The New Paradise;
Reign of terror
By Fawn E. Caldwell

“This is a man’s world”- James Brown

Someday when we are all gone, something will come along and inherit this world. They will scrape away all that we've done whether good, whether bad. And all that we are or have ever been will be extinct forever. As will be all the irreversible damage made.
For it surely has been a man's world, indeed.
Chapter 1

First, there were millions…

Chapter 2
Television…a vast place to watch death and destruction, the perilous massacres and bombings, the ever-increasing rash of children disappearing, stories upon stories that keep racing from one horror to the next. “Nobody ever learns” Michele thinks “as these atrocities are repeated over and over again”. It's hard to imagine that this was all but a lifetime ago…
…Then one day, without warning, when people were out enjoying the 4th of July holiday, it happened, the sky bombings began. Although it was so very far off in the distance, the cold night sky looked as if it were a non-stop meteor shower. One could merely look into this night sky (and given another time) make many wishes on what appeared as falling stars. This was actually the sight of the hundred or so rockets soaring in the air “…And the rockets red glare the bombs bursting in air” came to Michele's mind as she remembered the great and final war. Tears came to her eyes as she recalled how her ordinary life had been. And where she was when it all began.  






 Chapter 3

Then there were thousands…
Peace at last, all is quiet and calm or so Michele believes. But it wasn't always this way she remembers. Mesmerized while washing the breakfast dishes her mind slowly drifts back to that time. It's hard for her to imagine the world having been in such turmoil for so long. 

She thinks of all those who had managed to survive and escape those treacheries and how we now live in a world we call “The New Paradise”. What the term actually meant or represented was the end of death and destruction.  No more raping or pillaging.  No more killings or genocides, and not one soul perishing from starvation. No more reign of terror that one had to worry about daily. But it is by far from any paradise of ones imaginations.  Gone are the ever-vast forests and most of the world's vegetation.  Gone, too, are many species of marine and land animals. And also gone are the many helpful insects. Although no nuclear war was to blame for the millions of lives lost, it had been from the fires caused by the bombings, the shootings and the war itself.

This new paradise also represented the divisions of countries. The world was divided into three sections of living. Section one was reserved for the decent (or caring) people.  This section consisted of the most beautiful areas on Earth. Section two was designated as an interim zone, a sort of holding area for those who had committed a lesser offence and were awaiting a decision as to what sector they would be sent too.  It was also a zone where they could stay to redeem themselves if they were truly sorry for what they had done and the offence was not too serious. Here they would stay until one of two things happened:  Either they were rehabilitated and then sent back to section one or they refused any type of help thereby initiating another trial as to where they should reside.  They could remain in section two indefinitely should their crime prove to be unwarranted for section three. Section three was heralded for the most hardened of all.  These were the ones who still carried hatreds in their hearts for all as they never wanted to free themselves from the constraints of their hatred.

 This was not the area for redemption.  In this section no one ever got moved into section one or even section two for that matter. Rarely anyone ever reformed enough to move into section two. 





Chapter 4

Unforgotten was her way of life.  Not that it was any different from anyone else’s.  She had a husband and two glorious children, Matt and Aimee, which were the center of her life.  She had a wonderful home in the rural part of the city.  Michele disliked the noises and smells the city brought so that’s why they moved into a rural community. Their 4 bedroom, 2-story home was nestled in the foothills surrounded by the beautiful mountains rather than the city lights. And without those lights she was finally able to see a heaven full of stars.  Stars so numerous you could play connect the dots with them for years to come.  She loved to stand outside at night and revel in the cool night air while gazing skyward at those stars. The air was so fresh and clean and it carried none of the exhaust or pollution like the city.  The recollection of all this made her think back about many romantic evenings she and her husband, Jim, had.  

On one particular evening Michele had been standing in her living room talking to Jim about what to make for dinner.  It was a quiet Saturday evening and the kids were out with their friends. The nice thing about teenagers she thought was that they never wanted to stay home. So that meant she and Jim were finally going to enjoy an evening all to them selves. And it had been quite some time since they were alone and it was long overdo. She wanted to make them something special for this occasion.  Jim decided to take this opportunity to share in the duties, considering it to be very romantic to cook together. He got up from the couch and walked over to Michele putting his arms around her waist.  “Well”, he said “let's start with some wine, what kind would you like” he asked. “Surprise me” Michele said. Jim retreated to the kitchens alcove to select a wine from the cooling rack when he heard a loud thundering boom in the distance sky. Thinking it nothing more than a nice summer thunderstorm he went back to select a wine.  He chose a fine chardonnay to get things started. 

As Michele gazed out her kitchen window she recalled seeing the sky bombs in the distance. Her first reaction was disbelief as to what she was seeing. For Michele the sky bombs seemed as if they were knocking on her door despite the fact that they were actually in the city 70 miles away from where she lived. She could hear them and see the sky light up from the explosions and she would shake tremendously from this horror. Held in the grip of terror by this dreadful sight Michele was not sure what to do. She quickly ran to get her husband but he had already gone out front to look at what was going on. 

 And although no one knew where or why the sky bombings occurred, all one knew was the terror that would gnaw away at one's gut from this reign of terror.  And on any given day they may be forced to evacuate their homes with whatever belongings they could gather together.  Most families were already packed in anticipation. Some had previously left not wanting to wait for the trusted government to tell them it was time to go. Living in the grip of terrorism on a daily basis was quite nerve wracking.   This is America Michele thought, we don't fight wars here. Were supposed to feel safe and secure.  Free from terrorists and the like. Our president is expected to see to that. But like most people, Michele, too, fell into the strange believe that we could go to sleep at night safe and secure and not fear for our lives. 

But then one day it came her way and she was safe no more. And what was even worse was that no one knew that it was coming.  People were still going about their normal daily lives as usual.  They went off to work, to school, to do their errands and whatever else people do everyday, not knowing what was about to happen. No warning siren had sounded. No emergency broadcast aired on the television or radio.  And while people were enjoying sipping their coffee in the café’s, shopping at the malls, driving here and there, the sky bombings came and lit up the day.  With a quick flash of light it became so bright that one would have thought the sun had doubled its brilliance. Whistling sounds could be heard shooting through the air as each sky bomb was released. People looked up in confusion and amazement, after all we were in the safe zone. America has always been considered safe from wars and the like but the bombs had put an end to that false sense of security and they penetrated their way into the heart of mainstream American cities.  

When the bombs exploded in mid-air they bellowed out smoke and metal in a dark array of what appeared to be streamers. The red-hot searing metal fell to the ground with a forceful impact scattering its debris for about half a mile.  It landed in the trees that would crackle and catch fire. The red-hot shrapnel flew into windows shattering the glass and propelling its razor sharp edges flying into populated offices. It penetrated the tops and sides of buildings and igniting dozens of fires from within. And in an instance stunned animals could be seen fleeing in opposite directions of where the fires were coming from. Birds were no longer singing happy tunes but screeching out terrified cries as they flew from the dangers of the flames, oftentimes leaving infants to young to fly, behind. Dogs were howling from the shrieking metal sound that might otherwise pierce their eardrums. And then the reality of what was happening kicked in and the people started to panic. 

Chaos was everywhere.  People were scattering away in all directions unsure of where they were going but running from the fear nonetheless. They ran with briefcases, packages and children in hand.  They ran towards their cars and out into the open. More bombs went off. And unbeknownst to those unfortunate few who had managed to get in their cars and drive away from this scene, were later found up the roadway blown up from explosives that were planted in unattended cars. .  More bombs were going off in rapid-fire successions. Nobody knew who was firing upon them or why.  Soon, tangled and twisted life of all forms lay mangled everywhere the eye could see.  There was no place one could look and not see the massive destruction caused by the never ceasing bombings.  

Soon after the sky bombings started, she like so many of the other residents had little to no warning of the encroaching dangers. With a quick thought Michele knew that meant they were in their homes gathered close with fright as there was no place to run or hide from the fight, just as she had been. Those who were home in the safe zone watched in horror as their homes were blown to pieces. Driveways and sidewalks had shattered to small cement chunks that gave rise to what was once a safe and flourishing neighborhood.  Gone now are the beautiful homes with two car garages, fine lawns, and swimming pools. Children's toys lay in pieces and bikes were bent like they were no more than a dried twig.  Clothing, luggage and debris from home furnishings lay strewn here and there.  Lush, fertile and lavish landscapes now covered with the muck were making way to the beginnings of a bog. Michele reminisced these sights so vaguely that it made her dizzy and she dropped the glass she was washing and it shattered loudly onto the floor.  The sound of shattering glass startled her back to reality and she forgot about those times long enough to clean up the mess. 

