of five men and set out in opposite directions.  The island was rocky once you left the shoreline.  The trees and vegetation grew through the rocks and thin soil that had accumulated over time.  The crew collected fresh water into their canteens that tasted better than the desalinated water of the submarine.  Local vegetation was picked over and a few guys volunteered to be a guinea pig to see if the fruit in the book was the plant they were looking at.  
 
                 “Why do you do that?” Smith asked.  He was a younger seaman that joined the navy a year before The Day and was put on the USS Nemo days before Washington was bombed.  The question was to Sawyer, an older man in his late thirties that always seemed to get into trouble whenever possible.  
 
                 “What was the most exciting thing you have done in the past month?” Sawyer replied leaving with the rest of the group to continue their expedition.  
 
                 At one point the lead man stopped and raised a fist in the air, the signal for the line to stop.  He waited patiently.  Then, the rest of the group heard a sound.  Grunting, snorting.  
 
                 The men grew eager.  One man pulled out his side arm, an older Colt 1911.  He checked to make sure a round was in the chamber.  
 
                 Waving the group up the leader moved a pair of branches apart and looked into a clearing where a large boar rummaged around eating whatever it could find.  
 
                 The leader looked at the man with the gun, made a gun with his hand and pointed it at his head, signaling what he wanted the man with the gun to do.  The man with the gun nodded and took careful aim.  The shot rang out and echoed though the island.  
 
                 The second group stopped in their tracks a few miles away.  
 
                 “That was a shot right?” one of the men asked.  
 
                 “How did we get the bright one in our group?” another voice said.  
 
                 The point man pulled out his radio.  
 
                 “Tango 1 to tango 2, hearing shots over here, was that you?  Over.” he said. 
 
                 The static on the radio followed for a few seconds.  
 
                 “Tango 2 to tango 1 that was us.  How many of your guys are in the mood for a pig roast?”  
 
                 
 
   Captain Palahniuk was strict with keeping the submarine manned with a full crew and only relieving men to shore that had their spots covered by someone that was qualified.  Palahniuk never left the boat instead sitting on top of the vessel in a lawn chair enjoying the sun while he could.  
 
                 The inflated boats rotated men back and forth until the pig was almost gone and the leftovers were brought to the sub and kept in the mess hall for the men to pick through.  Needless to say, nothing was left.  During those trips coconuts and other supplies were hauled back to the sub and stored away.  The process was tiring, carrying or lowering bundles by rope down the ladder inside.  
 
                 The fruit and other plants helped fight scurvy; one thing the captain was concerned about since it had been a common problem for sailors for hundreds of years.  The electrolytes from the coconut water would prevent most of these problems but he had to ration the coconuts to keep the submarine submerged for longer periods of time.  
 
                 Looking at the map, Palahniuk plotted their next move.  After leaving the Middle East, the sub went to the Indian Ocean and then into the Pacific.  There he listened to radio broadcasts and collected as much information as he could.  The sub was one of a kind.  Made from stealth materials and fueled by nuclear power it was an invisible mode of transportation that he took advantage of.  The sub was built in secret and put into commission without news of it getting out.  The USS Nemo was a departure from the previous idea that bigger was better.  The engineers designed it on the older World War II submarines with a nuclear power source instead of a diesel motor.  The submarine was small, quiet, and could not be picked up on sonar.  It was the stealth fighter of the sea. Nobody knew about the USS Nemo except for the crew and the Pentagon.  These days the higher ups were more interested in stealth jets and space weapons.  Submarines were old news no matter how high tech they were.  Mentioning subs only reminded people of the Cold War and The Hunt for Red October.  
 
                 Palahniuk often worried that his career would be forgotten and ladder climbing up the chain of command would be overlooked.  Now he was happy to have been placed where he was.  As far as he knew this sub and the crew with him in charge were all that remained of the United States Navy.  
 
                 Palahniuk plotted their course to the Atlantic Ocean, his hopes were to reach the east coast and regain contact with Washington.  Maybe his mission was futile and he should be looking for a home that his crew could adapt to and eventually immerse themselves in.  He thought about Hawaii but found out that the island state was a disaster zone from the massive die off.  The island couldn’t produce enough food to support the population and millions died.  
 
                 His last ditch effort to remain a captain in the U.S. Navy would take them back in to the Indian Ocean, around South Africa, and up the Ivory Coast.  It would be weeks, longer if he had to play cat and mouse with any enemy navy vessels.  So far the Russians and Chinese remained the biggest threats.  He kept his fingers crossed that it would be an easy trip.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4: West Coast United States
 
                 
 
   When the items from the basement compartment were gathered and inventoried, everyone in Koreatown was astonished with what Lady Kim had hidden for decades.  The list read to the group as such:
 
   Guns
 
   10 Mosin-Nagant bolt action 91/30 models, 5 with mounted scopes zeroed in before storing
 
   10 Thompson sub-machine guns chambered in .45 ACP
 
   One crate filled with 20 factory modeled AK-47s
 
   30 Tokarev semi-automatic pistols. 
 
   5 M14 rifles chambered in .308 Winchester/ 7.62x 51mm NATO
 
    
 
   Ammo
 
   10 spam cans of 7.62x54r for the Mosin-Nagant rifles. 440 rounds each.
 
   20 ammo cans filled with .45 ACP, unknown # per can.
 
   20 ammo cans filled with 7.62x39mm for the AK-47s, unknown # per can
 
   5 boxes filled with 1000 rounds of .308 Winchester each, sealed in plastic with rice packs to fight moisture. 
 
   7 cases ,14 spam cans of 7.62x 25mm, 1600 rounds each case
 
    
 
                 At the end of the list were the holsters, slings, pistol belts, bandoliers, cleaning kits and manuals.  After the items were inventoried they were handed out to the residents of Koreatown.  
 
                 That evening everyone went through their manuals and cleaned their guns, removed the cosmoline, the thick sticky grease that fought rust, and oiled their weapons.  Lady Kim and the group went around Koreatown and figured out where to fortify positions and how to create the best places for traps and choke points.  All trade and commerce was suspended.  Koreatown was cut off again to the city to make sure there were no spies that would try to scout the area.  Spotters were ordered to shoot anybody that appeared to be checking out the area.  
 
                 They waited weeks.  They could hear the fighting in the distance.  One of the spotters was bored and had taken an old radio out of the store he worked in and turned the dials to see if he could get anything.  Maybe it was a lost cause.  People had tried for days to find signals only to get static.  Then he heard a voice.  
 
                 “…major fighting in Hollywood.  The local gangs have been able to keep the Chinese at bay for over a week now but it appears they are on the offensive.  I don’t know how long I will be able to keep broadcasting but I promise you that I will be here until the end.  For those of you who want to join the fight, Hollywood Boulevard seems to be the place where the action is.  And now a message from out sponsors, haha who am I kidding.  I would like to thank my land lady for bringing me some awesome ramen noodles and of course the runners who are keeping me and you updated on the progress. Now for some music.  Here is an oldie but a goodie.  Rolling Stones with Paint It Black.”
 
                 The music started and the spotter put his two way radio to the FM radio for a few seconds.  After a minute he stopped. 
 
                 “Who was that?” a response came from his two-way.  
 
                 “We have radio!  Someone is broadcasting over the FM.”  
 
                 After that moment the rest of the rooftops were each given the cheap AM/FM radios that had been sitting in storage.  They listened and stayed up to date on the battle in Hollywood.  
 
   Then the Chinese came.  Three blocks away a spotter saw a group of green dressed Chinese soldiers moving through the streets.  
 
                 “We have company.” the spotter said over the radio. 
 
                 Lady Kim stood up in her kitchen and put her cigarette out.  She picked up the radio. 
 
                 “Nobody fire, let them get close.” she said.  
 
                 Lady Kim walked into her bedroom and moved the clothes aside.  Sliding open a hidden door she pulled out her personal home protection.  A BAR, M1918 Browning Automatic Rifle, large in size and caliber.  She knew when she bought it on the black market decades ago that anybody who saw a little Asian woman carrying this around would shit themselves before running away.  She loaded a magazine filled with 30.06 into the receiver and pulled the hammer back loading a round in the chamber.  
 
                 When Lady Kim appeared on the roof jaws dropped.  While everyone was armed and ready to do some major damage they suddenly felt ill equipped when they saw Lady Kim’s BAR which appeared larger with her height.  She no longer had her cane and instead marched around with the energy of a twenty year old.  
 
                 “Where are they?” she demanded.  
 
                 One of the men pointed straight down.  She moved to the edge and saw a row of men half a block away.  She unfolded the bipod and kept her aim on the men as they approached.  When they reached the corner and the point man looked down the street, she fired.  She dropped the point man where he stood.  
 
                 “Well, kill these fuckers!” Lady Kim told the rest of the people on the roof.  The loud coughing of rifles rang through the air.  In a few seconds the men in the street were dead.  They didn’t have time to call back to base.  Lady Kim sent a few men into the street to strip the dead men of weapons and dump the bodies through the manhole cover.  
 
                 “What did the Chinese do to you?” Lady Kim’s grandson asked while they covered the street from the roof.
 
                 “They killed my first husband in Korea after the war.  He was a man of peace, a Buddhist.  Now they can meet his wife, a war bitch from hell.”  She turned back to her rifle looking down the sight.  
 
                 It would be a few hours before more men showed up unaware of the previous blood bath that had occurred.  Every time they tried the same method.  That would only last so long.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 5: West Coast United States
 
                 
 
                 After weeks of battles in the city of Los Angeles, General Tzu was getting impatient with his troops.  A student of history, he was upset that the troops at tried to take the city by the old method of running through the enemy lines and overtaking them.  The method had left many men separated from their command and supply line.  The Americans had grown wise to the tactic and started letting the Chinese troops through thinking it was an easy victory.  Then, at the last minute, they would open fire surprising the Chinese, finding that they were surrounded.  Many times the men would be stripped of everything including clothes.  The Americans were using the Chinese soldiers to re-supply and collect better weapons.  
 
                 On the Chinese destroyer, Tzu looked at the city through his binoculars and started planning his final capture.  This mission could very well define his military career.  He was in his fifties now and didn’t have much to speak of.  He had worked with North Korea’s Kim Jong-il before the turn of the millennium.  Later he helped secure the oil fields in Darfur and made sure that the U.N. did not interfere with Chinese business.  Aside from that he ran drills and would make public statements talking about destroying America if China was ever threatened.  Now he could put those words to into action.  
 
                 The ship docked and the crew secured it.  Placing the ramp down General Tzu was the first to exit.  So far he liked Los Angeles.  It was a perfect opportunity for him.  He spent years preparing for a real war and it was finally here.  
 
                 “General Tzu,” a lower ranking officer greeted, bowing on the deck.  
 
                 General Tzu nodded slightly and continued to look around.  
 
                 “I am pleased to inform you that the dock and several blocks past are completely secured for your enjoyment.” the young man said unable to look Tzu in the eye.  
 
                 A high pitched hiss caused Tzu to duck.  Then, the crack of a rifle a second later.  Tzu pulled his revolver out of its holster.  A Nagant 7.62, an old model by all standards but it was his father’s.  Reliable and powerful with the larger 7.62 round, the gun had been in service for several wars and was built to be used with a silencer.  Tzu picked three rooftops and fired a round at each.  
 
                 He stood proud and waited to see if there was a response.  
 
                 “Tell me again that this dock is secure.” Tzu said to the officer. 
 
                 The man was cowardly and couldn’t look up.  Tzu walked next to him, looked around.  The officer thought he was being spared for a second.  Tzu raised the revolver to the young officer’s head and pulled the trigger.  The young officer’s body fell into the ocean and filled the water with a steady stream of blood.  
 
                 Tzu looked at the other men that had been exiting the boat.   
 
                 “From this moment on we are going to operate like a real military.  No more grandiose battles and glory seeking.  We will operate efficiently and tactically.  We will show these Americans why our civilization has lasted for six thousand years and why we are not going home.  For those that don’t agree with me you can guess as to what you have to look forward to.”  
 
                 The men bowed repeatedly, jaw dropped, and stunned.  One officer hollered out to secure the buildings around the dock.  Others scrambled around to gather information on current operations and results.  
 
                 Tzu grew up hating his name.  He always felt like he would live his entire life being compared to the man that wrote the book on war.  It haunted him through the military academy and at the beginning of his military career.  Now he felt different.  He looked at the city before him and he felt awake and renewed.  He not only would redefine warfare, but he would rewrite the book on it.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 6: West Coast United States
 
                 
 
                 Choi’s group ran through the streets dodging bullets and Molotov cocktails from the Americans.  They tried to fight their way to the center of the city but didn’t make it far.  They changed directions trying to find the path of least resistance.  Choi hadn’t fired his gun much.  He was still using his first magazine.  Many of the men were already halfway through their ammo.  They found a street that seemed clear and stuck with the route.  
 
                 Many of the buildings started to have kanji written on them but he was not familiar with what they said.  He assumed they were written in Japanese or Korean.  Keeping an eye on the streets they moved around the neighborhood looking for Americans and food.  They were far from the ships and they were now relying on what they carried and could find.  One of the men even picked up a gold-plated Desert Eagle from a gangster they shot earlier in the day.  It only had a few rounds left but it was better than his nearly empty AK.  
 
                 Choi was ordered to be point man and he led the group down a quiet street.  Something didn’t feel right.  He reached the corner of the block and looked around the intersecting street.  There was nothing to find.  He noticed spots of blood on the road.  Then he noticed there were larger pools that were draining into the gutters.  His eyes widened.  
 
                 “Everybody back!” Choi yelled.  Then the first shots rang out.  
 
                 Choi looked up and saw the muzzles of several rifles pointed at them.  He fell back, overwhelmed by the sheer fire power he was facing.  He crawled back behind a car and stayed down as bullets hit the metal and glass.  He looked at his men who tried to stand their ground.  One after another they fell, riddled with bullets.  Choi looked around and tried to find a place to retreat to.  He couldn’t go back down the street or he would get shot in the back.  He spotted a man hole cover and crawled over.  
 
    
 
                 On the rooftop the Korean’s stopped firing no longer seeing any movement.  Then a body appeared from behind a car.  
 
                 “Kill him,” a man called out.
 
                 “No,” Lady Kim said. “Let him find what is down there.  He can get the message to not come over here.  He can tell the rest what will be waiting for them.
 
    
 
                 Choi pried the manhole cover up and slid down into the darkness feet first.  He dropped to the bottom and found a soft spongy surface.  He lost his balance and fell onto his back.  He searched around for his gun in the darkness and finally found it.  He put his hand on the ground to stand but felt fabric and cold flesh.  He moved back against the brick curved wall.  He patted his shirt and found his lighter that he had been issued.  Flicking the flame to life he screamed as he saw the stack of dead bodies that had been thrown in the sewers.  He continued to scream at the carnage.  He looked down and tried to scramble out of the pool of blood he was standing in.  Dropping his AK he hurried down the sewer away from the building that was shooting at him.  He guessed that dozens of Chinese had already been killed there.  His friends were dead.  Somehow he survived.  He should have been the first one killed.  Kuan Ti must have been looking over him.  He passed several manhole covers and waited to exit when he felt it was safe.  
 
                 He stayed below until the light outside was not as bright as it was.  He crawled out to see a sunset.  He didn’t know where he was but he knew the sun set in the west and that was where the boats were.  He wanted to go home.  These Americans were crazy and murderous.  He was told there were none left.  It was a matter of staking your claim.  They had lied.  This was a bloodbath.  Like any other way, the poor were sent to make rich men richer.  
 
                 Choi wandered the streets.  He removed his green shirt and threw it to the side.  He took his hat off and threw that away into the street.  He was done fighting. 
 
    
 
                 From the rooftop they could hear the screams.  The young Chinese boy had found the bodies of the men that had come before.  Some of the Koreans laughed.  Others waited to see if he would pop back out.  They never saw him again.  Lady Kim reloaded her BAR and stayed on watch on the roof.  
 
                 A few days later the Koreans knew that something new was happening with the Chinese.  DJ Crash was dead.  The Chinese had a new offense.  They heard the sound of loud explosions.  In the past days the Koreans had been able to add to their arsenal.  Unused grenades, RPG’s, and many more AK-47s rested on the rooftops.  They waited, and waited.  
 
                 The sound of rumbling was heard in the distance.  Screeching metal and diesel echoed through the buildings.  Then, in the distance, a large tank appeared.  There were rows of soldiers behind it.  Some of the Koreans started to panic.  Lady Kim lifted her rifle to the man that was talking of retreat.  She smacked him and threw him to the floor.  
 
                 “There will be no retreating, understood?”  Lady Kim said.  
 
                 “The tank?” one of the women said.  
 
                 “Grab one of the grenades and go downstairs.” Lady Kim ordered.  
 
                 The woman had a look of shock on her face.  
 
                 “When it gets close we will cover you.  Run out, pull the pin, shove the grenade in the barrel and run.” Lady Kim said. 
 
                 “Are you joking?” the woman asked. 
 
                 “Have you ever known me to joke?” Lady Kim retorted.  The tank had a man on the turret with a large machine gun.  In the front was the driver with his head sticking out.  
 
                 The plan was to take the driver out stopping the tank.   The man on the turret was next.  Anybody who tried to get out of the tank was to be shot.  
 
                 The Koreans waited.  Sweat dripped off their heads.  They had not been this nervous since the first time they shot the Chinese soldiers.  The tank stopped at the end of the street and the two men in the tank debated where to go from there.  Lady Kim rose up from the roof then aimed and fired her rifle at the tank driver.  She fired several rounds and hit him.  The rest of the Koreans opened fire and killed the man on the turret.  The rows of soldiers ran for cover.  What proceeded was the longest battle the Chinese would have.  The Battle of Koreatown.  
 
                 RPGs flew through the air.  The Koreans had an advantage firing down into the street.  Many of the rounds from the Chinese flew over the roof doing nothing for their cause.  The girl with the grenade ran out into the street toward the tank.  The Koreans covered her only to see her fall by the barrel.  She was shot but still moving.  Lady Kim grabbed the RPG and fired at an alley where many of the Chinese soldiers had taken cover.  The round exploded and a few seconds later there was a noticeable drop in gunshots from the enemy.  The tank started to come back to life and the turret moved.  
 
                 The girl was back on her feet and crawled onto the tank.  The barrel being too high for her to reach gave her no other option.  The hatch with the dead driver was still open.  Pulling the pin the girl threw the grenade inside and dropped in front of the tank.  A loud bang exited the front and top hatch.  Smoke rose out of the hatches and the tank was again dead.  Soldiers from the Chinese army started to retreat back down the street.  The snipers on the roof picked off the ones they could.  Each Chinese soldier they took down would be one less to come back.  The battle appeared to be a success but it would be short lived.  There were still plenty of Chinese who would be on their way.  
 
                 A group of men were sent down to the tank.  They pulled the bodies out and figured out the tank itself was still operational.  It took an hour of trial and error but they figured out how to drive it.  There were a dozen rounds for the main gun inside.  Slowly driving the tank down an alley and to the back they hid it behind the buildings and decided to save it for what was to come.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7: West Coast United States
 
                 
 
   After capturing the tank, many of the leaders of Koreatown were pushing for an offensive fight into L.A.  They believed that the tank was a tool to take on the Chinese and beat them at their own game.  Lady Kim listened for a long time and didn’t say anything.  Some of the men thought her silence was a sign they were right and she would side with them.  What they didn’t know was that she already had plans for the tank.  
 
                 “We can march behind the tank and use it to run over and push those bastards back into the sea.” one of the men said while hollering and punching his fist against the table.  A dramatic exaggeration of what he was saying.  
 
                 “To not take this opportunity is to throw our favor back into the gods’ faces and deserve a death fit for cowards.” another man said. 
 
                 “To not use the tank to its best abilities is to ask for a quick death.” Lady Kim said.  The rest of the room remained quiet.  Lady Kim proceeded to talk and stood before the map of Koreatown.  
 
                 “We put the tank here, hiding it behind the garage doors.  We use the radios to tell the people driving when to fire.  They shoot the lead vehicle when they come again.  After they take out the lead vehicle they exit through the back and park in the street and use the guns on any men that try to rush the building.  Snipers will be placed on these rooftops turning the street into a shooting gallery.  RPGs are placed at the end of the street taking the last vehicle out.  That blocks in all the other vehicles.” 
 
                 “And if there is more than that?  What then?” the man who was slamming his fist said.  
 
                 “We still have more than enough bullets.” she said. 
 
                 It was true, even with the several fire fights they had; the supplies of bullets she stockpiled were still close to where they were when they started fighting.  Plus, most of the men and women were using AK-47s and they restocked their ammo with what they took off of the Chinese dead.  The Chinese coming into Koreatown and being ambushed was supplying them with more ammo and guns then they used to kill them.  
 
                 “We’ve wasted enough time here.  Get the men ready and into position on those buildings.” Lady Kim said. 
 
                 “What if we don’t win, what then?” a voice asked toward the back of the room.
 
                 “If we don’t win, we go north to the mountains.  Where else do Koreans run to?”  It was a rhetorical question.  She should have known that the people she was with didn’t remember the mountains of their home country.  
 
                 The men left and organized their troops.  People were assigned to their buildings.  Many figured out ways to booby trap the stairways and doors to the roofs so that they wouldn’t be caught off guard and would give them the chance to escape.  The rooftops were assigned as Lady Kim said.  She still stood on her roof.  She would do her best to lure the Chinese into the end of the street and get them into position. 
 
                 A day went by.  People remained on their roofs and waited for the next wave of Chinese to come through.  When the second day went by and there was no sign of the Chinese, many of the Koreans started to make plans besides fighting.  Some stuffed bags with food and belongings.  The men on the rooftops set up rendezvous points in case things went bad.  The longer they waited the more fearful they became of the Chinese finally showing up. 
 
                 A sunny afternoon and cool ocean breeze relaxed the tension.  A young girl brought Lady Kim a cup of tea, a tall cup with a flower design, and a cover to hold the heat in.  Lady Kim took the tea cup and lifted the cover.  Steam floated out and disappeared into the cool breeze.  Using the lid she pushed the loose tea leaves away from where she would sip.  She blew on the surface of the tea and gently sipped the black tea.  In the distance she saw the beginning of a convoy.  Lead by a tank like she suspected, an army approached. 
 
                 The men on the rooftops stayed away from the edge waiting for their signal.  Lady Kim sat in a folding chair sipping her tea as the army crept forward, the solders diligent in their surroundings.  A few men had already spotted the old woman on the roof.  Brushing her off as not a threat they continued their duty of clearing the street unaware of her BAR that sat waiting for them behind the edge of the roof.   
 
                 The convoy stopped at the end of the street and a man on top of the tank’s turret hollered up to her. 
 
                 “You!  On the roof!  Tell us where the rebels are hiding!” the man yelled in Chinese.  
 
                 The sound of the voice insulted Lady Kim.  She hated the Chinese, the look of them, the sound of their language, how they carried themselves.  She sipped the last of her tea and set the lid on her cup. 
 
                 “Hey, I’m talking to you!  If you don’t tell us where the rebels are we will destroy your entire village.” the man shouted. 
 
                 The threat didn’t make much sense.  It was a neighborhood, not a village.  The man must have been a country bumpkin.  
 
                 Lady Kim laughed.  The man looked insulted.  She laughed some more standing up from her chair. 
 
                 “You little fool.  How can you wage a war when you don’t know where it is you fight?” Lady Kim hollered from the roof. 
 
                 “You bitch!” the man hollered.  He hollered down into the tank.  What he said she didn’t know.  She tossed the cup from the roof into the street below.  It wasn’t far enough to hit the tank, but good enough to catch their attention.  The man watched the cup fall, at first worried it was a grenade.  When he saw the glass shatter he broke out into laughter.  The belly driven laugh went on for a long minute.  When he finally looked up to give his latest insult was when he looked down the barrel of the old lady’s machine gun.  His jaw dropped, it was already too late.  
 
                 Lady Kim pulled the trigger, several rounds ricocheted off the turret but the few she needed hit the man in the chest, he dropped into the tank.  A mystery arm reached up and pulled the lid shut.  The tank was now sealed off from the outside world.  It didn’t matter. 
 
                 Inside the building next to where the tank stopped rested the tank that the Koreans had captured.  Poking his head out of the driver’s hatch one of the Koreans double checked that the barrel of the tank was lined up.  Dropping down and closing the hatch he gave the second man a thumbs up and he fired the large gun.  Both covered their ears and felt the tank rock back and forth from the pressure of the projectile.  
 
                 In the street the Chinese tank exploded, the front of the buildings around it shattered and caved in from the force of the blast.  The turret was blown off and rested against the side of the tank as the inside was engulfed in flames.  Unused rounds inside continued to explode and cause havoc in the street.  Soldiers ran in all directions trying to find cover from the chaos that was happening at the end.  
 
                 Towards the end of the block, Lady Kim spotted a trail of smoke leaving the roof of a building, an RPG.  A small trunk exploded, the rocket propelled grenade puncturing the roof of the cab.  Rifle fire and machine guns started firing in all directions.  Lady Kim reloaded her BAR and continued to fire into areas that had large groups of Chinese soldiers.  Some of the big guns on top of the Chinese trucks quickly joined the fight.  The edges of rooftops exploded pieces of brick into the air as the big guns fought back.  They became the first targets of the snipers.  Molotov cocktails dropped from the buildings into the street and caused more chaos.  The street was the worst nightmare that any of the Chinese had come across yet.  
 
                 In the distance a General sat in his fold out chair and watched the battle through his binoculars.  He watched the destruction.  His men waited his orders and he slowly but methodically put his plan together.  
 
                 “General Tzu, our men are being slaughtered.” one of his commanders said.  
 
                 “At the moment.” he put his binoculars down.  “That old woman on the roof, shoot her.  When she is dead, send in the reinforcements.  Have the men storm those buildings.  Working from that end on down.  We will take this neighborhood today.”  
 
                 The commander saluted the general and gave the orders over the radio.  Trucks rolled out to the frontline and men poured out of the back.  Instead of engaging the enemy like the rest of the soldiers in the street, these men kicked in the doors of the nearest building and flooded inside.  
 
                 Clearing rooms, the reinforcements searched for the stairwells until they found them.  Using flashlights to travel up the stairs they quickly made their way to the top.  The point man did his best to search for booby traps.  Stopping on the last landing the point man looked up at the last flight of stairs and saw a shining wire like a spider web in morning dew.  He pointed to the wire and the rest of the men were careful to move over it.  Reaching the door the point man checked his gun and pushed the door.  Sunlight crept in through the crack of the doorway and the stairway dropped from under him.  The wire was a decoy.  He didn’t feel the explosion, only the sudden drop into darkness as the stairwell disappeared.  Four stories didn’t sound like a far drop.  In the emptiness of a dark abyss it is an endless space.  
 
                 
 
   The roof rocked and the two men at the edge of the building looked back at the doorway to the stairwell, smoke and dust came out of the cracks of the door frame. 
 
                 “Looks like we have to go to Plan B.” one of the men said.  
 
                 The second man reloaded the RPG and debated the next target.  He decided the military truck with the large gun turret on the roof.  The Chinese did well to keep it manned and he figured it was better to take it out of the picture.  Leaning over the side he aimed and fired.  The grenade shot down and missed the truck.  The side of the truck blew in and damaged the vehicle but the gun was still functional.  As the man worked at reloading the RPG, he looked over at his partner and watched as he was shot.  It wasn’t from the street, but another roof.  The man ran for cover with the RPG and took a shot to the leg.  He fell and began crawling.  He looked for the shooter and finally spotted him.  A few buildings over, it was an impossible shot with the RPG.  At that moment he only needed to get to cover.  It was too late.  The next bullet went through his chest.  He didn’t live long enough to hear the shot.  
 
                 The fighting went on all day.  When the sun set the night turned quiet.  Shots rang out when people heard something move or saw a shadow.  In the dark of night the battle slept when the men did not.  
 
                 Lady Kim ordered the men in the tank to load up supplies and carry as many civilians as they could.  The gas tanks were still close to full.  Several of the older supply trucks for the stores ran on diesel and were converted to run on cooking oil and anything else that the Koreans had worth burning.  When the fighting started the next morning they would roll out to the mountains and set up a resistance there.  The men argued it was not wise to have their best weapon leave the battlefield.  Lady Kim remembered wishing she had something like a tank to protect her when she was fleeing from the Chinese in her homeland.  The civilian’s that had already packed up their belongings stayed by the tank until morning, unwilling to lose out on their chance to leave to safer land.  
 
                 Their losses were not as bad as they thought they would be.  The Chinese had the majority of the losses, bodies littered the street and the vehicles continued to burn until the fuel and ammo had nothing left to burn.  The few men that didn’t come back were stationed on the far roofs.  The assumption was that they were either captured or killed.  
 
                 That night when everyone was reloading their guns and magazines Lady Kim told them to double up on what they normally carried.  She knew the Chinese would not let any resistance get the better of them for long.  While it was still night she ordered her men to get ready for an assault.  
 
                 Crawling into the sewer system, they traveled behind the Chinese lines.  It was risky.  They didn’t know where exactly they would pop up.  The stench of the dead Chinese they had been dumping floated through the air.  The smell of death was nothing new after living through the flu.  When they finally came out of the tunnels they found themselves several streets behind Chinese lines.  It gave them the opportunity to examine their options.  Her men were tired.  Little sleep, carrying more weight than they were accustomed to, her men weren’t sure what they were doing but they knew whatever it was it would be worth it.  
 
                 Lady Kim had an idea where the Chinese leadership would be watching from.  A hotel overlooked the neighborhood.  They were a few blocks away and traveled slowly in the early morning hours.  They stopped and hurried into an alley with the rumble of tank treads and diesel motors approaching.  A convoy traveled towards Koreatown.  There were more tanks than last time and twice as many trucks.  Even with superior positions the Koreans would have been overrun.  
 
                 Lady Kim checked her pocket watch, the tank and civilians should be well on their way to the mountains by now if they followed their orders.  The Chinese should look at it as retreating.  That was her hope.  
 
                 When the convoy was gone they continued on foot to the hotel.  From the outside they could see guards stationed and barriers set up to prevent suicide bombers and other attacks.  The mistake the Chinese made was having most of their force out in the field.  With the rise of the sun Lady Kim ordered her men around the main entrance.  On her order they opened fire and killed most of the guards at the front gate.  Her men rushed the entrance and entered the lobby.  They found little resistance there.  A few men came from the security office and were shot on sight.  Lady Kim entered the lobby and noticed the lights were on for the elevator.  
 
                 “Stairs are over here.” one of her men called out. 
 
                 “Generals don’t take stairs.” Lady Kim said. 
 
                 The men hadn’t noticed that the elevators were operating.  Somewhere a generator was working to feed power to the elevators and whatever else the general wanted.  
 
                 Lady Kim pressed the button on the elevator and the doors opened with the familiar ding.  She stepped inside and hit the penthouse button.  
 
                 “You’re more than welcome to take the stairs.” she said.  
 
                 Men crowded into the two elevators.  Two men stayed behind to keep an eye on the lobby.  As the elevator rose the men became nervous.  It was the longest and quickest ride they had ever experienced.  The doors opened and they poured out into the hall.  Two guards jumped to attention and grabbed their guns.  Lady Kim’s men shot them down before they could fire.  Rushing to the door the men stopped and let Lady Kim take care of the lock.  Standing back Lady Kim raised her BAR and emptied the magazine into the door and the frame.  The door creaked open when she was done.  
 
                 She let the spent magazine fall to the floor and placed a new one into the receiver. She pulled the bolt back and fed a fresh round into the chamber.  Kicking the door in, everyone in the raiding party forgot that they were being led by an old woman.  
 
                 Lady Kim was the first through the door.  Inside the penthouse was a general and two white women, both blonde and barely dressed.  The general in his uniform stood back by the windows.  It was his view of the battlefield.  The women stood silent, working very hard at not being noticed.  
 
                 “You betray your people?” the general said.  
 
                 Lady Kim pulled a pack of cigarettes from a pocket and popped one in her mouth.  One of the men quickly pulled a lighter out of his pocket and lit the cigarette for her.  
 
                 “My people?” Lady Kim asked in English.  
 
                 The general looked surprised, and then he read some of the kanji written on her clothes.  It wasn’t Chinese of any dialect or Japanese, it could only be Korean. 
 
                 “I’ll tell you about my people.” Lady Kim started.  “My people fought against the Japanese, then the Chinese came and acted like our country was theirs, that was when you killed my husband.  I didn’t stick around to see how badly your people would ruin what was a good home.  I came here to get away.  Your mistake was coming here before I was dead.”
 
                 “The Chinese people will never stop trying to take what is theirs.” the general said. 
 
                 “Then you can all die.” Lady Kim raised her machine gun and emptied it into the general.  The glass window shattered behind him, the bullets rocked his body back. Where he should have fallen against the glass he fell through and watched himself fall to the concrete walkway that waited for him.  
 
                 The girls cringed in the corners of the room, their half-naked bodies doing their best to disappear, begging to be forgotten.  
 
                 “What about the women?” one of the men asked.  
 
                 “What about them?” Lady Kim said.  She thought for a minute. “On second thought kill them.  Let it be a message for people willing to fuck the sick men of Asia.”  
 
                 To save on bullets the men grabbed the two women and threw them from the broken window to meet their lover at the bottom.  Lady Kim spat out the window as a sign of her disgust for their lack of loyalty to their own land.  
 
                 “Now we leave, meet the others in the mountains, and continue our fight there.”  Lady Kim led the way to the elevator and rode it down to the lobby where her other men still waited.  
 
                 Using a Chinese personal carrier that was parked outside of the base, they traveled through the city and made their way to the mountains that waited in the distance.  The death of a general would be a big step back for the invading army; however he could easily be replaced.  The disgrace of losing a general to a small rebel force would be something they would never forget and never forgive.  Lady Kim was at peace with that, she never forgave either.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 8: West Coast United States
 
    
 
                 The Rocky Mountains of northern California were full of life and a change from the world they were accustomed to in the south.  Having driven around San Francisco and into the area known as Big Sur, the Koreans hoped to set up a new base of operations where they could continue to fight.  
 
                 The tank rolled down the highway, now covered in a layer of sand and dust, the road disappearing in large sections only to reappear suddenly and briefly.  The gas gauge read close to empty and the people riding wondered if at any time they would be left to march on foot into a unknown land after spending a lifetime in a city accustomed to all life giving elements available at all times.  
 
                 Eventually, the tank stopped.   The people riding on it found space in the trucks to continue the ride.  One of the men took the .50 caliber machine gun off the turret and placed it in the back of a truck.  The other ammo was unloaded from the tank hoping to be able to use it later for traps.  The tank was abandoned and the convoy moved on. 
 
                   Dehydration became a problem quickly.  A handful of older men went around hunting snakes with sticks.  The younger people in the group gagged as the men chopped the heads off and squeezed the blood out of the snakes into their mouths.  The precious nutrients and water helped sustain them.  The higher they went into the mountains the colder the air became.  Water was harder to find and they became less confident of their own survival.  
 
                 “Where is Lady Kim?” a young man said not to anyone in particular. 
 
                 “She abandoned us to fight the Chinese on her own.” a woman added. 
 
                 An older man turned around.  He had known Lady Kim for decades and even now trusted her judgment.  
 
                 “Do you know who you talk about?” he asked.  The group stopped.  “She came here after her husband was killed by the Chinese.   She has waited years to get her revenge and if she says this is the safest place for us then it is.  Our people have survived in the mountains for hundreds of years.  These may not be the mountains of our ancestors, but they can be our mountains.  If the Chinese want to come find us they can die doing so.  I will not make it easy for them to kill us.”  His speech was over.  He didn’t anticipate making a dramatic dialogue but was glad he did hoping it would motivate everyone to continue on.  
 
                 “To hell with those duck fuckers,” a young man said.  
 
                 The others joined in cursing the Chinese and suddenly the group was traveling faster.  
 
                 After that the older man named Kong was the driving force of the group.  There were few of them, easier to hide but harder to fight back when the time came.  
 
                 At the peak of the day they hid under rocks and shelters in the shade.  In the morning and evening they traveled and moved.  
 
                 Kong watched the highway wondering what day the Chinese would show up. 
 
                 Instead, Lady Kim appeared.  Her men were still with her and they brought some food with them hauled in the back of the truck.  
 
                 The group cheered and welcomed their leader.  Kong saluted her as she climbed up the side of the hill. 
 
                 “Stop that, are you trying to get me shot by a sniper?” she said.  The scowl on her face was now permanent.  
 
                 Kong and Lady Kim debriefed each other and caught up on the current situation.  The next day the group hiked the highway and found the spot for their next attack.  
 
                 “You seriously killed the Chinese general?” Kong asked Lady Kim.  
 
                 “He never should have stepped off that ship.” she replied.  The conversation ended there.  
 
                 The fact they were able to accomplish that meant the Chinese would be on their way to retaliate. 
 
                 Scouts were sent out for food and information during the cooler hours and the rest waited at their ambush positions.  Then, finally, the Chinese appeared.  The Koreans sat on top of a cliff that was cut out for the building of the highway.  The bottom lined with a metal screen to hold the cut rock in, keeping it from falling out onto the road.  On the opposite side of the highway a steep drop of several hundred feet.  
 
                 Lady Kim waited patiently.  She hollered out orders to the group reminding them of their jobs.  She still had her BAR and her finger twitched as she watched the convoy approach from miles away.  It was an hour before the Chinese were climbing the highway of the mountain.  Nobody was walking.  Everyone loaded into transport carriers and sat on top of armored vehicles.  Lady Kim tried to count the number of vehicles but it was impossible from the dust being kicked up.  In the lead was a Chinese tank exactly like the one they had captured weeks before.  She missed that tank.  It would have come in handy about now.  
 
                 Everyone stayed still and hidden.  The rumble of the tank grew louder as it climbed up the highway.  Soon Lady Kim was able to look down and see the tank below them.  She raised her hand and then dropped it.  The men next to her began pushing.  They strained against a rock that they intended to start a landslide.  The rock moved but wouldn’t fall.  
 
                 “Push!” she gritted between her teeth.  The tank was almost past the spot below them.  “Dogs!” 
 
                 She raised her BAR and fired down at the tank.  The Chinese hollered and the gunner on the turret turned and began firing up the cliff.  The tank stopped. 
 
                 “Push harder,” she yelled at the men.  The rest of the group began firing down at the Chinese and full firefight erupted.  
 
                 The rock budged and one of the men almost went over the edge as it descended down the cliff.  The rock was the size of a refrigerator and they had no idea how heavy it was but it took four men to budge it.  
 
                 Lady Kim watched the rock tumble and drop.  The rock hit the front of the tank, the loud impact almost sounded like a bomb going off.  The tank rocked and the barrel of the gun turret was crushed and taken out of commission.  More rocks fell and blocked the convoy from traveling any further up the mountain.  The Koreans had the advantage and fired down at the Chinese who couldn’t retreat or assault the enemy.  Some of the men ran to the edge of the highway to either get shot or turn back realizing there was no retreat down the edge of the cliff.  The larger gunners were easy targets for the Koreans and they made sure that anyone trying to man them was quickly taken out.  
 
                 In the middle of the fire fight Kong looked over to Lady Kim and watched her take a hit to the chest.  He kept his mouth shut.  The shock of Lady Kim being hit would be a devastating hit to morale.  He ran to her and she stood back up firing her BAR.  
 
                 “Get off me, I’m not done yet.” she said firing at more Chinese who thought the cliff was a great option.  
 
                 Blood escaped from her mouth.  Her breathing became wheezy.  Kong could tell she didn’t have long.  
 
                 Lady Kim took a few more hits and fell back.  Kong stood over her.  
 
                 “Kill those bastards,” she said to him.  He knew those were her dying words.  
 
                 He grabbed her BAR and reloaded the rifle.  He aimed down and shot at any movement he saw.  The Chinese were being decimated.  When the highway became quiet, Kong gave the order to retreat over the top of the mountain to their fallback position.  
 
                 Lady Kim was carried out, one of three fatalities that day.  The group went back and scavenged the leftover ammo and guns the dead Chinese left behind.  They also found mortars and large guns that they stockpiled for future ambushes.  Lady Kim was able to teach them what to do before she died.  She had saved the lives of dozens of Koreans through her hatred for the Chinese.  
 
                 The funeral lasted all night.  Her body was cleaned, wrapped, and buried according to the Buddhist Korean tradition.  They left the grave unmarked so the Chinese would never be able to desecrate it later.  Their fight continued on and the Chinese would spend years trying to cross the Rockies.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 4
 
   Fourth and fifth year after The Day
 
    
 
   Chapter 1: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 After the death of DJ Crash, the men at Fort Custer started gathering information and tried contacting anybody they could.  Dennis spent hours surfing the channels trying to get in contact with anybody.  Eventually, he got in touch with a group calling themselves the American Militia.  The group was actively recruiting anybody they could get their hands on to send as reinforcements to the west coast.  They were in contact with a unit around Seattle who was “handing the Chinese their asses,” a group of active and retired Ranger units that joined together to put as much hurt on the Chinese as they could.  The American Militia was working hard to get troops to the L.A. front and in their words “turn it into an American Stalingrad.”  
 
