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    It all started in 1973 -- I was nine years old. My parents had saved for several years for a family vacation out west to Yellowstone National Park. They had planned a two week trip by car leaving from Detroit the day after school let out for the summer. The baby blue family Rambler had been packed the night before. I remember being all excited before we left the house.

    I never expected to have the fate of the world placed in my hands. One could only be amazed at how such a tiny device would change the course of history. Man was not aware that other beings, hostile beings, inhabited our little part of the universe. We had only recently set foot on the Moon.

    We were not prepared to protect ourselves from hostiles that we had no idea even existed. Man had easily risen to the top of the food chain here on Earth. He was clever, resilient and bold. There had never been a test of Man's ability to survive like the one that was coming.

    Our trip that day was to Indian country. All I could think about was fighting Indians and hunting grizzlies. Most every young boy back in the early seventies had dreams of being either a cowboy, a soldier or both.

    After the first day's drive we pulled into a motor lodge outside of Sioux Falls on the eastern end of South Dakota, even with the excitement of the trip it was a tiring ride. We unloaded the car of what we needed for the night, checked into our room and went promptly to bed. After 16 hours on the road... the thrill was gone.

    The following day was an early riser and back on Interstate 90 to Badlands National Park at the western end of South Dakota. My Dad had filled my brother and I with stories about how the Badlands was a big meteor crater. The meteor had come from Mars and fallen from the skies thousands of years before. As gullible kids, we spent the afternoon looking for Martians behind every rock. It was a spectacular place and could easily be mistaken for an alien world by any nine year old.

    My Dad's antics were all that was needed to convince me that the Martian story was true. But try as we did, my brother and I were unable to track down a single alien. After a full afternoon of hunting and site seeing, it was back to another motor lodge along I90 for the night.

    Again we rose early the next day for a long trek in the car. Our next adventure was to Little Big Horn and Custer's Last Stand. After my disappointment over not finding any Martians I had high hopes of fighting Indians. Every hundred miles along the interstate it seemed we would pass an exit that had a trading post with a teepee out front. It was definitely Indian country and my brother and I were keeping a sharp lookout for any signs of trouble.

    This was by the urging of our father who had again filled us up with wild stories the night before. It was his attempt at adding excitement to our journey and keeping us occupied during the long rides. I was a little frustrated by seeing all the trading posts that advertised Indians, but we had not seen a single one.

    After a night, a full day and another night at Little Big Horn we were ready to move on to Yellowstone. I remember being very disappointed that the only Indian we had seen was a wrinkled old man with a feather in his cap. He was smoking a pipe and sitting outside the visitor center at Little Big Horn. The old Indian certainly was not hostile and he certainly was not interested in my scalp.

    After three adventurous days in Yellowstone, seeing the geysers, mud pots and buffalo, it was on to the Grand Tetons. We arrived at the Grand Teton Visitor's Center at about eleven thirty in the morning. Hunger was on all of our faces.

    The Rangers in the visitor center directed us just down the road to a diner that served buffalo burgers. The diner, the Double S, was constructed to look like an old western building with weathered plank siding and a metal roof. It had a covered front porch with rocking chairs and a big wooden Indian by the entrance. The left end of the building had a giant teepee attached for drawing in tourists like ourselves. The smell of grilling buffalo was in the air and the hungry travelers were eager to get at it.

    My parents and little brother walked in front of me up onto the diner's porch and in through the front door. I lingered for just a moment to check out the big wooden Indian. This one looked like it had more fight in it than the wrinkled old pipe smoker at Little Big Horn.

    I stood making faces at the wooden savage as if I had nothing to fear from it, when suddenly an old man grabbed me by the arm. He had a full gray frazzled beard, was dressed in rags and had a smell about him that nearly brought tears to my eyes. He had big bushy eyebrows and one eye that squinted while the other looked fully open. He perfectly fit the stereotype of every crazy guy I had ever seen in the movies or on TV, but for whatever reason, I was not scared.

    He shoved something in my hand and told me to watch out for "them". He said "they" were everywhere and to never give "them" the device he had forced upon me. He said to never tell anyone where I had gotten it from or "they" would kill him. He only said it once and then released my arm. I turned for just a moment to look for my parents who had already gone inside. When I turned back the old man was already disappearing around the corner of the building.

    I stood there looking at my hand, then back at the corner of the building and then again at my hand. It was a strange looking cylindrical item that looked a bit like a tiny shock absorber. It had been broken off from something else at both ends. The device was a mystery and the circumstance by which it was placed in my hand immediately awakened my imagination.

    Once again I was jolted by a grab... this time to my other arm. It was my little brother Rex ranting about buffalo burgers and lunch. I secretly slid the device into my pocket and followed Rex inside. As we waited to be seated I looked out the windows and caught a glimpse of the old man making his way into the woods behind the diner. He walked quickly, but with a bad limp. I took a final glance back towards the roadway to see if he was being watched or followed, there was no one else around.

    I don't know why I never told my father about the incident or showed the device to him. Maybe it was the thought of getting in trouble somehow for talking to a stranger, maybe it was the fact that I did not want to let my pesky little brother in on my new adventure. Either way, it made for an exciting day.

    Little did I know how significant a roll the tiny little item would play in my life. Somehow fate had seen to it that the strange little device had found its way into my hands. That one brief encounter would later play a major role in the survival of Man. Only luck would prepare me for the things that were to come.

    From the Tetons we made our way down to Dinosaur National Park. We then had a several day drive back to Detroit. I had kept the old man's item hidden away from my little brother in my pocket. I took pleasure from the idea that I could reach in and fumble with it at will. I spent many hours wondering about who "they" were, what was so special about this device and why I was selected to receive it.

    When we arrived home I raced into my room and into my closet. I had a small metal box with a combination lock on it, my mother had given it to me several years before. It was the one secure place I had where I could keep things that I did not want my brother to get his grubby little hands on.

    For what seemed like every night for a month, I would go into my closet just before bed. I would get out the device to stare at it and daydream about what it might be. But I was nine and with it being summertime the intrigue of the device was soon denigrated to only the occasional look.

    By the end of the summer the mystery device had lost its appeal and it did not see daylight again until my college days. Junior high and high school went by like a blur and I soon found myself wearing a cap and gown and receiving a diploma.
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    Renee's mother could not stand the thought of anyone seeing me drive onto their property in the beat up old muscle car. So, she saw to it that I had the keys to one of Renee's father's sports cars. This one was a beauty, a bright red Ferrari with all the trimmings.

    Frank, Renee's father, put it in a custom shop immediately after purchase to beef up the already formidable engine performance. This was not the proper auto for an 18 year old male with an already inflated ego. And to prove such I would often challenge the local folk to the midnight expressway drag.

    One particular night I had selected a fool and his Oldsmobile. For fifty bucks I was willing to humiliate him in front of his friends. I often laughed to myself at how easily I could take their money with the monster Ferrari. The thrill came in the humiliation it brought and the fifty was just icing on the cake. After all, with Renee, I had all the spending cash I could want.

    We had made our way out onto the now largely empty freeway at around 3am. I was in the left lane and the kid in the Olds in the right. His friends had followed in their car and were kind enough to hop out and give us an arm drop start. Immediately the Ferrari lurched ahead.

    I was once again giddy over the ease at which I pulled away from him. So much so, that as I passed through 100mph and shifted into third I decided to add to his embarrassment by swerving into his lane and then back into my own.  There was no danger of a collision as I was easily five car lengths ahead of him at the time.

    What I was not counting on was how hard the road surface was that night and also how hard my own tires were. It was eight degrees this cold Detroit night and the combination of the hard tires and road surface, along with my foolishness at that speed, spelled out disaster. Even though everything seemed to move in slow motion in my head, it all occurred in a flash. It was almost as though I was watching it all happen from a position outside of and just behind the car.

    What seemed like only an instant later, I opened my eyes to the sight of flashing blue lights and to the sound of an approaching ambulance. Who knows at what point I had been knocked cold. Blood dripped from my broken and throbbing nose and through my teary eyes I could see that my left arm was bent where it should not have been.

    I was shivering from the shock of the accident and from the frigid Detroit cold. Through what was left of my windshield I could see that the garage of a nearby home was in flames. The Ferrari had been cut in half after striking a phone pole broadside at more than 100mph.

    The tail end of the Ferrari went crashing into the garage setting it ablaze while the front end, with me still inside, slid just between two large oaks and into a chain link fence. The fence had been ripped from every pole except for the corners and had acted like a giant net. This kept the cab and me largely intact, it had undoubtedly saved my life. I wasn’t sure at the time if it was luck, or if someone above had bigger plans for me, but either way I was happy to still be counted amongst the living.

    The other car that I had been racing had fled the scene, but I could hardly blame them. What kid wanted to end up in jail over some idiot's behavior on the streets. I couldn’t handle the excessive maneuvers at that high rate of speed and as a result the Ferrari was sent spinning wildly off the side of the interstate, over a berm and into a sleeping neighborhood. My life had been spared, but my days of racing had come to an abrupt end...

    Up until a few months before that day, my life had been pretty ordinary. I had grown up in a lower middle income home on the outskirts of Detroit. My parents both worked and had always provided my brother and myself with food, shelter and clothing. Much of our school district was the same income level so most everyone got along. It was your typical American neighborhood with one old used car in each drive and a clothesline in use out back during the warmer months.

    I had managed three and a half years of high school football before a knee injury ended my college speculations. As a result I was destined for a factory job making auto parts down at the plant where my father had worked for thirty five years. That life had done well for my father and although we did not have a lot, we had always managed to get by.

    It's strange how when you don’t have much you don’t seem to need much. We only had a handful of well to do kids in our school and they tended to stay to themselves, so no one had really viewed themselves as have-nots. You were taught to always live within your means and to be responsible for yourself.

    My father was a shade tree mechanic in his spare time which meant I knew my way around an engine block. As a teenager, working on cars never really appealed to me, at the time I had no car of my own. Being without a ride I remember feeling lucky that the factory was only a three block walk from our house.

    My father was always fixing the neighbor’s autos and anyone else's that got sent his way. It gave him extra cash to spend on a project car. I had hoped against hope for several years that it would not become my first vehicle as it was an old Mercedes diesel. Some years earlier he had purchased it and had then begun a restoration. He had named it Suzie.

    Every six months or so, he would get the bug, or he had saved enough cash, to continue his work on Suzie. He had his friends in the auto business searching for a particular used part for most of a year before finally locating one. After some dealings over the phone he had it shipped to a guy at the Mercedes dealership across town and I was given the task of errand boy that day to go pick it up.

    I had just graduated high school when I first met Renee. I was the handsome young buck without a clue and she was the carefree daughter of a well to do businessman. Her father was a partner in a financial services company which had left her family wanting for nothing. It was her summer to run wild before her senior year in high school and it was my summer to hang out with my buddies, drink beer and chase tail before beginning the second shift grind at the auto parts factory in August, when the new union contract kicked in.

    Before I left the house that day for the dealership I was forced by my father to put on a nice set of clothes. Apparently my raggedy old jeans and tank top weren’t adequate for picking up a part at the dealership. It was as if the he thought the parts counter people were going to turn me away. But I had learned long before that it just wasn’t worth the arguing, so on the nice clothes went. Besides, I was happy to get out of the house, even if it was just behind the wheel of the old Rambler.

    It was a Friday morning when I pulled into the dealership. The Rambler had seen its better days on the outside, but it purred like a kitten under the hood. The parts guy at the dealership had acquired a scarce part for my father and was holding it for him out of the normal stock. I arrived at the dealership at around 10AM only to find that Delmar wasn’t going to be in until noon. So, with a couple hours to kill, I thought I would take a stroll through the showroom and look at the latest models that I could not ever dream of affording.

    I had my eye on a convertible when Renee came hopping through the front door with her father. For her seventeenth birthday it would seem that she was getting a new Mercedes, and, it would be a convertible to boot. Her father had accompanied her and made a beeline straight into the sales manager to start working on his deal. Renee had been left alone and was looking over the showroom queen when I decided to make my bold move.

    She was just a petite little thing, but she had a great figure and a killer smile. I casually walked up beside her and asked if there was anything I could help her with that day. She said I looked rather young for a salesman so I decided that maybe she should be educated on the latest feature set of the convertible.

    I began naming off fictitious features while waving my arms around like I knew what I was talking about. We sat in the car, turned on the radio and pushed various buttons and twisted knobs. I managed 2 minutes with my charade before a real salesman made his way over and busted me.

    Renee was actually amused and giggling as I made my way out of the car, of course the whole time apologizing profusely to the salesman. I had just enough time to give her a wink before returning to the parts counter waiting room to once again wait on Delmar.

    To my surprise, a few minutes later, Renee made her way in, swishing from side to side as she walked and then sitting down beside me with a big grin on her face. We talked for almost an hour when her father came in with the keys to that very same convertible. A chance encounter in the showroom that morning had started us on a journey of fun which would eventually lead us down the path to marriage.

  


  
    Chapter 3

    


    

    


    

    That summer Renee drove me everywhere in that convertible and spent countless Dollars on clothes and expensive dinners for us. Our favorite spot was her father’s country club where one of my former classmates worked in the kitchen; he would sneak me out the occasional mixed drink. Back then the booze was easily had as most people turned a blind eye to underage drinking. Unless you were involved in a fight or an accident the lawmen usually had better things to do than to deal with teenage drunks.

    Renee never touched the booze and as my designated driver I was free to get plastered if so desired. I would often have her cruise through my old neighborhood hangouts so I could flaunt my new found luck and wealth. I was so wrapped up in myself that I sometimes ignored old friends from school when they tried to just come up to the car to say hi.

    After my high school knee injury I had become somewhat angry at the world. Somewhere along the way I had developed a giant ego and had become very self-centered. Renee made it all too easy of course by just being who she was, a young, beautiful, intelligent rich girl that Daddy couldn’t say no too. I was the bad boy she was trying to tame on the one hand and trying to piss off her snooty mother with on the other. Either way she was enjoying it and so was I.

    Her father Frank had never had issue with me and in fact was a very likable guy. Her mother Eunice, on the other hand, was a blue hair socialite that was only concerned with other people's impressions of her status. A junior grade factory line apprentice was not her idea of a proper prospect for her daughter, so she initially disapproved of the relationship.

    No doubt I had caused many hours of bickering at the ladies club that first year. But with Renee’s help, I did dress up quite handsomely. And with a little snobbery mentoring from Eunice I had managed to pass myself off as a well to do up and comer at many a function.

    Renee loved spending the money on me and I was all too willing a recipient of it. After three months of paychecks at the factory I finally went out and bought my first car. Even though I had everything I wanted with Renee, there was still a spot of pride left in me that needed a car of its own. It was a black sixty-nine Camaro. It needed a paint job and the exhaust was loud, but it ran good... and it was mine.

    It only took a couple trips to pick up Renee in it before Frank loaned me his Ferrari to drive. I was sure it was at the urging of Eunice who didn’t want the neighbors seeing my junker pulling in the drive, but I wasn’t about to complain. So, the Camaro stayed parked at my parent’s house and a few months later I gave it to my ratty little brother for his sixteenth birthday.

    With Renee’s help I moved out of my parent’s home and into a fairly plush apartment building. The guys at the factory would always accuse me of being a bank robber or mafia hit man. Here I was at 18 years of age, I was driving a Ferrari and living in a high end apartment, not to mention the beautiful girlfriend that I took to the company Christmas party. I was the envy of every guy there and I knew it.

    The Ferrari was really a dream car; the bright red paint, the handling and of course the speed. The lawmen in Detroit got to know me well. I had been pulled over repeatedly for speeding and otherwise just reckless driving in general, but I had not received a single ticket, that is, until a rookie pulled me over one evening.

    He had no idea that Frank and Eunice had been hosting the Policeman’s Ball for each of the last three years and that I was pretty much untouchable as far as petty crimes went. He gave me three citations that evening and threatened me with arrest because of my cocky attitude. The next day he got an earful from his chief and I’m sure he got quite the drubbing from his fellow officers too. You don’t mess with the golden goose unless you’ve had your fill of golden eggs. And his fellow officers had not had their fill.

    He caught up to me a few weeks later weaving in and out of traffic and when he pulled me over he apologized profusely for his previous disrespect. I remember in my arrogant state telling him that I would let him off with a warning that time, but he had better stay alert and on his toes from then on. I left the scene squealing my tires and speeding away and I'm quite sure there was steam coming out his ears. I spent most of the fall flying around west Detroit in that car without a care in the world.

    It was a cold January night when I crashed the Ferrari. Renee had been at home in bed when I had decided to go out looking for some fun. The kids in my old neighborhood were all too willing to gather up fifty bucks for a race just to see what the Ferrari would do. An easy win also fed my ego so I was all too happy to take their money.

    Frank had been fully insured, but after the accident and with Renee’s urging my Ferrari days were over. A few weeks later a new Mercedes SEL was leased because Frank knew I would have been too embarrassed to try to race it. I wasn’t driving anywhere anyway with my arm still in a full cast and was happy to have Renee once again being my chauffeur.

    My recovery was easy compared to the things that would come. Life can have so many twists and turns as nobody knows what may lie just around the corner. But life had been really good to me at the time, so I had little motivation to better myself. My only real incentive to change in fact, was to take steps to keep the status quo going as long as possible.

    The following spring with wanting to move up in Eunice’s eyes I had enrolled in the local community college and started coursework in Mechanical Engineering. It was not a big step, but I felt the need to advance myself in some way or another, the thought had occasionally occurred to me that I hadn’t brought much to my current relationship.

    I had contemplated a degree in finance at Frank’s urging, but I really had no interest in school anyway, so I picked a subject that I thought might at least offer a little excitement. I had been a good student who had been blessed with common sense intelligence, but I had never had the motivation to actually dig into or apply myself to anything. I managed to bring that same level of learning excitement to the community college which showed up later as mediocre grades.

    When Renee graduated high school later that spring I was already on top of the world. We were out every night for fine dining or at the posh dance clubs downtown. I had all the moves on the floor and I was sure that I quite often made a spectacle of myself, but I didn’t care because no one else's opinion mattered. That summer was all about me and anyone who thought otherwise… well... they really didn’t matter.

    Our summer of fun ended that fall when Renee's time had come to go off to college in Chicago. I was suddenly faced with a five hour drive which limited us to weekend visits for most of the first semester. It didn't take long before Frank once again came through for me. He offered to foot my college tuition and dorm fees if I would attend there full time with Renee.

    It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. Here I was again, now all of 19 years of age, and my girlfriend’s father was willing to pay for me to accompany her to an expensive school that was a good 300 miles away. It just couldn’t get any better. I guessed that he had felt more at ease with someone he knew being there with her. And I was sure she had put in the good word for me too. Besides, whatever Renee wanted from Daddy, Renee got. My parents were thrilled for me, but at the same time they were worried that their oldest boy was being bought and paid for.

    Over the course of a couple of years I had become very arrogant and conceited and that had not set well with my father. He was happy for my success, but worried for my soul. Here I was being handed everything on a silver platter and I never had to lift a finger.

    In my home we had been taught that if you were willing to work hard you would be able to take care of yourself and your family. My parents had certainly proven that, but my thoughts at the time were "why work at all when someone else is willing to pay the bills". And not just pay the bills, but provide you with the means to really live it up. It was a dream come true for any young man and I had done everything in my power to exploit it.

    Once at college I could not disappoint my ego so I had joined a frat and was "Mr. Party" while Renee studied finance. She had a good job waiting for her at Daddy’s firm and was eager to get started on her own fortune. She had big plans for her future, a career, marriage, a family and eventually a partnership like Daddy. I on the other hand was on the gravy train and was all too willing to let her pull that wagon as far and as fast as she wanted.

    I would sign up for a full load of coursework only to drop half of it a few weeks later and then pocket the refund for beer money. My progress was slow and my grades nothing to be proud of, but I continued onward none the less.

    Several of my frat brothers were pre-med and I got acquainted with a piglet's anatomy at many a dissection party in the basement of our frat house, drunken students with scalpels was a really bad idea, but we somehow managed to never dissect one another. Always the competitor and also the egomaniac, I became the best in the dorm at stitching up piglets. I didn't know at that time how much I would one day be thankful that I had acquired that particular skill.

    One evening after a binge at the frat house I began sewing a passed out buddy up in a full sized pig skin that we had removed from the carcass. We left his head sticking out, but with his arms sewn inside he was quite the frat football until the few remaining sober brothers took control and let him go. The college life was an endless circuit of parties, football and frat events.

    The next fall I had a class in metallurgy. I had a frat buddy who was also in Mechanical Engineering who was book smart in every way possible, but lacked in practical common sense. Being that I was the opposite we had decided to pool our talents and make the best of our combined abilities.

    Once the metallurgy class had begun I remembered the item the crazy old man had shoved in my hand so many years before. On my next trip home I retrieved the device so my friend Pete could have a look at it. It only took a few minutes after I placed the object in his hand and told him about the old man for him to become obsessed with it.

    We wondered if it was from some secret government lab or stolen from some high tech firm. I would have to admit, I had a bit of obsession with it myself as we were both just cutting our teeth on metallic properties. We surmised that the cylinder was a type of magnetic coil with a rod through the center, making it a solenoid. We tried in vain to pull the rod from the cylinder, but gave up when we felt we were in danger of damaging the object.

    We could see around the edges of the rod that it was not mechanically connected, it was instead held in place by a very strong magnetic field. We could push or pull on the rod and it would move slightly one way or the other, but never all the way through. Pete spent many hours that semester trolling through books in the library, but he was unsuccessful in turning up anything that explained the object we had in our possession.

    We contemplated asking one of our ME instructors, but decided it was something that we wanted to make discoveries of on our own. After some study we had determined that two metallic points on the object were where an electric current could be applied. We tried a variety of voltages, currents and frequencies before discovering a power setting with a frequency that would move the rod to a much further point than we could by hand. An alternate frequency was then determined to move the rod in the opposite direction.

    What we had on our hands was an extremely powerful solenoid that could be used to do mechanical work with electricity far more efficiently than anything we had previously seen. We began to imagine what electric motors built with this could do. But it was the thought of robotics that really brought about that "eureka" moment. We soon began to make plans for our grand business that was going to wow the world.

    We had one big problem though and that was how could we possibly produce more. It was decided that we would have to dissect the object in order to get a look at its inner workings. We made use of the tools in one of our labs one evening after the other students had gone. Our instructor had a hot date lined up and trusted us just enough to let us lock up on our own.

    We worked late into the night removing part of the outer shell that wrapped the cylinder. What we discovered was a coil made from three types of common metals with an oily powder surrounding them. The next day we had a friend in chemical engineering analyze the oily powder and it turned out to be a close match to baking soda infused with a lightweight motor oil.

    There was nothing magical about the makeup of the item other than the exact combination of the materials. The following evening we were able to produce a similar coil of our own that functioned in a nearly identical manner. We jumped up and down, high-fived each other and strutted around the lab like peacocks. The coils looked to be easily reproducible.

    It was only two days after our wondrous discovery that tragedy struck. Pete was killed in an auto accident on a weekend visit to his hometown in Indiana. The loss of my friend took all of my energy and all of the joy away from the coil discovery. I could not look upon the object without tearing up about Pete, so it once again went back into the box in my closet at home. I also lost interest in mechanical engineering and switched my major to electrical. I had hoped that a change would somehow remind me less about the loss of my best friend.

    Pete was my first true friend after meeting Renee and his passing was a tough loss. Renee was so wonderful and caring and always seemed to know what to say when I was getting depressed. It took time, but time heals all wounds and with Renee by my side and with the lifestyle we lived, it didn't take long before I was again fully distracted. Pete's loss and the object were both tucked neatly away in my mind and it would be many years before I would think of Pete or the object again.

    Frank’s firm had been heavily involved in large mergers and acquisitions and his bonuses alone that year had topped ten million Dollars. That fact alone made me obviously eager for Renee to get finished with school and to get started at Frank’s firm. Every time I blinked I had big Dollar signs in my eyes.

    The remaining college years went by fast with Renee finishing with a Master’s degree in only four years. I in the meantime, had managed to finish only my first two years of coursework. So, I did what any sensible, bought and paid for man would do, I asked Renee to marry me.

    We were wed on her twenty second birthday which was fine by me as it meant one less date I had to worry about forgetting in the future, thinking of others was not one of my finer traits. I had not once cheated on Renee nor had I had the urge to do so. It wasn’t because I didn’t have opportunities thrown at me all the time, quite the opposite, I was after all a handsome young man and I certainly had the appearance of big money.

    But aside from all the obvious benefits, I really loved that girl and she knew it. But having everything handed to me so easily I had developed a real sense of entitlement and with my loyalty to Renee, I felt that I was deserving of every dime that was spent on me. Yes, I was a schmuck… but at least I was a loyal schmuck.

    As a wedding gift Frank bought us a really nice first palace on the other side of Detroit from where my parents lived. The place had a stone wall with wrought iron spikes on top that went all the way around the five acres of property. An automatic gate let you in to a circular drive that fronted the brick and ivy colonial style home with four large columns.

    I’ll have to say it really was a spectacular place. It had a five car garage, an indoor lap pool and a large heated outdoor pool surrounded by marble pavers, benches, statues and pillars. It was a fantastic place for entertaining and with Eunice’s guiding hand we had a number of extravagant affairs there. To top it off we had a permanent house staff of three.

    We spent seven happy years in that home before our big move to Florida. As time went on I saw less and less of my parents as they no longer were a good fit for my lifestyle. My father was always uncomfortable when he came to the house and that in turn made me uncomfortable. My mother was a chain smoker and since Renee didn’t allow smoking in our home, my Mom was somewhat put off at having to go outside. She really liked Renee, but she just had to have her cigarettes.

    I spent most of my spare time at the country club playing tennis and golf and hanging out with my society crew. My younger brother Rex had left Detroit just after high school and was last known to be somewhere in California. He had been a trouble maker since becoming a teen, having been repeatedly suspended from school, having had minor brushes with the law and he was constantly getting drunk or high with his friends.

    I tried once to talk some sense into him, but he wasn’t interested. And who was I to say anything to him while I was still milking off of Renee and her father. I know we both broke my parent’s hearts as neither one of us had turned out anything like I know they had hoped for. I had turned into the rich elitist snob and my brother a lazy California doper.

  


  
    Chapter 4

    


    

    


    

    Just before our Florida move my mother had passed away from a stroke. It was probably from hardened arteries from all those years of smoking. Four months after my mother passed my father went to. I think his was from a broken heart from being lost without my mother. He would just sit in the house all day staring out the front window towards the porch where he and my mother had spent many an evening relaxing after the day’s toils.

    I believe it was their passing that planted the idea of a move away from Detroit in my head. I was feeling guilty about not having been the son that I thought they had envisioned. That guilt gnawed at my soul to the point where I thought about it constantly. My self-centered attitude had led me to believe that my life would somehow be better, or the guilty feeling at least reduced, if I could get far far away from Detroit.

    So, I convinced Renee that we needed a winter place in Florida where we could escape the unforgiving cold of Detroit. We found a small ranch on the east side of a large central Florida lake. It offered warm winters, stunning sunsets, space from any neighbors or traffic congestion and of course it was a long way from Detroit.

    Our first stay was for a Christmas break with Frank and Eunice. It was sunny and seventy degrees for most of the week we were there. A cool breeze blew through the row of palms that fronted the lake in the back yard. Frank really enjoyed the warmth and outdoors part of it, but Eunice was not impressed. I believe her only consolation was that it gave her something to go home and bicker about with her snobby friends.

    I fell in love with the place and decided I wanted to visit it as often as possible. Renee had been moving up nicely in the company and a second home was an easily afforded luxury item for us. She insisted on buying it outright for me as she had been amassing quite the pile of wealth from work at the firm. I was given free rein to make any additions or updates to the home and since I wasn’t working, I was all too happy to have some goals.

    I practically rebuilt the place from the ground up and added all the amenities including a pool with a guest house, a spa and a boat dock. The floors, windows, kitchen and bathrooms were updated along with a porch built with a nice screened sitting area that had a great view of the lake. I also had a large 6 car garage built so that I would have plenty of space for my eventual plethora of toys.

    My final addition was the digging of a canal back to a natural spring where I built a Florida hurricane bunker that was attached to a boathouse. I had read stories of the aftermaths of hurricanes where looters ran wild and you would be without power for weeks on end. There had certainly been cases like that, but it was not the norm. But I had the money to burn and had no desire to ruff it if not necessary, so I had the nearly self-sustaining bunker added.

    Even though I had not finished my degree in electronics I had decided to make the hurricane bunker my electronics shop. I could tinker away at any project that caught my fancy. Having such a large bankroll behind me allowed me to stock the bunker with a multitude of high end electronic equipment, many a small business would have been envious.

    I had spent the most of eight months getting the Florida house in order which had left me with flying home to Detroit on the weekends at first and then every other weekend by the eighth month. I had a nice boat, a couple of four wheelers and various other toys to now play with.

