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Introduction


Nate Michaels and his family made it to northern Wyoming. The trek from
Fritch, Texas, took nearly two weeks. The real test for him and his family
would now begin as they would need to adapt to a colder, harsher environment.
The challenges on society were becoming worse. The National Power Grid was
still down, and no one knew when it would ever be back up again. When the
economic collapse occurred, it was late spring. Soon cooler weather would fall
upon the nation, making things harder; especially for those living in the
northern states. Skills for survival would be tested; along with the ability to
find other important resources like food. The number of fatalities in the
states was staggering. In the once highly populated urban areas, the bodies
were being gathered up and set on fire. Once, where Football games were played,
now were host to mass cremations to keep the spread of disease down.




















From Escaping Home


“Dad, I think we are here. Go slow and keep your hands up, they had
family protecting them last time,” Nate said.


Henry understood and appreciated the advice.


Nate drove up to the gate and stopped. He walked up to the latch and
waited. He could sense he was being watched. He couldn’t tell from where, but
knew that close by, someone was watching. In the distance, Nate could barely
hear a radio and someone talking. Soon, he heard what sounded like a few small
four-wheelers approaching. On one of them, he could see the unmistakable long
red hair flying in the wind. Sammie was coming. On the other, he could see
Gene’s smile from fifty yards away.


Nate sighed in relief that they all had made it. As they pulled up, two
men walked out from behind what seemed to be a duck blind placed in the bushes.
They carried AK-47s. Nate recognized one to be the brother of Sammie. Randy
walked up, opened the gate, and shook Nate’s hand.


“Welcome back, friend,” he said with a slight drawl. Nate wondered if
Randy had lived in the south somewhere before crap hit the fan.


“Glad to be here, Randy. Thank you,” Nate replied.


He turned and waved his family over. Gene and Sammie were now pulling
up. From the corner of his eye, Nate saw her dismount fast and begin running in
his direction He turned just in time to catch her as she jumped in the air and
into his arms. Nate, stunned by her actions and somewhat embarrassed, returned
her hug and briefly held her. Sammie then whispered into his ear.


“Welcome to your new home, Nate,” she said as she hugged him.


Sammie was a strong woman. Nate could feel that. Her hair blew in his
face, hiding her kiss on his cheek.


It’s good to be finally here, Nate
thought.


 


The End.



















Chapter 1


Defending Home


A few days earlier, Nate and his family arrived at their location just
east of the Big Horn mountain range. It was a grueling trip having encountered
many things along the way that gave hint to the utter devastation that truly
existed in the states. It seemed the worst was yet to come. The bright spot of
their journey was finding Nicole. She had become a great asset to the family. She
was a strong willed and courageous young woman. She is what Nate’s mother
needed right now – help, and Nicole was willing to provide just that. Both
Nate’s parents seemed to have more life in them with Ben and Nicole around.
Nate could see the difference in their attitudes even though they were now
living in a strange land far from where they spent their entire lives.


Nate and his family were coming to grips with what they would need to
do to contribute to the small community around them. Things would be different
now with the need for everyone to have jobs. There was still no electricity
from the grid. They did, however, have some solar ability, but everyone used it
wisely. They were fortunate to have good well water, and natural rivers and
streams not far away. Other creature comforts such as heating were something
that they were now preparing.


Prior to their arrival, Gene and his son were busy with cutting and
stacking many cords of firewood. Each home had a wood burning stove and a
fireplace. Each kitchen had working propane stoves, but they were rarely used
since the economic collapse.


Gene was the type who made sure he was prepared regardless of the
situation, and long ago he had two below ground propane tanks installed at each
home he owned. Both tanks had been filled two weeks before the crash and
societal decay.


Nate stood at the edge of the property line looking down into the
expansive valley below. He was using a pair of strong binoculars Gene had given
to him. After arriving, Gene asked everyone if they would be alright with
having assigned jobs based on their abilities and skill sets. This was an
important idea, and one that Nate embraced. It was obvious what Nate’s primary
job would be. With his past, and skillset, no one would be better suited.


Nate looked down the ridge and saw Randy tying off the barbed wire at a
pole. Randy was Sammie’s younger brother by five years, and Nate really liked
the young man. Nate was asked if over time he could teach Randy some of his
skills. Nate agreed to do it. He knew that there may come a time when Randy
would need to act as a guard for the family. Nate had already assessed Randy in
firearms, and he was a good shot. Having been a hunter all his life, Randy was
very familiar with most, but not all, firearms. Nate, however, felt he was
level headed, and already acting in the roll Gene suggested for him.


Nate focused on the far-off smoke he could see rising over the small
hill. Behind that hill lay a small town that Nate didn’t know the name of. The
smoke itself wasn’t anything unusual for these times. He knew the causes could
be one of many things. Nate continued to scan the area until he heard someone
approaching from behind. The slight shuffling sound of the gait told him who it
was…Sammie.


“See anything?” she asked. Sammie stood just behind him as he continued
to scan the valley. Nate could sense her moving a little closer. As she moved
closer, he felt comfortable and wanted to put his arm around her but hesitated,
feeling it was maybe too soon.


“This wind is picking up; glad you are big enough to block some of it,”
she said, moving an inch closer. Sammie was now parallel to him, hiding from
the wind. She was right, the winds were picking up, and there was a slight
chill in the air.


“Is this chill normal for the time of year here?” Nate asked. He put
down the binoculars and turned to see her looking up at him. She was wearing a
brown and gold hoody that had a bronco rider on the front. The letters were old
and peeling, but it was the Wyoming Cowboys. Her arms were crossed as if she
were trying to stay warm. It was nearly 5:00 p.m.; the sun would be setting
very soon.


“Not usually this nippy. All we need is for winter to set in early. I
was really hoping things would stay kind of average like last year,” she
replied.


“Where I’m from, ‘average’ can change in twenty-four hours. There is an
old saying in Texas, ‘if you don’t like the weather, just wait twenty-four
hours, and it will change,’” Nate said with a smile.


Sammie smiled back. She loved his smile. There was something about Nate
that from day one of meeting him, she was attracted to. It had nothing to do
with the fact that he saved her parents, but was more about the strength that
seemed to flow out of him. The inner strength alone that he possessed could
lift others; that seemed to inspire Sammie. She often wondered if that trait
was what made him a good leader in the military. That possibility moved her as
well.


“Well, we also have our share of strange weather, Mr. Texan,” she
replied, poking at him. Nate smiled and looked over her shoulder to keep an eye
on Randy who was now further down the fence line doing repairs.


“Randy is doing a good job on that wire. He will be done soon, and then
we will head back,” Nate said, turning his attention back to Sammie’s gaze.


“Ok. Well, if you don’t mind, I will wait with you. I’ve got all my
chores done and I need some fresh air,” remarked. Sammie was now living back
with her parents. Shortly after the crash, she knew things would rapidly
deteriorate, and getting back to her parent’s place would become hard. Her
ability to stay close to the hospital even before it lost all power and ability
to help people grew difficult daily. She gathered what she could from her
apartment and headed home to her parents. Her brother and his wife Kimberly had
their own spread adjacent to families.


Nate could see Randy waving his arms, indicating that he was done. Nate
waved back. He tucked the binoculars inside his own jacket, slung his rifle off
his shoulder, and held it down along his body. He placed his other hand on
Sammie’s shoulder and motioned that Randy was ready to head back.


Sammie started to walk alongside Nate as he headed to the point along
the fence where they would converge.


“Sometime…will you show me how to shoot that gun?” she said, looking at
his 45-70 lever action in his hand.


“You bet, I think you would enjoy shooting it,” Nate replied. He held
the gun up looking at it proudly.


Everyone had a job. Ben seemed to transform from the day that he met
Nate. Perhaps it was the fact that he had no choice but to grow up after his
grandmother passed away. Ben’s job was to assist his grandparents, and to take
care of Samson – who showed he was a loyal pet to them all from the day Nate
found him abandoned on a highway on his way home several months earlier. Ben
was helping stack more firewood. They had six more cords of wood; Gene had
already cut ten cords. Henry hadn’t used an ax in a long time, but he found
cutting firewood refreshing. For an old man, working that ax was getting him
back in shape. He had always been the type to stay in shape having been in the
Marines. Betty was closely watching her husband. She was nervous he might have
a heart attack or something. The fact was that Henry needed this work, just as
Betty needed her duties; they both needed to stay fit and prepared – not just
physically, but mentally as well.


Henry raised his ax up and stopped. He spotted something odd in the
sky. He couldn’t hear the sound yet, but it would be coming as the high-flying
craft drew closer. Slowly, he started to see what looked like people dropping
from high altitude. He watched for a few more seconds until he realized the
plane would soon be nearly overhead, coming from the east. He dropped his ax
and ran inside.


Nate was just sitting down to eat hot oatmeal when his father came
through the house calling for him. Nate dropped the spoon and stood.


“What’s wrong, dad?” Nate said, meeting him halfway across the room. He
could tell something serious was occurring just by the intensity of Henry’s eyes.


“Better come take a look at this. Bring your binoculars,” Henry said as
he went to get his own. In seconds, they were outside.


Nate stepped off the porch and looked in the direction where Henry
pointed. Nate could already tell from the formation that what they were looking
at were soldiers deploying from a very high altitude.


Nate focused on the sight and the plane. Perhaps it was U.S. Forces
trying to set up some control points to get things going again. Nate watched as
paratroopers deployed one after another. Then he noticed the plane was not
American military.


“Dad, can I use your binoculars?” Nate asked. Henry slowly pulled them
down and had a worried look on his face, but he didn’t say anything. Nate
stoically placed the binoculars to his eyes and spoke out loud.


“Dear God!” Nate removed them and turned to Henry.


“Russian…I know, son. That plane is nearly over us too,” Henry said.


Nate was already looking back up and watching the men coming down. Some
would be on them soon.


“We need to gather everyone up fast, dad. Get your rifle; I will grab
my gear too. We don’t have much time.”


Nate ran inside and retrieved his AR-15 and a few pistols, along with
some magazines for both firearms. He had to move fast. Ben was watching him and
seemed confused at what he saw. Within a few seconds, Nate’s mom, along with
Nicole, walked in.


“Nate, what’s wrong? What are you doing?” Betty asked with a look of
concern on her face.


About this time Henry came into the house.


“Dad, explain everything to them, but don’t let anyone leave. I will go
tell the others,” Nate said as he rushed out the front door taking time to look
up. He knew he didn’t have much longer before the troops – however many of them
that there were – would be on the ground. Nate was running full throttle to
Gene’s house and was nearly there when Gene ran out with a rifle in hand. Henry
had already contacted him on the Ham radio.


“We need to get everyone down in the basements. I’m not sure we will be
able to hold them off, Gene. I assume they are here for something other than
humanitarian reasons.”


Gene nodded, looking very nervous.


“What are you going to do?” Gene asked about the same time that Sammie
came out the door.


“They are coming down beyond the ridge line; we will have the advantage
of height. I will go and see what I can do.”


Nate quickly turned and took off. Sammie started after him, but Gene
grabbed her arm just as she saw a paratrooper falling just over the hill.


Nate saw his father coming with his sniper rifle slung over his
shoulder. The plane was past them now, but they didn’t see any more troops
dropping from the plane. Most of them had fallen to the east. That didn’t mean
they were out of danger, since many of the paratroopers fell much too close for
comfort. Then off in the distance, Nate could hear distinct sounds of small
arms fire and a few heavier explosions. There were several military bases
spread all over Wyoming, so he was certain they would get a lot of resistance.
However, just how many troops were deployed in this invasion was not known.


Nate and Henry reached the point on the property where they figured
might give them their best advantage of seeing who was dropping in for dinner.
Quickly, they fell to the ground and pulled up their binoculars. Nate scanned
the flat area down from his vantage point which had a slight gradual slope down
to the valley below that. He was searching for the parachutes blowing around,
and soon saw several still attached. He only saw movement from two. The two
were very close, and were moving toward the three that didn’t seem to deploy
their chutes. Nate figured they were dead. He also considered the possibility
that they may have been asked in to help reestablish our nation. Perhaps they
were part of a peacekeeping force. Nate didn’t care much for the thought, but
there was the chance.


“Dad, what if they are a peace keeping force? I seriously doubt this,
but what if?” Nate knew what his father’s response would be.


“Oh, hell no. When has any nation ever bothered to help us? Especially
not like this. This has to be some attempt to get at the U.S. when we are
weak,” Henry said wholeheartedly.


There was a high-pitched sound coming from the high-flying aircraft
that deployed the troops. Nate and his father turned to see it now smoking and
descending rapidly. Something mechanically catastrophic happened to the plane.
Nate raised the binoculars and watched as the plane was coming down. He could
clearly see it was a Russian made transport, one of the older LLyushian types
with four massive engines.


Smoke wasn’t coming from any of the engines, but it seemed to be coming
from inside the craft. Whatever the reason, it was coming down fast and he
didn’t see anyone leaving the plane. Its current course was taking it further
north into the Bighorn Mountains. Both watched as it disappeared over a
mountain, and moments later, a large explosion could be heard followed by a
rising smoke cloud.


The attention to that scene was diverted back to the sound of heavy
gunfire off to the east. The sound echoed for some distance. Experience told
Nate it was a good distance away, but the nearby troops would still be an
issue. He was now working under the assumption that these paratroopers were
Russian, and highly trained. There were many questions he had. Number one, how big was this force? They only saw one
plane, and it could hold up to 125 paratroopers. Nate didn’t see any supportive
equipment dropped, nor any artillery; which was good news. One piece was the
new air droppable 120 mm artillery called the “Lotus.” He was glad that this
piece wasn’t being utilized. This was a ground assault without artillery for
some reason.


“Dad, I need to get down there and see what’s going on,” Nate said, but
he noticed Henry was watching something down the slope.


Henry motioned for Nate to lie flat. Nate did as direct. Henry, now
using hand gestures, pointed with two fingers up to his eyes, and then pointed
in the direction he wanted Nate to look in. Nate didn’t need his binoculars to
see what was coming up the hill. A small patrol of three men, in staggered
formation, was slowly moving toward them. Two of the men were carrying what
appeared to be AK-74s, while the third had a long sniper rifle slung over his
back. The man with the sniper rifle also was carrying a small folding stock
AK-47.


They didn’t have much time to prepare, and Nate knew they only had two
options: a fast retreat back to the homes; or split up and try to take them
down. If they retreated, it would only be a matter of time before they were
found, and possible reinforcements would be called in if they had a radio. It
was possible that this was an expeditionary force looking for some high points
of land to use for observation. Nate knew they had to stop them now.


“We need to split up and get them in a crossfire,” Nate motioned with
his hands. Henry nodded.


“One shot, son, is all I need. Let’s make this fast,” Henry replied.


Nate could see his father turn into the Marine he was, which was
understandable because he also knew…once a Marine, always a Marine. Slowly they
backed up and moved apart. They also managed to keep an eye on where they were
in relation to one another, so they didn’t shoot each other.


The three soldiers were now approaching the steepest part of the hill.
Each slowly managed to walk closer together. More gunfire erupted off to the
east, and one of the men raised a hand shouting something in Russian as though
he were celebrating. He was the first one to drop.


His head erupted in a red mist over the other two as they stood stunned
momentarily. This delay on their part, gave Nate time to quickly fire his
weapon. Two rapid shots to the chest at the neckline, just in case he wore a
vest. The man dropped where he stood. The other man now sprayed and prayed.
Nate dropped further behind a rock, just missing being hit by one of the rounds.
Henry already had the man shooting at Nate in his sights when two more soldiers
came from around a huge bolder from down below. One of the soldiers appeared to
have a grenade launcher. He was getting in position to fire when Henry changed
his target. Henry pulled the trigger and the man fired as he was hit. The
trajectory sent the grenade in the direction of his comrade. The soldier tried
to flee, but it was too late.


The explosion sent rocks flying everywhere. The one remaining soldier
retreated and began running down the long slope. He couldn’t be allowed to
escape.


Nate aimed his weapon and fired several rounds in rapid succession
until he fell to the ground. Nate waited, and listened for any further troops
who might be coming. It seemed this was all of them. Nate slowly stood and
cautiously walked to Henry.


“I hope there are not any more nearby. I guess we should go and inspect
them and see what, if any, Intel they might be carrying,” Nate stated. Henry
nodded and they both made their way down the mountainside.


As they came closer to the first two soldiers, they noticed that the
uniforms were not American. The colors and pattern seemed to be that of an
older Russian design. It appeared to be the older pixilated version of the
Flectarn worn by the Russian Airborne. It was an effective pattern that blended
in well into numerous environments.


First, they checked out the soldier who still had a head. He was older
than Nate; in fact, he looked to be in his fifties. He didn’t appear to be a
leader, having no patches to indicate a rank. His BDUs didn’t even fit well.
Nate removed his weapons and checked through his pack which was still attached
to his back. Inside were a few folded American-made road maps. The maps were of
Montana. Did they purposely land in Wyoming, or did they have to deploy when
they did due to the trouble with the plane.


“We need to bury these guys, dad,” Nate said.


It would take some work, but perhaps they could manage to bury them
with many rocks hiding them along the mountainside. Digging holes in the dirt
wouldn’t be easy. Henry retrieved the weapons and pack from the soldier with no
head. He was also older like the other soldier. Henry wondered if they had many
young men left in their ranks. Nate and Henry quickly carried each soldier to a
separate location, and then covered them with rocks, ensuring that their bodies
would blend into the mountain slope. If someone did come looking for the
soldiers, it was best not to leave them exposed; that would indicate to a force
nearby to call for more reinforcements.


Henry and Nate finished up as quickly as they could with covering the
bodies. It was now well after dark. They headed back with four rifles, some
knives, a few packs of ammo, loaded magazines, and many grenades. When they got
back home, they would need to store away the grenades somewhere safe. They were
older models, but still effective.


There was a lot to talk about once they got back home. They needed
information. What was going on? Was this nationwide or just locally? What was our government’s response?
Recently, some information was sporadically coming across radio airwaves.
Something of this nature would certainly be known to the government.


It was nearly 9:00 p.m. when Henry and Nate walked up the path that
took them by Gene’s home first. Gene, along with his wife and Sammie, were
sitting on the porch waiting. Sammie saw Nate, jumped up, and walked quickly to
him. Nate was pleased to see her, but he held back his desire to pull her into
his arms. These were all new feelings for him. It had been years since he had
been in a relationship.


“We are so glad you are back. What happened, Nate?” Sammie asked,
wanting to hug him, but pulling back when she saw all the rifles he carried.
She looked over at Henry who was carrying the packs, and she took one as Gene
stood and grabbed a few.


“We have visitors,” Henry said to Gene. Gene looked puzzled. He glanced
at the rifles Nate carried.


“Who are they exactly?” Gene asked.


Nate dropped the rifles and sat on the porch step. He ran his fingers
through his long dark hair with both hands. He wasn’t happy with what they had
done. Yes, he was a soldier, and a damn good one, but that was then. He,
however, knew the reality of the situation they were in. These were not
American forces, or even NATO. A foreign nation dropping in with paratroopers
during a national crisis is a recipe for an invasion. If they had not taken the
first shots against four men armed the way they were with full auto-capable
rifles and grenade launchers, they would not have lived long. No, this wasn’t
his fault; this was someone else bringing the war to his back door. This was an
act no nation had ever tried on the U.S. mainland. Whoever this was would find
resistance, he hoped. Millions have died since the collapse, so he hoped there
would still be enough people out there like himself to resist.


*****


Nate posted up as the first guard for the night. First he went in and
discussed everything with Ben and Nicole. Nate was running things through in
his head, all the numbers. They only saw one plane and hadn’t seen any since.
They did not see any heavy equipment deployed, and it would be easy to spot
with all the parachutes used to get them safely to the ground. One very
important factor was that they didn’t hear any artillery or tanks. If Nate had
to bet…this was a small force of maybe 130 or so men deployed who were in a
sparsely populated area. Why?
This was the unknown. Could it be a forward
expeditionary force sent ahead of the main invasion that was yet to follow?
It was possible and the only viable target in all of Wyoming was in Cheyenne;
F.E. Warren Air force Base. That base had around 4,000 troops on any given day,
and was home to only one of three missile bases housing ICBMs. If this was
their target, then they were a long way off the mark. They would also be
hopelessly undermanned for such a strike. However, this may be only one of many
forces to come. Only time would tell.


Life had suddenly changed again for everyone. Just when they thought
the worst thing they had to prepare for was the cold harsh Wyoming winters,
this is thrust upon them. The only good news was the invasion force would also
have to deal with the cold weather and the lack of food.


Nate scanned the area around him as he sat perched high up in a deer
blind. He was using a set of advance Russian night vision goggles he managed to
take off of one of the dead soldiers. He was amazed at the actual technological
advancements they had achieved over the years. His scan of the area produced
nothing but several good size deer living to see another day.


The deer stand was a good one. It was well camouflaged, and high up in
one of the ponderosa pines not far from the homes. It provided a good layout
and view to the wide-open areas that lead to the homes. At the other end of the
property, Randy was perched up in another tree, watching also. It was now 4:00
a.m. and there was no sight of anyone coming. The sun would be up in a few
hours. Henry agreed to relieve Nate so he could get some rest.


Tensions were understandably high. No one except Henry and Nate
understood the nature of war – how utterly devastating it was, or the total
impact it had on an environment. There were so many things happening out in the
world that none of them really had a clue about, and that bothered Nate the
most. He often wondered about his home in Texas.


What had become of it and the property?
Would they ever be able to return, and if
they did, would they find someone else living there?


This was home now, and he would not be forced out again. He scanned off
toward the east, watching the skyline for any activities such as tracer rounds
or sounds of gunfire. Just silence fell over the area. The sun rose across the
valley and warmed up the cool morning. Nate saw his father headed toward him.
He climbed down…with his rifle across his back.


“Nothing, no action seen or heard,” Nate said as he removed his gloves.


The temperature dropped drastically overnight. The weather in Northern
Wyoming was a little different than Texas for this time a year.


“Well, that’s good news. Maybe, as they landed, those Russian boys were
met by some good ole’ American rednecks!” Henry said sarcastically.


That really wasn’t a far cry from what could be happening. Contrary to
what most people think would happen, most of them would take up arms and start
trying to pluck the soldiers out of the air before they landed. The thought
made Nate laugh out loud. However, not knowing exactly who they were would
cause some hesitation, and that would give the men with fully automatic rifles
the advantage. When the soldiers were coming down, Nate and Henry did hear a
lot of weapons firing. Nate could only hope it was to repel them.


Nate helped his dad up the first step to go up the tree and the ladder
that was secured to the base. His dad slowly made it to the perch about
twenty-five feet up. Sometime ago, Randy had set up the blinds. It was Nate’s
idea to remove some of the branches that were looking off to the east. They
were not extremely high up in the mountain, but they were high enough to see
for a great distance as the terrain sloped gently and down toward the outskirts
of Sheridan.


“Go get some rest. If I hear anything, I will radio you. Ben is getting
a little worried. I tried talking to him, to reassure him, but I think he wants
to hear things from you, son,” Henry said as he continued his climb.


Nate nodded and walked away. He thought about the fact that Ben had
gone through a lot since they met back in Colorado. This was something
different for him, something that was foreign to really everyone around right
now except Henry and Nate. Henry knew what war was like and Nate had served in
the Army through many campaigns and years. Just one year ago this month, he
declined a position in D.C. He hadn’t thought much of that day since.


*****


Washington D.C., one year earlier


The day couldn’t be any better. The sun was out and the trees in
Washington D.C were starting to turn colors. Nate was sitting on a park bench
checking his flight times. He was in D.C. for an interview. A longtime friend
and former Army buddy asked if he was interested in joining the U.S. Secret
Service. Riley Kenny was serving as an U.S. Secret Agent and reached out to
Nate because they needed good quality people. Nate, being a man of service,
didn’t ignore the opportunity. He flew to D.C. from Texas, and went through the
grueling interview process just like everyone else.


Riley put in a good word for Nate and Nate was certain he would get the
position. In the end he was offered a position, but it wasn’t stateside. He
would be going back to Iraq and Afghanistan to serve as protection for several
U.S. cabinet members who were trying to secure U.S. Government energy policies.
This did not appeal to him in the slightest. He knew what it was – a shit job.
Nate turned down the position and decided to go back to Texas and work the
ranch with his father. He felt that he had done his time in those theatres of
operation, and he wasn’t going back. If Uncle
Sam wanted him back there, they would have to reinstate him through
the normal methods. Otherwise, he would be happier in the west Texas deserts.


Nate looked around at all the suits and stiff collars. That wasn’t him.
He was still young and would find another way to make a living. He often
thought about going to work for the Sheriff’s Department back home, but
realized he would need to make that move soon since he wasn’t getting any
younger. His phone rang indicating a text. It was Riley saying he was going to
be late. Nate had not told him of his decision not to accept the position. He
wasn’t really worried about his reaction because Riley was the type that
wouldn’t have taken that post either. His wait would end up being another hour.


*****


Present time


Nate often wondered if he had taken the position with the Secret
Service, would he now be trapped in a foreign nation like many others. It
wasn’t a thought he focused on though. Things occur for reasons, and Nate was
just glad to be in the U.S.


Nate walked into the home he shared with his family. When Nate walked
in, Ben was up and waiting for him. Ben stood and rushed to Nate, hugging him
tightly. There was a look of relief on Ben’s face. Nate sat his rifle down and
returned the hug. Betty stood in the kitchen entry and observed Ben’s action.
He was an affectionate young man. Even so, Nate had not seen him like this in a
long time.


“Everything will be ok, Ben” Nate said as he pulled Ben back to look at
his face. Nate wasn’t sure of that everything would actually be ok, but he had
to play it out and put on a good face for the young man. To Ben, Nate was the
strongest person he knew, and Nate had always protected him. Nate initially
felt the need to reassure Ben that he would always protect him, but soon
realized that he needed to be honest with him; Ben deserved that.


“Ben, I honestly don’t know for sure what is going on. All I know is we
will handle it as we always do, son. You know I will always do my best to
protect you and I won’t allow anything to happen to you or anyone else,” Nate
said as he guided Ben to the sofa.


Samson wandered into the room and sat between Ben’s legs with his back
against him. Ben reached down and stroked the dog’s head.


“Is this going to be like that old movie Red Dawn?” Ben asked.