                 The guys thought about what they could do and what they should do.  For one they were not safe on the base.  It was a prime target for a military strike.  And two, they were sitting on tons of supplies.  They had trucks, hummers, personal carriers, planes, jets, and millions of rounds of ammo.  All they needed was trusted people to get it from point A to point B.  The question they asked themselves was how to find people they could trust.  
 
                 Not long after they made contact with the American Militia, Rock was doing his shift out at the security gate.  He was rereading the same magazine for the countless time.  Then, out of the blue, he looked up to find a group of people looking at him.  
 
                 “Hi,” Rock said.  He didn’t know if he should pick up his gun or shake hands.  He hadn’t really anticipated people approaching him at the gate.  
 
                 The people looked rough, dirty, and most of all tired.  A man with short cut red hair and a goatee put his rifle on the ground and approached the guard booth with his hands up.  He gave his name, rank, and serial number.  
 
                 “I have no way to verify that, Chris.” Rock said in reply. 
 
                 “I was in Iraq,” Chris said, he thought for a moment.  He pulled up his sleeve and showed Rock a tattoo that he had on his forearm.
 
                 “It’s for my buddy that was killed over there, road side bomb.”  The tattoo had a bayoneted M16 with a helmet on top of the butt stock and dog tags dangling from it with the American flag behind.  
 
                 “Well, if you’re not one of us, than you have really a fucked up taste in tattoos.” Rock said.  He radioed back to the base.  Two more men came out and got the full story from Chris about how they had come to the base.  
 
                 “You took the bike trail?” one of the men asked. 
 
                 “I figured a military base was the safest place to take my people.  Plus, there was plenty of hunting land on the way here.  I guess it feels like home.” Chris said.  
 
                 The guns were gathered together and the group was placed in separate bunking quarters from the rest of the men.  Chris was the only one in the group that was former military so they talked to him about what was going on.  
 
                 “Do you know of anybody else with military experience?” they asked.  
 
                 “Yeah, I knew a guy.” Chris said. 
 
                 “You know where he is at?” Rock asked. 
 
                 “No.  But it’s not too hard to find guys around here if you know where to look.”  
 
                 The group discussed their options.  Chris didn’t seem like the kind of guy that would abandon his people.  Plus, none of them had been outside of the base since The Day. 
 
                 “Here is what we are thinking…”  
 
    
 
                 Chris finished packing his bag after double checking the supplies he needed.  He had a warm bed to sleep on and three meals a day.  He had no complaints.  The idea of staying immobile truly bugged him.  He had become accustomed to being on the move.  Whether it was driving the truck in the Lord’s Army, or taking his people to the next place in hope of safety, Chris had to stay on the move because moving was life and stillness was death.  That was one thought that went through his head.  He left the bunk house and marched to the gate.  When he approached he saw two of the base guys waiting for him with a horse.  He didn’t know how he was always lucky to get a ride of some kind but he was.  
 
                 “This is Buddha.  He will take you anywhere you need to go.” Rock said to Chris.  “Some hippie asshole named him before he left the base.”
 
                 “He is so big.” Chris said.  
 
                 “He’s only two.  He’s not finished growing yet.”
 
                 Chris patted the horse on its side.  The horse turned and acknowledged him, nudging Chris on the arm.  Chris climbed on the saddle, not an easy task with the fully loaded pack.  Rock handed Chris an M16 with a bandoleer of magazines.  Chris put his hand out and thanked Rock and Dennis for their hospitality.  Rock opened the gate and Chris road out heading towards the Kalamazoo River Valley Trail.  It was the fastest and most secluded way he could travel back to the city.  Traveling the countryside became his job.  He looked for the few guys that he knew from the military.  Sometimes he would run into people accidentally and when he was convinced they were trustworthy he would send them to the base with a pass that he made for them.  
 
                 Every night Chris would check in by radio and give a report to Dennis about what he found.  He would give a description of people he sent back and plans on where he was planning to go in the future.  After a while it was decided that they would send out a truck to pick up volunteers so that the journey home was safer.  
 
                 Riding to the north, Chris came to a town that was doing better than most.  It had a market and several shops that were open for trade.  When he spotted the wine and spirits store called Odin‘s, he rode up, tied Buddha to the hand rail, and rushed in ordering anything they had available.  The old man in overalls pulled a bottle of golden color liquid out from under the counter.  He poured it into a cup and put the cork back in.  Chris grabbed it and swallowed the whole thing in one gulp.  He felt a slight burn when it went down and slowly placed the glass back down.  A light tap as the glass touched the wood.
 
                 Chris opened his eyes, exhaled, and relaxed onto a seat.  
 
                 “Whatever that is, I want more.”  
 
                 Chris and the bartender bartered for a while, Chris had a few things to trade.  Finally, they settled on some old silver dimes, a new pair of boots, and some jerky that Chris had made overnight after shooting a deer a few days before.  
 
                 Chris was handed two bottles of the gold liquor.  
 
                 “What is this stuff anyway?” Chris asked. 
 
                 “Dandelion wine.” the old man said.
 
                 “The weed?” Chris said. 
 
                 “Yup.”
 
                 “I can’t believe my dad had me putting weed killer on those things.” 
 
                 “People were stupid.  Have a good day.” 
 
                 Chris stuffed one bottle into his pack and the other he left out.  He untied Buddha and climbed onto the saddle.  Chris uncorked the bottle and took a swig.  The wine was strong but full of flavor.  The deceiving thing about it was that you couldn’t taste the alcohol.  The wine reminded him of drinking Long Island iced teas before the crash.  He didn’t expect to find anything like this now.   He thought it would be more like prison wine or the experiments he would get sick on while in Iraq.  There were two things he hated about Iraq, no women and no alcohol.  Now if he could just meet somebody things would be two times better than they were before.  The only problem was that it was hard for him to meet anybody before The Day.  Now he was in a world where people pull a gun for saying “hi.”  
 
                 Chris took another swig and continued on in search of recruits.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2: Upstate New York
 
                 
 
   Word traveled slowly at first, it was difficult to organize and get the word out.  After years of people unable to trust one another from fighting over limited resources it was hard to suddenly switch gears.  Amongst the leaders of the resistance there was a push for trust amongst Americans but it was slow to come.  Trust was not something that was common in American culture before The Day and now it was nonexistent.  Word spread that the Chinese must have been the one’s responsible for the bomb in Washington D.C.  While it made some people fight, others wanted to run to the shore and kiss them for a job well done.  It was no secret that by the time it happened most of the population was wishing it would happen.  
 
                 At designated spots in every neighborhood a communication board was put up for the resistance to ask and give information to the public.  First, they asked for people that had working ham radios.  A few days later they had notes left for them from people that volunteered to help.  Some were chosen to send messages to different areas of the frontline.  Others were picked for being able to transmit over long distances.  These people were the propaganda machine.  Asking for reinforcements they told the story of how America was being invaded and stolen.  Some people snickered at this comment, feeling that America was being stolen long before the Chinese started to invade.  
 
                 During the crash much of the history prior was forgotten.  Survival took over as the main thought.  In New York State, a community was formed.  There were stories on the news about a Chinese city that was being built in the Catskill Mountains.  The theme was Chinese, all the investors were Chinese, and all of the resident’s would be Chinese.  This community was quickly built and populated.  It prospered when the rest of the country didn’t.  There was a lot of friction between the Chinese and the surrounding communities because of the “unfair” circumstances.  Nobody could figure out why the Chinese appeared to be unaffected by the current economic situation when everyone else suffered.  What people didn’t know was that the large purchase of property before the crash was planned in advance.  It was the setting stage for the invasion that was to come.  Establish bases, communities on the mainland to welcome the forces and help with support and logistics
 
                 After the bomb the Chinese in New Beijing sat back, lived out their lives and continued on until they were given the order to start their march to the sea.  New York, a large populated city, would not last a year without constant shipments of supplies and food.  When the flu broke out, New Beijing was under their own quarantine.  The infection didn’t spread and the Chinese waited out the virus before they pushed to the Atlantic.  New York was no longer the largest economy in the world, but it was still one of the best naturally formed ports on the planet.  The Chinese Navy would have no problem moving their military through the Suez Channel with the help of their new friends in Egypt.  Europe, now dependent on the economy, food, and energy of the Chinese, stood down while they moved through the Mediterranean to attack their former friends, the Americans.  In this new world it was important to know who your friends were.  
 
                 
 
                 Watching the fireworks light up the sky over New Beijing, Wang watched and joined in the celebrations.  Handing out New Year money and enjoying all the food offered to the public, this New Years was the largest celebration that he could remember for a long time.  He wasn’t twenty yet but he felt like he was man enough to fight in the coming war that would prove his manhood.  Wang Jie ran through the streets as he enjoyed all the lights and noise.  Knowing that the Americans were starving and dying around him made him happy as they were getting what they deserved and soon he could walk in and take what he wanted.  He couldn’t wait though.  The food wasn’t enough he had to get a taste of what was to come.  
 
                 Taking his collection of New Year money he ran through the streets to find something, anything that would give him a thrill for the night.  His mother told him to stay away from fast women, they come and go faster than you can make money, she warned.  He didn’t mind that idea.  Soon this country would be his.  He would have more money than he knew what to do with.  Turning the corner he stopped to a series of bangs and snaps in front of him.  More fireworks from the celebration, then he saw a girl, wearing a cheongsam, traditional silk dress, curvy and plump.  American fed and busty to prove it.  She was in her twenties and filled her dress well.  He looked at his cash and looked at her.  He found his goal.  He ran through the street, stopped a few feet away and slowed down.   He checked his hair and looked at his clothes.  Pocketing the money he walked up.  
 
                 “Hey,” trying to sound cool.  
 
                 She looked at him and nodded.  She looked away at the fireworks.  
 
                 “You busy, the fireworks are great this year.” Wang said.  
 
                 “Yeah, they’re ok.” she replied.  
 
                 “Can I get you a drink?” Wang asked trying to sound older than he was. 
 
                 She looked at him and smiled.
 
                 “How old are you?” she asked.
 
                 “Old enough to start the fight for New China next week.” he said standing tall and trying to impress her. 
 
                 “You are going to the fight?” she asked.
 
                 “Yes, third infantry.  Straight to New York.  Then I claim my birthright.”  He looked at her. “If you’re lucky, you can be one of my wives.” 
 
                 She laughed.  He felt appalled.  She saw his face and grabbed his shoulder, slid her hand down his chest.  
 
                 “No man would have me for a wife.” she said.  
 
                 “I would, you will have a grand palace.” he told her. “The red lanterns would be burned outside your house every night.” 
 
                 “House?  You said palace.” she corrected.
 
                 “Of course!  The grandest of palaces.” he assured her.                
 
                 “Ok,” she said.
 
                 “Ok?” he looked at her puzzled.  
 
                 “Come with me.” she said turning around and leading him upstairs.  “I’ll give you a night so you will remember me after the war.”  
 
                 He smiled and followed her into the dark stairway. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3: Midwest United States              
 
                 
 
                 The garden was growing well this year.  After two years of hard work and some trial and error things were coming together and turning out well for John.  His wife Fatima had brought a wealth of knowledge with her.  While her previous profession was a doctor she helped in her mother’s garden when she was a child.  The plants grew tall and vibrant giving pounds of produce for the family to store away for the winter in various ways.   
 
                 John cut the un-bloomed flowers off the broccoli plants and added it to his basket.  He picked tomatoes and green onions.  Smelling the fresh plants reminded him of how much better the food was now.  John had some fresh fish waiting in the river.  A cage sat tied to a log holding tonight’s dinner.  
 
                 “John!” his wife’s voice hollered from the cabin. “Be sure to grab some fresh greens for a salad.”  
 
                 John waved back acknowledging her demand and went back to work.  He weeded as he harvested their food.  He finished the basket for dinner and brought it to the cabin for Fatima to start putting dinner together.  John went back out to find items that would go into the dehydrator for winter storage.  He had built three boxes with recycled windows that were able to use the sun for drying vegetables and fruit.  They worked fast and provided high calorie dense food for the long winter months.  Fatima hung herbs in the cabin and let them dry before storing them in jars and cans for cooking.  
 
                 With the market that opened the year before they were able to trade for seeds of medicinal plants that they used for themselves and Fatima’s clinic that was open at the market once a week.  The expansion of the plant variety was a blessing.  The first winter at the cabin saw many meals with plain, boiled, or baked fish.  When potatoes and other vegetables were added and filled their bellies, things felt better at their new home.  
 
                 After filling the dehydrators, John carried the dried fruit up to the house and placed it next to the door.  He could hear Fatima inside cutting one of the vegetables for a dish.  He almost forgot about the fish.  Something else was grabbing his attention.  It wasn’t that he forgot something, or there was something that he was going to do.  He grabbed the rifle next to the door and turned around.  On the border of the field sat a man on a horse.  He wasn’t moving and relaxed on his steed leaning forward.  He took his hat off and held it up as a sign of “hello.”  
 
                 John set the rifle down and walked off the porch.  He still had a sidearm, his Glock, tucked in the back of his pants.  He came closer to the man.  When he saw the full beard he felt something familiar about him.  
 
                 “I see you’re doing well for yourself.” the man said, a familiar voice.  
 
                 “Do I know you?” John asked.  
 
                 “Must be the beard,” the man said. “You weren’t one of the stupid one’s.”  
 
                 “Chris?” John asked. 
 
                 “How are you doing John?” Chris responded putting his hand out. 
 
                 John shook his hand patting his forearm. 
 
                 “Holy, shit, didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.” John said. 
 
                 “Same here.  After you left I hoped it would be the last time.  Things got dumber and dumber before the end.”
 
                 “Don’t they always?” John asked. 
 
                 “Ain’t that the truth!”  
 
                 “You want to come have dinner?” John pointed to the cabin.  Fatima must have started cooking something.  They both grabbed a whiff of something in the air that made them hungry. 
 
                 “Hell yeah, I’m starving.” Chris said.  
 
                 While Chris walked his horse to the cabin John went inside and told Fatima they had company.  They had become accustomed to visitors in the last year as they made friends at the market and trade on the side became a new excuse to get out of the house and visit with friends.  
 
                 John collected the fish from the river and walked back up the hill.  He quickly cleaned and gutted the fish discarding the scraps in the compost for the garden.  Bringing them in the house Fatima put them in the pan on the stove and cooked them with herbs and some bread crumbs.  Nothing was left to waste anymore and the food was never better.  
 
                 Chris sat silently at the table.  The new job of visitors was to entertain the host.  Chris filled in John about the status of various people they both knew.  
 
                 “Bob, dead, George the big guy with the limp, dead, his wife too, blown up believe it or not…”  The list went on.  Once in a while the response would be, “Oh Phil, yeah, he’s still around, stuck around with my group for a while, settled in a little town a few miles south of here.”  
 
                 Fatima and John put the plates together.  Herb crusted bass with fresh salad and smashed potatoes. 
 
                 Fatima sat with the kids, little John and their youngest addition Wasimah. 
 
                 “Wasimah?  What does that mean?  Nine months in Iraq you think I would have picked up on some of this.” Chris said. 
 
                 “It means pretty or beautiful.” Fatima said putting some smashed potatoes into Wasimah’s mouth. 
 
                 John asked Chris how he ended up being the leader of a group. 
 
                 “It’s weird.  So, the Reverend.” Chris stopped; he noticed that Fatima appeared suddenly uncomfortable after dropping her spoon.  “That idiot piece of crap.  He takes us to this neighborhood where three of our guys were killed searching for supplies.  He takes it as a sign from God there must be supplies there worth protecting.  So he split’s the whole group into four teams and orders us to attack.  Before my group is a block in, a bomb goes off, and then gunfire, then another bomb and another.  Before I knew it my group was the only one left and it looked like the Reverend was dead.  So I said to heck with it and walked away.  Next thing I know the whole group is following me asking what to do next.”  
 
                 “You did say you were done taking orders from stupid.” John reminded Chris, they laughed about it. 
 
                 “I did say that didn’t I?  I have to say leading isn’t easy but at least I had people’s best interest in mind.” Chris said.
 
                 “That’s already a big improvement from what we had before.” 
 
                 “I know!” Chris laughed.  
 
                 John stood up and grabbed a bottle from a cabinet in the kitchen.  He also brought three glasses with him.  Chris gave him a look, and then looked at Fatima’s belly.  
 
                 “It’s ok; a glass at dinner doesn’t hurt anybody.” Fatima said patting her belly. 
 
                 “So you are? I didn’t want to assume. I know it’s rude.” Chris said. 
 
                 “Yeah, number three on the way.”  All three of them laughed.  “No TV,” the laughing continued.  
 
                 John poured three glasses of a golden colored liquid.  Chris smelled it and couldn’t place what it was. 
 
                 “It hasn’t been that long.  I can’t place it.” Chris said continuing to smell the liquor.
 
                 “It’s mead that a man at the market makes.  He says that his bee hives have multiplied and that he gets more honey now than he knows what to do with.”
 
                 Chris took a sip, then a larger swig. 
 
                 “Yeah, that will work.  It‘s from the guy that makes dandelion wine?”  Chris asked. 
 
                 “Yeah, Odin.  He’s probably the most popular man around town.” John added. 
 
                 The two of them continued talking for a while, bullshitting.  After Fatima left the table with the kids John finally sought some answers. 
 
                 “Why are you here Chris?” John asked.
 
                 Chris exhaled, took a sip of the mead, then put the glass down.  
 
                 “There is a war taking place, right now.  We are looking for men, experienced.”  
 
                 “I’m not getting involved in any religious, territorial bullshit.  I’m done.” John said. 
 
                 “It’s not that kind of war.  It’s about everyone.” Chris said. 
 
                 “That’s what they all say.”  
 
                 Chris reached into his coat and pulled a piece of cloth out.  It was a green hat.  Chris turned it around.  John noticed the digital pattern in the fabric and thought at first it was U.S. Army issued.  As Chris finished turning it around a red star was pinned to the front of the hat.  
 
                 “The Chinese?” John asked. 
 
                 “They came to shore in L.A., Seattle, Portland and San Francisco.” 
 
                 “And?” John said. 
 
                 “They aren’t stopping.  It looks like the plan is to march all the way to the east coast.  They are killing everybody.  Word is they came as a peacekeeping force, giving food and supplies and then they started taking over and kicking people out of houses.  Before anyone knew it there were mass graves and bodies piling up.  It wasn’t long before we started fighting back but they already had a foot hold in the country.”  
 
                 John turned around and looked at his kids.  Odds were they would all be killed if he didn’t go.  Fatima would be upset, but she would understand if he was protecting her and the kids.  It would be hard news to take and he couldn’t promise if he would come home.  
 
                 John looked at his M4 that still rested above the fireplace. 
 
                 “You see that?  The last time I killed a man with that gun was a group of cannibals who threatened my family and friends.  I told myself I was done.  I couldn’t do it anymore.  Having said that, I’ll go for the sake of my family, however… if I leave here and I find out that what you said is a lie, or that it puts my family in jeopardy… the next person who will be on the receiving end of that rifle will be you.” 
 
                 The table was silent for a second. 
 
                 “I’m ok with that.” Chris said shrugging his shoulders and finishing the mead in his glass. “Can I have some more? It’s been a while.”  
 
                 
 
                 That night after the kids were asleep John told Fatima what was happening.  Chris went over the information and answered any questions that she had.  There were things that couldn’t be answered, not a surprise in the world that they lived in today.  It frustrated her.  For a while she was back to before The Day thinking, wanting everything now.  Her husband was going to war and she couldn’t get all the answers that she wanted.  Her life was being turned upside down again.  At least her children were safe.  Chris slept on the couch by the fireplace.  It was the best bed he had slept on in months.  
 
                 The next morning John woke up to Fatima looking at him.  Her face was beautiful as always but she wore a look of worry.  
 
                 “Tell me you will come home.” she said. 
 
                 “I promise.”  He knew he shouldn’t have but if it got her through the hardest of days than he would say it.  He dreaded the notion of someone coming back to the cabin with a message of his death.  He did promise.  He would do anything in his power to make sure that day would never happen.  
 
                 After breakfast Fatima packed his bag and made sure he had everything he would need.  John opened his trunk and pulled out his old flack vest and his uniform.  John cleaned his Glock and packed all the ammo he had for it.  He did the same with his M4 and packed all the magazines and ammo he had for that as well.  He checked his knife and saw that the blade was still oiled and sharp.  
 
                 Fatima brought John the old Russian bolt action that he had used during the fight at the cannibal camp.  
 
                 “I want you to keep that here.” John said to her.  
 
                 “But it’s good for long distance.” she said trying to remind him.  
 
                 “I’m better with my M4.” 
 
                 “Take both.” she insisted.  
 
                 “Fatima,” he spoke the rest in Farsi.  “I love you.  I know you want me to stay as far away from these men as I can.  Trust me.  I know how to send those men back into the sea where they should have stayed.  Nobody is going to stop me from coming home to you.”  
 
                 Tears grew in her eyes.  
 
                 “Keep it above the fireplace, loaded.  If things get bad or you have a bad feeling, grab the rifle.  I‘d rather you had it and not need it than need it and not have it.”
 
                 Fatima nodded.  She hugged him and he held her tight.  Little John joined in hugging his parents legs.  John bent down and kissed him on the head. 
 
                 “Take care of your mom and sis.” John told his son. “You’re the man of the house while I’m gone.”  
 
                 John kissed Wasimah, still sleeping in her crib.  John kissed Fatima one last time, long and sensual on the lips.  She stole his breathe and he had trouble keeping himself together.  He grabbed his backpack and the duffle bag.  Outside, Chris and John loaded the bags on the horse’s back and walked out down the trail to town.  
 
                 “So what’s the plan from here?” John asked. 
 
                 “There is a man waiting in town for recruits.  Private Brown.  Young guy.  Not too smart but takes orders.  By the way, the militia wanted you to have this.”  Chris handed a gold oak leaf to John. 
 
                 “Major?” John said. “Haven’t joined yet and I’m already promoted.” 
 
                 “Former military immediately receive rank.” Chris said. 
 
                 “Retirement plans?” John asked.
 
                 They both laughed as they walked their way to town.   
 
    
 
                 The town was empty.  John hadn’t been here except for market day.  The streets were always crowded and filled with people carrying bags and baskets of food and other goods.  Parked by the market sat a spray painted camouflage Bronco SUV.  John couldn’t believe his eyes.  He hadn’t seen a running vehicle in years.  
 
                 “Tell me that runs.” John said to Chris. 
 
                 “It runs, didn’t think we were going to walk all the way there did you?” Chris said. 
 
                 “I was wondering.”  
 
                 As they approached the Bronco they noticed it was left by itself.  John looked around and then checked out the Bronco.  He opened the door and saw a Punisher logo seat covers and floor mats.  The black fabric and white skull symbol reminded him of the popular design that was all over the bases in Iraq.  Brought over by the Americans, it was a notion they were punishing terrorists for attacking the U.S.   Now the symbol was here, it could have been the inside of any Hummer he rode in during the war.  Now it was a make shift military vehicle on his home turf.  
 
                 “Hey,” a voice called from the distance.                
 
                 John pulled his Glock out and aimed it at the man approaching them.                
 
                 “Whoa!  Whoa!  Whoa!” a young guy in a mix of desert camouflage pants, French jungle jacket and black tank top, put his hands up and continued to walk toward Chris and John. 
 
                 “That’s him.  Brown.” Chris said.  
 
                 “More like brown eye.  What the hell you thinking hollering at people like that?” John shouted. 
 
                 “Why are you messing with my truck?” Brown asked.  As Brown approached he saw the oak leaves on John’s shirt.  “Shit, don’t tell me those are real, man.”  
 
                 “It’s sir,” John said. 
 
                 “And they are real.” Chris added. 
 
                 Brown kept his mouth shut.  He moved around waiting to hear what was to come next.  
 
                 “When do we head out?” John asked. 
 
                 “Whenever you want, sir.” Brown said.  
 
                 “Good.  Open the back and load up my gear.”  
 
                 “Yes sir.” he responded moving to the horse.  
 
                 John looked in the area Brown had come from.  There were a series of buildings.  
 
                 “Where did you come from just now?” John asked.  
 
                 Brown debated answering the question. 
 
                 “Um, the liquor man.  Locals told me to go there for a drink.” Brown answered honestly. 
 
                 “Well, at least you were honest with me.  Wait here.” John walked to the buildings and looked for the makeshift signs that would direct him to Odin‘s. 
 
                 Walking down the street he saw a building with a carved sign with nothing but a beer bottle on it.  
 
                 He walked into the building where a bell hit the door as the doorbell.  The inside smelled of fermenting brew.  The smell of doughy yeast and herbs was overwhelming but also intoxicating.  For a second he could smell the mead he always picked up at the market.  
 
                 “Can I help you, John?” Odin asked. 
 
                 He was shaggy, bearded, and wore overall’s.  He looked like the stereotypical moonshiner.   He nose was red and enlarged.  An old scar showed on his forehead hidden by some of his hair.  It had been a few days since his last bath.  John now wondered about the sanitation of his mead.  
 
                 “Yeah, I was hoping you could help me.” John said. 
 
                 “Really, well get on with it, I ain’t got all day.”  
 
                 John thought that was funny.  Without jobs it seemed like people had a surplus of time.
 
                 “Do you know where I can get some books?”  
 
                 “What kind of books?” Odin asked. 
 
                 “Military history, Civil War, Revolutionary War, 1812.” John asked. 
 
                 “1812?” the man looked like he was deep in thought.  “I know a place.”
 
                 Then Odin pulled a piece of paper out from the counter and wrote on it.  John watched the scribbling.  
 
                 “Take this paper to the address on it.  If anybody has what you are looking for, it will be this guy.”
 
                 John thanked him.  
 
                 “I’m heading out of town but Fatima will still be here on market day.  Keep an eye on her for me will you?” John said. 
 
                 “You bet, always a pleasure to have her in here.” Odin said. “And John, take care of yourself.”
 
                 Going back to the Bronco John saw Brown in the driver’s seat and Chris with the horse.  
 
                 “Coming with us?” John asked Chris.  
 
                 “No, I have more recruiting to do.” Chris said.                
 
                 “I don’t think there are too many other people around here that fit what you’re looking for.” John said. 
 
                 “Doesn’t matter if they can carry a gun…” Chris said. 
 
                 “Understood.” John said shaking Chris’s hand. “Good luck.” 
 
                 “You too.”  
 
    
 
                 When John asked to see the librarian he didn’t know what to expect.  It had been five years since the day in Washington D.C. and the first few years he watched as people burned books in the winter to stay warm.  Now, he was in search of knowledge that he hoped would not have been destroyed out of desperation.  
 
                 Driving through the city John scanned the streets for any signs of trouble.  They were in a safe area, one that had been marked as homeland on their maps.  What set it apart was that the Chinese forces had not reached it yet.  Pulling up to the warehouse John stepped out of the spray painted Bronco and knocked on the door.  He stepped back and looked at the size of the building.  
 
                 “Hard to believe this is what a library has turned to.”  John said to his driver, Private Brown of the new American Army.  
 
                 “I wonder if he has anything good to check out.” Brown said as they waited.  
 
                 John knocked again.  He thought about trying the door but didn’t want to lose any trust by invading somebody else’s space. 
 
                 Then the door opened.  A man answered with a bushy red beard.  He appeared tall and slim.  
 
                 “Can I help you?” the man asked. 
 
                 “We are looking for the librarian.” John said. 
 
                 “Oh!  This sounds like a quest.  I love quest.” the man said.  “Come in come in.”  
 
                 Stepping into the warehouse John looked around to see a maze of bookshelves.  He didn’t know if there was any kind of order to them or how many there were.  It was the most he had seen since before The Day.  Suddenly, he felt like he should ask if there were any books in Arabic or Farsi for his wife, Fatima.  
 
                 “What exactly are you looking for?” the man asked. 
 
                 “I need books on military strategy, specifically pertaining to the United States.”  John said.  
 
                 “Oh, are you in for a treat.  But first, a drink.” the man said.  The tall man pulled a bottle and two glasses out of a cabinet and poured what appeared to be scotch.  He handed John the second glass.  “Cheers!” the tall man said tapping the glasses together and taking a sip.  
 
                 The liquid was warm and burned as it went down.  
 
                 “Do I get one?” Brown asked as he walked by the door.  
 
                 The librarian laughed and turned back to John.
 
                 “Come with me.”  
 
                 John tried to stay behind the man but found his stride fast and fluid.  
 
                 “A few weeks back a man came in with a collection he found in a Civil War re-enactor’s house.  It was a fascinating collection.  Not only of the Civil War but the man had branched out into the Revolutionary War, and of course all the great conflicts up to the start of the Cold War.”  
 
                 The man turned around and noticed he had lost John at one of the turns he made through the shelves.  He went back and found John looking at a shelf then looking at him. 
 
                 “Well now, come on then.” the man said.  “Like I was saying, the collection was great and was still in good shape.  No water damage or signs of wear.  The sad thing is that also means that he never read them.  It’s always sad to see that.  You remember those people that used to say that they had their books in case the world ends, and then they would have time to read them.  Well, I guess most of those people were taken out by the flu or the famine.  Of course, I was one of those people who said that and now I get to read all of their books!” The librarian laughed 
 
                 The man turned a corner and stopped. 
 
                 “Here we are.” the librarian said. 
 
                 “Oh crap,” John said looking at the four level bookshelf in front of him. 
 
                 There might have been a hundred books altogether.  John found it to be on the Vietnam War.  
 
                 “These are about Nam,” John pointed out.  
 
                 “Yes, I’m sorry this is the history section of the library.  Over here.”  The man took John a few shelves over and finally they were in the World War II section.  “World War II happens to be the largest part of the war section.  To be fair, it was one of the better documented conflicts in history.  Oh, right, here we are.  The Civil War to the Revolutionary War, ends down there.” the librarian pointed to his left.  
 
                 John looked four shelves away.  
 
                 “That’s got to be hundreds of books.” John said.  “How many books are in this place?”  
 
                 “I have no idea.  If I tried to find out I would go nuts.” the man said.  “I’ll go back to my study.  If you have a problem just holler.  Voices echo through this place.”  
 
                 “Wait, what do I call you?” John said. 
 
                 “The Librarian, what else?”  The librarian turned around and walked back to his study.  
 
                 John wondered for a minute if he would be able to remember how to get back but then figured that he could holler if he became lost.  
 
    
 
                 Brown was sitting in the study looking at an old copy of Popular Mechanics when the Librarian came back.  
 
                 “Oh I see that you found the periodicals.” the librarian stated. 
 
                 “Yeah, it’s ok.”  Much of the material was above Brown’s head even before The Day.  “I have to ask.”  Brown leaned over from his chair.  “Where do you keep the good magazines?  Hell, I would kill for an old copy of Maxim these days.”  
 
                 “Oh, the adult material.  You would be surprised how much of that survived.  I think that women are more likely to burn a collection of Shakespeare than a copy of Fifty Shades of Grey.  Come with me.” the librarian turned around and Brown followed him immediately.   
 
                 Old titles from his childhood ran through his head.  Hustler, Penthouse, and Playboy immediately came to mind.  He didn’t care what decade the magazines were from either.  
 
                 After a few turns the librarian pushed a door open and inside there were stacks of magazines.  
 
                 “Believe it or not these were some of the first printed materials that were brought in for trade.” the librarian said.
 
                 “Trade, what do you trade?” Brown said picking up an old copy of Playboy.  He recognized the blonde as somebody he had seen on TV but couldn’t put a name to her.  
 
                 “At first I traded books to the local liquor merchant, but when I didn’t have anything to loan him he thought it was more important to get new material than just sit on his product.  He funds the library.  I let him borrow what he wants.  It’s an even trade.  If I didn’t know that he had sent you my way you wouldn’t be looking at that right now.”  
 
                 Brown let the centerfold drop and his eyes grew wide. 
 
                 “I’ll leave you two alone now.” the librarian said walking out. 
 
                 
 
                 John flipped through countless books looking for detailed battles that happened in the states.  There were a few that he picked out of the batch to study further.  After two hours he looked at the stack on the floor and picked it up to carry to the study.  After two wrong turns he found the entrance and the study.  
 
                 John looked out the door and saw the Bronco still parked.  He didn’t see Brown anywhere. 
 
                 “Is the driver of the Bronco still here?” John asked.  
 
                 “Oh yes.  I believe he would live here if you let him.” the librarian said.  
 
                 “I didn’t think of him as much of a reader.” John said. 
 
                 “Oh, the books he’s looking at are not sought after for the words.” the librarian winked at him.
 
                 John laughed “Of course.”  John set the books down on the table.  
 
                 The librarian walked over and took some of the books off the stack and examined them.  
 
                 “I suppose you’ll want a copy of the Art of War.” he said.
 
                 “Already have it memorized.” John said.  
 
                 The librarian patted him on the back with a broad smile.  
 
                 The next couple of hours saw John reading well into the evening.  He took notes and studied battles that took place in regions comparable to the west coast.  He tried to take into account the Rocky Mountains as opposed to the older Smoky Mountains.  John looked more at the tactics of General Lee, the use of sharp shooters, and overwhelming a larger force.  John looked at the unconventional tactics of George Washington.  He looked at the attack on Christmas and other rule breaking strategies that gave them the upper hand.  While John wrote down notes, the librarian would look at them and disappear into the library.  
 
                 When John was finally done he had several pages of notes and his head and eyes hurt.  He closed the notebook and stood up to stack the books and take them back.  
 
                 “Don’t worry about putting them back.” the librarian said.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, you sure?” John said.  
 
                 “I’m sure and I gathered some things to take with you.”  The librarian grabbed a bag and set it on the table.  He pulled out a few items.  “Here, I have Guerrilla Warfare by Che Gueverre, the complete Chinese language course, and several military manuals on unconventional warfare.”                
 
                 He placed them back into the bag and then handed it to John.  
 
                 “Thank you.  We won’t forget this.” John said.  
 
                 “Historically, pushing an army back into the sea after they set a foothold on it is impossible.  However, I think it’s possible to set new standards when one is determined enough.” the librarian said. 
 
                 John looked around for Private Brown.  
 
                 “BROWN!” John hollered into the building.  
 
                 The sound of a door closing and stomping footsteps became louder as they approached him.  Then, Brown appeared from behind a bookshelf.  
 
                 “Sir,” Private Brown said while holding a stack of adult magazines.  
 
                 “What the hell is that?” John asked.  
 
                 “I thought the guys might like a bit of… inspiration.” Brown said.  
 
                 John thought for a second.  While the men had fought hard and put themselves in danger time and time again they rarely received any reward for it.  John turned to the librarian. 
 
                 “Sir, would you mind…”  
 
                 “Not at all.  Not my kind of reading as it is.  Kept it mostly for trade.” the librarian said. 
 
                 “Awesome!” Brown said rushing out the door to place his haul in the back of the Bronco.  
 
                 “Sorry about him, and thank you.” John said carrying his items to the SUV.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 4: Upstate New York
 
    
 
                 Wang had become a man last night.  It was now New Year’s Day and he had spent the night with his first woman.  He had trouble walking through the streets, getting lost in his memories instead of concentrating on where he was going.  She didn’t take his New Year money and he no longer knew what to do with it.  There was a temple a few streets over he thought about visiting, a statue of Kuan Ti standing with his flowing beard and bladed staff.  The God of War has sat in the shrines of houses and businesses for centuries.  Wang often fantasized about going into battle wearing the cheongsam like his heroes in many Jet Li and Donnie Yen movies.  The dress-like outfit that was traditional a hundred years ago was now dead from time. 
 
                 He once made the mistake of sharing his fantasy with some of his friends.  They had become Americanized over the years and poked fun at him for wanting to go into battle wearing, what they considered to be, a dress. 
 
                 “Who would take you seriously?” one guy said.  
 
                 “They would shoot you for being a cross-dresser after they were done laughing at you.” another added.                
 
                 “And when I kill them while wearing a dress, what is more embarrassing?  Killing a cross-dresser or being killed by one?”  They thought for a minute, and then started to laugh.  
 
                 “That would be embarrassing.” one of the men agreed. “But you wouldn’t catch me wearing one of those.  It’s fine for old fashion Kung Fu movies but for the battlefield?” 
 
                 The sound of an air raid siren echoed through the city.  Several other sirens went off as their operators joined in.  Wang was jolted out of his thoughts.              
 
                 “Looks like it’s time.” he said to himself. 
 
                 There was a giant hall in the center of the city they were ordered to go when the signal was given.  All the men and many women showed up.  Thousands of people crowded into place and lined up like they were trained.  They stood in front of the podium waiting to hear from their commander.  A few rows over Wang looked at the other people in line to see if there was anybody he recognized.  Two rows next to him he spotted a familiar face.  He wasn’t sure a first.  He pictured the cheongsam silk dress and the hair tied back allowing it to flow down over her shoulders.  It was her, the woman from last night.  She stood at attention with a dragonov rifle hanging from her shoulder.  She must be a sniper from one of the infantry units.  He was jealous.  They wouldn’t let him have his rifle yet.  
 
                 Then the commander walked out to the podium.  The auditorium silenced with the sound of heels stomping into the ground.  
 
                 “Comrades.” a voice echoed through the spacious room.  “Today is the start of a new beginning in the history of our great land.  For thousands of years our people have been regarded as the sick men of Asia.  Our history has been ravaged by war, famine, and invasions.   Guess what?  We are still here.”  The auditorium exploded in hollers and cheers.  The commander raised his hands for silence.  A smile crept up on his face.  
 
                 “For the last hundred years our people have been suppressed by the barbarians of the west.  We have been oppressed and ridiculed, never to show our true potential.  Now our time has come.  The west no longer exists.  What lies beyond the walls of our city is a new east, a new China.  A land that we can prosper and grow into a civilization the world will never forget.  It was not America that colonized the moon, it was us.  It was not America that fixed the world economy, it was us.  It was not America that used this land the way that humans are supposed to, it WILL be us.”  The room exploded again in cheers.  
 
                 “When we march out of those doors we will be claiming what is rightfully ours.  We will be creating a new world that will live on for thousands of years.  This will be a Chinese land that has never been seen before.  Our greatness will shine through the heavens and the gods will bless us with fortunes that will make the emperors embarrassed to have ever ruled.”  
 
                 The commander remained silent for a minute.  
 
                 “Go now.  March to the sea.  Claim what is yours.  A Chinese land that will rule the world to the like of which has never been seen before and will never be repeated.”  
 
                 Feet stomped in the hall.  Rows of men and women turned and exited the auditorium.  The units already armed marched to the main gate and flooded out of the city.  Trucks and personal carriers started up, exhaust billowing out of the pipes into the air.  For many, it was the first time they had heard a motor in years.  Wang and many others lined up at the supply warehouse being handed AK-47s and ammo.  At a separate table they could walk up and add additional supplies of grenades and sidearm’s.  Wang pocketed two grenades.  Some men picked up RPGs.  Wang couldn’t imagine carrying the added weight for a day.  
 
                 It wasn’t hard to smuggle the weapons into the country.  Cargo containers were rarely checked before The Day.  Even with terrorism after 9-11, only a small fraction of containers were checked because the flow of the economy was more important.  
 
                 Wang wondered if he would see the woman from New Year’s Eve again.  He had promised to marry her.  He knew she didn’t take him seriously.  After seeing her with the sniper rifle he knew she was a higher rank than him.  At first he felt sad.  Maybe their night of sex was just for fun.  When he thought about it more he realized that she had used him for a night of pleasure.  That thought was what stayed in his mind.  A superior officer and used HIM for a good time.  He felt proud marching out of the city.  He was a man.  If he could please a woman of her stature he could kill many Americans and make his claim in this new land.  
 
                 The sound of stomping and diesel motors filled the air until the city was empty.  The streets were silent.  Everything was left in their place from when the siren went off.  The city from that moment on was a ghost town.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 5: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 After the first week of John being gone Fatima was growing tired.  Taking care of two children and having a third on the way was hard work.  She packed her cart up for the next market day and planned to leave for Norah’s afterwards.  Fatima had heard that Isabel and Bruce had moved out into their own small farm not too far from Norah, but for the most part it was still Norah by herself.  She had hoped that they would have a horse by now but the demand was hard to fill.  
 
                 Fatima packed the rifle first and hid it under the rest of the cargo.  Included were the usual herbs and remedies she used for the clinic.  Most of the high calorie foods they had preserved for winter were included in the cart.  Much of it was dried so it didn’t add too much weight.  
 
                 She wrote a note and left it on the dining room table.  
 
                 
 
                 To whom it may concern: 
 
                 This house is occupied, if you are in need, please take what you need.  Leave what you don’t and be respectful.  
 
                 Signed,
 
                 The homeowners
 
    
 
                 It was a simple note.  It had become the new custom.  Because of scavengers, a house that looked unoccupied was fair game for people to ransack.  Signs were posted around their property but that didn’t mean anything if they were not home.  To save from fixing a door it was left unlocked.  She figured she would be gone for a day or two needing to manage the garden and chickens.  She would return when rested and take care of the garden and make sure that the cabin was still standing.  She hoped that little John would learn to help with his sister.  She had him help with feeding her dinner.  In her mind she couldn’t get past letting him watch over her for long periods of time.  
 