    But I wasn’t happy without my Renee there to share in my spending joy. I had decided it was time to convince her to take a leave of absence from the firm and to move to Florida. We would work on that family she had always wanted. She was hesitant at first, but with a little coaxing she warmed to the idea.

    It would mean putting her career on hold, but with her own accumulated wealth, and with still having Frank’s deep pockets behind her, it was easy for me to convince her it was the right move. For three years we tried and tried to get pregnant, but as it turned out the doctors said I didn’t have very good swimmers.

    Of course this lack of potency and my own self-centered thinking led to my lashing out at Renee for any little trivial issue. I had convinced myself that I should somehow be blaming her for my condition. Well, needless to say, my selfish behavior and her desire to go back to work put a big wedge between us.

    It essentially ended when I told her to go back to Daddy and her career and that I hoped she would be happy with her money. The gravy train I had been on for so long suddenly came to a complete stop. Renee left the following morning to go back to Detroit.

    Sometimes you know your reactions are wrong, but for some reason you just can’t control your emotions enough to do the right thing. My pig-headed brain had driven the only woman I had loved from my arms over something that was nobody’s fault. I loved Renee, but I was so embarrassed over my condition and the things that I had said that I eventually let almost a full year slip by without so much as a phone call.

    The following spring I got the divorce papers in the mail. The terms were quite generous considering the fact that I had brought absolutely no value to the marriage. I got the Florida house and all its furnishings and toys, and two hundred fifty thousand in cash. I took the deal without even thinking about it as I was furious that she wanted a divorce. At the same time I was deeply hurt. From that day on I had regretted not trying to patch things up.

    After burning through almost two hundred thousand Dollars of the settlement the first year I knew my spoiled life was heading for some big changes. With my two years of schooling and virtually no work experience whatsoever, I found myself lucky at 32 years of age to find the electronics tech apprenticeship job at a local custom doorbell factory.

    It was a low wage assembly job, but with no mortgage and with all my toys already paid for I found it was just enough to pay the bills and keep food on the table. Since the main technology of a doorbell was electronics and given the fact that I had a shop full of equipment, it seemed that it was just the sort of job I needed. The owners were kind enough to pay for my continued schooling and in return I gave them a solid performer.

    What seemed like 15 minutes had then turned into 15 years at the factory. As a consequence of my lower income, most of the toys I had acquired had slowly been sold off as maintenance was due. Without Renee around to impress there was no joy in owning them anyway.

    Over the years at the factory I had worked my way up to being floor manager. I had also learned a good lesson in humility and had become quite humble in my dealings with others. My parents probably would have gained back some of the respect for me that they had most assuredly lost.

    The pay was low and the hours were somewhat long and boring, but the owners had treated me well. I oversaw a staff of about 20 workers of which 12 spoke no English whatsoever. So, after eight hours on the clock I was all too happy to head home for a beer and a fishing pole.

    I had also put on 60 pounds with much of it going around my gut. My curly hair was often unkempt and I was sporting a scruffy beard. I had numerous photo albums with Renee and myself and when occasionally looking at them I had sometimes wondered that if I ever made it back up to Detroit would anyone even recognize me. I was not the dashing young hunk that I had once been.

    On the personal front I would have the occasional date and they were all nice ladies, but I was still in love with Renee and those feelings always came to the surface. It had gotten to the point where I no longer sought the company of another as it always ended badly with hurt feelings. I spent many hours tinkering in my shop because of the lack of anything better to do. It looked like I was destined to die as the fat bachelor with few friends and nothing better to do but toy around in his shop with his geeky experiments.

    I had sometimes brought my doorbell solenoid work home with me just to tinker with. As a side hobby I had made an attempt to build a small robot. My prototype could roll around on its treads, had an arm with a claw and a video feed where I could watch where it went from a PC monitor. It was fully controlled by a remote joystick as I didn’t have the computer savvy to make it autonomous in any meaningful way. I had always wanted to find a partner for that, but had never taken the time.

    The claw mechanism was quite powerful and sported my own lightweight solenoid design using some of what I was able to discover from the crazy old man's object years earlier. It had been well over 20 years since Pete's death and with not much else to do with my life, I had resurrected the coil for my tinkering projects.

    I had also used my coil design to make a coil gun. I had the mathematical equations worked out and had other thoughts for improvements, but that had only taken me so far. I was in need of a precise computer controlled timing mechanism to actually make it more than a toy. I thought my improvements to the old man's coil to be a big plus, but I didn't feel it would get me much further than anyone else without the proper help.

    Again, having lacked the computer savvy and the drive to apply my assumptions to the coil gun it had remained for years in the toy stage along with the robot. I had many such electronics projects waiting in the wings for completion someday. After having driven Renee away years before and since I had never really pursued another woman it had left me with my only my tinkering, fishing and beer drinking to pass my time.
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    My memories about that day could not have been clearer if it had happened yesterday. As I write this more than three years have passed since they first arrived. A truly unexpected life had been thrust upon me and any others who had managed to survive. I sometimes wonder at how lucky I was, even though I did not feel so at the time.

    I loved my 12 acres of land, my home, my dock and canal. The block boathouse and solid bunker sat at one end of the canal with the lake on the other a good one 150 feet away. The natural spring boiled up right under the boathouse, it did an excellent job of keeping the canal flushed out and clean.

    Numerous large oaks made a dense canopy over the bunker, boathouse and canal, and years of underbrush growth, accompanied by my neglect, had left the boathouse and bunker all but invisible from the house, as well as from the air. The flat concrete roof sported several years of leaf buildup.

    My property was bordered by a modest sized cattle ranch on one side and a large orange grove on the other, making the nearest neighbor at the time several hundred yards away. It was definitely a peaceful place which had unfortunately left me with plenty of quiet time to still pine over Renee. I would often just sit out in a rocker on the screened porch and daydream of my younger days.

    My new adventure began on a Wednesday... hump-day. A long day at work at the factory had just been completed and I was headed home. A ringing in my ears brought on a need for relaxation and my brand of relaxation was a cold brew and a bit of bass fishing.

    Sunset had always been my best bet for action and that evening would be no different. After arriving home and fetching a cold one, I had walked out onto the dock with my tackle box and pole.

    I can only guess that the trees and the flow of the spring made the area by my dock one sweet fishing hole. I had so many notches on my dock rail for the bass I’d caught that I gave up marking them after the first year because of the damage I was doing. I was already on bass number three that evening when I saw the first bright flashes to the northwest towards Orlando.

    My first thoughts were that a good thunderstorm was brewing. But those thoughts soon turned to ones of skepticism because the flashes were too distant and too large for a thundercloud. I continued to dwell on the flashes in the back of my mind as I began casting into the water.

    Ten minutes after the flashes, the rumbles began. I had been to many a Space Shuttle launch in my days in Central Florida and the rumbles seemed eerily similar to the rumble the shuttle made from about ten miles out. It came rolling across the water and shook the ground and the dock, it was as if a train was going by.

    I then saw some type of a black craft moving at breakneck speed just above the treetops on the horizon. I didn’t recognize it and thought it odd to be going that fast that close to the ground. There were no military training areas nearby and you certainly wouldn’t do any type of training or stunt flying this close to a populated area. And it didn’t look like any aircraft I had ever seen. As I continued to cast an uneasy feeling was brewing in my gut.

    I was then in a mild shock and my jaw dropped as I watched a distant airliner suddenly fracture into a thousand pieces and begin falling back towards the ground as another one of those black craft went flying past it. As I stood in stunned silence my mind was telling me that something really bad was happening. Chill bumps sprang up on my arms as well as the hair on the back of my neck. Soon afterward the sonic booms began, with one being so loud that it hurt my ears. And yet, I still just stood there with my jaw dropped looking out at the skies.

    Most people are not trained to react to such unusual situations and as a result they just stand there gawking at whatever is going on. Only one out of ten of us naturally leaps into immediate action when a crisis occurs. You like to think that you are that one, but chances are pretty high that you aren't, and as it turned out I was one of the other nine. That is why soldiers, policemen and firemen have to go through such intense training. They need to know what they are doing in an emergency or they risk other’s lives as well as their own. It's that heavy training that leads them to take immediate action when an uncommon situation arises.

    After a minute or so of confusion and disbelief, I turned and started to run for the house. I was next greeted with a bright flash overhead followed by a dark shadowy blob. I instinctively covered my ears just as a monstrous boom followed and knocked me off my feet. Had I not been covering my ear drums would have surely burst. As it was, I felt dazed. When I got to my feet I first ran in the wrong direction. It took several seconds for the fog in my head to clear and for me to turn back towards the house.

    The kitchen door was only about 100 feet away, but that run seemed like it took an eternity. I bolted into the house and realized the power was already out. In addition, the windows had exploded inward from the concussion of the last boom. Glass shards were everywhere.

    I headed straight for my gun cabinet and started pulling out my small stockpile of weaponry and ammo. My next thought was to get my wheelbarrow and roll as much as I could out to the bunker. I didn’t know how much time I had, but I was going to make the best use of it.

    In the bunker I had a small diesel generator and several months of dry foods as well as other emergency supplies, all stashed for a hurricane. Anything extra I could carry was taken from the house with haste. The hurricane bunker quickly became my fortress.

    The bunker was a decent size at about 800 square feet. It was constructed of steel reinforced poured concrete including the roof, it had two steel doors and no windows. I had built some piping into the roof and had it rigged so that I could run the cool 68 degree water from the spring throughout as sort of an AC unit during the summer. With the water running through the pipes it rarely reached 80 degrees, even on the hottest of summer days.

    The humidity was another issue though so I had a small window type AC unit that worked mostly as a dehumidifier. The AC unit was built into a steel door that opened into the boat launch.

    I had installed several racks of solar panels in the yard that I had bought at a bankruptcy auction. I had them wired to a battery pack salvaged from a scrapped hybrid vehicle. It cost a pretty penny at the time, but having read all those stories of lost power for a week or two during a hurricane, I was happy I had spent the money.

    I also had a three hundred gallon diesel tank buried beside the bunker. Between the solar and the generator I planned on keeping the comforts of home going during any major power outages, it looked like I might just be in for a big one.

    In my shop was a sink, toilet, shower, small washer and dryer, a twin bed, a small fridge and one of those little electric grills. The bed came in useful on many an evening when I had one too many beers while tinkering and lacked the energy to walk back to the house.

    I had rigged the solar panels to keep the batteries on trickle charge during the day with the remaining power being routed to the house and hooked to the grid. With the loss of main power the house only drew enough electricity to run an emergency light in the kitchen.

    After pilfering my supplies from the house and any other bit of anything I thought I might find useful, I had shut off the emergency light and barricaded myself in my fortress. I felt I was going to be in for a long night.

    Once in my bunker the rumbles and booms continued after sunset, it was evident that something big was going down. Not just big for me, but big for humanity. My little fortress shook almost continuously as if someone was running a jackhammer. The tone of the rumbles slowly changed to shorter thuds and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize some serious destruction was going on outside.

    The radio and TV stations were off the air, so I had no idea of how our boys were doing in their fight against the attackers. It was a sleepless night for me and many others I was sure, and a shortened night for the rest. The constant pounding going on all around kept me on edge.

    The early morning brought the thuds closer and soon I could hear what sounded like smaller ships passing overhead with the crack of a sonic boom followed by a low hum. After the first several passed over, my reinforced concrete fortress shook with a tremendous force, once again knocking me off my feet. I knew at that moment, that if I had stayed in the house, I would no longer exist. I sat for hours, terrified, waiting for that inevitable strike on the bunker, but it never came.

    The thuds and booms steadily continued throughout the next day and into the evening. The loud cracks of supersonic ships passing were soon replaced by what sounded like low hums moving about slowly as if searching for remaining victims, no doubt trying to mop up any stragglers left over from the previous night’s carnage. The occasional hiss followed by a thud and rumble told me that there weren’t likely to be any structures left standing.

    As bad as I wanted to, I didn’t dare poke my head out to see what was going on. The bunker had been designed with no windows, so there would be no worries, even in the strongest of hurricane winds. Of course, it had left me sightless as a consequence. As I looked around the bunker I noted that I had plenty of food and enough battery power to keep my ceiling light running for months, so I would just have to wait it out.

    My power meter told me that while my solar panels were certainly not running at peak efficiency they were at least still functional enough to keep my batteries trickle charged. My guess was that the solar stand had been knocked over by the destruction of my house making the panels no longer pointed at the Sun. I still had my generator and diesel tank, but I was happy with whatever solar I could still get as that was the key to long term power.

    The spring in the boathouse provided water with an electric pump and an old manual piston pump worked as a backup. I was infinitely glad that I had taken the time to install the toilet, sink and shower. The cool water from the spring also kept the temperature bearable even during the mid-summer day’s heat.

    The scenarios of what might have been happening outside ran continuously through my head. It wasn’t nukes or I wouldn’t still be there. And my own country's leaders in their wisdom had thankfully not detonated any bombs on our own soil in an attempt at defense. Also destroying oneself was not a good offensive strategy. As I thought about the situation I concluded that no other nation had the technology capable of doing what was going on outside. It would seem that hostiles from elsewhere had decided on a visit to our watery blue paradise.

    I had stayed awake for 36 straight hours. Needless to say the events during that time and the numerous spurts of adrenaline were taking their toll. It was nearly midnight before the hum of the ships and the lessening frequency of the thuds lost out to  fatigue. I slept until noon the following day before suddenly awakening with the feeling that I was late for work.

    I could only dream of how wonderful being late for work would have been that morning. I had no doubt that work was nothing more than a pile of rubble by then. I dragged myself over to the sink and splashed some cold water on my face. As I grabbed a towel and began drying my face I realized that the low hum of the ships, the thuds and the rumbles, were nowhere to be heard. Had they gone? Was it over? Was anyone else out there? These were all questions that I was eager to find answers to.

    The steel door to my shop was designed to open outward so that it wouldn’t blow in during a hurricane. After rigging myself with a small arsenal I attempted to open the door only to suddenly realize one big design flaw... debris. It was obvious that something was stacked against the door, preventing it from being opened. I turned and hurried to the door to the boat house. If it had also been blocked I would have next turned to a sledge hammer to make a new door.

    The roof over the shop was solid reinforced concrete making for a very rugged bunker while the boat house roof was a standard wooden truss design with block walls. Before checking the boathouse door, I rechecked my weapons and ammo. I was not going outside unarmed. I opened the boat house door just far enough for me to squeeze out. The truss roof had not survived and the whole thing had collapsed.

    Only a small area of the structure was intact enough for me to stand in. I would have to go under water to get out. I removed my guns and then dropped down into the water and after submerging for a moment, I exited what was left of the structure.

    I slowly poked my head out of the water on the other side, fully expecting to have some hideous creature standing there with a blaster weapon ready to incinerate my skull. I was greeted with nothing more that the quiet rustling of the trees with the Sun blinking through the leaves. It was good to see the daylight again and see that the Sun had not also been blasted from the sky.

    I climbed up the bank of the canal and pulled myself up through the underbrush towards my house. Even though I had heard and felt its destruction, I still wasn’t prepared for the sight of it. Nothing remained but a large shallow crater, spattered with bits of what was once my little paradise.

    Whatever weapon had been used had basically pancaked the structure. It was as though it had been hit by a giant sledge hammer from above. I guessed it was some type of concussion weapon that crushed and compacted whatever it hit, the concrete block looked to have been pulverized.

    I returned through the water into the boathouse for my weapons and after passing them through a small hole I once again submerged to exit. I again pulled myself up from the cold spring, rearmed, and was ready to explore the immediate surroundings.

    When my father had passed I took his old Mercedes and put it in storage. It had come down to Florida with Renee and I. I had hoped to one day finish its restoration. With all the toys I had had in the garage I had eventually constructed a small shanty under a larger oak and had parked the Mercedes under that for safe keeping. The shanty roof provided only modest coverage from the elements and a large brown tarp was used to do the rest.

    As with the bunker the shanty and tarp were covered with a season’s worth of leaves, making them nicely camouflaged from the sky. The garage was mashed flat just like the house, so I remember feeling a small bit of joy at seeing the Mercedes intact, still sitting under its tarp under the oak. As I looked around I could see what looked like the flattened remains of my truck poking out through the garage debris. I reasoned that maybe old Suzie would finally get some use.

    The air was acrid and dusty, in the distance smoke from some burning fires lifted into the otherwise peaceful sky. A large mighty oak had taken the brunt of the blast headed towards the bunker from the house. The once broad thick limbs had been twisted around and snapped like twigs before coming to rest against the outer wall of the bunker. The large trunk lifted halfway from the ground.

    The remaining oaks around the boathouse had fared much better and would continue to offer much needed shade from the heat of the day and cover from the skies. Whatever this concussion weapon was, it seemed to keep its destruction very localized.

    I wanted to dig through the rubble for any extra clothing or other salvageable items, but I was not bold enough to stand in the open just yet. I had a fair amount of supplies, so I was in no rush to venture out much from my sanctuary. Besides, I needed to put some effort into fixing up my boat house. I needed to get in and out of the bunker without having to submerge.

    I had already decided to leave the debris from the tree right where it was as it seemed to provide an extra layer of camouflage to keep me hidden. The next several days were spent rebuilding the boat house and further concealing the whole structure.

    I had food for at least a month and with some bass thrown in from the lake I could stretch that out much longer. I thought the neighbors cows and orange trees could also prove invaluable in the not to distant future, if I was willing to venture out and they were willing to share.

    A few days later, with the boat house somewhat repaired and the entire structure now well concealed, I felt it was finally time to go out and see what was really left of my world. My first checks would be of my neighbors. Both neighbors were good hard working responsible types that took care of their own business and would offer a hand to others if needed. If they were in need, I thought I might lend the hand as I was in good shape in the bunker.

    John Kendall, a rancher, was closer and offered a nice concealing tree line from my bunker almost all the way to his house. He and his wife had been retired for a number of years and had enjoyed the business of the country life. They had an old two story country style home with covered porches that wrapped all the way around. Their two large red barns provided them with ample storage for all their ranch machinery.

    John ran about 20 head of beef cattle and a few milk cows. His wife Joanne maintained a quarter acre of vegetables along with several fruit trees. She would occasionally drop off excess for my own consumption. I had hoped they had left the house before the destruction began.

    As I got closer to the Kendall’s compound I could see that it didn’t look good. The house and barns were flattened as if stepped on with a giant boot. I slipped from tree to tree, past the house and close to what was once a barn.

    A handful of cattle lay on the other side of the trees near the barn, all dead, some squished and some beginning to bloat up and rot in the hot afternoon sun, the buzzards told the whole story. The stench of death was so thick it almost knocked me over when it happened to drift my way. I took note of the dozen head of cattle that still grazed peacefully in the field nearby, it was as if nothing had happened, a handful of chickens scurried about.

    At the risk of drawing unwanted attention, I let out a couple shouts for John and Joanne. Both of their vehicles lay pancaked in the drive beside the flattened house. My thought at that moment was that at least they had passed quickly and in the place that they had loved most. The whole scene gave me a less than enthusiastic feeling about being a survivor. We were in a rural area and for our homes to have been targeted meant the urban areas had probably fared much worse.

    As I surveyed the destruction my eyes came to rest on Joanne’s garden. It was still in good shape and with a little care it could be a treasure trove of food. And, it would beat the daylights out of the dried foods I had been nursing my way through the last four days. The dried goods were emergency rations and anything I could do to preserve them for later I felt would only work in my favor.

    I began looking for any tools that might be of use to me in my struggle. I had once helped John rope up a couple of his bulls for hitching to an old wagon; he would occasionally take his grand kids and their friends on hayrides. After hitching up the wagon the next few hours were spent hauling salvage to the bunker. I felt bad taking it, but these were dire circumstances and I knew John would have wanted me to.

    As the Sun of the day began to set I thought I might try my luck with the fish. The walkway out onto the dock was covered overhead by one of the big oaks, giving me the cover from above that I so desperately sought. It had been almost five days since I last had contact with another person. The radio and TV stations were all silent and there was no internet to speak of. There were no planes in the sky and absolutely no sound of Man whatsoever.

    As I cast into the calm waters I wondered if the great civilization of Man had been wiped from the face of the earth... crushed and defeated in less than a week. Were there other survivors out there like me? Was I alone? I desperately wanted to know, but my immediate needs were focused on my survival. I decided then that I was in need of a plan. I wanted to live, even if I was the only person left on Earth.
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    My next day’s adventure to the Hayward’s and their orange grove yielded the same results, a flattened house and barn with no people in sight. I wasn’t bold enough to go searching through the rubble because I didn’t want to have the vision of what I might find continuously running through my head.

    I soon noticed that I had not seen nor heard any of the alien craft for days. Had they gone? Why had they come? I had plenty of time to ponder these questions, but without more information I really had no clue as to the answers. The next week was spent venturing out further and further from the bunker and salvaging supplies.

    As the days passed I was becoming very process oriented about my means of survival. Foods were gathered and stored and other supplies stockpiled in clockwork like fashion. With nothing else to occupy my time or mind it was good to have that one big task before me. The days of the pool and frat parties up in Detroit only seemed like something that I had seen on TV eons ago. I didn’t have a care in the world then and the only worries were about where and when the next kegger was to be held.

    My worries were of my daily survival. I couldn’t help but wonder if Renee had made it through and how she might be faring. I could picture Eunice with her friends, spreading a doyly out on a fallen tree before sitting down to bicker about these crass aliens and their noisy rumbling ships. The thought of that gave me my first good laugh since the attack had all come about. My thoughts then turned back to Renee and along with that my somber survivalist mood returned.

    The next day I ventured out to the main roadway in front of my home. I hadn’t heard a car since I first went in the bunker. Looking up and down the road it looked as though it was any other day. A gopher tortoise made his way slowly across without any threat of death from a vehicle. My thoughts suddenly turned to the Mercedes sitting back under the oak.

    Should I brave the roadway with the potential of getting caught out in the open in a car? Who would be there to catch me? There had been no sign of anyone for weeks. I reasoned that maybe they had come, taken what they wanted and left. A man could easily get himself trapped in the wild speculations that could occur from just thinking about it. So, I made every effort to just block those kinds of questions out, because they consumed large amounts of brainpower and rendered no solutions whatsoever. I had survival to focus on and that would surely keep me busy enough.

    I took the old tarp off of Suzie and tried cranking her up. Again, the old diesel started right up and ran like new. My father would have been proud that day. I topped off the tank from my diesel reserves and decided to go for a short drive to see what else might be out there.

    Sporting a small armory, several days of food provisions and a trunk full of tools, I made my way out to the road. Suzie still had a nice ride even after all the years of being ignored. It was two miles to the nearest gas station and any other signs of civilization.

    When I arrived at the Dart Mart I got that sinking feeling of again being alone. The station was flat. I got out to check the gas tanks and within a few minutes of hack-sawing the lock off, I found the diesel tank to be about half full. For a moment I felt like I had just unearthed a gold vein, having just found my own private stash of thousands of gallons of diesel. It was enough to potentially last me for several years depending on my driving. And if there was fuel available at this station there was likely fuel available at many others. I replaced the cap on the tank and got Suzie back on the road.

    A mile further was my first real encounter with death. The whole left side of the road was a big flattened shallow crater with the remains of a blue car in the center. Buzzards were picking at the remains of the passenger that had been partially squeezed out through what was once the windshield.

    The smell was overwhelming and I had to speed away to keep from throwing up. Even though I had known that death was all around me I was still shaken with it being so up close and personal. Seeing dead cows was one thing... seeing dead people was another.

    The unfortunate victims had probably been on their way to the Dart Mart when this black ship appeared out of nowhere and smashed them flat in an instant. As I drove further I began to see one car after another with the same result. The small crater created was only about twice the size of the vehicle which left much of the roadway still intact and easily passable.

    Every home and structure I passed along the way was flattened as well. Except for the occasional shredded tree the surroundings were just as they had been before the attacks. I stopped counting the flattened cars when I reached 20. I also stopped slowing down as I had no further interest in seeing who or what they had once contained.

    I next came upon a major intersection that had once been a local mecca of shops, stations and restaurants. Everything flattened. Cars all over the roadway and in the ditches all flattened. A pack of dogs that had once been the neighborhood pets now roamed the debris looking for scraps.

    The once nicely manicured grass around the buildings and parking lots was already showing the signs of neglect. I wondered how long would it take for nature to fully reclaim it all. Once again I had to fight back the urge to try to answer that question as it only led to endless idle speculation.

    That particular intersection had only been four miles from my sure-to-be former workplace. Without the familiar structures along the roadway, that I was so used to seeing every day, I had to double and triple check my bearings. Upon arrival at Ringwells I knew for certain that I was no longer employed. Fifteen years of my existence no doubt snuffed out in an instant with a hiss and a thud.

    I had been away from the bunker for more than two hours and was starting to feel like I was pushing my luck. It was a hot July day and ole Suzie had no AC, So I turned back to the cool and comfort of the bunker. I reasoned there would be plenty of time for more scouting the following day.

    My next day’s adventure was into the nearest town. The navigation turned out to be much more difficult because the level of destruction had been far more intense. City block after city block had been completely leveled.

    Flattened cars littered the streets making many of them impassable in the Mercedes. The stench of death was also overpowering and I had resorted to breathing through a cloth that I had earlier dowsed with a coconut scented sunscreen. The coconut was overpowering itself, but it at least masked the smell enough to keep me from getting nauseous.

    The more densely populated an area had been the more difficult it was to travel through. I had to rely on a compass to keep my bearings because many of the street signs had been crushed along with the surrounding structures and cars.

    It had taken me nearly five hours to get to the outskirts of Orlando that had normally been a 30 minute ride. Not a single building larger than a tool shed was standing in all the ground I had covered. And most of them had been pin point flattened as well.

    Our visitors had been thorough in their destruction. Had it not been for my neglect of the roof over my bunker and the surrounding brush I would have been lying flattened in a pulverized concrete coffin. The city had been dealt a deadly blow. I soon returned to the bunker and to the security that it offered.
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    The new day brought a decision to get more of my little survival empire in order. I gathered the Kendall's remaining cows, fenced them and saw that they had water. I picked a load of vegetables and did some mild weeding in the garden.

    After several more days of labor I decided it was time to go all the way into the city. On my previous trips I had begun to map the passable roadways. That strategy paid off by cutting my travel time down to two hours. As I had made my way further into town, the level of destruction increased with the density of the structures. I could see in all directions for a good distance. Only the occasional tree was left to add any vertical aspect to the city.

    I was in amazement at how effective the alien weapons being used were. It was as if everything had been squished flat in place. I had also come across what looked like the partial remains of a fighter jet. The nose, canopy and much of the fuselage looked like it hit a block wall and had been pushed in like an accordion. I couldn’t fathom as to why it had not exploded and burned. It was as if it had hit a wall in the sky and just fallen to the earth.

    I surmised that with a weapon like that, all of the smart missiles in the world would likely be ineffective. They could probably even stop a bullet from ever reaching their hulls. Slow moving inertial weapons technology wouldn’t stand a chance.

    I thought perhaps a high power laser or maybe even a rail gun might have a shot. But good luck getting either of those close enough to be used. After all, the delivery platforms for those weapons were big and bulky and there was no way you were sneaking up on anyone with a plane the size of a 747 or with a Navy cruiser.

    Once again I started to get that sinking feeling of being alone. I wasn’t holding out much hope of any earthly military defending against the concussion weapons apparent destructive power. For whoever these attackers were, squashing us was probably like squashing ants. There was no real threat of retaliation.

    I returned to my camp that evening with a depression that kept eating away at my will. The following morning I again went to the garden. I had decided to go every other day to harvest whatever I could. Even if it rotted before it could be used it was still worth gathering just to maintain my sanity.

    As I squatted in a row of green beans I noticed something move over by the tree line. One of my cows then let out a lengthy moo and the chickens began squawking. Moments later a huge stampede of rats began pouring out of the trees and into the pasture, hundreds and hundreds of them. They were everywhere. The cows were kicking. The chickens fluttering for the trees or fence posts and I was now at a full run heading back to my bunker.

    It was a plague of rats and they were probably going to eat everything in their path. I could only guess that it might be the first of many such plagues with the constant dominance of Man removed. After the rats there would probably be cats and after the cats there would be dogs. And all of these would most assuredly bring about a massive gator explosion as small prey was their favorite food. I had already noticed an increase in the mosquito population which would also bring about a growing bird empire.

    As I sat in my bunker I could hear the rats skittering across my roof for what seemed like hours. Later that night I could hear the howl of dogs in their chase. The plague of cats was most assuredly happening somewhere else, but it seemed the dogs were next in my little corner of the world.

