WAR ZONE Part 2

I have to admit that DeRice and Clark handled the situation better than I ever would have dreamed. They objected, of course, but between Chuck's insistence that he had no choice in the matter, and a little pressure from Leland and Parker, they eventually relented. When the bus left the police station, it contained nine men, seven women, and one crying child.

We drove west, about 80 miles, to where DeRice and Clark had purchased some sort of building in the Tartan Forest. On the drive we all introduced ourselves; Chuck and I were accompanied by two other Leland and Parker employees (from a different department), a high school teacher interested mainly in the self-defense segment of the training, two doctors worried by the gang violence around their hospital, and employees from various other companies.

The dangers inherent in big city living were graphically illustrated in our drive to the woods; an explosion, which destroyed one of the employment agencies on High Street, rocked our bus. Clark called the incident in to his superiors, who I expect sent some cars to check on the situation, and DeRice had his gun in hand, ready if the perpetrators were still in the area. Terrorists were still able to increase their kills with heavy machine gun fire, as people came out to see what had happened.

"Free tip before the course even starts," Clark said, "Don't get curious, and you have a much better chance of staying alive. At the sounds of a nearby explosion or heavy gunfire, hit the ground. When you are fairly certain nothing is coming your way, check out your immediate surroundings for anything suspicious."

"By this time next week, you'll have a much better idea of what to watch out for," DeRice added, "but your best chance for survival comes from being scared."

"I don't scare easily," came a voice from the back of the bus.

It belonged to a largish fellow who probably didn't have much reason to be afraid. He looked like he might lift a lot of weights, and probably already knew how to fight. I wondered what he expected to get from the course.

"Mister Vargasee," Clark started, "you'd be amazed at just how easily you die, so you might want to learn to be afraid." He pulled out his own gun, clicked on the safety, and aimed it at the floor. "This weapon can seriously injure or kill you with a single round. It isn't a very powerful gun by today's standards."

"When we work the streets," DeRice chimed in, "we've got military rifles in our cars. We have automatic weapons, which we can use when the terrorists and gangs get out of control. And we are scared. When you are frightened, you pay a lot more attention to what you are doing, and to what is happening around you. The more attention you pay, the better your chance of surviving."

"What about weapons training?" Chuck asked. "How much of that will we learn, this week?"

"Not very much," Clark told him. "You'll spend a little time firing shot-guns and revolvers, just so that you have some idea of what is involved, and the damage that they can do, but since none of you can legally own any of these weapons, we don't concentrate on them. We'll spend a bit more time on knives and bows, but kindly remember that use of these techniques for anything other than your very survival will have the police quite unhappy with you."

"Speaking of the police," DeRice said, pulling some papers out of a folder, "I've got some information I want to familiarize you all with. These are the criminal codes that deal with the things which you will be learning, and the penalties for misusing them." He glared at both Chuck and Vargasee, who were both gazing out the windows. "You gentlemen might want to pay attention to this, if you don't like the idea of spending several years behind bars!"

The rest of the ride was spent going over the codes and sentences, and by the time we arrived at the survival school, most of us were pretty well determined that we would try and avoid any confrontations on these matters.

We'd arrived at the camp by eleven, and I was amazed at the beauty of the area. You live in the middle of the big city, and it is easy to forget get how wild the land can be, an hour or two away. We'd gotten up to about the 3,000-foot level in the Tartan Mountains, and we'd left every sign of civilization behind. While you could see the smog from Allensdale off to the east, there was nothing else visible, by day. At night, the city's lights were visible, but there was no other trace of man.

Except for the school, of course. There was a tall fence, topped with barbed wire, surrounding it. The buildings were rather barren, bleak, and quite defensible, and the grounds were clear for a good distance.

"Everybody grab your gear," DeRice told us, as the driver popped the door. "Guys, take a bed in the building on the right. Ladies, you have the building on the left." That still left the larger building in the center, which we eventually learned contained the kitchen, the mess hall, and a couple of training rooms, as well as a well-secured weapons cache.

We each stored our bags in the lockers provided, coding them with our IdentiCards and our thumbprints, then returned to the mess, which was also to serve as a meeting place. We had lunch (sandwiches and water), then Clark sent the bus back to the city and DeRice started us on a hike.