After she had finished picking up the glass and throwing it away, Michele once again looked out her kitchen window to the beautiful flowers rising but a few feet away.  And again her mind turns to those deadly days.  She remembers how she barely lived through them herself.  Her whole family, aunts, uncles, nephews, children, and distant cousins had all perished while they were away at work, school or some place else.   She became the sole survivor left to carry on the family name. Everything she owned had been destroyed and she was left to start anew with nothing, save the clothes she was wearing. No money, no home, no family, she was alone and destitute. Then the thunder came to mind.

Bombs were falling down like rain from the planes that were not too high in the sky. Small pieces of slivered metal that was hot to the touch would scorch anyone outside when it fell.  One dared not look up for those hot metal slivers would come down unseen and burn out your eyes.  People were fleeing screaming, burned and bleeding as swiftly as they could with nowhere to go from the attack of the places they were in.  They ran with uncontrolled panic to close by shelters that were no longer there. No place to take refuge from the burning metal.  It would sear ones skin so badly as if it was fresh meat being cooked on the grill, once it burned its way through the clothing. And then the horrible scent of burnt flesh could be smelled lingering long afterward in the air. 

Black acrid smoke blinded any chance of escape.  The fires the bombs left flushed out the roads. All sense of direction was lost. People were running fro and to with nowhere to go. Everybody was slamming blindingly into each other. The charred remains of all creatures’ great and small had been littered amongst the tortured land. This bombardment went on for so many days that one lost count. People had to forage for food and water. Everyone was staring at the other with eyes wide with terror. A few huddled together for security and companionship.  When darkness fell there were no places to sleep, not that one could close their eyes anyway for fear of what may happen. Once the dawn appeared, weak and weary people would get up and dredge on to no place. 

A fresh breeze of air came through Michele’s open kitchen window.  A new meaning of forever crossed her mind.  Even though it was midday a dark foreboding feeling came before her eyes. “I guess there is no point in resisting this horrific recall of times passed,” she said out loud to no one there.  And so she thought “I must go with the flow of those nightmarish days and hope they are to never return to my thoughts or reality again”.  And darkness descended upon her mind once more. 






 Chapter 5

   
  

Then, there were hundreds…
As Michele recalled, she too, was huddled in the dark recesses of any tree large enough to accommodate her big frame. Although not obese Michele was a bit overweight and running was difficult at best.  Before the hellish war came along Michele had her own health to battle.   Now that seems all too irrelevant she thinks as she contemplates how pampered she really was.   Especially after remembering having to scour the area for any remains to use for food.  Anything consumable was fair game even if it was only to keep one alive another hour so as to bear witness to all the inexpressible horrors that lay before ones eyes.  The stench of gunmetal, death, stagnant water, blood, urine, and feces was a constant overbearing assault to the senses.  

Many rag tag people were all faced with the same horror, some saw loved ones befallen from the metal rain, and others were not so lucky.  They saw loved ones torn limbs and insides turned out. Sights much too often too difficult to comprehend.  The brain would find a way to shelter what it has seen.   But eventually reality sank in and the cries, sobs and screams could be heard over great distances. There were no burials and services had been only a few caring words said over the remains.  And the people once again walked on to nowhere.  

Lightening flashes ripped through the clouded smoke filled sky tearing at ones vision.  The blinding white light was so brilliant that it seemed even brighter than the sun.  Michele wondered what weapon was now being used.  What could possibly be so blinding?  Then she saw the tanker that carried the new mega light that seared the eyes of anyone within a mile radius.  Not only did it sear the eyes but it blew them out as well taking along with it bits and chunks of ones brain.   
Shouts rang out through the destroyed streets.  People were grasping at their swollen bleeding eyes and had fallen to the ground writhing and screaming until they could scream no more. Panic rose in Michele's heart, she ran like she had never run before.  Even her weight could not keep her from moving swiftly away from this terrible killer.
 She eventually found a place to hide. Crouching behind a barely standing shed she was able to shelter her eyes from the light that would have torn her eyes miserably from her head. Somebody's dog had been left behind and was lying silently before her.   His growl was nothing more than a weak tremble of fear as he was unable to understand what was happening and where his family had gone.  Michele bent down and gently petted his head with a calm and reassuring hand.  She thought she would befriend this poor creature and hope for the best. When the flashes finally stopped they traveled on together down an unrecognizable old familiar street.
Hours passed as they sauntered wearily to nowhere.  Michele located some clean water and let the dog drink before her. They had nothing in which to carry any with them so they had to drink their fill while they could.   They moved on and located a house left partially intact.  They cautiously entered.  No one seemed to be there. They wandered through the home and came to the kitchen.  To her amazement it was as if nothing had been touched.  It was all in fine shape.  She found some food that was still good. She was grateful for the loads of preservatives that were packed into the food, and how strange that statement had sounded to her.  She and the dog ate their fill.  Michele decided to look around and found some plastic grocery bags.  She used them to bag up as much of the food as she could carry.  She further found vessels to carry water in.  And given all her ailments she was able to muster forth a great strength to carry the heavy load.  She and the dog left the house and carefully glanced around before continuing on.  No noises, no shooting, no rain of metal, and most importantly, no light. “Why? Where are all the machines of destruction,” Michele mouthed out loud and the only one to hear was the dog.  

Now the silence became overwhelmingly fearful.  What had happened to everyone, where did they go?  Michele was numbed by her own thoughts.   People just can't vanish. Then she saw what was going on.  The enemy had descended upon the remains of the dead and approached the living.  They were being corralled and forced into a truck with the promise of food and water.  Michele hid out of sight and kept the dog still.  One sound from the dog and she would be found. The dog seemed to sense this and looked up at her as if to say he understood.  As she stood there in fright her thoughts rolled and she wondered how long all this wartime terror was going to go on.  It seemed as if it was just yesterday she was home baking pies for the family reunion.  Hours turned into days and then the days turned into months and now she couldn't even remember how many of those months had gone by.  The trucks engine sounded, doors closed and all the soldiers had moved inside.  The truck now full was leaving to unknown territories.  She and the dog were free to continue on.  

Many miles later Michele happened upon a couple.  They were dirty and bloody, their eyes nothing more than mere sunken caves from absence of sleep.  The clothes they were wearing were nothing more than rags draping off their shrunken bodies.  They had been too famished to go into hiding when they saw Michele and the dog.  Fearful and trembling Michele approached them.   They saw the bags of food and lunged at her. She recoiled in fear and ran away as fast as her body could go, the dog trailing behind. They gave chase. It was amazing how fast they could move given what they looked like. Breathing heavily and running for her life Michele came to a dead stop.  She turned and waited for the couple to catch up then she swung the bag at the man hitting him squarely in the jaw.  He yelped in pain and like a rabid animal came at her again.  This time the dog jumped at his throat grasping him ever so tightly that he could not breathe.  The woman with him was screaming and hitting the dog.  Michele grabbed the woman and flung her to the ground.  She called to the dog and they both ran off this time without the two stragglers trailing after them.  

Although she knew if she lived through this was she was going to regret having to be so selfish, but this was her survival as well. “I was prepared for this”, Michele thought kicking herself in the butt, and after all I was a girl scout once. But just to play it safe Michele had gone to the Red Cross’s disaster preparedness web site to make sure she had everything. She thought back on where she went wrong. Michele started talking aloud to herself remembering how she bought the MRE’s (meals ready to eat), water in unopened containers, hard candy, peanut butter, cereal/granola bars, battery operated radios and flashlights and a first aid kit. She even went so far as buying solar operated radios and flashlights that recharged just by shaking them. So when the time came she couldn’t understand how she ran out of the house without anything save the clothes on her back. But then she realized what she wasn’t prepared for was it actually happening. 