Nate smiled. He hadn’t seen that movie for some years.


“No Ben. That is a movie, and there were so many things that would
prevent that kind of thing from actually happening. Yes, some troops seemed to
have invaded this area, but we only saw one plane. We haven’t seen any others
since. I don’t think 130 men or so will be able to take over our nation. I am
not sure what is going on honestly; but you know my gut…Ben, it hasn’t told me
to be concerned like that,” Nate explained.


Ben knew that Nate always told him the truth. Nate had always told him
that, the truth, no matter what it is – good
or bad, can save you later down the road.


“You’re going to go find out what’s going on then?” Ben asked directly.


Nate was taken back some from Ben’s question. Nate had not even thought
about leaving.


“No Ben, I can’t do that. Hopefully, what is going on will be handled
by our forces in the area. It will be ok,” Nate said reassuringly.


In the back of Nate’s mind though, he was curious as to what was really
going on. He was here as a father now, watching from a distance for anyone
coming up the mountain. He was a protector of his family. All these things were
now true. However, he couldn’t ignore that forever-growing pit of anger in the
pit of his stomach. He was, and would always be, a warrior. If his nation was under attack like it
appeared to be, then when did he react? At
what point does he stop being on the defense and go on the offense?
He and his father already removed four lives very quickly from the battle. How many Russians were on the ground; how many more
were still to come? He knew for now there was little he could do
from a far.


Nicole walked in and Nate asked her to have a seat. He spoke to her
about the Russian invasion force. Nicole was more aware of world events and
history than Ben; but understanding the issues that Nate spoke about still made
her very worried. Nicole leaned in to Nate and hugged him. He could see the
pure freight of what was going on around, and not far away. Nate was still in
awe of what he now had in such a short time. He went from being a single man
that could go anywhere at any time, to a man with two kids to take care of. The
times had changed; the time of chaos and crisis was upon everyone now. His
training as a U.S. Army Ranger never prepared him for this.



















Chapter 2


Problems


Henry was on his Ham radio searching frequencies for any information
about the paratroopers. He had spent nearly thirty minutes on the radio before
finally reaching a contact. The contact was a man from Missouri who was
receiving information from his son. He never said it, but he eluded to his
being somewhere in the D.C. area or in a location of what was left of the
government. Henry asked if he had heard of any invasions anywhere. The man said
that some Russian troops had come into South Florida by means of Cuba. They
were met with extreme local resistance and militias had destroyed them. Henry
laughed in approval. A few other attempts by the friendly people from south of
the border managed to come through the Big Ben National Park, but they were
stopped in their tracks when the First Calve received radio communications from
the still active, but limited, U.S. border patrol units. The First Calve was
assisted by a few hundred Texas State Militias. The U.S. Army was hurting due
to the collapse and having to send troops to cities to assist the National
Guard units. It became clear after Texas that the troops would need to be
deployed along all borders, especially in the southern U.S, to keep desperate
nations from seeking natural resources.


Henry disclosed to the contact what they saw in the Sheridan area. The
man said he would get in contact with his son who had ties to the channels of
information he received. The man suggested they might be going after Warren Air
Force Base which was south of Sheridan. He didn’t think they would have much
luck being there were usually 4,000 troops posted at the base. However, that
was before the collapse, but he knew it would still be greatly protected. Henry
asked if there was any good news about the collapse. The man said he heard
rumors that the government, with the help of the states, was getting closer to
reestablishing the power grid for half the country. Texas was the closest to
accomplishing it even after the two nuclear power plants had a partial
meltdown. There would be some regions of the U.S that would not be viable to live
in for at least a decade until things are cleaned up. The utter devastation
from the EMPs on the eastern seaboard caused more damage than the collapse. The
irony was that most of those living sought out sanctuary in Canada, while
others moved south and into the Ohio Valley areas.


After about an hour, Henry’s contact admitted that his son worked in
D.C. for the U.S. Senate and that’s how he knew what he knew. He even told
Henry that there would be a great likelihood that the U.S Capitol would be
relocated soon. His conversation was interrupted by the sounds of gunfire.
Henry jumped up and headed out into the living room where he found his wife
Betty, along with Ben and Nicole, on the floor. They were crawling to the rear
of the home. Nate heard the gunfire and quickly descended from the tree he was
in. The sun was nearly down, and he couldn’t determine where the sounds came
from, but then he realized it was automatic gunfire near the homes.


Gene and his family were clambering down the steps to the basement as
bullets flew through the windows. Randy was making his way as fast as he could,
screaming his parents’ names as he finally made it to the ground and started
running. As Nate approached the homes, he saw what looked like a small squad of
men dressed the same as the soldiers he had killed. Three men were yelling at
Gene’s home, and off in the distance, Nate could see at least two more soldiers
walking around the home his family was in. He dropped to the ground. The next
thing Nate heard was running from his side as Randy was coming near.


“Randy, get down!” Nate anxiously yelled.


Randy ran past Nate. Nate jumped up and quickly tackled him to the
ground. Randy tried to fight, but he was no match for Nate’s strength or
skills.


“Randy, stop; we can’t help them like this, we need to work together. I
can’t, and you can’t, do this alone!” Nate tried to keep his voice down.


Nate felt Randy starting to calm down, then heard one of the soldiers
yelling at Gene’s home.


“We want all to come out now!” the men said, standing just a few feet
away from the porch. Each man held an AK-47 and were going to go in shooting,
most likely, if those inside did not come out. Nate prayed both his family and
Gene’s family had already went to the basement. He wasn’t sure at this point if
anyone was shot or not, and he tried to calm himself.


“Randy, we don’t have much time, and maybe only one chance to save
them. I need you to be the best shot possible with your rifle. I will run
around behind them. When you hear me fire, you start firing…and don’t stop till
they are all dead.”


Randy was still trying to calm himself, but he nodded.


Nate jumped up, moved quickly back behind the curve of the hill, and
ran toward the homes. He stayed out of the sight of the soldiers. He moved into
the tree line and kept in the woods.


Henry was crawling to the front of the home with his own rifle. He
wasn’t about to let the soldiers come in. He had the kids and his wife get in
the basement, giving each of them a weapon and telling them to be ready for
whatever might come.


The soldiers were moving around; they were talking loudly now. They
spoke good English, but Henry could tell they were Russian or from the former
Soviet Bloc Nation.


“I want the men who killed my comrades out here now!” one of the
soldiers yelled with hostility in his voice.


Henry wondered if the soldiers had found the bodies the hide, or
perhaps more likely, they didn’t know there was another soldier who had
escaped. Either way, they had brought the war, and Henry knew it would be
returned in kind.


Nate was running through the woods and saw two more men standing at the
tree line ahead. They were focused on the action. They did not hear Nate coming
up fast from behind. Nate dropped his rifle and removed his long tactical
knife. With an upwards jump, he came down between the two men, stabbing one
directly in the chest. The other man’s reaction was slow as he was stunned and
saw the twisting momentum of the blade flash briefly as it found a home in the
his back, going into his ribs. Nate quickly picked up one of the AK-47s and
checked to make sure it was loaded and ready. Nate flipped the switch to full.
Now he removed a grenade from the waist belt of one of the dead men.


Nate reached the area of the yard that faced the front of his new home.
He quickly dropped to the ground in a defensive stance. He couldn’t take a
chance at firing full-auto with the home in the background a few feet away.
Nate could clearly see holes in the front of the house from their initial
attack. He took a moment to pray for everyone, and asked God to grant him speed
and accuracy.


Exhaling, Nate removed the grenade from his pocket looked away to the
open area before pulling the pin. Squinting his eyes, Nate threw the grenade as
far as he could. He heard it bounce and roll down the side of the hill then
exploded, sending dirt flying in all directions. The suddenness of the
explosion made the men turn and duck at the same time. They saw where the
explosion was coming from, and slowly moved away to the open area. This was
what Nate had hoped for.


Nate stood and ran up from behind, and opened fire. He sprayed a hail
of lead toward the backs of the men. In that moment, Nate heard gunfire coming
from behind. He could tell from the sound it wasn’t an AK, but rather the
familiar sounds of the 30-06 rifle that Randy had. He landed his first shot,
but missed the second. The leader of the squad dove to the ground to avoid the
next round, which he successfully did.


The three men who Nate fired on, never had a chance with the surprise
attack coming from behind. Nate turned and ran toward the other gunfight. He
was just starting to crest the hill between the two homes when he heard a very
loud sound from another rifle. Henry stood in the doorway of the home on the
porch, firing his sniper rifle at one of the men that Nate believed he had
killed. The man twisted from the shot to the head, and was dead before hitting
the ground. Nate was not looking back, he hoped Randy got both of his guys.


The Russian was doing the typical army crawl across the ground, with
his rifle in his hands, trying to make it to the tree line. He then stood when
he reached a spot he thought was clear from vision. Instantly, he took off
running into the woods. Nate spotted him and yelled at Randy to go to the homes
and check on everyone. Randy jumped up and ran to the houses as he watched Nate
disappear into the woods.


The Russian was moving well; he was in good shape. He had a good idea
of where he was, and he needed to get back to the medium size company. His
squad was responsible for exploring the surrounding areas for supplies and much
needed resources; three of the most vital items were transportation, food, and
water.


Nate could hear the commotion from the soldier running through the
woods. He figured he was trying to make it to the trail in that direction which
lead back to another wider road. Nate took off in a parallel course and picked
up his pace.


The Russian was now entering the same trail he came up when entering
the area. He stopped when he heard a familiar sound from just behind him. The
sound was metallic in nature. It was the familiar action of someone working the
action of an AK-47. Nate made certain the chamber was loaded. The man slowly
turned to face Nate. He dropped his own rifle when he saw the intensity of
Nate’s aim and stern look.


“I guess this is where you finish the job,” the Russian stated.


Nate smiled.


“Everything is negotiable,” Nate replied.


The man’s face seemed to show some relief.


“What do you want?” he asked.


Nate figured he could ask for many things right now. This man didn’t
appear to be a company man. One
thing was for sure, this man wouldn’t leave without pain. He came to this
country seeking to kill. He was the enemy, period.


“Why are you here and how many of you are there?” Nate asked with his
weapon raised slightly. The man smiled slowly as if he was just understanding a
joke. Nate didn’t appreciate the smile.


“Oh that…we are here for the American dream and cheese burgers,” he
said, cracking a smile.


Nate fired his gun, removing the right kneecap in an instant. The man
screamed out in pain as he fell to the ground. The Russian was cussing Nate in
his native tongue. Nate didn’t crack any emotions.


“Your other knee is negotiable,” Nate said.


“You might make it back to your comrades with one knee, but I doubt you
can crawl back with two missing. We have wolves out here,” Nate added.


The man didn’t seem to appreciate Nate’s remarks. He started to draw
his side arm, but just held his hand at his side instead. Nate noticed the
slight movement and was prepared for any such action.


“Now, how about those questions I asked you,” Nate reiterated.


The Russian slowly stood as best he could.


“We are here following orders like your soldiers are doing. As for the
number of us, I only know of the plane I came on…there are 152 of us,” the
soldier replied.


Nate raised the rifle to aim it right at the man’s chest. He spoke no
words.


“I swear to mother Russia that’s all I know,” the Russian replied.


“But why are you here…so few of you,” Nate asked again.


The man motioned to his knee as though he was in severe pain. He
twisted to the wrong side though, trying to hide the fact he was drawing his
combat side arm. Nate saw the fast action, and fired two quick shots into the
man before he could aim his side arm.


“Well, that went as planned,” Nate said to himself.


Nate cautiously walked up to the soldier and made sure he was dead. He
then removed a small note pad from inside the soldier’s front pocket. It was a
blank pad with nothing inside. Nate looked through the soldier’s other pockets.
He found nothing. Dragging the body off the trail, Nate tried to cover it as
best he could, but not before removing the weapons and ammo that the soldier
had. It would be important to have as many weapons and ammo as he could get if
this war became close to home again.


Nate needed to get back. He didn’t have a choice but to go after the
other soldier. Nate couldn’t let him get away. If the other soldier managed to
escape, then they would have many more coming by morning. Nate could only pray
that now that there weren’t others closer enough to have heard the gunfire.
Nate took off for home, running now a little slower since he was weighed down
with a few more guns.


Arriving back at the homes, Nate came out of the woods and saw from a
distance that Gene and his family were moving about in the front of their home.
Gene saw Nate and waved with a thumb up sign, signaling that everything was ok.
Sammie turned and saw Nate. She immediately took off running toward him. Sammie
ran across the expansive yard fast. It was clear that she was excited to see
that Nate was ok and still in one piece. Nate braced himself, dropping the
extra firearms as she leaped into his arms.


“We didn’t know what happened to you!” she said, hugging him.


“My family…are they alright? I couldn’t let the last one get away,” he
explained.


Sammie smiled.


“Everyone is ok. It was a close call in your home. Some of the bullets
grazed Ben, but they are only scratches,” she explained.


As Sammie said the words, anxiety filled Nate’s face. He grabbed up the
guns and told Sammie that they needed to get to Ben. They both ran all the way
back to Nate’s home. When they got there, Ben was outside sitting on the porch
with Nicole. Samson was curled up beside Ben. Nate came running up with Sammie,
and Ben looked up and saw Nate. Once Nate stepped on the porch, Ben jumped up,
still holding the bandage that was on his left inside bicep. The wound was
clear through the skin with no muscle damage. Sammie checked everyone over
thoroughly.


“Oh dad, I thought you got shot or they took off with you!” Ben said as
he tried not to cry while hugging Nate. Nicole stood and came into the hug as
well. Nate looked up and could see his father walking out, along with his
mother. They both looked ok, but his mom looked very frightened.


“I’m very sorry, you two. I had to track down the last person that was
shooting at all of you. We couldn’t allow him to get back to tell more of his
friends that we are up here,” Nate explained, perhaps treating them too much
like little kids. This was all still new to Nate. He was used to running off
into battle; not having to think first…just react.


“Did you find him?” Henry asked.


Nate looked up to his father. Henry knew his son well, and he knew that
if Nate hadn’t found the other soldier, then he wouldn’t have returned so fast.


“Yes, and he didn’t wish to negotiate terms,” Nate said.


No one else asked anything about the man.


*****


It was going to be a long night. Everyone was worried, but didn’t want
to admit it. Nate decided to stay on the porch while everyone slept. Randy was
doing the same thing at his parent’s house. Randy had proven himself to be a
very good shot for someone who had never served in the military. He was a great
hunter and that skill was needed today.


Nick and Randy were both using battery operated Walkie Talkies, but
they agreed to stay off of them unless they saw someone coming. For some
reason, Nate didn’t think there would be anyone else coming. He believed that
these men stumbled across their comrades by pure accident. It was possible that
each wore a tracker, but he didn’t see anything like that on anyone they placed
rocks on to bury. It was Nate’s opinion that this squad may have bailed from
the crashing plane after it flew over and was out of sight. They hadn’t heard
any further gunfire to the east since the day the paratroopers landed. Nate
wanted to go into the area to investigate, but knew he couldn’t leave his
family.


This was all new to Nate – being in a situation of providing his skills
to protect his new home. Sometimes he wished he could be in two places at once.
He ached to know what was going on to the east, but realized he was just one
man. He had to trust that there was a reason why they made it through American
radar defenses. Nate also knew that the U.S. could handle such a small force,
no matter how good they were. The best thing he could do would be to stay put
and hope to hear some news on the radios about the Russians.


Henry stepped out on the porch.


“Thought you were sleeping?” Nate asked.


Henry sat down next to his tired son. He picked up a blanket and laid
it across his lap.


“I was. Just cut it short so you could get some rest now,” Henry
replied.


“I wish I could sleep. All of this has me puzzled. I also feel
helpless. One part wants to run off and fight, the other says no stay here,”
Nate said.


Henry could tell Nate was torn and he didn’t have good answers either
way.


“Son, all I can tell you is sometimes things happen beyond our control.
Like this world mess we are in…look how fast it all came down. Sometimes it’s
not important how we feel, but rather how we react. If everyone ran around
feeling scared to move, then we wouldn’t be where we are now. Nate, you know
what is important and what needs to be addressed right now. There is no General
commanding you to go into battle. Yes, it takes years to let that side of you
go, and in some ways, it will never leave you. Do you get my drift?” Henry
asked.


Nate turned to look Henry in the face.


“Yes, I understand. Thanks.”


Nate never realized how much wisdom his father had. He should have
listened, long ago, about many things; but as a younger man, he chose to ignore
a lot. Nate racked it up to arrogance and learning the hard way.


Nate handed his rifle to his father. “I think I need some rest; you are
right. Good night, dad,” Nate said, leaning down to hug his father; something
he hadn’t done in a long time. Nate headed inside and Henry looked out across
the property taking in the peaceful night.



















Chapter 3


Radio Chatter


Henry was nearly asleep when his radio sounded. It was the voice of
Sammie. Henry didn’t hear her first radio silence break.


“Repeat Sammie…I didn’t catch that?” Henry asked.


It was a good thing because her comment wasn’t meant for Henry, but
rather for Nate. She turned red on the other end of the radio.


“I asked how Nate is doing this morning?” she replied.


That really wasn’t what she asked, but Henry didn’t need to know what
she really asked. Henry keyed up the radio to reply.


“He is sleeping…or should be. I will tell him when he gets up that you
were asking,” Henry replied.


“Thank you. How is everyone over there?” Sammie asked, not being good
at small talk. Henry could sense her uneasiness.


“Everyone is fine now; I think the worst is over for now. How about all
of you? Maybe we all need to have a get together and just relax. If we had some
good ole’ Texas BBQ, I would say let’s have a cookout; but that won’t happen,”
Henry said, trying to ease Sammie.


“I remember the days we used to have cookouts. Seems so long ago. Do
you think our country will ever get back on its feet?” Sammie asked with a
sense of sorrow in her voice.


“Our foundation as a nation was strong; we just lost our path. Greed
and power, combined with no term limits and a dumb down populous, didn’t help
us,” Henry replied.


Sammie knew he was right. So many things led to the countries demise.


“Thanks Henry, for the chat. I needed to hear something positive,”
Sammie said. She coiled up in the chair with her rifle under the blanket.


Nate woke up around 11:00 a.m. The first thing his tired eyes could see
was Ben sitting in a chair across the room. It was a small reclining chair that
didn’t fit Nate, but Ben found it to be very comfortable. Ben was sound asleep.
Nate also saw Samson at Ben’s side sleeping. The dog woke up as Nate tried to
be silent. Samson stood. While wagging his tail, he strolled over to Nate,
turning his head over to be submissive.


“Good boy,” Nate said, ruffling the thick mat of hair around his neck
and shoulders. The dog had become a real asset to the family. He often wondered
whatever became of his owners.


Nate looked at his watch and saw the time. Today he wanted to go do a
perimeter patrol, especially to the east, to see if he could spot any movement.
But there was something else he considered that may be more important. He
wondered if there was anything left that he could salvage from the Russian jet
that crashed after the paratroopers jumped out of it. Perhaps there was some
information on board that could tell more about their mission. He would talk to
his father and Gene about it before making the decision.


Nate changed his clothes and washed up. The well water they used had to
be hand pumped for now until they were able to finish hooking up the solar
system to the water pump. So everyday drinking water and washing water had to
be pumped and brought inside. It wasn’t that big of an issue because everyone
knew that most people didn’t have even this luxury. Nate still couldn’t imagine
what it must be like in cities like Chicago, or in Houston, during the hot summers.
Yet, these were just a few of the many enormous population centers that would
need water daily.


Nate tipped up the small gallon jug and stood in the shower stall with
the curtain pulled closed. He slowly poured the frigid water over his tall
frame. He only poured enough to give the bar soap something to help him lather
up. Once he covered the vital areas, Nate poured the rest of the jug over his
body. Everyone had a jug to use, and it was their responsibility to pump the
water. Nate stepped out and reached for the towel, looking at himself in the
mirror. He wanted to shave, but figured with winter here, he would hold off.


Nate looked over his body. He could see the scars from times past and a
few from recent times. He wondered how many more scars were to come. He slipped
his t-shirt on, followed by a flannel long sleeve. Nate finished getting
dressed and walked back in to the bedroom. Ben was now awake and sitting on the
edge of Nate’s bed.


“Can we spend some time together today?” Ben asked.


Nate could see the sincerity in his son’s eyes, and the question hit
him in the gut hard. He knew that since they had arrived, he had not been
spending enough time with Ben. In fact, he really needed to train Ben on some
things to at least get him familiar with some possible hard realities that they
could face, but do it in a way that would enable both of them to have some fun.


Nate walked over and sat down beside Ben.


“Yes…I’m sorry, Ben. It has been difficult the past few days. I didn’t
mean to ignore you,” Nate said, trying to correct his mistake. Ben smiled as
usual.


“I’m not mad, I just want to feel more like a part of what we do here.
When those bad men shot up the house, I thought you were gone. I wanted to
fight back, but I don’t know how to do it like you do,” Ben replied.


Nate realized that in normal times, he would be looked down upon by
most of society for even thinking about his current thoughts. Showing a kid
with a mental disability how to use a firearm would be highly discouraged. In
the past, there were so many school shootings committed by individuals with
evil and mental disorders. Society didn’t want to truly address the issues;
instead it kept ignoring the solutions and avoided facing the truth. The truth
was that no matter how hard society tried, evil would always find a way to
prevail.


Modern American culture permitted the placement of metal detectors at
airports, courthouses, and many other places were some deranged individual
could pursue a cause toward mass casualty. Most of the time, those that had
intentions of attacking a large amount of people at those kinds of places never
got past perimeter security. Yet, for some reason, society didn’t feel it a
need to install these basic forms of protection in the nation’s schools.
Instead, people went after the gun owners and the Second Amendment. However,
times were now far removed from the politics of American society. There was no
law, or government to speak of; just survival. During times of real survival,
everyone needed to be equally trained, even Ben. Besides that, Nate knew Ben
wasn’t like society labeled him.


“Ben, I understand. Today I want you to come with me. We can go do some
exploring, and you can help me with some things we need to get done,” Nate
replied to a grinning Ben.


Nate explained that they would be on foot going out to the far reaches
of the perimeter of the property that led to the high cliffs. He asked Ben to
get dressed for the conditions, and to use layers of clothes. He wasn’t sure
how long they would be out.


Nate walked into the small closet and rummaged through one of his long
bags. He pulled out an older lever action Marlin 30-30. It was one of his
favorites growing up. He didn’t realize his father had brought it along, until
they arrived in Wyoming. Ben had already become a good shot with the .22 rifle,
so Nate wanted to see how he could handle the Marlin. He found a few boxes of
the ammo, and carried it out and laid it all on the bed. Ben was still getting
dressed.


“I will be back in a few minutes. I need to go talk to your grandpa,”
Nate stated.


Ben nodded, trying to pull over a hoody he wanted to wear under the
parka that was given to him by Gene after they arrived. Living in Colorado, Ben
owned a winter coat, but he had left it behind when he and Nate set out for
Texas.


Nate walked into the small room where his dad was sitting and fidgeting
with the Ham base station they had set up. Henry recently heard some radio
chatter concerning the arrival of the Russian troops from operators further
south. The news was much better than either could hope. Apparently, the troops
airlifted in – unsuccessfully – a few of their own smaller troop carriers.
However, the U.S. Air Force was apparently still up and running to some degree.
The Russians had not come in low enough to avoid radar detection. This was not
limited to their area. One good source indicated that the same thing was tried
in a few other states, but local militias and U.S. military forces had
destroyed most of the invaders. This was the same fate of those who dropped
into Wyoming. Warren Air Force Base, along with the U.S. Army National Guard
units, made little work of the Russians. Henry discovered the radio contact to
be living very near Warren Air Force Base. His son was a pilot in the Air Force
and flew the A-10 Warthog.


When Nate heard the news, he realized this explained why they had not
seen or heard anything else in the area. One less thing to worry about in a
world of worries. The only question Nate still had about the invasion was the
why. What was the objective? Everyone
knew Wyoming wasn’t a densely populated state, so he understood why they choose
Wyoming. Yet, what was the goal? With the small numbers of people, what did they hope
to achieve? It was a question that might always go unanswered.


The news gave Nate a sense of relief. He was glad that he didn’t go in
pursuit after they initial encounters. He was but one man and knew the
realities of such a move. The main reason was his new responsibility to his
family and new friends. Changing the training mindset he had acquired wasn’t
easy; but this time he made the right choices.


“Dad, I’m going to take Ben out and do some training with him. Ben
spoke to me about some things, and I think it’s time I show him a few things,”
Nate said.


Henry sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. He didn’t say
anything at first.


“Something wrong?” Nate asked.


Henry grinned slightly.


“No, it’s about time, Nate. That boy is as sharp as a tac and only
needs encouragement,” Henry stated with his typical sarcastic tone.


Nate was taken aback by his dad’s tone, but he knew his dad was just
that way.


“It’s not like I haven’t been busy since we arrived,” Nate replied with
his own defensive tone.


Henry took note of the agitation in his voice.


“Sorry, you are right. I just see him during the day more lately with
you going out to check on things. How did he respond to you wanting to take him
out and do some training?” Henry asked.


Nate turned and looked down the hall to see Ben coming.


“Good,” Nate replied, walking away – still aggravated with his father.
Nate was correct as well, he hadn’t had much time since they arrived. The first
week was spent working on the house and setting up the solar system. The next
week they hooked up the radios and figured out when they could run what little
electricity per day they generated. Additionally, he had to quickly learn the
lay of the land, hunt for food, and set up small game traps. Winter was coming,
and with Randy’s advice, Nick tried to get ahead on preparations. Just when he
thought they could relax some, the Russians arrived.


Nate felt justified in his efforts to provide. He wasn’t the only
member of the family working hard. Everyone had their specific chores, and
helped Gene’s family when needed without question. They were kind enough to
provide a home, so obviously they felt a debt needed to be paid.


Nate grabbed up the Marlin rifle with the ammo. He and Ben walked out
the back door of the house. Both were dressed very warm for the very cold day.
A few snow flurries were starting to come down. Ben was smiling because he
hadn’t seen snow in some time.


“You miss the snow?” Nate asked.


Ben was trying to catch some of the flakes on his tongue.


“I love snow. I used to make my grandma snowmen that stood so tall,
taller than you,” Ben replied.


Ben was doing a good job of keeping up with Nate’s stride. He was
walking fast on purpose – testing Ben’s overall physical capabilities. Of
course, Ben had no idea he was being tested.