                 The next morning she placed the note on the table with a large rock holding it in place.  Little John walked next to her for the three miles to town and Wasimah rode in the cart.  She remembered driving to the hospital in an older Toyota Camry.  She though at times that it was rough being a doctor and not having a better car.  Days like today there wasn’t much she wouldn’t do for any car.  
 
                 When they reached the market she unloaded her supplies for the clinic at her usual spot and handed little John a piece of venison jerky.  She ate a few pieces herself and waited for her first patient.  
 
                 Norah made a habit of stopping by and getting a check-up.  While she was older and it was good for her to be seen, the visit was more of a gossip/catch up session between two women.  
 
                 “Fatima,” Norah said standing on the opposite side of the table.  “How have you been?”  
 
                 “Good.” she said.  
 
                 Norah sat down and put her arm out for the usual blood pressure check.  She looked over at the cart and noticed it was loaded with more items than normal.                              
 
                 “Oh, going on a trip?” Norah said her face showed a hint of concern. 
 
                 “John is gone.” Fatima said. 
 
                 “Oh dear, I’m so sorry.” Norah said grabbing Fatima’s hand. 
 
                 “It’s not like that.” Fatima said.  She leaned in and talked lower.  “There is a war going on.” 
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “We had a visit last week, someone John knew.  He said that the Chinese had landed all along the west coast and were moving into the Midwest and southern states.”  
 
                 “I don’t believe it.” Norah was loud, in shock.
 
                 Some people started to pay attention.  
 
                 “Your blood pressure is good.” Fatima said. 
 
                 “So, did he go to fight?” Norah asked. 
 
                 “He did.”  
 
                 “If you need anything,” Norah assured her.
 
                 “Can we stay at your place for a bit, not long, I need to check on the cabin but with the kids it’s a bit much.”
 
                 “I can always enjoy the pitter patter of little feet in the house.  Of course you can.” 
 
                 “Thank you.” Fatima said relieved.  She didn’t have a doubt that Norah would say yes but didn’t want to impose either.  
 
                 Fatima went through the rest of the check-up, listening to the lungs and viewing the ears and nose the best she could.  She asked about any aches or pains.  Cuts were becoming a big problem with no antibiotics left to give out.  She had to do a little research and find some natural antibiotics to prescribe.  So far garlic was becoming very handy and it even raised the value of it at the market.  The funny thing with this new life was that people were relearning the practical values of many plants they overlooked.  Dried dandelion leaves were being used for kidney function and the roots were tonics for the liver.  Herb books were now the highest priced books being sold when they were found.  Some people would work at memorizing the content and then sell it at the market.  Others would keep them for reference and to teach their kids how to identify and use certain herbs.  
 
                 For a short time a man by the name of Bud tried to put together a library but the first few times he loaned books out they disappeared.  There wasn’t much of a law enforcement to keep order with such events.  Things were left between the two people. After the first few years of the crash people were reluctant to get violent.  The survivors had learned there isn’t too much in the world worth fighting for.  Bud even tried to have a reference library but found that his house would get broken into because of the high value of the books.  His copy of Seed to Seed was stolen overnight and was rumored to have sold at the market the next week for a pound of venison jerky, five packets of seeds, and a quarter ounce gold piece.  Bud didn’t understand why people were acting like this.  With the reference library they could have sat down and wrote down the information that they wanted.  There was no reason to steal anything and that was what he was trying to avoid by having the information available to everyone.  Bud closed his library the next day and had not thought about it since.  
 
                 Norah visited Russell to talk shop and waited for him to ask her out.  The rumor around the market was that Russell was her man.  She would drop hints once in a while but most of their talks were about the market and how things were changing.  She would leave his booth hoping that next week she would hook him in and the rest of the market enjoyed watching the game between the two.  
 
                 At the end of the day Norah and Fatima attached the two carts together and had Norah’s pig haul it back to the farm.  Fatima was thankful not to pull it back to the farm herself.  Norah’s pig was larger now.  She joked that if she was able to pull the cart herself she would have butchered him a long time ago.  The state of the new world, what is handy has value.  
 
                 Back at the farm little John, Wasimah, and Fatima slept in Isabel’s old room.  All of the items had been carried and stored away in the kitchen and basement cellar.  Fatima’s rifle was kept in her room and Norah felt safer having another long range weapon at the farm.  There were no problems since the cannibals, but you never knew when something else would happen.  
 
                 That week was the first time that Fatima had received a good night’s sleep in a long time.  Norah had been able to buy a goat recently and was able to milk it.  Using the goat’s milk she was able to feed and rock Wasimah back to sleep at night instead of Fatima.  Waking up the next morning Fatima suddenly realized how much she was missing and for the first time felt fully rested.  
 
                 “We are buying a goat when John gets back.”  Was her first thought when Fatima found out about the trick.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 Chris rode his horse through the back roads and fields as he searched for former military servicemen that would be able to help with the country’s current problem.  Many had turned him down saying they were retired, tired, or injured and forgotten.  Chris had his own souvenir from a tour in Iraq.  Besides the tattoos he came home with, there was the cancer that he developed while on tour.  He had dropped in the middle of the day, heat stroke was the first suspect but the medics changed their minds after learning he had been there for nine months already.  He was flown to Germany where they found the tumor in the back of his skull.  Then he was flown home to the states and had surgery and started chemo.  
 
                 Opening the back of his skull, the doctors removed the tumor that was woven through the tissue.  Parts of his brain were taken with the tumor to makes sure they had most of it.  Afterwards, he started chemo.  
 
                 The treatment didn’t last long.  He was constantly told he was going to die.  Even after the surgery the doctors told him the odds of surviving were less than 10%.  Chris was pissed.  His girlfriend would bring in food that he was craving.  The hospital staff would get upset that he wasn’t sticking to the diet. 
 
                 “I’m going to die and I can’t eat what I want?” he would yell before taking a big bite out of a bacon cheeseburger.  
 
                 Eventually, he left.  Ripping out the IV and changing into his clothes, he marched out of the hospital against medical advice and went home.  He figured he had weeks to live.  
 
                 During his time at Fort Hood in Texas, Chris had been introduced to the fun of the American drug culture.  On a military base it was possible to get anything.  If you wanted weed ask the guy next to you.  Do you need meth to help your energy levels during basic?  Find the closest redneck and he can point you in the right direction.  There was nothing you could not get and if it wasn’t on the base you could go into town and contacts would hook you up.  
 
                 Chris tried everything.  What he liked most was mushrooms.  Tripping out and seeing a new world in the realm of the old one.  There had been times when his buddies had to throw him back in the car because he swore a street sign was mocking him and tried to start a fight.  
 
                 Now he was waiting to die and he wanted to experience those trips again.  The fun times that existed in the past.  
 
                 He went to a local smoke shop and picked up a mushroom kit with the spores he would grow in the bathroom.  He waited a few days and finally the little shrooms he recognized were there.  He picked, ate, and repeated.  
 
                 He tripped non-stop for weeks.  When he wasn’t tripping he went to the hospital and checked on the progress of his tumor.  
 
                 “Have you been sticking to the diet we put you on?” the doctor asked. 
 
                 “Fuck no,” Chris would reply. 
 
                 “No meds?” 
 
                 “Nope.” 
 
                 “Any holistic treatment you’re trying?” the doctor continued. 
 
                 “Look, if it’s getting worse and I’m going to die, I don’t care.”
 
                 The doctor sat down.  
 
                 “Chris, the reason I’m asking these questions is because your tumor has gotten smaller.  It’s disappearing and I have no idea how that is happening.  I have nothing to do with what is going on in your head.  So, whatever it is you’re doing, keep doing it.”  
 
                 Chris left the hospital drove straight to the smoke hut and bought every mushroom kit they had.  
 
                 Weeks later he would return to the hospital and receive the same news.  A year later his tumor was gone.  He still had a few impairments.  He was legally blind in his right eye.  His memory was not what it used to be.  He could be talked into just about anything which made him easy prey to the Amway and Quick Star crowds.  Life would not be easy.  Jobs would come and go.  Chris would continue to push on.  
 
                 Seven years later he was still clear of the cancer doctors told him would end his life.  When he thought about it later, he swore he would never listen to a doctor again.  
 
                 “I don’t listen to stupid,” was a common phrase he would find himself saying out loud.  A few times it caused a ruckus when guys at the bar thought he was talking to them.  
 
                 “Who are you calling stupid?”  These were the words Chris would hear before being hauled off of a bar stool.  
 
                 “What is going on?” he said the first few times not knowing what was happening.  He thought out loud a lot.  Some thought it was a Freudian slip, simply put that part of his brain was gone.  
 
                 Riding through an old farm field, Chris dozed off on his horse and awoke later to find the horse eating on the edge of a field.  He wasn’t sure if it was the same field.
 
                 Pulling out a compass he continued on and found a house.  Like most it appeared empty.  He tied his horse to the fence and went inside.  He didn’t get his gun out anymore.  Casually walking in and finding what he suspected, dead bodies.  He made this his other task.  He would drag the bodies out.  Dig a ditch and in the end place a cross on the graves.  Sometimes he would find old mail in the house and put the names on the cross but that didn’t mean these were the people that lived here before The Day.  Things changed quickly after The Day and many people migrated to their previous hometowns and to the hills.  The locals that stayed would move from their old homes to new ones that had fireplaces and well water.  
 
                 So, the cross stayed and he eventually left the names off.  
 
                 Markets had sprung up over the country.  They were small places that locals could barter and trade.  Most of these places had rules about weapons and etiquette.  He would search the house for valuables and take with him what he could.  Ammo and canned food were still high on the list.  He would grab books to keep him busy at night while sitting by the fire.  His favorite, at the moment, was Dianetics.  
 
                 The next day he rode on and found a house sitting on the side of a country road.  Many of the neighboring houses had burned down so he had hopes this one would have somebody to talk to.  As he rode up the driveway he spotted people out back.  A man and woman were hanging clothes on the line for drying.  
 
                 The man walked up, a stern look worn on his face. 
 
                 “Can I help you?” the man said.  
 
                 “My name is Chris.  I’m looking for former military that are interested in joining a militia.” Chris tried to vary the intro but eventually worked himself into the same line.  
 
                 “Nope, never joined.  Can’t help you.” the man said. 
 
                 “Do you have any food?” Chris asked hoping to build up his supplies. “I can pay.” 
 
                 “Pay, pay with what?  Food is money these days.” the man said. 
 
                 Chris pulled a bag out of his pocket and the clinking of coins caught the man’s attention.
 
                 “Silver is still silver.” Chris said. 
 
                 “That it is.” the man said waving him off the horse. “Candice, we have company for dinner.”  
 
                 The girl was young, too young to be with the man unless he was her father.  She had dark hair like the man; dirty, greasy, and unkempt.  Her clothes were a little tight, having already out grown them. 
 
                 Chris left his horse outside and placed his rifle by the door when he went into the house.  He kept his sidearm on.  
 
                 The girl filled a cast iron pan with water and started adding veggies and meat.  Chris wasn’t sure what kind of meat it was but figured it was some kind of rodent.  
 
                 The man and Chris sat in the dining room and Chris told him about the Chinese in the country and how a militia was being created to fight against them.  
 
                 “How often you see anybody else?” the man asked. 
 
                 “Not often,” Chris said. “Lately I spend more time dragging bodies out of houses and putting them to rest.  If people didn’t starve to death in the first year they died from the flu afterwards.” 
 
                 “I got sick but it didn’t put me under.” the man said. “Candice, where is that food?” 
 
                 Chris could hear the clinking of metal and cups.  A few minutes later the girl brought out bowls of food.  Soup was on the menu tonight, the house special.  Chris picked a piece of meat out of the soup. 
 
                 “Coon?” he asked. 
 
                 “Possum.” the man said.  “Little bastards are annoying but we put ‘em to use when they come by.”                
 
                 Chris ate the soup and admitted to himself the possum wasn’t too bad. 
 
                 After the meal, Candice picked up the bowls and carried them to the kitchen.  The man thanked her and grabbed her butt cheek as she walked away.  The look on her face was not one of amusement.  Chris was picking up on things real quick. 
 
                 “Who else lived here before?” Chris asked. 
 
                 “Well, her mom died of the flu.  My son went out hunting one day but never came back.  Don’t know what ever happened to him.  Since then it has been me and Candice.” He turned and winked at her in the kitchen. 
 
                 Chris had a nauseating feeling in his gut and it wasn’t from the food.  
 
                 “Really, I have to thank who ever blew up Washington.  These days you can do what you want and nobody can say a thing about it.  You must be living it up going wherever you want, doing whatever you want.” the man said. 
 
                 Chris would have sworn he was drunk with this kind of honesty. 
 
                 “Granted, there isn’t much to do at night.  No television or radio but we make up for it.”  The man turned to Candice again.  
 
                 Chris realized his hand was on his gun under the table.  Why was it when he finally found people they were messed up in the head?  Were these the people that God decided to leave on the planet?  
 
                 “Hey, if you want, for an extra piece of silver you can have a go at Candice.  She might like something different, what do you say Candice?” The man turned and said into the kitchen where Candice was rinsing out the bowls in the sink. 
 
                 Chris cocked the hammer back on his 9mm, he was sure of his aim even at his hip.  The man was only a few feet away. 
 
                 “I have a better idea.” Chris said.
 
                 “Oh, the horse?  Oh, I haven’t seen anything like that since the internet went down.” the man said. 
 
                 Chris decided to make the next step as quick as possible. 
 
                 He fired the gun.  Wood flew up from the table hitting the ceiling and wall.  The man jolted in his chair.  Chris stood up aiming the gun at the man.  The man was already dead.  Chris’s aim was true and he had hit the man in the heart.  One round spent and spent well. 
 
                 The girl stayed in the kitchen.  The house was quiet except for the ringing in his ears.  Chris put the gun in his holster and walked into the kitchen.  The girl was quiet.  She didn’t seem scared.  
 
                 “He was a bad man.” Chris said. 
 
                 “I know.” the girl said.
 
                 “Was he your dad?” Chris asked. 
 
                 She nodded. 
 
                 “I know of a place I can take you.  Where there are good people.  Do you want to go?” 
 
                 “Yes.” she said. 
 
                 “Ok, I’ll get him out of here.  We will spend the night here and leave in the morning.” 
 
                 “Ok,” the girl said.  
 
                 Chris stepped out of the house and checked on his horse.  Inside the house he heard glass breaking and the dinging of metal.  When things quieted down he walked back in the house.  She was in the living room, covered in sweat, staring out into space. 
 
                 The man’s body was covered in broken glass and had been beaten with a frying pan.  His body lay on the floor.  She took out her anger on his corpse the way she couldn’t when he was alive.  
 
                 Chris dragged the body outside and grabbed a shovel.  
 
                 “No,” Candice said. “Leave him to rot.” 
 
                 Chris dragged the body out into the field and left him out in the open.  Coyotes and other scavengers would find his body and devour his remains.  
 
                 In the house Chris slept on the couch and Candice slept in her room.  When he awoke the next morning she was sleeping on the floor next to the couch.  He imagined that her abuse happened often in the bedroom.  
 
                 She packed a bag and Chris loaded up what food he could fit in the saddle bags.  Candice sat behind him as they rode.  He figured they were a few days from the town he would leave her in.  On his way back he would still continue his mission and try to find more recruits but he was starting to lose hope.  Candice didn’t talk.  She gripped onto his back and stayed close to him.  Chris guessed she might be twelve years old.  She probably didn’t remember The Day and her life was a long memory of being left with her dad.  The son probably ran away to get away from the same abuse.  
 
                 At one point in their travels Chris spotted a deer and grabbed the rifle.  He enjoyed hunting with the M4 more than he did using it in battle.  He set the cross hairs on the deer and dropped it where it stood.  They rode up to the deer and Chris gutted and cleaned the animal.  It was late summer so he had to work quickly.  He had Candice look for fresh live branches of hard wood.  Chris made a teepee style structure.  He started a fire at the base.  While the fire grew he skinned the deer and started cutting strips of meat off the hind quarters.  Candice tied sticks across the supporting beams of the teepee and she hung the meat over them.  Two hours later a good portion of the deer was gone and hanging on the sticks.  Chris covered the teepee with a tarp and threw the fresh pieces of hickory on the fire.  The smoke pushed its way out of the cracks and the lack of air helped the smoking process along. They would be spending the night at that spot.  Chris dragged the rest of the deer away.  When he came back Candice had already made a separate fire.  He was quickly learning she was accustomed to taking care of herself.  
 
                 The next morning Chris collected the dried jerky from the teepee and filled a couple of plastic bags.  The smell of the dead deer was starting to creep over to the camp and they packed up and left.  
 
                 They rode all day.  Taking pit stops only, they ate as they rode.  As the sun was setting Chris recognized the area and knew he was close to the town.  Instead of going to town he went to the house of the person he needed to take Candice to.  Riding up the two track drive, Chris spotted the cabin and smelled wood and food cooking.  Even now a home cooked meal smelled better than anything he found on the road.  He stopped the horse in front of the cabin and knocked on the door.  
 
                 “Fatima,” Chris said to the woman.  
 
                 “Chris hi,” she said through the screen.  Fatima had a look of concern, her husband being gone for weeks now and not hearing any word.  “Have you heard from John?” 
 
                 “No, I’m here about something else.”  He waved to Candice who still sat on the horse. “May I come in?” 
 
                 Fatima opened the door and Chris stepped in.  He smelled of hickory and his beard had grown longer since the last time she had seen him. 
 
                 “The girl out there, her name is Candice.  I found her at a house with her father.  He was not being very fatherly to her.  He’s dead and she needs a home.  I’m not saying here.  I’m sure somebody would take her in but she does need to be checked out.”  
 
                 “Was he the only one?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “I don’t know, he offered her to me before… he expired.”  
 
                 “I see,” Fatima looked through the screen door.  She saw the girl on the horse.  “Bring her in.”  
 
                 As Fatima walked away he noticed how big her stomach had gotten.  
 
                 “When are you due?” he asked. 
 
                 “Who knows these days.” she said. “When the baby is ready it will tell me.” 
 
                 Chris brought Candice in and Fatima introduced herself.  Fatima took her behind a curtained area and did what exams she could.  Candice appeared to be healthy but showed signs of abuse, scars, and some bruises that were disappearing.  Fatima heated up some water and let her bathe.  Chris sat at the dining room table entertaining the kids while Fatima did her job.  
 
   
  
 

              “I think I know a couple that will take her in.” Fatima said to Chris.  “She can stay here for the night and I’ll take her to town tomorrow.”  Chris slept outside that night.  
 
                 He used the tarp as a make shift tent and slept comfortably.  He awoke early the next morning and packed up.  This had become his routine over the months and he stuck with it.  
 
                 As he rode off he heard the screen door slam shut.  He turned and saw Candice on the porch watching him leave.  She was sad.  He turned back around.  His job was done.  He was going back on the road and continuing his mission.  
 
    
 
                 The Next day Fatima packed up the cart along with the children as she normally did.  The only thing that was different was the young girl that followed behind.  As they walked the few miles to the market Fatima tried to keep a conversation going to build trust with Candice.  Fatima realized over time the only person that Candice currently trusted was Chris and he was gone.  She felt bad for this girl and by the time they reached the town, she knew the family that Candice should be with.  
 
                 Instead of going straight to the market Fatima took Candice to the home of a young couple that had three children.  Joe and Karin were young but unlike some of the people in town they were full of hope for the future regardless of how hard things got.  They were always positive and Fatima was amazed how they always had a smile on their faces.  
 
                 The knock on the door brought Joe out and he was surprised to have company.  
 
                 “Fatima, how are you?” he asked as he looked around and saw the kids, the cart and a young girl that he didn’t recognize.  
 
                 “Joe, can I come in for a minute?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 She stepped inside and told Joe Candice’s story.  After the few minutes of explanation Joe called Karin into the room and they quickly agreed to let the girl stay with them.  They had an extra room in the house and by the end of the day an extra bed was brought over from a neighbor and Candice had a place she could call home.  
 
                 Fatima grabbed the cart and went to the market.  She was later than she normally was but the day turned out to be as normal as it usually was.  Later at home she thought about Candice and wondered if she would be okay or if she was just as scared as everyone else.  That night Candice was the last thing to cross her mind before she drifted off into the realm of dreams.  
 
                 
 
    
 
   Chapter 7: Upstate New York
 
    
 
                 New York State, the northern Appalachian Mountains, a man stalked through the woods.  He hunted the local deer, the primary meat source for his diet.  He now hunted the way he always wanted to, full camouflage and year round.  There were no game wardens and the woods provided for him and him alone.  He found fresh muddy tracks and marked the spot with a piece of red twine.  He moved again and tried to find more signs of deer in the area.  He still had pounds of meat stored away at his house but liked to stay ahead of the game when it came to food storage.  
 
                 He stayed out for another few hours then figured it was time to head home.  Finding the nearest road he traveled back to his house.  He hadn’t seen anybody in these parts for the past two years.  Many left the area after the bomb to be with family.  Others died over the winter from the flu.  He considered himself lucky that he never contracted it.  He was lost in thought as he walked a steady pace home.  He looked up and saw a doe standing by the road.  He stopped and removed his rifle from his shoulder.  Before he could get a shot off the deer bolted into the woods leaving nothing but the sight of its white rear-end saying goodbye.  
 
                 He lowered his rifle and exhaled in frustration.  He placed the rifle back on his shoulder and continued walking.  He felt a slight tremble in the ground.  He thought for a minute that it was his imagination.  He stopped and stood still.  The ground was indeed shaking.  In the distance he heard the sound of a diesel engine.  It had been years since a truck had traveled on this road.  Part of him was excited.  But he couldn’t figure out why the ground was shaking.  He ran into the tree line to wait.  
 
                 He felt the vibration more in the soil.  He moved back a few more trees and waited again.  The sound of diesel was in the air.  He heard tires and tracks.  A large truck slowly drove by, a red star on the driver’s side door.  After that truck, there were several more trucks, then half a dozen tanks, also wearing the red star on them.  The parade continued for half an hour.  After the vehicles, rows of Chinese men and women marched down the road. 
 
                 He didn’t know if he should pinch himself or not.  He stayed motionless and watched.  He tried to keep track of how many vehicles and people there were.  When the parade was finished he waited another twenty minutes before moving.  He didn’t want to be spotted by stragglers that might have been left behind.  
 
                 He traveled back home using the trees as cover.  The road would have been quicker, but it would have been more important to get home in one piece.  He still had two hours before the sun would set so he took his time.  He was happy he wasn’t able to shoot that deer.  With his 30.06, the men marching would have heard the shot.  They might have caught him.  
 
                 When he reached the house he watched from the tree line for a while.  He walked around the property to make sure that there were no surprises.  Then, he figured it was clear.  He went to the door and cleared the house with his rifle.  The main area was open and easy to see that it was empty and everything was where it was supposed to be.  
 
                 He locked the door and went to his ham radio.  He had to switch out fuses and other parts to get it working again but, eventually, he did get it working.   The windmill he installed on the house supplied the power for it and a few other appliances.  He turned the radio on and set the bandwidth to 66.6 where most of the guys he contacted were normally.  He stayed on the bandwidth for twenty minutes before someone responded.  
 
                 “Hey is this New York?” the voice asked. 
 
                 He recognized the voice.  
 
                 “Ohio?” he replied.
 
                 “Yeah, it’s me.  How are things going on your side of the hill?” Ohio replied. 
 
                 “You won’t believe this.” New York replied.  
 
                 He told Ohio about the convoy and the troops.  He wanted to get the word out and they shared channels and times to contact other people with the news of the troop movement.  Neither of them had contacts on the east coast.  They spent the next two days trying to reach people and get the word out.  The next day Ohio was able to reach Fort Custer.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 8: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 The camouflaged Bronco roared down the street.  Private Brown was taking full advantage of the lack of speed limits.  Occasionally, they would have to stop and move fallen branches and other objects out of the way since the roads were no longer maintained by public workers.  Taking the back roads to the military base, John and Brown arrived at the main gate in two hours.  Surprisingly, John still had his old military ID.  He didn’t know why he kept it but he took it out before they stopped at the gate and he held it up when the man in uniform walked out of the shack and approached them.  
 
                 “Major?” the guard said looking at the ID. 
 
                 “The ID says otherwise.” John said. 
 
                 “You’re the guy Chris told us about.” the guard said.  He stood at attention and saluted John.  
 
                 “No need for that.” John insisted.  
 
                 “Yes, sir.” the guard said.  
 
                 The guard went to the gate and opened the fence to let the truck through.  John quickly put together what had happened.  In Chris’s planning he had bumped John up in rank to put in charge who he felt was a better fit.  The oak leaves would be John’s ticket to being in charge and nobody would know any different.  
 
                 “I don’t take orders from stupid anymore.” the words Chris had said years ago echoed in John’s mind.  
 
                 The Bronco pulled up to one of the bunkhouses and Brown turned the motor off.  A group of people came out of the bunkhouse, most in civilian clothes and others in military fatigues.  Some saluted and others waved.  
 
                 “No need to salute, really.” John said waving for them to put their hands down.  
 
                 One of the men approached.  He looked skinny and tired.  Military haircut and complete uniform, John could tell he was the real deal.  
 
                 “Sir, I’m Corporal Dennis Allen.” he said putting his hand out.  
 
                 John took his hand and shook it.  A firm grip, forearms flexed.  It was an old custom that John had not come across in years.  
 
                 “Major John Adams.” John said.  
 
                 Dennis laughed.  “Yeah right!” Dennis said.
 
                 “Yeah, right.” John said in a serious tone.  
 
                 “Oh,” Dennis said. “Sorry, sir.” 
 
                 “Don’t worry, it happens all the time.  Can I get a briefing on what’s going on?” John asked. 
 
                 “Right away, sir.” Dennis said walking to a different building.  This one was only one story but had a large antenna attached to it.  
 
                 “You have working equipment?” John said. 
 
                 “Yes, it took some work to get things going but you would be surprised at what we have been able to do here.  At one point we heard radio transmissions from the west coast. That was how we found out what was happening over there.  Can you believe it?  The Chinese had the nerve to invade us.  Un-fucking believable!  But, that’s not the top story as of last night.  Last night we get this guy on the ham radio out of southern Ohio who says there is a Chinese army marching east toward New York City.”  
 
                 “Did they pass by here?” John asked.  
 
                 “No, on the west coast they haven’t gotten past the Rocky Mountains, as far as we can tell they haven’t made it through the city of L.A. or any of the other towns.  In Seattle the retired and active members of some ranger companies have been decimating the Chinese and pushed them back to the sea.  As far as we can tell they somehow had an army already here waiting.” Dennis said. 
 
                 “For five years?” John said.  He tried to work his mind around it. “That’s incredible.” 
 
                 Dennis pulled a map out and the place where the sighting was located he had marked on the map in pencil.  
 
                 “That’s a long march.” John said. “Do you have a map of the entire U.S.?” 
 
                 Dennis went to a desk and shuffled through some papers.  He pulled a map out and unfolded it on the desk.  John looked around.  He pulled some old army propaganda off the wall and pinned the map on the wall.  With some colored tacks he marked the cities they knew were under Chinese attack.  Then, he put the tack where the Chinese army was spotted in Up- State New York.
 
                 “They’re treating the U.S. like World War II Germany.” John said to himself.  
 
                 “They are trying to get us to fight on two fronts.” Dennis said. 
 
                 “Exactly.  If they get the ports in New York City they have an open path to the east coast and they move in on both sides.  If we kept fighting them on the west coast we might have a chance.  But once they set foot here, we are screwed.”  
 
                 Are you sure it’s only New York, they could hit Florida, Maryland, any of the major harbors.” Dennis said. 
 
                 “You’re probably right, but we have to go on what we know.” John said. 
 
                 Dennis was caught off-guard.  An officer who listened to lower ranks?  He didn’t know what kind of military he was in anymore but he liked it.  
 
                 “Could you map out some routes to New York?  Somehow we have to get there before they do or at least push them into the sea if we get there late.” John said.
 
                 “Yes, sir.” Dennis was excited, finally they were doing something.  Listening to fighting going on in the rest of the country was too much to bear at times.
 
    
 
   Chapter 9: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 After the first two days at Norah’s farm, Fatima was ready to be back at home.  She knew that it would mean being alone with the kids and being the sole provider until she could be back at Norah’s.  She had to check on the garden and make sure that the weeds were not overgrowing everything.  She would be busy dehydrating and canning.  
 
                 Fatima told Norah she would be leaving and heading back home that morning at breakfast.  
 
                 “You still need help at the cabin don’t you?” she asked. 
 
                 “Yes, but I can’t let everything get out of control while I’m gone either.” Fatima explained.  
 
                 “What if I sent some help to stay with you?  Bruce is back from another trip around the country and I think Isabel would love to get out of the house for a bit.” she suggested. 
 
                 Fatima thought about the offer and reluctantly accepted.  She simply could not trust herself alone with a baby on the way.  It wasn’t the best situation but it was better than nothing. 
 
                 When she arrived home she unloaded everything into the cabin and found it untouched.  She was relieved and placed the rifle back above the fireplace.  After the kids were in the house she checked on the garden and spotted what she expected.  Low lying leaves were nibbled and removed by rabbits or woodchucks.  The tomatoes had gone wild and grown well beyond where they should be.  The peppers were ready for picking, greens were abundant, and root vegetables were ready to be harvested.  She hated the Chinese for taking her husband away.  She no longer felt guilty about sweat shops and slave labor like she did before The Day.  She spent three hours picking everything from the garden then worked well into the night putting everything in storage.  Tomatoes were canned.  Carrots and root vegetables placed in boxes covered in sand for storage under the cabin.  She learned a recipe for canning kale from a patient at her clinic.  By the time she was done she had fallen asleep while breastfeeding her daughter.  
 
                 The next morning she sat on the porch waiting for the fur balls that were eating her garden.  She stayed still and had the .22 sitting on her lap.  It was a Ruger 10/22 that John had picked up at the market.  The scope on it was zeroed in for 50 yards.  She waited.                
 
                 In the morning dew a rabbit hopped out of the tree line.  It sat for a second scoping things out before it started to come out of the woods.   Fatima sat up slowly and raised the .22.  The rabbit took a few more hops towards the garden.  She aimed, squeezed the trigger.  She went out to pick up lunch from the garden.  Rabbit stew was something that little John enjoyed.  Being gone from the cabin had made it easier to hunt for the time being.  She hoped the crack of the rifle would be a reminder for the rest of the animals who were taking advantage of her absence from the cabin.  
 
                 In the afternoon Fatima read the herbal remedy books that she had collected in the past years.  She had a traditional western medical degree but found it practically useless without a pharmacy and modern equipment.  She had to rely on old methods and plants to help her patients.  The upside was that people who stopped by were either there for a check-up or something that turned out to be serious.  There were no longer girls coming in for pregnancy tests, complaints of sore muscles, vomiting from a few hours ago.  The stupid complaints she had to deal with for years were gone.  People appeared to be eating better, were more fit and healthier than she could remember.  The obesity epidemic that was happening before The Day was no longer visible.  America was healthy.  
 
                 Fatima took little John down to the river that evening to do some fishing.  She was confident that he would be able to catch something for dinner since he and John had never come back to the cabin before without catching anything.  She sat on a log with her daughter and rocked her while watching John put the worm on his line by himself and flick the line out into the water a good thirty yards.  Almost right away he was pulling something in.  A decent sized bass was on the end of the hook and John pulled it in by himself.  He wasn’t sure how to get the fish off.  His father usually did it for him.  Fatima had the fishing bag and took the needle nose pliers out.  She worked the pliers in the fish’s mouth and wiggled the hook out.  John grabbed the fish and placed it in the wire basket.  One down, a few more to go.  
 
                 An hour later little John had caught all the fish they would need for dinner.  He was the man of the house.  He was fulfilling what his father had told him to do.  Fatima cleaned and scaled the fish.  John watched so he would be able to do it one day.  Fatima worried about the knife.  Sharp and dangerous to the touch she didn’t look forward to him working with it any time soon.  She filleted the fish and battered them.  She cooked some greens and added some stale bread crumbs to the fish fillets.  The three of them enjoyed the fish dinner.  Afterwards, she read from The Hobbit and the kids fell asleep. 
 
                 The next day Fatima checked out the bread and butter of her clinic, the herb garden.  Aside from mostly weeding, the garden was doing well.  Everything she planted was thriving and she added some fresh compost to feed the plants.  Some of them she picked and tied to hang in the cabin.  The mint was expanding out like it always did.  She dug some up and hung it in the cabin.  The common stomach ailment cure she went through fast.  It grew faster than she could use it.  She sold it as a tea at the market and it sold fairly well.  Real tea and other hot drinks were not available since most people didn’t have tea bushes in the U.S.   Pine needle tea had become somewhat popular but that had more to do with getting vitamin C than anything else.  She enjoyed seeing dandelion growing in the yard because it was easy money waiting to be picked.  The brew master in town traded for fresh dandelion flowers so he could make wine out of it.  A weed everybody killed they enjoyed was the best drink in town years later.  
 
                 Fatima never realized how much there could be done around a house before.  
 
                 Sitting on the porch that afternoon Fatima waited to see what might come out of the woods for dinner.  She didn’t see any rabbit or woodchuck, but there was a squirrel that was eyeballing her tomato plants.  They never ate the tomatoes.  They would nibble on one and then throw it down as if it tasted nasty.  Then they would grab another one and do it again.  A waste of food for an animal that was stupid enough to try the same plant several times a day, several days in a row.  
 
                 Again she sat with the .22.  The squirrel moved around the tree giving Fatima several clear shots.  She waited.  She wanted the squirrel to earn its death.  The squirrel crawled down the tree.  Stopping several times to make sure the area was clear.  Then it went for a dead sprint to the garden.  She kept the gun in her lap.  When it reached the first tomato plant she finally grabbed the gun.  The squirrel raised its arms to the bright orange fruit in front of it.  She raised her gun to the squirrel.  Grabbing the fruit the squirrel took a bite and then threw the fruit to the ground.  Fatima fired and the squirrel dropped to the ground.  It twirled and spun on the ground as if trying to get away from the bullet in its head.  Fatima walked out to the garden and found the squirrel still moving. 
 
                 “Shouldn’t waste our food,” she said.  She took a knife out and placed the tip behind the squirrels head and separated the spine from the skull.  A quick death compared to what it was going through.  Dinner was served.  
 
                 The day before the market, Fatima stayed up later than usual putting herbs together and collecting the dried leaves and roots.  She used old plastic storage bins to carry and organize her new stash of pharmaceuticals.  Her normal collection of tools sat on the table.  She sat by herself, the kids asleep, the cabin quiet except for the crackle of the fireplace.  She missed John.  She had been keeping herself busy to keep her mind off his absence.  The amount of energy she used throughout the day for days on end was catching up to her.  A tear rolled down her cheek that she didn’t notice until it touched her lips.  She brushed it away and let herself cry.  Her hand rested on her belly.  The child inside her was the closest she could be to him.  She rubbed her belly and wished she could rest her head on it.  Hear the heartbeat of their child.  She felt a kick.  She smiled.  It was as if the baby knew that mom was having a difficult moment.  She continued rubbing her belly.  Finally, she went to bed and fell asleep.  
 
                 The next morning she took the kids to the market.  Pulling the cart it was lighter than the week before having fewer items on it.  She still carried a knife on her, she left the rifle at the cabin, locked away and hidden.  A deer ran out in front of her on the way to the market, they stared at one another.  The kids were still sleeping on the cart.  The deer walked across the path and started eating from the brush.  She walked by and the deer stayed put unthreatened by her.  
 
                 Reaching the market she set up at her booth and placed all of her tools out.  It was almost the end of the season.  The market would close soon.  People rushed around trying to collect what they needed before the long winter months.  Fatima bargained with her patients.  Some tried to schedule visits during the winter but without John being home it wasn’t possible to do home visits.  Fatima tried to think of alternative ways of seeing her patients during the winter and unless they were able to come to the cabin they would be without their doctor.  
 
                 Fatima thought she still might be a few weeks away from giving birth to their third child.  She figured that a month before her due date she would stay at Norah’s so that she was with someone when she went into labor.  As was the new norm, Fatima continued to store away food.  She packed dried fish in salt, she smoked other kinds.  She tried to trade her services for some jerky and other stored meat but didn’t receive much.  The chickens provided plenty of eggs.  The problem with the chickens was how easy it was for predators to get them.  John and Fatima let the chickens have plenty of chicks.  Their numbers doubled in a year but some of them were lost to foxes, cats, and some disease.  John didn’t have all the answers from his homesteading book.   It did prove to be enough to get started and have a steady supply of food.  Fatima worried about the chickens while she would be gone.  It wouldn’t be easy to take them with her if she tried to do such a thing.  Her rooster would fight Norah’s, the hens would be territorial, and she would lose just as many trying to keep them with her than if she left them at the cabin.  
 
                 Things were difficult without having family to help.  She could not have the baby on her own and yet everyone’s life depended on being home and taking care of the animals and plants that gave them life.  She was alone in doing this, all of it, and it frightened her.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 10: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 The men and women of Fort Custer lined up in the field standing at attention, the best they could.  No rank, experience to speak of, a motley crew of people leftover from a modern era thrown together to form an army.  The last count had them at just over a hundred, all ages, shapes and sizes.  These days the requirement for being in any army was the ability and willingness to pull a trigger.  There were no pilots, not that it mattered.  The same EMP that wiped out the electrical grid also fried the computers that the jets and helicopters depended on.  
 
                 The men of Fort Custer hauled the crates of guns out and handed them out to the army.  Everyone received a rifle and a sidearm.  Ammo was given to people as they were able to carry it.  Supply trunks were part of the convoy.  Grenades and other explosives were added to the cargo.  Some of the hummers were mounted with TOW missiles and the rest with fifty caliber machines guns.  John wondered if this was how the Iraqi’s felt during the start of the war.  The old LOR, one time use bazookas were also taken.  Easy to use it was a feasible option for people that had never fired a shoulder rocket before.  
 
                 Everyone was given three days’ worth of food and it was explained how long the road trip could possibly be.  The army loaded up into the vehicles and the Abrams tanks led the way, the front end mounted with a V shaped plow to remove any obstacles that could block the road.  
 
                 The convoy left the base, the families of the base men stayed behind to watch their home.  Going out to fight was different for the men this time around in their life.  They were not flying to a foreign land to fight somebody else’s war.  This was their war, one that affected their families if they lost.  This was a fight for home.  
 
                 The convoy turned onto I-94 and drove toward Detroit.  The Abrams tank moved any item from the road pushing abandoned cars into the ditches and medians that were now overgrown with grass.  Branches too small were turned to mulch under the tread and the large branches joined the cars.  At some points the Abrams sped up to sixty, the turbine engines carrying the vehicle even faster to Detroit.  John crossed his fingers then that their mission would not be in vain.  He didn’t know how the relationship with Canada had held up after The Day.  
 
                 Watching his army in the rearview mirror he wondered if this was anything close to what Custer’s last march was like.  A small group leading an attack against what is viewed as an inferior army.  He thought about the men and women he met only for a few minutes today and how he had made a choice that in all probability would get them killed.  He weighed the odds and told himself that if they didn’t die fighting the Chinese now they would die later when the Chinese came to their doorstep.  This was not a peaceful humanitarian force, it was a takeover.  
 
                 John told himself he was doing the best he could with what he had.  These people could be the last stand between a future United States and a future China.  He hoped he could beat the Chinese at their own game.  
 
                 In the distance, the bridge to Canada stood, tall and white.  He remembered seeing it lit up at night, a beacon for kids who wanted to drink at the age of 18 and people who wanted to shop over the border.  He remembered 9-11 and how employees of the Detroit hospitals couldn’t get to work because most of them lived in Canada and the border was closed.  He pondered what would happen at the bridge, would the Canadians be manning it like the Americans after 9-11?  Were the roles reversed now?
 
                 John signaled for the convoy to stop.  The Abrams pushed one last car out of the way then stopped in the middle of the highway.  John wanted everyone to wait behind while he went to the check point to find out what the status of the U.S. and Canadian relationship was.  John had Private Brown drive the Hummer up and across the bridge.  There were men standing at the post like he suspected.  One man stood in front of the gate with his hand up.  Brown stopped the Hummer and John stepped out.  He approached the gate, unarmed.  
 
                 “Sir, you’re going to have to stop right there.” the guard said.  
 
                 John saw a second man in the guard shack picking up a phone.  Communications in the north must be back to normal.  
 
                 “I’m Major John Adams with the United States Army.”  John presented himself. 
 
                 “Major Adams, on behalf of the Royal Canadian Customs Agency you are to turn your vehicle around and go back to your country.” the guard said.  
 
                 “I had the understanding that our countries were allies.” John said.
 
                 “We are still under orders of quarantine from the flu outbreak, sir.” the guard said. 
 
                 John picked up on the use of “sir” from the Canadian.  He wondered how far his rank could take him. 
 
                 “The flu was five years ago.  We are not coming to visit.  Our mission is to get our convoy to New York as soon as possible.  We received information of an invading force.  If we don’t stop the Chinese do you think they will stop with the U.S?” John asked. 
 