Michele knew even with her weight she would not die any time soon from starvation.  She would die of dehydration first.  And although knowing this she nonetheless felt grateful for the food and water and having put many miles between her and the couple. After assessing the area she thought it safe enough to take a rest and see to it that all the food was still there.  To her relief it was so she rewarded the dog with a biscuit and she enjoyed an apple.  They took large gulps of the water and then went off to find a place to hide and sleep for the encroaching night.  

Darkness approached and in the distance flashes of light could be seen.  Was this light racing across the sky lightening or rockets? She didn’t know and was way too tired to care.  After all it was very far off and she needed to rest.  She found what looked like to be a devastated park with many-downed tress.  She looked around and saw an area that resembled something of a make shift roof.  She moved closer to investigate, careful to not step on any booby traps. When she arrived it was to her delight that nobody was there.  The area was smooth with moss and she could camouflage herself and the dog with the littering of branches and leaves.  She put down the bags and arranged the area to make it as comfortable as possible, smoothing the leaves into a bed for her and the dog over the moss.  Gathering soft and tender young saplings to cover up with, she was now ready to lie down.  She sat down slowly and made contact with the ground.  It felt so wonderful and comforting to her that she had chuckled under her breath at the very thought of how much one pays for the comfort and softness of a bed.  When she felt relaxed enough she reached for the food bag and opened it up and pulled out a can of spam.  Luckily it had a pull-tab on it although she did find a can opener and remembered to grab it on her way out of the house.  She reached in the bag again and took out two pieces of bread.  She took a slice of spam placed it on the bread and gave it to the dog.  She then made one for herself.  With the meal completed it was washed down with more of the water. It was strange to think of how the body reacts and responds to the scarcity of food Michele thought as she savored the feeling of having a full belly. She felt guilty and grateful at the same time for her weight. Now that food was no longer available and plentiful her days of over eating actually paid off.  How ironic she thought. She then hid the bag, covered the dog and herself with the leaves and saplings and drifted fitfully off to sleep.  

KABOOM!!! Rat-a-tat-tat.  The bizarre noises abruptly awakened her. Unsure of how long she was asleep she now no longer was the slightest bit drowsy. The dog too had been startled awake. Careful to not make a move or sound until she was sure there was no one around she peered through the leaves and surveyed the area.  There was nothing and no one in sight that she could see so she cautiously lifted her head slightly out of the leaves to take in a larger view.  Still, no one could be seen.  So how could it be all this bombing and gunfire that is so near but yet not a soul around?   Panicked she wasn’t able to make a clear assessment of this.  She took a few deep breaths released and breathed deep again and slowly let it out counting to ten.   This calmed her a bit so she could think a bit more clearly.  And then with udder amazement she realized she had been dreaming.  And, in the course of this, she had accidentally hit the dog while tossing and turning.  She made her apologies to the dog and settled back down to sleep.  Muttering softly to herself about how her dreams in the past had now turned into real nightmares she slowly drifted off to sleep with the dog cuddled closely at her side.  

Then the dawn’s morning light barely penetrated the black skies and the leaves covering Michele’s eyes.  She was slow to rise.  Tired and sore she sat up, wiping away the nights sleep from her eyes.  “Oh, if only this war was over and there was some safety so that I could sleep more” she thought, “then I might not feel so terrified each and every moment while awake or asleep”.  But that time was slow in coming and many weary days were still awaiting her.  She glanced around and noticed the quiet and stillness. Carefully she reached for the food bag and brushed away the leaves that it was hiding under.  The dog now fully awake was wagging his tail for the first time since she had found him days ago.  She and the dog breakfasted once again on the spam and two pieces of bread.  They each drank some water and now it was time to relieve oneself.  Finding a place to go where one wouldn’t be seen was an easy task.   Squatting many feet away from the bed she did her call to nature and was now up and ready to move.  She gathered the food bags and water, looked around and started off walking towards the vast destroyed distance.

They started off on what appeared to be the remains of a road. She and the dog walked lazily along its path glancing around at the sights of destruction.  “But where were the bodies? With the mass of human life that has been killed no bodies were anywhere on the ground. Where could they have gone?  Who or what had removed them”, Michele thought all too aware of the eerie feeling that now came over her.  Bleak and silent was the day.  It was so quiet one could hear a leaf falling if there were any left to fall.  There was nothing but a black stillness amongst a blackened sky.  The smell of gunmetal and powder still permeated the air. Blood could be seen splattered everywhere you looked. Bits of hair and bone were exposed to the world but no actual bodies.  This was going to be one long walk but to where.

Several miles of walking and not one question Michele was thinking could be answered in any logical manner.   But to her dismay there was movement up ahead.  Fearful it was the enemy she quickly jumped out of sight, the dog following her lead. Strange noises emanated from several directions.  A shrill that grated on ones nerves was ceaseless and made Michele's skin crawl. She began to squirm and itch madly.  The dog was even worse off as he, too, was feeling the drastic impact of all this and was unable to protect his sensitive ears to the sound.  If he howled they would most definitely be found.  Michele in her desperation threw herself on top of the dog.  He was but a little guy of about 24 pounds.  She covered his body with hers and she protected his ears with her hands.  They easily wrapped around them given the others size difference.  The dog wanted to roll and rub his body to make the terrible itching stop.  Both were so incapacitated by the itch that they were unaware of the stranger approaching.  

All of a sudden the dog leapt from under Michele's body and ran towards the noise.  Michele could hear screams and then gunfire.  Afraid for the dog she ran after him towards the sounds of the gunfire.  Once she got close she sneaked quietly upside to where people were standing.   The dog lay on the ground by a soldier's foot.  Although shaken he was unharmed.  The soldier kept a booted foot on the dog’s ribs to keep him from leaving.  As she surveyed the area Michele noticed a large tanker oozing black goopy smoke and what appeared to be a gel of sorts.  The soldiers spoke in an unidentifiable language.  She could not understand their words but she saw all too well what was going on.  Several soldiers were picking up dead bodies and putting them on a conveyor belt.  Up they rose into the dark hole of the chemical tanker.  Once inside she understood little of what was going on but saw the end results.  Spewing forth from the tankers nose was the goopy black gel, although this was not tar. It was human life being turned into a gooey black substance used for what?  Michele wasn't sure.  It was being poured like someone pours cement.  Then another soldier yelled and several soldiers came forth and stomped on the substance. Where it had been poured was over what remained of a small area of grass. This little life form was being suffocated out of existence, but why? Michele thought.  “Who would do such a thing”?  Then she thought of the entire world there are those who care naught for any life other than their own greedy ways. It was all about power. But all those lives wasted can never come back again.  

Then came the sound of a crack of a whip and the dog yelped.  He was yanked abruptly to his feet.  The whip wrapped around his neck ever so tightly that he could not escape. Michele’s heart sank. The dog was now being lead to the conveyor belt. Michele panicked and ran from her hiding spot into the exposed area. She ran yelling and cursing and screaming like a mad woman. The soldiers taken by surprise let down their guard only a spilt second but long enough for Michele to grab the whip from the soldier’s hand and dart madly off.  A few soldiers gave chase. Michele turned to see them coming for her.  Unsure about what to do she released the dog from the whip and held it firmly in her grip.  She stopped and the dog did too.  She turned to face her enemy and the dog followed suit.   And now face to face and with gripping fear she ran towards the soldiers, again screaming and cursing madly.  To their utter amazement they were once again fooled by this tactic.  Michele swirled the whip in the air like a lasso and brought it cracking down on one of the soldier’s heads.   Blood shot forth from his forehead like a fountain and down he fell.  The two others now raised their rifles and took aim at Michele. 