“Really? That’s cool, Ben. Maybe if we get enough snow here, you can
make some snowmen for us,” Nate replied.


Ben looked at him with a funny expression.


“I did that as a small boy; I’m a man now, dad,” Ben replied as a
matter of fact.


Nate slowly shook his head with a humorous chuckle that followed.


“Oh, you are? Ok, let’s jog then to our shooting spot that I have
picked out, but first you need to carry this rifle,” Nate said. He handed the
rifle over to Ben.


“It’s not loaded yet, just hang it over your shoulders like mine is,”
he stated, pointing to his own lever action 45-70 guide gun.


Ben slowly flung it over his shoulder and held on to the strap.


“Ok Ben, let’s jog,” Nate commanded.


Nate slowed his pace to Ben’s pace. Ben was doing a good job and
started to run a little faster. He was wearing a pair of older boots that Randy
had given to him – they wore the same size shoes. After about ten minutes of
jogging, Nate didn’t detect any slowing down from Ben, but they had reached
their predetermined spot. Nate came to this location a few times to practice
his own shooting, mostly site-in all the rifles. They had to conserve ammo. To
everyone’s delight though, Gene was a prepper and stowed away several cans of
gunpowder, shells, and primers. He had everything and many dies for different
calibers. Nate and Henry had brought many dies and supplies for their own
weapons, but it was still wise to go easy on target practice.


Nate had Ben waited at the log which they would be shooting from. Nate
then walked about fifty yards to the large rock cliff that would pose as a
backdrop for them. Nate had five targets on six-inch-wide logs standing on
their ends, placed on the ground. He picked up the old coffee cans that were on
the ground and sat them on each log.


Nate walked back to Ben who was watching every move his father made.


“Ok Ben, let me show you how to load your rifle.”


Ben removed the rifle from his shoulder and handed it to Nate. Nate
handed the rifle back to him.


“No Ben…it’s your gun, I will let you load it as I tell you how,” Nate
said handing the gun back to his son.


Ben looked at Nate.


“My gun? I thought grandpa said this was your gun from when you were my
age?” Ben asked.


Nate smiled.


“Yes, that’s true. But I am giving it to you now. This isn’t like a .22
rifle. It’s far more powerful. You need to know how to shoot big guns;
especially the ones that belong to you,” Nate replied as he removed three
shells for the rifle from his coat pocket.


Nate explained how to load the rifle and use the safety. He went over
how to use the sights and basic gun safety. Before Ben shot his rifle, Nate
removed his own and engaged the lever action; showing Ben how it should be
done. He then stood in front of Ben and aimed for the can on the left. One shot
and the can fell. The loud noise echoed off the cannon walls.


Ben said “Wow” but he couldn’t hear his own voice.


Nate realized he should have brought some ear protection, but he forgot
to do so. It wasn’t so bad outdoors though. He wanted Ben to experience the
full effect of shooting.


Now it was Ben’s turn.


After Nate explained the basics of gun safety, and how to aim, he
watched Ben as he used the lever action to place a round in the chamber. Ben
raised the rifle as Nate had instructed and took careful aim. Nate watched as
Ben slowly controlled his breathing like Nate spoke of and squeezed the
trigger. The can Ben was aiming for flew off the log. He had a look on his face
of amazement. Ben turned to grin at Nate while still aiming down range.


“Great shot, Ben; try another,” Nate remarked.


Ben had done a good job for the first time shooting a high-powered
rifle. Once again, Ben cocked the rifle and shot another can. Nate was
impressed with the fact that Ben seemed to be a natural with the gun. After
about twenty minutes, Nate figured it had been a good first day.


“Ok Ben, let’s wrap it up here. I want you to always keep a few rounds
in the rifle. If there is ever a question as to how many you have, just unload
it like I showed you,” Nate reminded him.


“Now what do you want to do?” Ben asked, enjoying the quality time he
was having with his dad. Nate planned to go for a hike. He wanted to get Ben
out and moving more to build up his endurance. Since they arrived home to
Fritch, Ben hadn’t gotten much exercise.


“How about we go for a long hike, it is still early. We can go out to
the property line and then head back,” Nate replied.


Ben nodded in agreement.


Gene’s land was not as big as the land they left in Fritch, but it
wasn’t small either. During normal times, the four-wheeler would be used.
However, Nate and everyone else decided to conserve them for now, as well as
the fuel for it which was not easily found. Nate and Ben headed out walking at
a quick pace toward the small trail that would lead up the side of the mountain
– taking them to a higher elevation. The trail had a slight slope that quickly
gave way to more of an incline. Ben was starting to breathe a little harder
now. Nate smiled.


The climb was nearly over. The plateau Nate wanted to reach was about
1,000 feet above where they were at prior. The area was covered in Lodgepole
pines and Douglas firs. It was silent with the occasional sounds of a far-off
elk. Ben was in awe of the national forest. Where they lived was further down
the mountain in more of a sparsely tree lined valley that had a good view off
to the east. The area they now ventured into was to the northwest.


Nate estimated they were about five miles from the homes and at higher
elevations. Right after they arrived at Wyoming, Gene, Nate, and Henry went
hunting up into this area. It reminded Nate of some of the lands he saw in
Montana at his friend’s cabin. Nate was headed to a site that opened with a
view. It had been cleared some time ago for campers, and had a fire pit ring
and even a picnic table. It was the perfect location, after a good hike, to
relax and eat a late lunch which Nate had brought.


“Over there, Ben…we will make a fire over there,” Nate said, pointing
to the barely visible cleared area through the trees.


Ben was looking in the direction in which Nate pointed, then gazed back
up at the tall trees that surrounded them both.


“This place is pretty. It’s cold, but it’s pretty,” Ben said.


Nate nodded in agreement. It was getting colder. Ben and Nate made
their way to the clearing near the cliffs. The view was spectacular with pine
forest stretching as far as the eye could see. The distant mountain peaks
exhibited the snow that had recently fallen. This view was even better than the
view off toward Sheridan near the homes. The landscape of mountains trailed off
to the northwest up and into Montana. Walking up to the picnic table, Nate laid
his rifle on the table, removed his pack, laid it on the table, and unzipped
the side pouch. He removed a small thermos of hot coffee and a small bag of
deer jerky. Ben smiled, he seemed to love any kind of jerky.


Ben laid his rifle next to Nate’s and removed his small backpack. It
had a few gloves, a scarf, and head protection from the cold. He also brought
an extra pair of socks. Nate watched as Ben began to dig through his bag. He
had told Ben what to bring, and was glad to see that he listened to the requests.
Ben finally removed the small canteen full of water. It was the old school type
with the plaid wool fabric on the sides, and a long strap. Ben opened the
canteen and drank some of the cold water. The hike made him thirsty, but Ben
was enjoying the adventure.


They both sat down to eat and relax. It was nice to get away, Nate
thought. Just being outdoors, away from reality, gave it all a feel of
normalcy. It was hard to feel, or know, that around the nation everything was
far from normal. The basics of everyday life had returned to a time that a
majority were not prepared to handle, let alone, live. He would take this
moment with Ben. They had shared similar moments on the way to Fritch, but that
was under high levels of stress.


Nate was feeling very relaxed for the first time in a while. He
noticed, however, that around him, on the ground where the vegetation turned to
dirt, were footprints leading up to the old picnic table. The prints were
freshly made; Nate knew them because of the boots they wore. About four feet
away were two sets of boot prints that also looked very fresh and larger than
Nate’s. It was then that the relaxing feeling changed; his sense of danger was
late in coming to him. He sat up, leaning now. A sense of being watched poured
over his body.


“Ben, we have to slowly get up and leave. Don’t move fast, just act
normal. I think someone else is here.”


Ben tried not to turn his head, but he felt his eyes start to turn. As
he did so, he saw one very large man slowly moving out of the bushes approaching
from an angle Nate couldn’t see. He put his gaze back on Nate and slowly spoke.


“Dad, there is a very big man coming up out of the bushes, He has a
rifle,” Ben said, starting to get a little scared.


Nate already had his hand on his pistol. It was hidden under the left
side of his jacket and he pointed it away from Ben.


“I would put that pistol down, boy. You might get him, but you won’t
get me,” a very loud and deep menacing voice said from a direction that only
Nate could now see. A man, taller than Nate and wearing a ghillie suit, slowly
stood with what appeared to be a scoped sniper type rifle aimed right at him or
Ben, it was hard to tell.


Nate slowly removed his hand holding the pistol, and stood up, making
himself the target over his son. The other man was upon them now, and he kept
his distance from Nate.


“Both of you slowly stand and move away from your packs and weapons,”
the ghillie suit man commanded. As he and Ben did as direct, the gunman stepped
out from his bush that shielded him so well from Nate’s usually good sense of
danger. Then the other man spoke. His voice sounded much like the others.


“Now move over there and lie flat on the ground,” he said, pointing his
SKS motioning them to the ground.


Ben was starting to get nervous. Nate stepped forward in front of the
man.


“If you think I am going to just lie down for you to kill us both like
dogs, you are greatly mistaken,” Nate warned the man as he was preparing to
take his chances against the speed of the man’s aim that was way too close to
Nate.


“If I wanted you dead, you would have been dead as you walked up to the
picnic table talking about how good it felt to get out in nature. Now get your
assess on the ground, or I may rethink all of this,” ghillie suit stated.


Nate slowly turned and looked at the man who was now removing his head
covering. He was older than Nate by a few years. His hair was cut high and
tight like a military style. The man had a commanding nature about him. His
movements as he came out of the brush and approached them suggested that he was
highly trained. Nate motioned to Ben who was nearly in tears, to drop to his
knees and not to worry. Nate also fell to his knees with his hands behind his
head. This was his way of showing some defiance.


“I have them covered; search them and tie them up,” the ghillie suited
man told the other has he kept his aim on Nate.


The other man quickly tied Nate’s wrists up behind his back with a zip
tie. He tied Ben’s wrists up as well. Ben grimaced at the amount of pressure
put on his wrists.


“Ouch!” Ben said really loud.


With that, Nate quickly jumped up and rammed the larger man to the
ground, and using only his legs, he round housed the rifle from the man’s
hands. The man was stunned as he tried to get his balance. The ghillie suit man
did nothing but watch as the tied up man was doing a good job on his partner. A
slight smile came across his face.


Nate didn’t waste a second, he jumped high up and kicked the man in the
face. As the man went down, Nate jumped on top of him, legs straddling his
chest; all with his hands still secured behind his back. Nate flexed hard at
his wrists in a twisting motion and broke the zip ties. The man’s eyes opened
wide as he turned back to look at his ghillie suit friend standing there
laughing, still aiming the weapon. Nate began punching the man.


Boom!


The man fired one shot into the dirt near Nate.


“Ok, that’s enough. You made your point. The next one won’t hit the
dirt,” he warned.


Nate stood hands free now. He looked down at the man’s bloody face.


“Hurt that kid again, and next time I’ll kill you,” Nate said as he
looked back at the man holding aim on him. Nate didn’t say another word. The
ghillie man stood for a second, studying Nate.


“We won’t hurt the kid again, but you will not break the next set of
zip ties,” he said, removing a pair of handcuffs. He tossed them to the man on
the ground.


The man slowly got up without saying a word, and pulled Nate’s hands
together behind his back. Nate had never been in cuffs for anything but
practice in removing them. Then the man he had beaten, punched Nate in the back
of the head; forcing him to move forward. Nate spun around, staring into the
eyes of the man who was a few inches taller than he was.


“Alright, let’s get moving. Ray, grab their gear. I will handle the weapons,”
he said, throwing both Nate and Ben’s rifles over his shoulder, never taking
his aim off Nate who watched his every move.


The two men pushed Nate and Ben further up a trail that led them both
further into the forest. The elevation was going to get much higher soon, and
the temperature would start to drop as nighttime brought with it the cold
weather of the Bighorn Mountains.



















Chapter 4


Training


The trail wasn’t much more than a game trail. The only thing missing
was the game. Nate figured that whoever lived this high up in the area must
have put a large dent in the local wildlife population by now. Nate walked
ahead of Ben. About thirty minutes of hiking had taken place so far. Nate was
fine but he worried about Ben. He looked back at him a few times every few
minutes to check on him. The ghillie man walked just behind Nate, with Ben
behind him, and the man Nate beat up bringing up the rear.


“Just keep moving, the boy is doing fine,” ghillie man said, looking at
Nate.


“I will be the one who determines that,” Nate replied.


The older man chuckled aloud. “You are quite the character; you seem to
be very sure of yourself,” he replied.


Nate didn’t say a word, but he what was really going on. He knew the
man was right; if they wanted them dead, they would both be dead by now. Why this march to somewhere unknown? Where were they
going, and who or what was waiting for them? The first thing that
came to Nate’s mind were crazy ass people who reverted to eating people because
they were so hungry. The thought was a normal one during times like these.
However, the two men who had captured them did not look famished in anyway.
Nate’s first impression was that they were angry about something. He didn’t
know what, but that was his guess. The pace they kept was starting to wear Ben
down. He was dragging more now. He wasn’t used to the elevations they were
currently facing.


“Ben, control your breathing and try to pace yourself,” Nate said under
his breath.


Ghillie suit man looked up toward Ben. He then looked at Nate. “A young
man his age should be in better shape, I would have his ass running hard in my
days with the service,” he said.


Nate had always kept the physical condition of his men in his mind
while in the service, so he could relate to what ghillie suit man was saying.


Finally, their walk reached an open area – a plateau of sorts. Up a
head, Nate could see a clearing that looked like an old forest ranger’s office.
The main building was a typical looking cabin structure with one large chimney.
There appeared to be a large propane tank above ground next to the facility.
Several lights surrounded the cabin but none were on yet, even with nightfall
coming. As they got closer, Nate could see several tents around the cabin. One
large bonfire was sending small amounts of smoke up, probably just getting
started. There were a few cars that appeared to be abandoned, and dead weeds
had grown around them off the only road leading up to the ranger cabin. As they
came closer, the ghillie man suddenly whistled a few chirps. He waited to hear
the same signal back before going forward.


Nate could see two men and one woman approaching from behind what
appeared to be a small outhouse. The woman smiled as she saw the ghillie man.
She ran toward him.


“Dillon, I was getting worried. You’ve been gone way too long, and who
are these people? Are they with that group? Did you see anything? Any signs?”


Dillon raised his hand to her mouth to silence her. Apparently, she had
already said too much.


“Not sure,” Dillon said. He turned to the other two men who just stood
looking over Nate and Ben. One man was maybe in his twenties, the second was
near Nate’s age. Both men were dressed in thin jackets and seemed out of place.
They only had small .22 caliber rifles with long curved banana style magazines
in them. Each rifle was the clear kind that one could easily see the ammo
through. Nate then realized the woman was looking at him.


“Dillon, I was here when they were taken. I don’t remember seeing
either of these two before. Where did you find them?”


Dillon walked away with the woman to talk. Nate was trying to listen to
what they discussed.


“I found them down in the foothills. I was trying to get us a deer when
I heard them coming. I am not sure who they are, but I couldn’t take a chance,
so I grabbed them up,” Dillon replied.


The woman placed her hand on his shoulder. She could see the anger in
him and understood.


She turned to look at Nate and Ben. “Dillon, I don’t think that boy or
that man are the ones. Let’s talk to them and see what they say.”


He nodded.


“Be careful, Becky; that man can fight like I haven’t seen since the
service. He took down Ray with just his legs,” he said smiling.


Becky turned to see the marks on Ray’s face. Ray made a face back at
her, and then he smiled.


Nate couldn’t hear much of the conversation, but he didn’t feel
threatened by her or the ghillie man any longer. She approached him and stopped
about five feet from Nate.


“What is your name?” she asked.


Nate looked at her for a moment. She was probably the same age as he
was. She looked like she could be a teacher or some other sort of academic. She
just had that aura about her.


“My name is Nate,” he said honestly.


She looked at Ben. “And you?” she asked Ben.


Ben raised up his tired face. “I’m his son, Ben,” he replied.


She looked at Dillon and then back at Nate. “Where are you from, and
what were you doing down in the foothills?” she asked.


This is where Nate decided to be a little more direct.


“Why was I on my own land? Well, if you must know, I was out with my
son training him on how to shoot, and to get some exercise. Why were you two on
my land, and why are we here?”


Becky looked puzzled. She wasn’t expecting to be questioned, and she
didn’t know that area belonged to anyone. She had assumed the entire area was
part of the Big Horn.


“Your land? So where do you live?” she asked.


Nate snickered at her. “Listen, you have me in handcuffs and dragged my
ass up here. Do you really think I’m going to tell you where I live? I think
you are looking for someone, and it’s not us and you know it. So how about you
let us go,” Nate asked.


“Take them to the shed and lock them in for now,” Dillon said, waving
to Ray to move them.


Becky watched as Nate and Ben were escorted down the trail to a small
woodshed. Ray opened the door, pushed them both in, and locked the door with a
padlock.


“Dillon, they aren’t the ones, or even part of that group; you know
that, right?” Becky asked, moving closer to Dillon. She held his hand in hers,
trying to get his eyes to move from watching Ray, and to focus on what she
said.


“Yes, I know that now. I thought for sure I had found some of them, and
that they could tell us where the group is so we can get our daughter back.”


Becky moved her hand up to the stern looking face of the father of her
missing daughter.


“We will find her, but it is wrong for us to hold them when we know
they are innocent. There aren’t many of us, we don’t need more enemies,” she
said, looking at the rifles slung on Dillon’s back.


“Are those their guns?” she asked.


Dillon removed the guns and held them out toward her. She looked them
over.


“Well, this confirms it, the ones that took Kelly had military-looking
rifles. What did you say they were?” Becky asked.


Dillon watched as Ray stood by the shed door waiting for him. “They
were AR-15s and AK-47s,” he replied.


“You know what has to be done. I know it’s hard, but we have to just
say we are sorry,” she said as Dillon looked down at the lady he married
twenty-five years earlier up in North Dakota.


“I will go take care of it,” he said.


Becky smiled. “We will…together.”


Dillon and Becky walked down the trail to the shed that was near the
main cabin. Ray stood by the flimsy doors. Inside Nate and Ben sat on the
mostly dry floor. Nate was reassuring Ben that everything was all going to work
out. While reassuring Ben, Nate was already at work, using a twig he had found
on the floor, trying to remove his handcuffs. It wouldn’t take him much longer,
and he knew that once night came, he could kick down the door.


The door opened, letting in light, and disrupting Nate’s talk with Ben.


“Go ahead and stand up and come out,” Dillon said. Nate stood easily,
but Ben was having trouble with his balance until Becky stepped in and helped
him up. Nate could see a different expression on her face now.


“Listen, I made a big mistake. Ray take their cuffs off. We will let
you go, but I want to explain why I did what I did.”


Ray started to protest but Dillon stopped him from speaking by shaking
his head no. That was enough instruction for Ray. He stepped behind Nate and
removed his cuffs, then he stepped over to Ben and did the same. Nate pulled
his hands up and massaged his wrists. Ben did the same.


“I don’t know who you two are or where you came from. When we heard you
coming, we assumed – incorrectly -- that you were a part of a group that took
our daughter. We have been searching for her ever since her abduction. You two
were the first people we have seen since that occurred a few weeks ago,” Dillon
said.


Nate moved closer to Ben, putting his arm around him and checking him
over.


“Nate, we are very sorry. We don’t want trouble; we only wanted our
daughter back. What would you have done if it were your son?” Becky asked.


Nate had already been in this same situation, and his actions had been
somewhat the same – he went after the people who had taken Ben.


“Actually, I would have done the same thing with maybe just some of
on-the-spot interrogation first; then if they were not the ones responsible, I
would have let them go.” Nate replied.


Dillon looked away when he saw Nate starring at him. Nate suddenly
realized he was now being an ass to people who had admitted their mistakes.


“Listen…I’m sorry someone took your daughter. I do understand that
feeling more than you know. What happened?” Nate asked as Dillon handed Nate
his rifle and unloaded pistol with the mags back. Dillon then handed Ben his
rifle back. Dillon looked at Ben and spoke.


“I’m sorry, Ben. I didn’t mean to scare you,” Dillon said as he thought
about everything that happened since they were taken prisoner.


Ben smiled. “It’s ok, I’ve been through worse,” Ben said, slinging the
rifle over his shoulder.


Dillon eyebrows rose at Ben’s words. Nate saw the reaction.


“Ben is a trooper,” Nate said.


“We had to make this place our home since the collapse. We all were
here on vacation in Colorado when it happened. We tried making it back to North
Dakota and basically made many wrong turns trying to stay off the major
highways. We ended up here. The park ranger that was here told us we could
stay, but he left on horseback, never to be seen again. We have propane and a
few cords of wood. The ranger had some food and we have well water. Everything
was going ok until a few weeks ago. We heard a massive explosion off to the
north. We went looking to see what it was, but never discovered the source.
Then several men suddenly showed up one night, with the light we could see they
were armed with military-style rifles. We took up defensive positions and held
our ground. We didn’t know it at the time, but our daughter was in the outhouse
when it started. As she came out, they scooped her up. They retreated up the
mountain and we gave chase. Honestly, we were outnumbered and outgunned. The
strange thing was…when they did speak a few times, they spoke in another
language.” Dillon stopped.


“Another language?” Nate asked. Up until now none of the story made any
sense; he figured maybe the abductors were some hillbillies living up in the
mountains who were just looking for trouble.


“Yes, it sounded like Russian. I recognized it from having spent some
time in Germany when the walls came down,” Dillon recalled.


“Well, I can tell you partially what is going on,” Nate said slowly. He
watched as Becky’s eyes widened and Dillon’s face focused on Nate now.


“What do you mean?” Becky asked. Others were walking over now.


“A few weeks ago, there was a Russian invasion force attempting
something – what…I don’t know. However, they managed to airdrop in around 130
paratroopers over Sheridan area before the plane experienced mechanical issues
and crashed into the mountains,” Nate explained.


Becky’s mouth was gapped open.


“How do you know this?” Ray asked, moving in closer. He had an
aggressive stance now. Nate had the impression that Ray believed that Nate was
part of the situation that he was describing.


“Because I witnessed it all over our land, and I fought off and killed
several of the soldiers,” Nate said firmly in Ray’s face. Ray then stepped
back.


“So, these men are Russians who took our daughter? Do you think they
are still around here?” Becky asked.


Nate wanted to tell her that they were, but he didn’t know for sure.
Nate was very worried for their daughter. He envisioned many bad things that
could be happening to her, he didn’t even know her age.


“Yes, I am sure. How old is your daughter?” Nate asked.


“She is seventeen,” Becky replied.


Ben looked at Nate.


“Dad, she is my age. We need to go save her,” Ben said.


Dillon looked at Ben in amazement. This kid, who he had captured,
didn’t know his daughter from a hole in the ground, but yet he wanted to go
rescue her. Who the hell are these people,
Dillon thought.


“Ben, we have to get back and then figure some things out. I’m sure
there are several people worrying about us right now,” Nate explained.


Ben nodded his head.


“Dillon, I do want to help you, but we need to have a plan first,” Nate
stated.



















Chapter 5


Loaded for Bear


The darkness and cold would be coming in a few hours. Nate and Ben
didn’t have a lot of time to get back home. Before leaving, Nate briefly told
Dillon and the others that he could help, but that he needed to get back home
and bring back reinforcements. Nate and Ben then took off down the mountain
moving at a good pace. Ben seemed eager; perhaps thinking he would be allowed
to go help. Nate knew he would have to break it to Ben gently that he couldn’t
allow that. For now though, he needed Ben to maintain the energy level he had
to get home.


Dillon sat down at the table in the ranger cabin. Becky brought him the
rationed coffee each was allowed. She sat down across from her husband. His
large hands encompassed the small cup. It was very warm.


“Do you think he will come back? He seemed honest,” Becky asked.


Dillon sipped the hot black coffee. There was something familiar about
Nate, but he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it yet.


“Yes, oddly yes…I think he will help us. He seems very confident. If
these guys are Russian – and we don’t have any idea how many there are – then
we will need help. I just hope they are still around,” Dillon replied.


Becky started to tear up. “You don’t think they are using her for sex,
do you?” she asked.


Dillon had hoped she wouldn’t ask that. It was the thing her feared the
most. He didn’t see any other reason why they would take her. He was certain
that’s why they did. The thoughts pained him to the core and he felt helpless.


“I pray not, Becky; but Audrey is so strong, she was raised right…and
don’t forget she is a black belt,” Dillon said smiling, trying to give Becky
some reason to be hopeful. It seemed to work as Becky smiled and grasped
Dillon’s hand harder.


It was very late when Nate and Ben walked up to the house. Henry was on
the porch with his rifle.


“Where the hell have you two been?” Henry said. “Everyone is worried
sick. I thought you were just going to shoot and train some?” Henry continued.


“Dad, let’s go inside, I will explain everything,” Nate said, walking
up the steps. He was surprised when he walked in saw Sammie sitting on the sofa
waiting also. She jumped up and hugged him. Nate hugged her back, it felt good.


Nate and Ben took off their coats and sat down near the fire. Betty
brought them both a hot cup of chicken broth. Nate began by telling them where
they had gone and exactly what happened while they were there. At first
everyone was pretty upset with because Nate and Ben’s abduction, but once they
realized the reason why their captor did what he did, the attitudes changed
from anger to compassion for the missing young lady.


Sammie spoke up. “They are up at Ranger District 47. I know that place.
You guys were a good distance away then. How many people are living there?” she
asked.


“At least five; maybe six. They were traveling back to North Dakota but
ran out of gas,” Nate explained.


“Guess you know what they are going through, and then some, on many
fronts,” Henry stated.


Nate nodded his head. Henry could tell Nate was holding something back,
something he hadn’t mentioned yet. Henry knew what it was.


“So, you told them you would help them, right?”


Nate looked up and everyone was looking at him waiting for an answer.
Odds were they all knew his answer, but they wanted to hear it come from him.


“Yes, I told them I wanted to help. How can I not? So many people
helped me and Ben get home. There is a young girl out there with God knows what
happening to her right now. If this nation is to ever get back to any sense of
normalcy, then good has to win over the bad,” Nate finished.


Silence fell across the room.