    I poked my head out of the bunker the next morning expecting a pack of something to be sitting there waiting for me, but the plague of rats and dogs had gone as quickly as they had come. After a bit a checking around I made my way back to the garden to check on the damage. To my surprise the cows had survived and were grazing as usual. And the chickens had also held their own, with what looked like only a couple having been caught and devoured.

    The garden was a different story. The rats had stripped it of every ripe or nearly ripened tidbit. The plants themselves still looked good so I would be several weeks without fresh vegetables.

    With the plagues having subsided I again ventured back to what had been Orlando. As I reached downtown I stopped at Lake Eola Park to have lunch. Once again it was an eerie landscape that confronted me. Except for the fountain not working in the center, the small lake looked like any other day, only there were no people.

    The swans and ducks were happily paddling around. Both birds and squirrels were fluttering and hoping about in the few remaining downtown area trees that bordered the lake. The band shell and the surrounding buildings of course were flat, but the lake looked quiet and peaceful.

    It was noon so I got out my cooler and fumbled for some water and food to quench my thirst and growing hunger. That day it was an egg and green bean sandwich, courtesy of the pre-rat Kendall’s garden.

    The taller buildings bordering the lake had been so compacted from above that they actually pushed the surrounding ground out and up from its previous position. As I surveyed the devastation and began thinking about my lunch something caught my eye.

    Something had moved in a nearby mound of pushed up rubble. I drew a pistol and began backing towards my car. I was in no mood to tangle with a pack of dogs at this point. They would most likely not bother with me, but I was not willing to take the chance. I shoved the cooler into the passenger seat, climbed in and closed the door before a feeling of security returned.

    Whatever had moved in the rubble was certainly worth investigating, but I was not going to do it without the safety of the car. I took Suzie down the sidewalk for a ways in order to get a look around behind the mound, but I still had no good view from my vantage point. With no further visible threat I decided I could once again abandon the safety of the car.

    I left Suzie running just to give a little added noise cover and began to work my way slowly around the rubble. I continued to circle the debris until I could see something or someone attempting to hide. It was a girl! I was so excited at the thought of seeing another living human being that I began waving my arms and shouting as I ran towards her.

    The girl darted and was followed closely behind by another. They were moving quickly and there was no way my shouting and waving was turning them around. So, I hustled back to Suzie and headed their way. With all the flattened structures and trees there really were very few places to hide. As I drove in their direction I saw them disappear into what was once someone’s well-manicured hedge.

    I stopped Suzie just short of the hedge and got out. Instead of my excited hand waving I had now calmed to the point of being able to speak in a reasonable tone, I would be trying to let them know that I was not a threat. As I slowly walked around the hedge I saw a large plastic dollhouse with the name Sparkles on it, in what was once the corner of someone’s backyard.

    As I drew closer a German Shepard appeared in the dollhouse doorway. It was starring me down and bearing its teeth which prompted me to stop my forward progress. I called to the girls to try to let them know I wanted to help. It took several minutes of my talking before I saw one of them move inside the dollhouse.

    I could hear that there was some quiet discussion going on so I kept my calm and my distance from them. A few minutes later a young teenage girl emerged from the doorway. She had ratty hair, dirty clothes and a dirty face. She stood looking at me suspiciously while one hand stroked the Shepard’s back.

    I again told her I just wanted to help and that I too was alone in all this destruction. The other girl slowly emerged as well. The second girl looked to be about 12 and was obviously a younger version of the first. Somehow these two sisters had survived for more than a month on their own. No doubt their loyal German Shepard had been there to help against any small dangers such as other animals.

    I sat down and continued to talk in an effort to calm their fears. As I sat I noticed a small pile of cereal boxes and cans not far from them. They had been resourceful enough to scavenge enough food to keep healthy so far. They were survivors and I began to like that about them.

    As I sat and talked I couldn’t help but think about Renee and how these two girls would have been about the age of any kids Renee and I might have had. Those thoughts finally shut me up for a moment while I was in thought and gave the girls an opening to speak. They pointed out a nicely camouflaged tree house in what was once a neighbor’s backyard. It had been concealed enough to escape being flattened on that first evening and night of destruction.

    Once again the invaders had only targeted larger structures or vehicles, any obvious signs of man. A planned summer night’s camp out in the tree house had been what had spared them. Their own parents buried in the rubble of what had once been their house only a few hundred feet away.

    We spent almost an hour talking from the short distance before they felt comfortable enough to come over beside me. Their German Shepard Heinz eyeing my every little move or gesture suspiciously. It was a big dog and could no doubt take me down if it wanted to. But I had no intention of giving it a reason to do so. The older sister went by Rachel although her first name was Elizabeth, the younger sister by Janie Lynn. I was extremely happy to know them both.

    Once they had come closer it only took me a few minutes to realize that they were on the thin side. Their pile of cereal boxes had likely been few and far between and certainly did not provide the full nutrition that these two were in need of.

    I had food in the car and the hunger in their faces showed their interest. I tried to travel with at least three days of rations in case old Suzie gave me trouble, so I had enough at this point to share. They soon tore into the sandwiches I offered and I did all I could to try to get them to eat slowly.

    By the time they had stuffed themselves they were at ease around me. This in turn put Heinz at ease with me too. He was obviously a very loyal and usually docile and friendly pet. I was glad that he was comfortable enough to let me open a can of hash for him.

    I thought nothing of using that valuable can of meat on that dog on that day. I was on such a high after finding that others had survived. After our meal and some further talk, the girls, Heinz and I climbed into Suzie and began our journey back to the bunker.

    I was excited at the thought of having some companions and of having some helpers. Survival after all, did not come without a great deal of planning and manual labor. The girls had not bathed since the invasion started and coupled with the dog they had me riding the whole way back with the windows down, my coconut rag was again put to good use.

    Most of the daily shortcuts we had previously taken for granted during life were no longer available. I for one was dreading the day which would soon be upon us where I no longer had my stash of toilet paper. I wasn’t sure if I would soon be using a handful of leaves or scooching my butt along on the ground. The girls had somehow managed during their time alone so I guessed that I would have to one day man-up and figure it out too.

    I had an air mattress and some spare bed linens in the bunker and after giving the girls a quick tour of my fortress and the immediate area, they each had a shower. I then gave each a pair of shorts with a draw string and a tee-shirt to sleep in. As the girls showered inside I took Heinz down to the canal and gave him a good scrubbing as he would be staying indoors with us.

    I fired up the washer-dryer so that in the morning they would have their first clean set of clothes to wear in more than a month. Once they were situated on the air mattress Heinz assumed his position on a nice cool spot on the concrete floor beside them, the three quickly drifted off to sleep.
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    The girls slept until almost noon the next day. It was their first night in a month where they had both security and comfort, it showed. After our morning meal we spent hours just talking about our lives before the attack. When they started to discuss their parents they became very sad and were each soon sobbing. I would guess that this was really the first chance they had to really think about what had happened. I attempted to comfort them, but with no experience in such things I wasn’t sure if what I was doing was helping or not.

    An hour into our discussion Janie developed a bad case of the hiccups. I then offered up my tried and true cure. She was to sit motionless, take a deep breath and then breathe slowly for 30 seconds while focusing her mind on nothing. The focus on nothing and sitting still seemed to steer the brain away from telling the body to hiccup. The cure had never failed me before and it proved itself once again that day.

    As the discussion continued Rachel talked about how for the first two days, neither of them moved from under their sleeping bags in the tree house. They had a backpack with some snack food in it that they had shared. Part of their reasoning for not moving was that they could not hear. They had been so close to the concussions that it was a miracle they were able to recover their hearing at all.

    It was then that Janie Lynn revealed that she still could not hear from her left ear. She had kept that little secret from her sister all that time and never complained. I had no medical training and didn’t know the first thing about one’s hearing. I was lucky to get past getting the wax out of my own ears and I sometimes did a poor job of that.

    I felt so bad for these two sweet little girls and what they had been through. It was different for me, having been an adult and not having anyone close to lose. Sure, I had lamented Renee’s almost certain death, but I had not been close to Renee for almost 15 years, these girls had lost their parents while just a few hundred feet away. One couldn't help but feel guilty for being a survivor.

    I wondered why I was selected to live while so many others weren’t. My life’s history certainly didn’t qualify me for any humanitarian awards. As I pondered further I began to get the feeling that maybe, for me, this was a second chance at being a caring person, a normal person. I soon began feeling a real need to watch after the two girls.

    It was at that moment that I decided that I was going to do whatever it took to care for and watch out for them for as long as I was able. I felt a rush at having a new purpose in life other than just surviving. I had not cared for anyone up close in a long time and it felt good to once again have those emotions.

    We spent the next month mostly at the bunker. I tried to teach them everything I could and they were eager learners. Anything that kept us busy and passed the time seemed to really help with the anxiety we each had over our situation. Rachel took to Joanne’s garden, Janie Lynn to the chickens and cows and Heinz to chasing off rats.

    The new help freed up some time for me to work on our little fortress. In my foraging of the surrounding county I had managed to find six more solar panels. It gave us enough electric power in the daylight to run almost everything we had at once. At night we switched to the hybrid battery pack and tried to be conservative, it was mostly used for lighting and electronics.

    I had a PC in the bunker along with the rest of my electronic equipment and the girls spent many an hour during the evenings mastering the couple of games that were on it. It only had a CD player, but I didn’t have any DVDs or CDs other than the couple of games anyhow. I had a police scanner and weather radio that ran every evening also, just in case anyone out there was able to broadcast.

    It had been two months since the attack and we had not detected a peep of a signal. The only conclusion I could draw from that was that the devastation brought upon us by these invaders was worldwide in scope. For a while, with all the latest technology, the world was beginning to seem smaller and smaller. It now seemed immense and had it not been for the company of my new little family it would have seemed very empty also.

    With the extra time afforded by the girls tending the garden and animals, I had taken the time to get back to my coil gun tinkering project. The coil gun worked on the same principle as the doorbells I had designed at work. Coil up a bunch of wire around an iron bar and apply a current. A magnetic field would be generated in the center of the coil drawing the iron bar inward and causing it to strike a bell.

    If  the piece of iron was set on one side of the opening of the coil and a current applied for only an instant, the magnetic field would pull the piece of iron through the coil to the other side. This was the main principle behind a coil gun. When a number of coils were strung together, back to back, a piece of iron could be magnetically propelled through them. When the piece of iron got to the other side of the first coil it would meet another coil that would again pull it through, each successive coil afterward would accelerate the pull.

    By lining up a bunch of coils and timing when they got powered on and off the piece of iron, a BB in my case would accelerate to potentially very high speeds. With the initial calculations I had done I figured that I should be able to get that BB moving as fast as a bullet from a high powered rifle. I had a few tricks up my sleeve, along with the old man's coil design, that I hoped would take me to a point of high power, which in itself, would be very impressive for a hobbyist.

    I had a limited amount of ammo for my guns and it was a resource that was only going to become scarce as time progressed. There were no longer factories churning out tons of ammunition every day.  But electricity was something that I knew I could generate more of. I reasoned that if I could create a weapon that didn’t require gunpowder we would be better off. I didn’t want to have to resort to using a bow if I didn’t have to. I hoped that, with some luck, my coil gun project could perhaps keep man from sliding back a thousand years on the weaponry front.

    Well before the attack, I had procured a modest supply of ultra-capacitors from an Orlando salvage store which I had incorporated into my coil gun design. My ammo of choice had been BB’s of which I had a huge case of in one corner of the bunker. With my tinkering I had managed to get the coil gun to launch a BB at a pretty impressive speed for a hobby toy.

    It would put a nice dent in a road sign from 100 feet. I felt that if I could somehow manage to double that speed I would have a weapon that was useful for hunting small game. With the farm we had going we had no need of hunting anything, but we didn't know what the future might bring. The coil gun was about five feet in length and weighed in at about 15 pounds. It was clumsy and bulky and wasn’t anything you wanted to carry into a gun fight. But it was what we had.

    I had potentiometers on each coil and a bank of mercury switches that I would use to attempt to tune the timing of firing the coils. My tweaks to date had taken it from a balloon popper to a sign-denter. Over the course of the next several weeks, as I continued to tinker, I was able to get the power cranked up enough to punch a hole clean through the street sign target that now sat on top of what was once my home.

    After taking several more test shots with similar results I could no longer contain my excitement. The girls were at the Kendall’s tending to their daily farming rituals and I went running over to tell them of my news. As I ran I was yelling and waving my arms. They at first turned and began to run away towards the woods. I guessed they still had a little of the "flight for survival" instinct in them.

    When I slowed to a walk they stopped their run and returned to see what was happening. They were very unimpressed with my news and quickly returned to their chores. I hadn’t stopped long enough to think that two young girls would have no interest whatsoever in my coil gun project. So, I returned to my masterpiece without a victory celebration, but with my excitement level still very high.

    I had one more innovation to try on my gun, but it would have to wait. I had surmised that if I could somehow deliver the energy a coil needed to the whole coil at once and not just from one end of the wire to the other I would be able to ramp the coils magnetic field up far faster than normal. That would lead to not only a tighter set of coils, but to a much higher output energy transfer to the BB. I already had an idea of how I was going to accomplish the feat, but I had no idea of how long it might take me to bring the idea to something that was usable. I had decided that time seemed to be one thing that I had plenty of and after my own little victory celebration that evening I would start work on it the following day.

    After the girls returned with the day's harvest we decided that we should try to go out and scavenge a larger refrigerator if possible. My little soda fridge was no longer adequate for storing the food needs of three. We decided that if we could find one with an automatic ice maker all the better. My soda fridge did not have a freezer section and some iced tea was something that was on all of our minds. I had a sizable stock of teabags, but with the summer heat, none of us had any desire for warm tea, so the stockpile remained.

    Janie Lynn had managed to get milk from one or more of the cows. When I asked her she said she had once milked a cow on a school field trip and so she just did the same thing again, it had still worked. We all had a good laugh over it and each enjoyed our first glass of milk in months.

    The girls had also gathered up the once scattered chickens and now had them in the safety of a makeshift pen, they had been laying eggs like crazy. It seemed that man’s leftovers and nature’s abundance was providing us with all the sustenance we would need.

    It was late in the afternoon when the girls came running to me frantically talking and out of breath. A pack of dogs had circled the chicken pen and Heinz had run to their rescue. After a fierce fight with the leader of the pack Heinz had chased the dogs back into the woods. The girls had waited anxiously for Heinz, they had called to him repeatedly, but the dog had not returned. Aside from being their pet, Heinz had been their protector since the invasion began. I wasn’t sure how hard it would be on them if he didn’t return, or if he did and was somehow maimed. I cringed at the thought of possibly having to put him down.

    I loved animals and had never been one to harm them, ever since shooting my first bird with a BB gun as a child. The poor blue jay fell to the ground with a broken wing right in front of me. I soon put it out of its misery, but the whole episode had made me sick to my stomach. Other than squashing the occasional bug or catching a fish I had not had any interest in harming animals since. I would eat a burger in a heartbeat, but taking another animal down myself had been far from my mind.

    Heinz had been such a loyal dog and the girls were very attached. The first week without Heinz passed slowly with the girls breaking down in tears repeatedly. I offered what comfort I could, but not having had any children of my own, I was again unsure if what I was doing was helping or not.

    I guessed at the time that just going with your human instincts would sometimes be enough. After several weeks the girls had turned their sadness towards their daily chores and had been spreading some of their undelivered love for Heinz around to the cows and chickens. I knew deep down that this loss, as with any loss, brought its pain. But eventually that pain would slowly give way to the toils of our daily lives.

    As much as I hated harming animals I had decided that we were in need of more protein in our diets and a chicken would have to be sacrificed. The girls were not happy with the thought of slaughtering of one of Janie’s hens. They were however, all too willing to partake in the BBQ feast we had that afternoon. They later confessed to being very ardent animal rights activists and had even donated babysitting money to several animal rights organizations.

    Having had their first taste of chicken in months they then began to have a different perspective of what our ancestors had to go through in order to survive. From that point on they no longer had a problem with man’s dominance over all things living. They had no intention of slaughtering a hen of their own anytime soon, but if push came to shove they knew how to do it and would do so in the future if needed.

    The next day our trip out to find a new fridge was a hoot. I let each of the girls take turns driving Suzie. It was a skill that I thought might be of importance to us in the future. So, I decided to get each of them as much time behind the wheel as possible.

    I kind of enjoyed being chauffeured around as it brought back a few good memories of Renee driving me everywhere. That girl loved to drive and I was a happy passenger being able to actually look around at the world as it went by.

    I had to make a booster seat for Janie and she turned out to be a madman behind the wheel. She loved weaving back and forth on the road and making the tires screech whenever she could. So much so that I had to repeatedly ask her to stop because it was making me nauseous. Rachel was the old lady driver and was always very careful with her speed and any turns.

    It seems that quite often the first child is the responsible, cautious one while the second seems to have no fear at all. I had noticed that many years before with Rex and myself as well as with many other siblings. Rachel and Janie seemed to fit that mold perfectly.

    I had scavenged a flat trailer a few weeks earlier and had attached it to Suzie, if we were successful at finding a fridge we would be able to take it back with us. On that day luck was with us as we rolled through the remains of what was once an upper class neighborhood.

    It seemed every flattened home had a pool in the back yard. We happened to luck upon one where the home had been flattened, but the pool house had only been pushed over. It had been largely demolished by the impact on the home on the other side of the pool, but had been spared from a crushing blow of its own.

    And what happened to be sitting right in the middle of the pool house rubble; a nice, fat side by side, with an ice maker in the door. It was a scratch-and-dent special, but we weren’t particularly picky at that point. Part of the pool house roof had lapped over the top of it protecting it somewhat from the elements.

    It took us a half hour to back the trailer as close as we could get it and clear away enough debris so that it could be moved. We had no hand truck available so we spent another hour tipping the refrigerator from side to side to work it over close to the trailer. It took us another half hour to work it slowly up a makeshift ramp and onto the trailer itself.

    We had not even thought to open it up yet and when we did so the stench of the rotten food almost bowled us over. I longed for my coconut rag for those 60 long seconds it took for us to clean it out. We decided to leave the plastic containers within it intact as we could always clean them out later. They would no longer be making any new Tupperware so we thought it useful to keep any of it we could find.

    Our tie downs left something to be desired so our trip back to the bunker was at a snail's pace. We didn’t care because the prize we had just acquired was worth its weight in gold. Rachel had also spotted and pilfered an electric ice cream churn from the remaining part of the pool house. We would have to look for rock salt on a future expedition if we wanted to make use of it, but the thought of ice-cream brought us immediate comfort anyway. Rachel was our selected driver on the way home as the precious cargo was in need of a careful and attentive driver.

    With the fridge cleaned up and moved into the bunker it was time to plug our little baby in. This was once a very pricey model and even had a little HDTV screen and DVD player in the fridge door. I had not put a TV in the bunker as I felt it was a distraction whenever I was attempting to work on my electronics. With no DVDs of my own it looked like we would have to look for a stash of disks on our next venture out.

    During the next few months we had become quite the scavengers. Several times a week we took the trailer out looking for anything that we might find useful. Even though all the homes and buildings in general had been flattened, if we looked hard and long enough, they often contained just about anything we wanted.

    At one local home improvement store we had come across a pile of metal sheds still stacked in their boxes. It didn’t take us long to make use of them as small storehouses for anything else we could find. We soon began stockpiling everything from tools to clothing to soap. It became evident, over time, that each of the items we had taken for granted for so long, would someday no longer be available. Items such as the deodorant used while working out in the hot sun, or underwear or shoes or shampoo.

    I sometimes wondered just how long it would take us to revert back to the smelly, half naked barbarians that we had once been. Would we be the last educated generation for the next thousand years? We were stockpiling all the how-to books we could get our hands on, but would future generations be able to read them? I pondered that we would have to be the teachers of any future generations and then began to wonder if there would even be any future generations.

    We were just three people on this gigantic planet. Had anyone else survived? Probably so, but would we ever meet up with any of them or were they a thousand miles away? All these questions made for an easy road to follow to Depressionville.

    I would often catch myself contemplating a variety of scenarios, of possible futures, with my only deterrent being to stay busy with our survival. Scavenging was a good deterrent and we were getting good at it, having added our storehouses along with a wide variety of other equipment and machinery. I had no doubt we would need it all at some point and that as time continued we would have less and less of it.

    The scavenging had been a Godsend to establishing our little colony, but we had no doubt that it would not last and we would slowly be confronted with a much more difficult existence. It was to be an existence where each day something of value was lost or further diminished. I contemplated who the lucky ones were as a result of this human malady. I feared that our struggle to survive was only just beginning.
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    We had been celebrating our new fridge and ice-maker for two days. The freezer would allow us to stockpile more food. The storage was needed because we were getting well into the fall weather; the growing season for our vegetable farm was getting short. We had taken to drying many of our extra vegetables in an attempt to have seeds for the next spring. We knew virtually nothing about farming, but we thought it was a good idea.

    Winter was short lived in Central Florida, but it brought enough cold snaps to kill off any plants we had going. We hoped our attempt at drying was correct as none of us had any experience with farming. We could cultivate, stake and pick what was there, but the thought of growing the plants from seeds made the three of us a bit nervous.

    A lady that I had worked with at the factory had once told me about her own farming experience. She had tilled a small plot, bought the seeds, fertilized and weeded, but was struggling to get anything to really grow that had any resemblance of store bought. Her Uncle and cousin, who also had small gardens, were starting to harvest after just six weeks.

    They would repeatedly offer up some of their goods as they knew she was still struggling. After a good bit of ribbing they had finally revealed their secret. They had purchased seedlings for only a little more than the seeds themselves and with the healthy head start were already weeks ahead of her. While the seedlings idea sounded great, they were not available; we were going to have to do it the hard way.

    We had all enjoyed our diet and had taken steps to make it better when we had the chance. The thought of going backwards on the food front made us a little uneasy. But we would cope with and overcome any hardship that came our way. That was one thing that I was now sure of.

    These two girls were like extensions of my own arms and both learned very quickly about what was needed to get any job not only done, but done right. Under the circumstances I was extremely happy with my new family. Neither girl seemed to have a lazy bone in them nor did they back down from trying to figure out what was needed for the task at hand.

    The bunker always stayed clean and the fields and animals well-tended. Janie had even taken to helping me service the transmission on ole Suzie. She seemed to have a fascination for all things mechanical and I was eager to share with her what I knew.

    I found out a few weeks later that what she really wanted was to be able to resurrect a car of her own that she could then take out joy riding. There was no way I would let her go out on her own and there was no way I was riding with that madman if she got her own car, but it didn’t hurt to let her have her fantasies. It was good that she dreamed of things besides chickens and cows.

    Rachel was definitely becoming the domestic type. In some ways it was like having my mother back around in that she was always cleaning or preparing something and constantly telling us to pick up after ourselves. I think it gave her a sense of responsibility and purpose and it gave Janie and me a sense of home comfort.

    Despite our luck at having much of what we had that summer and fall it was still hard on the three of us. You could only keep yourself just so busy before your mind would want to wander back to what once was. On one of our scavenger trips we had managed to come across a nice stash of videos. We were eager to get them back and into the fridge TV for viewing. Our glee at having a movie night soon turned to sorrow as all it did was remind us of what was gone, the people, the places, all that man had accomplished in the last few thousand years, all was gone in a few days.

    It had been nine months since the attack. We had not seen hide nor hair of any alien ships, or any other craft in the air for that matter, no TV or radio signals either. It was just us and the big empty Earth. I was amazed at how quickly Mother Nature was reclaiming what had been taken from her. Without the constant mowing the sides of the roadways were overgrown. What had once been finely manicured lawns now struggled to hold back the wild shrubs and small trees.

    The birds and small mammals had seen a population explosion. We were constantly fighting, trying to keep the raccoons, possums and armadillos out of our garden. And, the foxes and wild dogs were a constant harassment to our chickens and cows.

    We lost several of our cows and a half dozen of our chickens that winter. The makeshift chicken coop had been raided by foxes one night and we found two of our cows dead in the pasture. I surmised one had gone from just being old, but the other I didn’t have a clue about as to why.

    I was hoping that some disease was not going to ravage our small herd. The milk and the potential for beef if we needed it were precious resources I did not want to do without. When spring came the remaining animals were still healthy and as such my fears of a cattle epidemic waned.

    We had managed to salvage a front loader that had not been flattened on one of our excursions. With a little TLC we were able to get it working quite well and it became our farm tractor. It did a great job of tilling the soil in our garden which would otherwise have been a very laborious task.

    We had also managed to scrounge some farming books from what had at one time been the local feed and seed. Rachel had read them from cover to cover and although they were at times a little technical for her, she stuck with it and was quickly becoming a fountain of knowledge about farming practices. We had made a good decision by drying seeds the previous fall and the spring planting was now well under way.

    I had noticed the last couple times out on my dock that I was seeing a number of small gators. There was a sea-wall down my property and across the Kendall’s and it had kept any gators from venturing into the yard in the past. Only once had I seen one in the canal.

    Gators don’t like humans so they usually make themselves scarce, but it was looking like there was going to be a gator population explosion soon. In years past, gator hunting season had kept the population in check. Without that annual culling I reasoned we were probably in for a big fight in only few short years, having livestock that near the water was undoubtedly going to get tricky.

    We had all been settling into our daily routines and I was tiring of not making any new progress on my coil gun. So, I decided it was time for a little adventure. I had two goals. The first was to see if we could find a truck and the second was to see if we could make it over to the coast around Cocoa Beach. I was never a big beach goer myself, but the girls were thrilled with the idea.

    We ventured out the next day looking for a truck. We had seen a few cars that sat unscathed, but I had no desire at the time to retire Suzie. But with the road conditions slowly worsening I knew it was only a matter of time before she would have trouble getting us around.

    I could not remember having gone past any auto dealerships in our past outings, but perhaps I just hadn’t noticed. Flattened buildings and cars were the norm, but occasionally, empty cars could be found still intact. I knew where the nearest auto dealership had been so we made our way there to begin.

    Upon arrival we were disappointed in seeing all the flattened scrap iron on what had once been their prime lot. The buildings were all flattened as well. It looked like we would be shopping for something used. This same highway had previously had a number of used car dealerships so we moved our efforts down the road. Unfortunately, the fate of those buildings and vehicles was the same.

    We continued our ride and decided to go down several of the side streets that we had not been down before. Once again we had a lucky strike. A six foot block wall holding up dirt from a higher property and a large tree had helped hide and protect a nice flatbed tow truck.

    I wanted to thank the homeowner personally for parking where he did, but by the looks of his pummeled hovel that wasn’t going to happen. We would have to hot-wire it, but I knew how and it would be a much better vehicle for us to use on our scavenger raids.

    I thought we might take a chance and see if we could find a key in the rubble. The odds were almost impossible, but I thought we would give it a try anyway. In our scavenging we had come across numerous dead bodies, but it had been long enough now that there was no longer a horrid smell that went with them.

    We had also become desensitized to finding bodies as after a while the shock of it had worn off, it was still unpleasant, but we had a task to do so we did it. As Rachel and I poked around in the rubble Janie checked the passenger door and found it unlocked. She next climbed into the cab and after a quick search had keys in hand. The dual batteries in the beast were weak, but still had enough juice to start her up.

    As a reward I had decided to let Janie drive Suzie on the way home. The truck had functioning AC, so our summertime excursions would be much more pleasurable in the future. After a quick check, it was determined that the hydraulics on the bed and winches in front and back were all in good working order. It was an altogether excellent find.

    As I started out of the overgrown yard I noticed the top of another truck one block further down along the same wall. After investigating we found a nearly new four wheel drive diesel pickup. After searching for a key, hot-wiring was needed to get it going, it was a beauty. Large new wheels and tires and a lift kit would make it ideal for going into tough terrain. I couldn’t wait to get our two new prizes back to the bunker where I could check them over more thoroughly.

    I was jealous of Rachel as she pulled out in front of me in the four-by on the way home. I could hear that she had the CD / stereo cranked way up and chuckled as I could see her head bobbing to the music as she drove with Janie weaving back and forth in Suzie in front of her.

    The girls named the wrecker Mike because they said it looked like something a Mike would have driven. Coincidentally, a check of the registration in the glove box revealed just that. Mike Hasner had been its former owner. Poor Mike was no longer in need of it, but we kept the name in his honor. The four-by was named Bubba because everyone felt you would have to be named Bubba to have owned it. It was definitely a big Bubba truck so the name stuck.

    The rest of the day was spent cleaning and servicing our new fleet. All three vehicles were diesel and we had located a number of close-by stations that contained a large stockpile of fuel for our use. We soon scrounged several 300 gallon fuel oil tanks and had our own little diesel station set up at the bunker.

    We were careful to conceal the tanks and the vehicles when not in use as we didn’t know if we would someday receive another visit from above. We did the same for our horde of storage sheds. From the air we felt there would be no signs of life other than the animals and the aliens had apparently not viewed them as a threat.
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    With our new fleet of vehicles in good working order we decided it was time to try for a trip over to the beach. One of the things I was worried about was the bridges over the St. Johns River and the Intra-coastal waterway. We took Mike and Bubba as both had winches and if needed we could abandon one and still have a way home. We left early and drove into the sun on the way there.