"Two purposes here, " he told us, "the first is to familiarize yourselves with the general area, so that you can find your way back to camp without very much trouble. The second, of course, is simply for exercise. Shea, I hope you've been preparing yourself for this!"

I turned bright red, and mumbled an affirmative, while Chuck and a couple of other snickered. DeRice shot them a look that instantly ended the mirth, but I still wish he hadn't brought it up.

We weren't able to start immediately, because Chuck didn't know what to do with Michael, but DeRice and Clark really seemed to know what they were about, and with some canvas straps and a little rope, they were able to make a sort of carrier which could be worn on the back. Of course Chuck instantly told me that I'd have to wear it part of the time. I knew it would slow me down even more, but I agreed.

We started hiking up the mountains, and I found myself dead last (except for Clark, who was matching my pace, to be sure the group didn't get separated), which is exactly where I expected to be. Vargasee was right up front with DeRice, and the rest were bunched here and there on the trail, over perhaps a hundred yards. Chuck was with a couple of the women from Cybertronics, flirting, and they seemed impressed by little Mikey.

It was grueling, of course. Don Clark chatted with me quite a bit (well, he chatted, I gasped), and explained that this first hike was only a short six-mile trip. I about killed him for that remark. But I did manage to keep fairly close to the group, and Don and DeRice seemed actually to be pleased with how well I did. I would have been lost without the exercises I'd done, though.

We'd reached about 4,000 feet, I'd guess, by the time we took our major rest break, and we were all relaxing next to some pines and a little stream. We were assured the water was pure, so we drank a bit of it, and I refilled my nearly empty canteen. Don didn't object, but he warned me to make sure I took the water slowly, so I wouldn't get any cramps.

Unfortunately, the rest couldn't last forever, and Don and Barry were soon calling us back to our feet. "Come on," they told us, "you've already finished the hardest part. Now it’s nearly all down-hill, back to camp." Three or four of us grumbled a bit, but we all climbed back to our feet.

"Hal, its your turn to carry Michael," Chuck told me, the carrier in his hand. I tried to refuse it, since I felt dead exhausted already, but he insisted, and I ended up with the child on my back as we turned around and started back down.

Funny thing was, walking back down that mountain wasn't only easier, it was easy. I found the pain in my calves vanished, and I didn't have nearly as hard of a time breathing. Even with the kid on my back, I was soon passing most of the others, and by the time we got a third of the way down, Barry was having to order me to slow down. "But this feels good," I said, and he grinned at me. "You know, I think you'll do all right, this week," he told me.

We made it back to the camp at about four, and retired to our bunks for a while. Most of the others just messed around for an hour or so, but I actually fell asleep. I woke for dinner, though, and joined the others for some stew and potatoes. Chuck was prompt with complaints about the simple foods (I found that his newest flirting partner was nearly as well-off as he was, and she jumped right in, as well), but Don told us to get used to it.

"If you ever find yourself in the middle of a major terrorist attack, or lost in the woods, you may find that your five star chef has already been killed." The sarcasm was heavy as he told Chuck "You might have to cook your own food!" I didn't know what he was complaining about, anyway. While it wasn't anything special, it was filling, and after that hike, that was all I required.

After dinner, we spent two hours learning to handle wooden staffs. "Thing to remember about a staff is that it is easy to find," Barry told us. "A broken board, a narrow pipe, a sturdy branch, all can be used as a weapon for both offense and defense, if the need arises." Luckily we didn't have to deal with pipes or broken branches, since they had light, sturdy pre-cut fighting staves for all of us.

"Remember," Don told us, "a staff won't block a bullet, so if you are facing a man with a gun, don't try anything." He went on to explain that the staff was most suited for facing an unarmed man, or somebody that didn't know you were there.

"If you are hidden from sight and the enemy doesn't know you are there, a blow to his gun arm, or if you have a clear shot, to his head, may be enough to disarm him." Don ducked behind a table, and Barry played the part of an attacker, looking around as he paced the floor. It only took Don maybe a half a second to pop up from behind the table, and swing the staff at Barry's head. He stopped the blow in mid-air, but he'd gotten the idea across.

We all took staves and practiced attacking a stuffed dummy with them. Took me a little longer than most to even begin to get used to it, but after three hours, I was beginning to get the hang of it. I was still nowhere near professional, but I figured I would have at least a little better chance if I were ever attacked with something staff-like at hand.