The dog came running to the rescue and leaped forward with all his might and lunged directly for one of the soldier's throats. He was a dead aim.  The dog ferociously ripped muscle and flesh from his throat; blood was shooting out of his juggler's veins and onto the destroyed and barren land. The soldier tried but to no avail to release the dogs massive grip on his throat. The dog's jaws were planted firmly into the soldier's neck as the soldier holds fast to the dogs shoulders twirled and spun around trying to get the dog off of him.  The dogs grip grew only tighter. Desperate with fear and growing weak the soldier fell to the ground.  Still the dog would not release him, as this was the soldier who had hit him with the whip. The soldier was now growing weaker and his eyes were glazing over.  This is when the dog finally released him and looked him straight in the eye until the soldier died.   Now all that remained was one soldier with a raised rifle ready to fire.  Michele once again swirled the whip in the air and took aim. Gunfire rang out and hit Michele squarely in the left shoulder.   She screamed in agony as flesh, blood and bits of bone fragments flew from her body. She dropped the whip and fell to the ground.  The soldier once again took aim.  Then from behind the dog jumped on him grabbing the soldier by the back of the neck. The dog frantically thrashed his jaws back and forth ripping away at the soldiers skull.  The soldier tried to grab the dog but was unable to do so.  The dog bit deeper and harder onto the soldier’s neck and the soldier let out a whaling scream. The dog tore loose a chunk of his neck exposing the vertebra of his spine.  The soldier now dancing dizzily fell to the ground and grabbed at his neck frantically.   He could not stop the bleeding nor repair the damage done.  He fidgeted mightily then he struggled no more as death over took him. A severely wounded Michele and the dog were now free to go.

Wounded, bleeding and in pain Michele lay on the barren ground writhing in agony and sobbing wildly. Then her mind wandered and she remembered an old childhood story called The Great Cricket Escape. She marveled at that unaware of the delirium settling in and then she promptly passed out.  Many hours later she awoken to what felt like rainwater dropping on her face. It was the dog happily licking her and wagging his tail. Groaning, reality hit her hard. “Oh, I see I am still laying on the street” she muttered to the dog. She thought that by now the soldiers would have found her and put her in that machine that resembles a woodchopper.  She was thirsty and tired and in miserable pain. She sat up ever so gracefully as to not put any pressure whatsoever on that injured shoulder.  The dog was happy now that she was up.  He ran off for a second or two and came back with the bags of food.  Barking gleefully he placed them gingerly in her lap.  “Good boy” Michele told the dog and she reached in and pulled out the spam and gave him two pieces this time.  “Go ahead boy you’ve more than earned it”. He gobbled the meat and waited for more.  Michele took a piece of the spam for herself but just couldn’t muster up the strength to put it on some bread.  She ate it cold, old and plain. Once finished she reached for the water and took a big swallow.  Then gave some to the dog.  And although her wound was still bleeding she didn’t want to use any water to clean it so she just let it bleed hoping that would be clean enough.   Michele decided she had better find a place to shelter for a while.  Looking around there didn’t seem to be much but that didn’t matter anyway as she passed out once again.

This time when Michele awoke she was staring into a pair of dark brown eyes. Terrified by this she quickly sat up, which proved the wrong thing to do.   She screamed in pain and the man ever so gently spoke softly and touched her other should lightly and asked her to lie back down.  She was more than happy to comply.  She wasn’t quite able to talk to ask where she was or who he might be. The man sensing this responded and said, “my name is Jedidiah, Jedidiah Parker, but ya can call me preacher as everyone else does.  I used to be the local parson in these here parts. Well, back in the day of course before all of this”, as he waved his arms about, “got started. Now don’t ya fret none as nobody here is going to harm ya”. Michele tried to ask where here was but again the preacher seemed to sense this and said to her “now, now there missy just ya lie back there and relax as ya are safe in here in this cavern”. Cavern! Michele’s brain yelled at here.  Where has he taken me? I never heard of any caverns in this area she thought with a renewed sense of fear. The preacher seeing her fear started to explain about where she had walked.  Apprehension claimed her face and it now became her closest companion.  

 “When ya are better,” the preacher said to Michele “ I will show ya on a map just where ya are”.  Michele’s mind was swimming and she felt like she was in the dark recesses of some criminal mind. “ Now there really is no need to be so frightened little missy” the preacher said to Michele, “ya just rest assured nobody here is gonna harm ya.  Ya hungry?  I’ll betcha are.  That dog of yours surely was. I’ll have Kookie fix ya up some grub.” He then disappeared and Michele could hear voices a distance away. Soon Michele smelled the sweet faint smell of meat. She thought I must be so hungry that anything smells good.  But no it was actually meat the preacher had brought to her. Ever so gently the preacher said to her, “Here ya are.  This is the best we can muster up and seeing how we have no doctor around these here parts this food will be the best medicine for ya. So, ya go ahead and eat up now, as ya need to rebuild your strength” he placed the tray with the filled plate on her lap. In the plate there was not only a big slice of beef but a large baked potato as well. There was also a cup of fresh water ands tattered clean cloth on the tray. At the sight of this magnificent meal, Michele’s mouth began to water, as she was so hungry.  The preacher handed her a fork and a knife and she took them eagerly. Although unable to actually cut the meat due to the fact her arm was in a sling the preacher smiled a closed lip smile at her and said, “Here let me help”.  She watched in excited anticipation as he cut the meat into small bite sized pieces and then moved on to the potato.  She could hardly wait.  When he had finished cutting up the food he handed the plate back to her and she ate with such a fervor that was hardly like her.  After she finished her meal and was completely sated she leaned back and thanked the preacher for the food and his kindness especially in such horrific times. “Mighty glad I could help,” he said to her in all honesty, “so little of humankind left these days that we just got to look out after each.”  “And now” he said, as he looked sternly down at her “ya need to really lie back and get some sleep”.  Michele decided she would take his advice and closed her eyes.

When Michele finally aroused from her sleep all sorts of memories came flooding into her brain. Now that she had gotten some rest all sorts of questions came to mind.   

Where am I and how did I get here were the first ones she wanted to ask. But where was the preacher?  And didn’t he mention another person who prepared the meal?  Michele’s mind raced and she became acutely aware that she needed to answer the call of nature. And rather quickly too, so she moved to get up ever so carefully and slowly mindful that she could become dizzy and fall.  She planted her feet squarely on the floor and waited a minute to get oriented, then raised up off the bed.  What a tremendous feat that was. Agony was gnawing at her shoulder as she crossed the dirt floor looking for a place to go. The cavern room was dimly lit but she could make out a table and chair besides the bed. It was actually comfortably warm even though she was dressed only in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt. On the table was an old kerosene lantern with matches next to it. A small tablet and pencil along with an old poetry book. Michele turned the book to read the title but it was barely visible. She picked it up and thumbed through a few pages and saw an Edgar Alan Poe short story titled The Tell-Tale Heart. TRUE! --Nervous --very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad? Michele read the first line and decided she was living enough of a horror story that it was unnecessary to read any further.  She closed the book and placed it back on the table and moved towards a light she saw.

As she got closer to the light she heard the dog barking. She moved cautiously towards the sound. She came to the opening and peered out.  She saw the preacher and the dog playing.  The preacher was throwing a stick and the dog playfully ran after it unaware that a war was on. The day was sunny or so she thought as the sun could seldom ever be seen anymore through the blackened sky. Although it was warm she felt a shiver of coldness deep in her bones. The preacher spied her and threw the stick for the dog one last time. He came walking up to her and said “good morning little missy have a good long sleep”? A good long sleep, just what did he mean by that she thought.  Just how long had I been asleep? She wanted to know so she presented that question to the preacher. “Ya don’t know,” he said. “Well let me see here now” as he scratched his head,  “I think it’s been around 3 days,” he told her.  Well that would explain the urgency to relieve myself she thought.  Then she asked where she could go as the call of nature could wait no more.  He chuckled and pointed eastward to a pit about 150 feet away. She ran swiftly to the pit unzipping her jeans on the way. When she reached the pit the smell was worse than any outhouse she had ever visited but she had to make do, as timing was at the critical point. She quickly dropped her pants and breathed a sigh of relief. She wiped with makeshift paper made from leaves and stood up, zipped her pants and headed back to the cavern.

She turned around and looked back at the area from whence she came.  To her amazement were large boulders that housed the cavern. It looked as if a mountain had been blown to bits and this was the end result. Perhaps that is exactly what happened and went on to ask the preacher.  While on her trek back to the cavern she became acutely aware of a horrible smell emanating from her. When she realized it was her breath she felt ashamed and wished she could brush the goopy film from her teeth.  She smelled of blood and gore too. Being constantly on the run and dodging death traps the thought of ones looks never crossed her mind. Her hair was dry, tangled and frizzy and not the least bit shiny and soft like it used to be. She missed the comforts of home and the many possessions one accumulates in life. Her toothbrush, hairbrush and soap seemed to be missed the most. Such simple things she thought and now one was lucky to even find a scrap of food or fresh water. But she couldn’t concern herself with what was and kept walking until she reached the caverns entrance. 