    We decided we would probably need the full day to get over and back. We had only stayed away from the bunker for one night on our previous outings and had decided to make every effort to not do that again. Our little 800 square feet of concrete was cramped, but it was cozy and it was ours. The world around us was becoming an increasingly wild place, so the security of home had its appeal.

    It took an hour to get to the St. Johns Bridge. One side was intact and the other had a span in the water where some unfortunate motorist had been traveling during the attack. The overpass of I-95 was collapsed, but we were able to go up the ramp onto the interstate, cross over to the other side and then back down the ramp and onto our road again. The bridge over the Intra-coastal proved to be similar to the St. Johns. Sides of sections were collapsed, but a way across was still there.

    Two hours after our journey began we rolled up to the first view of the beach and the ocean straight down a tree lined street. Even though the houses along the street were flattened the big oaks that lined the street were still there, providing a beautiful canopy.

    We raced down the street, piled out of the vehicles and ran down the neighborhood gangway onto the sandy paradise. I stopped to enjoy the sand between my toes and the girls raced straight for the water. We had been so excited that we had not noticed what was up the beach about 10 miles to our left.

    There was a humongous ship hovering just above the waves, about a mile out. By the time I had noticed the girls had seen it too. They stood starring and stunned, knee deep in the water. I waved for them to come back, but they just stood and stared at the craft. I felt a terror building in me that we would be spotted and that we were only moments away from certain death. The consequences that came from being seen held no appeal, so I continued to wave the girls back while using a low shout.

    They came slowly at first, but then began to run and we all hustled back across the gangway to the trucks. We had parked under the trees and felt that they provided adequate cover so we took a moment to evaluate the situation.

    This was our first encounter with the destructors in almost a year. We made our way back over to a dune and peered through the sea oats on top of it at a gigantic, dull gray vessel. I sent Rachel back to the truck to retrieve a small pair of binoculars. I then peered at the humongous ship for several minutes.

    I guessed the vessel was probably a half mile across. It was flat on the bottom with a slight domed shape on top. Two large tubes protruded from its center, going down into the water. Was water the reason they had come here? Were we nothing more than a needed resource? I had many questions and few answers. I was most concerned by the five smaller ships that buzzed around it as if always on the lookout for any threat.

    That’s when Janie grabbed my arm and pointed up above the craft and further out to sea. You could just make out the hazy outline of another round, but much much larger ship. I was guessing that it was five miles across and perhaps 30 miles off in the distance. As we watched, the smaller craft began retracting its tubes and within minutes was lifting upwards towards the larger ship. I reasoned it was perhaps with a belly full of our precious ocean water.

    By that time I was convinced that we had not been spotted. Or, maybe we had been, but were not deemed a threat. Either way we felt it was a good time to leave. We backed the trucks up slowly at first and when we decided we had enough ground cover we turned around and slipped our way back down the street.

    At that point we were all eager to just make our way back to our little fortress hideaway. As we turned and began our way back out of what had once been Cocoa Beach we were again caught by surprise. Two vehicles were now blocking the roadway. At first I felt panicky, but I soon had the realization that it meant someone else was alive. I would take no chances with my little family as I had no idea if these other survivors would be friendly or hostile.

    We sat for ten minutes with the engines running just looking out the windows. Other than behind trees or overgrown brush there was really nowhere to hide for an ambush of any size. So, after a thorough scan with the binoculars I decided to get out of the truck.

    I waved back to Janie and Rachel to stay in Bubba and patted my pistol in a gesture for them to have their weapons ready. I had taken the time to give them firearms training after we found a good stash of ammo at a collapsed gun store. They were decent shots and could defend themselves, but I was worried none the less.

    I first walked ten and then 20 feet out in front of the truck. I set my weapon down and began to shout for whoever was out there to come out. We were friendly and just passing through. A figure emerged from the brush on the other side of the blocking vehicles. They were holding a rifle.

    After another minute of me with my hands slightly raised as a non-threatening gesture, they began to make their way towards me. I was tempted to raise my binoculars, but felt it might send the wrong signal, so I waited.

    When the figure reached the cars I could make out that it was a male teen. I gestured to the girls to continue to wait in the truck and to keep an eye out on their surroundings. I then began a slow walk towards the boy while leaving the security of my pistol on the ground behind me.

    I was stopped with a warning about 50 feet from the cars. We talked for nearly half an hour before the boy let down his rifle and came out from behind the vehicles. His name was David and he had been swimming in the Intra-coastal with a friend when it all went down. His friend had run for home while David stayed in the water, hiding up under a bridge.

    For a year he had scavenged and survived on his own. I remembered how happy I was to see other living people after only a couple months, so I knew David was probably about to burst inside. He kept a cool yet skeptical demeanor during our conversation.

    He had been living in the back of a Humvee under a camo net in the trees several hundred yards away. It remained from National Guard troops who had perished in the initial action. I didn’t want to take the time to hot-wire the Humvee as we weren’t in need of it at that time, so we left it where it was, hidden from view. I waved the girls to come down out of Bubba and they made their way over.

    I could see a gleam of interest in David’s eyes as the girls approached. Not only did he now have people to talk too, but he had girls that were close to his age. I would have to keep a close eye on him because 17 year old boys generally have only one thing on their minds. And, although I already felt a great deal of empathy for this poor kid, that empathy was not yet mated with trust. We invited David to come with us back to the bunker and he jumped at the chance.

    He rode with me on the way back and told me what he could about the activities of the alien ships. The ships came down, dropped the tubes in the water for several days and then pulled up and headed back to the larger ship. From what David had observed there were two of the water ships and one of the large ones. They usually stayed much further up the coast, but had chosen that spot that day.

    Each of the water ships carried a compliment of what he described as the concussion fighters. He was witness to a number of attempts by our military to take down these attackers. The first attempts at defense were missiles launched from the ground, probably the local National Guard units. The fighters seemed to also use the concussion weapons as shields.

    As a missile approached a concussion wave was generated and it was like the missile hit a wall in the air, never making it near the fighter itself. Even bullets seemed to meet with the same fate, never reaching their target.

    The second defensive actions were from our own fighter jets. Their missiles and cannons met the same fate as well as many of the planes and pilots themselves. This was the same thing I had seen nearly a year earlier with the jet remains in Orlando. It was as if it had hit a wall in mid-air.

    David said, virtually everything he saw, led him to believe we were way outmatched militarily by whoever these invaders were. He too had been monitoring the radio waves up until the point at which his scavenged stockpile of batteries finally ran out. He had not heard a peep since the second week of the attack. I could only believe that there was a large number of the huge ships scattered across the globe.

    Since there were at least four of us who had survived in Central Florida, I believed that there must be others out there too. Perhaps small communities were already forming elsewhere. With having not seen a single scout ship I wondered if maybe we were no longer considered threats. If so, we would be able to move around much more freely.

    We arrived back at our little paradise with an hour of daylight remaining. I gave David a tour of our garden, pasture and chicken coops. We sacrificed another one of Janie’s hens so that David could have his first real meal in more than a year.

    The excitement of the day and all that had transpired kept him up and talking well past midnight. The girls were all too happy to have someone closer to their age to talk with. I didn’t mind though. David seemed like a good kid making me the now proud stepfather of three.

    We awoke the next morning and immediately after having a breakfast the girls went about handling their daily tasks. I decided to put David to work on building us a large camouflaged shelter where we could park all the vehicles without arousing suspicion from above. I had often wondered if they were not watching our tiny colony and discussing our odd behaviors amongst their anthropologists. Keeping myself busy at the survival game went a long way towards keeping those kinds of thoughts out of my head, but they inevitably made their way in anyways.

    We broke for lunch about one in the afternoon. Lunch usually lasted until about five in the afternoon during the summer’s heat. I had checked on David just before lunch and noticed that he had made no progress whatsoever towards constructing the shelter.

    Since this was his first day back around other people, I wasn’t too worried and was willing to cut him some slack. I had given him plenty of instruction on what I had envisioned, but I wouldn’t expect anyone to be able to jump right in to that type of project. Especially having just come out of the isolation he had been in.

    After the third day with no progress I began to worry. I could have given this project to either of the girls and they would have been all over the front loader clearing the ground under the desired tree and moving any needed timbers into position. I couldn’t tell at the time if the issue was that he was just not interested, I felt he certainly seemed capable.

    After talking to him about it he revealed that he didn’t know how to drive and was too embarrassed to admit it after watching the girls speed around in Bubba. I chuckled which did not help his self-esteem. He was the newcomer here and it seemed everyone was already so sure of what they were doing that he didn’t want to make a fool of himself. He was also in fear that if he didn’t measure up he would be asked to leave. I spent the rest of the day with him teaching him to drive the front loader. By the end of the day we had the ground cleared.

    By the end of the first week with, us David was finishing the roof over our new parking garage. After a years of salvaging runs we now had Suzie, Bubba and Mike, two four wheelers and the front loader to garage. The structure wasn’t the most attractive, but it was sturdy and well hidden from the skies.

    We could now safely store our fleet and David now had a sense of accomplishment and belonging to our little colony. As a sort of celebration and official welcoming, the girls baked a cake and I made some homemade ice-cream with the ice-cream maker Rachel had previously found. We were all in good enough moods to watch a video. This time Rachel, Janie and I were not overtaken by the sadness of what had once been. For David, he was just excited to be around other people.
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    The following week I showed David my coil gun. He was fascinated and I was thrilled that I finally had someone else I could discuss the technology with. David was not much for mechanical things, but he had been somewhat of a computer geek in his previous short life. When not at school, he had spent most of his waking hours sitting at a keyboard exploring the world of cyberspace with all it had to offer.

    Hours upon hours had been spent in online gaming with his cyber friends from around the globe. His father had been an engineer and had peaked David’s curiosity in cyber kinetics. His dream for college was to get involved in programming robotics so that he could one day dominate the world, the same dream that many a young man who had spent too much time gaming in cyberspace had probably had. What he didn’t know at the time was that he might one day be headed down that very path.

    The coil gun project had stalled at having the ability to poke a hole in a road sign. I was excited at the thought of having someone on-board who had some computer savvy. My PC was several years old, but would have plenty of power to handle the delicate timing the coil gun needed. I could handle connecting the electronics to the computer, but I didn’t have a clue as to how to make the computer control them. David did.

    He was consumed with the coil gun from the first day he had seen it and of course at having the chance to get on a PC again. He had no online buddies to chat with or other worlds to conquer, but he now had a project that he could really get his skull into.

    As it turned out he was not much of a farmer and had caused the girls some grief whenever he attempted to help with their tasks. Rachel was very patient with him, but Janie would just lay into him whenever he was slowing progress or outright messing something up.

    He still lacked a little confidence around the girls because they seemed to always know what they were doing, and they were having to tell him what to do at nearly every turn. The coil gun was his escape. I would often have to force him to leave it be because we had issues to deal with in keeping our colony going.

    After one such incident he became irate and began yelling at me about how I wasn’t his father and he could do whatever he wanted. Had he acted that way to me 20 years earlier I would have given him the beat-down of his life. I had once punched a guy because he had sneezed just as Renee and I had been walking past him.

    The sneeze had given a little jolt to my manhood and I wasn’t going to let anyone do that when she was around. Back then, I would have punched him even if I had been by myself. I was a much more patient person now and in no need of puffing up my chest over some kid’s temper tantrum. With a little understanding I was able to calm him down without firing a shot.

    It had been three months since David had joined us and he was in need of a break from the project. So, I decided that we should take a trip over to the coast as a sort of surveillance run. There were multitudes of questions about the aliens that I wanted answers too. What were they doing? How many of them were there? What did they look like? Did they ever come out of their ships? And a slew of other items that needed answers.

    We packed heavy for the trip and decided to try for Daytona and a closer observation. We loaded Mike with the two four wheelers and set out for the coast, David road with me while Rachel and Janie once again took Bubba.

    I had been noticing a little gleam in David’s eye and a returning one in Rachel’s for several weeks. She had blossomed into quite the looker over the course of that first year and I was a little worried about them being kids and being curious. David had so far been quite the gentleman and Rachel a bit shy. I could only guess that the only thing that had kept them apart was that neither one had a clue as to what they were doing. David had been a teen computer geek and Rachel had not reached the age where she or most of her friends for that matter, were allowed to date.

    They were evidently experiencing a bit of those awkward teenage years and I was quite happy for it. With a little knowledge they would be two that would get in trouble before they were able to handle the responsibilities that the trouble brought with it. My thoughts were that I hoped they would feel awkward for as long as possible.

    It took nearly three hours to reach Daytona. The roadways were in worse shape in the area and the overgrowth was really taking hold. We found cover for the vehicles in what had once been a park about a mile from the beach.

    We unloaded the four wheelers for the last mile and made our way out to the beach. As we approached A1A we began to try to move quickly behind any cover. We dismounted the four wheelers and climbed up on a pile of debris to get a look.

    A water ship was about a mile offshore, just as we had seen before. But this time we were directly inland from it. The ship was humongous and looked surreal floating just above the water. The five smaller fighters were circling close by it in a seemingly random pattern. I almost began to wonder why the fighters were there at all after they had destroyed everything else so completely. I reasoned that perhaps they were just being cautious.

    We watched all day as the water ship just sat there with the two big tubes in the water and its fighters buzzing around it like so many flies. We had decided to make this an overnighter and had set up a camo tent in some nearby brush, using the cover of a good sized tree. We had plenty of food, water and other supplies and with it being late September the temperature was tolerable enough that we could sleep outside without our precious air conditioning back home.

    Just as the sun was about to set the water ship began spewing a fog out of one side. It was green in tint and after ten minutes I noticed the small cloud was slowly drifting our way. I got a sudden chill when I realized that Chlorine gas was greenish in color and if we got caught up in that haze we could die a painful suffocating death.

    We gathered everything we could with haste and began our way back towards the vehicles, all along the way dodging from one piece of cover to the next. By the time we reached the trucks the green fog was already coming ashore. We made our way back out of Daytona and back on the road to our fortress.

    As we drove I explained to David that the green fog was likely Chlorine gas. My guess at the time was that they were taking in seawater, extracting the salt, separating the Sodium from the Chlorine and then expelling the Chlorine.

    I finally had a reason to let roll around in my head as to why they had come to this planet in the first place. They were here for the Sodium. The reason they were in need of Sodium was not as important as the knowing of why they were here to begin with. David then let me know that on several occasions, when he had still been in Cocoa Beach, that the air had become difficult to breathe and that it had burned his eyes and throat.

    I let him know that he was lucky that the clouds had dissipated enough by the time that they had reached him or he would have been dead. He said it was quite painful when it happened and the affects lasted for weeks after hitting. Again, I let him know that he was lucky to be alive. It was funny, but I remember that incident was the first time since all of this had happened, that I really had felt happy to be alive.

    We were unable to reach home before sunset and were not brave enough to use headlights, so we pulled off the side of the road under some trees. We had managed a sufficient distance from the green cloud that I was no longer worried about its danger. We had some camo covers that we pulled over the trucks as extra disguise and we then settled in for the night in our cabs. It had been a strange but interesting day.
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    The next morning we were back at our normal routines. We had raided several collapsed libraries in the previous months and Rachel had been like a machine at reading and learning everything she could about farming. After only a little more than a year, her knowledge probably rivaled someone that had been doing it all their lives. And she was always eager to learn more.

    Janie had done some reading on animal care that had helped her also, but she didn’t have the patience of her sister to read for hours on end. Mastering animal husbandry and farming were two skill sets that would be increasingly valuable for any long term survival of the colony.

    David didn’t show the same commitment as the girls when it came to the tasks assigned to him. They were more mundane construction or maintenance type of tasks and he never developed an interest in them. He was instead still consumed by the coil gun and increasingly with Rachel. To date we had all gotten along quite well, but I knew I was at some point going to have to talk with David about pulling his own weight.

    I had decided to build a large covered structure under the trees near the Kendall’s former home. Basically I wanted to raise what looked like the ground, ten feet into the air. From the air it would still looked like the ground, but from below we could move around under the canopy freely. We would use it not only for storage, but would also build a cow pen and chicken coop that were not visible to our guests. This was David’s only assignment and he had been dragging his feet.

    I had been over at the Hayward’s orchard picking oranges all morning when I returned to see David out in the field with Rachel rather than working on the ground raising project. I placed the bags of oranges by the bunker door and made my way out to have a talk. We could not afford to be charitable to anyone who was capable with such a small group. It was time he knew how I felt.

    As I approached him he jumped up and ran towards me excitedly. It threw me off balance from my intended scolding of him and I instead let him talk. His news was that he had done it, his timing program for the coil gun was now operational. I had dialed the current available to him on the coils way down so that he could use the gun without causing any major damage.

    He had managed to punch a hole in the road sign with only a fraction of the power that I had used before. The thought then occurred to me that if we could somehow scale this up we might have a very formidable weapon on our hands. After returning to the bunker and discussing it with him for hours I started to wonder. If we could really dial the speed of this up, could the alien ships react to it fast enough with their concussion weapons? The speed of a projectile from this gun could potentially far exceed that of a normal bullet or missile. One thing for sure, if it wasn’t successful we would find out quickly.

    For the rest of the day we fiddled with the coil gun and talked about what might be. I had totally forgotten that I had intended to give David a serious talking too. By the time it entered my mind again I was still far too excited about our breakthrough to bring it up.

    With my unique coil design and David’s timing program, I estimated that we should be able to deliver about 85 percent of the power input as power out in the form of projectile speed. A typical BB weighs in at about a third of a gram. Unfortunately, my estimates told me that it would take a tremendous amount of power to send that BB at a speed that would reach a target at ten miles in a hundredth of a second.

    I felt I should be able to scale the coils up sufficiently to deliver that power, but we now had a bigger problem of being able to supply the kind of power needed. With the ultra-capacitors I had, I could only supply about one twentieth of the instant power I needed. We now had a new problem to solve if we wanted our project to become a real weapon.

    It would take a fair amount of time to generate that power with our solar array. And it would take significantly more storage for that power than we currently had with the ultra-capacitors. So, David and I would have to turn our attentions towards power generation and storage of some sorts.

    The hybrid battery I had would provide about one quarter of the energy we needed. We would have to seek more hybrid vehicles to achieve the total power storage required and that would only provide us with one shot. Not a very effective weapon against a multitude of ships. But regardless, we had our next goal set for us and we had nothing but time to achieve that goal.

    The following day I set David back to work on his previous project. It was late October now and our little garden was reaching its end of life for the year. The garden was our largest exposure from the air and we weren’t sure how it would be possible to disguise it.

    We needed full sun to make anything grow and other than allowing some of the weeds to fill in we were stuck with it looking like it was being tended. It was hopefully a small enough target from the sky that it wouldn’t be noticed anyhow. Just as a precaution we decided to make the borders irregular when we would plow it up for the following season.

    We had managed to salvage a couple of freezers and now had a good stockpile of food stashed for our short winter season. I had dug a small pond which we had stocked with bass that we had caught from the lake. We had been fattening them with food scraps from our garden and the fish were flourishing. I kept the pond somewhat clean by pumping some of the spring water into it daily.

    David had managed to make good progress on our undercover city. I could now walk from the bunker to within 50 feet of the garden without ever being exposed. We had all the salvage materials we needed from the surrounding areas and the structure had turned out to be fairly solid.

    Perhaps David was one of those people that were good at having one goal at a time and taking that goal from beginning to completion. I had known others that were simply terrible when asked to multiplex tasks, so much so that they became easily agitated and did a poor job of all. David was evidently one of those single processor individuals, so, I would need to pick tasks for him accordingly.

    With the first phase of our undercover city completed it was decided that another surveillance trip was in order. I was curious if the invaders were still maintaining status quo with their Sodium harvesting. We had been hurried off by the Chlorine the last time out so we had gathered very little intel on the size and capabilities of their fleet, or of their tactics. We were all in need of an adventure just to break the monotony of the daily routine.
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    On our prior excursions we had not seen a need for a camera, but now that we were in the reconnaissance business it was thought that a nice digital camera with a quality zoom lens might come in handy. We would be able to load any images onto the PC in the bunker for further evaluation and discussion. So, before our next trip to the beach we would be scavenging for a camera.

    In our trips into Orlando we had passed a photo shop or two, but had never bothered to explore the remains as they would not have had anything we were in need of. We arrived at the first store about 9 am. It only took five minutes to know there was nothing to be had from it, so we moved on to the next one.

    As David and the girls poked around in the rubble I remembered that a nice hobby shop had been just about a half mile away. I alerted the team that I was going for a quick look and to come looking for me if I was not back within the hour. We had strict rules against separation, but since we had not seen anyone or anything other than the alien ships offshore for months, I took it on myself to break the rule and go.

    I pulled up to the hobby shop in Mike and began my inspection of the property. With my eyes looking constantly down at the rubble I didn’t notice the unknown visitor slipping up behind me. My firearm was strapped to my hip, but it did me no good if I wasn't watching.

    I first learned of the visitor when I felt a heavy blow to the back of my skull. I fell to my knees as the pain shot down through my neck. What had happened? Aliens? The girls and David, were they alright or...? That was the last question I got to before feeling the next blow and blacking out.

    I awoke five minutes later only to find myself disarmed and tied up with duct tape. A scrappy looking bearded fellow with frizzly hair stood in front of me with a big grin on his face. He started in with the questions of what I was doing there and why I was in his city and were there any others with me.

    I wasn't about to rat out my family so I told him I was just scavenging. The man started waving a red handkerchief in the air and a minute later another fellow pulled up on a dirt bike with saddle bags hung all over it. It was loaded with booty. It was a short round man with a pig like nose and the same frizzly hair.

    I asked what they were doing there which only agitated them. It was not only none of my business, but I was in no position to be asking any questions. As the pig faced man began his interrogation the bearded guy left to retrieve his own motorbike.

    His bike was also loaded with saddlebags and had a boom box of sorts strapped to the back. When he pulled up he turned it on and had blaring heavy metal playing. It fit right in with the two men in their tank tops, jeans and boots. The bearded man pulled out a bottle of whiskey and took what was the biggest swig I had ever seen anyone take at one time. Some of the booty was hanging out of one of the saddle bags and it looked to be gold chains and pieces of jewelry.

    For the life of me I couldn't reason why these two rednecks were pilfering jewelry. What possible use could it have? Was there a larger settlement nearby? Real civilization perhaps? These two certainly didn't bring civilization to mind, but I reasoned they must have come from somewhere.

    After each had downed a few big swigs of the whiskey I could see it was having an effect on their manner. Their tone would go from laughing at my demise to threatening me with death. So, I began my usual over analysis of the situation and tormenting of myself for not having paid attention to my surroundings. The scenarios running through my head of what they might do to the others had my stomach in knots.

    I then remembered that I had told David and the girls to come looking for me if I wasn't back within the hour. Were they going to walk right into the situation not knowing what was happening? Would they see me trapped and not come at all? The more alcohol the rednecks consumed the shorter I imagined my time remaining alive was. The pirates were in complete control and I was powerless to act.

    At that moment I heard a shot fired and a young man's voice commanding the two to lay down their weapons. Then a second voice came from the left side barking the same order and then a third from the right. David and the girls had managed to sneak up on the drunks and out flank them. The pig faced man was the first to slowly turn his head and assess the situation. After looking from side to side he let out a roaring laugh and slapped his buddy on the shoulder.

    At first the rednecks attempted to intimidate my rescuers by calling them punk kids and telling the girls just what they were going to do with them when they got a hold of them. I wondered at how the kids would hold up as many a person would have just turned and run away from their drunken brazenness, but not my gang. They would have none of it and the rednecks attempt at intimidation soon turned to anger.

    The bearded man was the first to snap and he began yelling at David at the top of his lungs while half waving his gun around. David and the girls were each well positioned, but the rednecks didn't seem to feel threatened by the pack of scrawny teenagers. Next the bearded one turned towards Janie and as he yelled at her to drop her weapon he began to raise his own.

    I was looking directly at Janie and there was a fierce look in her eyes as she let go of a round from her .38 straight into the bearded fellows thigh. He dropped to the ground with an enraged cry of pain and at the same time again began raising his weapon.

    By this time his pig faced friend had turned and began to run and David fired off a shot just missing him. Rachel fired next and struck his upper arm, but it was only a grazing wound. He then returned fire as he ran and the two took cover.

    Janie on the other hand was now mostly hidden behind concrete blocks and at the same time the bearded guy fired off his first round, she let loose with a burst of three. His drunken shot hit a concrete block in front of her sending rock and sand shrapnel into her face as she fired back.

    Time stood still for me as the short gun battle raged. I was taken back to the time of my Ferrari accident where it seemed as though I was watching from outside of myself. Janie's first round entered the man's right shoulder spinning his upper torso slightly around.

    Her second round ripped through his neck and a stream of blood splattered into the air from the exit wound. Her third round entered his left eye that was then looking directly at her. As it left it created what was a large hole in the back of his skull. The man dropped to his knees and fell over backwards.

    The lifeless bearded man lay slumped over on his back as his blood flowed freely onto the ground. Throughout the bearded fellow’s death the heavy metal booming from the back of his bike raged on. Their drunken mistake had allowed David and the girls to move in silently when they had noticed there was trouble from a distance.

    By the time the gun play had ended the pig faced man had managed to get to his bike, start it and was fleeing the scene. Rachel ran over to tend Janie and David worked on giving me my freedom.

    Although the back of my head was throbbing and bleeding, my wounds were superficial. Janie on the other hand had taken a spray of shrapnel to the left side of her face and was a bloody mess. We got a water jug and first aid kit from Mike and tried to rinse and bandage what we could, but it was evident that she needed much more help than what we could give to her there.

    We got back into the vehicles and headed for home, at first heading in a roundabout direction in case anyone else was watching. The last thing we wanted to do was to lead bad people to our little sanctuary. The day’s events had shattered our once happy little world. I would heal and Janie would need help, but the bearded man was gone forever, along with our sense of security.

    We returned to our no longer innocent little colony while looking over our shoulders the whole way there. I was somewhat in shock at the maturity and fierceness that Janie possessed for someone that young, and at the same time worried about what damage the shrapnel might have done.

    Most would have sat there with their jaw dropped or run or let out a squeal and ducked behind the blocks, but she had no hesitation whatsoever for taking the man's life. Perhaps her short time here and everything that had happened to her had hardened her. Perhaps she felt helpless as her family had perished and did not want to feel that way again. Either way, I was glad she was on my side and I would do whatever I could to aid in my little rescuer's recovery.

    Once at the bunker we moved her inside and began to clean her wounds. Our first aid kits had plenty of bandages and antiseptic creams and such, but nothing at all for pain other than common over-the-counter pills. Those were hardly adequate for the pain Janie was going through, but it was all we had.

    During the whole ordeal the young teen girl never let out a whimper, even as we carefully picked tiny pieces of concrete block from her face with tweezers. The shrapnel wounds were mostly small so stitches were unnecessary, but she would likely have some small scaring from it.

    But scars were the least of our worries as one tiny piece of block had lodged itself in her left eye. We had no idea of how to remove it for fear of causing more damage than there was. All we could do was to make an eye-patch and hope that her body could heal on its own.

    One thing we had learned that day was that it seemed there were others still alive out there. Unfortunately, the ones we had encountered had been hostile. I wondered if there had been other victims like myself that had not been so lucky.

    And, I was still puzzled by why they were collecting gold and such as it had no possible survivability use. One thing was certain; I hoped I would never get to ask the pig faced man why. As for the bearded man, the vultures, dogs and rats would soon take care of his remains.

    Just before coming to my rescue, Rachel had found an operational camera and lens that we needed for our trip back to Daytona. After the day’s trials we decided we needed a few weeks to rest and heal and to better prepare our colony against an attack from outsiders, if one should ever come. Even though she only had use of one eye and was in obvious discomfort, Janie insisted on getting back to her chickens and cows after only a single day of rest.

    David and I strategized for days about how to defend our homestead. We dug and covered numerous fox holes and outfitted each with a small stash of non-perishable food and ammo. Who knew if we would one day get caught out in the open or not.

    Rachel stocked the freezers and Janie built a small chicken pen beside the bunker. After about three weeks of rest and preparation we decided attack was not imminent. So, it was time to turn our efforts back to our real enemy, the alien invaders.
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    We had the route to Daytona all mapped out, but the continuously deteriorating roadways slowed any time-savings we achieved by knowing our way there. It was nine in the morning by the time we arrived and unloaded the four wheelers. As we closed in on the beach, we could again see the large water ship hovering a mile off shore, its compliment of fighters buzzing about. We brought with us a small telescope along with our digital camera.