*****


The next morning Nate woke up early. He was thinking things over in his
mind about the best way to proceed in locating the remaining Russians. He figured
it was very likely they were still higher up in the mountains, and aware of the
failure of the invasion force. Their goal was probably to remain out of sight
as much as possible. If he were in their shoes, that’s what he would do also,
but Nate would be thinking about trying to obtain clothing from the locals and
blending in. It would be very hard for them – if not impossible – to ever
return home. He had a lot of ammo and full auto rifles that he had taken off of
the Russian soldiers who were killed. He also had several explosive devices and
communication radios. It never occurred to Nate to turn them on at the time to
monitor traffic, but he was likely out of range now. However, those items could
help in locating the girl.


Henry agreed to go back with Nate because he knew Nate would need his
sniper abilities. The hardest thing was going to be telling Ben that he
couldn’t go along with them. Nate was finishing getting dressed when Ben walked
into the room. Ben was already up and he brought Nate a cup of coffee.


“Thank you, I need this today,” Nate said as he sat down. He noticed
that Ben had his rifle slung over his shoulder as he came in the room.


“Ben, I need to talk to you. Can you have a seat?” Nate asked. Samson
came in the room and sat down next to Ben.


“Ben, I think it may be very dangerous for you if I take you with me.
Son, I can’t take that chance and I hope you understand,” Nate said, holding
nothing back. Ben didn’t hesitate in his response.


“I wasn’t planning on going. I think I can be of more use here, helping
watch over things. I have a rifle now, and I can take my turn on the porch. I
have watched you and grandpa, and I know what to do,” he replied confidently.
Nate was surprised. He did not expect that response from Ben.


“Besides that, Sammie said she would need my help also and I can help
look after her. She really likes you and I hope you like her,” Ben stated. Nate
closed his eyes and laughed to himself. In her own way, Sammie had helped Nate
again by taking away the worry he had by leaving Ben behind.


Nate gathered up the extra AK-47s and loaded magazines. The rest of the
gear was set inside a large green duffle bag. The bag was strapped to the back
of one of the two ATVs that Gene was letting them use. Nate spent a good deal
of time with Sammie and her family explaining what was going on. They were
supportive, and offered up extra food to take to the stranded family at the
ranger station. Henry loaded up the other ATV with the donations as well as his
own rifle and gear. The trip would take them long now. Nate hated using the
gas, but he knew it was important. Once they arrived, they would not use the
ATVs any further until they were ready to return home. The rest of their trip
would be on foot.


Gene came out and walked over to Nate.


“Nate, please be careful. I know I don’t need to tell you that, but we
all care about you; especially someone else,” Gene said as he turned to glance
over his shoulder at Sammie who was bringing over a familiar looking paper bag
that looked heavy.


The last time Nate had seen a bag like that, was when he was leaving
Gene’s home in his old truck after giving Gene and Mattie a ride home just
after the collapse occurred.


“I plan to be very careful. I know what I have here, sir…, and I
haven’t been happier to tell you the truth,” Nate replied, shaking Gene’s hand.


In silence, Gene was waiting for the day that Nate would open his eyes
to his daughter. He could already see her attention toward Nate, and he knew
that her heart was waiting for the same thing as his. Nate’s response had
finally given Gene a good sense that Nate was completely aware of Sammie’s
attraction to him, but just may not have had the time yet to act on it, given
everything that had been going on the past month.


Sammie walked up. “Well, I made you up a good bag of food for you and
your dad. I know you like biscuits, so I made a few extras. Made them over the
fireplace again to give them that extra smoked taste you like,” she said
handing the bag to Nate.


Nate couldn’t ignore the feeling any longer. “Come with me for a
second, I want to talk to you,” Nate asked, putting the bag on the ATV and
leading her away, around the corner of the house.


Sammie was surprised. She didn’t know what was going on. She hadn’t
seen Nate act like this before.


When they reached a spot of privacy, Nate spun Sammy around and held
her close to him.


“Listen Sammie, I...” Nate stopped talking and moved in slowly to kiss
Sammie. She couldn’t believe it was finally happening. She let him, and
together they held one another close. She could feel the massive strength in
his upper body as he held her. Nate loved how she felt in his arms, and often
wondered what she used to make her beautiful hair smell so good. Slowly, their
lips pulled apart and they just stood looking at each other.


“I will be back,” Nate said again.


“You better be back,” Sammie replied.


“I will.”


She stopped him and moved in to kiss him again. Nate didn’t stop her.


Henry was sitting on the ATV, waiting on Nate, and not knowing where he
had run off to. Then he saw Nate come around the corner holding Sammie’s hand.
Henry pretended not to notice. After a few minutes, everyone else came outside
to see Henry and Nate off. Nate saw Ben walking over, still with his rifle
slung on his back.


“Be careful dad, find the girl for them,” Ben said, not having to say come back safely. Ben, more than anyone
there, had seen his father at work; he knew what Nate could do. Ben had no
doubts that his father would return.


Nate and Henry hugged everyone goodbye and started up the ATVs. In
moments, they would be out of sight.


The trail that Nate took was close to the one that he and Ben had taken
the previous day. This time though, this trail was wider and easier for the ATV
to use. Sammie had drawn up a map for them since she had been to the ranger
station a few times in the past. Nate told Dillon, before they arrived, that he
may be on ATVs. He told him to listen for the horn to sound five times before
they would drive up. They didn’t wish to be shot at upon arrival. The trip only
took about thirty minutes. It seemed much longer when they were on foot. Nate
had not driven an ATV since returning home to Fritch.


Once outside of the ranger station, Nate and Henry sat on the ATVs and
honked the horn five times. The horn was loud, being an aftermarket deal that
Gene put on. Nate had one of the Russian walkie talkies clipped to his coat and
turned it on. So far, they had not heard anything come across the airway. Nate
then heard on gunshot go off, indicating they were heard and to come on in. Slowly,
they both drove down the trail that would take them right to the front of the
ranger station.


When they pulled up, Nate and Henry saw everyone standing around.
Dillon and Becky were in front. Snow had fallen over night, and where it could
fall through the thick trees in covered the ground well. They turned off the
ATVs and got off.


“Dillon, this is my father, Henry,” Nate said.


Henry shook Dillion’s hand and then Becky’s. Nate noticed them all
looking at the gear and rifles strapped to the rack on the ATVs.


“You weren’t kidding when you said you would help us. Are all of those
from the Russians guys you killed?” Dillon asked.


Nate turned to look at the ATV. Becky and a few others looked very
uncomfortable.


“Yes. Listen… these are soldiers that came to our country to wage war.
They never had a chance and I can’t begin to know why they are here. We had to
do what was necessary to protect our families just as you need to do. There is
a good chance we can find your daughter…what is her name?” Nate realized he
didn’t even know her name.


“Audrey, her name is Audrey. Sorry, I thought we told you,” Becky
replied.


“We need to decide the best way to go about finding Audrey. It’s very
likely they are still higher up in the mountains. Do you remember which way
they went?” Nate asked.


Dillon looked over his shoulder toward the northwest.


“Yes, they went up toward the northwest,” he replied.


Nate stepped to the rear of his ATV. He removed a few of the straps and
the bag that held the loaded AK-47 magazines.


“Do any of you have military training?” Nate asked, looking around at
everyone. Henry was busy removing a few rifles and one very large duffle bag.


Ray stepped over to get a closer look at the rifles. “I am the only one
here with military training,” Dillon stated.


Nate looked at him. “I suspected as much. What branch?” Nate asked,
removing a few more items from the rear of the ATV.


“The Marines; I was a Drill Instructor,” he replied.


Nate turned to look at him.


“Well, you and my father will get along just fine,” Nate said laughing.


Henry looked over and the questions began. Henry was much older, and
had served long ago, but that didn’t matter much.


“Nate, what branch were you in, I mean…I assume you were in the
military,” Dillon asked.


“I figure you for the Navy,” Ray inserted before Nate could reply.


“Army,” Nate replied as he handed Dillon and Ray an AK-47.


“Army?” Dillon asked.


Henry looked up and watched as Nate just nodded the affirmative.


“Ok, guess that is better than nothing,” Dillon said. Henry started to
say something, but Nate motioned against it.


“Ok, well…if we all are done here, we need to formulate a plan,” Nate
said.


Dillon seemed aggravated and spoke up, “Listen Nate, I appreciate you
helping and bringing in some weapons, but I think I should be the one deciding
on a plan. I’m older and I…”


He was cut off midstream by Henry. Henry was as tall as Dillon, and
stepped up to him face to face. Dillon didn’t expect this, and he saw Becky
step aside the person who was next to him.


“Ok listen, have you ever served in combat?” Henry asked loudly.


“Well no, I was a DI, but I...” Dillon was cut off once again.


“There aren’t no buts…you might want to just listen,” Henry said and
stepped back.


“Dillon…I, we, you…none of us have time to measure who has the biggest
resume here. I said ‘we need’ not ‘I need.’ However, I do have combat
experience; twenty years’ worth. This man has the same in a different time,”
Nate explained.


“What do you think then that we
need to do?” Dillon asked, still with a tone in his voice.


Nate was trying really hard to ignore the apparent lack of appreciation
that he felt was coming from Dillion. He didn’t know why he was acting like
this.


“Dillon, what is your problem? Ever since we arrived, you and that
halfwit have been on my ass. Do you really not want the help? Because if that
is the case, we can pack our happy asses back to where we came from,” Nate said
with a loud tone.


This time Becky stepped between them.


“Nate, I’m sorry for my husband’s words and how he is acting. I think
we are all just tired, and honestly feeling overwhelmed,” she commented.


“You guys need to decide if you want the help or not. I will be honest
with you…these men out there are professionals and they must be dealt with by
professionals. We need to find them and strike hard, that’s the only way this
will go down. You can’t talk to them or negotiate. I am surprised they didn’t
kill you all the first time. That is the only thing that gives me hope that
they don’t have great numbers and that they thought this place had far more
guns pointed their way,” Nate replied.


“What did you do in the Army?” Ray asked.


Nate felt as though this all had become about the fact that Nate had
bettered Ray up in hand-to-hand combat the day before, and now felt as though
he was being told what to do by the same guy.


“I was a ranger,” Nate said.


Ray’s expression changed. Dillon didn’t say a word. He had a
dumbfounded look on his face.


“Well Dillon, I think we owe Nate a little more respect than you wanted
to give him,” Becky said as she walked away, obviously upset with him.


“Nate, I am sorry. My wife is right; it’s been hard to deal with our
daughter’s capture. I have felt handtied about it all. I was wrong with what we
did yesterday, and how we have acted now. I may be an ass, but I can admit when
I’m wrong,” Dillon stated. Dillon looked over at Ray.


“Sorry…I guess I’m still not over getting my ass kicked by someone
whose hands were tied up. I guess though it isn’t so bad…I mean at least I got
my ass handed to me by a ranger,” Ray said laughing as he extended his hand to
shake Nate’s hand. Nate shook his hand and smiled back.


“I’m just glad you didn’t kill me,” Ray said.


The fact was, in Nate’s mind, if he had of had a few seconds more to
alert him to their presence, neither might have lived to see this day. What
occurred was good for them even if they didn’t realize it.


With the bad feelings set aside, everyone gathered around the large
bonfire to relax a bit. The evening was coming in soon, and Becky was preparing
a large pot of beans for dinner. Henry and Nate were busy going over the
weapons they had brought with Dillon and Ray. It turned out that Ray was
Dillon’s brother. He served during Desert Storm with the Army’s 11th
Air Defense Artillery Brigade. Ray was also a devoted uncle to his missing niece.
Dillon was cleaning one of the rifles when Becky come carrying a large handle
pot. She hung the pot over a smaller fire pit on a cast iron hook. She
announced the soup was ready and that she would return with bowls.


“So, do you guys have enough food? It will get harder once winter
settles in,” Henry asked as he lifted the lid and admired the delicious looking
bean soup.


“We found several number ten cans of beans here when the park ranger
left, and we have also managed to do some successful hunting. Number 10 cans
were the very large cans someone would see at the bulk section of a grocery
store. The number didn’t indicate weight but rather the type of can made by a
manufacturer. Everything is rationed. Fortunately, the water isn’t an issue
with all the nearby streams. We already had some provisions when we found
ourselves stranded. There have been a few times that we went off on foot to a
few other abandoned cabins we saw on the way to this point, and we found some
food people have left there. We want to grow a garden in the spring, but we
don’t have any seeds and are not sure what will grow locally,” Dillon replied.


Henry nodded as though he understood.


“After this is over, I might be able to help you with the garden idea.
I think it will be difficult for all of us to adjust to this new way of life,
but it can also be rewarding,” Nate added to the conversation.


Becky came back out with enough bowls for everyone else. The other
people that occupied the small encampment were also related to Dillon and Becky.
They were Ray’s grown kids.


One by one, they took turns at the pot of beans, and then took a seat
around the bonfire. It wouldn’t be long before the sun was down. Nate was
hoping to get an early start in the morning to try to do some tracking to find
Audrey.


“These beans are great,” Henry said, thinking of how they tasted much
like Betty’s.


“Thank you; but first, if you don’t mind, we would like to say a
prayer.”


Henry, feeling embarrassed, placed the bowl between his legs, and bowed
his head along with everyone else.


Becky finished the prayer, and everyone silently ate the hot beans. Any
discussion of the next day would wait, Nate thought. The outside temperature
was starting to drop drastically. The amount of small talk among everyone was
coming to an end.


“Dillon, Ray…can we talk about the plan for tomorrow?” Nate asked.


Henry watched as Dillon and Ray seemed to enter a different frame of
mind. They knew it was time to set a plan. They both also knew they were not
qualified to develop one. It was something the two had already discussed
privately. It was hard to let two strangers come in and decide the possible
fate of everyone involved, but something had to be done.


“Yes; let me first say, Nate…we are in agreement that we would like to
hear your ideas first,” Ray said.


Nate was shocked to hear this from Ray. Yet, he appreciated the reality
they were faced with and the willingness to at least listen.


“I appreciate what you said. My plan is simple, frankly. We will track
down and find Audrey. I have a good idea that they are likely higher up in the
mountains. They will think they are in a safe high ground from any attack. What would they fear? Only you know they
are here, but you don’t know who they are. We do. At least I hope that’s who
they are. We don’t know exactly how many there are, but I suspect it isn’t even
a squad to be honest. With proper recon, we can quickly determine what we are
up against. That recon needs to be done first and then we fall back and make
our plan of attack,” Nate said in conclusion.


“Ok, that makes sense. When do we leave?” Dillon asked.


Nate smiled. He looked at Henry and then back at Dillon and Ray.


“I leave tonight. Then we can plan our attack in the morning when I get
back,” Nate said.


“Absolutely not! You are not going after Russian paratroopers alone,”
Henry said.


Dillon looked at his brother. Nate placed a hand on his dad’s shoulder
to calm him.


“Man, I thought Ray was the crazy one here,” Dillon said, trying to
inject a little humor into the small group meeting.


“Dad, you know I will not engage; this is purely a recon mission,” Nate
replied.


“Nate, I know what you are saying; but damn it, son…this is not the
time for going it alone! You need someone to at least watch your back,” Henry
said.


Nate dropped his head knowing that his father was correct, but didn’t
want to have Henry enlisted in this for a few good reasons. Number reason being
his health and the elevation; but mostly, he didn’t want Henry involved because
he was his father. Henry had made it all the way to Wyoming, Nate needed him to
stay and protect this group. Once he could see what they were truly up against,
then he would feel better about his father being alongside him in battle.


“I can go and cover him,” an unfamiliar voice said off in the shadows.
A young man – who was maybe twenty-five in age – stepped out and walked toward
the four men sitting around the smaller fire. Dillon knew the voice; he looked
at Ray as he began to speak. The voice was coming from Ray’s son, and Ray was
the first one to address him.


“Son, I know you can; but maybe sit this out for now,” Ray said,
standing and turning to face Kyle, his son.


Nate stood and placed his hand out to formally introduce himself.


“This is my son, Kyle. He just came back from Afghanistan a few months
before the collapse.


“Nice to meet you, Kyle,” Nate said, shaking the young man’s hand.


“So, I hear you are a ranger?” Kyle asked.


“Yes, 75th reg,” Nate replied.


“U.S. Army 29th reg,” Kyle replied.


“What was your MOS?” Nate asked.


The young man looked tired. He had a full beard that for good reason
was unkempt.


“I was a sniper,” he replied.


This changed things up in Nate’s mind. Henry was a sniper, but he
wasn’t twenty-five years old…but why didn’t Ray seem to want Kyle doing what he
was trained to do?


“Kyle, you know why I didn’t want you involved in this. I’m only trying
to keep you safe,” Ray explained.


Kyle turned to his farther to reply. Kyle wasn’t as tall as his father,
but he was far from a small man. He was stocky built with dark brown hair. He
also wore a wedding ring.


“Dad, the doctors said I may
have PTSD; that doesn’t mean I
have it. Besides that, I have been fine even now without the medication. I
think the meds caused more harm than good,” Kyle said as he turned back to
Nate.


“Please Nate, I can provide the over watch you will need. The only
problem is I don’t have a good rifle for that,” Kyle stated.


Nate was turning to his father when he noticed Henry was already moving
to the bag that was on the ground. Henry removed his .300 Win Mag rifle. Henry
was wiping it down with a cloth as he walked up to Kyle.


“This is my baby. I was a sniper in the Marines many years ago. Just
promise to bring it back to me,” Henry said, handing the heavy bolt-action
rifle over. Kyle’s eyes opened wide as he studied the older, but effective,
rifle. He had shot many bolt actions and preferred this one over the MK-12
semi-automatics that the military currently used. Kyle looked at his father and
spoke.


“Dad, I know you would do the same if you could. I have to do this. If
I can help bring Audrey back, then it’s worth it,” Kyle said.


Ray nodded his approval.


Henry handed Kyle a box of ammo. There were only twenty rounds in the
box.


“I don’t need to tell you to conserve these, and remember…one shot, one
kill. Ammo is hard to come by right now,” Henry stated.


“Yes sir, and I will return it,” Kyle replied.



















Chapter 6


Poking the Bear


The overnight temperatures had dropped substantially. It was the
coldest morning Nate had experienced in Northern Wyoming. The sun would be up
in minutes, and that would help strike the cold from the air a little better.
Nate climbed out of the tent he had his father bring with them. The tent was
very warm, along with the subzero style sleeping bags that kept them warm. Nate
stood up, stretching his tall frame, and he saw Kyle already up and sipping on
coffee at the bonfire. Nate gathered himself up and put on his coat. He then
walked over to Kyle.


“Good morning, Master Sergeant,” Nate said.


Ray had told Nate, before turning in, what rank Kyle had achieved in
the military. Nate had met many snipers over his twenty-plus years in the
service from many branches. Most had not achieved the rank of Master Sergeant.
Nate found that impressive.


“Good morning to you, Lieutenant Colonel,” Kyle replied, standing and
saluting with a jovial smile.


Nate smiled back, thinking that someone had talked to Kyle last night
as well, and that someone must have been his father.


“I guess titles and ranks don’t mean much out here anymore. What we
know, however, can go far to help during this current state of affairs,” Nate
stated, grabbing the pot of black coffee and the cup he used from the night
before. The pot hung over a smaller fire that burned next to the larger
bonfire.


“True. Nate, how long have you been out?” Kyle asked.


Nate hadn’t thought much about that day in a long time.


“It will be two years this spring,” Nate said, looking at the ground
and recalling, in his mind, the years that flew by, and how much he missed what
he did.


“Then I guess we both were in at the same time. Where were you
deployed?” Kyle asked.


“My last deployment was in Iraq. Let’s just say…I was providing
security with others to diplomats,” Nate replied, not wishing to go into
further detail.


“I see. Well, I will say that I have served alongside a few rangers
before, and I will do my best in this situation,” Kyle said.


“I’m certain you will, Kyle.” Nate replied.


Waiting for Henry and the rest to wake up, Nate and Kyle discussed
further their training and experiences. Kyle had enlisted right out of high
school with the intention to get out and become a Law Enforcement Officer. It
was hard to do with his PTSD; no one wanted to touch him. He often felt
extremely on guard and had trouble making decisions. Things were finally
looking up after a good evaluation was received from his commanders and
doctors. Then the collapse occurred. Nate also learned that Kyle had a lot of
additional schooling in becoming a sniper. He took courses in high angle,
precision rifle, and extreme range precision courses. Nate was lucky to have
Kyle on his side.


“Good morning, I see you two are ready,” Henry said, coming up from
behind. Nate stood and offered his father a cup of coffee. Also coming toward
them were Ray and Dillon. The coffee was running low and Dillon went up to get
some more going when he saw Becky coming down the slope from the cabin. She was
carrying a tray of deer jerky for the guys to have for breakfast. The only
meats they had in plenty was whatever they had managed to hunt. The food was
well received. After about an hour, it was getting later than Nate had wanted
to start out, and he motioned that it was time to get going. Henry took Nate to
the side and spoke to him before he gathered up his gear.


“Nate, if you find them, I trust you will decide what is best; but son,
if you can get that girl home then do it. Our family is waiting too. One last
thing, if you are not back in two days, then I will be coming for you,” Henry
said with a muzzled voice. Nate knew his father was serious, and Nate had no
intentions of being gone that long.


“If I can get her home without coming back to get reinforcements, I
will. That I promise. You know if I took everyone in right now, it would be too
much emotion involved, and that would give the Russians the upper hand. At
least with it being just me and one highly trained sniper we have a chance.
Everything depends on how many of them there are,” Nate explained.


“That is certain,” Henry added.


Everyone said their goodbyes, and within fifteen minutes, Nate and Kyle
were leaving to the northwest, heading slowly up the mountain. Kyle wore the
best coat he owned. He carried a small pack on his back and the rifle Henry had
loaned him. He followed behind Nate about ten feet. Nate was wearing his long
dark green parka that Gene had given to him. He knew neither of them was
blending in to the environment very well, but it could not be helped. They
tried to stay in the tree lines and off the main trail. Nate was looking ahead
for any sign of tracks left behind from any of the invaders. He saw many broken
branches that looked old; it was hard to say if they were broken by a game
animal or a human. The way the mountain was formed, there were only a few paths
they could have taken up this general direction. The rocks and steep cliffs
made this a certainty of travel.


Up ahead Nate saw something. It was an odd shape partially covered in
the snow and sticking out. He soon realized what it was. He looked up and saw
the tree branches that had been broken, then looked back down. He motioned for
Kyle who came up alongside. Nate didn’t speak; instead he used his hands to
point in the direction of the snow-covered shape. Kyle focused in the direction
until he saw the body. Nate pointed up at the trees.


In a whisper Nate spoke. “It appears one of the paratrooper’s chute
didn’t deploy.”


They walked up to the frozen dead man. His gear and radio were still
intact, but the AK-47 was snapped in half with the trooper impaled by the rifle
barrel. The radio appeared to be broken as well.


“I think we are headed in the right direction,” Nate said with Kyle
nodding in agreement.


Both men slowly walked away from the dead Russian and continued up the
mountain. The time was late morning, later than Nate had originally planned to
be out, but at least it was starting to get warmer. They made it up to the top
of the mountain in about an hour. They stayed in the tree line and walked
around the edges to the clearing ahead.


Kyle spotted the reflections of light far off in the distance. He
pointed and spoke softly. “Do you see that glimmer way up there? Up on that
next mountain?” he said, pointing ahead.


Nate looked carefully in the afternoon sun and then saw the flickering.
He removed a pair of binoculars from inside his coat. He focused in and smiled.
Nate handed the binoculars to Kyle. After a few seconds, Kyle removed them from
his face.


“That’s one hell of a plane crash,” Kyle said just as he heard a
distant sound of laughter. Both dropped to the ground in an instant at hearing
the sound from far ahead. Slowly they rose back up with Kyle scanning the
valley floor out ahead. The sound they heard was coming from around a bend down
in the valley. Kyle handed the binoculars back to Nate and silently motioned in
the direction of the valley bend. Nate looked down into the area. He saw what
looked like a tourist resting station with one small cabin. Around the cabin
were several small military style tents set up, and many fires burning. Nate
did a quick head count of the men he could see. He was able to easily spot four
men walking about the camp area. However, there were more than four tents set
up. The number of tents was eight, not counting whoever was inside the cabin.
This was not going to be easy. Number one: the number was higher than he had
anticipated. Number two: it was a wide-open area, this was good and bad. Number
three: he didn’t know if the girl – Audrey – was even still alive. That thought
he would keep to himself.


“Well, we can figure at least eight targets, with a few inside that
cabin. Of the eight, maybe two or three might be flight crew and hopefully they
won’t want to fight,” Nate said, removing the binoculars.


“I agree, but at least we can post up in the high ground. I wonder why
they chose this area when it’s so unprotected,” Kyle asked.


“Honestly, I don’t think they believe they have anything to fear, and
they took up camp in this spot because it was easy. It was premade for them;
all they had to do was settle in. I don’t see anyone standing at a guard post
of any kind,” Nate added.


“What do you say if we make our way around the higher areas that look
down into the camp closer?” Kyle asked.


“Good suggestion,” Nate replied. It was nice working again with a
likeminded professional.


Slowly, the two of them crept along the mountainside trying to position
themselves closer to the small camp. The snow had fallen heavier in the region
they had entered, helping make their approach through the woods noiseless.
However, they were leaving tracks. It took them nearly thirty minutes to make
it to a point that gave them a view from a high ridge with a steep cliff.
Laying on the ground and peering from behind several rock formations, they now
had an unobstructed view.


“Are those graves?” Kyle asked.


Nate looked at the area that Kyle was pointing to. It did appear that
there were graves there; three new looking graves slightly covered in fresh
snow, but with still visible dirt.


“I think so. I would be guessing…but maybe some were injured from the
crash or just became sick afterwards, who knows,” Nate suggested.


There were varieties of reasons for there to be graves. Number one:
being out in the middle of nowhere with a limited ability to stay warm and to
eat good food would cause casualties. There was also the possibility of
predators causing death; like mountain lions to bears. The important thing now
was how many really were alive.


“Let’s do a head count,” Kyle said.


Nate was already scanning. He still didn’t see Audrey, which concerned
him; but he prayed that she was inside the cabin.


“I only see six. Maybe the extra tents belonged to the ones in the
graves,” Kyle said.