Looking around she saw that the preacher was seated at the desk. He appeared to be reading from the bible that sat upon it.  She didn’t want to interrupt his reading so she walked over to the bed to rest some more as she was still somewhat weak and tired. The dog, nothing more than a matted ball of fur, now lay cuddled comfortably underneath the bed.  She patted his head gently and then lied down.  She was even more tired than she thought as she had drifted fast asleep. Horrible dreams plagued her sleep and she tossed fitfully.  She dreamed of how the enemy had infiltrated our society with suicide paratroopers who landed at our schools and ballparks.  Then bombed the homes and stores of everyone who had a registered weapon.  Then they sent inside spies to the military warehouses where weapons were stored and bombed those as well.  She dreamed of the fires that burned everything in its wake. She dreamed of seeing all the dead from animals to children to adults. She dreamt of all the bodies and parts strewn here and there, which reminded Michele of those pictures of aborted fetuses and babies the right-to-lifers would show.  Only this time it wasn’t pictures being thrust into one’s face but sobering reality, undeniably in your face reality. She let out a sob so deep that anyone within earshot would have felt her pain. At last her mind could take no more and she let out a blood-curdling scream from this last vision, as it was more than even her subconscious mind could bear.

The preacher quickly lunged to his feet and ran over to the bed.  He barely touched Michele’s shoulder when she sat up and screamed again.  Only this time she was wide-awake.  “Ya okay little missy” he asked. “Looks like ya had a mighty fitful time sleeping there, have bad dreams did ya?” Michele was still in the throngs of her wretched dreams and all she could do was nod her head and stare off blankly at the darkened cavern walls. “Well ya are awake now and safe and sound with me and Kookie.  Speaking of cookie,” he added,  “it just occurred to me that we all have not been properly introduced”.  He called out to Kookie to have him come and meet our guest. 

Michele nearly bellowed out with laughter after she saw Kookie coming out of wherever it is he goes all the time.  He had a furrowed brow and looked like the Pillsbury doughboy.  His name suited him quite well she thought chuckling slightly under her breath.   “This here is Kookie” he said pointing to the squat little man.  “Kookie this here is, um, ya know little missy I never did gitcha name”.  “Oh, yeah, that’s right. My name is Michele Angstrom,” she told the preacher still somewhat disoriented from her sleep. “Okay then, Michele to Kookie and little missy to me, if’n that’s all right with ya”.  The preacher asked, “sort of my nick name for ya”.  “That would be nice” Michele beamed “as nobody ever gave me a nicer nickname”.  “All righty then were all set so lets get down to some basics.  Kookie here he takes care of the meals and gets the grub.  I go out and about these here parts looking for strays much like yourself.  When yore up to it maybe ya’d like to tag along”, the preacher added.  Michele not knowing what to say sort of nodded in approval.  “Well then, he said, that settles that and I am off to venture forth and see what poor soul has survived the days bombings”. With that said he grabbed his bible and headed out the caverns opening into the darkened day.

Michele arose cautiously and apprehensively sauntered over to the caverns opening, the dog following close behind.  She looked out and saw the sky that now remained sooty from the acrid smoke made by the bombs. Michele could hear the planes and helicopters dropping their bombs off in the distance. She shuttered at the very thought of what that sound meant. War was still going on in full force. Human civilization was no longer what it used to be. Gone were reasoning, compassion and laws.  Left now to their own devices people became worse than wild, rabid animals. Since there was no guidance by rules or laws that could be enforced, people became unthinkably violent towards each other. Panic, fear and starvation had driven them mad. They lost all sense of self-control. It didn’t matter what walk of life from whence they came, as all that was on their minds was survival at any cost. And Michele remembered a saying “all is fair in love and war”.

Michele felt a slight tickle on the back of her neck and brushed at it casually.  She had noticed something fall to the ground and looked down to see a dime-sized spider crawling away. “Of all things to survive” she muttered, “it would have to be a creepy spider”.  She glanced over the caverns room and noticed her bags of food and water were draped on the foot rail of the bed, untouched.  She decided that it might be best to inquire about the food situation. Although she was unsure as to how long she would remain here, safe and sound for the time being, and if she could trust the two men. Maybe I’ll just wait and see if it is brought up in conversation she thought intently, that way I may not look too overly selfish.

“Did Jed go out on one of his search and rescue missions again”? He asked Michele who was still deep in thought.  She hadn’t realized Kookie had entered the room nor did she hear him at first either. He glanced over at her and noticed she was off in a trance. So he asked her again and this time she nodded her head yes in response. He then went on to say “he does this quite often as he thinks he can save people from themselves.  Being raised up black in the south, even in these so-called modern times was difficult at best,” Kookie added. “And rather than being tough, glum, jaded or cruel, our friend Jed decided he would help as many people as he could.  He became a man of the cloak and preached in a small Alabama town chapel for all those who cared to listen. And even now at his tender years of 67 he still goes searching for that one lost soul who needs to be found and healed. At least that’s what he believes.  Well, no matter how he thinks he’s just really a good guy”. Michele was quite taken that Kookie had mentioned anything at all about the preacher, as he seems so quiet and reserved.  So it came as a surprise to her that he has said so much and just out-of-the-blue like that. I wonder what brought that on she thought. But what puzzled her the most and gnawed deeply at her curiosity was how he and the preacher ended up here.  She wanted to ask Kookie but she just wasn’t sure how to put it without appearing to be too nosy.   

“So, Kookie, how is that you and the preacher came to be here”? She blurted out startling herself with her boldness. Kookie gave her a sideways glance at that quite direct question then smiled slightly.  “I was wondering how long it was going to take you to summon up that question”, he said. “I’ll tell you what, I need to get some food together in case Jed brings anyone back.  Once I am done with that we can talk and then, hopefully, Jed should be back and he can say his part.  What do you have to say on that, do you think you can wait that long?” he asked Michele rhetorically.  Michele now feeling foolish sheepishly grinned and said, “I think I will step out for some air, well at least some different air than this”.   “Well, you’d better not go too far” he warned, “As it is not safe to venture out beyond a 200 foot parameter, not even here. Don’t want you to get a false sense of security just because we are hiding out in the mountains and all is quiet”.  “Dually noted” Michele said then thanked him and headed for the caverns opening.  Heeding his warning and fully aware of what lies just beyond the blackened matchstick trees and sun-bleached rocks, Michele ventured out into the world, her little dog once again trailing behind her.

“Oh hello little guy” Michele said looking down at the dog, “and just where is it you think you’re going”?  She asked him inquisitively. He looked up at her and wagged his tail wildly and gave out a little snuffle. “Is that my answer?” she said “well if it is I guess that means you want to go for a walk with me. Okay, then so be it but stay close, as I don’t want anything to happen to you”. And off they went heading to the East and not blowing caution to the wind either. Michele’s every step was carefully placed, as she was afraid she’d step on a mine or trap.  The dog, not as alarmed as Michele, kept pace quietly besides her sniffing the ground eagerly.  “Smell anything comforting?” she asked looking down at him.  Not missing a beat he quickly looked up as if to say, “I’m still checking it out” when all of a sudden they heard a loud thunderous boom.  At that sound Michele became momentarily frozen in the grips of fear, the dog sensing this leaped up at her and nipped gently at her hand.   Michele quickly snapped out of her frozen state in response and ran for cover to some nearby boulders.  The dog moving just as quickly followed her lead.  “Whatever was that?” she mumbled to the dog.  Now trembling with a deep-set fear Michele looked around frantically and saw nothing. She stayed stock-still and quiet. The little dog now shaking in fear crouched tightly at her side; Michele reached over and put an arm around him to comfort him. “We’ll be okay little guy, not too worry” Michele said trying to sound convincing. The dog gave a shivering sigh and snuggled even closer.  