"You all realize that it would take a huge amount of practice to become an expert with these, don't you?" Don asked. After we'd agreed (Vargasee had needed a little convincing, but Barry disarmed him with two strikes, which sort of ended his argument), he informed us that Survival Training maintained a warehouse just a couple of blocks from their office, where the two officers spent several hours a week (when they weren't conducting these monthly classes) practicing with those who wanted to improve their skills. "The practice sessions aren't covered in the cost of the basic program, of course, but they are available for anybody who is interested."

"Even if you choose not to take any practice sessions," Barry added, as he heard grumbles starting around the room, "you should be a little up on the common citizen, and you'll certainly know more about staying out of harm's way." After that, they sent us back to our bunks. Some of the others stayed up for a while, complaining about various aspects of the camp, but I was tired and sore, and I dropped right off to sleep.

*   *   *   *   *

It was painful to getup that next morning, and the mornings after that, but Barry and Don refused to waste any time, and they got us up and doing calisthenics. I was a bit stiff from yesterday's hike, and bashing around with the staves last night, but I didn't do too badly, and Don had me concentrating on exercises that helped me loosen up. By the time we all finished breakfast, I was as ready as I would get for the day's activities.

We fell into the routine quite rapidly, with the morning exercises being followed with the meal, then either training in stalking and tracking or in recognizing the signs of the different terrorist organizations and gangs throughout the city. Sunday morning it was a couple of hours of stalking (walking silently; Barry explained how important silence could be, whether you were hunting or being hunted), followed by our first lessons in tracking.

"Why the hunting skills," Randy Vargasee wanted to know.

"Why not hunting skills," Jay, one of the doctors, countered. "That's the main reason I signed for the course. If we ever get evacuated, and have to manage in the woods for a while, I want to be ready." The argument raged for a couple of minutes, with about a third who were only interested in the fighting/defense aspect of the program, about half who really wanted the camping skills (Chuck was in that camp, but I figured it was because Vargasee had been flirting with Lea, whom he'd gotten interested in, yesterday), and two others, along with me, who would take whatever we were given. At least the tracking wasn't quite as tiring as the more physical activities.

Monday's terrorism lecture was also physically relaxing, but rather scary. Even living in the heart of Allensdale, I hadn't realized quite the kind of firepower that was common on our streets.

"The fundamentalists are usually only a problem if you are doing something they think is wrong," Barry told us. "Since they claim not to really care for violence, they don't plan in-depth attacks."

"They become a danger when they lose patience, though," Don added. "They'll warn people off of some activity they disapprove of, but somebody in one of the churches will lose his head, one day, and start hollering for the wrath of God. Suddenly you'll have 20 or 30 members of the church pulling out their hunting rifles and shotguns, and start shooting at prostitutes on the streets, or trying to flame an abortion clinic or something."

"In an attack by these guys, just try and get out of sight. If you are on the property they're attacking, they'd just as soon kill you as look at you. But they aren't trained in fighting, and they don't have too much experience on an individual basis, so if you just stay out of their way, you'll probably escape with little or no harm."

There were a few queries about the kinds of attacks these folks would be in on, but since they were largely random, there wasn't much Don or Barry could tell us about it. We moved on to the Eco Equalizers, who we found were some of the really scary ones.

"Wait just a minute," Fay Scoredall, our high school history instructor demanded, "Ecology Now is a very important movement!" Chuck snorted. "I don't believe all the rumors about the organization being involved in terrorism. I've met many of these people, and they are dedicated to the environment, and to protecting all the plants and animals, including humans!"

"Protecting humans by costing them their jobs?" Chuck sneered. "All these animal lovers ought to be shot! If we listened to what they were always telling us to do, Leland and Parker would have been forced to cut its work force by 60 percent. Think about another 65 or 70 thousand people standing in the unemployment line, and tell me if a few bloody squirrels are worth so much!"

I think we'd have seen fists flying right then, if it weren't for Barry's timely intervention. "Whether or not you agree with the ideas of the Ecology Now movement," he told both of them, "you have to be ready to deal with the Eco Equalizers, if they attack on area you are in." He waved off another comment from Scoredall, but she was still muttering about frames by the business community.

"Look here, you old witch," Chuck began, "we lose some good people to these terrorist attacks, and I'm not going to sit here listening to you accuse us of destroying our own folks!" He was on his feet, glaring across the table, when he was grabbed from behind.