                 “Who do you mean the Chinese?” the guard asked. 
 
                 “On the west coast you may know that a Chinese fleet is in the process of invading.  We also found out a separate force is moving to secure the east coast for another landing party.  We need to get their as soon as possible.” John explained further.  
 
                 The guard paused.  
 
                 “Hold on,” 
 
                 He walked to the shack and talked to the second guard.  After a minute he picked up the phone and dialed a number.  He was gone for a few minutes.  Then made more calls.  Finally, he received a call.  After the last call he hung up and came back out of the shack.  
 
                 “I apologize for the wait.  In accordance to our treaties, you will be escorted through Canada until you are back on U.S. soil.  There will be no stops so make sure your vehicles are fueled up.  And sir, good luck.”  The guard turned around and went back to the shack.  
 
                 John sat back in the Hummer. 
 
                 “Well sir?” Private Brown asked. 
 
                 “We are getting an escort through the country.” John said. 
 
                 They drove back across the bridge and John made sure the word was given to fully fuel all vehicles.  In a half an hour the vehicles were ready to go.  John’s hummer led the way back over the bridge.  The guard’s eyes lit up when they saw the tank.  Although John said they were on their way to stop an invading force, neither of the guards had suspected a series of tanks and armed Hummers.  
 
                 Within an hour a group of Canadian Hummers drove up to the check point.  John met with the commanding officer and insisted on leaving right away.  Two of the Canadian vehicles led the way on the highway.  John was amazed at the difference between the American roads and the Canadian roads.  Canada, although it was only separated by an imaginary line, had stayed maintained and untouched compared to their neighbor of the south.  The convoy cruised through Canada.  While many of the men and woman were drooling at the sight of open restaurants and markets, they were under strict orders not to stop.  As they reached the end of their journey the Canadians pulled their vehicles over to the side of the highway and the convoy drove past Niagara Falls.  
 
                 John wondered if Fatima had ever seen the falls.  They didn’t talk much about before The Day, their minds stayed on the current life they had.  Still, he filed the question in the back of his head and worked at remembering to ask her.  
 
                 The Canadian military men stood at the side of the road waving to the Americans as they drove past.  Viewing the falls was a modest trade for not being able to stop for food.  Some of the men pulled MREs out of their packs and started eating imagining they were the burgers and fries that they could have picked up from the highway they left behind.  
 
                 Ahead of them lay miles of highway, a long trip that was already exhausting.  Even for the people who were sitting back waiting; the trip was a moving waiting room.  John was able to use his time to sit in the back of the Hummer and read from the books he received from the librarian.  He had stashed the copy of Guerilla Warfare by Che Guevara in his pack in case things went bad at any point in time.  He studied the tactics of the French armies during the revolution since much of the war was fought by them and not the militia that get so much credit.  John was an American, but a realist.  
 
                 When the convoy reached the northern Appalachian Mountains, John’s ears started to pop, the build-up of pressure and the release of expanding gasses irritated him but he was able to get through it like a good soldier.  The view was amazing.  At one point the Hummer stopped and the Abrams was brought out to move the truck that was blocking the road.  The closer they came to New York City, the more alert the convoy became.  The fifty five miles per hour they traveled at slowed down and the experienced men looked for road side bombs and other traps.  Still, there was nothing.  Everyone knew the trip would be long.  Nobody thought it would be easy.  
 
                 In the distance the skyline came into view.  They hadn’t run into any Chinese.  John wondered if the information was wrong.  Maybe they were lured out of the base and sent on a wild goose chase?  As they approached the city a sign was left for them about the intelligence they had received.  Sitting in the middle of the highway laid a crushed car, impressions of tank tread flattening the middle of the car from trunk to front bumper.  John felt relieved and anxious at the same time.  There would be a battle, possibly several, people will die, and many would be his.  It was a responsibility that he did not want.  When he was in the military he often wondered why the people that didn’t want the job and would make better choices were never allowed to be in charge.  Chris’s comment came to mind again, “I don’t take orders from stupid anymore.”  
 
                 John had the convoy stop and called together the highest ranking men in the militia.  They looked over a map of New York concentrating around the harbor.  
 
                 “If I were trying to secure the harbor how would I fortify it?” he asked his men.  
 
                 Many looked at each other and didn’t speak, unfamiliar with speaking their opinion.  Finally, one of them picked the streets he would place men and large weapons.  Another man stepped in and pointed out the security needed for the shoreline.  A veteran of Iraq was adamant about snipers on the rooftops.  John took all of the ideas into consideration.  
 
                 “What do we have for night vision goggles?” John asked. 
 
                 “A few dozen.  They are loaded in one of the trucks.  Batteries were still good when we left.”  
 
                 “Everybody will rest here.  Eat, sleep, do what you need to do.  Tonight we roll in.” John said. 
 
                 Two of the men stayed and they worked out a plan for moving into the city.  They agreed that snipers on the roofs were a good sign of men on the ground.  John made four groups of four men who would go into the city at night to find snipers on the rooftops and take them out.  The idea was to be quiet about it.  Of course, the odds were it would fail and their surprise would be ruined.  
 
                 “Let’s make it a two part plan.” John said. “An insurance policy.”  
 
                 John planned to keep two of the tanks back for support with the morning assault and the rest would make their way across the bridge.  On the opposite side of the river they would sit and wait for the attack order.  They didn’t have artillery but they had the next best thing, plenty of force multipliers.  
 
                 Each four man team was assembled and the best marksman in each was handed a Remington 700 with a silencer, chambered in 300 Winchester Magnum it was the top of the line rifle for any branch of the military short of the .50 caliber rifles preferred by Delta Force and Seal team units.  The majority of the convoy rested and stretched their legs while the four teams went over their routes and possible target areas.  
 
                 When the sun set the two groups started their drive to the city.  The tanks took the farthest route away from the harbor to the bridge.  The teams drove Hummers.  The green tint of the city had the men forgetting it was nighttime.  The Hummers had no problem moving through a city with no traffic and dead cars lining the city streets.  The teams picked some of the tallest buildings in their area and used them for spotting snipers.  They knew that snipers could possibly be on those roofs so they made sure to clear each building as if there were men inside. 
 
                 One of the teams parked outside an office building, brick with several large windows.  They didn’t wait outside too long in case they were the target of a sniper.  They rushed the doors and found the stairwell.  In the goggles, the stairs were easy to climb without any light.  They kept waiting to hear a pop, or see a flash as they climbed the stairs.  Twenty flights up they stopped behind the door and caught their breaths for a second.  Then they opened the door and rushed out.  The roof was clear.  Using a compass they figured out which way they needed to check.  As soon as they started a beacon was shining for them.  A block and a half down sat a man on a rooftop smoking a cigarette.  
 
                 “What a fucking amateur.” one of the men said.  They all laughed to themselves. The spotter checked more rooftops for snipers and scouts.  From their view it was clear.  
 
                 “You ready?” the spotter asked to the sharpshooter. 
 
                 “Yup,” the man with the Remington said flipping the bipod out and taking the caps off the scope.  
 
                 It was difficult trying to gauge the wind at night.  It felt like a constant breeze moving out towards the ocean.  The man with the cigarette was at least four hundred yards away.  The shooter decided to wait for the next puff and fire.  In the black of night the red cherry of the cigarette lit up, the inhale of the man feeding oxygen to the flame.  
 
                 The sharpshooter fired.  The red dot disappeared.  
 
                 The spotter continued to watch.  The sharpshooter pulled the bolt back on his rifle.  He carefully pulled the spent round out and placed it in the pocket of his vest.  Pushing the bolt back in he fed the next round in the chamber.  
 
                 “Hit.” the spotter said.  
 
                 The sniper sighed relief.  The men waited for the sniper to pick up his belongings and then went to the stairwell.  They would do this a few more times before sunrise.  The hope would be to clear an area for the rest of the militia to move through to the docks.  They wouldn’t be able to kill everyone but they could make things a little easier by morning. 
 
    
 
                 Driving the M1 Abrams through the city in the pitch black of night was not easy.  The turbine engines of the tanks were loud, not as loud as the diesel motors preferred on the tanks of previous generations.  The whining sound covered every other noise that could be around them.  They would not know if they were moving into a trap.  The men driving their tanks to the bridge crossed their fingers and hoped that they were far enough away from the docks to be noticed or heard.  When they reached the on-ramp for the bridge they found a sea of cars waiting for them.  Long time dead and unmoving they quickly noticed they had no other option but to drive over them.  
 
                 Some of the men cringed when the first tank started leveling a Toyota Corolla, plastic and cheap metal snapping and cracking under the tank treads.  Fluid started spilling out onto the pavement and into the gutters.  A few men watching it wished they had time to pull the fuel out of the vehicles that were sitting there before they were crushed.  A very limited resource was becoming scarcer before their very eyes.  
 
                 A row of tanks continued in a single file over the bridge.  A few miles to the other side, then the job of finding a place to set up for morning, when the guns would send their hellos over the river and into the Chinese welcoming party.  A crew of .50 caliber shooters went along for the ride knowing it would be the only way for them to use their rifles.  There was no use for such a gun under a few hundred yards.  
 
                 The rifle men sat on top of the tanks holding on to anything they could get their hands on.  Most of the vehicles on the bridge were small cars but the engine blocks in the cars would still tilt the massive tanks from side to side once in a while.  When they reached to opposite side of the bridge the cars were still thick and the tanks continued their journey in the same way they had, running over everything.  
 
                 They exited from the off-ramp and strolled through the city streets.  Using a red tinted flash light the driver in the first tank looked over his map and found the road to the river front.  The cars thinned out and they were able to move faster than before.  Before they knew it the buildings disappeared and the river was to one side of them.  Each tank had a spot designated for it and the lead tank moved to the farthest position.  
 
                 The .50 caliber snipers jumped off their tanks and walked to the tallest building they could see on the riverbank.  The building was locked up, something they were not accustomed to seeing.  The owner or the people in charge of the building could have been planning to come back.  They considered kicking the door in but decided on going to a different building when they looked closer at the thick chain and the steel doors.  
 
                 The next building had a door that was left unlocked.  They set up their positions on the roof and waited for the signal.  It would still be hours before the first real shots were fired.  
 
    
 
                 The rays of the new rising sun came over the skyline painting a previous black canvas with colors of brick and mortar.  Nature had not started to reclaim this city as fierce as it had in other places.  Weeds and grass living in cracks and crevices not dilapidated but a little neglected.  The tanks sat out in the open hidden in the shade of the building for the moment.  The turret gunners watched the skyline across the river for their signal.  Then, in the distance, a speck of light was in the sky, a flame flying up and slowly dropping back to the earth.  One of the men slapped the steel plating and hollered into the tank.  Targets had been picked hours before.  With nothing more to wait for, they fired.  
 
                 The delay in the reaction to the massive concussion was unnerving.  For a fraction of a second they watched and waited to see if they had hit their mark.  Then they spotted fire and smoke.  Small in the distance but a sure sign that something had been hit.  In the excitement they loaded another round and fired again.  In a matter of seconds all the tanks on the riverbank were unloading their payloads to the shore on the other side.  
 
                 On the rooftops the .50 caliber snipers looked through their scopes and took pop shots at the Chinese soldiers running around.  One of the snipers had spotted two Chinese soldiers sitting at the end of the dock.  One appeared to be fishing.  A second came and sat down.  They were small ants in the scope but he was sure the second was a female.  At first he thought about the fisherman being his first attempt for a shot.  Then, when he saw the two of them together, he changed his mind.  After the first tank round blew out the dock, the sniper watched the two Chinese soldier’s running back to the warehouses.  He rooted for them in his head.  He waited to see if they made it out in one piece.  The tanks were causing massive amounts of chaos on the opposite shore and yet he wanted to place a bet on the lives of these two ants in his scope.  He spotted a group of soldiers running toward the shore and took his first shot.  He watched one of the men fall a second later.  He figured that was his shot.  The two Chinese he was following were gone now.  He couldn’t see them.  From that moment on he fired on anyone holding a rifle.  Their Chinese AK-47s wouldn’t be able to reach them from the shore.  It was pointless for them to try but maybe they didn’t know any better.  Soon, the snipers were shooting at the muzzle flashes until they stopped.  The other side of the river was clouded over with smoke.  It was the only thing moving into the expanding sky, a moving ghost traveling into the heavens.  The snaps and cracks of gunfire slowly stopped.  The tanks were silent.  For them the battle was over.  
 
    
 
                 Groups of Humvees sat in the streets waiting.  John had the plan ready.  He waited on the roof for the right moment.  As the sun rose he saw it over the skyline, shining on the shore of the docks.  He raised his flare gun and fired into the sky.  Seconds later the first explosion went off on the docks.  Smoke rose into the sky.  The drivers of the Humvees also saw the flare and hit the gas to the docks.  The men on the .50 caliber heavy guns watched the windows and rooftops waiting for signs of snipers.  When they came closer to the docks they instead watched the fenced gates of the docks and saw the Chinese soldiers running to the river front.  The heavy machine guns opened up on the unaware Chinese men dropping several not realizing they were being fired upon amongst all the chaos. 
 
                 Soon the Chinese were split on two sides.  The main gate was being attacked by two Humvees with a small squad.  Along the rest of the docks all the entrances were being blocked by more soldiers and machine guns.  The Chinese were boxed in.  If they went to the shore they would be killed by an enemy they could not see.  If they went inland they might have a chance.  
 
                 A group of militia men took to the roofs to take advantage of the high ground.  From there they exchanged shots with some Chinese that had the same idea and the militia men came out on top.  Then, they waited for advancing Chinese and shot at anything that moved.  The rooftops of the warehouses were empty for the moment.  Then two figures appeared on the building across from them.  One was unarmed the second had a rifle in her hand, a woman.  While they had few problems killing a woman shooting at them, something told them not to kill her unless she made them.  The men yelled and screamed aiming their rifles.  The Chinese girl dropped her rifle and they didn’t move.  A minute later a group of militia men appeared on the roof and tied up the couple.  Possibly, they were the first prisoners of war taken during the Chinese invasion.  
 
                 The battle ended less than an hour later.  Most of the Chinese soldiers died trying to defend or escape the docks.  A small militia with some National Guard equipment and imagination had overwhelmed a larger Chinese force.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 11: New York City
 
    
 
                 Wang sat on the dock, dropping the fishing line into the water.  He didn’t know if he would catch anything.  It felt like something to do like he would at home.  The river flowed by, slow but with force.  The buildings around him were empty, less life than the mountains he left behind.  He could see birds and animals running, moving in the trees.  Where he came from had more life and promise than the land he found himself in now.  New York appeared to be abandoned.  There was no fight put up to defend it and not a single shot in retaliation. The line bobbed in the water and he patiently waited like his father taught him, it was one of the few things that he learned before moving to the city.   He never learned to hunt, or trap, harvest herbal plants like some of the poorer kids that he knew.  Instead it was fishing and small talk with dad.  Somehow, the act of dropping the line in the water connected him with home and he felt at peace with himself.  
 
                 The rest of the men played cards and mahjong.  Nobody knew how long it would be until the ships arrived.  It didn’t matter.  Their orders were to hold the port until they arrived.  Unfortunately, most of the men that were in New Beijing were not military trained, instead farmers and factory workers that were promised a fortune for some hard work.  They fell for the usual promises that are told to the poor in hopes of a grand future only to be disappointed and disenfranchised after it’s too late.  
 
                 Wang relaxed and let the sun hit his face.  He took his hat off and set it aside.  Wang looked at the bridge down the river.  He wasn’t sure which one it was, made of brick and wire, he wondered if it would hold up with all of the boats and barges piling up against it.  The pile of trash in the river didn’t bother him knowing that the People’s Army would clear it off and recycle as much as they could to create their new country.  
 
                 Wang heard footsteps behind him, a rifle stock set next to him and legs placed over the edge of the dock.  
 
                 “I wondered if I would see you again.” a woman’s voice said.  
 
                 Wang looked over and saw the woman from New Year’s Eve.  She still wore her coat and hat.  Her clothes were bulky to hide her figure, a common sniper trick.  He didn’t know what to say.  
 
                 “I thought more would have happened on the way here.” she said. 
 
                 “Me too.” he replied.  
 
                 “I didn’t think this adventure would make it to the ocean.”  
 
                 “Is that why…” he cut himself off. 
 
                 “Why we?” she said looking into his eyes. “Yes… and no.  I wanted to be remembered by someone, and be appreciated.” 
 
                 Wang smiled and nodded his head. 
 
                 “I won’t ever forget.” he said. 
 
                 “Good.” she said looking back out over the river.  
 
                 Wang built up the courage.  
 
                 “My offer still stands.” he said.  
 
                 She smiled.  
 
                 “Let’s wait and see how things turn out.  I think this was too easy.” she said.  
 
                 Wang bobbed the end of the fishing pole creating ripples in the water.  Taking his right hand off the pole he moved it towards her and grabbed her hand.  She looked down and saw their hands together.  She looked back over the river.  
 
                 He didn’t question what she wanted.  He felt lucky to be next to her.  She was too beautiful for him, older, more mature.  Had they been back in the old country something like this would never have happened.  He ran with it and let things happen as they would.  He enjoyed every moment and filed it away in his memory to pull it out again whenever he wanted.  
 
                 The loud crack rattled and shook the dock.  Wang dropped the pole and turned around.  A truck had exploded and was billowing sparks and smoke.  People were running around as another vehicle exploded.  By then they were on their feet.  Wang led the way while still holding her hand.  She carried her Dragonov rifle and stayed close behind him.  The dock was clear and Wang ran at full speed.  He second guessed his run when he realized they were running towards the exploding vehicles on the shore.  He took them past the already exploded truck.  He figured there was no point in firing on a destroyed vehicle.  Wang covered his nose and mouth with his sleeve going through the smoke.  
 
                 Time had slowed down, every step took years.  His mind panicked while he fought the urge to reach safety.  He questioned where there was safety.  One wrong turn could be the end of him, and her.  He ran to the nearest building, a warehouse.  It was large enough to stack shipping containers and was left with several inside.  They reached a steel door and he moved the knob.  He pushed and pulled to find it locked.  He turned around and ran further down the side of the building.  Another truck exploded on the shore.  
 
                 Gunfire opened up further away from the shore.  The further they ran into the city the more shots they heard.  Wang suddenly realized he didn’t have a gun.  He changed their plan and forgot the warehouse.  Wang took them from building to building.  Open spaces were answered with fast dashing sprints.  He never let her hand go.  When they came close to the gates of the harbor, Wang looked around the corner to see a gun battle happening.  The Chinese were pinned inside.  Another force sat opposite of the fence firing inside.  Wang watched Chinese drop as they tried to rush the fence.  
 
                 The girl pulled her Dragonov up and aimed her rifle.  She fired hitting one of the men behind the fence.  The brick wall in front of them exploded and sent small fragments of brick and mortar into the air, Wang pulled her back around the corner as the building took all of the bullets for them.  
 
                 “We need to get out of here.” Wang said. 
 
                 The girl discharged the spent round from her rifle and slide another in the chamber.  She moved to fire again and Wang pulled her back.  The wall exploded again from the short second she was visible.  They moved back where they came from and double checked every path.  Wang started looking for buildings again.  He finally found one.  The shooting sounded as if it was moving into the harbor now.  Trucks were still exploding on the shore.  The building rattled and shook as they huddled inside.  
 
                 Looking around Wang saw the inside of the warehouse.  No large containers. Instead it was filled with wooden shipping crates.  It was easier to hide in the smaller gaps.  Wang looked for stairways and took the two of them to the roof.  The steel stairs rang as they climbed.  The door at the top pushed open to the sunlight.  The sudden change of lighting hurt Wang’s eyes.  He hoped they could hide on the roof for a short time.  The view looked over the rest of the roofs.  Wang looked for the air conditioners and vents to hide by.  When they stepped away from the stairway Wang saw movement from an opposing roof.  Two men, not Chinese, were now aiming their rifles at them.  Game over.  
 
                 Wang stopped and raised his hands.  The girl saw the two men aiming at them.  She had her hand raised with his, her rifle in her left hand.  She too was dead.  They couldn’t understand what the men were saying but they hadn’t fired yet.  She dropped her rifle to the flat tarred roof.  
 
                 At that point both parties contemplated what to do.  The two men couldn’t simply jump over and tie them up.  Wang and the girl couldn’t run away without being shot.  It was a stalemate. 
 
                 One of the men took a radio out and spoke into it.  The second man kept his aim on the two of them.  Minutes later a group of Americans arrived on the roof, three men total, they tied up Wang and the girl and hauled them off the roof back through the warehouse.  They were brought back to the shoreline.  There was a small group of Chinese that were also tied up and sitting along a brick wall.  Wang thought they would be shot there eventually.  
 
                 Wang turned to the girl, “I’m sorry,” he said to her.  
 
                 They sat and waited for over an hour.  Then a man showed up in an old American Jeep.  He wore simple camouflage and only had a pair of oak leaves that set him apart from the rest of the men.  A young white man, average height, and short cut light brown hair.  He talked to the rest of the Americans.  Wang didn’t sense any evil intentions from the man but that didn’t mean much.  
 
                 The Americans continued talking and looked at the group.  They seemed a bit confused as they looked at the prisoners.  Then, the leader with the oak leaves spoke, Wang didn’t know what he was saying.  
 
                 The girl rose from the wall and spoke in English. 
 
                 “I think I’m the highest rank here.” she said. 
 
                 “Is that so?” the man with oak leaves said.  
 
                 “We did find a Dragonov rifle with her.” one of the other men said walking up and handing the rifle to him. 
 
                 The major looked the rifle over.  Pulling the bolt back and ejecting the round he held it up and looked at the large bullet. 
 
                 “Impressive.” he said looking at the girl.  
 
                 “What is your name?” the major asked. 
 
                 “Li.” she said. 
 
                 “Come with me, we need to negotiate the terms of your surrender.” the major said. 
 
                 She turned around and looked down at Wang.  She spoke to him in Chinese. 
 
                 “Now it’s my turn to save your life.” she said as two men took her to the Jeep.  
 
                 “I love you,” Wang yelled in Chinese as she sat in the back of the Jeep.  Some of the Chinese men laughed and others were still worried about their future.  
 
                 Ever the romantic, she thought to herself. 
 
                 “I know,” she said moments before the Jeep took off and disappeared behind a building, the roar of the motor echoing between the buildings until it disappeared. 
 
                 
 
                 “My name is Major Adams.” John said to his prisoner sitting in the back of the Jeep. 
 
                 The Jeep took several turns and finally stopped in front of an old Starbucks coffee shop.  The Americans hopped out and helped Li step out and go into the café.  The driver of the Jeep sat Li down in a chair. 
 
                 “I’m sorry we don’t have any coffee to offer.  It doesn’t seem right.  And it looks like the coffee that was here was looted shortly after Washington was bombed.  Do you know if the Chinese did that?” 
 
                 Li stayed silent. 
 
                 “Just wondering, what is your rank Li?” John asked.  
 
                 “Sergeant,” she replied. 
 
                 “Sergeant Li, do you and your men surrender to our militia?” John asked. 
 
                 “Do I have a choice?” Li asked. 
 
                 “No, I guess not.” John said. “However, there is a big difference between what happens to you and your men if you surrender and if you decide to fight us.”  
 
                 “Are you going to kill us?” Li asked
 
                 “Some of my men are encouraging it.” John said. “I’m not in favor of doing that.  That young man you were talking to, boyfriend?” 
 
                 “Something like that.” Li said. 
 
                 “You care about him?” 
 
                 “Yes,” Li said.
 
                 “Then tell us what we want to know and you and your men get to go back home.  Your army came from New Beijing right.” he stated as a fact to be confirmed.  
 
                 She paused for a minute. 
 
                 “Yes,” she said. 
 
                 “You take the harbor and the ships, unload more soldiers?” John asked. 
 
                 “Yes.”  
 
                 “Any other cities that have harbors being taken over like New York?”  
 
                 “I don’t know all the details, our next mission was Chesapeake Bay.” she said.  
 
                 “So New York was the first part of taking the east coast?” John asked. 
 
                 “Yes, as far as I know.”  
 
                 The interrogation went on.  Li gave the signals for the incoming ships and where the ships were to dock first.  John’s men had already secured the tanks and heavy armor and were in the process of moving the tanks to the shore.  
 
                 “Ok, here is what is going to happen from here.  These two men here are going to take you and your men out of town.  They are going to wait and see how things go and if it turns out you lied in any way then you and your men will be shot on sight.”  
 
                 Li’s face didn’t change.  She was expecting that from the beginning.  She nodded and rose from the chair.  John radioed the men who had the prisoners to have them loaded up in a truck.  John went outside and saw the trucks pulling up.  Li was brought outside and loaded into the back of one of the trucks with Wang and the rest of the men.  
 
                 “If your info is correct you and your men go free, you have my word.” John slapped the side of the truck and they took off down the road with a Humvee following.  John and the other two men got back in the Jeep and drove back to the shore.  
 
                 When they arrived the soldiers were dragging bodies into the warehouses and the blown up trucks were being pushed off the docks into the river.  Tanks were being parked where the explosions happened to hide any damage that was left.  The Chinese tanks sat on the shore, Chinese red flags flew on the building flag poles where available.  Uniforms were removed from the dead soldiers and the militia men put them on over their own uniforms.  The U.S. tanks were parked inside the warehouses, aimed at the docks and waiting for the day that the ships arrived.  Snipers were placed on rooftops.  Infantry waited inside the warehouses.  
 
                 The militia was ready, now it was a matter of waiting.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 12: Midwest United States
 
                 
 
                 Ricardo worked hard to stay silent as he navigated through the woods.  He knew where he was having been in this area before.  The small town he was working through had been picked through really well but if there was one thing Ricardo was good at it was finding the good stuff.  Most people didn’t want to spend time looking through every nook and cranny.  Since he knew where to look, it wasn’t too hard to come back to town with the good stuff.  
 
                 Before The Day Ricardo was a street kid.  He wasn’t book smart, dropped out of school in third grade.  He could still read, at a simple level.  During those days he learned how to do breaking and entering or B&E’s, shop lift and even stole cars.  These days cars were non-existent but the good stuff was still hidden away and people had not found it yet.  He didn’t know why he survived the flu but he did and didn’t think about it much.  He just considered himself lucky and continued on with life as he knew it.  Every day was a new hustle.  
 
                 He looked at the house he was working to.  The next one on the map he made a week before to make sure he hit every spot before he moved on.  It was a typical two story home.  Three bedrooms at least, full basement, and a shed out back.  The funny thing was that nobody was checking out the sheds but he was able to find the tools that everybody wanted and traded for these days.  The early years of the collapse people looked for food and that was it.  Real early people were still looking for money and precious metals and jewelry.  Now it was tools for survival.  The biggest items he made bank on were hand tools, weapons, and the big trades were in ammo.  He couldn’t guarantee that they were stored properly but people would trade just the same on the chance it was still good.  
 
                 Outside he started out in the shed and found it was already unlocked.  When he opened it he found that it appeared untouched.  The tools still hung up and everything in its rightful place.  He looked around and found trowels that went in his bag.  The hand tools he found were not the best quality but he would come back for them and take them to town tomorrow.  He closed the shed and went to the house.  
 
                 The back door was already kicked in and he casually walked in.  The kitchen was the first room and it was ransacked like most he came across.  He quickly checked the cupboards knowing that people would overlook items that were important now.  He found some salt and spices that were added to his bag.  Many of the other items were eaten away by rodents and insects over the years.  
 
                 He went to the living room and skipped the area all together.  Anytime he tried to look for valuables in a living room it was waste of time.  The good stuff was in two places, the bedroom and the basement.  He found the stairwell and started up the stairs when a rat ran past him.  It was large a male rat about the size of a small cat.  He moved aside and watched it scurry past. 
 
                 “Vaminos!” he said, the Spanish from his childhood coming back in moments of panic. 
 
                 He quickly looked in the rooms and found the bedrooms.  The master bedroom had two bodies in the king size bed.  Old, decayed, and partially mummified.  He did a sign of the cross and then went about checking the drawers and closets for things.  The most horrible thing he ever found was the collection of sex toys that were hidden in dressers and closets.  Those were not items that had a second hand used market for him to take advantage of.  For some odd reason he always put the drawer back as if he was helping the people who were no longer there to keep their kinky secrets. 
 
                 He found an old .38 revolver in the sock drawer.  In the closet he hunted around pulling all the clothes off the rack and stepped in to look around.  Usually if there was a gun there were other things that they hid in the home of value.  He pulled the boxes off the shelf above and found shoes and more shoes.  Had the woman been a professional of some kind?  Then he hit the jackpot.  The shoe box was heavy.  He lowered it and found a few boxes of .38 ammo and some stacks of silver ounces and a few single gold ounces.  While this had value right after The Day it was starting to come back as a form of trade and trade was good for gold.  He could get a week’s worth of food for an ounce of gold and a full meal for a day with silver.  It fit with the new form of wealth being food.  Canned goods were now past there “best by” dates and many people stopped taking them for fear of botulism. 
 
                 He put the gold coins in his pants pockets and the silver and ammo in his bag.  The weight was heavy but worth it if he got it to town.  He continued through the house to make sure he had everything.  In the kids room there was nothing of value.  Broken toys and stuffed bears were scattered around.  In the third room was where the oldest kid slept.  On the wall was a Japanese sword.  He picked it up off the wall and pulled the blade out.  It was still polished and showed no rust.  A thin layer of oil and powder was still on it as the previous owner took good care of it.  The handle was wrapped in leather straps with a brass hand guard.  The sheath was wood and layered in lacquer.  Painted red and with a Zen style free hand painted lotus on it he was amazed that it was still here.  He loosened the belt on his pants by one notch and slid the sword in to wear it on his hip.  He had no idea how to use it but it could intimidate anyone that came along.  He already had the revolver but the sword was “cooler” than the gun.  He looked around the room and found some old comic books that were small and easy to carry.  
 
                 Lonewolf and Cub was a title that covered the shelves.  He found the first few and stuffed them in his bag for some late night reading.  Plus, the pictures were easy to understand and told a story even if he couldn’t understand the words.  He found the shampoo and soap that was left in the bathroom along with a half used roll of toilet paper.  He was amazed what people would pay for toilet paper. 
 
                 He left the house and went back to the shed.  He took out the metal rakes, hoes, and shovels.  The town was getting to the point where nobody needed anymore shovels but he thought he could convince people they needed backups in case their old ones broke.  In these days it was not hard to sell a little insurance.  “Just in case” was a lifestyle that people embraced now.  
 
                 He looked at the hoses and other items and in the corner sat a wheelbarrow, upright and out of sight in the shade.  He pulled it out.  The wheel still good, rubber instead of inflated.  This would make his life easier now.  He placed the bag and the tools in the wheelbarrow and started on his way.  
 
                 A few miles away he had found a barn that was fairly new.  The space inside smelled of hay and animal matter but it was still dry and he could stockpile his finds.  Moving the wheelbarrow down the trail he tried to make sure he was quiet and the rakes and shovels didn’t rattle too much while he went his way.                
 
                 Back at the barn he opened the doors after unlocking them and wheeled his fresh finds inside.  The walls were lined with goods.  Canned goods in one pile, he usually took a few out of the pile and ate them for dinner since they were no longer good for trade.  Everything else he had sorted into various piles.  Canned goods, tools, clothes, weapons, metals, and some medicine.  He had plenty of Aspirin and Motrin; he recognized those from the labels, everything else he stayed away from.  
 
                 Ricardo went over to the pile of cans after putting the items away and opened some peaches and tuna.  It wasn’t the best combination.  He finished the meal with the peaches.  Tuna was in ready supply, the peaches were a luxury.  Curling up in the pile of clothes he fell asleep for the night.  
 
                 The next morning he filled the wheelbarrow with items he was willing to barter for in town.  He kept the gold coins in his pockets and threw a stack of silver in the wheelbarrow.  
 
                 Walking the miles to town took all morning and when he got there food was the first thing on his mind.  He hauled the wheelbarrow to the busy stalls and looked over the food.  Some of the stalls had old grills installed where they set up for the day and cooked various items for sale and the smell blew over the market and people shifted around with the smells taking in the new aromas as they shopped.  
 
                 Ricardo smelled some rabbit cooking on a grill and moved there first.  
 
                 “How much for a rabbit?” Ricardo asked.  
 
                 “What you got?” the man asked looking over the wheelbarrow.  His eyes widened. “I’ll take that flat shovel.” the man said. 
 
                 “Two hind quarters and you have yourself a deal.” Ricardo said pulling the shovel out of the wagon. 
 
                 “I really need another for cleaning up after the rabbits.” the man said putting it behind the booth and moving back to the grill.  
 
                 The man pulled the pieces of rabbit from the grill and handed them over to Ricardo on a paper plate.  
 
                 Ricardo inhaled the rabbit and sat next to his wheelbarrow protecting his stash.  After the rabbit, he hauled the wheelbarrow over to the local brew pub and went to the back door.  He thought about trying to get the wheelbarrow through the front door but figured it would be easier to barter in the back.  Ricardo pounded on the door and waited.  
 
                 The door opened and the middle aged man with the long beard answered.  His hair was speckled in grey hair but his body was fit with a slight pouch from his mead tasting.  
 
                 “You again.” the man said.  
 
                 “What do you have this week?” the kid asked.
 
                 “Come in,” the man said.  The kid turned around and looked at his stuff. 
 
                 “Nobody will touch it, they will think it’s mine.” the man said. 
 
                 They went to the storeroom where bottles lined the wall and the smell of fermenting mead hung in the air.  
 
                 “I’m working on orange clove mead.  I know it’s strange since oranges don’t grow here but somebody brought me a bag of dried orange peels that were found at a health food store.  So, I thought this recipe would be a nice change.” the man said. 
 
                 “I’ll take a few bottles when it’s done.” the kid said. “Can I reserve some and pay you now?” the kid asked. 
 
                 “I don’t see why not.” the man said. 
 
                 “Good, what else do you have?” the kid asked.  
 
                 The old man looked at this kid who couldn’t be any older than sixteen and yet he was buying mead by the case.  
 
                 “What’s your name kid?” the old man asked.  “I’m Odin.”  He put his hand out as if greeting the kid for the first time. 
 
                 “Nice to meet you Odin.  Where is your mead?” the kid continued with the transaction.  
 
                 Odin brushed off the incident and went about showing the bottles he had.  At this point corks had started to be recycled and reused with wax and other forms of paraffin to help seal the bottles shut.  Old labels were covered in magic marker to label what the contents really were.  
 
                 The kid selected two cases and then they went to the wheelbarrow to seal the deal. 
 
                 The kid pulled out the tools and other items of interest he thought Odin would take but Odin had other things in mind.  
 
                 “How much do you want for the wheelbarrow?” Odin asked.  
 
                 The kid’s face had a puzzled look.  
 
                 “I can’t sell that.” the kid replied. 
 
                 “Why not?” Odin inquired. 
 
                 “I need it to get the wine home.” the kid retorted. 
 
                 Odin saw the dilemma.
 
                 “Ok, how about this.  The silver, Motrin, and the wheelbarrow.  However, you can use the wheelbarrow to get the wine home but next time you leave it here.  Deal?” Odin said putting his hand out.
 
                 The kid thought about it.  The old man would never know when he would get his wheelbarrow and he could still use it while he was out collecting items for barter.  
 
                 Ricardo grabbed Odin’s hand and the deal was sealed. 
 
                 “Now, how much you want for the sword?” Odin inquired.  
 
                 Ricardo ended up leaving with three cases of mead, a large haul.  The wheelbarrow of course was owned by Odin now but in the meantime Ricardo could still use it until he came into town again.  Ricardo left town and took his haul where it was intended.  
 
    
 
                 A few days later, Odin sat at the bar and waited for customers like he usually did when he wasn’t brewing a new batch of mead.  He heard the bell on the door and watched a very beautiful and very pregnant woman walk in through the door.  He recognized her right away.
 
                 “Fatima, what brings the pleasure of your company?” Odin greeted her.  
 
                 “I was hoping that maybe your miracle kid came in lately.” she said. 
 
                 She tried to sit at the bar and instead decided to sit at one of the tables.  
 
                 “He did, let me bring what he sold me this week.” Odin said walking into the backroom.
 
                 He came back out with a box filled with partially filled bottles of Motrin.  She shifted through the bottles shaking them.  
 
                 “This is a lot.” she said grabbing another.  “How much do you want for this?” she asked.
 
                 “For you, the usual,” he replied. 
 
                 “Odin, you have to charge me something.” she said, the sweet look spread across her face.  It was impossible to charge her anything. 
 
                 “You know dear, that when you walk in anything is free of charge.” he said. “The service you supply this little town of ours is priceless and I’m happy to help.”  
 
                 “Thank you so much,” she said putting the bottles back into the box.
 
                 “Of course,” he started to add. “If I ever come down sick with something…” 
 
                 “I’ll be right there.” she added at the end. 
 
                 “Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
                 “I won’t,” she said standing up with her large belly and picking up the box.  
 
                 “You take care now,” Odin said as she walked out of the bar. 
 
                 Odin went to the back of the bar and counted the boxes of medication that he had sitting waiting for her on future visits.  There were still ten boxes sitting on the shelves.  Odin would sort through them putting the most expired into the next box and keeping the rest behind for future visits.  Fatima didn’t drink and her visits were the only way he ever got to see her.  He had ten more weeks of visits unless the kid came back with more meds.  Somehow, he always forgot to ask for other things besides the Aspirin and Motrin but it seemed like the only thing he ever grabbed.  
 
                 
 
                 Ricardo hauled the wheelbarrow down the road and couldn’t wait to get his trade to its destination.  It was out of the way from going home but it was something he had to do.  The evening sun was still high in the sky, he had a few hours before the sun would be down and he would have to find cover for the night.  
 
                 As the sky started to turn to a deep red and the clouds showed a more three dimensional shape he reached his destination and set the wheelbarrow down.  He walked up to the door and knocked.  It was a small house.  The street was lined with several others.  At one time it must have been a neighborhood of some kind.  The houses were only a few dozen feet apart, flat land, could have been a farm at one time.  
 
                 The door opened and an older woman answered.  She wasn’t old, maybe in her forties at the most.  She seemed older as time went on and he was constantly worried about her. 
 
                 “Mom,” he said. 
 
                 “Ricardo, come on in.” she said.  She hugged him as he entered.  “Oh, I missed you.”  She kissed his cheeks.  
 
                 “Mom, please.” he said, the man growing up.
 
                 “A mother can’t kiss her son?” she asked.  
 
                 “I brought you something.” he said walking back to the wheelbarrow and showing her the cases of mead. 
 
                 “Ricardo, what am I supposed to do with that?” she said. 
 
                 “What you have been doing.  Trade it for food.” he replied.  
 
                 “Yes but, why can’t you get a job like everyone else?” she asked. 
 
                 The question puzzled him.
 
                 “What world do you think we live in?” he said. “There are no ‘jobs’ mother.” 
 
                 “No jobs.  You could plant.  Have a farm.  Have a family.  Meet a nice girl.” she went on and on.
 
                 “I’m fifteen and I’m taking care of you.  That is my job.” he said taking the cases of mead out of the wheelbarrow.
 
                 “What are you doing?” she asked. “How am I supposed to carry that?” 
 
                 “You’re an adult, figure it out.” he said walking away with his wheelbarrow, the cases of mead sitting in front of the house. 
 
                 He walked on as she yelled at him.  The mead would feed her for over a month and yet she wasn’t grateful.  He wondered why he did it, why he still took care of her.  She abused him every time he stopped by and yet he came back for more.  She could grow a garden like so many others have done.  She had the means to take care of herself.
 
                 He hurried away and went back to the barn.  His bed of old clothes was waiting for him and he needed to get there before it was dark.  The moon was a crescent now and the night was hard to travel without the moonlight.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 13: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 Fatima no longer had to worry about going to the market, it being closed until next spring.  The thoughts of traveling were not high on her to do list.  The kids and the cabin took up most of her time and as she became bigger she soon let little John take over the collection of dinner with fishing from the river.  The plants were wilting and Fatima had already dried out and hung the herbal plants she would need for winter and spring.  Canning was finished.  Once in a while, when she was lucky, she could still shoot something from the porch for dinner or as dried meat for winter.  Without a calendar or a way to measure the year besides the seasons she had no idea how far along she was or when she could expect to go into labor.  What she knew was that she was getting bigger and it was harder to move around.  
 
                 During a fall afternoon Fatima watched little John feeding the chickens.  The chickens pecked around in the garden and he seemed to have fun watching them race around to new spots where the feed fell to the ground.  From the woods Fatima felt someone approaching.  It was a new sensation that she had picked up on, a sixth sense that she never had before, unneeded in the older civilized world.  Now it was a matter of survival.  She turned to the tree line and saw a woman walking out.  She recognized her, the hair was longer, body thicker and skin more tan than before but she knew it was Isabel.  She waved and Isabel waved back smiling.  
 
                 “Fatima, hi.” Isabel said walking up and hugging her, working around the protruding belly.  
 
                 Fatima hugged her back, but a part of her didn’t trust the blonde.   The events of years ago were still fresh in her mind and the safety of her children weighed heavy on her heart.  Still, she placed her trust with this woman who she had helped not that long ago. 
 