Kaboom, crack, there it was again, that loud thunderous boom.  “What is that?” Michele whined again. Then a strange yet familiar drop fell upon her.  “It that …rain” she said. There it was again another drop, then more. Another crack and boom sounded and with that came a heavy downpour.  “Well I’ll be” Michele said, “it is rain” and felt a slight sting hit her face. She shook her head unsure of what she was feeling when she felt the sting again. Now her face was really starting to burn. The dog was becoming very agitated as he too was feeling this uncertain sting.  “What is going on, what kind of rain is this”? She cried as the burn was becoming quite intense. She had to find immediate shelter as she had wandered unknowingly too far from the cavern to make it back in any hurry to get out of this stinging rain. She looked around desperately trying to find any kind of shelter.  The poor little dog was now whimpering in pain.  She saw a large hill about 50 feet away covered with large boulders, moss, shrubs, and a bit of other greenery.  To Michele it looked like an oasis.  She looked down at the dog and said “okay boy were going to make a run for it to that hill over there” Michele pointed at it to show the dog,  “okay ready boy, lets go”. So she and the dog made a mad dash towards it. When they finally reached their destination to her surprise it had a hollow big enough that she thought she and the dog could crawl into.  

Then, to ones surprise it ended as quickly and quietly as it began, at least the sky bombing did anyway.  Then the ground artillery came. Rumbling the ground from far distances were the tanks and armored trucks machine bleated out it’s gunning buckled before falling to the ground.  This was such a frightening sound that made one run for cover from that noise alone

She thought about how we brought this on ourselves letting our government control too much.  We allowed them to send food and aid to countries that claimed to possess weapons of mass destruction.  We invaded them and then we sent them support.  We also sent aid to countries that we knew were hostile by burning the fields of farmers so the good old USA could send over food. They took that food and gave it to their military to make them strong but denied the peoples of their country. Control and power, power and greed that’s all it’s ever about.  Then there is Africa. We should have sent aid there but we couldn’t because they were no threat to us. She didn’t understand the logic behind our government’s way of thinking.

All of our freedom and privacy was slowly being taken away.   We gave our government the power to do just that.  What once was the way of life now became against the law.  Michele thought back to the days when she was able to go to work at the age of 12 and not show ID or a social security card.  She also was able to ride a motorcycle without a license or be concerned that a cop might pull her over.  The Wild West was still very wild when she moved there as a child. Gone now are these and other freedoms replaced by cameras and other video surveillances.  All the good citizens now being watched with scrutiny because of some cons and scammers that managed to indirectly take away our privacy.

All of a sudden a hand shook her right shoulder from behind startling Michele and bolting her to attention. ‘Yes, what is it” Michele asked the preacher. “I thought ya might like to know I’m a goin’ out a huntin’ again and thought maybe ya’d liked to go with me this time”. Michele not sure what he meant by “huntin” had to ask him. “I’m a goin’ to search for survivors but it is more like huntin’ since them all a hiding some place”. He remarked. Michelle winced at this idea, as she was just too terrified to venture out any time soon.  “I think I will sit this one out,” she said. “But thank you for asking, maybe next time”. ‘Okay suit ya self”.  And out the cavern he headed.

 Chapter 6
“Racine Brody’s the name”. She said extending a hand outward. “And you might be”?  She inquired. “My name is Jed but everyone just calls me preacher”. “Well, then it is nice to meet you preacher”. “Nice ta meet ya too there child,” he said shaking Racine’s hand eagerly. “How long ya been holed up here”, the preacher asked. “Well, hard telling since I don’t have a watch that works and there don’t seem to be any calendars around here either” Racine replied smartly. The preacher just chuckled shaking his head back and forth, shrugging his shoulders at her sharp attitude. That’s probably what kept her alive all this time he thought.

 “So, tell me preacher, just how did you happen to find me here”? Racine asked inquisitively. “Well, now, I always goes a huntin’ ta see if there’d be some more survivors”. He remarked. “More. You mean there are others”? “How many others are there? Where are they now”?  Racine now asked with renewed enthusiasm “Whoa, hold on there youngun, slow down. All in good time you’ll gitcha answers”. In the meantime, are ya hungry?  I brought a bit a food with me”.  “You’re kidding right? Of course I’m hungry.  It’s not as if there are any food joints around you know”. Ah yes, there’s that snippy little attitude again.  What a pistol this ones gonna be he thought smiling broadly as he handed her a hefty piece of bread.

Michelle’s thoughts had floated to the time when the third world countries had emerged and banded together to take over the USA, like a pack of coyotes surrounding their prey.  The uprising consisted of a large number of people fed up with the way their governments were handling things. In the brevity of a moment, all was lost.  Their countries were left vulnerable and wide open to invasion.  Why they thought this was to their advantage she’ll never know but was glad they overlooked this loophole.  This gave our country a chance to take over and take over we did. Our cruise ships had been forgotten about in their haste to conquer our land.  In so doing, this allowed for our air support to go on these behemoth ships, plan a strategy and take their countries captive.  We then became in control of all third world properties.  While the enemies lie in their beds gloating over their victory, unbeknownst to them, they no longer had a country to go back to. But they didn’t seem to care or even take notice as this was now their new land and their new home. 
As heavily invaded as we were some of us still managed to survive. People had been on vacation in various parts of the world and here at home in the good ole USA.
Michelle started to reminisce of when she and her family had gone to the grand Teton mountains one time for a much needed vacation.  She let her thoughts wander to a happier time and the adventure they had climbing a bit of that great mountain.  They had purchased a considerable amount of equipment that was recommended to them from the instructor who gave lessons in climbing.  The teacher was an expert climber and had even mentioned climbing Mt.Everest in 1996 with Hans Kammerlander*.  As this mental imagery became more and more vivid, Michele’s heart began to break.  She had no idea as to what became of her children or husband.
Her happy memory now turned into tears of pain.  For no where were they to be found.  She went one way and they another.  All scattered about as they were going about their daily lives. And now, here she is, in the middle of the Sierra Nevada’s. How did she ever end up her?  She thought puzzlingly.  
All that she could remember was getting ready to go out grocery shopping. Then she heard thunderous sounds abound left and right. Bright lights flashing and momentarily blinding her. And sneezing so profusely that she thought her brains might  fly out her nostrils with every sneeze. Then running and oh yes, the dog.  Where is he now?  She whistled for him and soon he was in her lap calming and reassuring her that at least he was still here.
Snap! Michelle held her breath.  What was that sound? A twig being stepped on?  And if so-by whom? There it was again. Who was out there?  She heard muffled voices as they were coming closer. Was it the soldiers?  Had they found us already she whimpered under her held breath.  
The voices grew louder as they came closer.  She heard a distinct male voice and what sounded like a females as well.  Thoughts were streaming wildly through her head as she recalled having seen women actually partaking in killing. But these women were from third world countries and did as they were told by men, no questions asked.  Good god could a woman really be so dense as to be commanded by such men and their wrongdoings?  

“What in the world is this”? Racine resounded. “Your hideaway”?  Kookie hearing the commotion poked his head from around his makeshift cooking area to see what new person was arriving today. 
What he saw made him shake his head in disbelief.  Here before him and the others was this punk of a kid of no more than 15 or so giving preacher one hell of a hard time. She had long pitched black hair that was very mussed up, pale skin, and wore a black leather jacket with torn and faded blue jeans. She also wore black biker-type boots that looked as if they were the newest thing she ever owned.
“This is such a dark and dank place”, Racine muttered.  ‘Whatever possessed you to rabbit hole here”?  The preacher just bowed his head and shook it back and forth. Kookie interjected by asking her if she wanted something to eat or drink.  And being as ravished as she was she didn’t refuse his offerings of some clean water, stale bread and some warm beans.  

One by one everyone had introduced themselves to Racine who seemed to be a ray of sunshine to them; as they, too, lost their children. She was someone whom they felt a warmness towards, a parental longing. Michele too took notice of her. And for a brief moment all felt calm and normal, just like it used to be.





 Chapter 7




   And so were the few…

Now life was extremely hard and this is where all that Girl Scout and Boy Scout survival training should kick in.