That made sense, and Nate agreed. Yet, there could still be more
Russians who were away from the camp. They would need to spend some time doing
recon in order to make a good estimate about that question of how many evaders
were actually present. Their eyes were drawn to the cabin when they saw one man
emerge. He was a not a big man; in fact, he looked very short in stature. He
was wearing the typical Russian paratrooper gear, with a coat over the top.
Nate peered at the man through the binoculars. He appeared to be the commander.
He was barking out orders to a few men who were nearby. Two of the men ran
behind the cabin and returned with a four-wheeler. It was obviously stolen. The
sound of it woke up a few more as they came out from their tents. So far, the
total number was eight men. The commander took off to the west, traveling at a
high rate of speed through the snowy range. After he left, the men – having
nothing to do – reentered the seclusion of their personal tents; except one man
who slowly walked up to the cabin. He waited till the others were not watching
before he went to the door.


Nate looked at Kyle and then pointed at the man.


The soldier tried to open the cabin door, but found it locked. He
pushed it, but it was secure and did not open. He yelled something in Russian
and stepped away slowly, seemingly very aggravated that he could not get
inside.


“I bet Audrey is in there, Nate. Why else would he want to get in after
the commander left?” Kyle asked rhetorically.


Nate thought about Kyle’s comment. It made sense. It was also possible
that the commander had some good vodka inside that he was trying to keep from
the other men. That was a sure way of upsetting those under your command. Nate
laughed to himself.


“You may be right, Kyle. We need to take a closer look. I’m sure that
cabin has windows around back. If she is in there, she might be tied up or
otherwise physically unable to get out,” Nate said trying to keep things calm,
knowing he was talking about Kyle’s cousin.


“It will take me time, but I will work my way around to the other side.
You have the high ground. Do what you snipers do best; just be prepared to move
and take cover. They have the GM-94 grenade launchers. I could see them hanging
from the deployed air dropped troops a few weeks ago. I think you are out of
their range, but don’t get too close,” Nate reminded Kyle.


“I have seen them before; I will drop whoever pulls one up,” Kyle said
without hesitation.


Nate was starting to feel more relaxed working with Kyle. He had worked
with many snipers before, and he always got the good feel or bad feel about
them within an hour. Kyle was confident, and it showed so far. Anyone who made
it through the courses he had completed must be a better shot than himself.


Nate took off, keeping low and out of view. Kyle watched as Nate
quickly found a good path to take him down toward the tree line that ended in
an open field. He lost track of Nate a few times, only to see him pop up here
and there far across the wide expanse. After forty more minutes from his view
and knowing where Nate told him he would be, Kyle saw Nate. He was now directly
behind the cabin about two hundred yards.


Nate looked through the binoculars at the rear of the cabin. He could
see three small-screened windows and a door that, for obvious reasons, was
closed. The windows were too small for the soldiers to climb through. Nate
didn’t have a clue as to Audrey’s size. It would be risky to go up and start
tapping on a window. He didn’t know if she was truly inside or not. Not to
mention that she wouldn’t know him from the others, and would probably be
combative or in shock. Nate said a fast prayer for her, hoping they had not
violated her. He had hope for her because when he found Nicole, the men had not
been successful at trying to have their way with her. If Audrey was a fighter,
she might be winning.


Nate hoped that Kyle would stay on target. He was a little concerned,
but had no choice but to let Kyle come with him. The day before they left, Ray
had told him that Kyle was down about Audrey being abducted because at the time
of the abduction, he and Kyle were gone hunting. Ray felt that if he had been
at camp when it occurred, then maybe he could have taken down the people who
took his cousin. The truth was, he didn’t have a rifle or night vision
equipment, so that may not have occurred anyway. The gun he was using for
hunting was a shotgun. The rifles available were with Ray and Dillon; by the
time he would have been able to retrieve one, it would have been too late.


Nate knew his next move would have to be well considered. He had said
he would recon and then return to create a plan that involved everyone helping.
It seemed he had no choice at this point but to keep his word. Nate started to
back out of his hiding spot when he saw a man walk around the side of the cabin
carrying a small curved bar. The man rounded the cabin and headed right for the
door. Nate dropped down to watch what was taking place. The man struggled at
first, then suddenly the door flung open. He walked inside, and after a few
seconds, Nate heard a scream echoing across the snow. It was a scream from a
female.


Nate picked up his rifle and looked through the scope to see the man
dragging the woman out of the cabin. She was dressed in men’s coveralls and
boots. She swung hard; barely missing the man’s face. He was a very large man,
towering well above her smaller frame; but that didn’t stop her from kicking at
him. Her blond hair was slashing at the wind that blew it about. She looked a
lot like her mother. The man was having trouble gaining control of her, and
knelt to carry her off like a caveman. Nate couldn’t just sit still any longer.
He had to trust that his next moves would be covered by his eye in the sky.


Audrey was feeling herself being lifted onto the soldier’s wide
shoulders. She struck at him hard with her elbows. A strike she had learned in
karate. It only fazed the man slightly as he laughed. He was speaking to her in
his native language, but she still didn’t understand him. So, she struck him
again…only this time across the head and temple area. He released her, dropping
her to the ground. Audrey hit the one inch of snow hard. It knocked the wind
out of her. She was surprised the other men had not found out what he was
doing, but most of them slept late into the day. She looked up to see a very
large pissed off Russian holding the side of his head and peering down at her
with hate. She was trying to get her wind back as he reached down at her feet.
She gave him one to the side of the head. He fell backwards this time. Audrey
got on her feet, and took off running in the opposite direction from the cabin.


Nate had decided to shoot the man as he was bending over to grab
Audrey. Then he saw her roundhouse him in the head and paused. His pause helped
when he couldn’t believe his eyes. Audrey was now up on her feet and running
right toward him.


Nate watched as Audrey made her way across the field. The man on the
ground slowly got up and looked around to see her running. He slowly took off
after her. She was getting closer now, not knowing that Nate was soon to be in
sight. Nate had to time everything just right so as not to be seen by the man
coming for her. He removed his coat and placed his rifle on the ground; doing
all of this while laying down. He then looked back up and saw her closing in.
He had to wait till she entered the tree-lined area.


Audrey saw the tree line and figured if she could make it into the
woods, she might have a chance to hide from the man. The snow was a little
deeper in spots due to drifting. She slowed up some as she came into the woods.
She made it, she thought to herself. Suddenly, she felt a massive pull on her
and once again she was on the snow. Something had pulled her down.


“Audrey, I’m friends with your father, Dillon. Don’t fight, I will get
you out of here. Don’t move, please.”


“Who are you?” she managed to say as Nate released her some so that she
could look up at him. She was still out of breath and becoming cold. Nate could
see her lips already changing color. She was a young lady; maybe nineteen or
twenty, with big brown eyes. She saw Nate looking up and over out toward the
soldier who was running slowly through the area. He then looked back down at
her.


“My name is Nate. Your cousin Kyle is up on the mountain. He is here to
help also,” he replied.


“Kyle is here?” she said, trying to sit up.


Nate held her. “Audrey, please stay down. We can’t leave just yet. We
will leave tracks for him to follow, so I have to stop him when he gets up to
us,” Nate explained.


Audrey relaxed and didn’t move.


“While I deal with him, I want you to remain hidden right here. Ok?”
Nate said.


“Ok.” Audrey seemed very tired to Nate. She didn’t look like she had
gotten much rest, and she was slightly malnourished. She really appeared to be
sick. Nate knew they needed to get her back as fast as possible.


The soldier was nearly to the tree line and slowed up trying to see her
tracks. He was walking now, getting closer to the tracks. He entered the
forest.


Nate was behind a large Douglas fir. The man walked right by him. Nate
stepped up behind the man and with one move, he slid his knife between the
man’s ribs into his back. The man died instantly. Audrey was near, but she
didn’t see what happened.


Nate spoke in a normal voice. He was out of sight of the cabin.
“Audrey, you can get up now. Let’s go.”


She slowly stood, only seeing the man lying on his stomach with the
snow turning red. She didn’t hear a sound coming from the man.


“Is he dead?” she asked slowly.


Nate had already cleaned off his knife and put it back in his pocket.
“Yes, it was fast. We didn’t have a choice,” he replied.


Audrey had a smirk on her face.


“I couldn’t understand him, but from his tone and body language, I know
he was going to rape me. I think they are mad that their leader kept me inside,
away from them. The leader spoke good English and told me he was sorry that
they had brought me to the cabin. Apparently, a group set out on their own
looking for supplies when they found us. They brought me back also, but they
were stopped by the leader. He protected me,” she explained as Nate covered her
with his coat and they began walking.


“What do you mean ‘protected you?’ He didn’t do anything to you?” Nate
asked.


She smiled.


“No, he was a man of the cloth; a priest, I guess. The other men obeyed
him. I’m sure if he wasn’t there, things would have been different,” she said.


Nate was grateful to the commander for at least trying to protect her.


“Where did the leader go? We saw him leave on a four-wheeler,” Nate
asked.


Audrey smiled again.


“He said he was headed to a small house that was abandoned. He said
there were items in it that we could use. He also promised me that he would
return me to my family as soon as he could get us away from the others.”


“Well, I hope he stays away. I’m sure he may have good intentions; but
nevertheless, he came here with an invasion force,” Nate replied.


Nate and Audrey started moving away from the area, staying deeper in
the tree line and out of visual sight from the cabin. Nate realized it was only
a matter of time before someone found the back door open, or the commander
returned to find her missing. The tracks in the snow would lead them to a dead
body. He knew the commander would likely think about it, and be forced to go
after her and whoever the other set of tracks belonged to.


Audrey was tired. She had survived on some strange Russian soup and
crackers that the soldiers carried. They did not have many rations, and she had
become so hungry that she would have eaten anything they provided. The past few
days were worse; she had nothing to eat for the past two days. She stopped and
tuned to Nate.


“Do you have anything to eat? I’m so hungry,” she said, barely able to
stand.


Nate felt bad for not having offered her anything; not even water. Where were his manners? He ridiculed
himself later. He reached over and removed his pack. Inside were some of the
biscuits with jerky. Audrey’s eyes opened wide when Nate opened the bag and let
her reach in. She quickly scarfed down two biscuits; nearly choking. Nate had
never seen a person eat so fast. He removed a small water bottle they had
reused and filled with well water, and handed it to her. Audrey drank and
gasped. She then slowly tore into the jerky; groaning as she chewed, and
letting the flavors stimulate her taste buds.


“They didn’t feed you much, did they?” Nate asked.


She didn’t hear him, or maybe she wasn’t paying attention as she
swallowed the food. The water even tasted better.


“You ok?” he asked.


“Yes. Sorry…I didn’t hear what you said.”


Nate smiled. “It’s ok, we need to get moving if that’s ok,” he said,
putting his pack back on and picking up his rifle.


Audrey was still reaching for another biscuit.


“Audrey, slow down. You will make yourself very sick. You must let your
body readjust. Keep drinking the water though,” he stated.


She pulled her hand out slowly from the bag like she had just gotten
busted in a cookie jar. Audrey managed a weak smile. Nate led her down the
makeshift trail onwards to Kyle’s position. They made good time as they pushed
through the dense forest with snow accumulations varying.


Kyle watched from his viewpoint and only saw the man briefly before he
disappeared into the wood line. He had been focused – after spotting Nate
earlier – on the men at the front of the ranger station. Now, he saw the
commander returning to the site on the four-wheeler. He drove the vehicle to
the rear of the cabin and spotted the door wide open. Kyle lost sight of him.


The commander jumped off of the four-wheeler and ran inside, only to
reappear and run to the front of the camp area yelling. Several men came out of
their tents and stood as the commander barked orders at them. About this same
time, Kyle heard someone coming from down below, the same way Nate had left
before. Kyle’s eyes opened wide as he saw Nate with Audrey in tow and growing
weaker.


“Oh my God, Audrey! I’m so glad to see you!” he said, dropping his
rifle and hugging her while trying to stay silent. She hugged him back and
could hardly speak, she was so tired.


“Nate, how did you…”


Nate cut Kyle off as he pointed down below. The soldiers were spreading
out at the rear of the cabin and coming into view as they quickly made their
way to the tree line. Soon they would discover their comrade in a pool of blood
at the base of a tree.


“Will explain later…but we have to get moving. They will be on our
tracks fast, Kyle.” Nate was already moving with Kyle guiding Audrey between
them.


“How is mom and dad?” Audrey asked, trying to keep up with Nate’s long
stride.


“They are ok, but worried sick. We looked everywhere for you. We had no
idea you were up so high,” Kyle informed.


Audrey couldn’t imagine how her parents must have worried. It was by
pure chance that she stepped out from the cabin when she did, right into the
arms of a Russian soldier. She had screamed and tried to fight, but it did no
good; the man was too big and strong.


“Who is this man?” she whispered to Kyle.


Nate heard her. He knew she was talking about him, but he didn’t say a
word.


“It’s a long story; but he is now a good friend, Audrey…and a fellow
Army man,” Kyle replied.


Nate smiled as he led them down and away from the area that would soon
meet the tracks leading to the coming soldiers. He knew it wouldn’t be long
before the soldiers caught up to them. These men trained in conditions just
like this all the time. This might as well be their backyard, with Nate and
company as the invaders. However, this wasn’t Nate’s first time in the snow
either.


“We need to do something, Kyle,” Nate said, not stopping when he spoke.


Kyle looked up toward Nate. “What is that?” he asked.


Nate stopped and turned to them both. “We need to split up.”



















Chapter 7


Splitting Up is Hard to Do


“Are you crazy?” Kyle asked. “We need to stick together and just get
downhill,” he continued.


Nate looked at him with a look that asked, seriously?


“Listen…you know I’m right. Besides that, they know where she lives.
You need to get her to a point that you can direct her home. Then stand your
ground if anyone makes it by me. If you don’t hear anything after a while, have
my dad come after me. I will try to stop them from here. We can’t all just go
back and wait. We have to fight and end this now,” Nate stated.


“Alright. I don’t agree, but I trust you. I will get her back as close
as possible and then return,” Kyle stated.


Kyle wasn’t too keen on the idea of splitting up. It went against
everything that he was trained to do, but getting Audrey back home was
important. Kyle always wondered – the day she was taken – why the soldiers
didn’t come in force and overrun the ranger station. Perhaps that day there
were only a few of them, and when they meet resistance, they fled with Audrey.
It was dark, and no one knew exactly how many there were that night.


“Go, I need to get to a position that has some cover,” Nate said.


Audrey stepped toward Nate and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for
coming after me, whoever you are,” she said, then turned and took off running
at a faster pace, having a new reason to move knowing that the Russians were
trying to find her.


Nate turned and ran through the snow back in the direction from which
he came. After about five minutes, he took a position up a steep slope that
overlooked the trail with their tracks below. Off in the distance, he could
hear the distinct sound of men’s voices.


*****


Back at Gene’s property


Sammie was sitting on the porch with Ben and Nicole. Samson was roaming
the expansive yard with his nose to the ground; every so often, he would look
up. His attention seemed focused on something far off. Ben noticed the dog’s
actions.


“I can’t figure out Samson today. He is acting weird,” Ben said, trying
to get Samson’s attention. Sammie was talking to Nicole about how long it took
her to get through nursing school years earlier, when she heard Ben’s comments.
She wondered if maybe the dog knew Nate was approaching home, but she didn’t
want to get Ben’s hope up. Nate and Kyle had been gone for over twenty-four
hours, and truth be known, she was also a little worried. She put on her strong
face for the both of them.


Nate’s mom was also worried for good reason. Henry was with him and she
wasn’t used to him being gone. She was inside with Mattie doing some canning. A
few hours earlier, Sammie spoke to her brother about the situation. Randy had
promised he would go after Nate and Henry if they did not return within two
days. Randy had quickly become a good student of Nate’s. He had learned many
tactics very fast with the Russian incident, also now having many more
full-auto firearms to use. Before Nate left, Randy had approached Nate with
several of the hand grenades they had removed from the bodies of the Russians.
Nate tucked them away in his pack; thanking Randy. Nate had forgotten somehow
about the items, and was grateful Randy had remembered to pack them. In many
ways, Nate was trying to get out of the military mindset and become a normal
civilian again. However, the times would not allow for that just yet.


“Sammie, do you see yourself marrying Nate someday?” Nicole asked.


Sammie was shocked. The question gave her reason to pause. She wondered
now if Nicole was interested in Nate…but she was so young. Sammie had to
address this carefully.


“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?” she asked, hoping to get some sense for
the reason Nicole was asking.


Nicole smiled and looked away. “Honestly, I think you two would make a
great couple. Nate deserves to be happy. He has done so much for me, I just
want him to be happy,” she replied.


Sammie breathed a sigh of relief. She was worried about Nate having
romantic feelings for Nicole, but she didn’t want to see Nicole get hurt.


“Time will tell Nicole; but I do also want to see Nate happy. I would
love to be that person in his life no matter what the times throw our way,”
Sammie replied.


Sammie looked down and saw Ben smiling up at her. She knew then that
Ben approved of what she said. She also realized that Ben and Nicole would in
ways become her kids. Nate already saw both of them as his children. Maybe
Nicole didn’t realize it yet, but she would in time.


Gene came rushing out the front door smiling. Sammie was startled and
spoke. “Dad, what’s wrong?” she asked.


Gene smiled from ear to ear. “I was just on the Ham radio. One of the
contacts in the mid-west said that the power is slowly returning to regions in
his area and in the west. Some areas might see power coming back on within six
weeks to six months. The only regions that will not see power for the
foreseeable future will be the east coast because of the two EMPs there,” Gene
explained.


Sammie stood and hugged her father.


“So, it could just be anytime starting in six weeks? I guess we just
have to wait, but at least we know things will improve,” she added.


“I guess we will see, but this is the first real news about anything we
have heard. He said some radio stations are coming back on to give out news
about this, and they will keep updates coming. I will go see if anything is on
yet,” Gene said, turning to go back inside to get the battery-operated radios
to tune in.


“Did you hear that? We may have power in six months or less?” Sammie
said to Nicole and Ben. It was great news. No one expected this to happen for
many years. It was a miracle to say the least. Obviously, not everyone was
going to have power coming back to them, but maybe those who would could help
those in need faster. It was anybody’s guess as to truly how bad things were in
the bigger cities after the collapse. Most were rumored to have burned to the
ground in places like D.C., New York, Chicago, L.A., and all the major
high-population centers. The true numbers of mayhem and death wouldn’t be known
for years to come.


The trail back to the ranger station


Kyle and Audrey were pushing along the snow-laden trail that Kyle and
Nate had previously taken. They were going downhill now, making good time back.
Audrey wasn’t familiar with the area because she had not ventured very far from
the ranger station since they arrived. Kyle wasn’t certain how far he would
need to get her before he could turn her loose on her own to go back for Nate.


“I have to slow down,” Audrey said. She was feeling better after having
ate the food Nate had given her, but she was not in shape for the distance and
pace Kyle wanted.


“We can slow up some, Audrey…but we need to get back so I can get back
to Nate. He can’t take on that many paratroopers alone,” he said, slowing down
a bit.


“Who is he? I mean how did you or everyone find him?” she asked as they
kept going downhill. Kyle went on to explain what happened that lead up to Nate
and his father. Audrey was silent. She was upset with her dad and uncle for
having acted the way they did, but she understood the stress they had to be
under to even reach that level of decision making.


The area they were in was strange to all of them. They all had lived up
in North Dakota; northeastern area where there were no mountains to speak of.
It was composed of flat, open expansive areas of grasslands and crops. One’s
neighbors could be miles away; it was the same in Wyoming, the difference being
that in North Dakota you might see someone coming.


“So, Nate – not knowing who I am – took it upon himself to help me? Why
Kyle? Why would he do that?” Audrey asked.


“You would have to ask him that question; but I suspect it also had to
do with the Russians invading our nation; to help you, he would also have to
help the nation regarding them. Just like I will do once I get you back,” he
explained as they rounded a bend that lead down to a small creek.


Audrey stopped.


“Wait, I know where I am. I know this creek. I came down here with dad
right after we arrived, trying to get some fish. We caught a bunch that
morning. I know the way back, Kyle,” she stated, pointing the way she would
take back. Kyle was surprised, not knowing she had been this far before, but
she was correct in her way back.


“Ok, well that’s good,” he replied.


Kyle suddenly felt bad for what was about to happen. He reached in his
side pocket and removed a small 9mm pistol he had. He handed the gun to her,
not knowing for sure if she even knew how to handle it.


“Take this. Do you know how…”


Audrey stopped him.


“Really? Do you think dad didn’t teach me how to shoot? I can probably
out shoot your butt,” she said, cutting him off.


“I hope so, Audrey; but I doubt it,” he replied sarcastically.


They both laughed for a moment. Then Kyle leaned in to hug her before
they parted.


“Go Kyle; help that man. It’s the least we can do to say thank you,”
she said.


After a few seconds, Kyle spoke. “Go and tell his father what is going
on. He will know what to do also. Make it as fast as you can, Audrey,” Kyle
said, turning and heading back up the trail.


Audrey stood for a moment, watching. Kyle stopped at a certain point
and waved goodbye to her. She prayed a silent prayer for her cousin. He had
seen so much during the war, only to come home and have to fight a new enemy on
his own soil. It did not seem right, and it certainly did not seem fair.


Soon, Kyle was gone up the trail and deep back into the woods. Audrey
couldn’t hear a thing from him. He was running; silent moving as he was
trained.


Nate could hear the Russian paratroopers getting closer. They were
following the tracks left behind. They were spread out – all seven of them –
about ten yards apart covering ground slowly. He could barely see them coming
down the mountain slope through the thick woods. The eerie sounds of crackling
branches under their feet as they moved down echoed through the silence of the
woods. All wildlife seemed to have left the area knowing, ahead of time, what
was to come. Nate had two rifles with him, one being an AR-15 variant that was
folded up in his pack. The other was a sniper rifle he had taken off one of the
soldiers he first killed. It had a folding stock and scope. He wasn’t certain,
but was pretty sure, it was the Drangunov rifle. Kyle had not shot it before,
but he had shot many that were similar, so he wasn’t too worried.


Kyle made the rifle ready, and peered through the unique reticle. The
range finder was in the lower left; and the targets were over one kilometer
away in the center. None of the targets would be that far. Nate zoomed in on
each of the men coming down and tried to ascertain what they carried. He could
see one man carrying what appeared to be a heavy machine gun; maybe the
PKM-Kalashnikov design. It was the tried and true general-purpose machine gun,
firing 7.62 x .54 mm ammo. That soldier would need to be the first to be taken
out.


Nate did not regret his decision to stand his ground. He just wished he
had his old squad with him right about now. These were highly trained and
experienced soldiers; not like the people he had fought after the collapse
while trying to get home. They were stuck in a foreign land with no support.
They had no choice now but to try and survive. Nate knew the reality was that
he may not make it out of this one alive. He would take as many as possible
with him, but the odds were not in his favor.


He watched and tried to calculate the distance at which would be the
best to lay down fire, then he would try to reposition himself higher up on the
ridge and not be seen. It wouldn’t take them long before they would know the
general direction the fire was coming from.


Nate focused on the machine gunner. He was the deadliest threat. Nate
set the crosshairs squarely on the man’s head. He hoped the rifle was accurate,
and kicked himself in the ass now for not sighting it in long ago.


“Boom!” the rifle echoed throughout the valley below. Through the
scope, Nate could see the man’s head erupt like a watermelon with the reddish
spray changing the white snow red around him. Nate wished the rifle were
suppressed. It was too late. One down, six
to go. He scanned the running soldiers as they leaped for cover
behind trees and small boulders. He saw one man aiming in his general
direction, but that man was slightly off target. Nate couldn’t take the chance,
and fired again. The round struck the man in the upper chest. He fell where he
was. Five left. Nate then heard a
familiar sound. It was the sound that only a grenade launcher made. Nate took
cover down behind the boulder he was laying on. The ground erupted behind him;
spraying dirt and rocks everywhere.


“Damn, that was close,” Nate said to himself in a whisper.


“Time to move, Nate” he said to himself again. He was up and in a
crawling position with his pack on and his rifle in his hands. He was trying to
stay low, then he heard another grenade launched. He had not fired again, so
this would increase their confidence. Nate saw a very large boulder ahead and
aimed for its protection. It was shaped like a wedge. He had twenty feet to go.


The soldiers were now up and moving cautiously through the woods
staying behind trees to shield themselves. Two of them would move at a time;
then another two with the goal of getting near the point that they could flank
Nate and surround him.


One of the soldiers removed a hand-held grenade and pulled the pin to
throw it. As he pulled his arm back, he was shot directly in the face. His body
fell with the grenade coming loose falling near another soldier who tried to
run, but it was too late.


Kyle aimed his rifle again, having come on the battle and positioning
himself to the side of the advancing force. Kyle had now evened up the odds.


Nate heard the sound. He wasn’t certain where the soldiers were aiming,
and he didn’t hear any round zoom past him. Then he heard more gunfire and
could tell the direction of the battle had changed. The sounds echoed in
another direction. He got to his feet and sprinted to the large outcrop of
rock. He peered around the boulder to the action below. He raised his scope to
see one man aiming in another direction from behind a tree acting almost scared
to reveal himself. Then Nate saw wood erupt from a bullet tearing through the
heavy bark. The slash opened the man’s face up and he fell to the ground. Nate
searched for the man firing at the Russians with his scope until he saw up on
the opposing ridgeline a familiar face. Kyle was doing what snipers do best.
Nate wondered now if he should have given him the sniper rifle he had. However,
the one his father loaned him was more like the one Kyle would be used to.


The last Russian soldier was walking out with his hands up in the air.
He didn’t have a weapon on him. Nate looked through the scope sight to see he
was an older man wearing what appeared to be a pilot’s suit under his pilot
parka coat. Nate scanned the bodies he could see trying to do a head count.
This man appeared to be the last one. Nate could not tell if he was the
commander or not.


Kyle also carefully looked around as he saw the man trying to give
himself up. Nate made his way down the ridge moving from tree to tree. Kyle
caught a glimpse of movement and aimed his rifle in the direction. He was
relieved to see Nate in one piece. He followed his movements, keeping an eye on
the soldier who now stood in a small clearing. Nate stopped and stood behind a
tree about fifty yards from the man.


“Do you speak English?” Nate yelled, hoping the rest were dead or
unable to fire a weapon. He was certain that the others were no threat.