                 “Norah told me you were probably close and with two kids it sounded like you would need help.  Bruce and I talked about it and he stayed home with our two and I thought I would come out if you want me to stay.” Isabel explained. 
 
                 Fatima thought about it and it was an easy answer that she didn’t want to give so quickly.  She needed the help and if the labor became complicated she would need someone else there.  She may not trust this woman but at the moment she was all Fatima had.  
 
                 “Yes, I would like that.” Fatima said.  
 
                 They made small talk at the garden, catching up on the latest gossip around the area which became the replacement for news.  It sounded like everyone was pregnant and having babies, when there isn’t a TV there is not much else to do at night.  
 
                 The extra hands around the cabin were a blessing.  Isabel took care of the chickens and helped cook the meals.  Fatima was sure she was days away from going into labor.  She tried to remember how things were with the previous kids and knew she was getting close.  It was odd being on the receiving end of going into labor.  Fatima had helped deliver Isabel’s two children.  Now the role would be reversed.  Fatima would never have imagined she would be placing her life in the hands of the daughter of the man responsible for her sons’ deaths.  The new world was an odd place, and when you finally thought things could not get stranger they found a way to surprise you.  
 
                  A layer of frost covered the ground when they awoke in the morning.  Fatima had started a fire in the fireplace the night before and the cabin was fairly warm.  Isabel went to the chicken coop and gathered eggs for breakfast.  Fatima relaxed at the dinner table while Isabel created a potato and egg omelet. 
 
                 “I learned this from one of the Spanish women at the market.  It seems like everyone is trading recipes there to get some variety with the food.” Isabel said.  
 
                 Fatima was impressed with the new recipe and was disappointed in herself for not thinking of it with all the food she had available.  She had tried mixing a few things together in the past but never received a good response from the family.  
 
                 “This is really good.” Fatima said taking her third bite.  
 
                 Everyone ate quietly and finished their plates.  Fatima wished she had a bottle of red wine.  As a doctor she always thought the notion that pregnant women shouldn’t drink was total crap.  If there was ever a time when a woman needed a drink to relax and enjoy herself a little bit it would be while she was so uncomfortable.  She remembered the studies in Europe where it was common for a woman to have a glass of wine for almost every meal throughout the day and yet their children were healthier at birth and later in life than American babies.  She knew there was a difference between having a glass of wine and binge drinking.  Plus, being raised Muslim, alcohol was never an option.  After coming to America everything was an option and she sampled many things that were not allowed to her before.  The pleasure of a glass of wine was something that she quickly learned to enjoy and missed with the collapse of the world around her.  
 
                 “I wish I had something to wash that down.” Fatima said.  
 
                 “I might have something.” Isabel said leaving the table and going into her backpack.  She pulled a bottle out.  Recycled like the rest.  The label rarely stated what it carried inside.  
 
                 “Is that?” Fatima said. 
 
                 “Somebody found a small batch of concord vines not far from here and brought them to Odin.  Tastes more like grape juice from when I was a kid but better than nothing.” Isabel said taking two glasses from the cabinet and placing them on the table.  
 
                 “Are you sure you should have some?” Isabel asked. 
 
                 “Is my doctor going to tell me otherwise?” Fatima said resting her hands on her belly.  
 
                 They both laughed and Isabel poured the glasses.  
 
                 Fatima smelled the sweet scent of the wine and tasted the purple liquid.  It had a taste like grape jelly.  She exhaled and relaxed back in the chair.  
 
                 The women chatted about the wines available from Odin.  It was the first time that Fatima had forgotten about their past.  
 
                 “Have you had the maple syrup wine?” Fatima asked.  
 
                 “Oh my god it’s so good, that buttery aftertaste.  Did you try the dandelion wine?” Isabel said. 
 
                 “He can’t keep it in the store.  If you’re not there the first few days when it’s done you can’t get your hands on it.”  
 
                 “If that man wasn’t here I don’t know what we would do for fun.” Isabel said.
 
                 “Have more kids.” Fatima said. 
 
                 They broke into laughter.  It was one of the happiest moments in the house since John had left.  Fatima always had the stress of taking care of the kids by herself in the back of her mind and the new help around the house was a blessing.  Fatima finished her glass of wine.  
 
                 “It’s about time to check on the chickens.” Fatima said.  As she tried to stand it happened.  Her water broke.  
 
                 Isabel stood up and realized what was happening. 
 
                 “Holy crap, you’re, it just, we are having a baby!”  Isabel came around the table and helped Fatima outside.  People quickly learned that it was easier to bury the after birth than clean it up inside without sanitation materials.  
 
                 Setting down a clean blanket, Fatima lay down and prepared herself for the coming pain.  
 
                 “We need a clock.  On John’s side of the bed a pocket watch.  We need to time the contractions.” Fatima said as the first contraction could be felt in her belly and back.  
 
                 Isabel ran inside and came back out.  The kids waited on the porch watching.  Little John was taking care of his sister who was now walking around.  It was not the ideal situation for child care but there were few options these days.  
 
                 The contractions came quickly.  This would be Fatima’s fifth child.  She didn’t know how the labor would go but with her daughter it was quick compared with little John. 
 
                 In an hour Isabel was timing the contractions at two minutes apart.  
 
                 “Already?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “That’s what I’m getting.” Isabel replied holding her hand.  
 
                 “I guess this is it.” Fatima said. “What did you put in that wine?” 
 
                 Isabel snickered to herself. 
 
                 Fatima started to feel the urge to push.  She knew it was time.  She pushed with the next contraction.  On the second push her baby was crowning and Fatima had to do little to finish the birth.  Isabel cut the umbilical cord and tied the end connected to the baby, a little girl.  She placed her on top of Fatima, skin to skin.  A few minutes later Fatima pushed out the placenta and Isabel helped her to the cabin when Fatima was ready.  Isabel ended up doing the stitching where Fatima had torn during the birth.  The biggest concern now was infection.  
 
                 Fatima took what antibiotics she had, raw garlic and a few other herbs to boost her immune system.  Isabel kept a steady supply of fish coming in from the river and she surprised the cabin with new recipes almost every day.  Soon, Fatima was on her feet again and helping out with the chores around the cabin.  By the time she was back to normal snow was on the ground and John wasn’t home yet.  She hadn’t heard from him.  She wondered how long she would have to wait.  She pondered how old the newest member of their family would be when he did come home.  
 
                 Borrowing a pair of snow shoes Isabel left the cabin and Fatima hugged her, thanking her for her help.  It was difficult seeing Isabel leave, but she had her own family that she had not seen in a long time.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 14: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 Riding south, Chris went in the direction he swore he would never go.  Having exhausted the northern region he had no other options.  He remembered the days of the Lord’s Army and how he ended up leading people to Fort Custer.  Now he traveled back to the town he never wanted to go back to.  He was sure things were different now.  Less people, large empty areas.  It couldn’t be any different from the rest of the areas he had been to.  
 
                 He rode into the city and noticed nature was reclaiming what it once owned.  Trees were squeezing their way between slabs of concrete and buildings had started collapsing in on themselves.  This was especially true for the older un-kept buildings but others were doing well with copper or tin roofs that lasted decades on their own.  Chris stopped at the library to find a few new books to read at night.  He was tired of L. Ron Hubbard and wanted something that didn’t sound like a written self-help commercial. 
 
                 He stepped in the building that was holding up fairly well.  The sign next to the door stated it had won a National Library Award years before The Day.  
 
                 He searched the shelves and found a book with a cover that reminded him of himself, a man riding a horse into the sunset.  It wasn’t a western, instead a post-apocalyptic novel set in the near future.  He found it amusing that somebody wrote about the life he lived now.  He stashed the book by a guy named Rawles into his bag and moved on to other aisles.  He had been given a list of books to find by several people in town and tried his best to find the smallest, lightest, most comprehensive books he could find.  He found an herb book by John Lust and a few books on organic gardening that he thought may be useful.  
 
                 He turned the corner to the next aisle and found two dried pools of blood that had been there for a few years.  He recognized it from the houses he went into over the years and had violent ends waiting to be found inside.  The dried specks of blood on the spines of some of the books told a tale of murder, another forgotten event that Chris couldn’t bother himself with.  He didn’t find anything else worth grabbing and left the library. 
 
                 Riding his horse he traveled south.  Many houses had burned down.  Lawns were overgrown and he thought about how a city inspector would have a fit these days.  
 
                 “I don’t take orders from stupid anymore.”  The words escaped from his lips. 
 
                 In the distance he spotted a man crossing the street.  He stopped his horse.  The man stopped.  They looked at each other from a hundred yards away. 
 
                 Chris raised his hand as a gesture of hello.  The man raised his and they approached each other.  
 
                 The man was sporting a full beard several inches long.  A rifle slung over his shoulder.  His clothes appeared fairly new and he had a satchel that appeared empty.  
 
                 “Hello,” Chris said about thirty feet away. 
 
                 “Hello,” the man said. 
 
                 “My name is Chris.” 
 
                 “I’m Tom,” the bearded man said. 
 
                 “Nice to meet you, Tom.” Chris felt awkward. “Mind if I get off my horse?” Chris asked. 
 
                 “Still a free country, I think.” Tom said. 
 
                 Chris dismounted and approached Tom with his hand out. 
 
                 Tom gripped his hand and shook it.  
 
                 “Passing through?” Tom asked. 
 
                 “Looking for people.” Chris said.  He felt it wasn’t a good time to bring up the Chinese or anything like that. 
 
                 “It’s been awhile since I’ve had company.” Tom said. “You had dinner?”               
 
                 “Nope, that sounds good.”  Chris followed Tom to his house.  The lawn no longer existed.  Every inch of the lawn and surrounding area was a garden.  No grass to trim instead everything was edible. 
 
                 “This is amazing.” Chris said.  “How did you do this without anybody trying to take it from you?” 
 
                 “Who says they didn’t?” Tom said.  He hung the rifle next to the door.  Chris recognized it as a SKS, the predecessor to the AK-47.  
 
                 On the wood stove Tom had dinner cooking in a Dutch oven.  
 
                 “Care for a drink?” Tom asked. 
 
                 Chris saw Tom pull out a bottle of Jaeger Meister.  
 
                 “Oh, god yes.” Chris said
 
                 They did shots and shared stories.  Chris talked about the Lord’s Army and how he now was recruiting for the militia.  Tom told him about the days at the hospital before he returned home and went into hiding.  
 
                 “There was this doctor there, Persian, beautiful girl, way out of my league.  But I wonder what happened to her.”
 
                 “Fatima?” Chris said. 
 
                 “Yeah, you know her?” 
 
                 “She’s married to a buddy of mine, third kid on the way.” Chris said. 
 
                 “Did she ever find her boys?” Tom asked. “She had two sons when the shit went down.  I never saw her again.”  
 
                 Chris felt bad to tell him.
 
                 “She found them but it was too late.” 
 
                 Tom took a drink.  
 
                 “Fuck,” he said finishing his glass before refilling it. “We all lost someone.” 
 
                 “Some more than others.” Chris said. 
 
                 “True.” Tom said. “Tell me about this town you come from.” 
 
                 Chris told him about the market and the community that formed around it.  
 
                 “I can take you there if you would like.” Chris said. 
 
                 “I don’t know.  I have everything I need here.” Tom said. 
 
                 “There are plenty of single women.” Chris added.
 
                 “I’m not good with women.” Tom said.               
 
                 “These days you don’t have to be.  It’s weird when women don’t know how long they will live they become very direct with their intentions.  It doesn’t take much to get their attention.”  
 
                 “Are you serious?” Tom asked, skeptical. 
 
                 “I get laid just for showing up for a night.” Chris said taking a sip of Jaeger.
 
                 “Sounds like Dr. Strangelove,” Tom said.  “Well shit, when do we leave?” 
 
                 The next morning Tom and Chris woke up with their hangovers.  Chris readied his horse to leave.
 
                 “Hey Chris,” Tom said.  “Before we leave I need to show you something.”  
 
                 Chris worried what the secret might be.  He thought about Candice and hoped he would not have to shoot Tom as well, he liked Tom. 
 
                 Tom took him to the basement door of the house next door. Tom unlocked the shutter style doors and pulled them open.  Walking down the stairs Tom lit a candle and showed Chris the rows and stacks of food he had stored away.  
 
                 “It’s no wonder you are doing so well,” Chris said.  “If you had this at the market you would be rich.” 
 
                 “What is rich these days?” Tom asked. 
 
                 That was a good question.  
 
                 “I guess this.  You could trade for whatever you wanted.” Chris said.
 
                 “Any ammo for my 7.62?” Tom asked. 
 
                 “I’m sure somebody has it.” Chris said. 
 
                 Tom pulled a mountain bike with an attached trailer out of the shed.  
 
                 “I found this by a house that burned down a few miles away from here.”  
 
                 Tom loaded it up with boxed and canned food.  Tom told Chris how the life span of canned goods extended by years when they were stored in a cool dark place like a basement.  He locked everything and set up booby traps just in case.  Then they went on the road.  They traveled through town and Tom was surprised at how dead it was these days.  He never traveled more than a few miles away.  
 
                 They rode for two days and then reached the market.  Everyone seemed to recognize Chris but nobody knew the bearded man that he brought.  Chris had told him not to trim the beard, women seemed to like trimming and shaving it, like unwrapping a present.  
 
                 Tom was able to trade a few cases of food for a couple boxes of 7.62 surplus ammo that was at the market.  He was happy to no longer have the weight on the trailer and finally have more bullets for his hunting rifle.  
 
                 That evening he found a woman who was the local hairstylist.  She cut and trimmed his beard.  When it was short enough she pulled the straight razor out.  He relaxed and she spent an hour removing the thick stubble from his face.  Looking in the mirror he saw the man he recognized from before The Day.  Women were watching from around the room to see who this new man was and how handsome he might be.  He was in great shape having taken care of himself for the past five years.  
 
                 Chris had told him about the mead store a few doors over and he brought his bike and trading supplies with him to buy as much liquor as he could carry.  In the store sat tables and some women were already there.  One caught his eye, a blonde, curvy with green eyes.  She had full lips and bright white teeth.  Her blouse was tight advertising the cleavage of her large breasts.  Her smooth legs were crossed under the table as she watched him walk in.  She was drinking a Riesling wine that the brewer had made with some local grapes someone had found.  When she winked at him, he thought he might pass out.
 
                 He went to the bar and started negotiating the trade.  He was able to get a case of mead and a few bottles of the Riesling for the rest of his goods.  Then, he went to the blonde.  
 
                 “Hi,” he said with no plan to follow it up with. 
 
                 “Tom.” she said.               
 
                 “Word gets around.” he said sitting at the table across from her. 
 
                 “I didn’t know you were here.” she said. 
 
                 “Do I know you?” he asked.
 
                 “It’s been a few years.  We worked at the hospital together.” she was mentioning a former world.  
 
                 “Kara?” he said suddenly recognizing her.  She had lost weight but most people did on their post-modern world diets.  He noticed she was no longer wearing a wedding ring. 
 
                 After saying her name the other women in the bar gradually filed out and left realizing their chances of getting a man were shot down.  It was the experience of people in town that when two people recognized one another from before The Day it was inevitable they would get together.
 
                 “How have you been?” she asked. “You look like you have been doing well for yourself.”  
 
                 “Well, the hermit life has its ups and downs.” he said. 
 
                 “I bet it gets lonely.” she said sipping from her glass. 
 
                 “Very,” he replied.  
 
                 They talked for an hour at the table.  She had a house in town and worked scavenging around for items to trade.  Her husband had died after he went out trying to get food a few days after The Day.  He locked himself in his car and was shot trying to hide from a man with a gun. 
 
                 Tom’s story wasn’t much except for the garden and the supplies.  
 
                 “You know, I feel like we are wasting time here.” she said grabbing his hand.  
 
                 His heart raced.  
 
                 “It’s been a long time.” Tom said.  He didn’t know if it was a warning or an invitation. 
 
                 “So why wait.”  He stood up and he followed her out.  The bartender smiled as they left.  
 
                 Tom followed her back to her house and spotted some dirty looks from some of the women they passed along the way. 
 
                 “What’s their problem?” he asked her.
 
                 “They didn’t get the new guy.” she said turning around and kissing him at her door. “Come in,” she said.   
 
                 When they stepped inside Tom was nervous.  
 
                 “You know, back when we worked together, I used to check out your ass at work all the time.” she said.  
 
                 “Really?” he asked.
 
                 “Oh yeah,”
 
                 Tom thought for a minute. 
 
                 “I thought you were gorgeous,” he said. “I loved your breasts in those scrubs.”  He smiled surprised he was able to get the words out. 
 
                 She pulled her shirt up over her head. 
 
                 “You mean these?” 
 
                 All talking stopped.
 
                 The next morning the neighbors would complain at the market about being woken up repeatedly throughout the night.  Kara packed the few things she had and grabbed her bike from behind the house.  She would leave with Tom that afternoon back to his house two days south.  They would have their first child ten months later. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 15: New York City
 
    
 
                 The cool wind blew over the river.  Many of the men grew impatient, playing cards and reading the same books for the third or fourth time.  The weeks had continued on but John would not budge from the harbor.  Many had started to call him general.  He didn’t like it.  He knew he was playing that role and in all intents and purposes there was nobody above him in rank.  Supplies ran low and the thought of the Chinese fleet showing up was starting to sound more like fiction than fact.  
 
                 In the distance a rumble brewed, the high pitched squeal that had not been heard in years.  Everyone looked up.  They checked the sky, glancing at the birds and clouds, then seeing the reflection of sunlight, a jet.  John figured it was a MiG, soviet model sold to the Chinese, although he would not be surprised if there was a Russian pilot like they had done in the Korean War.  Could the Russians really pass up the opportunity to help invade the United States?  
 
                 People stood around in awe of the jet circling the city.  John was the first to move.  He cranked a hand siren and people moved to their positions.  Many of the forces were still in the Chinese uniforms and climbed onto the Chinese tanks.  The American tanks on the opposite side of the bridge were left on the shore and covered in any materials they could find to hide them.  Tree branches, boxes, lumber, sheets, anything that could be used to hide the form of a tank with U.S. markings.  
 
                 The thought of the Chinese having air superiority weighed heavy on John’s mind.  The attack would have to be quick and severe.  The jet finished circling the city and flew in low over the river.  John could swear he saw the pilot looking over the side of the cockpit at the harbor.  John took his binoculars out and looked at the mouth of the river.  He didn’t see anything at first, then the bow of a ship came into view from the south.  As John watched, it was a destroyer.  He knew somewhere there was an aircraft carrier.  There was no way a carrier was going to dock in the harbor.  The smaller ships on the other hand would try to dock and form a landing party.  
 
                 John hoped that the men would remain patient.  The last thing he needed was for everything to be in vain and miss out on the chance to put a large dent in the Chinese fleet.  The signal was the same as before, a flare shot into the air giving the signal for an orgy of destruction.  
 
                 The destroyer came down the river followed by more boats and cargo ships.  The plan was coming true like the female Chinese sergeant had said.  An army was going to unload here and create havoc on the east coast.  John stayed on the rooftop and waited.  
 
                 “Sir, should we do something?” Private Brown asked watching the ships covered in rockets and guns moving closer in the river.  
 
                 “If we sink that ship in the river, it should block anything from reaching the harbor, or at least make it more difficult.” John said thinking of his final strategy out loud.  “Tell the tanks on the harbor to aim at the water line when they open fire.  I want that ship sunk in as short a time as possible.”                
 
                 Private Brown ran across the roof and down the fire escape to the tank crews.  John kept his flare gun in his pocket and those who were out in the open were wearing sunglasses.  The longer they could keep up the rouse the better.  
 
                 The crew on the boat was running around getting the ship ready to dock.  None of the tanks moved as they were ordered.  John saw men on the deck inspecting the men on the shore.  John crossed his fingers but had a bad feeling.   The ship slowed and started to turn toward the dock.  
 
                 As the ship moved the guns moved as well.  The crew started to man them and ready them for combat.  John pulled the flare gun from his pocket and fired the round into the air.  The crew stopped moving watching the bright light move through the sky.  A man on the ship started to yell at the seamen, John didn’t understand the words and didn’t need to.  He was ordering them to open fire.  By then it was too late, the tanks moved their turrets and aimed the barrels at the massive vessel.  The cracks and bangs echoed between buildings and men ran chaotically around the deck trying to do what they were trained.  The number of rounds flying into the ship turned it into a floating earthquake knocking it around and making the crew unable to move.  John watched as the hull was ripped open and the men on the .50 caliber guns stopped the Chinese from returning fire.  Across the river, the American tanks were unloading their artillery on the cargo ship and other vessels that were part of the fleet.  The sheer size of the cargo ship meant that it could still reach the sea before it would sink if they tried to escape. 
 
                 After a few minutes the destroyer was submerging into the harbor and men were diving into the water trying to escape.  The militia men on the shore opened fire into the water making sure they never set foot on American soil.  So far the plan was working.  Then, John spotted the ball of fire across the river.  The roar of a fighter jet caught his attention and he looked up to see the MiG flying past after releasing a rocket on the tanks.  
 
                 Private Brown was next to John still waiting for further orders.  
 
                 “Get those TOW missiles in the air now.” John ordered.  
 
                 Brown ran to the edge of the building and blew a whistle to get the attention of the men in the Humvee.  He pointed to the TOW missile mounted on the turret and then at the jet flying back for another pass.  One of the men stood in the turret and tried to lock in the jet.  As the MiG passed he fired and the MiG released flares as the missile trailed behind and detonated prematurely.    
 
                 The tanks across the river continued to fire into the cargo ship and had destroyed two other boats in the water.  John was impressed they didn’t run after the first tank exploded.  The Chinese tanks on the docks joined in and started to tear apart the hull on the opposite side.  Sirens rang on the ship as it took in water and slowly sank into the riverbed.  More jets approached from the sea and the Humvee had another rocket loaded in the TOW missile system.  The system operator fired as they approached and hit one of the jets sending it flying into a skyscraper.  The image looked similar to 9-11 and caused many of the men to stop and watch.  John wondered if 9-11 would be remembered in the near future, if it was a temporary event that would be forgotten in the passing of time.  
 
                 John couldn’t see them doing any more damage to the fleet and fired another flare into the air ordering the retreat of the men on the opposite shore of the river.  
 
                 The Humvees and the men on the docks drove away from the docks, finding comfort between the buildings.  The cover of the warehouse and office buildings wasn’t as much as they thought but it was better than being on the shore.  John thought about the tanks trying to cross the bridge and hoped they would wait until night or try it on foot.  The jet would be in the air for a while and fire at anything that they could see in the open.  
 
                 John left the docks with the rest of the troops.  He drove the Jeep and had Private Brown sit in the back as a shooter in case there was any trouble.  John didn’t drive directly back to the mainland like the rest of the militia, instead he drove to the shoreline to see what the rest of the fleet looked like.  Reaching the shore he parked next to a building and walked the rest of the way.  He could see more jets flying around and several ships off shore.  Directly ahead stood the Statue of Liberty.  It was then he realized he had never seen it before.  Taking out his binoculars he could see the aircraft carrier several miles off shore.  A few battleships that surprised him and a few other ships he could not make out.  
 
                 As he watched the ships and tried to make his plans he saw a large explosion of water fly up next to the carrier.  The ship rocked to the side.  Whatever it was it was a massive detonation.   John wondered if a submarine was offshore and making their move.  He knew that submarines could stay out for long periods of time but didn’t expect any to be watching the shoreline.  Then another explosion hit the carrier.  While this happened a jet screeched overhead and fired a rocket out to sea.  John cringed as he watched it fly into the Statue of Liberty, the torso and head exploding.  Sheets of copper flew out into the ocean and the once proud greeter to the United States was no longer, a scaffold of steel and copper now deformed and defiled for all to see.  
 
                 “Those fucker’s.” Brown said as he watched the statue disappear from its former glory.  
 
                 John said nothing.  This was a new America now.  He accepted that a long time ago.  
 
                 “We need to kill more of those bastards.” Brown said watching the smoke rise from the remains of Lady Liberty. 
 
                 “Our job is done here.  They’re distracted by that submarine now so we need to get the hell out of here.  Nobody is coming to shore now.” John said walking back to the Jeep. 
 
                 “Good.” Brown said hopping in the backseat.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 16: Atlantic Ocean, New York City
 
    
 
                 Captain Palahniuk looked through the periscope; his ship had stayed on the mission of being a United States Navy submarine.  They had lost contact with any U.S. military bases years ago.  The only thing holding the crew together was to continue on with the task they were handed.  Originally, they were stationed in the Middle East.  Tension had risen between the U.S. and Syria with the civil war that was taking place.  Iran had started supplying weapons and soldiers to the government of Syria and in retaliation the U.S. Naval presence was increased.  The number of aircraft carriers and destroyers was hard to hide.  The submarines were assumed by the local countries to also be in the waters of the Middle East.  
 
                 Before The Day, the USS Nemo was patrolling the Strait of Hormuz.  They would report to the other ships of activities in the strait.  The mission was long and boring. Nothing ever happened with Syria or Iran.  Instead The Day happened.  They were first notified through radio communication.  They had received a transmission from the Baghdad embassy about Washington D.C. being decimated by a nuclear bomb.  Military bases around the world were put on red alert.  They tried to run themselves independently, however, the head had been cut off, the Pentagon was gone, and now the personal agendas of generals became policy.  The USS Nemo became a harvester of information.  
 
                 Bases in Afghanistan disappeared, communication stopped, and those men were considered lost.  One seaman said it sounded like the fall of the U.S.S.R. in the late eighties.  The embassy in Baghdad, Iraq was eventually overrun and the 40,000 troops stationed there were taken prisoner or executed after they ran out of ammo and were never re-supplied.  
 
                 In Asia, the USS Nemo learned that the natives of Okinawa overran the base and drove many of the Americans into the sea after years of rapes and other crimes related to the base over the decades after World War II.  China jumped at the chance to knock out U.S. naval superiority and sunk every ship they could find before they sent a fleet to reclaim Taiwan.  War erupted in Korea.  Seoul was destroyed in less than a week.  North Korean artillery fired nonstop and rockets rained down flattening the landscape.   Years later the USS Nemo learned that the war was still going on.  
 
                 The bases in Germany were reclaimed by the German government and the American’s integrated themselves into the culture, disappearing into their new home.  
 
                 Gitmo no longer existed.  With no functioning government, the military/ prison was reclaimed by Cuba after months of standoff between the two armies.  The prisoners that were detained indefinitely were executed before the base was overrun by the local Cubans.  In the end, Cuba was fully liberated and completely sealed off from the rest of the world.  
 
                 After four years without hearing anything from the mainland U.S., they decided to head home.  Captain Palahniuk feared the worst and tried to prepare his crew for what they might find.  Many were looking forward to seeing family and friends that they left so many years before.  They were proud to have information to bring back home and have answers for what happened around the world.
 
                 While traveling along the west coast of Africa they had large ships show up on the radar.  There had been several ships in a row appearing to be a convoy.  The nuclear powered USS Nemo was quiet and able to move within range for confirmation of who was traveling in such large numbers.  The periscope popped out of the water and searched for the ships on the horizon.  It wasn’t hard to see the red flags on the Chinese ships.  Cargo ships, destroyers, battleships, even an aircraft carrier was protected in the middle.  
 
                 Captain Palahniuk ordered the crew to follow the convoy and find out what their final destination was.  The Chinese Navy never appeared to worry about U.S. submarines.  They pushed on confident and in the open, no fear of attack.  The farther north they traveled the more Palahniuk feared where they were going.  
 
                 After a week of sailing the convoy was putting anchor down a few miles off-shore from New York City.  The Nemo stayed back and waited to see what was happening.  Palahniuk raised the periscope and watched the ships.  A destroyer and cargo ships moved to the mouth of the river and entered the harbor.  
 
                 “Looks like they are setting up shop.” Palahniuk said to himself.  The crew looked at each other.  Soon there would be no home to go back to.  
 
                 “What are your orders, sir?” the crew chief asked.  
 
                 Palahniuk thought for a minute.  
 
                 “Load the torpedo tubes,” he replied.  
 
                 The crew didn’t say anything in response, their excitement showed in the quickness of their movements.  They didn’t appear nervous.  Palahniuk had known they were tired of hiding for so long.  After years of being hidden under the ocean they were soon going to be known.  
 
                 Palahniuk waited.  He watched the ships move into the river and disappear.  Those ships were gone and he had little hopes of taking out the entire fleet.  He had to concentrate on the big game and put the biggest dent in the fleet he could.  
 
                 “Line up with the carrier,” Palahniuk ordered.  
 
                 The submarine shifted and turned.  Watching through the periscope Palahniuk kept his eyes on the shore and watched a flare shoot up into the sky.  He didn’t know what to make of it.  He figured it was a signal to the rest of the fleet to come in and dock in the harbor.  Then the smoke rose into the sky. 
 
                 “Sir, should we fire?” the crew chief asked. 
 
                 “Just wait,” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 More smoke came up from the harbor.  He saw flashes of light reflecting off the sides of buildings.  Was there a resistance on shore?  
 
                 “It appears we may have help on the mainland.” Palahniuk said to the rest of the crew. 
 
                 The men cheered quietly, keeping with their constant silence.  Fists thrown up to the ceiling and large grins grew on faces.  
 
                 Palahniuk continued watching, waiting for the best opportunity to strike.  He watched the cargo ship try to back out of the river, quickly sinking as it pushed back into the ocean.  Large holes were torn into the hull.  He turned the periscope back to the rest of the fleet and noticed the crew on the aircraft carrier busy putting planes in the air.  MiGs left the runway and Palahniuk was pissed at himself for not firing sooner.  
 
                 “Fire the torpedoes.” Palahniuk ordered.  
 
                 “Fire the torpedoes!” the crew chief repeated.  
 
                 The hum of the torpedoes played over the speakers of the sub.  The crew waited to hear the detonation of their attack.  Many long seconds later they felt the detonation and cheered when Palahniuk confirmed the hit.  
 
                 “Load the torpedo tubes, these bastards are not going home.”  
 
                 The crew cheered breaking silence and determined to sink as many ships as they could until they were dead or the Chinese were dead.  
 
                 Palahniuk watched the battle through the periscope.  The MiGs flew over the city and rockets trailed them.  Whoever was on shore wasn’t unarmed against the Chinese invaders.  The MiGs used flares to out maneuver the rockets and circled around for another attack.  
 
                 “Torpedoes ready,” the crew chief told the captain.
 
                 “Fire!” Palahniuk ordered.  
 
                 “FIRE!” the crew chief repeated. 
 
                 Palahniuk watched the MiGs fly back to the harbor and another rocket met them on the way.  One of the MiGs were hit and spiraled down into the side of a skyscraper.  Palahniuk moved the periscope to the aircraft carrier and watched as the side of the ship was rocked by the second pair of torpedoes.  
 
                 “Hit,” he hollered.  The crew cheered. 
 
                 Destroyers and smaller ships were starting to circle the carrier but not before the damage had been done.  Palahniuk watched the MiGs circle around again and instead of flying back over the harbor they fired their rockets into the Statue of Liberty.  The giant copper structure blew apart and smoked arose from the remains.  
 
                 “Lady Liberty is down.” Palahniuk told the crew. 
 
                 “Are you serious?” the radar operator asked.               
 
                 “Fuckers,” a voice said in the background.  
 
                 “Load the tubes,” Palahniuk ordered. 
 
                 “Already done, sir.” 
 
                 “Fire on the carrier again, we can clean out some of these small ships before they find us.”  
 
                 The submarine fired and Palahniuk watched as a destroyer blew into the air.  The ammo compartment must have been hit.  The second torpedo made it through the line and ripped into the hull of the carrier adding to the damage.  Smoke rose into the air and Palahniuk took pride in the damage they were inflicting.  
 
                 “Load the tubes,” Palahniuk ordered.  He wondered how long they could keep this up.  They still have nukes available on their submarine but he knew they would never use them and not in something like this.  They would have fired those years ago if they would have used them.  
 
                 Palahniuk looked for the battleship and ordered the submarine to aim at their new target.  The battleship had lined itself up with the shore and aimed their guns at the city.  The concussion of the guns vibrated through the submarine as the battleship fired into the buildings and skyscrapers of New York.  The Chinese were pissed and looking to cause as much damage as they could.  
 
                 “Fire!” Palahniuk ordered.  
 
                 The torpedoes ripped through the water and the hum of their motors echoed through the speakers.  The crew listened.  One of them detonated early hitting a cruiser that Palahniuk assumed had tried to block the torpedo.  The second torpedo hit the battleship sending water into the air and leaving the crew in a panic on the deck.  
 
                 “I can’t believe these assholes are still using battleships.” Palahniuk said to himself.  
 
                 “Fire when ready.” Palahniuk ordered.  A minute later two more torpedoes were in the water.  
 
                 The fleet was in a panic.  This was not the invasion the Chinese had envisioned.  
 
                 Palahniuk lowered the periscope and paused for a second.  
 
                 “Cease fire,” he ordered.  “Head northeast, maintain silence.”  
 
                 The order traveled through the submarine and they changed course.  Palahniuk knew they were pushing their luck and it was better to leave and fight again later then to commit suicide and stay.  He would keep an eye on the Chinese fleet and make sure they were leaving instead of being stubborn and continue with their failed mission.  
 
                 “I can’t believe they tried this again,” the crew chief whispered to Palahniuk.  
 
                 “What do you mean?” 
 
                 “1412, the emperor sent a fleet of ships all over the world to colonize.  A fleet landed on the west coast of North America and failed to set up a colony.  They tried this before and now they try it again when we are here.” the crew chief explained. 
 
                 “I can’t say we have learned from history either.” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 The USS Nemo stayed under the surface and continued on their mission.  Instead of collecting information they were now the protectors of the east coast.  If anybody tried to invade the United States they would have to go through them to do it.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 17: New York City
 
    
 
                 Chung flew his MiG over New York City trying to get a clear view of the battle being waged in the harbor.  He had already used his flares to take a missile off his heat signature and destroyed one tank that he could see.  Flying back over the harbor he went in for a second look, hoping to see the enemy that fired on the Chinese ships attempting to dock.  All he could see were Chinese tanks on the shore, the force that was supposed to meet them and secure the dock.  In a split second he decided that the tanks must have been captured and were now being used against their own forces.  He readied the missiles on his jet and tried to lock in.  The buzzer went off again in the cockpit.  Another missile launched at him.  He banked to the left and watched as his wingman took a direct hit.  The remains of the jet flew straight into a skyscraper.  The explosion blew through the back of the building.  
 
                 Over the radio Chung heard the aircraft carrier was under attack.  He turned around to see if he could help.  There were no boats attacking the ship, or aircrafts for that matter.  If there was a submarine in the water Chung had no way of attacking it.  He flew over and watched as torpedoes rocked the side of the massive carrier and then he realized his ride home was going to be at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.  
 
                 The second MiG in the air called him over the radio. 
 
                 “Looks like we have to come up with a plan B,” the other pilot said.  
 
                 Chung recognized the voice as Qi one of the more experienced pilots. 
 
                 “What’s plan B?” Chung asked.
 
                 “Find a new runway to land.” Qi replied. 
 
                 For them the battle was over.  They could try to attack the shore again but after that they were still left without a place to land.  
 
                 Chung looked for the nearest target to lose his payload.  He aimed at the Statue of Liberty and fired his rockets.  Both of them hit their target ripping through the copper structure blowing a large portion into the water.  The statue stood torso and arm gone.  Smoke rose from the remains as Chung and Qi flew off over the state of New York in hopes of finding a safe place to land and then escape and evade until their forces reached them when they finally worked their way in from the shore.  
 
                 Both jets had full fuel tanks and they were in no hurry to find a place to land.  They spotted several long strips of highway that were clear for a safe landing.  In their briefing of the invasion they were told how Eisenhower sold the project of the U.S. highway system as a military benefit, including doubling as a runway.  Now that worked to their advantage.  The jets flew over the Smoky Mountains and then they found open fields and long flat highways.  Both men were from the fields of China and knew this kind of land well.  They both agreed on a highway and looped back around to line up and slow their descent.  Qi went first to get a feel for the surface.  He touched down and the tires skidded.  He hit the flaps to slow the jet.  Then the front tire blew and the nose of the jet dropped and he started losing control.  He pulled back the stick forgetting that the jet was no longer in the air.  He pulled the handle for the emergency ejection and the glass dome above him shot up and the seat flew into the air.  His parachute deployed and he dropped to the ground watching his jet engulfed in flames on the highway.  
 
                 Chung’s jet followed Qi’s and watched as things went wrong.  Once the jet dropped nose first into the pavement Chung hit the throttle and took his MiG airborne again.  He went into the air and circled the destruction to see that Qi had ejected and was going to land in a field with his parachute.  Chung circled and decided to try and land his jet on the same highway.  The worst he figured was that he would have to eject as well.  Descending over the wrecked MiG, Chung slowed the jet and put the flaps up.  Once all tires were on the pavement he hit the brakes and tried to stop the jet as fast as possible. The highway was rough but he was able to stop and turn off the engine.  He gathered everything that he was required to have in his jet with him.  
 
                 He had a Tokerov pistol that looked similar to a Colt 1911.  There was the giant road map of the United States that he had in his pocket.  Food, a knife, compass, and a kit filled with survival tools.  In his pocket rested the cyanide capsule that they were still required to have even though the Cold War was over.  The Russians had them and used them on a few occasions and the Chinese followed their example. 
 
                 Chung climbed out of the cockpit and he could see Qi in the field gathering his parachute.  
 
                 Chung ran to Qi, there was some comfort in being with another Chinese in this strange place.  
 
                 “We need to get out of this field and far from these jets.” Qi said. 
 
                 “That smoke is not going to help,” Chung added.  
 
                 They took off on foot and ran through the field.  They spotted a tree line and decided to use that to move in the brush for cover.  There were hills in the distance and Chung figured there was more cover and places to get lost in.  
 
                 “Sounds good to me.” Qi added to the idea.  
 
                 When they stopped Chung pulled out his map and looked it over.  
 
                 “Where the hell are we?” Qi said.  
 
                 “I think we landed on this highway.” Chung pointed to a long line that ran below the Great Lakes.  They looked over the mountains and tried to remember what they could see from the air.  Then Chung tried to remember the number of the highway on the signs before they left in a hurry.  They looked the map over and found they might be in southern Ohio.  They were at the start of the Appalachian Mountains.  The hills and mountains they were hiding in was the beginning of some of the oldest mountains in the world. 
 
                 They found water quickly and realized they had no way to carry it.  They forgot their canteens in their hurry and Qi lost most of his supplies in the jet on the highway. 
 
                 They decided to move up the mountain and get a higher view of the land they were on.  They spent the night half way up finding a small cave to take shelter in.  The night was cold and they huddled together to try and keep warm.  
 
                 “You never tell anyone about this,” Qi said to Chung.
 
                 The next morning they made their way to the top and had a look over the highway and the valley on the opposite side.  They didn’t see any sign of life.  No Americans were hunting them.  The MiG no longer burned on the highway.  They were completely alone.  
 
                 “Shit.” Qi said as he looked over the landscape.  
 
                 “I guess we get to claim this if we want it.” Chung said shrugging his shoulders.
 
                 “Claim what?  No home, no women, this is shit.”  Qi kicked a rock down the mountain and then let out a scream.  
 
                 “What are you doing?” Chung said.
 
                 “There is nobody here, nobody is coming for us.  The fleet isn’t coming anymore. They went back home if they weren’t sent to the bottom of the ocean.  We are fucked.” Qi dropped down and sat on a rock.  
 
                 “We don’t know they went home.” Chung was trying to be optimistic but he had the feeling Qi was right.  He remembered watching the hull of the ship being ripped apart.  Odds were it was at the bottom of the ocean.  “Shit.” Chung sat down and joined Qi in his sulking. 
 
                 “So what do we do now?” Qi asked.
 
                 “You’re the senior here, isn’t that your call?” Chung replied. 
 
                 Qi looked around.  
 
                 “There is a river at the bottom of this valley.  There could be shelter there.” Qi pointed out.
 
                 “No sense in waiting here.” Chung said standing up and starting his way down the mountain.  
 
                 They carefully climbed down making sure not to get injured.  A twisted ankle or knee was not something that would help them in the middle of a wasteland.  
 
                 By the end of the day they had traveled the few miles to the bottom of the valley.  They chugged water and rinsed the sweat off their faces. 
 
                 “Oh this is great.” Qi said. 
 
                 He wallowed in the water like a pig in a pen.  He turned over and tried to catch fish he could see with his hands.  
 
                 “You can’t catch fish like that.” Chung said.
 
                 “Are you saying my Kung Fu is no good?” Qi replied.  He shot his hand in the water and pulled a fish up with a huge grin on his face.  Then the fish slipped out and escaped back into the river. 
 
   “I told you, you can’t catch fish like that.” Chung said laughing.  Then he stopped laughing looking across the river.  
 
                 Qi stopped and looked in the same direction.  A deer stood on the shore drinking from the water.  
 
                 “Oh,” Qi put his finger to his lip.  
 