"SIT DOWN!" Don ordered, shoving Chuck back in his seat. "Maybe we just ought to forget about the entire training program, if the people who only want to be protected can't stop fighting among themselves!" The rest of us were speechless (most of them were probably as embarrassed by the whole thing as I was), but Chuck and Scoredall kept quiet, so Barry was able to continue his point.

"Whether the Eco Equalizers really care about the ecology, or only use it as a reason to hurt people isn't important to us, here in this room. While Ecology Now as a group doesn't approve of the terrorist arm of their organization, it is most definitely connected to them. Unfortunately, with the money and backing that Ecology Now provides, the Eco Equalizers are one of the most dangerous groups in the city. They have better training and access to more dangerous weapons than any other organization regularly present in Allensdale."

"While the Equalizers seldom go beyond pipe bombs in the occasional CEO's car," Don added, "we've twice had to call in the military to deactivate nuclear devices which could have leveled a good portion of the city." We could all remember the last time that had I happened.

It had been maybe 15 months ago, and the group had been protesting the passage of some laws which allowed businesses a little more control over how they used their properties; since the company that had been fighting for the passage of the bill then opened up some forest land they'd purchased to hunters, making a nice profit off the carcasses the hunters removed, the Eco Equalizers had decided on one of their strongest plays.

With several hours' notice provided, much of the city began evacuating, with the roads filled with cars making for the mountains. One might figure they were being foolish (or should I say we, since I was among those on the road), but when the device was disarmed, they discovered that a distance of around 75 miles would have been enough to avoid most of the bomb's effects.

Thinking about the last scare seemed to quiet everybody down, and Don and Barry were able to finish off the three hour lecture without any more fights breaking out. We followed with lunch, like the previous day, and then continued with the daily hikes.

This remained the hardest part for me, since they increased the distance every day. Saturday had been six miles, but Sunday was seven- and-a-half, Monday was nine, and from Tuesday, on, we did ten miles a day. I never gave up entirely, but when we started uphill, I remained dead last, and the more tired I became from the trip up, the slower I was on the trip back. I was still usually in the lead, when going down, but it was costing me a lot more.

After the first couple of days, Barry and Don saw just how much trouble I was having, moving my own weight and that of little Michael, and they refused to allow me to carry him on the hikes. Since Chuck refused to do it all the time, Barry and Mike started helping a little bit (I'm sure they were considering the decision to allow the child to come along to be a worse idea all the time).

Insults about my pace and weight slowed, then stopped. Portly because I refused to react to them, and party because Barry and Don pointed out that I was working harder than any of the others, trying not to be a burden. "Shea may be slower than you," he'd told Vargasee, one time, "but he 's more dedicated to the lessons. I'd give him better odds for survival in an emergency than I would you." With no advantage to messing with me, he'd started in on Chuck.

"Poor daddy get tired carrying his little boy around?" he'd been saying on Monday. "Poor daddy wasn't smart enough to leave the brat behind?" But Chuck used it to his advantage, gaining sympathy for the care of little Mikey with Lea, and her friend Sheila. Lea was the wealthy one, who really seemed to click with Chuck (probably because her family had nearly as much money), but Sheila seemed to be just as interested in him. With the women fawning over Michael in camp, and the carrying chores being divvied up by the other fellows on the hike, I found I didn't have to care for him nearly as often.

And I got tired. Boy, did I get tired, but I pushed on. The hikes began right after lunch (maybe about 12:30), and they kept pushing up the pace so that we got back by about five, each day. Ten miles in three or four hours might not be much of a pace on level ground, but on the mountain trails, it was quite difficult.

We'd had maybe an hour to relax, once we made it back to the school, then it was on to the range. We spent between an hour and an hour- and-a-half each day. As promised, we didn't use guns very often (once every three days), but we trained extensively on bows and arrows -- not only on firing them, but on making the weapons, as well.

"Bows can be quite good for hunting," Don reminded us. "While you need a lot of practice to have a chance to shoot anything moving rapidly, a good bow and some well-made arrows could be quite beneficial in supplementing the food you catch with the traps we'll be teaching you about in the morning session," he finished.

That second night, the first for bow practice, they provided us with professionally made bows, and a good dozen arrows, each. We practiced shooting at the targets they'd laid out for us, and found that one of our doctors was the best among us. Steady hands and good coordination, I figured, which would probably be equally helpful in surgery.