Racine immediately noticed that this dark and dank hole just happens to be an old mine shaft.  So, she turned to the preacher and asked him about it. “Well” he mussed, “this was the best I could do at the time”. “Why with all the ruckus goin’ on all over the place one takes refuge wherever it can be had. But if’n ya don’t like it y’are welcome to look else where” he added. 
“This is an old abandoned mine shaft and it can come down on us at any time” Racine shot back. “Have you even thought to look somewhere else that might be safe”?  The preacher shook his head in a no gesture but concluded “well now there is somethin’ you can do to make ya’self useful huh”?  Racine fuming just walked away.
Michele and the others having heard this exchange couldn’t help but chuckle under their breath.  The first bit of humor in months felt so welcomed.  Even if it was a dry sense of humor it was something different to think about rather than the conditions under which they were existing.  Such a ruckus this one created thought Michele.
“Well it sure is hot in here” Racine announced. “Yup, that it is” the preacher stated. And just as he was beginning to make another comment a loud thunderous clap was heard.  Everyone froze. Fear struck the hearts of all.  “What was that” asked a very frightened Michele. 
‘Git down everyone, now” bellowed the preacher. “Kookie come with me quiet-like and let’s go see what we can see”. Kookie steadily encroached the cave opening just as another thunderous wave hit closer this time.  Just what in the hell is this now? Kookie thought.  I figured by now they would have moved on and forgot all about us. But this proved to be an error on his part. 
“Well what do ya see” inquired the preacher to Kookie whose head was barely poking through the cave exterior.  Kookie waved his hand to shush the preacher as he had heard heavy footfalls.  The preacher understanding this gesture crawled over to Michele and then on to everyone else to let them know to follow him.  They all crawled in a line following the preacher further back into the cavern.

Racine’s knee had painfully hit a rock and she swore under her breath. Any more of this she thought and I won’t have a leg to stand on.  She crawled up to the preacher and barely audible inquisitively asked him “just where are we going anyway”?  He shot her a glance that said she had better hold her question until everyone was safe.  Racine complied with a heavy sigh and crawled back to her spot in line.
In the meantime, Kookie had gone outside to find out what the noise was all about.  There standing off to the side were two soldiers armed heavily. Both wore rows of ammo strung around their shoulders along with some new fangled rifle the likes of which Kookie had never seen. He stood up and walked over to the soldiers.  He stuck out his hand to the tall one and was welcomed with the soldier’s hand.  “Hey Kookie, well I’ll be damned.  How ya been man” asked the big soldier. “We were wondering where you got too” he said. 
Kookie looked back at the cave to see if anyone was watching before replying. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you Canton” Kookie finally answered. 
‘Where’s my dog” Michele fearfully cried.  “Here boy”, she whistled and nothing.  She whistled again and this time he came running up next to her wagging his tail.  “Good god where have you been” as she gently scolded the dog. “I think you’d better stay close to me now”. “And what’s more I think I’d better give you a name”. She patted him on the head and promised she would find him a name soon.
The group had come to a halt as they heard Michele scream out for her dog.  The couple that the preacher had found a few days ago was huddled together up against the caverns cold wall.  After seeing this Michele thought I can’t remember if I asked them their names or not.  And if I did I don’t recall what they are.  I guess now is not a good time to be asking such things she thought. 
Fears and wild thoughts seemed to be plaguing the group.  Everyone was unsettled and concerned about where Kookie had gotten to.  Racine now encroached closer to the preacher and groaned “Is now okay to ask just where the hell we are going”? “Well, I suppose it’s as good as any” he softly stated. “We are movin’ towards the rear of this here establishment” he lightheartedly replied. “And awaiting us will be light a plenty, food and water that I hid away just in case of a time like this one”. “Now let’s all catch our breath and move on”. 
“Well he thinks of everything doesn’t he now” Racine snapped. “Well it’s a good thing he does” said the shy woman from the couple. Racine shot back a sideways glance to her wondering who this woman is that she was not properly introduced to. So she headed once again to the preacher to ask him if he knows their names.
“So, Canton, what brings you and the army out this way” inquired Kookie. “Well, you see we were ordered to make sure you were doing your job Kookie”. “What makes you think I’m not”? “Now don’t go and get all uptight Kookie man. HQ just wants to make sure you’re tying up loose ends is all” Canton remarked. “Tying up loose ends huh, that’s what their calling this? Kookie said glaring at Canton. “Are you and the boys going to round up my group and herald them all to slaughter then”?  Something smells really rotten here all of a sudden Canton”. “Come on Kookie you know the drill like the rest of us”, you’re just not pulling your weight man” Canton stated.  Kookie now fuming gave rise to the thought ‘only in death will you be rewarded’ and proceeded to act on that thought.
“Gone soft I see. Are you now a traitor to the cause” questioned Canton. “Your mission was to infiltrate small areas-seek out and destroy those who escaped the overall invasion.  No more then that. You were chosen for this duty as you were the top in your field”. “How dare you question me like this.  I am the one who made it possible for us to infiltrate this country.  My ability to tap into their video surveillance cameras in order to watch patterns and habits is what helped get us here” Kookie argued. “Stupid people and their technology became their downfall. No protection from prying eyes or hackers for that matter” continued Kookie. “Why if it wasn’t for me Canton where would you be now?  Dead, I presume, and if I recall correctly it was you who was to be put to death for treachery against the uprising”. 
“All right Kookie you’ve had your fun and made your point” Canton calmly stated. “But HQ still wants a report”. “Then by all means let me give them one” Kookie remarked and proceeded to pull the pen from another soldiers pocket and then took the report from Canton’s shaking hand.  On it, he wrote, “fuck you, strong letter to follow”. He handed the report back to Canton. His eyes widened is disbelief but made no comment. Instead he folded the paper, stuffed it into his breast pocket and bid Kookie farewell. 
 Chapter 8
                                         …and so the few remain

Their brief rest over, everyone was once again crawling in the direction the preacher had led them. A faint light could be seen in the distance. Renewed hope and anxiety washed over the group.    

Soon the group came upon what appeared as a greenhouse.  It was warm and bright.  There were abundant plants of all kinds every where one looked.  Michelle wondered what did they come across and who had made this. She looked around more intently this time and noticed there was a fresh source of water being fed into this atrium of sorts. Plants were grown hydroponically and the water was misted throughout the cavern making for a most hospitable environment. 
As the rest of the group gaped at this wonder, Racine walked over to an area that was hosting very large tomatoes. “Now just what in the hell is all of this” she said bemused. She plucked at a very ripe tomato and pulled it from its vine. “Hmmm, I wonder if this is as good as it looks” Racine stated eyeballing the behemoth of a tomato.  “It looks soooo good; I think I will take a taste”. “Wait”, a voice said from the back of the cavern. 
 Kookie had appeared and was motioning with his hand for her to stop what she was about to do.  “Why would I want to do that?” she asked grumbling.  “Do you want to try it first”? Kookie knew I that he had not poisoned this caverns food source but needed to gain the confidence of the group. So he stated that he had made this cavern and many more as there are hot springs littered all over the area.  He further added that this is a proud moment for him and that we should all revel in this first tasting.  He went over to the tomato vine and picked several more ripe tomatoes.  He went around and handed one to each person in the group.  “Okay” he said, “now let us all take a bite at the same time…ready, on the count of 3…1-2-3 bite”.  Eagerly they all did.  
How delicious Michelle thought as she savored the flavor she had not had the pleasure of tasting for many months. Tomato juice was rolling down her face, as it was the others.  “Just how did you manage to do all this?” she asked Kookie. He too was quite absorbed in the moment but managed to mutter with a mouthful, “It was nothing”. Then he went back to eating. 
Later, with bellies full, they all sat or lied down in this most wonderful place and began to talk. The couple who were so reluctant to speak finally got up the nerve and became quite the chatterboxes.  The unknown man spoke first and now gave his name as Birch Kingston.  He and his beautiful wife, actress Beebe Shaffer, were from Beverly Hills on vacation to the resort for a much needed break from the Hollywood scene, when the war broke loose. 
Now everyone looked at her a little closer to see if it was really her. Of course, nobody recognized her at first, as she was not in one of her fancy gowns but rather in torn and tattered clothing covered with the muck of mud, blood and other gross fluids and things. Slowly faces changed from skepticism to one of recognition as they stared at her. Then Birch continued feverishly with his story.
The resort they were staying in had caught fire and all were evacuated. However, for most there just wasn’t any place to go so they stayed behind and just started to walk. They had collected what food and water they could carry and headed north not knowing where the road would take them. They thought since it was further into the Sierra Nevada’s they might find a safe haven. 
Just when they thought all hope was lost, out of nowhere appeared the preacher.  What a life saver they thought they had encountered as the preacher had with him food and water. “The preacher explained to us who is he and where he came from.  He invited us to join his little group if we wanted. He said there were others that he had “found” and had brought to this little alcove. We gratefully accepted.  And so here we are”.
Beebe was still in shock somewhat and had huddled close to her husband too afraid to speak.  You could see those big brown doe eyes of hers cowing behind her husband’s enormous arm. Her delicate peaches and cream complexion now caked with mud and debris.  We all smelled bad, just downright wretched actually. Michelle couldn’t help but feel sorry for Beebe, as she was not accustomed to ever being treated in this manner by which the war wrought. She was just a small thing of about 5 feet and all of 100 pounds, if that. Her dirty auburn hair was long and thick and matted terribly.  Her husband Birch, was a very large man of about 6’ 5” and even through all the filth that covered him, he was very handsome. His bright sky-blue eyes were large and wide.  His shoulder-length hair was jet black and looked like a snarled spider’s web. Perhaps he was going for that reggae dread-locks look Michelle thought.  She chuckled under her breath at the thought then chastised herself for once again thinking with her odd sense of humor. Must be the tomatoes she mussed to no one. 
Kookie chimed in by saying is he a great fan of hers and should they all come out alive would she be so kind as to give him her autograph. Still Beebe remained hidden and silent. Birch looked at her then at Kookie and announced she would be glad to, and with that, everyone became quiet and sleepy. Racine had already fallen asleep on a soft bed of moss surrounded by warmth for the first time in many, many months. 