                 Chung pulled his Tokerov from its holster and slowly took his aim.  He fired and watched the bullet ricochet off the boulder the deer stood on.  The deer turned and ran back into the wooded hills disappearing from view. 
 
                 “Ah, you suck at shooting.” Qi said going back to trying to catch a fish. 
 
                 “At least I still have my gun.” Chung said bitter from the comment. 
 
                 When Qi finally gave up they walked along the shore of the river and found a house that sat on stilts off the bank of the river.  
 
                 They approached the house.  Chung had his gun out.  They were worried they were wrong about being alone.  They found the front door and Chung stood back.  He was about to kick the door when Qi turned the door knob and the door opened.  
 
                 “Who would have thought?” Chung said.
 
                 “Americans are strange.” Qi added.  They looked around and found the house was empty.  Qi slid the back sliding doors open and walked out on the porch that overlooked the river. 
 
                 “I would claim this house.” Qi said.  
 
                 Chung followed him out and looked over the rail at the river.  
 
                 That night they had their own separate beds and the next morning went about their tasks. 
 
                 Qi found fishing gear in the house and went back to the river determined to catch the fish that got away.  Chung went out into the hills looking for game to hunt and wild food that they could eat.  
 
                 Both came back with food but less than they wanted.  
 
                 Qi pulled all the food out of the cupboards and they looked over the packages trying to figure out what everything was.  Chung picked up a can that read SPAM on it.  The contents on the label looked strange.  He pulled the ring and opened the lid.  The spongy contents smelled salty and they used forks to pull out pieces of the meat inside. 
 
                 “Ew,” Qi said squinting his face.
 
                 “How do Americans eat this shit?” Chung asked. 
 
                 They moved on to other items and still found nothing that tasted like home.  Chung finished the SPAM out of hunger later wondering what kind of meat was really in the can.  
 
                 A week later, both men sat out on the porch after a dinner of fish and wild greens.  
 
                 “That fish wasn’t too bad today.” Qi said relaxing in a folding chair.  
 
                 “Good job on the catch today.” Chung replied. 
 
                 “I’m not even hungry for food anymore.  You know what I miss?  Women.  Beautiful, fat, big tittied women.  Did I ever tell you about the girl Shanghi?” Qi turned from his chair looking at Chung.
 
                 “Yes, a hundred times now.” Chung threw a fork at Qi.
 
                 “You’re just jealous.” Qi said sitting back. “I would give anything to fuck her again.” he said.  He closed his eyes.
 
                 Chung assumed he was day dreaming about his old fling.  
 
                 The two men waited weeks, months, years went by. 
 
                 They stayed at the cabin.  They hunted and gathered.  At some points they went back to the jets on the highway to see them untouched and no sign of a rescue team sent to get them.  They left a sign on the MiG that was still intact giving anyone directions to where they were.  
 
                 Five years, and then ten.  Qi gave up on ever seeing his girl from Shanghi.  Both men contemplated walking over the mountains to the east coast.  They never left the comfort of the cabin.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 18: New York City
 
    
 
                 The drive out of New York was quick and easy compared to what they dealt with getting there.  The roads were still empty from the trees and vehicles they moved.  The tanks on the opposite side of the river were left behind.  The fuel needed to take them along was non-existent.  Now the task was traveling light and getting home.  
 
                 John thought it was a major loss and hoped he wouldn’t regret it later.  Options were limited and the time spent trying to get them back to the base would leave them exposed had the Chinese found another spot to set boots on the shore.  
 
                 The convoy drove to New Beijing, the abandoned city John had his men take the POWs.  The infrastructure and the resources that the Chinese army had told them about were gasoline and other useful products.  The militia men were at the gates standing guard.  The prisoners were kept in the main hall.  John’s Jeep drove through the gate with the men saluting him.  It still felt odd but he kept up the appearance.  
 
                 The man he left in charge came out of a house eating a chicken leg and dropped it on the ground to salute.  
 
                 “Wasting chicken is no way to impress me.” John said stepping out of the Jeep.  
 
                 “Sorry sir.” the sergeant said. 
 
                 “I want to see the prisoners.” John ordered. 
 
                 Getting in the Jeep they drove to the main hall and the sergeant unlocked the doors.  Inside were the few dozen Chinese soldiers that had been captured at the harbor.  They were thin and malnourished.  Cheeks sunk in.  
 
                 “How much have you been feeding them?” John asked.  
 
                 “Enough,” the sergeant replied. 
 
                 “Get out!” John said to the sergeant. 
 
                 The man hesitated then left. 
 
                 John looked over at Brown.
 
                 “You are now promoted to Sergeant.  Your first task is to make sure these people are fed.” 
 
                 “Yes, sir!” Brown was excited at his new promotion.  
 
                 The doors were closed and the two of them went to the food stores to find out what was available.  
 
                 A warehouse was loaded with grains and other stockpiles of food.  Chickens ran around the city being shot by soldiers for dinner.  The cooks and grunts were put on cooking duty to supply food for everyone.  
 
                 Porridge was made for the Chinese to get their digestive systems started again.  
 
                 While the prisoners were being taken care of John worked to collect the important materials the community would need for the future.  He went to the university and found the botany and agriculture section.  A library of books was boxed up and loaded into the trucks.  The big find was a collection of seeds.  The Chinese had planned ahead.  The seeds were specially picked for growing in the North American climate.  They were planning on settling down.  
 
                 “Load these up.” John ordered.  Large boxes of seeds were taken out.  The ones he was most impressed with were the Chinese medicinal seeds.  He thought Fatima would be happy to have them. 
 
                 After a week at New Beijing the militia was ready to leave.  All weapons were loaded up or destroyed.  The Chinese still had a city, what they decided to do after that was up to them.  
 
                 John scheduled a celebration and ordered all the sake and liquor to be brought out.  The militia had a feast and partied all night.  Not all of it was good but the scuffles and problems that arouse were quickly taken care of.  
 
                 
 
   Chapter 19: New Beijing, New York State
 
    
 
                 Wang stayed by Li, his woman, and watched over her the best he could under the circumstances.  When they were fed he gave her some of his food making sure she was fed to the best of his abilities.  The Americans were giving their prisoners rotten rice and a little water.  The food wasn’t much and the men started to waste away quickly.  
 
                 Wang offered his food to his lovely sergeant.  She looked at him. 
 
                 “You need your strength,” she said. 
 
                 “I told you I would take care of you.” he said offering his bowl of rice again. 
 
                 She ate some to appease him and then gave the remains back.  
 
                 “I’m full,” she said. 
 
                 He ate the rest and they waited in the dark hall.  Days were long and the room became hot from the sunlight.  The smell of the feces in the corner filled the air.  The conditions were ripe for disease.  
 
                 The doors unlocked.  It wasn’t time for food to be delivered, something else was happening.  
 
                 Three men walked in.  
 
                 One Li recognized as the commander who took her surrender.  She respected him.  He could have killed all of them but instead took them prisoner.  She would have killed all of the Americans had the roles been reversed.  
 
                 She couldn’t hear the conversation but he appeared to be upset.  One of the men stormed out of the hall.  The doors closed and everyone was in the dark again.  
 
                 An hour later the doors reopened and carts of food were brought in with armed guards.  The prisoners were lined up and given bowls of food with meat and greens in rice porridge.  Things had changed.  Some of the Chinese were hesitant to eat it thinking they were being poisoned. 
 
                 “Eat the food.  If it is poisoned it would be better than rotting away!” Li hollered to the men in Chinese. 
 
                 The men ate, some to the point of puking.  Wang still offered his food to his sergeant and she turned it down.  
 
                 “I have a feeling things will be different from now on.” she told him while eating her food. “Thank you for taking care of me. I won’t forget it.” she said winking to him. 
 
                 He smiled and ate his food.  When she smiled at him it made his day.  Any day she smiled was a good day. 
 
                 The days that followed were filled with food and improving conditions.  Men were brought in to clean up the feces in the corners of the hall.  Shovels were handed to the prisoners and they took turns cleaning up the mess to be hauled out.  
 
                 At the end of the week fireworks were going off.  The guards were in high spirits.  The prisoners were worried about the celebrations. 
 
                 The doors unlocked and a group of three men walked in. 
 
                 “Which one are you talking about?” a man in tan camouflage pants said looking through the prisoners. 
 
                 “That one over there,” a second man said pointing at her.  
 
                 “Shit,” she said to herself.
 
                 “What is it,” Wang asked her. 
 
                 “I think I’m in trouble,” she said. 
 
                 “You’re right.  She is hot.” the first man said. 
 
                 The third man walked toward her. 
 
                 “You over here.” he said pointing at her. 
 
                 She shook her head and stayed back by the wall. 
 
                 Wang stood between them.  She knew he was going to get hurt. 
 
                 “Get back, midget.” the third man said.  
 
                 Wang put his hands up in a boxing stance. 
 
                 The third man grabbed his head and pushed him aside. 
 
                 Wang tried to punch this western giant but to no effect.  The third man grabbed Li by the wrist and pulled her through the doors.  
 
                 Wang tried following them out but was kicked in the gut and thrown back into the hall.  
 
                 “Li!” he yelled as the doors locked. 
 
                 The three men looked Li over.  
 
                 “She will do just fine.” the third man said.  
 
                 “Let’s get her back to the house.” the first man said grabbing her by the wrist.  
 
                 She went along with them knowing she would be killed or beaten if she resisted.  
 
                 As they walked down the street Li watched the fireworks going off.  She remembered the New Year’s celebration and missed Wang.  She knew after they were done with her she would be damaged goods.  She never seriously considered his offer of being his wife but now feared he would not want her.  
 
                 “Where are you taking my prisoner?” a man said standing in front of the group.  
 
                 “Tonight is a party, we invited her to celebrate.” the first man said with the tan pants.
 
                 “Really?” the man said, a black silhouette standing before them.
 
                 “What the fuck do you care, she’s a chink.” the third man said. 
 
                 “Fuck it, you want a piece.  Plenty to go around.” the second man offered. 
 
                 “I don’t like to share.  Put her back before I put you down.” the man said.
 
                 “Who the fuck do you think you are?” the third man asked. 
 
                 Fireworks went off in the sky lighting up the street for a split second.  The man before them was John Adams, the commander in charge.  One of the men pulled his sidearm knowing he was screwed. 
 
                 John had his out already and shot the man, and then he took down the other two.  Li stayed still.  
 
                 The man who was shot first lay on the ground groaning. 
 
                 “You shot me over a chink.” he said, back arched in pain. 
 
                 “America doesn’t need men like you.” John said finishing the man with a bullet to the head. 
 
                 He looked at Li. 
 
                 “Come with me.” he said.  He didn’t pull her along or force her.  She followed him of her own free will.  
 
                 They walked down the street and came to John’s barracks.  Two men watched the door and saluted him as they walked in.  
 
                 “Sit down, please.” he said standing behind his desk.  She did as he said.  “I’m not going to pretend we are friends.” he started.  “We are in a difficult spot here.  My men and I are leaving here in the morning.  The last thing we will do is release you and your men.  You are free to stay here and make a new life for yourselves.  I know that your culture isn’t exactly prone to following a woman but I know you are the best chance for these people to survive.”  
 
                 John turned around and grabbed the Dragonov rifle leaning against the wall.  
 
                 “I believe this is yours.” he said.
 
                 She nodded. 
 
                 “You will get this back tomorrow.  When I leave you will have ammo left for you a mile outside of the city walls.  This is the only rifle we are leaving here.  This is for you to keep things in line.  Understood?” he asked.
 
                 She nodded again. 
 
                 “There is a store house a few blocks from here that is filled with seeds and tools for starting some crops.  You’ll have enough food to make it through winter.”
 
                 “Why don’t you kill us, why save me from those men?” she asked. 
 
                 “I’m done with killing.  I was in Iraq before The Day.  I was done with it then and now I have to out of necessity.  I don’t want to kill you.  Personally, I think you and your people are just as screwed as we are.  Those men, we don’t need anybody like them breeding or adding to an already difficult world.”  
 
                 “I see.” she said. 
 
                 “Who is the young man that is always with you?” John asked.  “Your boyfriend, right?” 
 
                 “He wants to be.  He asked me to be his wife.” she said. 
 
                 “Life could be short.  Do you like him?” 
 
                 “He has potential.” she said.  
 
                 “You should take him up on it.  Anybody that would fight that hard to protect you when they don’t have to, that is a rare thing.”  
 
                 She nodded. 
 
                 John picked up a teapot on the desk and filled two cups with tea.  
 
                 “It’s jasmine pearl tea.” he said. “I used to like this before The Day and was happy to find it here.”
 
                 Li picked up her cup.  It was warm but not hot.  
 
                 “To our peace?” John said. 
 
                 Li nodded and sipped from the cup.  They sat in silence.  They were relaxed.  Things felt like they were finally over and soon they would go about their lives.  She wanted to get back to Wang and tell him about the peace agreement.  She wanted to tell him she was safe.  
 
                 They finished their tea and John walked Li back to the Hall.  The bodies of the men were already cleaned up.  Except for the pools of blood that were still on the concrete, it looked like nothing had ever happened.  
 
                 “Thank you for earlier.” she said to him as they reached the door. 
 
                 John put his hand out. 
 
                 “I know it’s western but it’s how we finish our agreements.” John said. 
 
                 She shook his hand and walked back to Wang who stood up to greet her.  
 
                 “Are you ok?” he asked. 
 
                 “I’m fine, how is your stomach?” 
 
                 “Bruised, I’ll be fine.”  
 
                 “They are letting us go tomorrow.” she said. 
 
                 “Really?” 
 
                 “Really.” 
 
                 “What happens then?” Wang asked her. 
 
                 “I become your wife.” she said. 
 
                 
 
                 The next morning the prisoners were lined up outside.  John stood on the back of the Jeep looking over them.  He held the Dragonov rifle in his hands and some of the prisoners worried they would be shot.  He had Li brought forward and threw the rifle down to her.  
 
                 “You are in charge now.” he said. “From this moment on Sergeant Li is in charge of this city.  If I find out anything happened to her or she is overthrown we will come back and eliminate this entire city.  Sergeant Li, I leave you in charge.” John slapped the rail of the Jeep and Sergeant Brown started the ignition and drove out of New Beijing.  A mile outside of the city Brown stopped the Jeep and John placed three cans of ammo on the double yellow lines.  
 
                 “Are you sure you want to leave them something to use on us?” Brown said. 
 
                 “I made a promise.  Besides, she has more pressing matters with an army of mostly men who don’t take orders from women.”  
 
                 Brown bobbed his head around taking in what John had said.  
 
                 They hopped back into the Jeep and drove on catching up to the rest of the convoy that had left earlier.  
 
    
 
                 The first thing Li did when the Jeep left was walk the one mile out of the city.  She found the three cans of ammo in the middle of the street and carried them back.  She went back to her old apartment and stashed two of the cans away and opened the third.  She took an old can opener out and pried the can open finding the wrapped paper packets of bullets.  
 
                 “Li,” a male voice said. 
 
                 She turned around and it was Wang.  
 
                 “How did you know to find me here?” she asked. 
 
                 “You think I would forget this place?” he retorted.
 
                 She loaded the Dragonov and threw the rifle over her shoulder. 
 
                 “Some of the men are talking about taking over.” he told her. 
 
                 “I know.  I’m going to take care of that right now.” she said walking past him.  
 
                 He grabbed her arm, stopping her in the doorway.  He kissed her on the lips, the first time since New Year’s Eve. 
 
                 “For luck,” he said. 
 
                 “I don’t need luck,” she said walking away. “They do.”  
 
                 
 
                 A group of men had the crowd’s attention.  Almost everyone that was a prisoner stood in the square.  Two men stood on a stage driving the crowd.  
 
                 “Who is she to tell us what to do?  No man in his right mind takes orders from a woman.  She is the reason we lost the battle on the dock that day.  If we had a true leader this never would have happened.”  
 
   
  
 

              Some people in the crowd knew these men were lying.  Li was never in charge of the army, she was simply a sniper.  They were mad that the American had put her in charge of the prisoners instead of someone else.  She was the highest rank left but she was not in charge of the military.  
 
                 “If we are going to survive we need real leadership, we need true Chinese values, we need to take back this city and let our brothers know that we are not defeated.”  
 
                  A shot rang out.  The man addressing the crowd dropped on the stage.  The back of his skull missing and the contents of it emptied on the floor.  A small hole was visible in the forehead.  
 
                 The crowd was silent.  They turned around and saw Li standing fifty yards back with her rifle in hand.  
 
                 “Does anybody else have anything to say?” 
 
                 The crowd was silent. 
 
                 “We don’t have time for this.  All of you have a job to do.  Get to it.” Li said, rifle butt in her hip, the barrel pointed in the air.  
 
                 The crowd quickly dispersed.  
 
                 “I see you handled that easily.” Wang said behind her. 
 
                 “You, meet me back at the apartment.  I have some stress to get out.” she said turning around and walking back to her place.  
 
    
 
                 The convoy stopped at the Canadian border as it had before in Detroit.  John passed all the vehicles in the Jeep and met the border guards at the booth.  
 
                 “General.” the guard said. 
 
                 John was surprised at his sudden promotion from a foreign soldier.  
 
                 “Were you successful on your mission?” the guard asked. 
 
                 “The Chinese will think twice about coming back to America.” John replied.  
 
                 The guard went back to the booth and made a phone call. 
 
                 “My superior says congratulations.  You may pass through as you did last time.  You will have a full escort and no stops along the way so make sure all vehicles are topped off.”
 
                 “Thank you,” John replied. 
 
                 Word traveled down the convoy to top off all fuel tanks and be prepared to drive straight through.  Many vehicles already filled their fuel tanks suspecting the policy would be the same.  John filled his jerry can for his Jeep and waited for their escort.  An hour later two Humvees pulled up with Canadian flags.  
 
                 They saluted John and introduced themselves.  
 
                 The drive started and two hours later they were back to Detroit crossing the bridge into the United States.  After Detroit they were back on I-94 and heading back to Fort Custer.  Parts of the convoy broke off on the way.  People were heading back to their own settlements and it looked like debriefing was out of the question.  John still drove back to Fort Custer and said his goodbyes to the men of the base.  
 
                 “Looks like we lost our militia.” John said to Rock.  
 
                 “It’s a militia.  I’m surprised they stuck around as long as they did.” Rock said. “Are you sticking around?” Rock asked. 
 
                 “My wife was pregnant when I left.  She should have had the baby by now and I want to get home.” 
 
                 “What the hell are you waiting for?  Get out of here.”  Rock slapped his hand on the hood of the Jeep and John pulled away down the street and sped past the gate.  
 
                 Three hours later John was pulling up to the cabin.  The drive was difficult having to get out and remove logs and branches from the old two track drive. 
 
                 The cabin looked like he remembered and there was smoke coming out of the chimney.  Fatima had to be home.  
 
                 He stepped out of the Jeep and watched a little boy running towards him. 
 
                 “Dad!” the excited voice said.  It was little John. 
 
                 John was surprised at how much he had grown in a little amount of time.  He picked up his son and look around for his wife.  Fatima walked out of the cabin looking as beautiful as ever.  Her hair was longer and her pregnant belly was gone replaced with the baby in her arms.  Her eyes lit up and John ran to her with his son in his arms.  
 
                 “John,” she said.  
 
                 He couldn’t say anything.  He leaned over and kissed her.  
 
                 “I’m back,” their foreheads touched trying to get close while their children were between them.  Wasimah came out of the cabin.  She was now walking and grabbed Fatima’s leg.  The whole family was back together.  
 
                 “Who is this?” John asked looking at their new baby.  
 
                 “This is our daughter,” Fatima said. 
 
                 “What’s her name?” John took her into his arms and held her. 
 
                 “I haven’t named her yet.” Fatima replied. 
 
                 “Li.” John said. 
 
                 “Li?” Fatima said. “A Chinese name?” 
 
                 “It’s a new world.” John said. “I met a woman named Li when I was away.  We could be so lucky to have a daughter half as strong as she is.” 
 
                 “You’ll have to tell me about it.” Fatima said.  The family went into the cabin and enjoyed their first meal together in a long time.  They spent the rest of the day in the cabin and caught up on the events of the past few months.  
 
                 Before sunset John went back to the Jeep and brought a box into the cabin. 
 
                 “I have something for you.” John said.  He opened the lid and pulled out bags of seeds.  Each one was labeled and in the bottom was a set of books on Chinese medicine.  
 
                 “I don’t know how to grow these but I thought we could give it a try.  It would be good for the clinic.” he said. 
 
                 “I don’t know how to grow these either but we do have a botanist now coming to the market.” Fatima said.  “I think you might know her.” 
 
                 “How?” 
 
                 “She was at the cannibal camp when they were killed.  Did you let one go?” she asked. 
 
                 He didn’t know how to respond. 
 
                 “She’s a blonde, young girl.”  
 
                 “I remember her.  I couldn’t do it.” he admitted. 
 
                 “It’s ok.  It was the right choice.” Fatima said. 
 
                 “How is she?” he asked. 
 
                 “She’s with Chuck.” Fatima said a big smile on her face. 
 
                 “I knew that guy was going to get around.” John said. 
 
                 “He moved in with her.  She has a farm two hours north of here.  She is always bringing new foods to the market.”  
 
                 “I’m glad to hear Chuck is doing well.” John said. 
 
                 “There were a lot of guys jealous when they got together.  Once she got her health back on track she turned out to be quite a beautiful girl.”  
 
                 The next week John drove Fatima to Betty’s farm to get advice on growing the herbs.
 
                 Betty recognized John right away even without the grey face paint.  She had a sense of fear about her. 
 
                 “Hi,” John said. 
 
                 “Is it you?” Betty said. 
 
                 “The camp.” John said. 
 
                 Betty walked up to him and hugged him.  
 
                 “Thank you.” she said. 
 
                 “I almost killed you that day.” John said. 
 
                 “That day I wanted you to.  Now I’m glad you didn’t.” Betty said.  
 
                 Betty turned to Fatima and saw the box of seeds. 
 
                 “Where did you get these?” Betty asked. 
 
                 “Some very nice Chinese people didn’t need them anymore.” John answered.  
 
                 They went into the house.  Chuck took John around the house and showed him the garden and their expansion into chickens and rabbits.  Inside Betty wrote down how to grow the herbs that John had brought back from his travels.  Betty wasn’t surprised at all that the same two people that rescued her were married.  She later learned that John was the guy that helped Chuck come into the community.  After that day they made a habit to invite Fatima and John over to the house once a month.  They both owed them for the new life that they shared.  
 
                 Returning home Fatima was able to start growing some of the herbs but had to wait for the next spring for the others.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 20: Atlantic Ocean
 
    
 
                 Captain Palahniuk found himself often thinking in his cramped quarters.  He wondered about the name of the USS Nemo.  He had already exceeded his expectations by being out at sea for as long as he had.  He didn’t know if it was luck or skill that kept his men and himself out of harm’s way during the battle at New York City.  The final count was China zero, or one if you count the Statue of Liberty, to many from the USS Nemo.  He figured the carrier was a loss and the destroyer and other ships they hit were goners.  He still didn’t know who was on shore that day but it was safe to assume they were the good guys.  
 
                 Palahniuk wrote in his notes their course and days at sea.  He had the crew running evasive maneuvers but really he was biding his time to figure out what their next move was.  In the end it was always the same conclusion: going home.  The crew was from all over the United States.  One guy was from Puerto Rico.  It would be impossible to drop them off at home and wave them off.  Just like anything else with the sub they would have to work together for one goal.  He came up with two plans and decided he would let the crew vote as to which one they wanted.  
 
                 He turned his light off and fell asleep.  
 
                 Although the submarine worked on the same hours as the world above the surface, the atmosphere was artificial.  They had the same clocks and worked the same hours, but things were still different.  Time didn’t feel the same.  The loss of sun and being boxed in caused people to lose themselves and their sense of time.  While some men were waking up to morning others were going to bed for the night and with the lack of sunlight they were both right.  
 
                 When Palahniuk awoke he went to the deck and decided to gather the men as best he could and explain the plan.  It would be the first time that he left the decision up to the men but this would be the last stop for the Nemo.  They had seen their battles and survived under the hardest conditions.   Now it was time to retire and start a new life.  
 
                 The crew arrived on deck and huddled close in the room.  Palahniuk kept his head down.  He didn’t say anything until the room was silent and many people thought they were going to hear more bad news, more nukes went off, the world was at war, or maybe they were spotted and the end was near.  When Palahniuk raised his head all eyes were on him.  
 
                 “The reason I asked you to be here is because we have come to a time to make a choice.  I don’t think it’s up to me to make this choice alone since it involves the future of everyone else in this sub.  We have all been through a lot over the past five years and I’m thankful for having the crew that I did because I don’t think anybody else would have made it as long as we did.  Having said that, I have decided that it is time to go home.”  
 
                 The room exploded in cheer, men hugged each other and hollered.  
 
                 Palahniuk put his hands up trying to get their attention again. 
 
                 “However, however, where is home?  That is the question I have been trying to answer.  How can I ask you to take this sub somewhere that isn’t home to you?”
 
                 “We’re family, where this sub goes, we go.” one man hollered from the back. 
 
                 “That is exactly why I’m leaving it up to a vote.  Hopefully, we can agree as to which route we take and set this ship down in its final resting place of our choosing.  On this map here I have two paths we can take.  One is up Chesapeake Bay and up the Potomac River to the Appalachian Mountains.  And the other is up the Mississippi River and maybe the Ohio River depending on where we want to make the final stop.” 
 
                 “What about the St. Lawrence River to the Great Lakes?” one of the men asked.  
 
                 “I thought about that and considering we don’t know what Canada’s opinion of us is or how they sit on world affairs, I’d rather not have a nuclear sub fall into their hands.”
 
                 The men agreed and stuck with the two offers that were on the board.  
 
                 “You have until the end of the day, 12 hours to vote.  Votes will be counted at 2100 hours so make sure everyone gets theirs in.” Palahniuk said placing a jar on the table with a stack of post-it notes.  
 
                 Word spread to the rest of the crew quickly and the jar was filling fast.  The crew chief came to Palahniuk at 1800 hours with the jar.  
 
                 “What are you doing?” Palahniuk asked. 
 
                 “The men voted, all of them.  They are eager to hear the results.”
 
                 “Two hours going to kill them?” Palahniuk asked. 
 
                 “After five years on a submarine it’s too long to wait for anything.”  
 
                 Palahniuk grabbed the jar and started pulling the folded post-it notes out.  The crew chief helped and in the end they had two counted piles and one vote set aside.  
 
                 “It looks like we’re going up the Mississippi.” Palahniuk said.  
 
                 “And the one guy that wanted the Potomac?”  
 
                 “I might have a talk with him.” Palahniuk said.  He had a feeling as to why someone would want to take that route.  
 
                 It was almost 1900 hours and the click of the microphone being picked up could be heard throughout the sub.  
 
                 “Attention crew, this is your captain speaking.  The votes have been added up and it looks like it is almost unanimous we will be going up the Mississippi River for our last voyage.  However, I would like to hear the opinion from the crew about taking a detour to Washington D.C. to get one last look of the capital before we go home, thank you.”  Palahniuk placed the microphone on the hook and went back to the charts to start plotting their next course.  
 
                 A few minutes later a man came to the deck asking to speak to the captain.  Palahniuk let him in.
 
                 “Sir, I’m the one that voted for the Potomac.  I was from Washington D.C.  I wanted to see my home for the last time.”
 
                 “You know the city was destroyed.” Palahniuk asked him.
 
                 “I know, but it’s like, it’s like when a person’s house burns down.  Even though there is nothing left and you try to tell them they still want to see it.  It’s not real unless I get to see it.”  
 
                 “I think we all understand that.” Palahniuk said.  “I’ve already plotted a course to the Chesapeake Bay and the Potomac.  We are all going to get a view of D.C. before we go up the Mississippi.  A last farewell to the America we once knew.” 
 
                 “Thank you, sir.”  The crewman left the room and went back to his department.  
 
                 “You think that’s wise?” the crew chief asked. 
 
                 “I think we all want to see it with our own eyes.” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 The submarine was a few hundred miles off the east coast of the United States.  It wasn’t difficult for them to change course and head to Maryland.  The seas were calm, no sight of any Chinese vessels or vessels of any kind.  The closer they came to shore, the quieter the sea became.  The radar operator noticed that the sounds of the ocean were gone.  
 
                 “Sir, I haven’t heard anything for hours, whales, dolphins, nothing is out there.” the operator said to Palahniuk. 
 
                 “What do you think it is?” 
 
                 “Remember Fukashima?” the operator asked.  
 
                 It wasn’t a long shot to assume that the radiation from the blast and the fall out would have affected the Atlantic. 
 
                 “Wouldn’t the current have carried the radiation away?” Palahniuk said to himself.  
 
                 “It doesn’t mean that the source isn’t still feeding into it.  Think about it.  When it rains all the water collects into the drains, is sent down to the rivers and streams into the Potomac and then into the Chesapeake Bay and into the Atlantic.  If the one blast never went away it will keep feeding radiation into the ocean until the levels are gone.”
 
                 “And that is thousands of years from now.” Palahniuk said thinking about the missiles that still sat in their containers in the sub.  
 
                 The quiet ocean continued until they reached the shoreline and Palahniuk viewed the coast from the periscope.  The shore was void of movement, less than the isolated islands they were depending on a few years before.  The trees appeared dead, devoid of leaves their branches and trunks skeletons of their former bodies.  Boats littered the coast, litter from the storms coming in and no humans to clean it up.  That was the most disturbing thing, no people at all.  For some reason Palahniuk thought he would see people fishing on boats and activity on the shore and in the bay.  Maybe that’s because the last time he was here that was how it was.  Palahniuk checked the time and it was five in the evening.  
 
                 “Prepare to surface.” Palahniuk ordered.  
 
                 The sirens blared in the sub from the horns and the crew prepared to surface.  The submarine broke the surface and water rolled off the sides as the vessel leveled off.  The white dead water revealing the life that still existed underneath the surface.  
 
                 The submarine entered the bay and Palahniuk viewed the scene through the periscope.  The coast on both sides was littered with boats; in some places they were stacked on top of one another from a storm or hurricane that decimated the area.  The docks were in need of serious repair and the buildings were missing side panels and parts of the roofs.  Again, like before, no people visible.  
 
                 Palahniuk let the rest of the crew have turns viewing the damage.  The reactions varied from person to person.  Some looked away like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing.  Through the periscope it wasn’t real from them.  It was no different from watching an event on television.  A bomb blast at a street market, you see the image but you don’t feel the initial concussion or the glass flying through the air.  You don’t have the blood of other people on your hands or pieces of furniture sticking out of your skin.  Viewing the damage outside from inside a safe box was not the same thing as smelling, seeing, and touching it with your bare hands.  
 
                 The USS Nemo continued up the bay to the mouth of the river and entered for the short journey to Washington D.C.  Occasionally, the submarine would brush against objects that had drifted down the river and became stuck on brush or logs hidden on the riverbed.  The USS Nemo carried on until it reached its final destination.  At first Palahniuk didn’t realize he was there.  There was nothing to recognize.  The Washington Memorial was gone.  The Capitol Building, Lincoln Memorial, and The White House appeared as piles of rubble that collapsed in on themselves.  Everything was grey.  The grass was grey, the remains of buildings and the Cherry trees were all grey dead former reminders of what they once were.  
 
                 Palahniuk didn’t realize it when it was happening but he was tearing up at the sight.  He stumbled back from the periscope and didn’t say anything.  The rest of the men were reluctant to look.  Finally, the one that voted to travel up the Potomac took the periscope and glanced in.  He moved the scope around left to right. 
 
                 “No…no…NO!”  He couldn’t look away.  He tried to look for the city that he knew so well.  The city he had grown up in and witnessed so much history was gone, disappeared from the face of the earth.  
 
                 He viewed through the periscope until he couldn’t look anymore.  
 
                 Palahniuk told some of the crew to keep an eye him for suicide watch when he was done.  He was afraid that this man would feel he had nothing left to live for.  
 
                 The USS Nemo stopped in the river and the crew took turns viewing their former capital until the sun set.  Then, the night vision was turned on and everyone continued to take turns looking at the city until sunrise.  
 
                 The crew was quiet and when the periscope was left alone Palahniuk gave the order to set the sub in reverse and move back to the bay.  It was slower and more difficult to maneuver back to the bay but a few hours later they were in the bay and heading back to the Atlantic. 
 
                 The ocean was quiet like it was the day before.  The USS Nemo submerged back to its safe environment and headed south.  They stayed near the coastline and kept it in sight.  Constantly searching for information Palahniuk continued his task of searching for survivors.  
 
                 
 
   In a day they were off the coast of Florida.  The radar operator was excited to hear dolphins and other animals in the ocean making noise.  The world was alive again.  Palahniuk looked through the periscope and viewed the beaches to find them empty. 
 
                 “Tell me if there are any topless sunbathers.” the crew chief asked as Palahniuk worked at his job.  
 
                 “No sunbathers, but I do need a break.” Palahniuk stepped away from the periscope and let the crew chief take over the boring job of viewing the world through a hole in the wall.  
 
                 The crew chief was sad to see the beaches covered in litter that was no longer cleaned up by the locals.  He had a feeling there were no more locals and if there were they were too busy with other more important matters than cleaning up a beach.  The swampy southern Florida tip passed into view as the submarine turned around the southern point.  Palahniuk showed up on deck and took over his job of driving the sub.  
 
                 “What are we really going home to?” the crew chief asked.  
 
                 “We’ll find out.”  Palahniuk said.  He couldn’t make promises of a land filled with women wanting to take men into their arms at first sight.  He wanted to promise something but the only thing that was for certain was that their job was over once this submarine docked for the last time.  After that point their fates were in their own hands and they could go wherever they wanted.  
 
                 Entering the Gulf of Mexico the radar became silent again.  Memories of the deep horizon oil spill came to mind.  Things were never the same in the gulf after that.  The dispersant that was used to “clean up” the oil had only hidden it from the surface.  The oil had sunk to the sea bed and polluted the same space out of site from the public.  The waters of the gulf were never the same and the DNA of the life forms here had been altered.  For better or worse it was unknown what the repercussions would eventually lead to with the spill but through the radar the operator could tell the gulf was not the healthy place it once was.  
 
                 The gulf was a grave yard of old shrimp and fishing boats.  The Mississippi and Alabama coast looked like the previous coast they had seen.  Out in the gulf the leftovers of the oil rigs still stood, towers in the middle of the ocean without crews.  They were slowly rusting away until they would finally drop into the sea and disappear from existence.  New Orleans was a wasteland.  The city looked flooded.  
 
                 Houses and buildings were submerged and boats floated around in the streets.  The levies had failed again and the city was not repaired.  The water had not been pumped out.  New Orleans had returned to the natural environment that it once was.  Some of the crew had gotten word that the USS Nemo was on the New Orleans coast and wanted to see what the city looked like.  Palahniuk left the periscope and let the crew take turns to see how the city looked.  Like Washington D.C. the reactions were of disbelief and denial.  Some broke down but the majority thought that somehow it would come back again.  There was no government to save it, FEMA no longer existed.  
 
                 USS Nemo entered the Louisiana Delta and traveled north on its last journey.  The submarine surfaced and the crew took turns on the hull of the sub.  With the information they had collected over the years they made an educated guess that the Mississippi was clear of foreign enemies.  The men were still required to be armed since they didn’t know how the locals had adapted to the new world.  It was slow traveling up the Mississippi.  Large ships were abandoned and making their way to the gulf on their own.  Many were caught up on the river banks waiting for a rise in the water level.  
 
                 In some places the men would see a cargo ship sitting in the middle of a field where a levy had broken and let the water and its contents into the nearby fields.  The ship sat surrounded by tall grass giving the impression it was still sailing in a field of flowing green water.  One of the crew waved to the boat, possibly the last ship they would see on their journey. 
 
                 The next day the Gateway Arch in St. Louis sat on the horizon and the crew was excited.  They were deeper in the country than they ever anticipated.  Some of the men had expected the submarine to become stuck on the river bottom.  Using sticks and fishing lines from their naval survival kits, the men started fishing in the river.  Many were catching the Chinese carp that had infested the waters years before The Day.  Without man being able to stop them from traveling further north on the river, the carp had infested the waters in several other areas including the Ohio River and Lake Michigan.  The men at first didn’t know what to do with them.  Finally one of the men started cleaning the fish on the hull of the submarine and carried a container of the rubbery fatty meat inside to the small mess hall.  Using flour, salt, and pepper, the cook coated the fish and dropped it in a fryer.  It wasn’t the catfish the men were accustomed to before The Day but it would do.  It was a different meal from the coconut water and powdered eggs they were tired of.  
 
                 Palahniuk had the submarine stop in St. Louis.  He was set on continuing up the river but wanted to see what the inside of the country looked like before moving further.  The city appeared quiet and dead.  Without a large or functional urban farming structure to feed the cities they would quickly become wastelands.  The submarine was able to dock to a walkway that was in disrepair but it was the best option from what they could see. 
 
                 Using several ropes, the USS Nemo was secured and the crew was broken into two groups of five men much like the boats that were sent to the isolated islands of the Pacific.  Once these men were gone Palahniuk didn’t expect them to come back.  This was the last trip, if they decided this was the place and decided to call it quits he would understand that.  There was one person he kept with him at all times.  
 
                 The crew called him “Radar” because he looked like the short radio operator from M.A.S.H. on television.  Palahniuk knew him by his last name of Lerner.  Highly educated in math and science he could have worked for NASA but instead joined the navy to get most of his college tuition debt paid off.  Had Radar known The Day was going to happen he may have made different choices.  Many people would have made different plans.  
 
                 “Lerner, I need you to help me with something.” Palahniuk said after relieving the two search parties on the hull of the ship.  The sunlight had hurt his eyes; the fresh air gave him a new feeling of life.  Over the years Palahniuk had left his physical training slide.  Now he thought about starting all over again from scratch before finally leaving the ship.  He had other priorities on his mind before he could take that final step.  
 
                 “Sir, yes sir.” Lerner replied shifting his face away from the empty radar screen.  Lerner left his seat and followed Palahniuk deep into the sub towards the noise.  In a section before the torpedo tubes Palahniuk stopped and turned around.  
 
                 “Do you know what sits on the other side of these panels?” Palahniuk asked.  
 
                 “Twelve long range ballistic nuclear warheads.” Lerner replied without hesitating.  
 
                 “Exactly.  Now we have an issue because we still have these on the ship and can’t let anybody come and take them.  We also can’t use them because where we are at leaves the United States, Canada, and Mexico as the only targets to detonate them.” Palahniuk explained. 
 
                 “Unless…” Lerner stopped himself.  
 
                 “Go on.” Palahniuk was waiting to hear what he had to say.
 
                 “We could send them into the stratosphere and time them to detonate over another area, the blast might damage satellites but what do we care without working electronics.  Plus the EMP would short out most electronics that were within visible site of the blast.  But that would take some timing to make sure it went off where we wanted it to.” 
 
                 “Could you?” Palahniuk asked. 
 
                 “Time the…” Lerner’s head started working in full force. “You’re looking at firing the Nukes?” 
 
                 “We have to do something with them.  I figure it frees us from responsibility, and might give a punch back to the Chinese.” 
 
                 “But sir…”  Lerner chose his words carefully after this point. “What if I can’t figure out how to time the missiles?” 
 
                 “I have faith in you.  You’re the smartest member of the crew.  You can do it.”  Palahniuk patted Lerner on the shoulder and left the area walking back to the deck.  
 
                 Lerner looked at the two walls surrounding him and thought about the amount of power that sat behind the steel walls.  
 
                 “Whoa,” he said to himself before taking his glasses off and running his hand through his sweaty hair.  
 
                 Lerner went back to his station at the radar and couldn’t get his mind off his new task.  He asked Palahniuk for the information they had gathered in the Pacific and about the west coast of the United States.  They knew about an invading force and Lerner thought the best use of the nukes would be against the landing parties and ships that were supplying the coast.  Any electronic devices that the Chinese were using would be useless after the detonation.  The only flaw was that the missiles would have to be fired one at a time since the EMP would also knock out the electronics in the others missiles in range.  
 
                 Palahniuk and Lerner sat down and figured out the shipping routes for the Chinese, the invading forces in L.A., Seattle, San Francisco, and Portland.  They decided on one nuke for each even with one nuke being able to cover several cities at once.  They spread the other eight over the pacific and decided that it was the best way to fight back against the Chinese.  
 
                 “The sad thing is when it happens nobody will have a clue.” Lerner said looking over the map.  
 
                 “At this point I’m fine with that.” Palahniuk said.
 
                 “It would be nice to go down in the history books as the man that stuck it to the Chinese.” Lerner replied. 
 
                 “I’ll be sure to mention you in my memoirs.” Palahniuk said smiling over the table. 
 
                 They both chuckled over the idea of books ever being in print again.  
 
                 Lerner spent a week on the calculations.  Nobody else on the submarine knew what the plan was.  Lerner checked, rechecked, triple checked the math for each missile.  Only after he was positive on the math did he hand the order and the coordinates over to Palahniuk.  It had been a week since the two teams had gone out into the city and word never came back and the men had disappeared.   Palahniuk assumed they deserted and went on with their own lives.  He thought about sending out a search party but decided to keep the rest of the men back until the missiles were airborne.  
 