We made our own weapons, the next night, hunting through some wood that the school provided (though Chuck and Leo said they'd tried to find their own materials in the woods, they came back empty-handed. Vargasee's glare showed that he doubted the story as much as the rest of us did), then started learning to put together arrows.

"It might seem like a lot of trouble to have to do this yourself," Barry said, "but if you ever find yourselves stuck in the woods without any supplies, you may discover you appreciate knowing how to make your own." With homemade weapons, our aim wasn't nearly as good, but we tried to adapt. Strangely enough, I did quite well, having about the third best aim in the group. Both Vargasee and Chuck were doing worse, but neither of the attractive young women showed any interest in my accomplishments. Just as well, since Sue probably wouldn't have liked it, anyway.

When we brought out the rifles, though, I fell further back in the group, remaining ahead of only Scoredall, whose hatred of weapons made it very difficult for her to even hold the gun. Still, I had a good idea of what I was doing, and my shooting improved by end of the range time. After the evening session (either archery or firing), the weapons were locked back up, and we moved on to the mess hall for dinner.

I continued to enjoy the meals, and Chuck, Lea, and Sheila continued to complain about them, but dinnertime was mostly quiet, throughout the week.

The final challenge of the evening was always some sort of fighting course. We concentrated on hand-to-hand fighting most often, since we'd finally gotten it through our heads that it was unarmed opponents who were the safest to challenge. Sunday we'd worked on general wrestling-style fighting, just coming to grips with an opponent and learning how to make the most of whatever talents we might have for fighting. Randy Vargasee took top honors here, managing to do pretty well against even Barry and Don, but Chuck made use of his longer reach to counteract a bit of Vargasee's strength and stamina.

Actually, Vargasee was his own worst enemy, because he simply wouldn't listen to what he was told. He kept basing his fighting entirely on his strength, and as Barry and Don taught us more and more about balance, and using our opponents' motions against them, he began losing more and more often to Don and Barry, and even once, Sunday night, to Chuck, which really infuriated him. Say started fawning on Charles Parker, after that, and the next couple of days, things were rather tense between the two tough guys.

On Monday evening, when we were practicing knife fighting, Vargasee seemed to be going at it a little stronger than absolutely necessary, and Barry and Don had to forbid them to practice with each other. And we were all a little worried when one of the knives disappeared. They started searching each of us, but the knife made its way back to the table before they got to Vargasee. Chuck tried to wave it off, playing the role of macho man to dangerous extremes, but I could see he really was a little worried about it.

But on Tuesday evening, as the rest of us improved by listening to the instructions, and Randy continued to rely on his muscles, Lea managed to take him down. I don't know if his ego couldn't handle it, or what, but he suddenly lost all interest in Lea, and started chasing her friend Sheila. I didn't care who he tried to bed, or whether or not he ever succeeded, but at least with the two of them concentrating on different women, they didn't try to start fights with each other as much!

Wednesday evening it was back to the staff fighting, where again Chuck and Randy were about the best, Randy due to his strength, and Chuck with the speed that he swung the stick around. I was again just about the worst, even losing more than half the time to Scoredall. It seemed that she sublimated all of her anger at the business world into a hatred of me; me she could take (in staff fighting, anyway), while she didn't have the slightest chance against Chuck. Again, though, no matter how badly I was doing, I was improving.

After the final lesson of the night, we would separate and head for the two bunkhouses. Some of the guys would play a few hands of poker, and quite often either Chuck or Vargasee (or both) would wander off, to keep appointments with the young women, out in the woods. Don and Barry didn't seem to approve, but as long as everybody was ready for hard work in the morning, they didn't seem to waste much time complaining about it.

At least that was the way it was for the first three nights. By Tuesday night we found that another portion of our training was to learn to survive the nights without a building. We had tents for Tuesday and Wednesday evenings, which we learned to set up in good time. But Wednesday night we received warning that we'd be expected to either sleep under the stars or create our own shelters for Thursday night. They quieted some grousing with a promise that Thursday morning's tracking lessons would spare a little time for learning about lean-tos and other forms of shelter.

I dropped off to sleep quickly, but I was pleased with myself. I was still losing weight, and feeling better about myself all the time, and I'd pretty much decided I was ready for anything else the week might throw at me. Boy, was I wrong!