    Through the scope the intricate details of the ship were clearly visible, but somewhat unremarkable and very utilitarian. The outer skin of the vessel was covered with box shapes, tubes and piping that seemingly ran everywhere. It certainly wasn't the sleek appearance that it had from a distance.

    It actually gave me some hope that if we could manage to get our gun projectile past the concussion weapon / shield we might actually be able to do some damage. I was of course only guessing that their weapon also acted as a shield. But the thought of it as their only defense was something that gave me hope.

    We could probably stay hidden away in our little colony until they left, but what if they decided not to leave? And even if they did leave it seemed to me that without more citizens in our colony we were doomed to a life of ever increasing hardships; the salvageable material around us continued to decay.

    How would we be fairing in ten years? In 20 years? And the thought of these interlopers getting off Scott-free really irked me. We were humans after all and we weren’t going to take it anymore. I had to stop myself at that point because my daydreaming was beginning to interfere with my focus on our surveillance mission.

    We again set up a small camp and planned an overnight stay. The girls handled the details of making sure we were fed while at the same time discussing their own observations. Even with only one good eye Janie had noticed that the fighters would circle 24 times in one direction and then switch to the other. With five of them always going it was difficult to detect, but she had noticed the pattern. And Rachel, while using the telescope, had noticed a flotilla of small watercraft bobbing on the surface just below the ship.

    it was a new and fascinating discovery and gave us all something to continue to observe and discuss for reasons why. The boats, if that’s what they were, looked like bubbles floating on the surface of the waves. The bubbles were about the size of a large car and were transparent in appearance.

    With the constant bobbing up and down we couldn’t make out what they were doing or what was inside, but there was definitely something going on inside of them. Was it going to be our first look at an alien? We thought hard about and discussed what they might have been doing, but nothing of reason came out of our speculations.

    We hoped to make some discovery when analyzing the digital photos on the PC back at the colony. We also determined the need to return with a larger scope on further visits. It had taken us two weeks to find the telescope that we had and we just happened across it on one of our salvage runs. Whenever we went out, we always carried a long wish list with us, just to help with our hunting.

    The scope had been found poking out of the tall grass in what was once someone’s backyard. The previous owners had likely been avid bird watchers and may have taken it out to try to observe the alien ships. The thought crossed my mind that we would never know. It was a nice scope and we were glad to have it.

    The night came quickly and the cool ocean breeze was actually a bit cooler than we had expected. Even though we ate well considering the circumstances, we were all very lean given the daily work we did to keep the colony going. I had dropped 40 pounds in the last year alone. So, a cool breeze was less than comfortable with our lack of body insulation.

    We had one blanket in our supplies and wound up sharing it amongst the four of us. I could see that David and Rachel were enjoying this excuse for close snuggling and I was tempted to try to put Janie or myself in between them.

    But they had acted responsibly up until now and I could see there was no stopping the inevitable. They genuinely seemed to like each other and as long as I could keep the romantic activities to a minimum, I didn’t mind letting them have a little happiness of their own. We had the breeze largely blocked by our camo tent, but the cool air was uncomfortable enough by itself. The four of us huddled closely and slowly drifted off to sleep one by one.

    It actually did me good seeing the budding romance and it brought back fond memories of my teen years. There was nothing like that first love and the adventure that followed with having a close mutual relationship with someone you cared for. Even if they seldom worked out it was a learning experience that most everyone remembered fondly.

    It was after two in the morning when I was awakened by a rumble. I thought it was likely the water ship lifting off towards the mother ship, but I felt the need to investigate anyway. My movement had the rest of the group up as well so we all crawled out of the tent for a look. There was a lot of activity going on. Two of the water ships were side by side and lit up like Christmas trees and the mother ship was hovering just above them.

    At nearly five miles across the bigger ship was immense and very intimidating. The outer reaches of the mother ship nearly reached the shore. Had it centered itself above the other two we would have been sitting directly under it looking up at its belly. Since we were only about a half mile under, and a thousand yards out from its outer edge, I grabbed the scope and began scanning the mother ship for detail.

    The darkness of the night and the lighted activities around the other two ships made it impossible to pull out much detail. I switched the digital camera we had to night vision mode, but was unable to make out any more detail than with the naked eye.

    I reasoned there was too much interference from all the ocean moisture, as infrared did not work well with high humidity. So, I turned my attention to the lighted ships. After a few minutes I noticed that I didn’t see any of the fighters buzzing around. Where were they? With the mother ship sitting this close to the ground I thought that they would have been out in force. As I peered through the scope the hair on the back of my neck stood up, a low hum approached us from behind.

    The fighter passed 500 feet above our heads before turning straight up and then heading outward again, for whatever reason we had not been noticed. We were still sharing that one blanket and perhaps it had shielded us enough to avoid detection. Janie quickly retrieved one of our camo covers and pulled it over the top of us. Aside from a slight infrared signature it should have made us largely invisible.

    I again turned my gaze back to the two water ships. From what I could see they were busy fetching the multitude of bubble boats from the water below with long cables. And the bubbles were then being hoisted out of the top of the water ships, again on long cables, up to the mother ship. With the bright spotlights illuminating the bubbles and with their slow assent up to the mother ship I could now get a good look at what they might contain.

    One side of each bubble appeared to be filled with a silvery substance. I wasn’t the best at chemistry, but from what I could remember, silver, tin, aluminum and magnesium were all silvery in appearance. My best guess was that this was Magnesium because they appeared to be moving it very carefully.

    While seawater has a fair amount of magnesium locked in it the magnesium is combined with other substances. Magnesium and water don’t mix without a violent reaction, they are quite explosive when thrown together.

    The aliens were hoisting large amounts of this substance up to the mother ship in the countless number of bubbles. If they had wanted to gather Magnesium and or salt for its Sodium I would have initially thought that there were better places than off Daytona.

    But I guessed by doing it there they had unlimited volumes of water to use in their processing efforts. I also ventured to guess that these were the processes they were familiar with and perhaps had been their best method of gathering this material elsewhere.

    Whatever their reasons they were gathering large amounts of it. David could not recall ever having seen the mother ship up that close, but if it only came down occasionally and only came at night he could have easily missed it.

    A fighter hummed overhead about every five minutes. Janie had been looking away from the lights and had been able to point out two other fighters following the same pattern, one to our north and one to our south. How bold and empowered I felt at being so close to the massive ship and not having been detected. And then again how awed I was at the scale of the immense craft that hovered nearly overhead.

    Despite our tiny size we were still the first humans to have observed these invaders from that close without being flattened. I wondered what damage my coil gun would do from that distance. I wondered how much fun it would be to release the Magnesium from one of the bubbles back into the sea. I wondered how heroic I would feel if I was able to bring down just one of the ships and bring a little human vengeance into the world of these alien invaders. It took a nudge and pointing finger from Rachel to bring me out of my fantasies.

    One of the two water ships was seemingly in trouble. There was a flurry of activity followed by a bright flash and soon the rolling thunder from an explosion. Perhaps one of the bubbles had burst or fallen. Whatever it was that had happened, the water ship was burning.

    Even though the ships were already a dark gray color I could clearly make out a darkened and still smoldering part of the hull. There was a buzz of small activity around that area of the ship as if fires were being fought or repairs of some kind being made.

    Perhaps the Magnesium was tricky for them to handle and a mishap had occurred. Sodium itself was just as explosive when combined with water so it was possibly an accident from that instead, either way, it was the first sign of weakness that we had seen from them and I was all about trying to figure out a way to exploit it.

    We watched the entire night and it wasn’t until dawns first light that the mother ship finally lifted off back up to its perch high in the sky. The second water craft then moved into a position directly above the damaged craft and its fighters were buzzing about the combination of the two.

    I felt the break was as good a chance as any for us to pack up and make our way back out and safely back home to our bunker. During the night I had begun to cringe at the thought of having to try to sneak away with the mother ship so close by and with the fighters passing overhead. So, we took the opportunity to quietly leave.

    When we arrived back at the colony the girls went off to their daily attendances and David and I began looking over the images we had captured. We gave up after several hours as having been there and seen what we did was more information than we could gather from the digital images. The camera itself had not been useful, but the spotter scope had worked wonders. We would look for a larger one on any future scavenging trips.

    I wanted to make another trip over to the coast within the week to see what progress had been made with the damaged ship. Perhaps we could gather some more useful information while repairs were underway. And if they were still actively working on them I would venture to guess that the damage had been extensive. We had not been noticed in our two trips over, so I was somewhat eager to return.

    The following day we had all fallen back into our routines. David was now working on our ground cover project at a torrid pace. I didn’t for a minute believe that he was enjoying it. It was much more likely that he was trying to impress someone. And it was easy to guess who that someone was.

    The way those two kids had been looking at each other I knew it would probably not be long before they were sneaking off into the woods in the middle of the day. I was sure they wouldn’t dream of doing anything in the bunker where they would get caught. I knew I would have to keep an eye on them either way.

    It was very awkward for me, but I decided that I would have to give them a talk. I was not eager to do this as I had absolutely no experience at dealing with teenagers or anyone else on such matters. I remembered my own awkward adventures back when I was a teen and how terrified I was of getting caught.

    Even though I pictured myself as somewhat of a ladies man back then, I had not gone past third base with any of my girlfriends until well after I met Renee. My parents were devout Catholics and the whole pre-marital sex thing had been drilled into me pretty good by that age.

    I knew I wasn’t responsible enough and I didn’t have the means to support a kid back then, so even though there were opportunities, and I was certainly tempted, I had managed to wait. Renee had been my first and I had actually taken a little bit of pride in that.

    David and Rachel were still only 17 and 15 so that behavior was not something that should be going on anyway, especially given our situation of not having the medical know how needed to deal with any accidents. So, a talk was in the cards and I was tormenting myself about having to do it.

    The next day they were both sitting on a bench up under the canopy that David had made. I walked over, sat, placed my hands on my knees and looked directly at them. My talk only lasted a few minutes, but it seemed like hours.

    They both listened intently as evidenced by the occasional nod. When I finished I looked at both of them for a moment longer, gave a little smile, got back up and walked away. By that time the beads of sweat were obvious on my forehead.

    I had walked about 50 feet away when I heard footsteps running up behind me. As I turned Rachel grabbed me by the arm and pulled herself up to kiss me on the cheek. She then turned and walked back towards David while swinging her arms as she walked.

    I remember getting goose bumps at that moment and it was the first time that I really felt like I had been like a father to them. Janie would cling to me all the time, but this was the first time that Rachel had shown me that level of caring. It felt good and really warmed my heart for the remainder of the day.
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    The next day we went on a scavenging hunt. We decided to go south of Daytona a bit as we had yet to venture to that area. There were many areas around Orlando that we had not been to, but this seemed like as good a selection as any. Covering new ground brought the possibility of new finds. On our short list was an extra freezer for food storage, more solar panels if possible and a larger telescope for our spy missions.

    We had worked our way over on the roadways to the Intra-coastal Waterway and had been following the road north from that point. The overgrowth was dense along the waterway as opposed to elsewhere. Many of the homes that had been flattened were not even visible from the road anymore.

    We happened upon a large home that had mostly been screened by large oaks. The home was gone, but the garage was still half-way standing so we pulled in to have a look.

    I first walked around the garage to see if there was anything useful by the main house. I was excited at first because it looked like the roof of this place had been covered with solar panels. The bad news was that they had been damaged beyond usefulness when the house was flattened.

    I salvaged what small scraps I could with the hope of maybe be able to make use of them in some way. The few dozen panels that had covered much of this roof would have had us swimming in electricity, but we would have to keep on looking.

    The girls and David had been eyeballing a car that was still intact and partially under a cover beside the drive. It didn’t seem like it was in a place where it would have survived the initial destruction as most autos had been targets, but there it was.

    Janie pulled back the cover to reveal a 1968 Ferrari. It was beautiful, red and it was ours. Frank's Ferrari had been a similar model when I was first dating Renee, so the memories came flooding back. I had a strong desire to get behind the wheel of that car for at least one more spin. One of the only big differences that I could see between that one and mine was the extreme dark tinting on the windows. Whoever road around in it would have done so in total anonymity.

    We would likely have to hot-wire it, but that was an easy task. I had acquired a Slim-Jim when we found Mike, so getting the door open would be no trouble at all. I was still baffled as to why it had been spared the death from above considering where it was parked. Perhaps the car cover had helped.

    As the girls and David ran their hands over its still sleek exterior I turned my attention to the half collapsed garage. There was no way in through the main doors, but there was a regular door on the side facing the house.

    The door was locked, but it wasn’t anything that a good boot and a little muscle wouldn’t get through. After a heavy kick the wood around the doorknob splintered and the door flew open... there inside was our prize.

    Two large horizontal freezers, they were still in working order. As I opened the first one and felt the cool air I could see that the handful of items still in it had been ruined from freezer burn, but we had plenty of our own stuff to stock it with anyways.

    I was rummaging around in the two freezers for almost a full minute before it finally dawned on me, they were still running! Almost a year and half after the invasion and here were two freezers that still had power!

    I called for the others to come in and look and they had the same initial reaction as I did. A couple of high fives and clinched fists were offered in celebration of the fact that we had two nice freezers. Again, it took David, Rachel and Janie almost a full minute before David spoke up wondering where they were getting their power from.

    I eagerly followed the wiring to the junction box and out to the side of the structure. From there it went down into the ground and I could only guess out to the pole by the street. We got back in the vehicles and began following the power lines to see if we could find a substation nearby.

    It only took about 500 yards up the road until we found it. It was a couple hundred feet back from the road and was completely surrounded by large trees except for a thin clearing out of the back.

    As I followed the lines out of the substation I could see that they went up as they went away. A short walk confirmed that a set of major high power lines ran back behind this property. They probably came from power plants down south and went all the way up to Daytona. I guessed that maybe a nuke plant had been spared for some reason and was still generating. Why it was spared I had no clue of, but the fact that it was still cranking out the juice was huge.

    The power lines would bring on a whole new days investigation, but our time that day was limited and we had two new freezers to get home and to get hooked up. It took us most of an hour to get them out of the garage and loaded onto Mike.

    The flatbed tow truck had been a great find for our scavenging runs. With the freezers loaded our attention was turned back to the Ferrari. I wasn’t sure if the roads would allow us to get it all the way back to the colony, but we would sure try.

    I retrieved the Slim-Jim from Mike and began fishing for the door lock mechanism. Twenty seconds later there was a nice little pop and I reached for the door handle with a smile. David and the girls all gleamed with excitement at the prospect of being able to drive her, I was just as excited.

    As the door was opened the glee on their faces turned to horror. The smell then hit me and I began to gag. There was a partially mummified body in the driver’s seat. From the looks of him, he had been dead for quite some time. A revolver lay still partially gripped in his left hand. He had apparently taken his own life.

    I stood back and let the air clear a little before getting closer for a better look. His right leg had been splinted and was quite crooked. It had likely been damaged in the initial raid and he had done his best to mend it.

    The poor guy had probably survived the initial attack, but had been in such unbearable pain and with no one else around had decided to end it all. With his last breaths he had probably placed the cover over the car so it would stay protected. He then slid in under the side and into the front seat closing and locking the door before ending it all.

    Our elation over the freezers turned to sadness as we all gazed at the poor guy’s bright red coffin. As a sign of respect I again locked and closed the door and the girls pulled the cover back over it. We would let the man rest in peace in what had probably been his most prized possession. The drive back to camp was quiet.

    The following day we had the freezers running at home and were beginning to stock them. They were now putting a tax on our solar system so more panels would be needed if we wanted to add anything else. With our new additions in place we decided to see just how far north those power lines maintained their energy.

    Once our morning chores had been completed we again loaded Bubba and Mike and hit the road. It was a good 20 miles from the Ferrari up to Daytona and the high power lines looked to be intact the whole way. We would stop periodically so that I could go out under them and listen for the low constant hum that came with the power they carried.

    Just before we reached the roadway into Daytona that we had used before, I noticed that the power lines split with one section continuing up the coast and the other heading for what had once been a thriving touristy Daytona Beach. We crossed over the Intracoastal Waterway once again into Daytona Beach proper and turned south to find where the lines came in.

    A mile down the beach from where we had made camp the two times before, we found a still intact power substation. Several hundred yards from the debris and we were on the beach and looking out at the still damaged watercraft and its hovering twin just above.

    I wasn’t sure what we could possibly use power out there for, but the fact that we had it was exciting none the less. With the two ships and their fighters still only a mile or so away I decided we had better get back out of there and keep the thoughts of our little power discovery for another day. Besides, it was David’s birthday and Rachel and Janie had planned a little surprise party for him. It wasn’t every day that you turned 18 so we headed back so they could prepare for the festivities.

    The girls used the rest of our wheat flour to bake David a birthday cake to remember. I had to keep him away from the bunker and busy so the girls could work their magic. Neither had baked a cake before, but we had stockpiled plenty of cookbooks by then, so they had all the instruction they needed.

    Whenever we came across books we would scan them for their educational content. If we thought it might be useful to ourselves or future generations we kept them and put them in our modest but growing library. We didn’t have much room at the ranch so novels, biographies, fiction and others would have to be left behind. It seemed an incredible waste of Man’s accomplishments, but we had survival as our priority, so the other books were returned to nature.

    I kept David busy weeding around the Hayward’s orange grove and picking oranges. The trees would undoubtedly produce fewer and fewer oranges every year without the proper care, but this was a sizeable grove and with our small group we could eat oranges non-stop and not make a dent in the harvest it produced.

    After three hours in the grove David was eager to get out of the sun and was Jonesing for Rachel, Janie came to gather us for lunch. The girls did a great job on the cake which included 18 full sized candles. The small birthday candles had been a bit too hard to come by. David blew out the candles and made his wish.

    I didn’t want to think about what it might be, but couldn’t help but imagine by the way the two were looking at each other and grinning. It was one of those love gazes where they slip into their own private world while everything going on around them just kind of fades away. Janie had to give him a nudge to get enough of his attention where he would take the piece of cake she had cut for him.

    David had mentioned that he played soccer in high school so Janie gave him a soccer ball that she had scavenged and stashed away from an earlier outing. Rachel had made him a tie-dyed t-shirt which his eyes lit up over. I gave him a 9mm handgun of his own. He had been carrying an old thirty-eight of mine so I thought it was time he had his own piece to take care of.

    Even though the legal drinking age had been 21 I wasn’t too concerned about the law, so I made him a vodka and orange juice. I had a good stockpile of liquor, but wasn’t much of a drinker anymore so the stockpile largely just collected dust.

    I kept a good inventory count of the alcohol as I didn’t need juvies breaking into it and getting crazy. Halfway through his second round, David was definitely getting loopy. The girls were having a great time with his goofy behavior. The party was a good distraction for us from a world that seemed to be slowly closing in.
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    I had gone out one morning to get some gardening tools for Rachel from a rack we had made under the canopy. The rack and shelves made a U shape. When I entered into the middle of the U I froze. There was a rattle going on behind me. As I slowly turned and looked downward, there was a large Diamondback Rattler laying there all coiled up and ready to strike.

    I was lucky in that I had walked right past it and had not been bitten. Maybe it had been just as startled as I was. I hated snakes since being bitten by a common yard snake as a kid. Cornering it and poking at it with a stick had not been its idea of fun, so it got a little revenge and latched onto one of my fingers.

    There was a hoe hanging nearby, but I couldn’t reach it without moving past the snake, and I had no intention of attempting such. I stood there at odds with the snake for almost 15 minutes before Janie went walking by on her way to tend her herd. I called to her, but with too low a voice to get her attention, a louder call turned her head. As she walked towards me I raised my hand slowly in a gesture to try to get her to stay back.

    While a bite from a rattler in a civilized place was usually not fatal, we were lacking in medical equipment and anti-venom, so fatality was not out of the question. Besides, this was a big snake. It had apparently been eating well because it was about a six-footer with a really fat body.

    As I struggled for what direction to give Janie to help me out of the situation, she made her way over, grabbed the hoe, pinned the snake down by the head and picked it up by the neck. I wanted to yell out, but she was too at ease and no words seemed to come out of my mouth. She turned the snake towards herself and then began scolding it. With all the commotion David and Rachel had come over to see what was happening.

    I was blown away at how much it was a non-event to them. David told me later that Janie had kept the rattler as a kind of free-range pet and had been feeding it for months with rats that she had caught. Here I was terrified of this 13 year old girl's pet. I tried to give her a talk about it later, but she wasn’t interested in listening. Again, I was taken aback at how fearless she was. At 13 she showed more guts around the snake than I ever would. Once the excitement died down we all got back to the day’s tasks.

    Later that afternoon David and I turned our attention back towards the coil gun project. We had racked our brains at how to get enough power to the coils to make it a formidable weapon. That’s when the thought of the power lines crept into my head. With the high voltage lines we could build a bigger gun and really ramp up its power output.

    I began imagining what a megawatt or two of instant power might accomplish. According to my calculations a mile of distance could be covered in less than a hundredth of a second. While we didn’t know how rapidly the alien ships could raise their shields, one hundredth of a second was not much time to react.

    My mind raced at the possibilities. Would we actually be lucky enough to build a gun that could harness this vast available source of power and get it close enough to the alien ships to get off a shot? I wasn’t sure, but just having the possibility was enough to get David and myself back to work on the project almost full time.

    Once David got started on the gun, Rachel was a little put off by the lack of attention she then commanded, but she was a trooper and mostly kept it to herself. David was consumed with building a bigger model. We had decided the tow truck would make an excellent platform for making our weapon mobile. We worked for a full week at nothing but building a larger gun.

    Scaling up the coils seemed easy as opposed to making them smaller. There were still enough salvageable electrical parts and wiring available from the surrounding destruction that we didn’t lack for resources to scrounge from. The larger gun was coming together.

    When finished we had a coil gun that was now 20 feet in length and it went from near the back of Mike to just over the cab. I had been concerned about kickback from launching even such a small projectile to those speeds. By my calculations it would have the same force impact as the truck striking at a BB sized point at 20 mph. I felt that amount of force should be able to penetrate a fairly thick steel plate and cause havoc once inside. What damage that might do to the large ships might not be much, but it was something.

    We decided that with the available high voltage power we could ramp up the output even more, but it would tear the structure from the truck. We would have to figure out a way to limit or counter the kickback when launching, but we didn’t need full power to test it out.

    With our first large gun completed it was time to try the scaled up design. After our initial morning chores we set out towards the power substation that we had seen just past the Ferrari memorial. With the gun sticking up over the cab we had to drive slowly through many areas as limbs hanging down from tree growth were beginning to interfere with our driving.

    After an hour we reached the substation. Mike was the perfect transport for this weapon as we also had 50 feet of high current cable to truck along with us. After some inspection of the substation I had figured a way to get us connected.

    We would use the local power line that ran out to the roadway. With some planning I was able to knock out the fuse coming off the local transformer which allowed us to then safely connect in.

    I had salvaged another fuse from closer to home to act as our power on switch. We had positioned Mike so that the gun aimed squarely at a large water oak about 30 yards away. The moment of truth was upon us.

    Since we were dealing with a large amount of power I had the girls and David back Bubba up a good distance from Mike. I had a ten foot pole that I would use to flip the fuse into place and arm the weapon. David had rigged a remote control from an RC car to our fire button. I flipped the fuse and after a large arc the transformer on the pole hummed as the weapon charged.

    I was thrilled that the design was holding together as I peered at the power meters we had rigged to it. A full charge was achieved in less than ten seconds. My immediate thoughts were that we could have a weapon that we could fire multiple times in short succession.

    I turned and hustled my way over to Bubba and the others who were now well off to the side. I gave David a big grin and a big thumbs up to let it fly. At that moment I was glad that I had the forethought to not park us directly behind the weapon.

    As David flipped his RC trigger the truck lurched violently backward and the gun itself broke loose from its mooring and shot across the ground behind Mike. At that same instant the mighty oak blew apart about 20 feet up sending splinters and wood shards flying. The ground shook and the sound of the exploding tree was deafening. The limbs and foliage on the surrounding trees were stripped bare from the shrapnel. Bits of wood were flying everywhere including the stripped remains of a branch that made its home right in the center of Bubba’s radiator.

    I was in awe of what we had created. The force delivered surpassed my wildest dreams. The towering mighty oak was reduced to a ten foot high shredded stump. The surrounding trees now stripped of their foliage and all but their largest of branches. Mike’s bed had a slight bow to it where it had given way just before our anchoring for the gun failed.

    And the gun was a total loss, having dug a 30 foot trench in the ground behind Mike before coming to a stop. With my ears still ringing I stood for nearly a minute just taking in the destruction. We had managed to inject the energy from nearly ten seconds of the high power line into that little BB. I was actually still slightly in shock when Rachel put her hand on my shoulder and turned my gaze towards our new radiator problem.

    Bubba was not going far without a radiator. We began salvaging what we could of the gun which was very little. It took us the remainder of the day to get our truck back to the compound where we could initiate repairs. We wrapped the radiator hose back around bypassing the radiator. We then drove for five minutes and followed that with parking for 25 to allow a cool down.

    It made progress slow, but we managed to get back before dark. We still would not dare drive with headlights at night for fear of being detected. It was difficult to get to sleep that night while thinking of the day’s accomplishments, but sleep came soon enough with the cool quiet haven that was our bunker.
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    The following morning we turned our attentions back to our daily survival chores. Once in good shape, we had to go out looking for a new radiator for Bubba. The four of us gathered our normal allotment of several days of food and other assorted survival gear, and made our way out in Mike and Suzie.

    It had been several months since I had last started Suzie and it was somewhat comforting to see that she started right up as always. We never traveled without the whole group and never without two vehicles.

    There were many things in the new world that we did not have control over, but keeping close together was not one of them. After our experience with the looters we would not break that rule again. Even only going as far as the Kendall’s or Hayward’s was unnerving enough that we rarely did that without a minimum of two of us. My snake encounter had reinforced that thought process.

    Whenever traveling any distance no one wanted to be left behind, and no one wanted to be going it alone. We were happy with our little family and had decided that we stood a better chance of overcoming any unforeseen hardships if we stuck close together. So, off we went in search of a radiator.

    It took two days of searching before a suitable radiator replacement was found. Since we always traveled with our wish list we had managed to scrounge several other items while out. Five hundred feet of PVC pipe would take water over to the Kendall’s garden from our water pump, replacing our leaky hose setup. A toaster oven and a blender would become big hits for preparing our daily meals as well as for making snacks.

    There was no telling how long those types of things would last because there would be no replacements a little further into the future. We were thankful to have what we did, when we did, knowing full well it would someday be gone. With our new finds in tow we returned home and got to work on replacing Bubba’s radiator.

    Once the radiator was in place and functioning, David and I turned our extra time towards attempting to figure out how to counter the tremendous kickback of the coil gun. After several weeks of failed ideas we decided to try firing an identically powerful gun in the opposite direction with the hopes of the two forces canceling each other out.

    This brought on another problem in that if we aim one gun up the other would be aimed down and there was no way the setup would survive a blast into the ground right behind it. The debris flying back out of the inevitable crater that would be formed would certainly cause major damage of its own.

    We decided that if we could point the second gun at an angle just above horizontal we would be able to handle most of the kickback without a problem. We would need to have the section where the two guns adjoined sitting on the ground since there would still be a tremendous down force created because of the angle. But it was doable. We got to work the following day on once again gathering the resources needed to build our two guns.

    The new effort took three months of scavenging to gather the needed supplies and another three months to produce our guns. David also had to rework his computer program to run two guns at once, they both required precise timing for their firing.

    During our months of gun work we made several trips back to Daytona to spy on our enemies. The one water ship remained out of commission and under repair. The status of the other ships remained the same except for one very interesting discovery.

    During one of our trips we had seen the functioning water ship move over land and more specifically over the power substation we had found in Daytona. From a good distance we could see that as it hovered over the substation it had several large cables dangling down and connected to the electrical supply.

    Were the ships drawing power from our grid? Were they recharging? There was no way for us to know from the outside what was really going on, but it did give us a leg up on where the water ship might be at a given time if it was repeating that process.

    That giant fact of knowing where one of the alien ships might be at a given time was not lost on us as we continued work on our second version of the large coil gun. Eight months after the firing of our first full scale gun we had a new gun ready to try. After our last experiment we decided to not risk Mike and instead built the new gun mounted on one of our trailers.

    We had welded the axel to a lever arm that would allow us to lower the trailer base to the ground when we were in firing position. As we rolled back up to the power substation we were once again awed by the previous destruction we had caused.

    This time around a tree was selected that was almost twice the distance as the first. The secondary gun had a clear shot behind us of several hundred yards, wherever that BB ended up would not be an issue.

    After several hours of setup we were ready to test the new rig. Mike and Bubba were parked a good distance away and behind a berm where they would be protected. With a push of my fuse pole the power meter needles moved to the right as the transformers gave out a hum.