                 After receiving the coordinates, Palahniuk handed them back and told Lerner to check them again just for safety sake.  
 
    
 
                 On the hull of the sub a group of five men sat on the sides fishing.  It was the favorite past time of the men who spent the last five years stuck under the surface of the oceans.  Fishing poles bobbed above the water.  There was no shortage of fish but even with the new food it was getting old quick.  
 
                 “When do you think the captain will let us go?” one of the seamen asked the others. 
 
                 “I think we are free to go but where do we go to?” another responded. 
 
                 “The two teams never came back.  There must be something out there.” a third man added.  
 
                 “Right.  Tons of pussy for the taking.”  Some of the men chuckled at the comment.  They all longed for the comfort of a woman.  
 
                 “We haven’t seen a soul since we started climbing this river.  Doesn’t anybody else find that weird?” the first man asked again.
 
                 “What’s with all of the questions?” the second man asked. 
 
                 “What else is there to do but think?”
 
                 “I’d rather not think.  That’s why I joined.  Too much responsibility.  Let somebody else do it.”
 
                 “I think we should ask the captain what’s up and if we are going to move farther up river or not.  If we aren’t moving I’m leaving.”  
 
                 “I just think…” the first man turned then felt a punch to the chest.  He looked back and saw an arrow sticking out of his chest.  “What the hell is that?” the rest of the men stood up and dropped their fishing lines.  
 
                 One of the men grabbed the man with the arrow and tried to pull him up off the ledge only to see two more arrows sink into his chest. 
 
                 “Get back inside!” one of the crew yelled as men rushed up the ladder.  Arrows flew through the air and struck some of the men.  One had an arrow in the thigh and another took an arrow in the back.  Four of the men made it back into the sub.  The fifth was left outside
 
                 The crew was in a panic.  Men rushed around with med kits trying to take care of the two men who were hit. 
 
                 “Who is out there?” Palahniuk asked the men.
 
                 “We don’t know.  We were fishing and then Smith took an arrow to the chest.  We rushed back in as arrows started flying at us.  We never saw them.”  
 
                 Palahniuk went to the periscope and looked out.  A group of men with compound bows and crossbows stood on the shore.  One of the men, a larger stocky man, had a long box pointed at the Submarine and was talking with the rest.  They must have been making plans for trying to get in.  
 
                 “Lerner, do you have those coordinates set?” Palahniuk asked.  
 
                 “Yes sir,”  
 
                 “Good, initiating nuclear missile launch protocol.”  Palahniuk took his key off from around his neck and the crew chief came up asking what was going on.  
 
                 “Sir,” the crew chief said.
 
                 “We need to get these nukes off the ship and the only way to do that is to use them. I’ve been working with Radar over here to make sure they are used against the Chinese in the most effective way possible.  Are you in or out?” 
 
                 As Palahniuk finished a pounding sound came from the top of the ship.  The men outside were trying to get in.  
 
                 “Why don’t we just set course up river?” the crew chief asked. 
 
                 “Oh my God, just fire the fucking missiles already!” the man with the arrow in his leg hollered. 
 
                 “Hey,” the crew chief yelled back then saw the rest of the crew staring at him.  They had learned over the years to trust their captain.  It would only be a matter of time before the chief was over-powered and the missiles were fired anyway.  
 
                 The launch codes and the times of launch were entered along with the coordinates.  Palahniuk entered his code and the crew chief entered his.  They placed their separate keys into the launch pad and turned them.  Pressing the red button the submarine shook as the first missile fired into the air straight into the sky.  Of course they were unable to see the sight for themselves but they were filled with sense of awe as the first U.S. submarine to fire with missiles in the history of the navy.  
 
                 Every hour a missile fired into the air.  The men who were pounding outside had left the submarine.  Perhaps they were on the shore watching the missiles take off.  It would be a long show with twelve hours of fireworks going off like clockwork.  
 
                 The crew stayed inside and waited out the launch.  They would never see the reward for their work but knowing they were fighting back after seeing Washington D.C. was a prideful moment for all of them.  Cheers went through the sub with every rocket launch.
 
                 With the final launch Palahniuk ordered the crew to set course up river.  
 
                 “Sir, the sub is still tied to the dock.”  
 
                 “How did the dock look?” Palahniuk asked.
 
                 “Questionable.” 
 
                 “Let’s see how the dock has fared over the years.”
 
                 The blades spun and the ropes strained as the sub pushed back towards the waters of the Mississippi.  The crew could hear the cracks and pops of the wood breaking.  The dock snapped in two with the outer half leaving with the USS Nemo into the river.  The blades of the submarine stopped and pushed forward sending the submarine up river.  The submarine dragged the dock with it slowing it down.  Palahniuk worried that the men who were trying to get inside would follow on foot if the submarine moved too slowly.  
 
                 “I need two men to go outside and cut the ropes from the dock.” Palahniuk asked for volunteers. 
 
                 Two men raised their hands and prepared to climb the ladder.  
 
                 “They’ll need cover.” the man who was hit in the leg with the arrow said.  He pulled a Colt .45 from his hip holster and hopped to the ladder.  
 
                 “You sure?” Palahniuk asked. 
 
                 “If I see those assholes I’ll be the guy they wished they never saw.”  
 
                 The men climbed the ladder and the first man turned the lock and pushed the hatch open.  He looked out, knife in hand.  It was early morning.  The sun was about to come up over the horizon and he had a hard time seeing the submarine.   He climbed out and started down the tower to the hull.  The second man followed and the third stayed on the tower overlooking everything.  
 
                 The men rushed out and found the ropes.  The dock had broken up into sections but it was still dragging.  The men worked quickly, moving up to the nose of the sub. 
 
                 The man on the tower thought he saw something fly past the men on the hull.  He cocked his gun.  The men didn’t seem to notice anything, then the ping of an arrow striking the side of the submarine.  The man on the tower looked at the shoreline and saw a shadow moving around.  He aimed and fired.  The flash from the muzzle lit up the tower for a second.  He knew it was giving away his position but it was worth keeping the other two men safe.  With the .45, the man on the bank of the river was out of range but he hoped for a lucky shot.  He saw the figure stop and another arrow hit the side of the sub.  
 
                 The two men cut the last rope and ran back to the tower and started climbing the ladder.  The man on the tower climbed out to let them in and keep covering them until they were inside.  He watched the shadow moving.  The first man was inside.  As the second climbed down the shadow stopped on the river bank.  The man on the tower took aim and fired four rounds at the bank.  He felt the air move around his head.  Had the man on the river bank almost hit him?  The second man was inside now.  
 
                 The man on the tower aimed again and emptied his magazine at the shadow.  He started to climb inside and the sun peeked out over the horizon.  He could see the man on the river bank, a man with a longbow.  The man on the tower looked at him, raised his fist, and raised the middle finger.  The man on the shore did the same.  Climbing back inside, he placed his Colt .45 back in the holster and laughed to himself.
 
                 “What an asshole.” he said to himself as he worked down the ladder with his injured leg.
 
                 The USS Nemo traveled up river for three days before anyone went outside.  It docked just south of Chicago and Palahniuk made sure his men were armed and ready to go before sending them out.  
 
                 “Make sure you have everything you need.” he ordered to the crew. 
 
                 “We’re not coming back are we?” one of the men asked.  The crew was quiet. 
 
                 “No, we are not.”  Palahniuk had one of the demolition experts tear apart a torpedo and make a detonation device to sink the USS Nemo to the bottom of the river.  The crew had mixed feelings about the news.  Some were excited and others sad knowing their home of so many years was going to be destroyed.  
 
                 After the area was cleared the crew sat on the shore and waited as the demolition expert set the charges and exited the submarine.  
 
                 “Five minutes, sir.” he said checking his watch and looking back at the submarine.  
 
                 “I can’t believe it’s over.” one of the men said to himself, but the comment captured the thoughts of all of the men.  
 
                 “We could do a funeral.” one of the men said but nobody seemed to care much for the idea.
 
                 Five minutes felt like hours and then the rumble inside the vessel.  The nose of the sub exploded.  The hull ruptured and smoke escaped into the air.  There were a few smaller explosions that followed but the submarine quickly filled with water and sank to the bottom of the river with the top of the tower left exposed to the world as the USS Nemo’s own self-made gravestone.  
 
                 After that moment Palahniuk was no longer a captain.  He was a former navy man like everyone else on the riverbank.  He had no home, no pension, and no family.  He was starting over from scratch. 
 
                 “So, what do we do now?” one of the men asked.  
 
                 “Who is going to Chicago?” Palahniuk asked.  
 
                 The men broke up into four groups.  The division was made by the direction they were going to travel.  Half the men were traveling west, a quarter of the men were going east, the majority of the rest were going south, going north was Palahniuk and two other men.  
 
                 The two men with Palahniuk were the mechanics from the sub.  He knew them as a pair of tough redneck backwoodsmen but they were brilliant when it came to working with machinery.  Jerry and Kyle were both from Wisconsin but wanted to live out their retirement in northern Michigan.  Jerry had been there in his late teens on a hunting trip with his dad and bagged the largest buck he ever shot.  While he grew up in Wisconsin, living somewhere new appealed to him after being cooped up in a submarine for over five years.  Kyle was always game for something new and had no interest in going back home.  Kyle joined the navy to see the world and with the USS Nemo no longer taking him to new places he was ok with seeing more on foot.  
 
                 The four groups broke up and said their goodbyes.  Once they started walking nobody looked back. 
 
                 Palahniuk carried his duffle bag on his back and after the first few miles he wondered what he could take out to lower the weight of the bag.  Jerry and Kyle appeared to be doing fine, they had kept up their physical training over the years with pushups and chin ups.  Palahniuk checked his watch and said it was time for lunch. 
 
                 “We should keep going,” Kyle said looking around the open area they were standing in.  They were surrounded by corn fields and a few scattered trees.  He didn’t like being out in the open.  It could also have to do with being stuck in a submarine for so long that the closed quarters felt like home.  
 
                 “Ok, let’s get to the next town.” Palahniuk replied.  It was strange to him that he no longer gave the orders, he tried to prepare himself for that but the ideology of rank was imbedded in him from decades of training.  
 
                 The road never seemed to end.  Walking was something new and Palahniuk was feeling muscles that he never noticed before.  His feet were sweating and he could tell he was starting to blister.  
 
                 Signs were closer together on the road, a signal that a town was coming up.  He wished that he could get a burger at the local diner or even a bag of potato chips from the gas station.  Resting and checking his feet would be a luxury in itself.  
 
                 The town was small, a few shops with a gas station, diner, antique shops and the railroad tracks that ran straight through.  Everything was in various states of disarray.  Plants were growing out of the gas pumps, roofs had caved in on some of the houses off the main street.  The local market had the windows smashed out and the shelves looked bare inside.  
 
                 “What the hell happened here?” Jerry said taking in the full picture. 
 
                 Palahniuk walked up to the gas station and pushed the door in.  He grabbed an old newspaper off the rack and looked around.  Again the shelves were bare.  He looked behind the counter and found two mummified bodies on the floor.  He took a closer look and saw the bullet holes in the skulls of both of them.  He pictured what happened in his mind.  Clerks being shot before desperate people came in and took what they wanted.  
 
                 He walked out with the bell ringing as the top of the door hit it.  He pulled the newspaper out and looked at the front page.  
 
                 D.C. NUKED! read across the top of the page with a mushroom cloud on the cover.  He wondered if the picture was real or if it was created for the cover.  
 
                 “We already knew that,” Jerry said glancing at the cover then scoping out the area.  
 
                 Palahniuk flipped through the paper and found nothing of any real substance.  Pages of theories and speculations, nothing was definite, facts were nowhere to be found.  
 
                 “Well, I guess this changes nothing.”  Palahniuk threw the paper down and the pain from his foot reminded him of the break he wanted so badly earlier.  “I need a break.” 
 
                 “Well, go wait for us at the market and we’ll take a look around.”  Kyle said looking at Jerry.  
 
                 Palahniuk limped over to the market and stumbled inside.  He sat on one of the counters and took his boots off.  He felt his socks peel away from his feet and he knew before taking them off all the way he had blisters and they had probably burst.  He looked down at his right foot and saw the red skin, blood and swollen flesh that he dreaded. 
 
                 Taking his other boot off, he found the same thing.  He needed to let them dry and heal but the miles of road they had ahead of them were going to make that impossible.  It had only been one day, but twenty miles was a long trek.  He put on a clean pair of dry socks and carefully stood back up.  He searched the aisles and found the medication section.  Wrappers and plastic were scattered all over the floor.  He looked around and was desperate to find anything.  He couldn’t die of an infection after surviving for years and beating the odds.  He spotted a box of Neosporin and picked it up, the rattle inside brought a smile to his face.  We walked back to the counter and opened the package finding a full tube inside.  It had most likely expired but better than nothing.  
 
                 He took the socks off and smeared a thin coat of the ointment on his feet.  He let it sit there and waited for Jerry and Kyle to come back.  
 
                 Jerry and Kyle weaved their way through the town and found an old military surplus store on the outskirts.  Sitting in the parking lot was an old deuce and a half truck, much like the one Rambo drove in the movie First Blood.  The body was painted in the old forest green pattern with a green canvas cover over the bed of the truck.  Jerry drooled at the idea.  
 
                 “You think we can get that running?” Jerry asked. 
 
                 “Hell yeah,” Kyle said walking up to the shop.  
 
                 Looking at the front door of the shop Kyle noticed there were bullet holes in the door, the metal folded out.  Whoever was shooting had done it from the inside.  They were both hesitant but Jerry kicked the door.  It didn’t budge.  He kicked it again and felt some movement.  The third time Kyle joined in and the door separated from the frame.  It opened enough to allow Jerry to peek inside and he saw a stack of boxes behind the door.  He pushed it further and he was able to squeeze in.  He pulled his sidearm out and looked around the pitch black building.  
 
                 “I need a light.” Jerry said.  Kyle handed him a lighter and Jerry went inside.  He found the counter and went behind.  On a hook hung the key he suspected was for the truck.  He explored through the store to get an idea of what was available there.  There was plenty for them to work with.  
 
                 “Jackpot!” Jerry said back to the door.  
 
                 Jerry handed the key to Kyle and went back inside.  He pulled some tarps off the windows letting light in.  The shelves and piles of supplies were now visible.  He didn’t see any food yet but figured a place like this would have some MREs (meals ready to eat) somewhere.  Jerry went back outside and saw Kyle already tinkering with the truck.  
 
                 “What do you know about these?” Jerry asked.  
 
                 “Diesel,” Kyle replied.  
 
                 “Right, but these will run on anything.  That gas station back there I bet has a tank full of used motor oil.  We can use that to get out of here.” 
 
                 “Are you serious?” Kyle replied.  
 
                 “We just have to get this started.”  
 
                 Clearing the doorway and looking around the shop Kyle found spare parts for the truck in the back room.  They switched out the battery after topping off the acid inside.  Jerry switched out the fuel filter and checked the oil filter.  They checked the tank and found it almost empty.  Most gas and diesel wouldn’t be good anymore so they went back to the gas station for a source of fuel.  Jerry continued to the station and Kyle checked on Palahniuk.  
 
                 “We have a ride.” Kyle said looking at Palahniuk sitting on the counter.  “What happened?”
 
                 “My feet are pretty bad.”  Palahniuk looked down pointing out his wrapped feet.  
 
                 “Well, looks like you won’t have to worry about it.  We found a truck.”  
 
                 “Thank God,” Palahniuk worked his way off the counter and tried to walk by himself.  
 
                 “We found a military surplus store a few blocks away and an old deuce and a half.” 
 
                 “Go Army! What are we waiting for?” Palahniuk slipped his boots back on but left them untied to allow room for the bandages.  
 
                 Palahniuk went to the surplus shop and Kyle joined Jerry at the gas station.  Jerry was already pouring old oil into a plastic gas can using a rag to filter the oil.  
 
                 “I can’t believe this will work.” Kyle said.
 
                 “It will,” Jerry said topping off the can and closing the lid.  They carried two cans back to the shop and poured it into the fuel tank.  Jerry left some out and took the fuel filter off filling it with fuel to get the process started.  
 
                 “Well, let’s see what happens.” Jerry said climbing in the truck.
 
                 He put the key in the ignition and pressed the ignition switch.  The truck turned over but didn’t start.  Kyle felt a jolt of disappointment.  Jerry tried again and the motor slowly rolled to life.  Smoke escaped from the pipe and the motor continued to run.  
 
                 “Get in.” Jerry hollered to Kyle.  They drove to the gas station and left the truck on filtering the rest of the oil and filling the fuel tanks.  
 
                 Back at the surplus shop, Palahniuk rummaged around the building looking for things to load in the truck for their trip.  He grabbed all the water filtration tablets, camping kits, some winter clothes, all the boots in his size, hiking packs, then he found the boxes of MREs.  He moved all the items he could by the door but his feet were still hurting him.  Instead he found a post-it note pad and placed a yellow paper on everything he thought they should take.  
 
                 An hour later the guys were back and they parked the truck by the door.  They came in and started loading up everything into the back.  Palahniuk told them to grab boots in their sizes and some clothes.  They nodded and went to work.  Palahniuk climbed into the truck and stood watch while the men grabbed their supplies.  A half an hour later they were on the road and Jerry tossed some MREs to Kyle and Palahniuk for eating on the road. 
 
                 “Alright kids hope you used the bathroom because we aren’t stopping for awhile.” Jerry said shifting the stick and putting the truck into gear.  
 
                 They avoided Chicago and stayed on the back roads heading north.  They drove for a few hours until Kyle spotted an old sign for a Cabela’s sporting goods shop.
 
                 “I think we should make a detour.” Kyle said.
 
                 Jerry thought about it. 
 
                 “Sir,” Jerry said using the old familiar term for Palahniuk. 
 
                 “Why not?” 
 
                 They drove to the exit and cruised off the highway.  The town was larger than the one with the surplus store but it was still in a poor state.  Jerry pulled up to the gas station and found the used oil tank in the back.  Kyle and Jerry filtered the oil as they did back at the previous town and refilled the fuel tanks.  The mile per gallon wasn’t much and they knew they would have to do this a few more times before they found their end goal.  
 
                 After filling the fuel tanks they went down the road and found the Cabela’s store.  The windows were broken and shopping carts littered the parking lot.  Jerry plowed through the carts and parked next to the doors.  
 
                 “Wait here.” Jerry said to Palahniuk.  
 
                 Palahniuk was curious about the shop and wanted to see what it looked like inside.  
 
                 Jerry and Kyle went inside and knew the layout of these stores like the back of their hands.  Before the navy, shopping at Cabela’s was like a yearly pilgrimage for them.  Many of the items were gone.  The firearm section was bare and wasn’t worth looking at.  Many of the clothes were gone.  They did find some fishing and trapping gear that people overlooked.  
 
                 “Score!” Kyle said.  
 
                 They grabbed all the fishing gear, new spools of line, hooks, tackle boxes and waders.  They cleared out the fishing section and Jerry grabbed all the traps.  The book section was still filled and he grabbed all the books on trapping and fishing he could see.  Then went back and grabbed everything on hunting as well. 
 
                 “You don’t read.” Kyle said.
 
                 “We don’t have television either.” Jerry said tossing MREs to Palahniuk and Kyle before shifting the truck into gear. 
 
                 They drove slowly throughout the night.  Taking turns behind the wheel, Jerry and Kyle drove the truck.  Palahniuk was embarrassed to admit he did not know how to drive a stick shift.  Considering the circumstances now was not the time to pick up a new skill for a vehicle that would not be in existence in the near future.  Being able to find this one and getting it working was a miracle that only these two men could have pulled off.  
 
                 They drove past dozens of towns and stopped periodically to refuel when the gas gauge was half empty.  The truck stayed faithful to them never turning off and running smoother than any vehicle they could ever remember owning.  
 
                 Palahniuk asked the two men where they believed they wanted to stop.  
 
                 “Some people are fans of the Upper Peninsula but I’m fine down here.  I don’t know what the bridge is like and don’t know if we can drive all that way.  There is plenty of State and Federal land in the north half of the state that was left alone and should be free for the taking.” Jerry said.  
 
                 Palahniuk had other ideas.                
 
                 “So, when you find your place, I want to go on.” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 “On your own?” Kyle asked.
 
                 “I know of a place further north that I want to settle down.”  
 
                 “I wouldn’t recommend the U.P. if that’s what you’re thinking.  People most likely fared well with the flu from the lower population plus they aren’t afraid to shoot you if you walk on their land.” Jerry said.
 
                 “No.  I know of a place on the lake by Traverse City.  My family once owned a vineyard there about a hundred years ago, and then they sold it.”  
 
                 “Why the hell would anybody do that?” Kyle interrupted. 
 
                 “I never said I came from a lineage of intelligence.  Figured if I was going to spend my last days somewhere it would be nice to get back to where my family once prospered.”  
 
                 “Fair enough.” Jerry said.  “With all of this gear we won’t need the truck.  I know we’ll be fine.  You have any objections?” Jerry asked Kyle. 
 
                 “Nope.” Kyle answered. 
 
                 The roads were surrounded by trees for miles around.  When they came over a hill they saw a field of wind turbines that were spinning to greet them.  The massive structures were giants in the landscape that made the hills look smaller than they were.  Jerry had a hard time focusing on the road as they passed through the area.  Kyle couldn’t take his eyes off the giant sentries that continued to work while man was no longer maintaining them.  
 
                 “You think there is still electricity here?” Kyle asked. 
 
                 “Could be.” Palahniuk said.
 
                 After the windmills, Jerry took the next exit and followed the signs to the Federal preserve.  In town they found a gas station and refilled the fuel tanks.  They still hadn’t seen anybody.  
 
                 “This is weird.” Kyle said.  
 
                 “Why is it the only people we saw were the guys in St. Louis?” Jerry asked. 
 
                 “I’ve been wondering that but the population wasn’t high in this area before The Day either.” Palahniuk said as they topped off the tanks. 
 
                 With a full tank Jerry and Kyle drove around looking for a place to stay.  Jerry found a cabin a mile from a local river and a running hand pump well.  Kyle then found a place not far from Jerry’s that had a similar set up.  Instead of the hand pump well the previous owner set up an electric pump that was powered by solar panels.  The river was closer with Kyle’s cabin and there was a clearing close by for him to grow some food if he wanted.  The MREs were unloaded at both places.  Palahniuk kept a few for himself but he wanted to make sure his men would be ok.  They took their fishing gear and Jerry was excited to get started with his traps.  
 
                 For the first time since they started it up they turned the truck off and it sat in silence for a few days.  
 
                 “Tomorrow, I’ll teach you how to drive it.” Jerry said as they went into the dirty cabin and started a fire in the wood burning stove.  
 
                 They ate another package of MREs together and shared stories in the living area.  
 
                 “I miss beer.” Kyle said. 
 
                 “I knew something was missing.” Jerry said.  
 
                 Palahniuk went into his duffle bag and pulled out a bottle of Peach Schnapps.  
 
                 “I believe I have the cure for that.” Palahniuk said finding some cups in one of the cupboards. 
 
                 “You’ve been holding out on us.” Jerry said sitting up from the couch. 
 
                 “Loose lips…” Palahniuk said pouring three cups.  
 
                 Their bodies warmed up as they sipped the beverage.  
 
                 “Years ago I would never have touched this stuff, it was only Pabst Blue Ribbon for me.” Kyle said.
 
                 “Ew, how could you drink that shit?” Jerry said looking at his friend as if he had no idea who he was anymore. 
 
                 “What did you drink?” Kyle retorted.
 
                 “Miller.” Jerry said. 
 
                 “Neither of you have any idea what a good drink is.” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 “What were you drinking?” Kyle asked.  
 
                 “My favorite was always Tabor Hill’s Classic White Demi.” Palahniuk had a look of euphoria on his face. 
 
                 “What the hell is that?” Jerry asked with a perplexed look.  
 
                 “White wine, best stuff I ever had.  It was even served in the White House.”  
 
                 “Sounds like some uppity stuff.” Kyle said.               
 
                 “To each their own.”  Palahniuk finished.  
 
                 The next morning Jerry explained the shifting of gears and the clutch on the truck.  
 
                 Jerry drove the truck down the dirt road and when they reached the paved section to town they traded places and Palahniuk took over.  
 
                 “Ok, it’s all about timing and once you get that down you’ll be fine.” Jerry said. 
 
                 Palahniuk stalled the truck out at first but then after a minute he had it moving down the road.  Jerry explained going up hills and down hills and the RPMs on the dashboard.  Palahniuk was picking it up quickly, by that afternoon both of them were confident in Palahniuk being able to leave on his own. 
 
                 “You sure about this?” Jerry asked.
 
                 “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 “In that case,” Jerry saluted. “Take care, sir.” 
 
                 Palahniuk put his hand out the window and they shook their final goodbye.  
 
                 Palahniuk drove back to town and went back to the main highway heading north.  A few hours later he was in the vineyard carved landscape of a peninsula and found the drive that he recognized from twenty years before.  It hadn’t changed much.  The mail box with grapes carved around it was hard to miss and the grape vines still appeared to be trimmed and maintained.  As he pulled up to the main house on the property he could see the lake in the background.  The horizon meeting of sky and lake blue.  
 
                 He parked the truck in the parking area and hopped out quickly which reminded him of his blistered feet.  He limped to the lake, a good half mile, and climbed down the short cliff to the shore.  The shoreline had changed over the years, more had eroded over time.  He walked up the shore a hundred yards and saw a tree that was his destination.  A walkway was still in place back up the hill off the beach and he climbed it to see the tree. An old Birch Tree with smooth bark, white and clean.  On the trunk, the heart and letters still in place where he carved them two decades before, HP+SC. 
 
                 He touched the letters and pictured himself carving them in with his pocket knife.  
 
                 “Can I help you?” a voice said from behind the tree.  
 
                 A woman was standing in a sundress, blonde hair and blue eyes, the hair feathering in the breeze from the shore.  
 
                 “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know anybody was here.” Palahniuk said. 
 
                 “Can I help you?” she asked again. 
 
                 “I don’t know,” he said.
 
                 “What’s your name?” the woman said.
 
                 “Henry, Henry Palahniuk.” he said pointing to the tree. 
 
                 The woman walked around the tree, staying a safe distance from him.  She looked at the initials carved in the bark. 
 
                 “Who do the other initials belong to?” she asked. 
 
                 “My wife, she was in Washington.”  He didn’t have to say anymore.  
 
                 The carving on the tree was the only thing he could remember still existing as proof she had once lived.  
 
                 “Is that your truck?” she asked. 
 
                 “Yeah, I don’t mean to bother you.  This is the only place that still in some way felt like home.” 
 
                 “You seem like you’ve had a long journey.  Do you like wine, Henry?” she asked.
 
                 “You bet.” 
 
                 “My name is Sara, come have a glass and meet everyone at the house.”  
 
                 “Sure.” he said kissing his fingers and placing then on the trunk of the tree.  
 
                 Finally, he knew his journey was over. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 21: St. Louis, Missouri 
 
                 
 
                 There were new additions to the group in the form of young children that had been born since The Day.  The neighborhood had become a Hamlet of housing and protection.  The group still sent people out into the rest of the city for certain supplies but for the most part they were self-sufficient.  Buck and Carol had two children so far.  A boy and girl named Clive and Sophia who were four and two years old.  Clive already took after his father, rough while playing in the yard and adventurous.  Buck was happy to see that Sophia was turning into the splitting image of her mother.  
 
                 The time of year was coming for the big hunt and Buck was excited.  Carol always noticed the change in him when the leaves changed color and the weather became cooler.  He still hunted small game during the warm months but it wasn’t as exciting or fun as the big game they would go after.  
 
                 The Jeep had been traded for horses, the metal shell of a vehicle sat as a monument to technology in the driveway.  Once the last of the fuel was used it lost its purpose.  Carol figured out how to use it as a dehydrator soon after it died.  Buck wasn’t sure how to make it useful after it died and was happy it still had a purpose, his sentimental attachment getting the better of him.  
 
                 Buck and the rest of the men met out in the street on their horses to leave for a scouting expedition.  The women came out to wish their men well and hoped for a sign of good hunting in the near future.  Riding out into the countryside the men looked through binoculars to see if there was any sign of their prey.  
 
                 Buck went out on his own, as he preferred when he hunted.   While the men rode through fields and trails Buck went to the hills.  It was a long way from home, more miles than he could carry his game back.  Lucky for him the tribe had built a wagon to have the horses do their work.  The problem was knowing when to bring it.  
 
                 Buck rode his horse up a hill and dismounted.  Walking the rest of the way to the crest he looked over into the field and saw the herd of buffalo he was hoping for.  In a short time the buffalo had taken back their former home and multiplied quickly.  There were a few ranches that had buffalo before the day and Buck figured they either escaped or the owners let them go unable to take care of them.  In either case he was happy they were back and it gave him a hunt that he never thought he would ever go on.  
 
                 Walking back to his horse he pulled a map from the saddle bag and marked the field on a map.  He was still looking forward to deer hunting, something he could process and do himself.  The buffalo was a group effort and one kill would supply enough meat for most of the winter.  To take a buffalo was a long ordeal with the payoff being great.  What he liked most about it was riding into the field shooting his bow off the back of a horse and killing a massive beast.  He couldn’t believe at times he ever had a factory job.  
 
                 Buck rode back to town and met up with a few other men along the way.  They discussed the deer trails they found and other possible hunting spots.  
 
                 “Buffalo are here.” the men smiled at shared cheers after Buck said the words.  
 
                 “Party time!” Sam said.  
 
                 Buck was amazed at how much Sam had changed over the years.  Once timid and boyish, he had grown up more than most men he remembered before The Day.  Sam had become a decent hunter and great fisherman.  It wasn’t uncommon for the two of them to ride down to the Mississippi and bring some carp home for dinner.  
 
                 When the men came home the tribe was ecstatic about the news.  A few griped about the work it would take but a few days of butchering and preserving meat was better than slow weeks of doing the same thing.  
 
                 The next day the men and a few women who were good at butchering rode out with the wagon to go on the hunt.  Everyone wanted their chance of downing a buffalo.  They rode through the field, surrounded by massive brown beasts, the shaking of the ground and dirt in the air.  This was the most exciting thing following sex the tribe had to look forward to.  
 
                 At the same hill Buck rode towards the top and stopped to dismount.  The rest of the group stayed below waiting to see what was on the other side.  Buck reached the crest of the hill and crawled over the top.  The field was full like the day before.  He turned around and gave thumbs up.  The women jumped with excitement and the men smiled some giving high fives.  Crawling back and walking down the hill Buck had everyone check their equipment.  Mounting his horse, Buck readied himself.
 
                 “Keep an eye on the first one I hit.  That’s the one we work on to take home.  Understood?” Buck asked.  He gave the same speech every time they went hunting for buffalo.  Buck respected all animals.  He didn’t want anybody trying to take one down themselves out of spot and wasting the kill.  He also didn’t want to have an animal hit and die days later from bleeding out or infection.  
 
                 The women stayed behind with the wagon and would watch from the top of the hill until the hunt was over.  The men rode their horses around the hill and came around the side into the field at full speed.  Looking the buffalo over Buck spotted the biggest one in his sight and notched a broad head arrow.  He pushed up on his heels to steady himself and pulled the string back.  The massive animal was now aware of the men riding towards it.  The rest of the herd was starting to take notice.  Buck aimed for behind the shoulder and released.  The arrow was high from where he wanted it.  The buffalo looked startled and started to run.  The game was on.  
 
                 The rest of the men rode up taking their shots at the beast.  After the first minute several arrows were sticking out of its hide. Buck felt bad for the buffalo now going through a long fight because he missed his mark.  He followed behind the men and notched another arrow.  He rode past the men and came alongside the buffalo.  He spotted his first arrow and aimed again.  Releasing, he watched as the arrow hit its mark.  The buffalo dropped, its front legs giving out and falling head first into the ground.  Buck slowed his horse and turned around to see the buffalo no longer moving.  
 
                 “Show off!” Sam hollered as he rode up.  “Are you ever going to let us kill one?” 
 
                 “Learn how to shoot and it might happen one day.” Buck replied.  
 
                 A few miles back on the hill Buck could see the wagon moving in their direction.  He looked down at the animal, hundreds of pounds of meat now needed to be quartered and driven home for butchering.  
 
                 Lining the wagon with plastic, the group started their individual tasks.  Buck gutted the buffalo and pulled out the entrails and organs.  Keeping the liver and heart he started skinning the hide off when the women took over.  The men began quartering the beast and lifting the sections into the wagon.  
 
                 The job was messy.  There was no clean way of butchering a thousand pound animal.  Some of the men felt like natives, enjoying the blood on their arms and clothes.  In an hour the animal was loaded up and they were on their way back to home.  
 
                 They rode through the streets and tried to hurry back so the meat didn’t go bad.  They were still a few miles away when Buck stopped his horse. 
 
                 “What is it?” Sam asked riding up next to him.
 
                 “Something doesn’t feel right.”  
 
                 As the words escaped from his mouth a loud crack traveled through the air and Sam exhaled like he had been punched in the chest.  He looked down and saw the hole in his shirt.  Blood quickly expanded through the fabric. 
 
                 “No!” Buck yelled.  He grabbed the reign and rode himself and Sam back to the rest of the group.  
 
                 As they reached the group Sam fell off his horse and Buck leaped off, running over to his friend.  
 
                 The lifeless expression on Sam’s face told Buck he was dead.  
 
                 “What happened?” one of the men asked.  The others pulled arrows out of their quivers and notched them.  
 
                 “Someone is up ahead.  They shot Sam.”  Buck said holding his friend in his arms.  
 
                 “Any idea where?” one of the other men asked. 
 
                 “It doesn’t matter, they’ll be dead soon enough.” Bill said kicking his horse into gear and riding up the street.  The rest of the men followed and they dismounted behind a building.   Two men went up the fire escape and climbed onto the roof.  The rest of the men split into two groups going in separate directions.  The women held themselves together long enough to help Buck move Sam to the back of the wagon.  Buck still looked for any sign of life in hopes that his friend wasn’t really dead.  
 
                 Gun shots could be heard down the street.  First it was one or two guns then several.  After a few minutes it was gone and the men were walking back to the wagon.  Pushed in front was a man, black uniform, SWAT style vest and clean shaven unlike the members of the tribe.  
 
                 Bill pushed the man to the ground.  Buck hadn’t noticed the arrow sticking out of the man’s thigh.  
 
                 The man hollered as his knees hit the ground and the flesh in his thigh moved.  
 
                 “Who are you?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “Brian Webster, United States Navy, USS Nemo.” the man replied. 
 
                 “Who killed my friend, Brian?” Buck asked. 
 
                 “We thought he was a hostile.” 
 
                 “What would give you the impression we were hostile?  We didn’t even know you were out there.”
 
                 “Have you seen what you look like?  You guys are cannibals right?” 
 
                 “What the hell did he just say?” one of the women asked.
 
                 “You killed my friend, he was a good man.  Children at home and now he’s not coming home because you assholes thought we were a couple of CANNIBALS!”
 
                 “I’m sorry, we had no idea what to expect when we came back.” 
 
                 “Where is your ship?” Buck asked.
 
                 “My name is Brian Webster, United States Navy.” 
 
                 “Where is your ship?” Buck asked again placing his foot on the arrow in Brian’s thigh.
 
                 He screamed out trying to move away from the pressure.
 
                 “Your ship?” Buck asked again.
 
                 “My name is Brian Webster…” 
 
                 “We know that already,” Bill said stepping in.  
 
                 “The only place a ship could be would be the river.” Buck said. “And if that’s true then we don’t need him.”  
 
                 One of the women pulled a knife out of its sheath and walked up to the navy man.
 
                 “I think you guys have had enough action for one day.” she said walking up and cutting the man’s throat.  The group started walking away before he was finished bleeding out.  The women made a point to drive the wagon over his body as they passed.  
 
                 “The one time we finally meet somebody that should be helping us and they try to kill us.” Buck said to himself.
 
                 “Sounds about right,” Bill said.  “Remember Katrina?” 
 
                 “Who wants to go fishing?” Buck said as they rode back home.  They were careful to keep their eyes open for anything out of the norm.  They made it back home without running into any other navy men.  The tribe was in an uproar about Sam.  Everyone had liked the guy.  When Buck entered the house Carol knew something was wrong.
 
                 “What happened?” she asked as he passed by and went straight to the hunting supplies. 
 
                 “Sam is dead.” Buck said. 
 
                 He grabbed a full quiver of arrows and his favorite long bow.  Carol started crying, shaking her head to the news.
 
                 “Where are you going?” she asked as he walked to the door. 
 
                 “Going hunting.”  
 
                 She could tell by the look in his eyes that someone was going to pay.  She knew then it wasn’t a hunting accident but murder instead.
 
                 The rest of the men quickly gathered together and had the supplies they needed. 
 
                 They road to the Mississippi and dismounted a few hundred yards away to approach on foot.  Buck looked along the bank and instantly spotted the tower of the sub at the dock.  A group of men were sitting on the deck fishing.  It was the same spot Sam and he usually fished, not anymore.  Buck motioned with hand signals where he wanted the other men to go.  They moved into position and waited for Buck’s command.  
 
                 Buck watched the men on the submarine for a few minutes and picked the one that was the most distracted in the group.  He was a younger guy sitting on the side with a fishing rod.  Fair trade for Sam. 
 
                 Buck notched an arrow and pulled the string back.  He aimed and fired.  
 
                 The arrow silently traveled through the air.  The realization that the man was hit was delayed.  No sound and the man couldn’t talk.  Buck already had another arrow notched.  He pulled back and aimed at the same man who was now gripping the arrow looking down at it.  He fired again and the second arrow hit its mark.  More arrows were flying through the air at the sub and the men rushed to the ladder of the sub.  They scurried up to the hatch and rushed inside.  An arrow struck a man in the leg and another in the back. The first man that was hit sat on the side of the sub.  As the men continued into the sub Buck stepped out from behind the tall grass he hid behind and walked towards the sub.  Some of the other men rushed forward firing arrows.  
 
                 The last man went in the sub and closed the hatch.  Buck walked up the dock and onto the sub.  He pushed the dead seaman’s body into the water and climbed the ladder.  He tried to open the hatch and began pounding on the steel.  It was pointless but he wanted to instill fear in the men that killed his friend.  
 
                 “Buck, we won’t be able to get in there.” Bill hollered up the tower.  
 
                 “I’m not through with them yet.” Buck yelled back.  The submarine jolted and came to life.  
 
                 “Hey Buck, I think we should go.” Bill said.
 
                 A hatch opened on the deck of the sub.  One of the men walked over to it trying to look inside.  He jumped back and ran along the sub away from the hatch.  
 
                 “Get back, get back.” the man yelled.  A rumbling grew in the sub and a missile escaped from the hatch straight into the air.  The white cloud and flames engulfed the surface of the submarine.  Buck jumped off the tower into the river.  Bill did the same almost jumping onto the dead seaman’s floating body.  Buck and Bill swam to shore.  Their clothes heavy and the blood from the buffalo washed off.  
 
                 “They didn’t fire that rocket to get us away.” Buck said. 
 
                 “So, what do you think is happening?” Bill asked. 
 
                 “I don’t know.  But I’m going to wait this out.  Get the rest of the men home.  Tell Carol I’ll be back.”  
 
                 “Nothing else?” Bill asked.              
 
                 “I’m not planning on dying.” Buck said.  
 
                 He stripped his clothes off to dry on the shore.  He watched the sub and about an hour later another missile fired.  The pattern continued all evening.  Buck waited and didn’t let the submarine out of his sight.  
 
                 In the middle of the night the propellers came to life and the sub started backing into the river.  Buck was quick to his feet and put his damp clothes on.  He watched the sub turn up river and slowly move ahead.  He followed on foot and heard people moving on the submarine.  He could see the outline of figures on the deck and tried to take a shot.  The arrow hit the hull and he heard the dinging sound against the metal.  
 
                 A flash and shot rang out from the tower.  Buck continued to follow and tried another shot.  The arrow passed one of the men.  He was getting frustrated, missing was not in his nature.  More shots rang out from the tower and they were close to his feet.  Buck would not give up.  
 
                 The men were rushing back to the tower and Buck aimed.  He missed again and the tower returned fire.  Buck felt a smack against his leg and fell to the ground.  The hatch closed and the sub traveled quickly north.  Buck watched the submarine until he could no longer see it.  The sun was coming up and he looked down at his leg.  He cut the side of his pants open with his knife and looked at the wound.  The bullet went straight through and exited a few inches out of his hamstring.  Buck tore some fabric off his shirt and covered the entry and exit holes.  His bleeding wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be and tied the small scraps of fabric to hold them in place.  He used his bow as a cane and walked back to the street.  He had a few miles before he would be home but the trip might be what he needed.  He didn’t feel as angry as he did before.  With the sub gone he felt that the tribe was safe again.  Buck’s horse was gone, taken back with the other men.  
 