Chapter 9
"All that we see or seem, is but a dream within a dream."

Edgar Allen Poe
Time passed and with it came dreams, dreams of home and family, dreams of plenty.
 Michelle had her fair share of dreams and the one she was having right now was a dandy. She dreamed of being at home in the comfort and warmth of her home.  She dreamt she was lying on the couch in her living room with her kids on the floor and her husband sitting in his favorite recliner.  They were gathered for a Saturday night movie they had all been waiting to see. 
She and Jim were enjoying a rare glass of red wine, savoring every sip. The kids were enjoying cheesy nachos and some carbonated beverage of choice. All were eager for the movie to begin.  In this technological age all one had to do was push a button or two on the remote and up came a list of movies that could be paid for and viewed all by a push of a button. 
Once the pay-per-view movie began, all were silent. This silence was only broken occasionally by one of their cell phones. Otherwise, the lights were dimmed, the house warm and sung and comfort was all around. Then Michelle’s dream quickly changed into one of terrible recollection.

She started dreaming about what brought our nation to its knees. She recalled reading an article in the daily chronicle that embraced our sovereign

Nation with frightening clarity on just what our government was doing to its own people. The article read:
 “It is a middle class nation. Moreover, the middle class citizen is left to shoulder the tax burden of our nation. Should these middle class citizens fall, then this nation would surely fail. 

The rich can afford to hire lawyers to find loopholes to get out of paying high taxes…the rich can afford to give thousands to charities thus avoiding high taxation. 

The poor are too poor to hire lawyers or make donations.  For they must rely upon the welfare system which is supported by the taxes the middle class citizens pay.  

So, tell me, who is it again that shoulders the burden of our nation?  Is it the rich, the poor?  No, it is the middle class citizen. Moreover, our government knows this and that is why there are rarely any new tax breaks for the middle class person. In addition…”
Michelle’s dream hindered so much on reality that she arose with a start as she recalled just where she is now.
Racine was also dreaming.  She was dreaming of becoming the next noble prize winner in her field of science.  She had concluded that the world would enter into an ice age within the next 100 years.  This was based upon that fact that the Earth is living and wants to continue on living since it is still in its infancy. Just as there are seasons, the Earth, too, has hers.  When the Earth can bear no more of what humans dish out then it will be time to hibernate and regenerate. Racine was lavishing in her dream so that when Michelle’s abrupt awaking startle her awake it awoke Racine as well. To that, Racine was not very happy.  “What is wrong now?” she demanded from Michelle.  “I was having the most satisfactory dream, away from this nightmarish reality, when you just had to let out a cry and wake us all”.
Suddenly, Michelle is reeled back to her own realm of reality grateful that the war is over.  She thinks about how most of those who had started the war are dead, including the politicians. In addition, those who are alive are keeping a low profile. 
When the great and final war came not only humans suffered but all other forms of life on this planet had been polluted and tortured as well.  Food and water had become scare and rationed but at least it is available. Water had to be conserved. To conserve water people were allotted only 4 gallons of water per person per day.  This was for drinking, bathing, cooking, cleaning, and all other needs.  Toilets were only flushed if fecal matter was in it.  Otherwise, an outhouse was built for the very purpose of conserving water. 

Furthermore, since there is no need for money the out buildings were built free of charge or bartering. 

While Michelle was also thinking that gone too is the way of life she knew before the war. At the same time, she was also grateful for being on the plus size as her weight proved to be quite the savior between starving and surviving. Funny thing though, she recalled all those so-called experts were going frantic trying to combat the obesity ‘disease’ that they forgot to see what the real reason was behind the weight retention.  Rather than worry about why someone was fat the so-called expert’s should have focused on the reasons why someone retained fat. Now that fat reserve had come in handy. Since the basic outcry of heavy people had been mainly geared towards women, is it any wonder who will inherit the earth? Michelle thought sarcastically. Her thoughts once again had drifted back to that time.
“Oh thank you so much I do so appreciate that scream of yours,” Racine stated to Michelle.  “You do know there are others here who also relive this nightmare and have no one left to help put the pieces back together,” she added. Racine now glared with hardened eyes at Michelle, as she had to come face-to-face with her own reality. “You know it’s not like the rest of us don’t have a story to tell,” she admitted tearfully to all present.  “Yeah that’s right I speak.  I watched as my sister, Willa, got fried by that super sun ray they were using.  We were running to find some place to hide from it.  We finally found a place just in time as the ray was passing our way.  But, my sister, who was 2 years younger than I, thought the danger had passed and popped her head out the door.  I yelled at her to stop right now but it was too late.  The ray hit her and within seconds, she was incinerated…alive. Have you ever seen what that does to a person”? Racine said rhetorically.  “First they scream and put their hands to their eyes and then the eyes pop and the goo spills through their fingers.  The skin begins to blacken then split and then disintegrate.  Finally, the bone becomes exposed and the person has either died in agony or is just a breath away from death. Nonetheless it’s like watching a wax figure melt but not so kindly”. 

Quietness had filled the room.  Everybody was so busy feeling sorry for themselves that they had forgotten that others had suffered just as terribly or worse.  

The preacher was the first to break the silence.  “Ya know my child God is still with us. He will always be with us in life and in death”. “I can’t understand after all that has happened that you believe in this God of yours” Racine shot back. “How could you?  Look at where we are now.  Where is Gods helping hand here?  Is your God so cruel as to allow so many to die and not step one foot in the real world to stop all this death and torture”?  Racine angrily added. “How can any being create life and allow others to destroy it?  If you have kids and care for them would you not do all in your power to make sure no harm comes to them…free will or not?  So then how can one so mighty not protect its creation”?  She commanded. Racine strong and bold was now near tears. 
The group had grown nervous. Many were already nursing their pain and didn’t want to see more. It seemed they were already on the verge of insanity and hearing this outburst made them realize just how close. Nobody was to be trusted for at any moment any one of them could fly off the handle for no reason at all. 
“There, there, my child. We cannot expect God ta solve all our problems.  Why, where would we be if’n we did?  We would be so dependant that we wouldn’t do anythin’ for ourselves. Just like our own children, we must let them go sometime”. Racine merely looked at the preacher shaking her head and walked away without further comment.
FOR LATER USE::: FOR LATER USE::::::

Even though the war had been over 10 years ago, the earth suffered great losses. 
ENDING::::: Michelle looks over at her husband sleeping next to her, smiles gently at him then goes back to writing her novel and wonders… For it surely has been a man's world, indeed
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