    We had added about 20 percent to the size of our original gun and the combination of the two guns took nearly 30 seconds to fully charge. I ran back to David and the girls feeling all jacked up. Even though Rachel and Janie had not participated in the design and manufacture of the weapon, it was every bit their accomplishment as it was ours, and they showed equal excitement.

    There is something very powerful about having the ability to defend oneself. For several years we had been at the complete mercy of the invaders if they had ever chosen to seek us out. We reasoned that perhaps that day we could change that. We looked at each other with anticipatory grins as David readied the trigger.

    Three… two… one… seemingly simultaneously the target tree in front and an equally unfortunate tree a quarter mile away behind us exploded. This time we all had our ears covered which was good because the concussions rocked us first one way and then the other.

    The oak in front was now a stump just a few feet off the ground and looked a lot like one of those onions that had been chopped, breaded and deep fried in oil. The next tree behind that oak met with a similar fate as well as part of the one after that.

    The results were far above what I had ever dreamed of accomplishing when I had first contemplated a coil gun. Janie then grabbed my shoulder and turned me towards the back oak. Not only had it exploded, but it had cleared a wide path of devastation deep into the trees behind it, the stump was on fire like a giant torch.

    David and I rushed over to the trailer to inspect the guns. Our initial inspection could only find a few minor broken welds and a now slightly warped trailer body that had sunk about four inches into the ground. Rachel drove Bubba over, got out and began talking about the torch tree.

    The fire was starting to belch out a lot of smoke and the smoke would be a sure sign of activity from the air for miles around. At that thought we scrambled to get the gun unhooked from the power and to get the trailer back on its axle. Ten frantic minutes passed before we were headed back towards camp, the drivers trying to make their best time to get out of there while the passengers attention was turned towards the skies.

    Only when the vehicles had been safely parked and stowed, and we were in the security of the bunker, did we finally let out yells in celebration. We now had a weapon that we felt we could do substantial damage with. Mankind would either rise from the rubble or at a minimum exact some toll from the invaders before he perished.

    Three days later we returned to the substation site to conduct more testing. The gun now had several new modifications and we desperately wanted to try it at full power. We had managed our way from the substation out to the high power lines where we had a clear distance of close to a mile in front of us.

    With the gun in place and powered up fully we let loose of the iron BB round. The impact was nearly a half mile away. It wasn’t as impressive looking as our last test, but we chalked that up to possibly being the distance we were viewing the impact from.

    After a two minute drive in Bubba, David and I were upon the impact site. We had a direct hit right at the base of a palm tree. The tree had not splintered like the oaks, but instead looked to be sheared off.

    Beyond the palm there was other visible damage, but it was nothing as compared to our previous tests. I was baffled at how there appeared to be so much less carnage from as compared to our previous time out. As I inspected the site further it hit me like a ton of bricks.

    The BB had been given so much energy that it had turned into plasma and had essentially been burning up before it reached the palm, losing much of its energy over the half mile distance. We needed a projectile that could tolerate the heat.

    Back in college when Pete and I had taken the metallurgy course it had for some reason stuck with me one day that he was droning on and on about tungsten. It seemed my good friend Pete had one last item to give that we could make full use of.

    At the time I remembered laughing uncontrollably at how much of a geek he was. For whatever reason that college moment had stayed with me through the years. I recalled one of his rants was about the melting point of tungsten and I remembered tungsten was a metal that we had back at the compound. We had scavenged numerous tungsten rods along with other materials that we used for our various welding needs.

    The following week we once again returned to the power lines and the results were similar to our first two trials. The first strike was over half a mile away and the devastation was tremendous. We now had our weapon, we had our ammo, and we had our jacked up attitudes. All we needed was a real target. We returned to the compound with our heads high and ego’s swelling.

    The Hayward’s orange grove had several lime trees and I just happened to have some tequila stashed away. As the elder of our little family I decided that a party was in order and that margarita’s would be made. The girls and David prepared a small feast while I made the rita’s.

    Since they were still underage I substituted sugar water for the tequila and the girls were none the wiser. I wouldn’t let them near the alcohol on their own, and they showed no desire to get into it, so I thought it was a worthy substitution.

    Even though I had let David have the vodka for his 18th birthday he didn’t seem to know the difference this time. We all had a great time faking our drunkenness, which made our little celebration all the more fun. We stayed up late and slept in the following morning. I had to chuckle at the girls and their supposed hangovers.

    After the celebration we took another three months to put the new gun and trailer back in top shape. During that time we made repeated visits to the Daytona area and discovered that the water ship was recharging for almost a full day about once a month.

    That’s when Rachel came up with the idea of perhaps building a number of permanent guns at the substation that were aiming straight up. We could then blast the water ship when it came for a recharge. After all, we would have plenty of power available and could allow any number of guns to sit fully charged while waiting on our nemesis. Again, I was blown away at the fantastic ideas coming from those young kids.

    During our observations of the craft we had noticed five large circular sections equally spaced around the bottom of the water ship. It was pure speculation, but we believed they were the mechanism for the ships propulsion, and as such would be primary target centers for our weapons. If we could somehow bring this mighty ship down it would perhaps tempt the invaders into leaving our planet.

    For more than two years they had been harvesting our natural resources. We reasoned that maybe they would cut their losses and leave with what they had. We had all decided that it would be worth all of our lives if we could bring down just one of those behemoths.

    As we planned and schemed I had begun keeping log books of all we were doing. I hoped future generations could one day use the knowledge if we were to perish. I could only hope there would one day be such people.

  


  
    Chapter 18

    


    

    


    

    The girls took over virtually all of the daily chores which allowed David and me to put full time into our arsenal. Over the next six months we worked long into the night building five large vertical coil guns. Since each one would be placed at a different location we had to also somehow scavenge five computers as controllers.

    We had happened on a collapsed retail store and had managed to salvage 12 gaming consoles from the rubble. The cardboard boxes they were housed in had deteriorated, but the plastic wrapping within had remained well sealed.

    With further scavenging at the same site we also came home with a half dozen games. They would be a good distraction for relaxation, but I would have to keep an eye on my young family to make sure they did not become addicted to play. We had much too much work to get done, so I was eager to avoid any large distractions if possible. I had to stop and smile at myself when the thought entered my head that we would have plenty of time for play after reeking destruction on the aliens. It was a thought that had me smiling all the way home.

    As it turned out, David had hacked that exact version of the game machine just before the invasion, and had managed to take control of much of the hardware on board. He felt confident that he could adapt those boxes to be controllers for our guns.

    After seeing what this kid was capable of on a computer I could only imagine that he would have been either very successful in the computer programming business or he would have gotten locked up for hacking into someone’s network. Even the second scenario would have probably landed him some cushy computer security job with the government. Either way, I was happy to have him on our team.

    A hunt back to a previous hobby shop site yielded the goods needed for our remote radio controllers. We needed the RC so that we could fire the weapons all at the same time, and from a distance. If we got lucky enough to bring down a ship we didn’t want it falling on our heads.

    After much planning we decided to move each of the completed vertically aimed weapons into place all at once. We needed to not only disguise them so that they fit in with the surroundings, but also to run the necessary high power lines to them for charging. The high power lines would need to be disguised as well. The last thing we needed was to arouse suspicion which would not only blow our entire plan, but it would also alert the aliens to our presence.

    It took us another six months of building and planning before we were ready to prep the Daytona substation site. We camped out for three days before the great ship next visited the substation. A day later it moved back out to sea and we moved in. During our observations we had mapped out where we thought the propulsion discs might be. It took two weeks for us to carefully move the first three guns into place and camouflage them. The final two were in place the following week.

    The ships schedule was not exactly on a monthly basis so we had to be extremely careful going into week four. We used the four wheelers to drag our cables around as each was about two hundred yards long. We had to rely on many splices in order to string the cables out that far, but we had no choice with the target being almost half a mile in diameter.

    We had our first cable in place and sufficiently hidden when our friend decided to pay the substation another visit. David was caught flat footed at one of the guns connecting cables when it started towards the beach.

    Although we certainly did not desire it, we had planned for just such an event. David had a small stash of food with him and several camo covers for himself and his four wheeler. A large part of the cable that he had just finished dragging lay in plain view, so we were desperately hoping that having been here for several years with no incidents, that the aliens would keep their security level at a minimum.

    As part of our camo we had placed several large potted plants around each gun with hopes that it would make them blend in better. We chose potted plants because we did not want to take the time to actually plant them and with a little water we could keep them healthy for months.

    In the time since the invasion there had been a great deal of overgrowth covering almost every spot of barren ground. Even the rubble had begun to be covered over nicely so our guns blended in well. Nature was slowly reclaiming its ground.

    With all the rubble underneath, we had come away with several slightly twisted ankles, but that not had been anything serious enough to slow us down. We were lucky that it was now November and the temperatures were very mild. David stayed under his camo cover for a full day while the great ship recharged overhead. Our intense planning had paid off that day as we remained well concealed and undetected by the giant craft.

    When the ship returned to sea, David finished his hookup and made his way back to our hidden camp almost a mile away. We decided to take a few days rest back at the homestead to catch up on our chores and relax. Regardless of whether or not we were fully successful in our warfare with the invaders, we would still need to eat and sleep afterwards, if we survived. We would not immediately be in harm’s way and even with a lack of success a little luck would allow our escape.

    In our last bit of planning we had decided to enable ourselves to trigger the weapons from almost two miles away. A pair of two way radios would do the trick and provide us that bit of a safe cushion we desired. We felt that a momentary blast of radio waves would be difficult to pinpoint and would still allow us a quick getaway from the area.

    Tree and brush growth along the roadways had made travel on them much more secure as it made line of sight very difficult except for from nearly directly above. We had tried to cover all the angles for our getaway. I was sure we would stir up a hornet’s nest of their fighters immediately following the triggering of our weapons.

    After our days of rest we returned to Daytona and began our final preparations. Two weeks into our countdown we had the final power cables rigged. I closed five scavenged fuses and the power flowed out to the five coil guns. As we traveled from one to the next we checked, double checked and triple checked that they were charged and ready for action, we would only have one chance at firing upon the ship.

    I knew the next several weeks might seem like the longest of my life. Everything was in place and ready. All we needed was a victim. We pulled back to the Two Mile camp and began our wait. It took us two days of pacing about and twiddling thumbs before we decided to head back to the homestead for a week. Cows required milking and eggs gathering if we wanted to keep our little food factory in good working order.

    Again the time dragged on and there was much pacing about. We always had enough work to keep us busy, but with such a huge event coming up there was a complete lack of concentration on any given task. I tried to fill Mike’s gas tank three times the same day. David followed after with the same thoughts twice. The anticipation of the event was powerful enough that I began to imagine that any one of us could spontaneously combust at any moment from our high level of excitement.

    We had worked hard on our testing and our plans for more than a year. The days had seemingly flown by during that time, but the final week was taking forever. I knew we would be in the thick of it soon enough, but one couldn’t help but be impatient.

    After our week at home we again ventured out to Two Mile camp to await our victim. The point we had picked almost two miles away, sat on slightly higher ground. With the help of our binoculars and a small platform high up in a large tree, we would know exactly when to pull the trigger.

     The second day brought a large thunderstorm with loads of lightning. I was a bit worried about our whole setup given the fact that a brisk wind in the right direction could not only easily expose one or more of our guns, but also the electronics that went with them. We had tried to take precautions, but Murphy’s Law had a way of making things happen.

    The lightning from the thunderstorm was not far from us. It was David’s turn as lookout in the tree when a bolt struck the adjacent tree right next to where we had Mike parked. After almost falling, from being startled by the strike, David came down from his perch and we went to inspect our mobile gun. I was stunned that it held about a 30 percent charge. Somehow all the electronics had come through unscathed. I could only speculate that the coils had acted as a giant current sink keeping the electronics from being fried.

    For some reason I had not thought about the gun being able to store a charge. If it proved out that it would keep a significant charge for any period of time it would make the weapon truly mobile. We had nothing but time to kill so I checked the charge about every half hour.

    It took two hours for it to fully dissipate and that was with only a 30 percent charge. My conservative guess, if we began with a full charge, was that we could maintain a greater than 50 percent level for more than three hours. That certainly added a new twist to our ability to fight.

    As the storm moved away from us and towards the substation David once again reclaimed his perch in the tree. He was only there a few minutes when he observed a large lightning bolt strike right in the area of the substation. He scrambled down the tree and ran to me with the news.

    Had Mother Nature done us in? Was power still going to the substation? We had to know as we believed we would only get one good shot at our attack. We piled into Bubba and made our way over to our Daytona base camp. We had our two four wheelers on the trailer behind Bubba and quickly rigged them for our inspection. It was raining heavily with lightning strikes all around, but we had to know if our weapons were still functional.

    The alien ship could come at any time and if we were caught underneath we would not be able to fire the guns without killing ourselves. The first three guns checked out as fine and fully charged. The fourth gun had lost some of its camo in the winds of the storm, but was otherwise OK.

    The final weapon however had taken a direct lightning strike and lay scattered about. I was at first apprehensive about our prospects, but we still had four good functioning guns that were charged and ready to fire.

    Since we had a fuse on each of the lines running out to our guns the fuse on the fifth gun had probably saved the substation transformers from receiving any damage, we had wired straight into them. We headed back to Two Mile camp disappointed in our bad luck, but still anticipating letting loose our big strike. Four guns would have to be enough.

    Our vantage point had at one time had a nice home. After some minor investigation, we were able to excavate its power line and hook up our gun behind Mike. We reconnected the fuse on the nearest transformer and we had power flowing to our mobile weapon. It took a several minutes to fully charge with the smaller line, but it would allow us to unhook and travel for some distance with an active weapon. We were happy with whatever extra protection we could get.
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    The following morning Janie called down from the tree. Our prey was approaching. It took another 20 minutes to settle over the substation and to drop its cables. Two small robotic helpers emerged and went about their task of hooking the great ship up just as each time before.

    My hands were sweating with the anticipation of what we might be unleashing on our foe. David placed his hand on my shoulder and said that we might want to wait until the beast was almost fully recharged. If we were lucky enough to get explosions a full load of fuel, even though it was only electricity, still might help. The kids were warriors and thinkers and I felt blessed to have them fighting by my side.

    The waiting was even more excruciating than before, but what he said had a bit of wisdom to it. I couldn’t help but think that maybe all that power would also be what might save the ship somehow. I was a very patient person, but the minutes seemed like hours and the hours like days.

    A full 20 hours after the ship had connected we decided it was time for a show. We all climbed the tree and struggled to settle in on our little platform. As we counted downward from ten I finally pushed the button on the walkie-talkie.

    Nothing happened! What had we done wrong? Had the ship somehow drained the power from our guns? Was it interfering with our signal? Was it the lightning? It was turning into a catastrophe when everything up until then, excluding the lightning strike, had gone so well. Had the lightning fried our walkie-talkie radio on the other side? My heart sank further with each of those thoughts.

    That’s when Janie pointed out that my radio was not switched on. Here I was about to do battle with Man’s greatest foe ever and a teenage girl had it together better than I. I flipped the power switch and keyed the mic. What happened next gave me goose bumps then and still gives me goose bumps when I tell of it today. What an adrenalin rush…

    The four guns fired simultaneously up into the great ship. Debris shot downward as the hypervelocity tungsten penetrated its hull. We had positioned our guns in just the right places and only a moment after I keyed the mic the behemoth flipped upward at the point of its only functioning propulsion disc while the other end crashed violently down to the ground on the beach.

    For a few seconds the great ship stood upright on its side as we watched the flashes from secondary explosions on the underside of the great beast. The whole scene was surreal and no movie special effects could have ever done it justice.

    In a final death roll the ship finished its flip and crashed into the ocean waves upside down... fire and smoke billowing from its now exposed underbelly. We watched with our jaws dropped and a few seconds later were ecstatic when the rumbling sound finally made it to us. As the once mighty ship now lay upside down and on fire, it became evident that it was a complete and utter victory.

    At that moment we were all experiencing what was probably the greatest group hug for mankind in his short existence on the planet. In our excitement we almost fell out of the tree. We watched for several minutes as nearly half of the great ship began to burn. All I could think of at that instant was "burn baby burn".

    The massive ship now lay just off the beach, upside down in about 30 feet of water. A few minutes passed and then a major explosion blew nearly a quarter of the damaged ship to kingdom come. I surmised that it was the power storage source now interacting with the saltwater.

    Again the results were spectacular and I didn’t know if mankind would ever experience a prouder moment. Rachel had the digital camera out and was snapping pictures of the action. I could only imagine the money those pictures would have brought if there had been a media around to fight over them. The images gave us one more reason for an eager return to home, so that we could relive our ultimate moment.

    It then occurred to me that there was another ship out there of the same size, backed up by one ten times as large. It was time for us to move as we had already wasted precious minutes with our gawking and celebration.

    We scampered down the tree, unhooked our mobile gun from the power line and began to break camp. David took one final look with the binoculars and informed me that at least one of the fighter ships was now circling over the wreckage. We gathered ourselves as fast as we could and made a beeline down our getaway road. In two hours we were secure in our compound with the vehicles safely hidden away.

    The excitement was just too much for us and we stayed up all night reliving the moment over and over. Rachel had taken the camera and recorded the event live before snapping away with pictures. We watched the recording again and again that night, each time brought celebration.

    For me I felt as though I had finally done something right in my life, and for the girls and David it was thoughts of justice for the slaying of their loved ones. The best part of all was that we had all escaped unscathed and were ready and eager to fight another day.

    We let three weeks pass before deciding to venture back towards Daytona. After a short stop just up from the Ferrari memorial to put a charge on our mobile gun we headed to Two Mile camp.

    When we arrived the first item of business was to again hook up our remaining gun to the grid. Two minutes later and we were ready for battle if needed. We would have to be completely lucky with a ship just happening to fly directly into our firing line, but it felt good to at least have something for our defense.

    Rachel and Janie shouted down from the tree perch that the wreckage was still there. There were several of the fighter ships hovering around it, and what looked like some ongoing activity on top of its overturned hull.

    We would have to make our way back down to the Daytona camp to get a better look. With the fighters around we would have to be extra careful to maintain our cover in the overgrowth. We decided to leave Mike and the gun charging at the Two Mile camp and had even taken a few minutes to aim the gun towards the path we had taken from there to the Daytona camp. If we had to run and they happened to chase, we hoped we could get off a lucky shot. It would have to have divine guidance to score a hit, but at least it was something.

    We managed to creep into the Daytona camp and get Bubba and the four wheelers covered. We would do our surveillance on foot as we needed to get close to get good intel. I carried the binoculars and David the spotter scope. We made it to just under half a mile away before deciding any further was too risky.

    Our first mission was to conceal our little outpost. We had a good stockpile of camo tarps to draw from as a previous Army Navy store had been located on one of our scavenging travels. Even with the crushed building we were able to dig out all the tarps we could ever want. They had certainly come in handy.

    The defeated ship lay still in the water showing tremendous damage. One quarter of the ship was missing after the last great explosion, and a full third of the rest was a burned out hulk. After observing the activity going on around it, we determined that it was nothing more than a salvage operation. The still intact part of the hull was teaming with activity from hundreds of the little helper robots, small freight carriers were occasionally lifting off and heading out towards the other water ship.

    The remaining water ship was still hovering in the same position it had been in for the past year. There were still signs of damage and there was still activity from the robots on those sections, but it looked to at least be partially functioning again as far as the mineral extraction went.

    The mother ship hovered about a mile above it on the other side. The freighter craft were still lifting off from the remaining water ship towards the larger craft with their stolen cargo.

    We would return to Daytona to spy a number of times in the weeks after. Each time the activity was the same, although the activity at the destroyed craft seemed to be winding down.

    I had taken the time to check out the substation and our vertical guns. The substation itself had been damaged, but looked to be largely intact, meaning it still had power. The vertical guns had been obliterated by the blowback from their victim.

    From the looks of it, and because there had not been any searching for us, I guessed that they had no idea of what had taken place. Maybe they thought it was some type of catastrophic failure as there was no evidence of any warhead or explosive. There was also no evidence of anything but an accident. Our luck to date had been more than we could have ever hoped for.

    We returned to our homestead with new plans. With the impressive power that our guns had managed we felt we could make a half scale version that we could place on a swivel base. With faster charging and with the ability to aim we reasoned that it might give us a fighting chance against one or more of the fighters.

    Again it took months of work to gather the resources needed. I was getting good at welding and figured that I could build just about anything I needed given the time and materials. As it ended up, we took an old rear axle from a small pickup and mounted our newest gun on it, we called it our howitzer. We could easily tow it behind any of our vehicles and with just a little muscle we could aim it before getting out of the way to fire it.

    As part of our battle plans we also made a few remotely controlled decoys. Two were just radios that would start broadcasting when they received a signal and three were smoke bombs that would detonate when triggered. We felt we would need to make use of every trick in the book if we were going to stand even the slightest chance against an assault of any kind. The enemy had defenses while we had few. Our only real defense was that they didn’t know we were there.

    One idea I had was that if we built another of the half sized guns as a vertical gun and rigged one of the decoy devices up beside it, we might be able to lure a fighter in and blast it from a remote location. We would get to work immediately on two such weapons after completing the howitzer.

    David had also resurrected our original hand held coil gun with a few extra modifications. With power supplied from the grid it could fire a steady stream of tungsten pellets with an energy force of better than a .50 caliber machine gun. We would not be able to hold it for such, but after welding up a nice swivel base in Bubba’s bed, we could put up a modest defense if we had power.

    All of our planning and work was exhausting, but the levels of adrenalin created from our initial success kept us working hard and barely sleeping at night. I for one could not wait for another engagement with our nemesis. It took us another four months to bring together our new military equipment. With our weapons complete it was again time for some training. So, off to the Ferrari substation we went.

    The overgrowth was now encroaching on the transformers within the chain link fence. I felt it would not be long before Mother Nature would be knocking out our little well of power. It would be too dangerous to practice around the Daytona station.

    We hooked up the howitzer first and took several practice shots with it. Again the only way we were able to control such force was with an equal force going out the back.

    The half sized weapon was recharged and ready to fire again in less than ten seconds. We had hoped for such and had made an automatic ammo feeder mechanism to go along with it. Our electronics work to date had been outstanding and the auto feeder was no disappointment. About every ten seconds a new round would shoot out in each direction.

    Each salvo was accompanied by a loud crack as the speed of sound was breached. And each salvo cut an even deeper swathe through the forest before us as well as the one behind us. The girls had fired every round and I had to say they both loved the power.

    After several dozen rounds we switched our attention to the swivel gun mounted on Bubba. I wanted a go of it first. I know David was a little disappointed since it was his baby, but he offered no argument against it.

    We connected the power cables and David flipped the fuse into place. We had the auto feeder dialed up and I let a five second burst fly. It was a good thing we had taken the time to really make the swivel mount sturdy as I could feel that the back pressure being generated was immense. With each five second burst I could cut a two foot diameter tree in half.

    I was beginning to think we might just have a shot at defending ourselves after all. If we could catch a fighter with its shield defending a different side we could do some real damage to it. I believed the fighter's defense was the concussion shield and I had a gut feeling that it could only be aimed in one direction at a time. The nature of it focusing a wave of energy down to a point would have to leave other parts of the ship vulnerable.

    For simultaneous attacks I guessed they would rely on stretching out the point of concussion on a first projectile and then swing it around and focus it closer in for the second. It was pure speculation on my part, but I was willing to take some risks over it. With our day of practice complete we headed home to begin preparations for our next offensive.
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    We tended the animals as best we could as we were planning to deploy our little army to the field for at least a week. David devised an automatic feeder for the chickens and a new calf would hopefully take care of our milking for us. We had taken one of our old refrigerators and strapped it to one of the trailers.

    We would be making our base at Two Mile camp and would be able to power the fridge for our horde of food from there. None of us could wait to get back in the fight with the aliens and I guessed that it was partially because we had not suffered any casualties, as of yet. When and if we did it would be a very bitter pill to swallow.

    I loved those three and had not felt like that since being a young boy around my parents. I remember idolizing my father before getting to the age where your friends became far more interesting. It was a feeling of peace and security, and even though I was dealing with three teenagers now, I once again had that feeling. I had not met anyone in all my days that I would rather be going into battle with. All three were loyal, intelligent and seemingly fearless.

    The lack of fear is what sometimes makes people into fools. That same lack of fear is also what makes some people heroes. Heroes after all are not born. They are self-made through their actions and deeds. With the three of them having already contributed so much to taking out that first ship, they were all heroes to me.

    We left base camp that afternoon to begin our week long spy mission and strategy planning session. We found a good spot for our decoy gun where the fifth gun had taken a lightning hit. We still had the cable laid out to it, so the hookup was relatively easy. We decided to place a radio decoy as well as a smoke decoy with it. If we were lucky we could lure a fighter in and take it down.

    We were also able to salvage much of the other cabling we had used in our first offensive. By now the aliens had abandoned the downed ship so we were able to move about the substation freely. We scavenged other power cables from the area and strung out a cable covering nearly three quarters of a mile over to our Daytona camp.

    We hooked up Bubba’s machine gun along with our one remaining big gun. The howitzer was placed in a location nearer the substation and the remaining decoys spread out at quarter mile intervals leading away from us.

    Our preparations were all in place by the afternoon of the second day. We then began the planning of our second assault. The second water ship had not been over to the substation for recharging, but instead relied on the mother ship to come in close once a month. We had timed our week to coincide with what should have been one of those recharging visits.

    We would use the large gun to try to hit the second water ship during its recharge. After that our existence would definitely be known. With some luck we felt we would be able to get off three or four shots at a minimum, before the fighters could reach us. I could only hope that the weapon would be effective at that distance because distance gave them time to react, time to move their shield.

    After giving it some thought I decided that I would fire the howitzer at the same time and hopefully be able to draw away the shield and do some damage of my own.

    It was once again eagle-eyed Janie who spotted the mother ship descending on its smaller child. There was no doubt that we would be fully exposed. All of our work at building our home, our initial tremendous victory over the first ship, our hard work, and all of our planning were coming to a defined moment.

    We had a few hours to kill as the recharging of the water ship from the mother ship also lasted close to a day. I stood looking at the steeled faces of the others as they all watched the mother ship.

    The defiance in their eyes was exactly that as recounted in so many war stories over the history of Man. The true heroes stood strong in the face of imminent death, unwavering in their commitment to give it every ounce of energy they had, at whatever the cost.

    Their strength in turn steeled my resolve. We had come so far and accomplished so much in our little survivor family. It was now time to stand up for all Mankind and push these brutal murderers back into the blackness of space they had come from. Zero hour was upon us.

    I left the camp and made my way over to the howitzer. We had strung a coaxial cable from Daytona camp over to the howitzer so that I could securely communicate with David without giving off a radio signature.

    I had put on a copper screened helmet to reduce my signature further, but I still had enough visibility to aim and fire the weapon. I didn’t know if the helmet would actually work, but we were willing to all wear aluminum hats and suck our thumbs if we thought it would help.

    David wore a similar screened helmet on his end and manned the large gun. The girls took 30 minute turns manning Bubba’s machine gun with the lucky one going to be at the trigger when it all went down. That day was Rachel’s lucky day. David and I had taken our best aims when I gave the final command. The crack from both weapons was again deafening, but worth the pain.

    The big gun and howitzer fired at almost the same instant. As it turned out we were indeed lucky and our velocities were sufficient to bypass their shields. The round from the big gun just missed the smaller ship, but slammed into a propulsion disc on the bottom of the mother ship. The down blast from that hit, blew right into the smaller ship just below.

    At the same moment the howitzer round struck the water ship blowing a small hole through the side and a larger one out through the top. The side shot also started the smaller ship into a slow rotation. Neither ship moved position or made any adjustments whatsoever before I fired the howitzer again ten seconds later. This time I hit square in the center of the small ship sending a large plume of smoke, fire and debris upward into the larger ship.

    Again ten seconds passed with no reaction from either ship. We had taken them by complete surprise, but we knew we only had a finite amount of time before they would begin doing something about it. I fired the howitzer a third time, this time striking under the water ship and I spotted a plume of debris falling from its other side.

    The big gun was ready for another round and David let it fly. It skimmed the top of the smaller ship and again went directly into one of the propulsion discs on the mother ship. Again a back blast of debris came hurdling down upon the smaller ship. The mother ship then dropped slightly and lurched forward towards us.

    Because of its immense size it all looked to be happening in slow motion. My next howitzer round then found its mark releasing the same devastating powerful explosion we had seen after taking down the first ship.

    Fully one quarter of the water ship was instantly incinerated with the damage reaching up to the bottom of the larger one. The debris then did our work for us as it knocked out another propulsion disc on the mother ship.

    The resulting drop and lurch forward of the mother ship was all it took to end the existence of the smaller vessel. The five mile wide behemoth dipped down enough to crash into the now severally damaged water ship. The impact flattened a large portion of the smaller craft and sent it crashing downward into the ocean.