                 A few hours later he was limping home.  He was greeted by his neighbors and Carol came running out of the house. 
 
                 “What happened to you?” she said hugging him.  
 
                 “I’ve been shot but I don’t think it’s bad.” Buck said holding her with his free hand.  
 
                 “Are they going to come back?” she asked, the rest of the group listening.
 
                 “No. I think they’re gone.” he said. “We’re safe now.”  
 
                 Buck asked to be updated with the food situation while his leg was looked at.  Everyone had their smokers working drying out the buffalo meat.  The hide was being stretched out and worked by some of the women for leather.  The usual feast of stew and steaks was the night before.  The men had come home to a large meal and they needed it forgetting to eat with everything that was happening.  
 
                 Buck’s leg healed in a few weeks.  He never walked the same afterwards.  It didn’t usually both him unless he was trying to climb into a tree stand during hunting season.  He would notice the injury again and the thought of those two days would come back.  
 
                 They never did see anyone from the military ever again.  The submarine never returned and life continued back to normal.  Buck and Carol would have two more children.  The tribe had doubled in size in a few years.  They had found other groups over time that lived nearby but they all agreed to keep their distance instead of inviting more trouble into their lives.  It may not have been the life they were accustomed to before The Day but the children didn’t know any better and they seemed happy with this simple life.  Some of the men felt like they had retired early, hunting and fishing all day with no worries about bills or taxes.  They still had the stress of worrying about food and water but that was surpassed by the thrill of the hunt and relaxing out in the garden.  With no nine to five jobs they had more than enough time to take care of their needs.  The world had changed after The Day, to Buck, it appeared to be healing nicely.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 22: Midwest United States
 
    
 
                 Information is not power, it is beyond power.  Having information is the difference between life and death.  Unfortunately, over the past hundred years, man did not learn what information was important for survival and instead focused on other endeavors.  That should have been man’s undoing.  There were those who strived to gather those things that were lost in hopes of replacing the knowledge that was gone.  
 
                 A few people remembered what the name of the town was before they settled and started over.  Most came up with a new name to move on from the old world.  New Haven was given and the name stuck.  The town was seen as a safe haven from the outside world that they were living in but it was still tough to survive in.  
 
                 The few books in town had become valuable commodities and were beyond a price at market.  Some people stole them, others tried to lend them out only to never have them returned.  The knowledge of growing food was valuable and worth more than anybody could offer.  Some people at the market had gone back to bartering with silver and gold and in most cases that worked for them.  The people who brought the best food to market were quickly becoming rich while others didn’t do so well.  Seeing the growing shift between people at the market, a group of people held a meeting to figure out how to improve the lives of everyone and keep the peace of the town intact.  
 
                 Sitting in the bar of the local mead shop were Norah, John, Bruce, and Odin who stood behind the bar watching for any customers that might come in. 
 
                 “So, shall we get started gentlemen?” Norah asked the other men.  
 
                 “I don’t see any reason to take our time.” Bruce said with a hint of sarcasm sipping from his glass of mead.  
 
                 “We need to diversify the food around here.” Norah said. 
 
                 “Squirrel not cutting it for you?” John joked. 
 
                 “Hardly.” Bruce commented.  
 
                 “It’s not the game, it’s the plants.  Every year we have some crops that do well and others that don’t.  Some people try to do simple things like canning and still lose a good portion of their food because they messed up somewhere along the way.  Simply put, we have a community of people trying to be farmers who were never farmers.  We need information.” Norah said. 
 
                 Everyone who was invited had an idea as to what the meeting was about.  John and Bruce dreaded being asked to leave their homes again for some other mission.  
 
                 “Why do I have a funny feeling I know what you are going to suggest?” John said.  
 
                 “I’m not saying that you have to go out and find these things.  Out of everyone I think the people in this room may know where a person can go to find information.  Here I made a list.”  Norah pulled a piece of paper from her pocket.  The list was long, a collection of books and tools that would help people farming.  
 
                 John took the list from her glancing it over.  He noticed the title Backyard Homestead on it, the same book he took from the library when Fatima and he were leaving the city.  There were others he thought he might recognize but couldn’t be sure.  
 
                 “Is this what you’re after?” John asked. 
 
                 “We need information for people to be able to learn how to live like this again.  Otherwise, we will have more people dying.” Norah said. 
 
                 John kept the book to himself knowing that if word got out it might come up missing one day.  
 
                 “So, how do we find these books?” Bruce asked taking another sip fearing the answer.  
 
                 “We need to have somebody go out and collect what they can and bring it back.” Norah said.  
 
                 John shook his head.  He was done.  Three kids at home now, no telling when a fourth could be on the way.  
 
                 Bruce felt the same way.  He took it upon himself to travel along the countryside and find people to invite to the market and the community they had built.  At times it was dangerous and he sometimes wondered if he would ever see Isabel again.  He didn’t know if he could go through that again.  
 
                 “I don’t know why you’re all making this so hard,” Odin said behind the bar.  “We already know where to send someone if we really wanted these books.  The library should still have plenty inside to offer.  The greenhouse down the street from my old house had plenty of books in their store.  Hell, I bet the librarian would have doubles of items that he could send our way.  He shouldn’t have a problem with it since I supply the liquor, he pays for the books.  Have we really gotten so wrapped up in things we forgot how to solve the simplest of problems?”  
 
                 “Odin, I think I’ll have a drink.” John said. 
 
                 “Me too.” Norah said. 
 
                 Odin took out three glasses and filled them.  He left the bar, locked the door and joined them at the table.  Odin took the list off the table and scanned it.  
 
                 “We need to start a library,” Odin said.
 
                 Eyes rolled around the table. 
 
                 “We tried that,” John said. “Everything ended up stolen and never returned.” 
 
                 “We need to flood the market.  Get so many books in town that nobody will care who has one and who doesn’t.” Bruce said.
 
                 Everyone looked at him.
 
                 “What?  I studied economics for a semester.” he said.  
 
                 “The librarian will help us.  And like I said there are other places to look.  I think there is something else we need.” Odin added. 
 
                 “Like?” John asked. 
 
                 “Seeds.  Lots of seeds.  I see this seed savers book and we need to require everyone to collect seeds and start a seed bank.  If crops are lost for whatever reason we can’t lose all the seeds and the plant.  We also should start a community garden where we study the plants and see what does well here and what doesn’t.” Odin said.
 
                 “How do you know all of this?  I lived on a farm for years and I didn’t think of all this.” Norah said. 
 
                 “I watched this show about a seed bank that was built on this island by the artic.  Scientist stored all the seeds they could find and froze them there in case a comet or nuclear war destroyed the planet.” 
 
                 “Well, that helps us out.  A few thousand miles, a boat and a frozen island, problem solved.” Bruce said.
 
                 “Are you volunteering?” Norah said joking. 
 
                 “If the seeds are stored the right way we can have an emergency stash in case something happens, frost in June or a flood.  The community garden could be a chance for people to know how to grow crops and teach the others that are struggling.  We need a central location so that people are more likely to come and take part.” Odin said.
 
                 “Like your bar.” John said. 
 
                 “In town.” Odin said. 
 
                 “What do you get out of this?” Bruce asked.
 
                 “More flavors to work with.” Odin raised his glass and sipped his mead. 
 
                 “Cheers to that.” Bruce followed Odin’s lead. 
 
                 They all took a drink.
 
                 “So, who do we get?” John asked.
 
                 The table was silent for a minute. 
 
                 “There is that botanist girl that lives to the north.” Bruce said.
 
                 John felt protective suddenly.
 
                 “Betty is off limits, she’s been through enough.” John said trying to make his point she was off limits. 
 
                 “Why not, we have all been through a lot.” Norah added. 
 
                 John didn’t want to tell them about how he almost killed her at the cannibals’ camp.  They had no idea about the abuse she went through, or watching her boyfriend of three years die in front of her eyes.
 
                 “I said no.” John said.
 
                 “Well, I guess that’s settled.  Who’s next on the roster?” Odin said. 
 
                 The table was silent again.  
 
                 “Who is that kid that I always see at the market and he brings in the best stuff?” Bruce asked.  
 
                 Odin pulled a Benchmade knife out of his pocket and put it on the table.  John picked it up flicking the blade out of the handle. 
 
                 “Is this real?” John asked looked at the insignia.  He recognized it as one of the top quality knives from before The Day.
 
                 “Looked like it to me.  I gave him three bottles of mead for it.” Odin said. 
 
                 “What else has he brought in?” John asked. 
 
                 Odin stood up and went back behind the counter.  He pulled a box out and placed it on the seat.  He pulled the items out and set them on the table for everyone to see.  Gold and silver coins, boxes of bullets, jewelry, and other trinkets. 
 
                 “Hell, he even brought in a few rolls of toilet paper.” Odin said.
 
                 “You’re kidding me.” Bruce said with a shocked look on his face. 
 
                 Everyone stared at Odin.  He sat smug enjoying the luxury of his finely wiped rear end.
 
                 “Who is this kid?” John asked.
 
                 “Don’t know his name, he just comes in and trades for a few bottles and bolts out the door.” 
 
                 “What does this kid look like?” Norah asked.
 
                 “Well, about 5’6”, skinny, tan skin, dark hair.  Could be Hispanic I suppose. Maybe fifteen.” Odin said
 
                 “Fifteen years old?” Bruce asked.
 
                 “Selling to minors illegal?” Odin replied.
 
                 The table was quiet for a minute. 
 
                 “It’s not like this stuff is that strong.” John said trying to take the heat off of Odin.
 
                 “Are we drinking the same thing?” Norah said looking at her glass.
 
                 “So, then where do we find this kid?” Bruce asked bringing the conversation back to the topic they were there for.  
 
                 “He comes and goes.  Sometimes he is here a few days at a time, other times he is gone for weeks but he does come back.  I think we are the only place he has to go for trade.” Odin explained.
 
                 “I guess we will have to wait and see if we can talk him into hunting some things down for us.  In the meantime, I still have my Jeep so I can go to those other places and get what we need.” John said. 
 
                 “I can take you to the greenhouse.” Odin said.
 
                 “I’ll go to the library with you if you want help or back-up.” Bruce added. 
 
                 “Sounds like you boys have this covered.” Norah finished.  
 
                 The four of them finished drinking their mead, shared gossip, the new form of entertainment in their town, and said their goodbyes.
 
    
 
                 John returned from the meeting and told Fatima about the plan to get more garden supplies for the town.  
 
                 “Is this the same kid that gets Odin his medical supplies?” she asked. 
 
                 “Why is there something you need?” he asked. 
 
                 “There is always something I need.” she said.  She sat down and started a written list of items that she could use.  At the end she simply wrote, Any Antibiotics and Meds.  She handed the note to John.
 
                 “Could you get this to him?” she asked. 
 
                 “Of course.” he said putting it in his pocket.  
 
                 She was cleaning off the table.  The kids were playing in the living area.  The baby was sleeping by the bed.  He stood up from the table and stood behind her.  He wrapped his hands around her waist.  
 
                 “You know I love you.” he said.  It was more of a statement than a question.  
 
                 “Of course,” she said.  She stood up and let her head fall back on his shoulder.  Her arms lined up with his holding his hands.  They stood there silently enjoying their moment together.  
 
                 “Please tell me if there is anything you need.” he said.  He felt like he could have been hunting things down for the clinic for a while now but took it upon herself to do it alone.  
 
                 “We keep this up and I’ll need something else tonight.” she said turning around and kissing him at the table. 
 
                 “Kids!” John said.  “I think it’s time for bed.” he said clapping his hands together.  Fatima gave him the stare of screwing up. “Sorry, forgot about the baby.” 
 
                 The crib remained quiet and they all exhaled.  The kids crawled into their beds and an hour later John and Fatima were confident they had a respectable amount of privacy in a one room cabin.  Fatima crawled into bed first while John worked the fire a bit, added the last log before bed and crawled in after her.  
 
                 “Will this ever get old?” she asked. 
 
                 “Of course not.” he said kissing her.
 
                 “What if I get pregnant again?” she asked.
 
                 “So we have number four.” 
 
                 “Can we take care of four?” she asked.
 
                 “Can we name four?” 
 
                 “Stop, you know what I mean.” 
 
                 “You don’t want me?” John asked.
 
                 “I never said that.” Fatima replied
 
                 “Then shut up.” John said kissing her.  A few moments later he would crawl on top of her and they would continue their nightly ritual.  The fear of pregnancy never concerned John.  It wasn’t on Fatima’s mind either.  Sometimes the thought of kids from the market came to mind.  The ones without parents or were malnourished.  This was what concerned her.  Her kids were healthy, and perfect.  She could never imagine them turning into the children of the market she saw.  But that didn’t make her worry about them none the less.  As John entered her she forgot all of that.  She lost herself with him.  Their moments together were the thing that held her together.  When they were together the world never fell apart.  It was still intact and made sense.  His breath against her neck and his hard chest against hers told her she was still alive and there were things still worth living for in this world.  Even with all the things she saw at the clinic she still had this to look forward to and she would enjoy it any chance she could get.  
 
    
 
                 The next day John went to town after working in the garden.  He went to Odin’s place and dropped off the note.  Odin grabbed it off the counter and looked at it.  
 
                 “Hmmm,” he said to himself, and then went back into the bar. 
 
                 He came back out and had a box with a few items in it. 
 
                 “I have these,” Odin said.  
 
                 John looked in it, a collection of various decongestants and other household drugs that were still in the wrappers.  
 
                 “How long have you had these?” John asked. 
 
                 “Not long, I just threw them in the box as people came by with trade.” Odin said. 
 
                 “Thank you,” John said.  “What do I owe you?” 
 
                 “Nothing,” Odin said with a slight look of guilt on his face. 
 
                 “Thank you,” John said walking out and carrying the box with him.
 
                 John found himself disappointed in Odin.  He had been holding out on supplies that could have been helping people.  John knew that Fatima was stopping by at his place to see if anybody had traded meds for mead.  He couldn’t figure out what the appeal would be to hold it from her unless he was selling it to others for brewing supplies.  In the end he guessed he couldn’t be mad that the man was trying to get ahead.  After all he never charged Fatima for the meds he gave her even though they were willing to trade in order to get them.   Maybe it was Odin’s personal stash that he kept for himself.  It could have been a number of things that kept the box hidden in the back.  Finally, John was happy to have the box.  Something he could bring back to his wife and put a smile on her face.  Another night of intimacy might be in store after bringing this home and he was hoping that would be on the menu.  
 
    
 
                 Fatima woke up to the sunlight and looked at her children still sleeping in the room.  She was surprised they never woke up during the night with as intense lovemaking that happened with John bringing home the box of meds from Odin’s place.  
 
                 Fatima checked on the baby first, she stirred awake and Fatima took her to the dining table and breastfed her before checking on the other two children.  When she was done she went to Wasimah and little John.  Little John had a fever and appeared to be getting restless.  
 
                 She put a thermometer in his mouth, he didn’t wake.  His temp was 102.3.  She was thankful for the battery still being good in the thermometer.  Honestly, she wished they could find one of the old mercury thermometers since they would last indefinitely if treated right.  Even without the thermometer she knew little John was sick.  She woke John and told him their son was sick.  
 
                 “How bad is it?” he asked. 
 
                 “I don’t know.  He has a high temp.  I’ll have to give him a better look but with the fever whatever he is fighting could be serious.” she said.  “Has Odin seen the boy yet?” 
 
                 “I don’t know.  When Odin sees him it’s random.” John said.  He could see the concerned look on her face.  “I’ll go see if the kid stopped by today.” 
 
                 The smiling face told him it was the right answer. 
 
                 John shuffled out of the bed and put his clothes on.  Odin’s would be the first priority.  He decided to use the Jeep.  It had a little gas left but the gas wouldn’t last forever anyway.  He drove into town and people stared at him as he drove past.  He parked in front of Odin’s and walked in. 
 
                 “Odin!” he called out.  Odin appeared from behind the bar. 
 
                 “John,” he said. 
 
                 “Have you seen the kid?” he asked. 
 
                 “No, it’s still early if he does show.” Odin said.               
 
                 “Do you have any other meds?” John asked. 
 
                 Odin was quiet for a minute. 
 
                 “Are you accusing me of holding out on you?” Odin asked. 
 
                 “Look, my son is sick.  I don’t care if you have a crush on my wife or you use it to trade with other people for brewing supplies or you just feel like keeping it to yourself.  I just need to know if you have any antibiotics or meds that might come in handy.” John said. 
 
                 The look of panic told Odin that he was serious.  Their oldest child must be seriously ill for John to be losing it.  
 
                 “I don’t have any antibiotics.  The kid never brings them in.  I don’t know why but it’s normally the Motrin or the aspirin.  You’re welcome to look for yourself if you like.” Odin said calling John’s bluff. 
 
                 “Shit,” John said.  He sat down at one of the tables and put his hands on his face.  This might have been the first time in a long time John felt helpless.  Even while fighting the Chinese things didn’t seem so bad.  At least he knew what he was working with and what to expect.  Having a sick kid was something entirely different.  This was Fatima’s realm and he had no idea how things worked in it except if she needed something that was the key to fixing what was wrong.  
 
                 “Look, stay here and see if the kid shows up.” Odin said. “Drinks on the house.” 
 
                 “The last thing I need is a drink.” John said.  “This is one of the first times I wished things were like the old days.” John said. 
 
                 Odin felt bad about hiding the meds in the back.  An insurance policy to make sure that Fatima came back again.  
 
                 They hung out in the bar for hours, they didn’t say much.  The waiting game of the new world was a boring one.  Unless someone had work to do which was all the time this was the worst situation to be in.  Then, they heard a knock at the back door.  Both Odin and John’s heads rose.
 
                 Odin went to the back and John followed.  John hesitated at first and then figured if he could fight the Chinese with a small force he could take Odin if he didn’t like it.  
 
                 The back door opened and there was a young teenage Hispanic kid standing there with a wheelbarrow behind him.  
 
                 “Odin,” the kid said. 
 
                 “Are you the one with the meds?” a voice said behind the bearded Odin. 
 
                 Ricardo watched a man appear.  He recognized him from the market.  Usually he was moving around the area as a form of security but didn’t ever appear to be needed.  
 
                 “Are you the one with the med’s?” the man asked again. 
 
                 “I have some.” the kid said. 
 
                 The man pulled a paper from his pocket.  
 
                 “Have you ever seen these, or do you have some?” the man asked. 
 
                 The kid took the paper and looked it up and down.  He couldn’t read the names but he was still able to match them with items if he came across them.  
 
                 “I can look for them when I’m out.” the kid said. 
 
                 “When is that?” the man pressed. 
 
                 “How much do I get?” the kid replied. 
 
                 “I’ll pay.” Odin cut in.
 
                 “Here’s what’s going on.  This is John, his son is sick.  They need antibiotics to fight whatever their son has.  If you have seen any of these meds can you get them to us?” Odin explained.
 
                 “Is it the flu?” the kid asked. 
 
                 “It seems to be an infection.  We don’t think it’s the flu.” John answered. 
 
                 The kid looked at his wheelbarrow. 
 
                 “We will watch your stuff.  You know you can trust me.” Odin said. 
 
                 The kid nodded. 
 
                 “Ok, if I find these, a case of mead.” the kid said.
 
                 “Deal.” Odin and the kid shook on it. 
 
                 “What’s your name?” John asked.  
 
                 “Ricardo.” the kid replied. 
 
                 “Ricardo, please be quick.” John said.
 
                 Ricardo nodded and took off on foot.  John hoped that he would be back soon.  Odin grabbed the wheelbarrow and took it to a shed behind his building and locked it away until Ricardo returned.  
 
                 Odin went back into the building and locked the door. 
 
                 “Do you think this kid will come through?” John asked.  
 
                 “He’s your best chance.  You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff he brings in.  It’s like he doesn’t realize what he has or what he is trading for.” Odin said.  “Come with me.” 
 
                 Odin took John into a separate room with boxes stacked everywhere.  Flipping a lid open John looked in and saw a brand new Kbar knife, marine insignia stamped leather sheath and all.  Bullets and gun magazines accompanied it.  He took the knife out and unsheathed it.  
 
                 “I always wanted one of these when I was in.  Being army didn’t make it possible to carry one.  Army knives are shit.” John said. 
 
                 “Not all of this is from the kid but a good portion is.” Odin said.  He stepped over to a shelf and picked up a red sheathed Japanese sword.  “Check this out.” 
 
                 Odin handed the sword to John and John placed the Kbar back into the box.  He pulled the blade of the sword out and looked at it.
 
                 “It’s not even rusty.” John said. 
 
                 “Nice right?” Odin said. “If there is a guy who can get you that medicine it think it’s him.”
 
    
 
                 Ricardo ran through the woods and went straight to the barn.  It was so much faster without the wheelbarrow and he forgot how easy it was to travel when he wasn’t hauling or carrying anything.  When he reached the barn he was breathing heavy and out of breath.  He unlocked the doors and went to the pile of meds that he had.  He pulled the list out and went through the bottles.  Most of them were the same thing.  Motrin, Ibuprofen, Tylenol. He looked back at the list.  Tylenol was on it.  At least the letters matched up.  He stuffed the Tylenol in his bag and continued on.  He went through every bottle and package.  When he first started his stockpile of trade supplies he grabbed everything regardless of what it was.  
 
                 The further he worked into the bottles the more he found that was on the list.  He threw everything in the bag.  The bag was a rattling sack, a giant children’s toy.  
 
                 He walked out of the barn and ran back to town.  He was hungry.  He hadn’t noticed it before but now he did.  It must be afternoon and he was looking forward to getting some lunch at the market.  
 
                 It took him longer to get back to the town than before.  His energy was low and the size of the bag flapping against him didn’t help.  
 
                 He reached Odin’s place and pounded on the door. 
 
                 John opened it and waved Ricardo in.                
 
                 “Is that what I think it is?” John said putting his hand out to take the bag.  
 
                 “I need my bag.” Ricardo said handing it over.
 
                 John ignored him and took the bag to the bar and dumped out the contents.  Odin walked up and started going through the meds.  
 
                 “This is way more than I ever expected.” John said. 
 
                 “You did good kid.” Odin said.  
 
                 “One case right?” Ricardo said. 
 
                 “I think we need to work on your bartering skills.” Odin said. “Ricardo, we have another offer for you.”  
 
                 
 
                 John pushed all the bottles into a box and rushed out to the Jeep.  He drove away and went straight to the cabin.  Flying down the street he blew past stop signs and old lights that still hung over the street even after being out of order for years.  Something in him still fought the urge to stop and obey.  
 
                 “No cop, no stop.” he said to himself as he blew past a sign.  
 
                 A few minutes later he was on the dirt road and then the drive to the cabin.  He pulled up and grabbed the box.  
 
                 The rattling sound was music to his ears. 
 
                 Inside he found Fatima using a cold damp rag to try to keep the fever down.  
 
                 “You have it?” Fatima asked.
 
                 He set the box down. 
 
                 “I have a lot but I don’t know what you need.” John said.
 
                 Fatima went to the table. 
 
                 “Keep putting the rag on his forehead until we can get his temp down.”  She looked in the box and saw Tylenol.  “Yes, this will bring the fever down.”  She took two capsules out and grabbed a bottle of water.  
 
                 “John, open your mouth, you need to take this.” Fatima said putting the two pills in his mouth and giving him water to swallow.  
 
                 The pills were old, past the expiration date.  She worried she may have to add more because the drug had broken down over time.  She could only wait and see what effect the normal dose had and go from there.  
 
                 John looked down at his son.  He was pale and felt hot through the fabric of the cloth.  
 
                 Fatima went back to the meds and looked for the right antibiotic.  She took a few out and debated which one would have the best overall effect she was looking for.  John had an infection.  She wasn’t sure what.  It could be so many things.  She picked the one that would cover the most types of infections.  After this point, everything was a waiting game.  
 
                 She gave her son the antibiotic and watched John holding his son’s hand.  She knew before they were together that he would make a good father.  She sometimes worried that with his responsibilities to the town he wasn’t spending enough time with them but it was a trade.  A safe town to have the kids live in or run the risk of being in a more dangerous world.  
 
                 Little John fell asleep and Fatima organized the meds in the box.  All of them were expired, some more than others.  She was happy to have it all.  She was becoming more accustomed to using herbal remedies but using her old degree made her feel more confident.  Before John brought the meds home she was giving little John raw garlic because it’s a natural antibiotic.  She wasn’t confident of it and it’s supposed to be taken as the illness is coming on and not during.  
 
                 She sat back in her chair and watched John with their son.  She was confident now that little John would be ok.  She was still worried until his symptoms changed and he started getting better.  In the meantime, she enjoyed having her husband back, it felt like he was always out and running around these days.  It was important stuff but she was missing him.  She wondered if there would be a day that they would finally be able to rest like they originally planned.  
 
    
 
                 Odin walked through the market with Ricardo.  People did double takes and were surprised to see Odin out of the bar.  He normally stayed inside and had other people bring stuff in trade for food.  
 
                 “You like what we have here Ricardo?” Odin said. 
 
                 “Of course.” Ricardo said. 
 
                 “Good, because you may do one of the greatest things to make sure this keeps going on.” Odin replied.  
 
                 They walked up to Norah’s table.  The cart with the large pig strapped to it sat behind her, the pig lying in the shade sleeping.  She raised her head assuming she would be looking at customers and her face lit up.  
 
                 “Is this the young man?” Norah asked standing up. 
 
                 “This is Ricardo, Ricardo this is Norah.” Odin introduced them and they shook hands.  
 
                 “I’m hungry.” Ricardo said catching whiffs of food from various vendors.                
 
                 “Why don’t we all get a bite to eat?” Odin suggested.  
 
                 They bought two whole chickens from one of the grills and sat at a picnic table tearing into the flesh and eating the thick pieces of meat.  
 
                 “Has Odin talked to you yet about what we are looking for?” Norah asked Ricardo.
 
                 He shook his head and tore into another bite of a chicken leg. 
 
                 “We are looking for various items, specifically books, tools and seeds involving gardening.  We have a list for you so you know what to grab if you find it.” Norah started. 
 
                 “You people are big on lists.” Ricardo said.  
 
                 Norah gave Odin a questioning look.
 
                 “John’s son is sick, we had Ricardo go out this morning looking for meds and he came back with more than enough.” Odin patted Ricardo on the back. “He did well.”  
 
                 “Is he going to be ok?” Norah said.
 
                 “I think so.” Odin answered.
 
                 Norah turned back to Ricardo who was finishing his chicken leg and looking already for his next hunk of meat. 
 
                 “What we are looking for is a large variety of seeds, any you can find.  The books I have here on the list, they will have names like, bio-intensive, permaculture, organic gardening, square foot…” 
 
                 “So plants, seeds, books about plants, tools.  I think I got it.” Ricardo said grabbing another leg off of one of the chickens.  “What do I get?” 
 
                 “What do you want?” Norah asked. 
 
                 Ricardo sat there chewing his food.  His eyes shifting around as he thought about it. 
 
                 “Free food for a week.” Ricardo replied. 
 
                 Odin started to laugh.  
 
                 Ricardo rethought his offer and quickly changed it. 
 
                 “Free food for two weeks.”  
 
                 Odin continued to laugh.  
 
                 “How would you like to have free food for life and a house in town?” Norah said. 
 
                 Ricardo stopped chewing. 
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Free food for life and your own house.” Norah repeated. 
 
                 “Deal!” Ricardo said.  A large smile grew on his face and he continued to chew his food and finish his chicken leg.  
 
                 Odin and Ricardo went back to the bar and Ricardo grabbed his bag.  
 
                 “So, when I bring back what I find…” Ricardo started.  
 
                 “You know that you’re going to find it for the town.  We are not talking about one bag.   We are talking about a bank of seeds, a library of books, and a barn of tools.  This is a long project.  It may take a year.  In the end you have a home and free food for life.  You’re just doing what you already do, and in the end you don’t have to worry about a thing.”  
 
                 Suddenly, it didn’t sound as easy as before.  But it still had the same payoff and if he was lucky he could get his mom to move here and he wouldn’t have to take care of her like before.   He already knew his first stop.  
 
                 “Ok, we still have a deal.  I’ll be back tomorrow.” Ricardo said leaving through the front door.  
 
                 Odin thought it was strange he didn’t take his case of mead but if he would be living in town it made sense to not leave with it.  Odin had a good feeling about this.  He cleaned some glasses and waited for customers.  The world was starting to look up.  
 
                 
 
                 The next day Ricardo was back.  A large hiking pack on his back and several tools strapped to it.  He still had his satchel and appeared tired as he set the pack down next to the door of the bar.  
 
                 “Back already.” Odin said.
 
                 “Did you doubt me?” Ricardo said, as shovels and rakes clanked and rung as they hit the floor.  The backpack appeared heavy and Odin couldn’t wait to dive into it.  Ricardo set the satchel on the counter and Odin took the contents out.  Seeds, several packages of seeds.  Sealed and labeled.  There were heirlooms and hybrids and several flowers and herbs.  Over all there were hundreds of packages of seeds, more than enough to get started on their project.  
 
                 “Holy shit!” Odin said.  He flipped through the seeds and was amazed at what Ricardo had brought to him.  
 
                 “Well?” Ricardo said.  
 
                 “This, this is very nice.”  
 
                 “Ok, can I get a drink, food?” Ricardo said. 
 
                 “Oh yeah.”  
 
                 Ricardo had a feast at the market.  The miles he was putting in and the weight he was carrying burned thousands of calories a day.  Odin talked to the vendors and they quickly learned to give the kid whatever he wanted.  The kid didn’t realize it but his work would be the key to creating a new Garden of Eden.
 
    
 
                 Little John’s fever broke and he started looking better soon after.  Fatima didn’t know if the antibiotics had worked or if his body had fought it off on its own but either way she was happy to have her son back to normal.  A few days later John took his son down to the river and spent the afternoon fishing.  
 
                 Fatima stepped out on the porch and watched them together sitting on a fallen tree trunk.  This was what she was hoping for.  She had the feeling it wouldn’t last.  Nothing does forever.  At least at the moment she could enjoy her family and know that this was perfect for the time being.  
 
    
 
                 A year later Ricardo was finishing his search throughout the countryside.  The town had put together maps in order to help him keep track of where he had been and where to look.  He used carts and wagons to carry items back for the projects.  When he found fields of edible food like blueberries he marked it on the map and told the town about it.  By the time he was finished the town had a barn full of tools, a seed bank filled with thousands of seeds kept in several basements out of light in the coolest spot they could find.  Three libraries were created.   Many books were doubles and kept in separate places around town in case there was a fire.  The rest of the books were divided by subject and also kept between the three buildings to keep the majority of knowledge safe.  
 
                 In the old central park of the town the grounds were dug up and turned into several garden plots.  They experimented with several types of gardening like square foot and bio-intensive.  Permaculture was the basis for the outlying food forest they were starting.  The food bushes, like blueberries, were slowly collected and carefully moved to town.  The local bee population exploded.  Odin was in no way hurting for honey to make his mead.  The trading at the market switched from food to objects of need or desire.  Some still used their cooking skills to trade prepared meals for items but mostly food was something they no longer had to worry about.  Norah taught classes on canning.  The hunters of the town shared their various methods of smoking.  Some people built large dehydrators for preserving a majority of the extra food the town if it wasn’t able to be eaten at harvest.  
 
                 Over the years the project of the garden and food forest provided more food than anyone needed.  Stability was finally taking place and the spare time from gardening created the ability to put the kids in school and forming a social structure. 
 
                 Ricardo, that last year of his mission, moved into one of the houses in town.  It was Chuck’s old house and the shower that Chuck had installed was the selling point for Ricardo’s mother to move to town.  She didn’t want to walk all the way and Ricardo had to haul all of the bottles of mead she never traded, but finally his mother would be taken care of.  
 
                 John pushed the idea of training the population for combat but the idea never took off.  Some of the younger kids would hang out with him and he would teach them various things.  He even started an evening class once a week where he would teach various self-defense techniques from the army handbook.  He figured one day these kids may leave their town and travel throughout the country.  He didn’t know if those places would be peaceful like his own.  It was better to teach them something that might come in handy than to leave them with nothing and have nothing to fall back on.  
 
                 On the sixth year Ricardo had finished his task of collecting seeds, books and tools.  After little John was healthy again John had taken the Jeep with Odin to the greenhouse the brewer had talked about.  Many of the books, tools, and even seeds came from that place.  They had attached a trailer to the Jeep they found at the greenhouse and hauled back anything they could pick up.  Betty was set on the task of organizing and cataloging the seeds that were collected.  She had been collecting and storing seeds from her own garden and she added many of those varieties to the seed bank for the town.  John also took the Jeep to the librarian and filled the back with several additional copies of gardening books that had been collected.  The tall bearded man that John remembered from the year before seemed happy to help and asked that Odin send a case of mead his way when he had a chance.  
 
                 Last was the library.  John had been lucky to find a stash of treated gasoline at a police station filling center in town.  He had to pump it out by hand but it kept his Jeep running for what appeared to be his final journey with it.  After filling the gas tank and the extra jerry cans in the back he drove to the library he had visited several years before.  He had asked the librarian if he knew the books were still there or if they were destroyed.  The man simply didn’t know where most of his people collected them from.  
 
                 John pulled up to the building.  The front was a round glass covered dome.  The large panels of glass were still intact and the only part that was damaged was the sliding doors that had been pried open and left that way.  The foyer between the sliding doors was a catching place for leaves and litter that still blew around the city.  The building looked the same to him.  This was the first place Fatima and he had stopped after leaving Amir at the house.  He didn’t bother to check the building.  He hadn’t seen too many people around in his drive in.  Towards the center of the library was the curved stairway that traveled to all three levels of the building.  He had his pistol on him but figured he wouldn’t need it.   He traveled up the stairs still keeping an eye on every corner, a habit he hoped he would never get rid of.   He looked at the rows of books.  Many were gone now.  Some had fallen on the floor.  He saw that wildlife had found their way inside due to the mice that were running around on the floor.  John went to the aisle that had the gardening books and found two pools of dried blood.  The remains of when he protected Fatima from the two men years ago.  The library was now a mausoleum to old knowledge and the men who died inside.  
 
                 He was careful not to step on the dried blood and pulled all the books he was looking for from the shelves.  He grabbed a cart that the librarians would have used and piled the books on.  He found boxes in the back and filled them with the books.  He also grabbed the books that covered survival, self-defense, and wild food plants.  After loading the Jeep he still had room.  There was no point in ever coming back.  He went back inside and browsed the shelves for books that he once enjoyed reading before The Day.  He filled his own box with the complete run of the Jack Reacher novels by Lee Child.  He grabbed several others.  He found military manuals and threw those in.  Books on herbal remedies and traditional Chinese medicine were also added.  He grabbed hunting books and soon his Jeep was full.  The last thing he threw in was a large edition of the Webster’s dictionary and that rested in the passenger seat.  The last was a thought of preserving the language and helping the kids navigate through the books on their own when they became curious.  
 
                 He couldn’t wait to get home.  It was a long drive but in the end he would be able to hold his wife and kids.  Fatima thought she might be pregnant again.  Until they knew he told her he would just keep trying harder until she was.  She didn’t seem to mind the idea.  He found that little John had become quite the fisherman and they spent many afternoons fishing for dinner and he would share stories and long talks with him.  The more questions that little John asked the better John felt about their conversations.  He was still younger but he was more mature than any child he had ever known.  It was sad but The Day had not only killed a large portion of the population but also the idea of childhood.  
 
                 He would be home before sunset.  He would still have some gas left in the Jeep when he was done but didn’t know when he would ever use it again.  It was a tool.  He had become so accustomed to traveling on foot that the Jeep was only used for long trips like this or hauling heavy items around town.  
 
                 As he drove out of the city he felt the breeze in his hair and smelled the clean air. Smog was gone.  Jet exhaust no longer littered the sky.  This was a pure world that he was living in devoid of the progress man had pushed upon it.  The road was clear and he was two hours from home.  He sat back and let the Jeep fly its final journey to its resting place that John called home.                
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   Twenty-five years after The Day
 
    
 
   Chapter 1: Somewhere in Ohio              
 
                 Chung and Qi had heads covered in grey and white hair.  They were fit for their age but mountain life will do that to you.  They had become skilled hunters and fisherman.  Their flight suits had long been replaced by deer hide and furs. They looked like Eskimos or Native Americans.  
 
                 It was a spring day when Qi went to the river for his afternoon of fishing.  He looked across the river and spotted people on the opposite side.  A man and woman waved at him.  His jaw dropped.  He was lost for words and had no idea what to do.  He turned and tried shouting to Chung unsure where he was.  His yelling in Chinese echoed through the valley.  
 
                 The couple walked across the river, careful of the current.  
 
                 The man tried to talk to Qi but he didn’t understand English.  Qi tried to talk to the couple but they didn’t understand Chinese.  He even tried using different dialects of Mandarin and Cantonese.  Then the girl spoke back.  He male counterpart looked just as amazed as him.  Her dialect was not quite as good as Qi.  Simple words mostly and her accent was off.  
 
                 Frustrated, he tried to remember old American movies he had seen at one time.  The larger biker that killed many people in a movie came to mind.  Qi puffed up his chest and put his arms out like they were too big for his body.
 
                 “I’ll be back.” he said before turning around and running to the cabin still yelling in Chinese.  The couple looked at each other.
 
                 
 
    
 
   “He seems excited,” the woman said.  
 
                 “I would hope so.  I have no idea how long they have been here.” the man replied. “I didn’t know you spoke Chinese.”
 
                 She shrugged her shoulders and started to follow the man.  
 
                 They both walked to the cabin.  They figured they would be welcomed with as excited as the old Chinese man was. 
 
                 When they reached the cabin they found two Chinese men waiting for them.  They were frantic and running around through the house trying to get things ready for a fire and making food.  They were excited to have company even if they couldn’t talk to them.  
 
                 The second man they had not met gestured for them to sit at the table.  
 
                 “Chung,” the man said pointing to himself. 
 
                 “Chung,” the woman repeated.  The man excited, nodding his head. 
 
                 “Aurora,” the woman said pointing to herself.
 
                 “Ahwowa,” the man tried to mimic. 
 
                 She nodded in agreement figuring it was close enough. 
 
                 “John,” the man said pointing to himself.
 
                 “Jan,” Chung repeated. 
 
                 “Close enough,” John said. 
 
                 Chung went back to the kitchen and started pulling out dried meat and veggies.  Herbs were packed away in cans.  The two men worked hard putting together something for their guests. 
 
                 “Do you think they are the pilots of the jets on the highway?” John said to Aurora. 
 
                 “Could be, makes sense.  You don’t think they were in that battle your dad always talked about, do you?” she asked.
 
                 “Let’s find out.” John said. “Chung.”
 
                 Chung turned around to his guest. 
 
                 John pointed at Chung then turned his hand into a flat surface.  He made a jet engine sound and motioned his hand flying around the room, then pointed back at Chung. 
 
                 Chung nodded excited.  He ran to the closet and pulled out his old flight suit.               
 
                 “Holy shit.” John said looking at the Chinese star on the side.  
 
                 “They have been here a long time.” Aurora said.  
 
                 Dinner was served.  A meal of deer jerky, smoked fish, and a salad made from the local greens.  John pulled a bottle of liquor out of his bag and sat it on the table.
 
                 Qi gasped at the bottle.  He started to get excited mumbling in Chinese.  
 
                 Chung realized they had no idea what Qi’s name was.  
 
                 Chung pointed to Qi.  “Chi.” he said.
 
                 “Chi,” John repeated.  Both men nodded.  Qi pointed at himself and repeated it.  He stood from the table and pulled mugs out of the cupboard. 
 
                 John poured glasses for everyone and the men smelled their glasses.  Qi gulped his down and gasped a large smile on his face.  
 
                 John and Aurora sipped their glasses.  John was happy to pour them both seconds which they took their time with.  
 
                 There wasn’t much conversation at the table but the two men still appeared more than happy to have someone for company.  
 
                 Aurora and John left after dinner and went back to the river where they said their goodbyes.  The two men waved and hollered phrases in Chinese.  
 
                 “Do you think we should tell my dad about them when we get back home?” John said to Aurora. 
 
                 “I don’t see why, who are they hurting.  They are trying to get by like everybody else.” Aurora said as they continued east.  They were doing an opposite trip from Louis and Clark.  Traveling east and collecting information on their travels about the rest of the country.  It was an extended form of a honeymoon for them.  Married before their trip, they were set on seeing the world beyond their town and thought this would be the way to do it.  The trip would take years and they knew there was plenty of danger but being alive was dangerous.  John held his brides hand helping her up the side of the mountain.  
 
                 They would travel to the east coast, see the ocean.  Hopefully they would meet people along the way and have many stories to tell people back home when they returned.  John hoped to tell his dad about a new America that he had helped protect and create years before.  In the least he wanted to go back home to talk about an America that still had the potential of being great, where people were free and kind.  A land where people helped one another and smiled with greetings happy to see you.  A place where children could play and be safe.  Where life was a common goal and everyone worked together to make sure everyone had enough.  That was the America John Adams Jr. hoped to see.  That was the one he wanted to share with his bride.  As they set foot east they came closer to finding out what kind of America still existed.
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