“Yes, I am the Commander. I take it you are the ones who took Audrey?”
he asked with the typical Russian English slur of speech. Nate smiled thinking
his voice would have played well in a good ole Russian spy movie.


“Yes,” Nate said.


“Good, I am glad. I never wished her harm. I didn’t command the men to
do what they did. I did try to protect her from their more primitive desires,”
the man replied.


“Why are you here?” Nate asked, moving slightly closer and staying out
of visual sight. Nate looked up to see Kyle on the upper adjacent hill that
overlooked the area he was in. Kyle gave him a sign that indicated six men
killed and one remained, the commander. Nate saluted Kyle as a thank you. He
was now in debt to him. Nate knew he surely would be dead by now if it were not
for Kyle’s timely return.


“The whys of war? Why do we go to any war? We just follow orders, do we
not? I wasn’t asked to come here. I was serving my parish until I was forced
into service because of my pilot skills. As to why…it was a failed attempt to
confiscate and hold for ransom for your ICBMs at your airbase. Our nation is in
dire need of food. The economy is far worse than yours, and with the surprise
attack on the Kremlin from the Chinese, we thought we had no choice.”


Nate wondered what he meant by ‘attack from the Chinese.’


“What I need you to do now is remove your coat and turn around
completely. Let me see you are not armed,” Nate commanded.


“I will do that.”


The man slowly did as he was told. He turned slowly after removing his
heavy coat, and then he stood still. He was the small man Nate had seen earlier
standing on the porch of the cabin. He also could now see a large cross hanging
from the man’s neck. It was nearly covered by the long black beard hanging from
his face. In fact, he did look like a Russian Orthodox Catholic priest.


“Now, I want you to turn and kneel with your hands behind your head,”
Nate instructed.


He watched as the priest/soldier did as he was told. Nate began to
think to himself, how many times in the past
twenty years have I done what I was told? How many commands had I followed even
when I knew or questioned the validity of such commands? The only
reason this man was alive now was probably due to his own actions. First off,
he had given himself up; second, he tried to save Audrey; and third, he gave
his life to God.


Nate approached the Russian from behind; still looking around and
seeing only a few dead bodies and blood pooled. Nate removed a zip tie from his
pocket and secured the man’s hands behind his back; much like law enforcement
would.


“Stand up,” Nate said, pulling the smaller man up. Nate spun the man
around until they were face to face.


“I am sorry, son. I didn’t wish for any of this,” the man softly said.
He was much older than Nate thought him to be. The beard was black with
speckles of gray. His face was weathered and tired looking. The bags under his
eyes were deep, with lines in his forehead to match. The crucifix looked to be
made of silver, and could barely be seen from under the man’s long beard. He
was about 5’7” with a burley chest.


“Governments sometime make us soldiers do things we wouldn’t normally
do,” Nate said, more at ease now. The man had a calming effect on him. Nate had
met many chaplains over the years; this one reminded him – not in looks, but in
his words – of the Father Mulcahy from the TV series, MASH.


“What is it that you will not normally do now?” the Father asked. Nate
was walking him toward the trail head where he figured Kyle would be waiting.


“Killing you,” Nate replied.


The Father turned to look at Nate as they walked. He smiled at Nate and
spoke.


“I am ready to meet my Father, but I am glad you chose not to do this
today, my son,” the father replied.


“Please, don’t call me ‘son’ again; I might change my mind,” Nate
stated.


The Father looked at the ground and just nodded.



















Chapter 8


The Father Complex


When Nate approached the trailhead, just as he thought, he found Kyle
already waiting behind a tree. Kyle stepped out, to the surprise of the Father
who was walking with Nate.


“Commander, I never asked your name,” Nate stated, stopping to shake
Kyle’s hand as he turned to introduce their captive.


“My name is Mikhail Serdyukov, Commander,” he said, adding his title to
his name with a measure of respect.


Kyle looked him over.


“Is this the guy?” Kyle asked.


Nate knew what he was referring to. “Yes, apparently; and yes, he is a
Father,” Nate stated, pointing at the cross around their captive’s neck.


“Well, it seems you made some Godly decisions today, Commander. I was
just about to remove your head from your shoulders when you raised your hands
with no weapon. How is it that you are the Commander, and yet you don’t have any
weapons?” Kyle asked.


“I am the pilot. Their real Commander died when his chute didn’t open.
I – by default, as you say, became their leader,” he explained.


Nate thought back to the body that he and Kyle had found frozen on the
ground, and wondered if that was the man he spoke of.


“I see,” Kyle replied.


Kyle motioned Nate over to follow him away from the man for a second to
have a chat. Nate followed.


“What are we going to do with him?” Kyle asked.


Taking a prisoner meant many things. Feeding said person, sheltering
said person, and in general – caring for the man until they could turn him over
to governmental authorities…whenever that would be.


“That, Kyle, I don’t yet have an answer to. Yes, he is an enemy of the
State. Sure, we have every right to maybe take him out; but is that the right
course of action?” Nate asked, looking back at the man.


Kyle had no answers either. He was more worried about what his family
might do or say. The only card he and Nate held was Audrey’s words about the
Father, which might sooth things
out a bit. This Father had kept her alive by putting himself at risk. Those men
could have removed the Father from the equation at any time, then had their way
with Audrey. This entire mission may have been a body recovery mission rather than
a rescue.


“Maybe we need to have a trial of sorts,” Nate stated.


Kyle raised an eyebrow to the thought. “I have a better idea,” the
Russian man of God said. Apparently, his hearing was good. “How about you let
me go and I will live the rest of my days in solitude far from here.”


Nate looked at the man carefully.


“Why would we do that?” Kyle asked.


“Because if you were going to kill me, you would have done so already.
I am not afraid to die, son. You can take me back to your home, yes; but at
what cost?” Mikhail said.


“The cost might cost you what you are afraid of,” Nate said.


The Father smiled. “No, it’s not my fear or cost; it’s Audrey’s. I
don’t wish to be a constant reminder to her of what she went through. She never
knew when the day would come when the men would stop listening to me. It was
only a matter of time,” he said.


Nate knew the Father was right. He saw it firsthand. The man who tried
to take Audrey at the rear of the cabin was the same man he stabbed. If they
did take him back, she would see a constant reminder of the past weeks. Yet, he
didn’t deserve to die because of the protection he gave her. The Father’s words
seemed to get through to Nate.


“He has a point, Nate. I don’t want Audrey to have to see him all the
time. He is feeling conflicted about what he did and what he came here to do in
our nation,” Kyle said.


“You have my word, you will never see me again…as God is my witness,”
Mikhail stated.


Nate thought about everything that was said. It was true that maybe
people would not want to see the Father around. Maybe the constant sight of him
would lead to bad feelings. However, it wasn’t up to him to basically banish a
man; let alone leave a man of God to the wilderness without protection. He was
in the military, but he wasn’t a true soldier. He carried no weapon aside from
a knife.


“No, your punishment should be to face the very people you are accused
of hurting. Listen…I know you personally didn’t hurt Audrey, and I don’t think
she holds you responsible for the actions of a few of your men. I got that
impression from her already. I think you might find she is more grateful and
has more sympathy than you might imagine. Perhaps someday when society is back
to the way it was, you can deal with the other aspects of getting back home to
your people. For now…Kyle, I think we need to take him back,” Nate recommended.


Kyle nodded in agreement.


“First, I think we might need to bury these men. Also, we need to go
out to their camp and secure any weapons and ammo that might be there,” Nate
said.


“Well, we don’t have a shovel, so I guess the men can stay where they
are; but you may say some words over each of them if you wish, Father…I mean
Mikhail,” Nate said realizing if he had an issue with Mikhail calling him son,
then maybe he shouldn’t refer to him as Father.


“Thank you for letting me do that,” he replied. After about thirty
minutes, the Father made his way to each of the soldier, still with his hands
tied. Nate gathered up each of the rifles and packed away as many of the
grenades as possible. The amount of ammo was staggering. They would have
outlasted him. He needed a pack mule to get everything back. Then Nate
remembered the ATV Mikhail used.


“How well does that ATV work at the ranger station? What about fuel?”
Nate asked.


Mikhail realized what Nate wanted the ATV for and spoke. “It would
work, but its power isn’t so good on steep hills,” he replied.


“Well, let’s go take a look at what is at the camp and we can decide
from there,” Kyle suggested.


Nate stacked up all the rifles into one circle at the trail edge so
they wouldn’t have to carry them for now. If everything worked, they would be
using a four-wheeler to get back with the extra gear. They started back to the
area where the Russians had camped. After a short while, they walked across the
open snowy field. No one was in sight; it seemed that everyone had left earlier
in pursuit. When they crossed the field, the smell was overbearing. There were
several of what appeared to be crap holes in the ground where the men had tried
to make primitive latrines. The cold weather froze most of it.


The tents were torn down, and all the nasty clothing and uniforms were
placed in a large pile and set on fire. Nate went through the cabin, not
finding much of anything but a small single bed with several candles around a
small table. On the floor he saw a small pallet which he assumed was where
Audrey had slept. The front door was secured well with added on wood
crossbeams. Nate wasn’t sure if this was to keep animals out or the men.


Kyle was looking over the ATV while keeping an eye on the Father who
sat on a log near the bonfire that burned away most of the evidence of his
party. There was a small shed built into the side of the cabin that they hadn’t
seen before. It wasn’t very large; more like a tool shed. Kyle smacked away at
the small lock that was on it. He found it strange that the men hadn’t removed
it themselves, but there it was. With one good hit, the lock falls down to the
ground. Inside, Kyle could see to the other side a small gash in the wood. They
must have seen what was inside and decided it wasn’t worth opening.


A small trailer was inside that could be attached to the ATV. It was
loaded with a few pieces of firewood, and yard tools of various types. That was
all. Kyle pulled the trailer by hand until it rolled clear of the shed. One
tire was nearly flat, but it might make it…even with all the weapons.


Nate came out to see Kyle bent over the trailer removing the wood and
tools.


“Hey, that will work. Where was that?” Nate asked, walking up to it.


Kyle pointed to the end of the cabin where the tree overhung the end.
The shadow had made the door to the small shed hard to see from a distance.


“That tire might give us an issue, but it’s our only good option,” Kyle
replied.


Suddenly, Nate heard a noise. It was the sound of two ATVs coming. He
looked up, and from the valley entrance where they came they could see Henry
and Ray driving out to them at full speed on the two ATVs they had brought.
Within seconds, they cleared the field with guns drawn but not aimed.


Henry jumped off and ran up to Nate, hugging him. Ray climbed off his
ATV and extended his hand to his son. Then the two hugged as well.


“Damn son, you sure made a mess of things back there. We just followed
your tracks,” Henry said. He looked over Nate’s shoulders to see an unfamiliar
face sitting near the bonfire.


“Nate, is that a prisoner?” Henry asked with a raised eyebrow.


Nate looked over at Mikhail. “Yes, he is also the one who kept Audrey
alive. His name is Mikhail; he is a Chaplain. He gave himself up at the
firefight; he didn’t have a weapon on or near him,” Nate replied within earshot
of Ray and Kyle.


“So, you spared his life. What now?” Ray asked, but not in the typical
tone he usually exhibited. He seemed more concerned this time.


“We gave it much thought. He must come back and face his peers, and
someday face our government for being part of an invasion force. But we all
know what happens to the average soldier in that instance; he will be traded in
for one of our own and sent back to his land. If he had taken arms against us
today he wouldn’t be alive. If he had harmed Audrey he wouldn’t be sitting here
either. He chose to do no harm after being told he had to come here,” Nate
replied.


“Well, perhaps he deserves a chance,” Henry said.


Nate looked at his father. Who
kidnapped Henry, and who is this man? Nate laughed to himself. The
old Henry would have strung the Father up on the nearest tree already.


“Let’s get all this loaded and get back home, dad, “Kyle said.


Nate and Henry walked over to Mikhail who seemed lost in meditation.


“Mikhail, this is my father.”


Mikhail stood and spoke. “I would shake your hand, but they are still
tied,” he replied.


Henry was impressed with the man’s English. “That will stay like that
for some time. So, where did you learn English?” Henry asked.


“New York. I lived in New York as a child. My parents were both working
with the United Nations and I was in different schools there.”


Nate hadn’t thought to ask Mikhail that question himself.


“Did you ever think you would be forced to invade this nation you once
lived in?” Henry asked Mikhail as he watched Kyle load up the last of the
weapons and a few ammo cases into the ATV. The ranger station had several
number ten cans of beans that were new and unopened sitting in a dark corner.


“No sir; I did not. Your son has shown great restraint. You should be
proud of him,” Mikhail said.


Henry laughed. “I am always proud of my son.”


“You are lucky, Padre; you get to see another day. If I had been here,
that may not have occurred. I come from a different line of thinking from the
‘60s. I’m sure you know what I used to think about the Russians?” Henry said as
he walked away.


It was then that Mikhail realized just how close he had come to meeting
his Holy Father.


The ride back to Dillon’s cabin was not an easy one going down the
mountains, but eventually they drew closer. Nate shared an ATV with his father.
Kyle drove the Father back, while Ray used the other with the trailer that
belonged to the Russians. Dillon was sitting outside when he could hear the
ATVs coming back down the long trail. As they drew closer, everyone inside the
cabin came out; including a much better-looking Audrey. She had gotten some
much-needed sleep and had drank a lot of water. The color was even coming back
to her skin.


When they pulled up, Nate watched as Audrey saw the face of Mikhail on
the ATV with Kyle. Her response would set the tone for everything going
forward. At first, Nate thought she was stunned; but then realized she hadn’t
seen him yet because his face was buried. He had fallen asleep. Kyle nudged him
awake. When his head popped up, she could see him for the first time.


“Oh my God…you’re alive?” she said, covering her face with tears. Then
she removed her hands to reveal a smile.


“He kept me alive, dad…when the others wanted nothing but pleasure,”
she said.


Nate got off the vehicle and watched as Kyle helped the still hand tied
Father off the rear of the ATV.


Dillon walked over to him. “I have mixed emotions about you. If you try
anything, it will not be a good day for you,” Dillon said under his breath.


“I wasn’t a threat then, why would I be one now, son?” Mikhail said
softly.


Dillon thought about what the Father said. He was right, but it was
going to be hard for everyone to just act like he wasn’t a part of the problem.
Only time and actions on his part would make everyone believe that he was not a
threat.


“Listen…as much as we would love to stick around, my father and I have
to get back. If we leave soon, we can make it back by sundown,” Nate said.


Becky approached Nate and Henry. “You two are always welcome here for
as long as we are here. Someday we hope to make it back to North Dakota,” she
commented.


Henry looked at Nate, then back to Becky. “Becky, that’s where my other
two kids and grandkids are right now, or at least we believe them to be,” Henry
said.


“Where are they?” Becky asked.


Henry thought for a moment, trying to recall the name of the area.


“Wasn’t it Steele?” Nate asked Henry.


Henry smiled. “Yes, that’s it,” Henry replied.


“We live in Linton; not too far from there,” she replied. “It’s a small
world,” she added.


It was going to be up to Dillon and Kyle now to deal with the Father.
Nate even asked if they wanted him to take the Father back with them and see
about taking him into Sheridan to any law enforcement that might still be
active, but he knew they would decline. In many ways, Dillon felt a debt to the
Father for keeping his daughter alive. The Dillon camp felt a great connection
now to Nate and Henry, and they owed them so much. With all the ammo and the
leadership Kyle exhibited, they would be able to better defend themselves now.


Kyle walked over to Nate with a small crate of the Russian ammo. It
would go well with the AK-47s they now had. Nate in return, handed Kyle the Russian
sniper rifle he used. Nate saw the case of ammo on the back of the older ATV
they had brought from the ranger station. It would last him a long time.


“It’s been a pleasure, Nate; don’t be a stranger,” Kyle said, extending
his hand. Kyle then turned to Henry handing him back his rifle.


“Thank you, Sir; it worked superbly.” They shook hands also.


Nate walked over to Dillon and Ray who were unloading the gear. Nate
shook their hands.


“Nate, thank you for what you did. After what we did to you, we don’t deserve
the kindness you have shown us,” Dillon said.


Nate knew he was still having issues with how they met.


“Listen Dillon, these are different times. We all have done things that
we will question. You were acting on many things and emotions that day. I can’t
fault you for that. I would have done the same,” Nate explained.


“You and your family are welcome to come by anytime; especially your
boy, Ben. Tell him I am sorry again,” Dillon said.


“Dillon, it was Ben’s idea and insistence that we find your daughter.
That’s just how he is,” Nate said as he walked away.


The trip back seemed to take hours. Both Nate and Henry were very
exhausted. Finally, they arrived at the edge of the property. They had told
everyone they would beep the horns at the same time to indicate when they were
back so not to alarm anyone too much. They laid on the horns, then took off for
the homes. Suddenly, they could see Samson and Ben leading the way running,
toward them. Soon after his mom, followed by Sammie and her family, came from around
the corner. It was nearly sundown. Nate was very happy to see them all. He had
not imagined earlier that he would make it out alive from the situation he
gotten into. He already decided not to reveal anything to anyone…even his
father. Having come so close to the end made Nate realize just how lucky he had
been many times since the collapse. He shouldn’t have been alive; but by some
good fortune, the good Lord saw fit to protect him. He needed to take time now
and relax with those who loved him.



















Chapter 9


A Good Time


The next day Nate slept. He didn’t wake up until he smelled coffee. It
was late for him; nearly 9:00 a.m. It was so quiet in the home. He didn’t hear
a sound; just smelled fresh coffee. He slowly picked himself up out of bed. He
was sore, and wasn’t sure why. Then he recalled crawling across the very cold
and rough ground. However, he was lucky that he wasn’t one of the bodies that
were still lying there frozen to the earth. He would handle the soreness just
fine.


In the bathroom, he looked at his body without his shirt. He had red
marks and bruises. He also had old scars; one that barely missed an artery in
his arm when he was on his way to Fritch. He wondered if the coyotes had taken
care of that bad guy’s body. He rubbed his sore muscles and reached for the
small gallon of cold water that sat near the sink. He poured half on his head
and used a small dab of shampoo to wash his hair. He used the other half to
rinse his head off. It was cold; but it felt so good at the same time. He then
heard a sound in the bedroom.


“I will be out in a moment, Ben.”


Nate turned and reached for the towel with his eyes still with water in
them. He covered his face, wiping away the water. As he opened his eyes, to his
surprise he saw Sammie standing in front of him gazing at his body.
Fortunately, Nate always wore shorts.


“Sammie?”


“Expecting someone else?” she replied, moving closer to him. Nate
listened, but didn’t hear anyone. She moved closer, raising her hands up to
feel his chest.


“Sammie, not here,” he said, holding her hands. He wanted to draw her
in to him. He wanted to take her and kiss her. But where was everyone?


“Everyone except you is outside at the picnic tables. We are smoking
some elk. I was asked to come wake you,” she said slowly moving up to him;
closer now, with her breath on his lips. Nate couldn’t wait any longer. He
moved in on her, kissing her. They didn’t part for nearly three minutes. When
they did, Sammie was short of breath and seemed in a daze. So was Nate.


If this was living life, then he had missed a lot.


“Tell them I will be out soon and save me a spot next to you at the
table,” Nate said, ushering her out the bedroom door before anyone became
suspicious. Nate felt like a teenager all over again. Here he was pushing
forty, and he was worried about getting caught kissing a girl in his bedroom.
The thought made him laugh out loud as he finished getting dressed. Then he
wondered, why are they smoking an elk during
the winter? He looked outside, and all the snow had nearly melted. A
warm front must have taken hold on the area. He opened the bathroom window and
could feel it was much warmer outside. Right then, Nate really missed having a
cold beer occasionally. He was aching to relax. His body needed the down time.


Outside, Nate found everyone sitting around talking. The smoker was
doing its job. Nearby was a small charcoal grill that was going with what
looked like hotdogs on it. There were no buns, no ketchup, and no chips, but
that didn’t matter. The hotdogs smelled great.


Gene saw Nate first. “Nate, come over here. We have some good news to
tell you,” Gene said.


Nate walked toward him.


Sammie got up to join Nate by her father’s side.


“Nate, so glad you are back. Yesterday, I got great news across the
radio.” Gene begun to tell Nate about the news. Sammie had not mentioned it
yet. She wanted her father to be the one to tell him since he was the one to
discover it.


“News?” Nate asked.


Gene smiled big. “Yes, it appears most of the Midwest and the western
states will have power in six weeks to six months,” he stated. Nate couldn’t
believe his ears. He really expected things to remain the same for years.


“Most of the larger cities that burned themselves down will not, nor
the east coast for years to come,” Gene added.


Nate stepped away. He was elated; but in shock. It was a start at
least.


“So, who said all of this?” Nate asked.


Sammie moved closer, holding his hand. He put his arm around her.


Gene smiled at the sight. “It came through on the Ham radio on the
emergency broadcasting systems. It also now being reported live daily on
regular radios across the nation. They have power up at stations and even
reports of some cell towers up and running.


Cell towers. Could it all be true?
He hadn’t even thought about a cell phone since the day he contacted his mom on
his way home, only to lose her voice in the bad reception.


“This is unbelievable. I mean it’s great!” Nate said.


Gene walked over to a bag on the table. He removed from it, a CCrane
radio; one of the best money could buy. He turned it on and right away Nate
heard the voice of a government official stating everything Gene had just
mentioned. Then the radio station started playing top forty music from a year
earlier.


It was all music to Nate’s ears.


The day was perfect; perfect weather, and perfect sounds emanating from
the radio. Nate had his own family with the thoughts of adding more, but he had
two families now in reality; Gene and his family had already become his long
ago. Just the day before…everything was crazy compared to him being back at his
new home now. Nate took a moment to thank God for delivering him all the times
from danger, only to be now in this tranquil place.


*****


The day was spent relaxing. The temperatures never got so cold that
even a fire was needed. Ben was sitting next to Nate. They were busy talking
about a song that was playing on the radio. It was an old song that Ben knew
the words to. It was from the group Kansas,
“Carry On, Wayward Son.”


Nate laughed and asked Ben how he knew the song and every word so well.


“When I was with my grandma, she liked to watch spooky TV shows. One
show was called Supernatural and
they played the song at the beginning many times,” Ben explained.


Nate remembered seeing the show before.


“I used to love that show too,” Nicole said, hearing the title. She
leaned forward to Sammie’s side and spoke.


“I really just loved the two actors the most. They were kind to the
eyes,” Nicole said, winking at Sammie.


Sammie laughed, knowing the show, but she kept that to herself. “Nate,
have I told you lately that I’m very glad you are home?” Sammie said,
whispering to him after getting his attention.


Nate turned and replied. “Sammie, when I saw you walking across the
field yesterday, I was elated. I can’t tell you how glad I was to be home,”
Nate said in a sad voice.


“Nate, what’s wrong?” Sammie clued in to there being something he
wasn’t telling her.


“I can’t talk about it here, Sammie. Later, maybe we can talk.”


Sammie had not seen him this way before. He seemed weak and slightly
depressed now. She had not heard Henry mention much about getting the girl home
safely. She wondered if Henry even knew what was wrong, if anything, with Nate.
She couldn’t force him to talk; instead she decided to hold his hand a little
tighter for now.


Nate felt her grip and appreciated it. He pretended not to feel it, but
he was having issues with the day before. It wasn’t the taking of lives; it was
the closeness he came to losing his own that bothered him deeply. He had been
in many battles, but yesterday he went in full throttle guns blazing and almost
died. He knew better, and it almost cost him everything. Why had he become so brazen to believe he was
untouchable? He would need to come to grips with this.


****


The evening was coming and so was the smoked elk. Nate went back to the
house to grab a few jackets and Sammie tagged along. On the way back, she
inquired as to what was wrong.


Nate stopped at the porch of the home. “Sammie, I almost didn’t make it
back yesterday,” he said, looking down at the ground and feeling almost ashamed
to admit it.


“What do you mean? You got the girl home. What happened? We really
didn’t hear much about what actually happened,” Sammie explained.


It was true; no one knew what happened. They just assumed Nate and
Henry went into the woods, found the girl, and took her back. Maybe it was
because no one wanted to know what truly occurred.


“Yes, we got the girl home. My dad had to stay behind; he wasn’t in
shape enough for what needed to be done. Another former soldier and I went up
higher into the mountains to locate the missing girl. She was being held
captive by Russian soldiers. We didn’t plan to do anything with it just being
the two of us. However, circumstances changed, and she broke free. I got her,
but I had to remain behind to give her cousin – the guy I was with – and her
time to escape. I had to engage seven heavily armed professional soldiers. They
had me pinned down basically. Fortunately, Kyle showed up just in time,” Nate
explained.


Suddenly Sammie realized that today could have been a funeral. She
jumped into Nate’s arms and hugged him. She started to cry.


“Nate, you are alive. God wanted you alive for a reason. I don’t think
that you almost died. How can that be? We don’t ‘almost’ do anything. We are
blessed with those around us. God makes things happen for those He sees deserve
it, and fights for those who can’t fight for themselves,” she said.


“I want to believe that,” Nate replied, still holding her in his arms.


“Nate, you have to believe that. You are here and still alive. Are you
sure that for once you just maybe became frightened?” she asked.


Nate pulled her away. “Of what? I’m not scared of any man,” he said
with bravo in his voice.


“No…of losing what you now have,” Sammie replied.


Nate then understood she was right. In the past, he didn’t have a
family like this. He thought of country first; to protect his family at
home…yes, but not like this. She was right; the beautiful redhead was right. He
smiled, feeling better now. He softly moved in to kiss her.


*****


Two weeks had passed since Henry and Nate returned home from finding
Audrey. Winter had arrived with its full force, and much earlier than everyone
had anticipated. The snow was accumulating very fast. Nate stood on the front
porch as he did every day for the past few weeks…waiting. Ben was quickly
learning the skills needed to hunt rabbit. He became very good at the hunt.
Nate looked at his watch and wondered why he hadn’t come out yet. He knew Ben
was up due to the fact that they shared the same room. Nate turned to go back inside.
When he opened the door, he was struck with the smell of strong coffee, and he
knew his dad must be making some on the wood burning stove. He walked over and
grabbed a clean mug of the counter. Nate looked around and didn’t see anyone.
He could hear the distinct sounds of an axe and figured his father was out back
cutting firewood. Nicole and his mother were nowhere to be seen.


Nicole came into the kitchen in a rush.