    Again I fired another round into the mother ship. This time the shot seemed to be absorbed by the larger ship, no doubt doing tremendous internal damage. At that point the fighters finally began to emerge. I counted 15 of them. And with the chaotic pattern they fell into I could only guess that they still had no idea where they were being attacked from.

    Our rounds must have been too small and must have been coming in too fast for them to get a fix on us. David then let off another round, striking the far underside of the great ship and damaging two more of the propulsion discs. The fighters then locked onto the tungsten projectile coming out the back of David’s gun. The destruction it caused behind us had given away our position.

    The mother ship had a total of 16 discs on its underbelly and we had managed to take out a number of them. Unfortunately, with our last rounds origin detected, we had less than a minute before fighters would be swarming us. A half dozen of the fighters came straight in and I was ready for the first one.

    The howitzer round punched a small hole in the front of it and blew all the guts out of the back. The empty shell of the fighter flipped over and crashed down in the water before ever making it to the shore. I could just make out by the distortions in the air in front of the fighters that they now all had their shields on and facing towards us.

    My next round missed, but I had a large backup target behind it. Once again the mother ship absorbed my howitzer round with untold internal damage being done. The next fighter in was headed directly for David. He waited patiently for it to come into his firing line before letting go. With its shields already in front the fighter did not appear to take any damage. But the shock of the force was enough to knock the fighter from the sky. It plummeted downward, skipped once on the waves and come to rest on the beach.

    My next round would not be ready for the following fighter bearing down on me. So, I triggered the first decoy and waited. The fighter shifted is shield down as a concussion weapon and began blasting the ground directly below it as it flew. I lucked out in that it went to my side on its way over to the decoy.

    My timing on firing the vertical gun at the decoy was perfect. I blew the nose of the fighter clean off and it spun violently as it turned back out over the beach before crashing into the ocean. Two other fighters turned back, probably in an attempt to protect the mother ship while one last fighter approached David.

    This time Rachel had the machine gun ready and David set off one of the decoys. The fighter turned towards the decoy and began thrashing the ground under it with its concussion weapon.

    Rachel let loose a five second stream from the machine gun, but the fighter shifted its shield and effectively blocked the incoming barrage from the weaker weapon. David then set off another decoy. The fighter flew over the second decoy obliterating it and again turned back towards Rachel. As the fighter approached with its shield up Janie had planned a distraction of her own.

    Since our encounter with the looters Janie had taken all the practice she could with her thirty-eight. She had planned her little ambush and had opened up from a hundred yards to Rachel's side as the fighter approached. For only a moment the fighter turned its shields towards her, but it was long enough for Rachel to once again cut loose.

    The ensuing stream of tungsten pellets sawed the fighter in half. The two halves flew just over David and Rachel’s heads spewing debris before crashing into the ground just beyond their position.

    I again turned my howitzer on the mother ship. Every ten seconds I fired a new round into it and every ten seconds it seemingly absorbed it. It didn’t take long before I realized that David was no longer responding or firing his weapon.

    I couldn’t give up on my side so I just kept firing again and again. Another minute passed before the mother ship finally began its assent towards safety with its remaining ten fighters following its retreat.

    I fired twice more at the retreating ship before flinging off my helmet and running towards David and the girls. I was desperate with fear as all I had been able to see was a fighter crashing in their direction. As I got closer the flames and smoke put a wall between me and my family. My heart raced as I ran.

    After working my way around the blaze I was able to see Bubba, but David and Rachel were not in sight. Small fires were burning all around from the debris that had fallen from the cut-in-half fighter.

    I called out but got no reply. I called second time and heard David at a distance. Another call and response and I was again running towards him. As I got closer I could see David bent over Janie and Rachel was crying with her fists clinched and covering her mouth. Again the goose bumps came up on my arms as the fear of loss crept into my heart.

    When I reached them David had teared up as well. I knelt over Janie and gently picked up her head. Her right arm lay in a pool of blood and she had blood on her forehead and neck. A metal shard was sticking from her arm.

    I tore off my shirt and ripped it into a bandage. It took all of my courage to pull the shard from her arm. Blood was everywhere. I bound the wound tightly and had David keep pressure on it. She had a small cut on her forehead that had caused the bleeding there and after quick inspection I could find no other wounds.

    I cradled her in my arms and carried her back to Bubba as David kept pressure on her arm. Rachel had gone ahead of us and had our small medical kit out on Bubba’s tailgate. I lay Janie down gently and began removing the shirt bandage.

    Rachel began cleaning up her head wound while David attempted to keep pressure on her arm. I could do crude stitches on the surface, but if she had an internal bleeder we would not be able to stop it.

    I had David pinch the wound together to keep the bleeding to a minimum as I began stitching her up. My extent of putting in stitches had been taking a few drunken shots at stitching up pig carcasses back in college. My stitch-work was good at the time, but it had been many years since I had even thought of it. As my unsteady hands shook, I began to stitch Janie up. I was done with my butchery in five minutes. The stitches seemed to be doing their job of holding her together, but she had lost a lot of blood and none of us were really sure of what to do next.

    The mother ship had pulled back to its 30 mile range, no doubt attempting to tend to its own wounds. The crashing fighter had severed the power to the big gun and Bubba’s machine gun so our Daytona camp was now inoperative. Rachel tended to Janie as David and I broke camp. We quickly began making our way back to Two Mile camp.

    It was getting dark so we would rest there overnight before heading home. Back at the bunker was where we could best attempt to care for Janie. With the mother ship damaged and at a distance and with our medical emergency we decided to leave the big guns in place. With luck we would be back to recover them soon enough, but at that time all of our thoughts were on Janie.

    I climbed onto our lookout perch in the tree and used the spotter scope to look back at the situation. There were several fighters now circling the beach and a couple of the transport freighters hovering just above the ground. Upon closer inspection I noticed that there were a multitude of the smaller helper robots moving about. It took a few minutes to notice that they were spraying a green fog as they moved around.

    I then focused on a pair that were moving around a large piece of a shot down fighter. As they sprayed the fog the material of the fighter seemed to melt away. It was as if they were trying to clean up any leftover damaged parts so that they would not fall into enemy hands. I next turned my attention to the water ship that lay upside down on the beach. It too had hundreds of the little robots spraying about. The same thing was happening to the remains of the other water ship just offshore.

    I wasn't sure why they were so intent on covering up their technology from discovery when there were only a handful of us left, but I guessed they were just being thorough. Why give the enemy any advantage when you didn't have too.

    I watched until dark as the robots continued their spraying. Janie was stabilized, but was still unconscious. I felt helpless as my little warrior lay there so badly injured, but there was nothing more I could do. As the Sun set and the Moon rose the helper robots had all been picked up from on shore and moved to spray the upside down water ship.

    The rage had been building in me since I had climbed the tree and once again laid eyes on our nemesis. There was a full moon this night providing enough light to drive without headlights and I decided that if we could sneak back into our base camp we might be able to get off one last set of shots at the remaining robots and their transports. The fighters had moved back offshore over the other downed water ship.

    Rachel remained with Janie while David and I made our way back to the Daytona base camp in Bubba. Power at the camp was out, but the gun by the power station was still functional. And if we could get the rapid fire gun on the back of Bubba hooked up to the power also we would again be in business.

    It took half an hour at a slow pace to sneak Bubba out to the power station gun. Another half hour was needed to connect the rapid fire gun to the substation and we were once again ready for battle. A substantial portion of the upside down water ship had vanished with the sprayers working continuously. The fighters remained further out near the other water ship that was also almost invisible except for the hovering transports and circling fighters.

    There were still a few dozen helper robots spraying on the upside down water ship, so David and I decided to send them a message. David would fire the larger gun at the transports offshore while I tried to mop up the robots. A few short bursts later and half of the shoreline robots were destroyed. David laid careful aim at one of the transports and pulled the trigger. The transport instantly exploded and dropped into the sea.

    The remaining transport circled the area below it snatching up robots as it went. It sprayed a fog over the entire area and then turned away towards the mother ship in the distance. It only took me a few more bursts before there was no activity left around the upside down water ship. The fighters turned away with the transport and soon disappeared into the darkness. I could not make out anything left from the far water ship and the one onshore continued to melt away.

    It seemed the robots had accomplished their work and there would be little left to fall into enemy hands that day. But David and I felt a bit justified at once again chasing them off. We returned to Two Mile camp to check on the other half of our battered, but heroic family. The following morning we made our way back to the colony at first light.
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    For the next two days Janie lay silent with Rachel by her side. I tried to persuade her to sleep, but she would not budge. Only after fatigue had taken its toll did she fall asleep in the chair next to Janie.

    I gently lifted Rachel and lay her on her own mattress. David and I then took turns tending to chores and watching over our fearless young fighter. She had risked her own life in order to save David and Rachel. It was something each of us would have done for any of the others a thousand times over.

    While I had attended church regularly with my parents as a child, religion had not been an active part of my life as an adult. I had gone to the occasional holiday service, but my faith was something that I had not paid much attention to. As I sat beside Janie on the middle of the third day I was startled by a whimpering noise outside the bunker door. At the time, I realized that I had been praying for her for hours.

    I was begging for the recovery of a treasured member of my family while at the same time feeling guilty for not having been better with my faith. I don’t know if it was from my prayers or because it was in God’s plan all along, but that afternoon Heinz had returned. He was much leaner than before and was sporting a few battle scars, but he was otherwise in good shape.

    I got up and let him in and he immediately went past me to Janie’s side. He began to lick her hand. Moments later Janie opened her eyes. I was leaning over her when she came too and the slight smile that she could manage sent my heart soaring into the clouds.

    I awakened Rachel and called David in from outside. We all welcomed Janie and Heinz back. She was only awake for five minutes before she dozed off again for several more hours. We were all beside ourselves with excitement at our good fortune that day.

    When Janie next awoke we got a glass of juice into her and had her nibble on a bit of chicken. I could tell she was in severe pain from the damage to her arm, but she was a trooper as always and didn’t complain. The stitching I had done was ugly, but it had held. And so far, there were somehow no signs of an infection. With luck we would have Janie back in our ranks in a few days.

    Heinz was a little thinner, but looked to otherwise be in good health. We never found out where he had run off to, but we were happy with his return. Since his departure we had not had any sightings of wild dogs so we guessed he was either leading them or keeping them at bay. Either way we were happy to see him.

    Since our return I had been spending a lot of time outdoors, always watching the skies for our visitors. There had been no sign of the intruders since bringing Janie home.

    Were they regrouping? Were they bringing reinforcements from elsewhere? Would they soon be scouring the countryside in pursuit of us? I had no way of knowing and my old tried and true technique of not stressing over things you don’t control... was not working. There was too much on the line and I was stuck with running scenario after scenario of outcomes through my head.

    After several weeks the stress and idleness was beginning to take its toll. I knew we would need to get back to Daytona soon if we wanted to continue our fight, if not only for my own sanity. Janie was now in good enough shape to travel. She needed to rest, but I knew I was going to have a hard time making her do so. Even with her pain and injuries she was ready to get back in the fight. We spent most of an afternoon getting supplies together and getting the farm in order for another extended stay away from home.

    David’s automatic feeders had worked perfectly for the chickens. I continued to be impressed by his abilities, especially when those abilities were so needed for our continued survival. I had questioned early on whether or not he would be a contributor to our group and those questions had certainly been answered.

    With our farm in good shape we again decided to make our way back to Two Mile camp. Heinz remained at the compound as our lookout as we dare not have him running about and attracting unnecessary attention in battle.

    Upon arrival David and Rachel raced up the tree to our stand. Using the binoculars and spotter scope they swept the countryside for signs of the aliens. I had to restrain Janie to prevent her from climbing up with them. She was not stable enough yet for that level of activity, so she stayed with me on the ground.

    David’s first report was that he could not see the giant ship. Rachel peered towards the beach with the binoculars and alerted David of an area that looked suspicious. David soon called down that there was indeed activity just off the beach at the sight of the first downed water ship.

     It appeared as though they were trying to recover from our attack. David and Rachel again swept the skies and only after a full minute of doing so reported back that some type of smaller black craft was landing on the beach near where the downed ship had been, before the sprayers the sprayers had fogged the debris.

    It was too far to tell if it was a fighter or one of the transports. There was no sign of the mother ship which made me even more nervous. We would have to once again venture down towards the beach to get a better look.

    We made our way to the Daytona camp with the hopes of first getting the big gun up and running again. Debris from the last crashed fighter had severed our power and communications cables between there and the howitzer setup.

    We would have to disconnect the power at the substation before affecting repairs. As I approached the howitzer station I was encouraged to see that everything there looked to be as I had left it. Upon close inspection I was thrilled that the howitzer was still charged and ready to fire. I posted David at the howitzer while Rachel, Janie and I continued to the substation to cut the main gun power.

    Again, the substation seemed to be in perfect working order. With a little time we would have all of our weaponry once again up and ready to use. With David manning the howitzer and Rachel manning Bubba’s machine gun I would be free to reconnoiter the beach and the activity around the downed ship.

    After disconnecting the fuse and affecting our repairs on the power cable, I once again flipped the fuse into place. The arc told me we were now powering up the big gun. While we were there I also took the time to plant another smoke decoy by the vertical gun. We had been lucky and had taken out a fighter with it once so maybe our luck would hold if needed a second time.

    When we returned to Bubba I helped Rachel into the bed of the pickup and made sure the machine gun was again fully functional. I had Janie come with me as I began to head towards the beach. We hadn’t made it 50 yards when I spotted a black craft making its way towards us. Janie and I both turned and ran towards Bubba. Once again time seemed to almost stand still as I ran. I could only see one craft approaching, but that was all that would be needed to kill us all.

    I was not ready to go without a fight though and began immediately to aim the big gun when I returned. I know Janie wished she could contribute more, but nonetheless she had a single thirty-eight out and cocked. If she was going to go it would be while fighting.

    I wanted to call David and warn him, but our communications line was still down. I had not had the time to splice the coax cable that had been severed by the fighter debris. All we could each do now was to hope that the other was ready.

    Once again the predictable craft came straight towards us. I could not believe our luck. I instructed Rachel to wait until it was almost upon us before firing the machine gun. I would have one good shot with the big gun so I didn’t want the distraction from her gun firing. I watched patiently as the craft slowly moved right into my line of fire.

    I only needed a few more seconds when all of the sudden soldiers seemingly came out of the woodwork and were screaming at us to freeze. It took me several seconds to realize they were speaking English... and they were ours!

    When I turned around it was American soldiers with their weapons trained on us. I glanced back at the craft just in time to notice that it was a Blackhawk and not one of the fighters. It was one of our own! Had some of our military survived? Were they here to help? What of the rest of the world? The aliens?

    I had a thousand questions that I wanted to ask all at once. My thoughts then turned to David and the Howitzer. Was he about to blast our own people from the sky? Without our communications link I had no way of stopping him. Luckily our soldiers had coordinated their raid and taken David at the same time.

    Several minutes later we were confronted by an Army Colonel who demanded to know why we were in a militarized zone. I began to tell him our story and after a few minutes he was on the horn to his commander.

    Twenty minutes later another Blackhawk landed and a four star General stepped out and greeted us. By this time the other patrol had brought David over. Another five minutes with the General and he was ready to fly us off for a debriefing.

    It only took me seconds to convince him that it might be to our advantage to give his troops a quick training session on the coil guns. I was informed that there had been no further sign of the aliens and the General’s intelligence indicated that the remaining large craft had left the atmosphere. The fighting was over.

    I couldn’t help but think that our little rag tag army had defeated this gigantic enemy by ourselves. At that moment I know that I was looking around at David and the girls with my jaw dropped. Once again the goose bumps shot up on my arms.

    With another ten minutes taken, the soldiers were given the how-to on the coil guns in case the aliens returned. The final lesson was to let one of them cut loose a burst from the machine gun on Bubba. All the soldiers were in awe and I could tell they each wanted a go at it, the destruction was impressive.

    We had requested that Heinz be picked up. I gave the General my address and they had a chopper ready to go get him in 10 minutes. David and Rachel volunteered to ride in the chopper to pick him up. Within a half hour the soldiers had a tent set up with tables, chairs and refreshments. It seemed the General was able to travel with some comforts.

    A short while later the chopper returned with David, Rachel and Heinz. We talked with the General for several hours. I told him of our battles and the aftermath with the aliens cleaning up their losses before leaving. That's when he informed me that there was still one fighter laying on the beach. I guessed they must have wanted to recover it, so it had not been fogged. Had David and I not gone back that last night and drove them off they would have left no evidence of their existence behind, that is, except for the immense death and destruction.

    Before we were to leave I turned to the General and asked if he could do me a favor. I asked him if we could have a close look at the downed fighter that was still intact on the beach. He of course approved and our group made its way to the beach. The craft sat nose first in the sand, it had come skipping in on the waves after being knocked from the sky.

    It was 80 feet long and shaped like an arrowhead. There was no windshield or any other indication that it could be piloted by anyone or anything. The exterior was much like that of the larger ships and was covered with piping and boxes. An examination under one side revealed two rails that had the same appearance of the propulsion discs on the larger ships; we had speculated it was how they moved about.

    On one side there was what looked to be one of the helper robots now only partially attached. It was eerie looking even though it was lifeless. As I looked it over I imagined that David would probably love to begin dissecting it. The helper robots were like a slice out of a sphere, domed on the bottom and largely flat across the top with three spindly legs.

    On the fighter ship there appeared to be a carved out space where the dome of the robot would reside for transport. I imagined that the bottom of their transport ships had been covered with the dome shaped depressions and when the last transport made its run to gather robots they had popped right in place on the bottom of the ship as it moved over them. This one on the fighter may have attempted to free itself, but one of its legs had been trapped underneath the fighter.

    The robot had what looked like ten tiny eyes spaced evenly around the rim of the dome which I surmised was how they could see. On the curved bottom were three long spindly legs with several joints on each one. At the lowest joint there appeared to be a claw mechanism that could be used for grabbing or cutting when the end section of the leg was folded up.

    As I looked closely at the claw I was suddenly aware that the solenoid mechanism that powered the claw looked exactly like the object the crazy old man had given me so many years before! The aliens had visited us before and had left this tiny piece of evidence behind! Better yet, that tiny piece of evidence had just been used to defeat them! My head was swirling as I tried to put all the pieces of the past years together.

    I had a million questions that I wanted to ask the old man. How did he come by the solenoid? Had he seen them? Had he fought with them himself? It had easily been thirty five years since I had encountered the old man. I didn't hold out much hope at that moment that he was still alive. What a difficult life he had probably endured not only knowing the aliens were out there, but with everyone he told his story to probably thinking he was a crackpot.

    I continued listening to the General about the world as we continued to walk around the ship. As it turned out the aliens had come in over Tampa and began the systematic destruction of Central Florida. The governments of the world were then all notified of the terms of Earth's surrender.

    After the slaughter of four and a half million souls in just a few days, coupled with the total ineffectiveness of our weapons, the U.S. government along with the U.N. Security Council and the world body of the U.N. unanimously agreed to the surrender terms set forth.

    The alien’s terms were for the peninsula of Florida to be completely evacuated. That included south Florida whose inhabitants had to all be loaded onto cargo and cruise ships and taken to other U.S. gulf ports. It also called for complete radio silence.

    Any violation of this would mean the swift death of the closest populous which would have been Savannah, Atlanta or Charleston. I finally knew why we had not heard a peep over our radio after the first few weeks.

    They had knocked out all orbiting satellites just before entering the atmosphere, so the ground stations were all that had to be shut down. I shuddered at the thought of the entire populous being without TV and radio of any kind. The cell phone companies were completely shut down. Those were daily rituals that we were all addicted to and would be majorly inconvenienced without.

    As it turned out the cable / internet infrastructure along with the still completely intact telephone land lines had allowed the government and military to continue to communicate with the majority of our citizens.

    There were quite a few less channels to choose from without the satellites, but the local channels had all stayed running over the cable as no over the air broadcasts of any type were allowed, and according to the General "thank goodness for the internet".

    Also disallowed were flights of any kind and no ships on the Atlantic seaboard or in the gulf after that first several weeks. Not a single aircraft of any type was allowed to fly anywhere. In the ensuing panic some cities had taken this literally and had also ordered all kites destroyed.

    The paranoia and misinformation had run rampant in some towns and there was also the customary looting by those vile individuals who would try to capitalize on the situation. Several major cities had police battles where hundreds of armed looters and thugs had decided to try to take control for themselves. More than five thousand had died in these fights in the US alone. The military itself had to rely on couriers for much of their communications, until land lines had been sufficiently put to use.

    The General stated that these same scenarios had played out in many cities around the globe. One small nation being run by a dictator had decided to defy the terms of surrender. A single fighter was dispatched and within a few hours another six hundred thousand unfortunate souls were lost to the concussion weapon. Compliance was 100 percent after that and there was no bickering by any nation’s representative at the UN.

    The aliens had come to our planet in search of natural resources. From what we could tell they were looking for Sodium, which we had an abundance of in our oceans. I had wondered why they didn’t just mine the salt from elsewhere where it was much more concentrated and the General filled me in with the Military’s speculation that the mining equipment aboard the ships was specifically geared toward ocean mining, so that’s what they did.

    As it turned out they could have loaded their ship with Sodium and not made a difference to us. If all the salt was removed from the oceans and stacked on land it would cover all the continents with a 500 foot thick layer. It was one resource we had plenty of. It was also a substance that was abundant in the universe, but I guessed again that they needed the water to mine it effectively and water was a tougher commodity to come by.

    The General also revealed that not a single alien had been seen. He believed that all of the ships were autonomous and had been programmed to come in, establish order and take what they wanted. The mother ship had likely either moved to a safe distance where it could affect repairs on itself or it had just left and would make its repairs on its journey home, wherever that may be.

    The Military had only been able to track its initial trajectory that was headed towards a star about 10 light years away. We had no way of knowing how long it had taken them to get here or how long it would take them to get home. We were just glad they were gone.

    For more than three years the nations of the world had been adjusting to the new order of things. Food had been the biggest world problem with millions having starved or having been displaced to areas where food was available.

    With the food supplies disrupted there had also been a number of military skirmishes with civilians who were just in search of food to feed their families. Many a man would turn to savagery on others if it meant the survival of himself or his family. According to the General, many a man had.

    It had taken more than a year for our government and military to get our own society to a somewhat stable and sustainable state. Many in the Southeast had fled to the Western states to get as far away from the aliens as possible.

    The historians would no doubt be having a field day with the recent events and the politicos would all be second guessing themselves and falling all over each other in search of who to blame. I for one was looking forward to living without the immediate threat of annihilation.

    My first priority would be to see that my little family would be able to stay intact. Rachel and Janie had an Aunt and Uncle in Missouri and David’s grandparents lived on Long Island. We really had not had time to discuss this amongst ourselves with the events unfolding before us so quickly and our minds still occupied with our survival.

    I was certain they all felt the same way as I as we had all become as close as family could be over the last few years. I briefly made mention of this to the General and he said he thought I would be granted just about anything I wanted at this point. I was eager to get back to civilization and all the comforts and conveniences that came with it.

    We posed in front of the downed fighter for a final photo op. As we stood there for several pictures Janie decided to go over to the helper robot and pose with her foot on top of it in triumph. As the camera flashed I heard a metallic screech and I turned just in time to see the helper robot grab onto Janie’s shoe as she screamed and tried to jump away. I dove onto the robot and attempted to free her. Her shoe was released, but only because of the bigger prize now within the robot's reach.

    Of the three multi-jointed legs on the robot only one seemed to be functioning. Using its one available claw the robot released Janie's shoe and then clamped down hard on my left arm severing it just below the shoulder and stripping it to the bone down to the elbow.

    With a second effort it grabbed my left collar bone, immediately shattering it. The claw had pierced my skin and was digging in ever deeper when a Lieutenant who had been standing close by, pulled his weapon and fired repeated rounds into the dome. As soon as it had started it was all over, but the damage to my body had been done.

    I passed out from the pain as shock set in and the medics got to work. It took them a full hour to separate the mechanical arm from my shoulder, to stabilize me and get us ready to med-evac to Savannah. David and the girls sat helplessly by, now only able to watch as my life was in peril. David and the girls later said the flight to Savannah had seemed to take an eternity.

    Once at the Military hospital in Savannah it took 16 hours to patch me up. I was told later that it had been touch and go for me because of the extent of the damage, but the doctors had done a tremendous job of keeping me alive.

    I was also told later that the damage to my arm was too severe to save and that I would be outfitted with a prosthetic one once I had healed enough. They let me know that I would likely need several more operations over the coming years to get back some use of what was left of my shoulder. We spent the next four months at the army hospital in Savannah where I began my rehab and recovery.
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    It had been six months since the alien craft had left. My life was filled from dawn until dusk with physical therapy, interviews, PR stunts and other meetings with world dignitaries. It seemed the population of the world felt they were in our debt.

    Every movie company was hounding us, every news network covered whether we were having lunch with the Queen of England or breaking wind with some pro wrestler. And the gifts and "Thank You"s just kept coming in an endless stream.

    By vote and generosity of the nations of the world I and my little family were the newest multimillionaires on the planet with each being granted one hundred million Dollars, tax free of course.

    We were invited to every corner of the world and received a king’s welcome at the few we had time to attend. I had promised our president to keep the good citizen of the world tour going for at least six months in the hopes of bringing the world a little bit closer together. It was almost like an endless vacation with our every need and whim being catered to. Whatever we asked for was provided with the utmost of speed, respect and courtesy.

    With my new bankroll and popularity the ladies were also out in force, throwing themselves before my feet. Ladies may not have been the proper term, but I was flattered none the less. My heart still belonged to one person. I had wondered how Renee was doing, if she was single and if she still had feelings for me.

    On a trip back through the States I sent out an assistant to gather info. My eyes lit up when he returned and told me that she was still in Detroit and had never remarried. I was on the phone to her that evening and asked if I could see her. She accepted and I had my schedule changed for a meeting the following day.

    I didn’t sleep much that night with the nervousness I was experiencing. On one hand I argued with myself that she would want me back because I had just saved the planet, while on the other I was wondering if she would want me back at all after the way I had treated her before our split.

    My heart and my happiness were still heavily invested in her. And what would she think of my new family? My head was swirling with all the thoughts of once again seeing her.

    She and her father had continued to roll in the money for the years after she and I divorced. Her mother had passed just before the invasion and she and her father had turned their vast wealth and resources towards helping those who had been displaced.

    Their worth was now only a pittance of what it had been, but their lives had been greatly enriched by all the giving. It was funny that I now had all this new found wealth that I had so desired when younger, but I would be willing to give it all away in an instant to get her back.

    Fortunes would be made and lost on our road back to normalcy. Politicians and even whole nations would no doubt rise and fall as they had throughout civilization. There was already bickering between our government and others over access to whatever technology the aliens had left behind and to whatever weapons we had used to defeat them. Except for the one fighter left on the beach there was no alien technology remaining. And that had been quickly skirted away to be studied before anyone else would know of its existence.

    From the governments point of view the nations of the world were immediately invited to survey the area of the battle to see for themselves that the aliens had cleaned up after their losses. As far as our coil guns went they were not acknowledged. They were all now heavily guarded state secrets and would not make their way into anyone else's hands for a long, long time.

    It would likely take our military scientists years to uncover the secrets of their technology, let alone being able to gain any advantage from it. I for one was glad it was in the hands of a free democracy, however imperfect it sometimes was. We had the same story to tell everywhere we went and that story included the robot sprayers doing a thorough job of tidying up.

    David was set up for admission to MIT the coming fall. Not because of any need of an income in the future as each of the kids were now worth a hundred million all on their own, but because he was truly fascinated by engineering and wanted to make a contribution to society that was of his own making.

    I had no doubt he would once again make his mark at some future venture. It also put him close enough to his grandparents where there would be frequent visits. We of course would be visiting with him every chance we had.

    Rachel and Janie chose to stay with me and the adoption papers were already in the works. I couldn’t have been a prouder father of those two and I knew I would enjoy the closeness that we shared for the rest of my life.

    Even though they really had no need of it, they were both eager to start back to school in the fall as well. Their lives from here on would no doubt be anything but normal, so any little bit of normalcy they felt they could get they would welcome.

    My driver pulled up to Renee’s home on a Tuesday afternoon. She still lived in the same place Frank had purchased for us as our wedding gift. She had just returned from a morning of coordinating help for those less fortunate and was still standing in the drive.

    Janie, Rachel and Heinz stayed in the limo. When I got out it took every ounce of my strength to keep myself from running to her. I walked nervously toward her, took her hand and stared into her beautiful blue eyes. There were a million "Sorry"s I was ready to say, but nothing came out and I just stood there staring at her. She then pulled me close for a long tight hug and as the tears came I knew I would be a happy man for the rest of my life.

    Even with all my earlier transgressions, I had somehow been blessed. The world was alive and I was surrounded by people that I loved who also loved me. My depression of being alone was over.