“Nate, it’s Ben; something is wrong with him,” she said, waiving him to
follow.


Nate sat the coffee down and quickly found Ben in the bedroom lying
down. He appeared to be very hot and sweating. He was complaining of muscle
cramps and said he felt nauseated.


“Nate, I think he may have the flu,” Betty said. She was holding Ben
close.


Nate moved next to Ben on the other side of the bed. He reached down
and felt his forehead with the back of his palm just as his mother had done to
him at the same age. Indeed, Ben did feel very hot.


“Nicole, would you go get some water?” Betty asked.


Nicole nodded and headed to the kitchen where the jug water was sitting
near the sink.


“I’m sorry, dad. It just hit me all of a sudden like. I woke up, and
when I stood up, it hit,” Ben said.


“Just relax, Ben,” Nate said.


This was one of the things that Nate feared the most. The reliance on
modern medicines often took care of these issues, but with there being no place
to go get treatment made things very difficult.


“Ben, I will go get Sammie, she was a nurse. Maybe she will know what
to do, or have something she can give you,” Nate said, leaning over and kissing
Ben on the top of his head.


Henry walked in as Nate was preparing to go see Sammie.


“What’s going on?” Henry asked. Nate updated him. Henry took up a
folding chair and parked himself next to Ben. Henry started telling Ben some
funny stories as Nate left.


When Nate stepped off the porch, his feet sank nearly two feet into the
snow. The wind was picking up out of the north. He slowly made his way across
the expanse to Gene’s home. He could see smoke rising from their chimney, and
he caught a smell of the burning wood. Looking down at the snow-covered ground,
Nate noticed several rabbit tracks.


“Guess you all get to live another day,” he said out loud, looking
around for the little bunnies. He didn’t see any.


Nate was trying hard not to think about how sick Ben might get. He
wasn’t prepared for matters like this. In the normal course of everyday life,
this wasn’t that big of a deal anymore. However, ‘now’ wasn’t normal life;
having no access to common medication or doctors could mean disaster.


He knocked on the door to Gene’s home. Someone had recently been on the
porch because there was a hot cup of black coffee steaming on the side table
next to the chair.


Gene came to the door. He was dressed in a coat with a ski hat on. Nate
figured it was his coffee.


“Morning Gene. Hey…Ben is sick,” Nate said as Gene opened the door to
let Nate inside.


“Oh, Nate…what is wrong with him?” Gene said, moving a blanket from the
sofa. The home was cozy, but with the temps outside, any draft from opening the
door meant it being cold for a bit.


“Not sure really, either the flu or pneumonia. That’s why I’m here. I
was hoping Sammie could check him out,” Nate said.


Gene yelled for Sammie who was in the back section of the home helping
her mom with something. Sammie came in quickly thinking her father needed help
fast.


“Sammie, Nate is here. It’s Ben, he is sick,” Gene said as he watched
Sammie move closer to Nate.


She places her arm around Nate. “Oh no, Nate. I’m sorry. Let’s go look
at him,” she suggested as her nurse side kicked into gear. Gene went to get
Mattie and they all headed over to see Ben. Ben had become a part of the
family; it was almost like he was a grandson to them now.


When they got to the cabin, Sammie sat down next to Ben. First thing
she did was remove a thermometer from a tool bag of medical supplies she
brought with her. Ben slipped it under his tongue. In a few minutes, Sammie
removed the thermometer and read the numbers.


“Ben, you are the proud owner of 102-degree temperature,” she said,
looking back over her shoulder to everyone standing in the room.


Nate was seated on the other side.


“Ben, tell me how you feel. Any pains, shortness of breath, dizziness,
tummy issues…whatever?” she asked. She was looking through her bag of
over-the-counter meds.


Ben started to talk, then coughed some. He seemed very tired to
everyone standing around.


“I feel very tired. I just started coughing early this morning.
Sometimes it’s hard to catch my breath,” he said, holding his hand to his
chest.


Sammie removed her stethoscope and listened to his lungs.


“Say the letter E and hold it for me,” she asked Ben. He did as she
asked. She held the scope on his back after sitting him up.


“Say the letter A and do the same thing.”


Ben did as he was told. Sammie made a face that Nate knew wasn’t good.
She was listening for the sounds of fluid moving around the air sacs.


“It could be pneumonia; but regardless, you need to rest and take some
of these things. You need to drink a lot of water and try to cough up as much
as possible, Ben,” Sammie suggested. She removed some cough suppressants and
Tylenol.


“I will help keep an eye on you, Ben,” Sammie said.


Betty was already setting up a place for her to stay in the house.
Sammie stood and walked out of the room. Nate followed her. Everyone else
stayed in the room except Henry.


“Nate, I hope this isn’t bacterial pneumonia. I don’t have the right
kind of antibiotics for that,” she said.


“There is also the chance this is walking pneumonia or something
different; we really can’t tell without a chest x-ray. We might know more in a
few days if he starts coughing up yellow mucous,” she added.


“And if he does?” Nate asked.


Sammie held his hand as she spoke. “Then he really would need
antibiotics because it would likely be bacterial,” she replied.


“Great. I will just run to the nearest hospital and grab some,” Nate
remarked sarcastically. But the thought may not be too far from reality if
things became worse. He was certain that by now all the hospitals would have
been ransacked.


“We can go to my hospital and see what’s going on. I don’t think they
are open and haven’t been for months. Weeks before you arrived here was the
last time I was up there to grab as much supplies as I could. But I’m willing
to go there to see,” Sammie suggested.


Nate thought about what she said. He would love to go for many reasons.
If they could get their hands on good meds for future events, it might be worth
it. However, the risk was high, but he was willing for Ben’s sake.


“Do you truly think there would be anything left of value for this?”
Nate asked.


“Nate, can I add something to this?” Henry asked.


Nate turned to his dad. “Sure…of course dad,” Nate replied.


“Before we left the ranger station, I overheard that preacher say he
had found a cabin that had all kinds of supplies; including medical stuff. He
even said that he wondered if the person who once lived there had been a doctor
because of all of the medicine bottles and other trauma looking equipment.”


Henry had no reason at the time to mention it, but knowing of what
condition Ben had taken meant maybe this was a better option than traveling
into a town.


“Nate, if he is right, I need to go with you. I will know what to look
for,” Sammie suggested.


Nate knew she had to go, but he was torn over having Sammie stay since
she was a nurse, versus having her going with him.


“I agree that makes sense, but you are also needed here,” Nate replied.


Mattie walked in, having been listening to the conversation.


“Nate, she can go. I’m a nurse also…or was.”


Nate didn’t know this, but he saw the smile on Sammie’s face. She
hadn’t told him; it just never came up.


“Well, ok…I guess we are going, but we need to go ASAP!” Nate added.


“I will be ready in fifteen minutes,” Sammie stated.



















Chapter 10


Time to Ride


Nate was moving at a good pace. He had Sammie sitting behind him on the
four-wheeler. The rack on the back was holding two packs and other gear
including some gasoline for the extra distance involved. He had no real idea of
how far the cabin was, and they would need to get directions from the Russian
priest. Sammie was holding onto Nate firmly; she had buried her face into his
tall back peeking over his shoulders at times. The snow was deep, and Nate
hoped it would not get deeper the higher they went. So far, the ATV was having
no issues and they made good time, but it was getting colder.


Nate had packed a good tent with a few extreme temperature sleeping
bags. The tent was a two-person tent, and he didn’t even think twice about
having Sammie in it with him. He would be on his best behavior…he told himself.
He took a few minutes to explain to Ben what he was doing. Ben was so tired
from coughing. His fever seemed lower, but he was not with it, and soon he fell
to sleep on Nate.


Nate trusted Mattie and everyone else to take care of Ben until they
returned; hopefully with something that could help Ben’s condition.


“Hang on, we are going up a steep hill soon,” Nate yelled back at
Sammie.


She nodded. She could feel a very large side arm on his hip. They also
had two large caliber rifles strapped to the rack. The only thing they lacked
was good firewood. Nate stuffed a few small dry logs and kindling in a sack and
tied it down, but they couldn’t bring more because of the weight. He would cut
as needed along the way.


The trail he was on was the same one he and Ben took up to the area
where he had his first encounter with Dillon and Randy. He didn’t like to think
of that time; not because of meeting them, but more of what might have occurred
if he was given the chance. They both had no idea of how lucky they were. Nate
also considered though he had some luck as well. They could have killed them
both just as easily.


The scene of trees with no leaves to speak of, and the freshly fallen
snow was beautiful. Sammie loved the view; even from an ATV. She wished none of
this was happening. She diverted her mind off of Ben’s condition by thinking
that soon, she and Nate would finally have time to try having a real
relationship. It was happening, but it was slow. Current times made it that
way. The bonds they built were growing, and she could feel a difference in Nate
and his approach to her.


She hugged him harder as she thought about the times they had
recently…just being close and kissing. Nate felt the tightness of her hug, and
turned and gave her a wink. She liked seeing him happy. She loved how confident
and determined he was about everything. Now he was on another mission. This
mission was of vital importance and could mean possible life or death for Ben.
She knew it, and was she was sure he did, but she wouldn’t discuss anything but
positive thoughts.


****


Back Home


Ben woke up. He saw Sammie’s mother sitting next to him, along with his
grandpa. She was bringing a glass of water to Ben’s lips, trying to get him to
drink. Ben managed to get some down before coughing it back up.


“Where is dad?” he mumbled.


Mattie applied a cold rag to his forehead.


“He and Sammie went to find some medicine for you. They won’t be gone
too long. Now try to drink some more water,” she said.


Ben took the glass and tried again; this time keeping it down longer.
His fever was still high, but not like it was before. Mattie had Henry take a
wet towel out into the snow and let it get cold then bring it in to apply to
Ben’s hot body. Mattie also removed some Tylenol and had Ben take them to help
with the fever. No one could be certain what he had, but Mattie was sure it
might be contagious. Everyone had to wear bandanas over their face when they
came in. Washing hands also became very important. In Mattie’s opinion, he was
exhibiting more signs and symptoms of pneumonia than the flu. The wheezing and
coughing up sputum alone were signs enough, but the added chest congestion and
lung sounds told the rest of the story.


“That’s good, Ben…drink as much as you can. If you think you can, in a
bit we will give you some hot chicken soup,” she said.


Ben nodded. He was not hungry, but he trusted her that he needed food.


“Where did dad and Sammie actually go? Did they go to a town?” Ben
asked, trying not to cough.


“No, they went to that ranger station and to those people you met. He
wants to talk to them about someplace that might have medicine. They will be
back soon; maybe a few days at the most,” she replied, not wanting him to focus
on that right now, but she knew he couldn’t help but worry.


“I just want him here,” Ben said, sounding alone.


*****


Near the Ranger station


Nate slowed down the ATV because of a fallen tree. The snow had
accumulated so much that its weight brought down a few across the path. He
maneuvered around the tree carefully into the woods. Finally, he was able to
get the ATV back on the trail. If it wasn’t for the fact that this was such an
important thing, Nate was having a blast even though it was freezing outside.
It would not be long before they arrived near the ranger station. He had
already decided to take the long road in that was a road up to the station, he
did that so they would see him coming. He was sure they would be watching for
anyone and wouldn’t recognize him until he was closer.


They turned onto the long road that led up to the cabin, and he felt
more ground than snow under his wheels.


“Is that that station?” Sammie asked.


Nate nodded a yes.


“It’s not what I remember; looks much smaller,” Sammie replied.


She was much younger the last time she had been up this way. Nate
picked up speed toward the cabin. He didn’t see any smoke rising from the
chimney. With weather this cold, that was a very odd thing. As he got closer,
he realized the cars where now gone as well. As he pulled up, he could now see
that the entire camp was cleaned up and it appeared no one stayed behind. In
some ways he was surprised, but he knew they really were not that far from
home. He wondered how they got enough fuel for the trip, but some things would
never be known. He was happy for them. He remembered that he was once stuck far
from home, and knew the drive he had to return. Nate and Sammie both got off
the ATV and slowly walked around. Nate had his hand on his pistol the entire
time. The only sound was coming from some far-off elk in the woods. He wondered
how much they ended up leaving behind.


“Where is everyone? Did they leave?” Sammie asked.


Nate was walking up to the door of the cabin, pistol now drawn just to
be safe. Sammie stayed down the steps. Nate slowly opened the door, knowing
that if there was someone inside, they surely knew he was here.


He opened the door and inside there was nothing but clutter and a few
pieces of clothing.


“I think they went home; back to North Dakota. They must have found
some extra fuel or something. They had two cars before. Well, I am happy for
them. I worried how they would make it up here through the long winter,” Nate
replied.


“Dang, I was hoping to meet this Audrey you rescued,” Sammie said,
seeming to be a little jealous.


Nate caught the hint of jealousy and smiled at Sammie.


“You are jealous?” Nate asked.


Sammie’s eyes lit up; realizing that he caught her remark. “Of course
not. Do I need to be?” she asked.


Nate laughed and his laughed echoed in the cabin.


“No, not at all. She was barely older than Nicole. Not my type,” he
replied, running his ungloved hand over the table to remove the dust.


“That’s legal age then! What is your type?” she asked, smiling.


“My type? Well, I usually like them with blond and bold Dallas style
hairdos.” Nate stopped and laughed.


Sammie was walking up fast to him now.


“You are my type; brash, outspoken, and full of zest!” Nate quickly
added.


“Good answer,” she said, starting to kiss him. After a minute or so,
their lips parted and he held her in his arms.


“How long do you think they have been gone?” Sammie asked, still in his
arms.


“A while…judging from the dust on the table, I bet they left shortly
after we found Audrey. Let’s look around and see if they left anything we can
use.”


Both walked around the cabin looking for items. Mostly what were left
were small non-important things, used up items. They looked through all the
rooms and found nothing.


Nate started to wonder if they took the Russian priest with them. He
obviously wasn’t left behind, and Nate couldn’t see even that man wanting to be
left to his own deep in the woods.


“Come on, let’s go look outside. They have a storage shed, I think
there might be a few things in it,” Nate said.


Walking outside and around the corner, Nate could see one ATV covered
in snow. He walked up to it and waved away the snow. The fuel cap was on. He
removed it, but the gas was gone. Sammie stayed behind him and followed him to
the shed. The doors were blocked shut with snowdrifts. Nate yanked hard, and
the doors flew open. Inside, were two more ATVs, and all the gas cans were
empty. Nate recognized one of the ATVs as the one the Russian had used. The
Father must have helped them get more gas from somewhere, and they used it to
leave. With nothing there that they could use, they would need to move on to
the ranger cabin the Russians held.



















Chapter 11


The Bear in Hibernation


The trip to the Russian cabin, as Nate called it, would be a little
more treacherous than it had been before due to all the snow. They were
traveling slow, but steady, getting higher in elevation. Nate was thinking
about the ATVs that were left behind, and figured maybe they could retrieve
them in the spring with some of the fuel they had stockpiled. Nate was soon to
approach the area where he was almost overran and killed. He hoped the bodies
were covered well with snow. He didn’t want Sammie to see the carnage. As they
entered the area, he saw a small cross in the ground sticking up out of the
snow. Then he saw another one, followed by several more. He stopped.


“They must have come back up here and buried them. That’s good,” Nate
said somberly. Even enemies deserve to be buried,” he said.


Sammie didn’t say anything. She hadn’t ever been in a war, or exposed
to the kind of battles that she had seen at home in the recent past.


Slowly, Nate pulled away now and headed the same way he did, from
behind the cabin, after securing Audrey. The path was much flatter and didn’t
take much time to reach the open field behind the cabin. Something was
different; there was smoke coming from the cabin’s chimney.


“Well, it seems someone is living there after all,” Nate said as they
approached it slowly. He honked the horn to get the attention of whoever lived
inside. In a few seconds, a short man wearing a Chicago Bears coat stepped out
the back door. He was unarmed. Nate smiled back at Sammie who was confused.


Nate pulled up and came to a stop. The man was clean-shaven and looked
very young.


“Well, I must say you look much younger without the beard,” Nate
stated. The man smiled and walked toward both of them.


“I got tired of the thing and figured I needed a break,” the man said
with a heavy Russian accent.


“Sammie, this is Father Mikhail Serdyukov,” Nate introduced.


The Father stood at the small wood burning stove inside the cabin. Nate
and Sammie were seated at the small wood table waiting for him. He brought over
three small cups of hot tea. He pulled up his chair and sat. The cabin was so
warm that neither Nate nor Sammie needed their coats on. It looked so different
than it did before. It felt more like a resort cabin in the woods rather than a
ranger station.


“So, you went by to see Dillon and the family, and found out that they
left? What brings you out here, Nate?” the father asked.


Nate sipped on the hot tea then replied.


“My son…Father, he is sick. We are not certain if it is something bad
or not, but we need medicine. I came to see them because I thought you were
with them; but now I find you here.”


The Father looked confused.


“What can I do other than pray; which I will happily do. I am not a
doctor,” he replied.


“You once told Audrey that you found a cabin deep in the mountains with
a variety of supplies and medical stuff, making you believe the person who
owned it may have been a doc,” Nate stated.


“Ahh…I see. Yes, I did find a place like that. It is possible that it
may have what you need…and more. It’s a good day’s trip from here; even on the
four-wheeler. That day we met, I didn’t make it all the way to the cabin for my
return trip. The river you crossed was too high that day, and I didn’t wish to
be gone long that day,” the Russian replied.


“Have you been back since?” Nate asked.


The Father put down his tea and looked at Sammie, and then back to
Nate.


“No, I have not. It’s too far for me on foot, and I have no fuel. It
would take me two days to get there and frankly, I don’t have the energy now.”
he replied.


“Are you able to draw us up a map? I live around the area, I might know
about where this is,” Sammie asked.


Mikhail looked at Sammie and smiled.


“Of course I can. One of my many talents in the Army was studying
maps,” he replied.


Sammie removed from her back pocket a map of the state and laid it out
on the table.


“I brought one just in case,” she said, smiling.


The Father opened the map up and quickly found the area they were in.
He got up, went to a small drawer, and removed a pen. Nate was looking at the
map himself when he came back to the table.


“I will show you where about it is, but without having a higher
detailed layout, I will have to hand draw a map from this location. I will use
primarily landmarks such as rivers, other empty cabins, and clearings along
with mountains,” he replied as he began drawing out a separate map on a piece
of paper. After about five minutes, the hand-drawn map was complete.


“You two should have no problem finding the place now. I do wish I
could go along with you; but honestly, I’m afraid I may be sick,” he said,
looking over at the handmade ashtray. In it was a long cigar.


“One of the many bad things we Russians like to indulge in are good
vodka and cigars,” he added.


Nate nodded. He wasn’t a smoker, but he did like good quality vodka
with some orange juice.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Nate replied.


“What makes you think you are sick?” Sammie asked.


“She is a nurse,” Nate added.


“Well, I have been coughing up some blood. That cannot be a good thing.
It has become harder to breathe and I am tired a lot,” he replied.


“I understand; it is hard to say, without having modern medical
diagnostic abilities, what exactly it could be,” Sammie replied.


“Oh, I am certain it’s lung Cancer,” Mikhail said calmly and without
hesitation.


“You see…I was diagnosed with it a few years ago. My family knew it.
So, when they were threatened to be taken if I did not come on this mission, I
said my goodbyes to them and left. It is all good. I am ready when God wants
me,” he said, placing his hands on each of them.


“What would be better is for you to get home,” Nate said.


“How am I supposed to do that, my son? I guess I can start walking
north and sneak past the polar bears and swim the thawed out North Pole?” he
replied.


The silence that followed was interrupted by laughter from both Nate
and the Father. Sammie didn’t think it was funny.


“I guess we soldiers are the only ones who can appreciate the humor of
that, Nate,” he said looking at a still confused Sammie.


“Well Mikhail, I would love to stay longer, but we still have daylight
enough to possibly make it to that cabin,” Nate said.


“I wish you both luck. I will be here, and I hope…around for some
time,” the tired father stated.


“We will swing back through and check on you,” Nate said.


They all stood, and Mikhail shook Nate’s hand.


He turned to Sammie.


“I can see that you have found a strong woman, Nate. Keep her safe,”
Mikhail said as he politely shook Sammie’s hand.


“She is a keeper,” Nate allowed himself to say.


“Ah yes, much like the fishing term; I get it,” Mikhail said, seriously
not realizing that really wasn’t how Nate meant it. Fortunately, Sammie didn’t
take it the wrong way.


Mikhail put his coat on as did the others. He then opened the door for
them both and escorted them outside to the ATV.


“You be on your guard, Nate; not from people, but this weather. I am
from a very cold nation and I can tell you I feel it in my bones that we are
due for a really brutal winter soon,” he informed both of them.


“Thanks for the heads up, I will be careful. You take care, and we will
see you soon,” Nate said, helping Sammie climb aboard the vehicle.


“Stay warm, Father. It was nice to meet you,” Sammie said from behind
Nate as he fired up the ATV. Nate gave it some gas and warmed up the engine. In
moments, he was pulling away, not sure if he would ever see the Father alive
again. For now, he would try to think more about Ben and hope the best for the
Russian bear.



















Chapter 12


Out in the Cold


For once, Nate was very glad to have someone with him, especially
someone that was able to help him stay warm. The Father was correct; something
was blowing in from the north. It was coming down very hard now with snowflakes
as large as silver dollars. Nate turned to look at Sammie whose face was now
covered with a ski mask. He gave it to her to wear to help stay warm. The
snowflakes were sticking to the mask. She could only wink an eye at him to say
she was ok. In fact, she wasn’t. Her hands, even with gloves on, were becoming
numb. Her legs were starting to get cold even with thermal underwear under her
khaki style pants. Nate wasn’t much better. He had made it past the first
marker on Mikhail’s map, but things were slowing up. He wasn’t sure how long
either of them could keep going.


The driving force in his head was Ben. He wondered how he was. He
worried about the little guy a lot. When he first met Ben, it was different. He
never planned, at first, to take him on as a son. That quickly changed in his
mind. Ben was a son to him now; and like any father, Nate would do anything for
Ben…especially when confronted with an illness. However, he wouldn’t be of much
help to Ben if he were sick, injured, or even worse. They had to find a place
to stop.


Nate turned to Sammie and spoke loudly.


“I’m going to find a place to make camp. We can’t risk things any
longer,” Nate informed her, and she nodded in agreement.


Nate looked ahead and tried to see or find any place that could act as
a shelter or break them against the falling snow. Up ahead, he saw a small
ravine with two slopes that would provide a good wind block. Nate steered to
the area and cruised up, doing a circle around the area first to make certain
it would work. He also wanted it to be a tall enough slope to help cover the
snow from building too much on the tarp he brought to cover the ATV. When he
was sure it would work, Nate pulled in between the two slopes that were in the
shape of the letter V, and he parked the ATV. The area was small, but high on
both sides. He spotted a few flat rocks on one side that didn’t have much snow
on them yet. That was a good sign and he could use the stones.


“Ok, this will do,” he said, looking back at Sammie who seemed
confused. She had not camped in the winter and only knew they would be in a
tent…she hoped.


They removed the three tarps Nate had brought. He laid one tarp on the
ground. Sammie took the tent out of the sleeve it was in, and unrolled it for
Nate on the tarp that was on the ground. It was a fast setup tent. The tent was
especially made for winter camping, and Nate had owned it for some time. It was
long and narrow with a silicon coating that helped keep it weather proof in
their current conditions. In a few minutes, Nate had it up. The zipper pulls
glowed in the dark. He faced the tent toward the V shape of the two slopes to
help keep them out of the increasing cold winds.


Nate moved the ATV closer to the rear of the tent and covered it with
the other tarp once they removed the gear. There was enough room left near the
entrance for Nate to construct a fire. He unfolded the dark green Army style
shovel, and dug out a hole until he found the ground underneath. Just as he
suspected, it was rock. He walked over to the several flat stones sticking up
on the edge of the slope and removed them. Next, he laid them in the hole he
made. He now placed the wood he brought down into the hole. He removed several
shavings of fillings of wood from the smaller pieces until he had a small soft
bundle to light and place under the larger wood logs. First, he needed to cut
down some more wood. He removed a small folded handsaw, walked over to a nearby
small tree, and started removing branches.


Sammie was now inside the tent unfolding the rolled up sleeping bags,
and the two thick rolled pads. Both were the air cell types that needed to be
inflated. She made fast work of them and placed the sleeping bags on them. Nate
walked over with the wood and used a Bic lighter to set the small bundle on
fire, then placed it under the smaller branches. It didn’t take long for it to
catch and grow larger.


Sammie crawled out of the tent.


“I have everything inside all set up like you said. This should be
pretty warm, right?” she asked, having no real experience camping in a snowstorm.


“Yes, it’s made for this, and so are the sleeping bags. We will be very
cozy I’m sure,” he replied, reassuring her of the night to come.


“So, what’s for dinner?” she asked.


“Fettuccini Alfredo with chicken,” Nate said, holding up two
Backpackers Pantry brand food packs.


Sammie laughed.


“Sounds great to me, I love Italian food in the snow,” she replied.


The fire was going well. It would help radiate the area, keeping them
both a little extra warm. The food was nearly done, having only to take mere
minutes to prepare the water. Nate boiled the water for the two dehydrated
bags. Using a specially made grip, he poured the water into the bags and let
them sit until ready.


“I must say these are pretty tasty,” Sammie said, sitting on the third
tarp just outside the tent. The snow had stopped falling, but it was still very
cold as night fell.


“They are one of my favorites. I had them left over from the trip back
home. I was saving them for a special occasion,” Nate said, stuffing more food
into his mouth.


“So, this is a special occasion?” Sammie asked.


“Yes, it is. It’s our real first date. We are alone and eating
Italian,” Nate stated.


They finished up their meals and cleaned up the mess. Nate placed a few
thicker logs he had sawed off from a fallen tree onto the fire. It wasn’t too
close to the tent to cause harm, but it was warm enough to provide some thermal
benefits. It was time to get some rest.


“After you,” Nate said, opening the tent flap. Sammie crawled in and
Nate zipped her up. She turned to see him sitting outside the tent screen.


“What are you doing?” she asked half-jokingly.


Nate smiled.


“This is a two-person tent, but we aren’t married,” Nate said, trying
to act very serious.


“Are you serious? You will freeze out there!” she replied, trying to
unzip the flap.