    Our bunker and farm complex had been designated as a national historical site and would no doubt one day be a popular travel destination for vacationers. It had served us well those few years and I knew that we would each miss it in one way or another. Janie with her chickens and cows, Rachel with her garden and David with his tinkering, they would all be missed, but never forgotten.

    I had tracked down Pete's parents who were still in good health and made a generous sum of money available to them. Even though I had only known Pete for a short time he had still been my best friend and had accounted for much of our success against the invaders. His parents would be well cared for in their final years.

    With all my happiness, with all my fame and popularity and with my new found wealth, I still had the fact buried deep down in the back of my mind that our alien foes would one day return. Would we be ready for them? Would they come in larger numbers? Would they have newer and more powerful ships, weapons and shields? These were all questions that could drive a man crazy if he were to dwell on them for long.

    So that day I decided, since I had no control over those events, I was just going to tuck those thoughts neatly away in the back of my mind, they were no longer going to bother me. I would spend the next few years funding Renee and Frank’s humanitarian efforts before we turned it all over to a foundation. I looked forward to spending time with Renee and keeping tabs on David, Rachel and Janie who were all now young adults and were thriving.

    The rest of the world would obsess over the aliens for years to come and I was all too happy to turn the reins of that obsession over too them. As I write these last thoughts, my feet are propped up on the railing of our houseboat, with a fishing line in the water.

    As the Sun begins to set, Renee is sitting beside me reading with Heinz lying beside us on the deck, the girls are out riding their jet skis. The world still has its problems and probably forever will, but for Renee, the girls and I, it has just been the beginning of the eve of another perfect peaceful day.
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    This Human is asking for your help!

    If you enjoyed reading this book please leave a review on Amazon. If you have general comments to the author or would like to be included on a mailing list for new releases please send an email to: comments@arsenex.com. I like feedback!

    I value my privacy as you value yours. Email entries will be added to a list for notifying readers of upcoming releases or specials. I will not be spamming you continuously, nor will I give or sell your email address to any other entity. If at any time you wish to have your email address removed from the list please send an email to: comments@arsenex.com with the body text of "Stop". I will happily remove your email address upon request. It's that simple!

    I sincerely hope you have enjoyed reading this book. The first chapter of the next book in the series is provided below, I hope you enjoy it as well. Or, get the next in the series, SODIUM:3 Fusion, now!
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    Alarms were sounding all over. Four satellites had been destroyed. The last time this happened was almost 70 years before during the SODIUM Apocalypse. Bases were on high alert. Fighters and warships scrambled. The world was on edge. The Media were all asking if the aliens had returned. The Commander-in-Chief had not yet given the answer.

    During the SODIUM Apocalypse (S.A.) three large alien craft descended on the Tampa, Florida area. Armed with gravity wave concussion weapons they flattened the city, killing every human being. The alien attackers then proceeded to move across the state cutting a wide swath, first crushing and destroying Orlando and finally the Daytona Beach area.

    The attack only lasted a few days, but the cities and the surrounding suburbs for a 100 mile wide path had been completely annihilated. Only a handful of survivors remained.

    The aliens were met with futile resistance as their technologies were far superior to that of Mankind. They demanded that no radio broadcasts of any type be made and no aircraft leave the ground. They gave notice that all humans remaining on the peninsula of Florida be removed. For three weeks every resource available was used to make that happen.

    Ships could not sail in the Eastern Atlantic or Gulf Coast regions. Any violations would be met with swift retribution. The governments of the United States and the rest of the world quickly capitulated to the aliens demands and a peaceful co-existence ensued.

    The alien ships had come to mine Sodium from the oceans. The bloodbath had been a warning that they were not to be trifled with. A group of four had managed to stay alive in Central Florida. During the aftermath, with no communications, they were unaware of the survival of the rest of the world.

    For more than three years they struggled to rebuild some semblance of a normal life… a sustainable life. For more than three years they cowered under the protection of any cover they could find. During that time they worked feverishly on a weapon they hoped to be able to use for hunting. It was a coil gun made with a mystery technology that one of the survivors had received as a young boy. It had been thrust into his hand by an old stranger while on a family vacation.

    With the computer wizardry of a teenage survivor the coil gun soon became a formidable weapon. It was far more powerful than the survivors had ever dreamed. With the new weapon the group decided it was time for Mankind to take back what was rightfully theirs. It was time for revenge.

    A set of hard-fought ambushes ensued destroying two of the immense alien craft and driving the third from the planet. Only then did they learn that the rest of the world was still alive. The S.A. had changed the course of man.

    Although it had not become a perfect world, the peoples of Earth and their governments had learned to cooperate and settle arguments without the use of a sword. Each nation retained a military as real trust was something that only existed on the surface. A peaceful co-existence of nations had continued but with an always watchful eye.

    I was in transition from my previous gig with a fighter wing to my new assignment in the Astronaut Corps. If a fight was coming I reasoned that chances were good that I would be involved. I had applied repeatedly to the USAC only to be rejected due to several infractions on my otherwise stellar record.

    I was a great pilot but I sometimes neglected to follow the rules. A Mach two beach flyover to impress a girlfriend and a drunken fight in the Officer’s lounge were two of my stable of infractions. I was sure I had only been allowed to stay in the service due to my family connections.

    My Great Uncle, David Brenner, was revered throughout the world. He was our nation’s top scientist. This was the same David Brenner who as a teenager had helped defeat the aliens during the S.A. As his Great Nephew I had many doors opened to me throughout my still young career.

    The first was in college... where I was not always the best student. Next was in the Naval Academy where I had stepped on a few toes of high ranking Officers. My commission as a UAV pilot had surely only been granted out of respect for my Great Uncle. And now, my acceptance into the newly formed USAC was likely also from his doing.

    After the S.A., David Brenner and his team of nearly 40 top scientists had been working diligently on high priority projects. It had taken almost three years to gain entry into the lone damaged alien fighter that had survived. Up until that day only a handful of scientists, restricted military personnel and the President himself were aware of the craft's existence.

    The world had been told there was no surviving wreckage from the S.A. All had been led to believe the remaining alien craft had left the planet after cleaning up any wreckage. That statement had been true except for this one remaining vessel.

    The alien fighter had been outfitted with a canister of highly corrosive liquid. When disabled the craft would release the canister which would in turn cover the ship with a corrosive mist. Within ten minutes the craft would dissolve into nothingness. My Uncle had narrowly escaped death when that very canister was being removed from the lone wrecked alien craft.

    The canister firing mechanism had been damaged during the S.A. when a coil gun projectile had knocked the fighter from the sky. The technicians removing the canister had unwittingly re-activated the trigger when pulling it from the craft. The canister had been placed on a table 30 feet away from the alien craft when the accident occurred. The result had been the death of three technicians and the two scientists who had been overseeing their efforts.

    David Brenner had only walked away moments before for a cup of coffee. A substantial portion of one side of the fuselage and of one wing of the alien craft had been dissolved by the mist. Only the quick action by a support team member had prevented the complete destruction of the vessel. With the mist spreading out from the canister the team member had jumped into a tug attached to the front of the craft and began pulling it away.

    He had crashed the tug through a hangar door while pulling the ship to safety. David Brenner, the remaining scientists and the other workers had scrambled for the hangar exits. Minutes after the alien craft had been pulled into an adjacent hangar, the first hangar collapsed. Luckily, the brief moment of exposure to the open skies had not been enough for the alien fighter's existence to be discovered.

    For three years David Brenner and his team had been busily attempting to learn the secrets of the invaders. One benefit that had been derived from the canister mishap was that the interior of the ship had been exposed. With the vessel open David and the other scientists had managed to discover the secret of the alien craft's power system... Sodium fusion.

    A simple fusion reactor, coupled with a generous supply of Sodium, could keep the craft fully powered and in flight for many months. Over the following years David Brenner and his team had unlocked the technology of the Sodium fusion reactor.

    In addition to understanding the alien's power system the team had also replicated and then greatly enhanced its performance and efficiency. With the abundance of Sodium on the Earth and with the enormous power generated by a single reactor the United States had seen a new energy renaissance.

    With the world no longer dependent on fossil fuels and with an abundant supply of clean cheap energy, world perspectives had changed dramatically. Every nation had been offered the power free in return for renewed diplomacy and friendly cooperation.

    For security and control reasons the reactors all remained in the United States under heavy guard. The power was broadcast to the other nations of the world using gigantic Tesla coils. For 70 years the system had worked. For 70 years Man had been largely at peace.

    One defense company that had risen dramatically after the discovery of Sodium fusion was Arsonics Corporation. With their prowess in aircraft power systems they had landed crucial contracts in the outfitting of new aircraft with nano-reactor power systems.

    The contracts were lucrative and the advances brought about by the company engineers soon placed Arsonics at the forefront of power system manufacturing and integration. During those years the United States had greatly enhanced its military capability. The aircraft of the US armed forces had been outfitted with high efficiency coil guns, nano-reactors and electric turbines.

    As a U.S. government strategy to preserve its technological advantage of Sodium fusion the nano-reactors could only be started using a full sized reactor. Each reactor had also been outfitted with a tiny canister of the same corrosive liquid that the alien craft had used. With several layers of fail-safes in place there was little danger of the technology falling into the hands of potential rivals.

    Many of the United States defensive aircraft were in the form of UAVs. I was one of the lucky few who had been given the chance to pilot them. My career in the Navy had been as a pilot for one of the remotely piloted UAVs.

    The USAC had come about under military control. With improved economies and world peace, man had once again regained his desire to explore the solar system. Since being a young boy I had dreamt of being one of the first astronauts to reach Neptune. Little did I know that I would soon go far beyond.

    For the last decade David Brenner had been busily designing space propulsion systems. Some of it had been derived from the alien craft and some from his own team's ingenuity. If anything... my Great Uncle was a brilliant man.

    As I sat on the sofa in the Astronaut lounge I awaited my new orders. I watched intently as the developing story unfolded on the 3D wall holo-screen. With all the alien speculations the nations of the U.N. were once again calling for the release of the secrets of Sodium fusion power… just as they had many times before.

    As I watched the reporters and media pundits throwing out their wild accusations and theories an executive aid of David Brenner stepped in front of me. She was a young ensign and a very attractive one at that. The aid touched a medallion on her hat and a miniature holo-projector sprang to life. My new orders had come in. As I watched the hologram floating in the air in front of her I couldn't help but muster up a smile and a wink. Ensign Braswell however, remained professional and did not return the favor.

    The news was fantastic. I was being assigned directly to my Great Uncle's research team. It was the most coveted job a pilot could dream of. I jumped up from the sofa, kissed the aid on the lips, turned and walked towards the exit. I had a big smile on my face that only broadened as I heard the aid say "Thank you sir." as I left the room.

    I reported to my quarters where another aid was to come by to collect my duffel bag and lead me to a transport. I was then flown to Area 51 in the Nevada desert. When I touched down at Groom Lake I was surprised at how few buildings there were. I had thought I would be housed at the new Regents Air base about 200 km away.

    Regents was where the bulk of the new activity with fighters and weapons had been taking place since I had been a young boy. The Regents base housed our most highly classified secrets… or so I thought. When I exited the plane and entered the old building at Groom Lake I was a little disappointed.

    What I did take note of once inside was all the security cameras and automated mini coil guns. The buildings interior was heavily defended. After a bio-scan to verify my identity I was escorted into an elevator. We descended two floors and exited into another room. I was again subjected to a bio-scan only this time it was much more thorough... and a bit invasive.

    My escort then pointed me down a long hallway and watched as I walked the 150 yards carrying my duffel. At the other end of the hallway I was greeted by another escort and taken into the next room.

    Again I boarded an elevator and again descended another two floors. Upon exit from the elevator I was greeted by a third escort. After another long walk down a curving hallway I entered a room that had a windowless shuttle sitting on tracks in the floor. There was a closed door on the wall in front of it.

    The shuttle door opened and I sat and was buckled in by the escort. When the door closed I was in complete darkness. I sat quietly as the shuttle began to move. I could hear the door to the room open and then moments later close after the shuttle passed through. The shuttle then quickly accelerated and then just as abruptly, it came to a complete stop. I sat waiting for the door to open. What came next was unexpected.

    I felt the shuttle lift slightly and it then began to spin. The spinning increased until I was pressed hard back into my seat. When the spinning finally stopped I was relieved but completely disoriented.

    The shuttle was once again placed on a track where it then began a rapid acceleration. The speed continued to increase for a full minute. A short time later it began a heavy deceleration that would last the same amount of time. When the shuttle came to a complete stop I was sure that I had traveled at least several hundred kilometers.

    As the door opened into a bright room I squinted my eyes. I was then greeted by a new escort. Again, a complete bio-scan was done to reconfirm my identity. When complete I was taken into a room that had a blast door. Once the blast door had been opened before me and then closed again behind, I boarded yet another elevator.

    A two story drop then brought me into a room that was attached to another long hallway. I was beginning to get irritated and wondered what all the fuss could possibly be about. This hallway however, was dotted with many doors as we walked. The escort beckoned me along with a smile and a semi-auto coil machine gun that was powered by a pico-reactor.

    When we arrived at the door labeled 236A the escort knocked and then turned and walked back towards the elevator. When the door opened I walked into a room where my Great Uncle David was sitting at a desk.

    David Brenner rose and came to greet me. I received a big hug and welcome from him. I had only had the privilege of briefly meeting David Brenner once before. He had attended a band concert rehearsal that I had played in during my seventh grade year of school.

    I had the pleasure then of standing in awe and listening while he had praised my performance. After a brief chat with my parents he had been whisked off again to other more important duties. The fact that he had taken the time to pay a visit had left me with an immense sense of family pride. He was after all, the man who had first saved and then powered up the world.

    I sat down in a very comfortable high-back leather chair and looked around his office as he made himself a cup of coffee. When he sat back down at his large glass topped desk he then pressed a holo-button on a small console floating above it.

    The walls of his office came alive with 3D holograms. It was as if we were sitting in Yellowstone National Park watching Old Faithful. Coupled with a 3D sound system as well as the scents of the area it was hard to tell that we were not actually there.

    He told me it was his way of dealing with not seeing daylight for most of the year. As I sat, I listened intently as my Great Uncle told me the story of the alien craft and its many secrets.

    The Sodium fusion reactor had been child’s-play as compared to the propulsion system. It had taken David almost 40 years to unlock some of the propulsion drive's secrets.

    The fusion power system had been used to generate a magnetic field that was just powerful enough to almost stop the spin of an electron. He described to me how it was well known that all matter in the universe was made up of sub-atomic particles. Those particles all had spin, and they all spun in the same direction.

    The aliens with their advanced knowledge had figured out how to nearly stop the spin of a particle. The result of almost no spin was a craft that defied the pull of gravity. The absence of particle spin also greatly reduced the effects of inertia on anything within the craft.

    I struggled to keep up as my Great Uncle tried his best to discuss it in layman’s terms. After our long talk David Brenner rose and then walked me through another door. The door entered into an immense chamber.

    The chamber ceiling was at least a half mile above and the far walls of the chamber were a mile away. It had been carved out of solid rock. The place was abuzz with activity.

    I was given a lengthy tour with a first visit to the alien craft. David talked of the knowledge they had gained from the different components of the ship. We then proceeded to the next area. This was where I was shown the first vessel of what was to become our space fleet. David then made note of the fact that all the ships would be manned and that I would be going into space!

    We continued our tour into an area that was flooded with holo-screens. The information was a hemispherical display of the skies above the northern half of the Earth. Several hundred feet away was an identical setup of the southern hemisphere. As I looked up I could see seven red flashing dots. That's when David told me that indeed the aliens had returned.

    He then told of our new satellites that had coil gun defenses. On the holo-screen the flashing red satellites that had been destroyed, belonged to other nations who lacked our defensive technology. David then pointed me towards an orange dot. He explained that the satellites had been destroyed by a handful of advance alien fighters. He pointed to four yellow dots. He then described the orange dot as an entire alien fleet.

    Our imaging systems were still too weak to discern the size of the fleet. We just knew that it looked to contain ships that were bigger than the eight kilometer diameter behemoth that had attacked us during the S.A. Our scientist’s best estimate was that we had at least two years before the bulk of the fleet arrived.

    All the activity going on in the chamber was geared towards manning and equipping a fleet of our own. It would be tiny in comparison to what was coming but we hoped our technological gains of the last 70 years would give us an advantage.

    We next moved to another area where a number of pilots were busily training in fighter simulators. Simulation training and then manning one of the new ships, was to be my job for the next two years as we planned our defense before the alien fleet was to arrive.

    David looked me in the eye and then shook my hand before drowning me in another rather embarrassing hug. He said his goodbye and then hurried away back towards his office. I was then left at the mercy of my new training handler... Ensign Paige Braswell.
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    Ensign Braswell wasted no time in stepping forward to let me know who the boss was. I outranked her but she had been given full authority over my training and as such I was under orders to follow her every command... to the letter.

    She stepped directly in front of me and then moved her face to within inches of mine. It was definitely a stare-down. As I began to smile she stepped back and then let me have it. She barked off the command for 50 pushups.

    I hesitated for a moment in disbelief and then noticed that she was not smiling. And the several other workers who had turned towards us were looking on with stern expressions as well. Even though my Great Uncle was still within sight I dare not invoke the family name. Not then... not there.

    Given my heavy frame the pushups were slow and torturous. When I had completed my ordered duties I was then directed to follow the Ensign to the mess hall for some breakfast. As we walked towards a far door I could see she had a slight smirk on her otherwise stoic face. The smirk told me that she must at least have a sense of humor. I thought perhaps there was hope for Ensign Braswell after all.

    We proceeded through a buffet line that had just about every imaginable breakfast item. I was in Heaven. We then sat at a long table and were joined soon after by three other new pilot trainees and their handlers.

    Captain Albert Biggings, Major Robert Hardee and Major Beatrice Parks. We were quickly told that anyone calling her Beatrice would likely die quietly in their sleep. I laughed along with Al and Rob as Betty smiled along with us.

    As we ate our breakfast our handlers began telling us of what was in store for the next few weeks. It would be all classwork followed up by more classwork. It would likely be several months before we would get time in the fancy holo-screen simulators we had been shown in the chamber.

    I could see the excitement melt away from Al and Rob's faces as the handlers talked about the coming coursework. Betty on the other hand was enthused. It seemed that no matter where you went there was always someone who enjoyed the bookwork. After her emotional display I knew that Betty was surely one of those people.

    After breakfast we were taken back by the holo-simulators for one last look. The handlers raised their voices as loud as they could as we stood just on the edge of the nearest holo-sim area. Each of the areas in the chamber were outfitted with noise cancellation gear that kept sounds from the other areas out. We were told it was the only thing keeping the underground hollow from becoming one gigantic and distracting echo chamber.

    The handlers then hurried us across the chamber and into a classroom along with 28 other new recruits. There was a near even split between men and women. The war-fighter game had changed tremendously as technology had advanced.

    As I looked around the room I took note of the makeup of our rookie crew. Tall, thin, short, heavy... almost every size and shape imaginable. Modern air warfare had seen to it that all you needed was a quick wit, rapid reflexes and the ability to sit in a chair for hours on end.

    Al was a big muscular fellow who we gave the call sign "Mr. Bigg" which was soon shortened to "Bigg". With his height he would have had trouble fitting in an earlier version of a manned cockpit. He had a deep booming voice that commanded attention.

    Bigg was a veteran of the USAF. He had been in the UAV corps piloting a drone when the aliens had last attacked. Al had been one of the UAV pilots responsible for tracking the alien craft during their brief yet destructive encounter.

    In a strange twist of events Bigg's son Chris had been brought in as a technician. Bigg had been told that with the several thousand personnel in the chamber and the tight schedules he would be keeping that he would likely not have much chance of seeing his son. It was a very busy place.

    Next was Rob who was an older gentleman. We called him "Pop-Top" as he had told us of his taste for vintage beers. It was soon shortened to "Pop". Pop was average height and weight and sported a big caterpillar of a mustache. We weren't sure why but Pop was always grinning.

    Then there was Betty. We called her "The Whip" which soon became "Whip". She was a short, razor thin firecracker of Asian descent. Several things that became instantly clear about Whip were that she was sharp and quick witted with her vocabulary. She also had no problem using that against you if she felt it necessary.

    And then there was me. The 5'9" tall 290 pound giant bag of cheese puffs. After watching me eat my breakfast the others had quickly decided on the call sign "Hoover". It wasn't flattering but it wasn't inaccurate either. I liked my food.

    We had been sitting in a classroom talking for ten minutes when the instructor came through the door. She was a tall brunette with linebacker shoulders and a prosthetic arm. As she turned to face the room full of chatty fliers she had a scowl on her face. The room quickly became silent.

    Her artificial limb had a panel strapped to it that contained several buttons and a touch pad device. Other than the rubbery looking skin the rest of the arm looked and functioned in an almost natural manner.

    Colonel Darlene Rogers then pressed one of the buttons on her arm pad and a holo-screen with a close-up of an enemy fighter came to life floating in the air just above her and to the left. The fighter rotated slowly as the Colonel began her talk.

    We were told there were four alien fighters identical to the one shown above her wreaking havoc on the world's communications satellites as we spoke. We had managed to damage one of them when it had attacked one of our satellites that was armed with a coil gun. The other three had since been doing nothing but recon work. We were told they seemed to be watching for our reactions... probing our defenses.

    The Colonel then told us that this was not the first return of the aliens to Earth. Thirteen years before two of a similar fighter had been taken out by our ground based coil-gun defenses.

    But, it was not before they had knocked out 54 of our best equipped fighters. Our top fighters at the time were all fully manned, each with a two person team. We had lost 108 good airmen that day.

    Bigg was one of the few who knew of the attack before being stationed in the chamber. He had been a UAV pilot and a liaison to Arsonics Corporation whose gear had powered those fighters.

    After that attack the chamber facility had been decided upon and funded through "Black" programs. Very few outside the chamber knew of its existence.

    The two fighters had taken out three strategic satellites and then attacked a military airfield in northern Alaska. We had scrambled all our fighters there to meet the incoming threat.

    It was a massacre. The alien fighters had only been taken out after being lured over a defended airfield. There we had two still experimental high powered coil guns sitting in wait.

    Nine aircraft with 18 crewmen on board had been sacrificed just to lure the alien fighters to their end. It was costly as those men and women had given their lives as bait.

    Without the world being aware of the skirmish, the brave 126 souls who had given their lives had only been silently mourned by the few in the know. Families were told stories of separate incidents and asked to remain silent because of matters of the highest of national importance.

    Back in the classroom the history lesson went on for hours. With the new revelations there was not a tired or dreary eye in the room. It was serious business and the crewmen assembled there were now fully aware of just how serious.

    The first of our new fighters was to be launched in three days. The four man crew of the "Defender" series ship had been training in the simulators almost non-stop for a full year. Scenario after scenario had been placed before them in the holo-sims out in the chamber. Many of those training scenarios were of impossible missions where the crew was not coming back alive.

    Each of the team had it drilled into them that the most important thing about each mission was for them to do the maximum amount of damage to the enemy. If they completed the sim run in one piece, any celebration was short lived as it was right back in for another mission.

    After 11 hours in the classroom we were given one hour for rest and relaxation before a mandatory six hour sleep period. It was to be our schedule for the next four months; we were on 18 hour days. It seemed odd at first, but with the proper lighting and ultra-quiet sleep chambers we were told the body would get into sync with it within the first ten days.

    There was no scheduled sunrise or sunset to confuse our body clocks. We were deep underground where the Sun no longer mattered. Our crew of four became very tight very fast. I was selected as our pilot. My focus would be on flying the craft.

    I was told that by the end of our training I should be able to fly the ship at Mach five down a railroad track and then roll over and under that track as it crossed a bridge over a small highway. At the time I wondered how it would be possible to make the 90 degree turns necessary for that maneuver. I was assured that I would soon learn how.

    Bigg was our Defensive Specialist. The ship would be equipped with a number of new defenses and Bigg would become skilled at using them. His primary job would be to keep us alive.

    Whip was our Offensive Specialist. She would be directing our four enhanced coil guns and our compliment of 38 missiles... four of which were nuclear tipped. Whip's job would be to do maximum damage to any and all targets identified.

    Pop was our last specialist. He had been selected as our Engineer. He would keep all the ships systems ready and active. A good engineer had always been worth their weight in gold.

    The training routine soon became second nature. Each of the squads of four were schooled on the ship, strategies, tactics and the utter importance of teamwork. One weak or lazy crewman could easily mean death for all.

    After a long day in the classroom we settled into the lounge for our one hour R&R. Pop was grinning from ear to ear which was usual for him on his two days a week that he was allowed a single beer.

    The evening hour was for unwinding but usually ended up with discussions about the days lessons. This day was special as we eagerly awaited the launch of the first manned Defender flight in the morning.

    The Defender ships were to be marveled at. The magnetic drive system from the alien fighter had been adapted for anti-gravity and inertial dampening purposes. But, David Brenner and the other scientists had not yet figured out how the aliens had actually made their ships move.

    They could hover. They could turn instantly without affecting those inside but the actual propulsion itself had remained a mystery.

    So, David and his team had come up with a new system. The Black Hole Drive, the BHD consisted of five high powered magnetic rings that functioned as neutron colliders. Work done 70 years before on the Large Hadron Collider had led to the ability to create temporary microscopic black holes. The five rings were used to cycle neutrons up to speeds where the collision that occurred created a black hole that lasted fractions of a nanosecond.

    In the Defender ships the discovery had been used to repeatedly form five temporary black holes just in front of the ship. The result being a powerful pull being exerted that would move the ship forward. The acceleration achieved was significantly faster than the current electric turbine technology. In the void of space it was theorized that it would work even better.

    The strange thing about the black holes that were created was that the alien gravity wave was not immune to it. This meant that our ship, with its active skin, could be propelled forward by it regardless of the enemy gravity weapon.

    The shell of the Defender was covered in a thin layer of Sodium Oxide. When a sufficient magnetic field was applied the skin of the craft took on the anti-grav qualities that were needed for it to fly.

    A benefit of the active skin was that those inside the ship were nearly immune to inertial forces. We would each be seated in a comfortable chair where we would watch and control everything from holo-displays. Other than the holographic panels of controls that illuminated the interior of the craft, the remainder of the ship appeared jet black from the inside when the skin was activated.

    It would be strange sitting in a chair that looked as though it was floating in the air. It would also be strange to have the other crewmen seemingly floating next to you.

    On the defensive panel Bigg would be able to control a gravity field similar to what the alien fighter had. A gravity wave could be projected outward from the ship into a point. David's team had again been unable to fully understand the physics behind the gravity wave and because of that we were only able to project it outward from the ship for a few meters.

    On the alien fighter this had been used for their shield as well as for the deadly concussion weapon that had devastated Central Florida during the S.A. If positioned properly the gravity wave would act as a shield. Bigg's job would be to make sure it was always in the right place at the right time.

    An interesting thing would happen when the skin of the ship was active. From the outside it would appear to vanish. No light or any radio wave of any sort would be reflected. Anything with a normal particle spin to it would be absorbed by the skin, passed around to the other side and then emitted.

    A bullet fired at the ship would seem to pass through it and continue on from the other side as if nothing had been there. It was a fascinating anomaly that our scientists could still not fully understand.

    There were limits to the amount of matter that could be absorbed and re-emitted. With a large enough mass the ship could be brought to a halt and with an even larger mass the active skin could be overwhelmed.

    We were told, as an example, that if we flew directly into a large enough asteroid that the ship would enter the asteroid and then slow to a halt where the skin would be overwhelmed and then go inactive. The result being that we would be trapped inside solid rock.

    On the weapons front Whip was excited about the prospect of firing a live coil gun. For her to have four of them would only make it four times more exciting. Our conversation then wandered onto the topic of the nuclear tipped missiles. They would pack quite a punch if they could be delivered to their target. Currently the alien's gravity wave technology could easily keep the missiles at bay. Command hoped to find other uses for them.

    Pop would be schooled in keeping every system operational while I would have the simple duties of starting, stopping and turning. If I could get us where we were going and back safely my duties as pilot would be fulfilled. Each of us also received training in the duties of the others. You could not have too much redundancy while at war and in space.

    With a crew of four it would give us each six hours of sleep while rotating shifts if we were on duty. When the hour bell sounded we all made our way to our sleeping quarters. We would have our daily sonic shower and then slide on top of our anti-grav mattress beds.

    The bedding was definitely a perk of being in the USAC. You would float on top of it giving you the most restful sleep you had ever had. That was especially true for a heavy guy like myself.

    Even in our excited states the prospect of the first flying Defender class ship the following morning, was not enough to keep us awake after our third day in the classroom. The needed sleep was an uneven match as we each powered up our anti-grav beds. With the ultra-dark and ultra-quiet of our personal chambers sleep came quickly.
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