“I won’t freeze, I can sleep near the fire in my bag,” then he realized
his bag was inside the tent. He was not being serious, but he also didn’t want
for this environment to be the place for their first intimacy.


“You mean this sleeping bag? Just get in here. I promise I will keep my
hands to myself,” she said, laughing as she managed to figure out the zipper.


Nate crawled inside the tent. It was roomier than he recalled. He
stretched out his long frame, and soon Sammie lay down beside him. They were
face to face now using their arms as pillows.


“So…here we are, face to face; in the middle of the deep woods alone,”
Nate said.


Sammie leaned in and kissed him. Nate didn’t say another word, but
returned her kiss. Then after a few more seconds, Sammie turned over and spoke.


“You mentioned the word marriage…so good night Nate,” she said,
giggling now.


Nate just laughed to himself. She was a wild child and he loved it.


“Yes, I did. Good night,” he replied.


Nate closed his eyes, trying to ignore the fact that a beautiful woman
was lying next to him. He knew it would be worth the wait. He tried to think
about other more pressing things like Ben’s condition. Ben had become attached
to Sammie; probably more than she knew. Nate could see the three of them as a family,
and now he had to keep Ben safe and well. He was glad that destiny brought him
into contact with Gene that day.


*****


Back at the house


Ben wasn’t doing much better; in fact, his cough was now producing
yellow green mucus. Mattie hoped she wouldn’t see any signs of it tinged with
blood, but she knew it may just be a matter of time. The fever was slightly up
now. She gave him everything she could to reduce the fever and applied cold
compresses. She kept him hydrated, and even used natural herbs to try to fight
the illness. Anything she could do to support his immune system, she would try.
It was late, and Ben needed to rest. She waited till he was nearly asleep
before laying down herself. She said a silent prayer for Ben. She also prayed
for the safe return of Sammie and Nate. She finished her prayer with one more
added on wish. She asked God to bless Sammie and Nate in their newfound
relationship. It was funny, she thought to herself, that neither had formally
announced they were exclusive with one another, but it was so obvious.


*****


The next morning offered up bright sunny skies with bitterly cold
temperatures. Nate could see the fire was nearly out, and the drifts on both
sides of the tent were substantial. Sammie was still sleeping, and he let her continue
to do so for a while longer. Nate rolled over and was looking through his small
EDC bag he always carried everywhere with him. He still had a small tube of
toothpaste and a small brush. He also saw something else…his old flip phone. He
opened it and to his surprise it still had a charge. After arriving to Wyoming,
he had placed it on a solar charger. He didn’t know why, but in his mind, he
figured to give himself a sense of normalcy. He scanned through the phone and
contacts. It was nice to see something powered up and still working even with
the cell towers not being operational. He heard Sammie rolling over and he did
the same.


“Rise and shine, pumpkin.” He had started calling her that because of
the color of her hair in the sun light. She was mostly red, but it seemed a
little orange like a pumpkin at times. Also, she hated the nickname.


She pretended to knee him to get his reaction to jump. It worked.


“Next time it will be real, buddy,” she said with a sly grin.


They didn’t waste any time in cleaning up the camp and loading the
four-wheeler. Nate wasn’t sure exactly how much further it was to the cabin
Mikhail had given directions to, but he knew he wanted to get back home as soon
as possible. Within thirty minutes, Nate and Sammie were gone from their
temporary camp and back on the trail which was covered now, even more, by snow.
Nate looked carefully for the landmarks that had been given to them, and slowly
each appeared. First was a tree that was laid oddly across the trail, then
another mark was a small creek that was now frozen. Apparently, it was safe to
cross since it was shallow. They made it across the creek with no issues. It
seemed they were traveling downhill now for some distance. After about an hour,
they reached a clearing, and up ahead they saw one standalone small shack. That
was the shack – the last mark that let them know they had reached the property
where the cabin was located. Nate stopped to look around.


“This is it. I’m sure,” he said to Sammie.


“Doesn’t look like anyone is around,” Sammie said.


Nate agreed.


Nate drove across the field slowly until he turned a corner seeing, off
in the distance, the remains of a large tail section and the crash of a plane
in the woods not far from the cabin. The tail section was that of the Russian
plane that brought the invaders.


“Why didn’t he tell us this is where he’d crashed?” Sammie asked.


Nate didn’t have an answer. It would be something he would ask on the
way back. For now, Nate drove by the once smoldering pile of twisted metal and
debris.


“I’m not sure,” Nate replied as he continued to the cabin. The cabin
was a custom type in appearance. There were two snow-covered cars in the
driveway. One was a Land Rover; the type with a high dollar value. The other
was a Lexus SUV. Both were totally covered in snow and looked like they had not
been moved in sometime. Nate shut off the four-wheeler. The sound after that
was the sound of silence; it was awesome coming from the valley. The random
sounds of birds and a few distant elk, sounded off; but that was it.


“It is so beautiful here. This looks like a place where someone would
go to be alone on vacation,” Sammie suggested.


“Yes, it does. I would bet whoever lived here had some money based just
on the custom home and cars. I guess after the collapse, they left or where
already gone and never made it back,” Nate stated.


“True, but do we ever get to truly go back after all of this?” she
asked.


That was a great question, Nate thought. He hoped someday things would
return to a better way than it was before.


“Alright, let’s go see if anyone is home,” Nate said, walking up the
snow-covered steps. There were no tracks anywhere. There was no sign of anyone
being at, or in, the cabin. If someone were inside, they would be very cold
without a fire going. Nate noticed at the other end of the long wide porch
there were several cords of firewood. He was sure there was more around the
back. The cabin was massive, probably over 3,000 square feet. At least it was
big to him.


He slowly turned the front door handle and it came open with a nudge.
It was a massive, tall, heavy wooden door. When they stepped inside, the first
thing they saw even caught Nate by surprise.


As they walked into the cabin, the first room was where the fireplace
was located. Around that were several chairs and a few recliners. In both
recliners where the frozen bodies of two Russian soldiers who appeared to have
been injured at some point and died from those injuries. Both men had a bottle
of Russian vodka still in their hands. One of them had their eyes pinned to the
front door and that was what surprised Nate as they came in. He even removed
his side arm moving in front of Sammie to block her from the threat.


“Oh my,” she said.


Both men were wearing the same gear he had seen before. Nate looked over
to the fireplace and could tell there had been a fire burning at some point a
few weeks earlier. He figured to himself that this was the reason Mikhail was
returning to the cabin. He just never mentioned it to Audrey.


“Well, let’s check out the rest,” Nate said, keeping his pistol out.
They walked into the large open concept kitchen; leaving behind the two frozen
men. The place was laid out with a large marble kitchen island. On the island
were several opened boxes of snacks and some cereals. The fridge door was wide
open with nothing in it. Someone had already cleared and cleaned it out. Sammie
stayed near Nate as he made his way slowly clearing the cabin room by room. The
next room was a pantry in appearance. Inside they found many opened cans of food
with a few hundred more unopened. It appeared someone had been eating straight
from the cans at one point.


“Look at all of this food, Nate,” Sammie said, getting a little hungry,
regardless of it being someone else’s rations.


“Let’s keep going,” Nate said, grabbing her hand. He felt weird doing
this, but he was on a mission. They cleared a few smaller rooms and came to
what was likely the master bedroom. Nate opened the door to see what appeared
to be two people in the bed under the covers sleeping.


“Hello?” Nate said, holding his weapon up pointing at the two figures
in the bed. They didn’t move. Nate studied the two carefully and lowered his
weapon. He moved closer and slowly placed his hand on the covered back of the
one closest to him.


“They are dead,” Nate stated firmly while looking closer at the two.
Sammie stayed back. Nate pulled back, but kept the two remains of a very old
couple shielded from Sammie’s eyes. Nate could tell they had been dead for many
months. There were some pills near the other side of the bed. The female
appeared to be very thin. The male was much heavier. Nate walked over to the
other side after covering the two up. He picked up the small medicine bottle
from the nightstand.


He tossed the bottle with meds still inside over to Sammie. She read
the medication.


“These are Cancer pills, Nate,” she said.


Nate picked up another bottle. He tossed it over to her again. She read
over the label.


“Very strong sleeping pills,” she replied.


“I would guess, but could be wrong, that she had Cancer, and he
couldn’t deal with her death and followed her,” Nate said and watched as
Sammie’s eyes fill with tears. She turned and walked into the bathroom. Nate
made sure both were covered up well for now. He said a silent prayer for them
both.


Nate walked into the bathroom and found Sammie still upset. She was a
nurse and had seen death, but not in this manner; not so personal and in your
face. She saw people go home and never return. She felt horrible for them.


“Are you ok?” Nate asked.


Sammie turned and explained what she was feeling.


“I understand; sometimes we do a job and never see the after effects or
how it affects people. We just keep doing the job. Sammie, that’s what we have
to do now, the job.”


She looked at Nate then noticed behind him a very large medicine
cabinet filled with medication bottles. She walked passed him and started
looking at the bottles. There were so many half-used and full bottles. Some
were rare medications, while some were pain meds – very strong ones at that.


Nate didn’t speak while she was looking over them all. She stopped on a
few bottles.


“Found something…this will work. She must have had bacterial pneumonia
at one time.”


Sammie tossed the full partially used bottle to Nate.


“I think there are enough there for Ben to complete a treatment.”


It was an antibiotic commonly used for pneumonia.


“Thank God,” Nate said.


“Nate, we should take all of these. Better to be in the hands of people
who know how to use them than others.”


Nate agreed.


Sammie found a bag in the kitchen. Nate was outside looking at the two
vehicles. He found the keys in the nightstand in the master bedroom. He opened
the doors on the Land Rover and it started right up. The fuel gage indicated it
was on full. The car still smelled new and Nate looked at the mileage; it had
less than 200 miles on it. The temporary tags were still on the vehicle. He
decided to borrow it for now. He wanted to return when the weather was warmer
with help and bury the couple and the two soldiers. Someday, maybe the couple’s
family might return and at least they would find that someone took the time to
properly pay respect to the dead.


Nate pulled out the hand-written map and then compared it to the map
Sammie had. The nearby roads would eventually reconnect them to roads that lead
to Gene’s main road. It was going to be a little bit of a trip taking this
route, but it was faster than if they stayed on the four-wheeler. He was sure
Sammie would love being in a warm new vehicle. It was already running and
defrosting the snow from the vehicle. Nate headed back inside.


“I have a surprise for you,” Nate said.


Sammie was standing in the pantry doorway wishing she could bring all
the food with them.


“I bet you wish we could take that,” Nate commented.


She nodded.


“Come follow me,” Nate said.


Sammie followed Nate to the front porch. Nate pointed out to the
running SUV.


“We can take every can,” Nate whispered into her ear.



















Chapter 13


Warm Buns


They found a few boxes of clothes in one of the smaller bedrooms. They
piled the clothes on the bed and used the boxes to load the food cans. The
house really didn’t have much in it, and Nate wondered if the husband had moved
his wife out and away in a last-ditch attempt to try to heal her. He would
never know for sure, but he wanted to think it was something so beautifully
sweet. Nate was walking past another room that he realized he hadn’t check. The
door was near the master bedroom and closed. Sammie was still loading the boxes
with food as he checked the room.


Inside, he found a safe; probably a gun safe. He figured it was locked,
and didn’t bother it. It was one thing to take food and borrow a car, but he
would draw the line at breaking into a safe. It appeared, from closer
inspection, that someone had tried already. He walked away from it and noticed
the pictures on the wall. The room was like a man cave, but that it had become
a shrine to his wife. It was full of very old photos from the ‘40s when they
were both very young and in love. He found a picture of the man in an Army
dress uniform. He was a Lieutenant. He was standing next to George S. Patton
receiving a purple heart. Other tidbits of the time passed since the Great War
dotted the walls in the room; most of the pictures where of the Lieutenant and
his wife while on journeys.


Nate was happy that the man was now on his last and forever journey
with his wife. The times they had seen over the years, they could now share in
eternity. Nate closed the open shutter and then the door to the room. He then
walked over to the master bedroom door and slowly closed it, but not before
standing at attention to the long time ago soldier who gave him his freedom
today.


*****


“Well, I think I have it all boxed up,” Sammie said to Nate as he
walked back into the kitchen area where she had them on the marble surface.


“Well, I am ready if you are. I’m sure the Land Rover is more than warm
by now,” he replied, grabbing two of the biggest boxes in his arms and carrying
them out as if they didn’t weigh a pound. Nate was eager now to return. He
wanted to get Ben well, and he had other plans as well. Being in this house
gave him a few more reasons to not let the current situation bring him down any
further.


There was once a generation that for nearly five years sacrificed so
much in the eyes of evil around the world, and had won the battle with far less
that anyone had now. This collapse was temporary; he knew that now. The real
test would be how he and the people around the world recovered and grew from
the pains it caused.


They loaded their gear off the four-wheeler into the rear of the SUV
and all the food into the back seats. Nate walked back up to the door and
removed the keys he found in the home. He closed it up and locked the door. He
headed back down the steps, and climbed inside the soft leather seating that
seemed very warm.


“I think we have heated seats,” Nate said.


As Sammie sat her rear end down on it, she sighed in comfort.


“Oh, that feels so good,” she said. The dash had a large screen with
navigation. Sammie looked up to see a very large moon roof covered in snow.


“Let’s not open that,” Nate jokingly stated.


Sammie rolled her eyes. Nate placed the Ranger Rover into gear. He
didn’t realize it was the better edition until he was inside. The snow on the
driveway was no match for the four-wheel drive system the vehicle offered. He
was looking forward to the drive home now.


“Hang on, Snoopy,” he said as he took off fast on purpose like a teen
driving his four-wheel drive truck through a muddy field for the first time.


Sammie was plotting out the way back, being a little familiar with the
roads in the area when she saw Nate reach up and start playing with the large
screen. He scanned through radio stations until he found one that was playing
music. It would be a while before he could tell if the station was live, or if it
was some station that was up but only on limited power ability like a few days
earlier before Ben became sick.


“Hey, look we have navigation,” Nate said, not thinking it would work.
Nate, for fun, entered his address back in Fritch Texas.


“Holy crap…it works!” Nate yelled. Sammie dropped her map and pushed
his hands away to see the link up and the soon to follow direction to the cabin
Nate had back in Texas. The satellites apparently were still functioning just
fine. He never had a GPS or a navigation system to test until now. Sammie
programmed in her parents’ address, and in seconds, the route was displayed on
the screen.


“Is there anything in the glove box to listen to?” Nate asked.


She opened the box. Aside from the owner’s manual, there was a very
large caliber old revolver inside. Nate reached over and slowly removed it, not
knowing if it was cocked; he could see that it had ammo in the cylinder, but
wasn’t certain if it was ready to fire.


“That is a beauty,” Nate said, slowly pulling it out, being careful to
keep his hand off the trigger area. He pulled over for a second to examine the
gun. It was a Colt Python six inch .357. Nate owned a few .357s, but never shot
one that was nickel platted. It was not cocked. Sammie reached further into the
compartment and retrieved a leather holster that was still in the original
packaging. For some reason, the owner had never got around to putting the gun
into its new home. Nate would take control of that. He opened the package and
removed the holster. He slid the weapon into the tight cold leather.


“Put that in my bag. It would need to be properly fitted later.”


He handed the gun back to Sammie. She opened his small backpack and
placed it gingerly into the pack.


“It’s a beautiful gun. What kind is it?” Sammie asked.


“A Colt Python in .357,” Nate replied.


“I hate snakes” she replied, waiting for Nate to laugh.


He did.


What would have taken them a day’s journey was now only going to be
about two hours. It wasn’t the distance, but the route and the snow. Nate was
getting excited to see Ben. The road was dead they traveled. The pavement
underneath was heating up from the afternoon sun, and this was helping keep the
snow off the roads. They did see a few other travelers at one point. They just
waved as they drove by like everything was back to normal. This always kept
Nate on edge. He had to be mindful of strangers, even just the few they saw
driving. He didn’t want anyone to turn around and start following someone in a
Range Rover.


“Let’s pull over a moment just off the shoulder,” Nate suggested.


Sammie didn’t understand.


“Why what’s wrong?” she asked.


“Probably nothing, I just want to make certain we are not going to be
followed. Call me paranoid, but after all the miles of travel since this
happened, I’ve had to learn quickly when to not take chances.”


“I understand. I think it’s good that you are careful. I wouldn’t have
thought of that,” Sammie admitted.


Ten minutes passed with no sign of anyone coming from behind. Nate
breathed a sigh of relief, pulled back out, and drove on.


“Nate, can I ask you something?” Sammie asked.


Nate pondered what it might be. “Sure,” he replied.


“When, or if, society returns to what it was before…what will you do?”
she asked.


Nate had never really thought about work when things get better. He had
a job; it was working the ranch back in Texas. He didn’t plan to do that
forever, and was itching to get back into something with the government where
he could utilize his skills. That’s what he always assumed he would do. But his
thoughts had changed.


“Sammie, honestly…I’m not sure,” he replied.


“I could always use my official piece of paper to apply to law
enforcement jobs,” he said, referring to the official paperwork signed and
stamped stating he was a real Sheriff Deputy down in southern Wyoming.


“I think you would make a great cop. You have such command and control
of bad situations,” she replied. She didn’t know that Nate was half kidding.


“Perhaps, I guess if things get back to normal it would be an option.
They will need police, that’s for certain,” Nate added.


The navigation was going off to let them know to make a right turn.
Sammie turned off the navigation and spoke.


“I know the way from here. Turn right, then go to the next road and
make a left. That will be dad’s private drive.”


Nate hadn’t realized the time had flown by so fast. He wasn’t used to
driving anymore nor to getting from one place to another so quickly.


Nate followed her directions, and within minutes, they were three miles
away from home.


The snow was deeper now, but the SUV made it up the narrow dirt road
easily. When they arrived at the gate, Nate laid on the horn. That would be
sure to bring a few guns. In moments, Randy appeared; followed by Henry with
both with rifles aimed high. They couldn’t see inside the vehicle because of
the glare on the glass from the afternoon sun. Nate opened his door and raised
one arm up, holding a large orange bottle of medication, then slowly stood
outside the vehicle.


“Nate?” Henry said.


“It’s us, dad. Open the gate. It is just me and Sammie,” Nate replied
with a loud voice.


Randy walked to open the gate as Henry ran to the vehicle.


“Where the hell did you get this?” Henry asked as he hugged Nate.


Sammie got out and hugged her brother.


“Will explain. Let’s go see Ben. He is ok, right?” Nate asked.


“He will be happy to see you Nate; and you also, Sammie. He is worse
though, so let’s go,” Henry said, going back to the four-wheeler. Randy shut
the gate and remained for now.


Nate and Sammie walked into where Ben was laying down, fast asleep.
Sammie removed the bottle of pills and grabbed a glass of water. Nate stooped
down next to Ben and gently woke him up.


He was burning up with fever. Ben slowly came around and opened his
eyes.


“Dad,” Ben managed with a dry throat and started to cough up some more
mucus.


“I’m here. We just got back. We found some meds,” Nate replied.


“Ben, drink a little first, then take this,” Sammie said as she handed
him the water. She then gave him the pill when he was able to take it.


“I’m glad you both are home. I kept having bad dreams,” Ben said. He
placed the pill in his mouth, and with water, he swallowed it down.


“We got back as fast as we could. We are home to stay now. You have to
get better, son.”


Ben’s eyes seemed to smile with hearing Nate call him ‘son’.


“Get some rest, we will all be in the next room,” Nate said. He then
kissed Ben on the forehead and so did Sammie. Ben really smiled now.


Mattie blew out the candle in Ben’s room so that he could now get the
rest he needed. Both families now gathered in the living room.


“Nate, we are all so happy you are home,” Betty said as she hugged him
and kissed him on the cheek. Nate went on to explain everything that happened
from going to the see Dillon and their departure from there, to going to the
other ranger station where they found an ill Mikhail. He then described
everything that happened after that until they came home.


“Things happen for reasons, and I think this was all part of a bigger
plan, Nate,” Mattie stated.


“When you are ready Nate, we can go with you to bury the home owners
and the Russians,” Randy informed.


“It might be a while at least until, or toward, the end of winter. It
will be easier then to dig the holes,” Nate replied.


“How long do you think until Ben is better, Sammie?” Henry asked.


Sammie looked at the bottle in her hand. “He should improve in a few
days or sooner, but we will follow the dosage requirements until the course is
over,” Sammie replied.


“It’s good to be back,” Nate said.


He sat down. Betty went to the kitchen, followed by Mattie, to bring Nate
and Sammie some warm drinks. Henry kept looking out the window at the Ranger
Rover. Nate removed his keys and tossed them to his dad.


“We brought home a few goodies for everyone; thanks be to the passed
away homeowners. Go look at the SUV and at what we brought,” Nate said, looking
at Sammie who was smiling ear to ear.


“Come on, Gene. I know you wanna see inside that fancy toy also,” Henry
said.


Now it was just Randy and Kimberly, along with Nate, Sammie, and Nicole
in the living room.


“So, when are you two going to get married?” Randy just blurted out.
Nate was a little surprised not knowing how much Randy was just like his
sister.


“Randy, that’s not your business. If they want to tell us, they will in
good time,” Kimberly added.


“Well, Nate did say the ‘marriage’ word last night,” Sammie said,
smiling sheepishly at Nate.


“Well…I, for one, think it’s about time,” Nicole slipped in.


“Oh, that’s how you wanna play this game?” Nate replied to Sammie.


“You asked her already?” Randy asked.


Nate buried his face in his two large hands. “No, it wasn’t like that.”


About that time, Henry and Gene were carrying in all the boxes of food.
Nate stood, so as not to lose the opportunity to change the subject.


“Let me help with that,” Nate said.


Sammie started laughing as she stood to go bring in the rest of the
gear.



















Chapter 14


Day After Day


The next few mornings nothing changed. Nate was already up and beside
Ben, waiting for him to wake up. Sammie was lying down in a small bed that was
set up next to Ben. She had been up nearly all night monitoring his condition.
Nate didn’t speak. He wanted to wake Ben, but he also wanted Ben to rest as
much as needed. He decided to just sit and wait.


Nate stood and walked out silently. He walked into the kitchen and
found his dad sitting at the table drinking his morning coffee.


“I’m really worried, dad. I thought Ben would have been better by now,”
Nate said, pouring himself a cup of coffee.


Henry sipped on his brew before speaking.


“You probably don’t remember because you were too little, but you had
this once, Nate; if it’s the same thing. We spent a few days at the hospital
with you. I did the same thing you are doing now. I questioned the meds, the
doctors, and even God at one point. The one driving force that kept me sane
through it all was the strength of your mother,” Henry stated.


“I didn’t know that,” Nate replied.


“It took several days. Things were different then, and medications were
not like they are now,” Henry said.


“I guess I should just be glad we even found antibiotics; let alone,
worry so much,” Nate replied.


“I have no doubt he will pull through. That kid is tough as nails and
I’m sorry…there is nothing wrong with him and this Autism crap. Yes, maybe some
kids have it, but I don’t see anything wrong with that kid. He is unique, and
that is a good thing. Labels are for cans.” Henry finished.


Nate didn’t argue the point. It really didn’t matter, and Nate wasn’t
sure anymore if he truly was Autistic as his grandmother stated. Right now, he
just wanted his son healed up and ready to go shooting and learning more about
life. But something else his father said stuck in his side, itching at him. He
said his mom was a force that helped him. Ben didn’t have that in his life.


The next morning, Nate came into the room and Sammie was taking his
temperature. Ben was awake. His color seemed better also. He still seemed weak,
but better.


“Hey buddy, you are feeling better?” Nate asked.


Sammie turned to see Nate at the door. “His temperature has gotten
better,” Sammie said, removing the thermometer from Ben’s mouth.


“I feel good, just tired. I don’t feel like I’m going to cough,” Ben
said as Nate moved closer – standing beside Sammie. Ben looked up at the two of
them standing so close.


“Are you two boyfriend and girlfriend?” Ben asked.


Before Sammie could answer Nate didn’t hesitate. “Yes, we are. Is that
ok with you?” Nate asked, grabbing Sammie’s hand in front of Ben.


“More than ok, dad. I prayed for it,” Ben said, smiling now.


“Get some rest, Ben. We will be back in a moment to check on you,” Nate
said, leading Sammie out of the room and down the hall to the rear door and
outside away from other ears. It was still cold outside, but not freezing like
it had been for the past few days.


“Where are we going?” Sammie said, acting a little concerned.


“Just outside…I need to talk to you,” Nate replied.


Sammie noticed he seemed much different today than normal.


“Listen, I don’t really know how you feel about me. I can tell you that
I can’t stop thinking about you, and haven’t since the day we met,” Nate
managed to say.


“I love you, Nate. I have from day one. I don’t know how or why. It was
just like it was God’s will I guess. It has grown since you arrived here.
People say love at first sight isn’t true, but I say it is. We are proof,
unless you don’t feel the same,” Sammie stated.


“I do. I love you too,” Nate replied.


He drew her closer, and without coats in the cold, they kissed. The
snow was starting to fall, but neither of them seemed to notice or care. He
could do this day after day.



















Chapter 15


The End Brings New Beginnings


The fever finally broke. Mattie had taken over for a very tired Sammie
who now slept soundly on a small cot next to Ben. She smiled while looking at
the temperature reading of normal. Ben wasn’t sweating bullets any longer, and
the coughing had stopped two days earlier. He would have to finish out the
meds, but he should be up and around in no time, she thought to herself. Mattie
walked out of the room after telling Ben about his condition and her
expectations of what he should be doing soon. She went to the kitchen and found
Nate with Henry and Betty. She told them the news, and Nate rushed in to see
the awake Ben.


“Well, looks like you will be ready to go ice fishing soon,” Nate said
jokingly. Ben smiled, he was sitting up now. His color was normal, and his
smile was back.


“I can get dressed and we can go now,” Ben said. He then smiled,
knowing he couldn’t really get up yet. His legs were weak from being in bed for
over a week already; Nate would help him get up and do some exercise when he
was ready. Ben then got a serious look on his face. He looked over at Sammie
who was sleeping, and then turned back to his dad.


“Dad, are you going to marry her?” Ben said in a whisper.


Nate leaned forward and replied in a whisper. “Son, if she will say
‘yes’ when I ask…I will marry her.”


“Yes,” Sammie whispered from her fake sleeping.


 


The End.
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