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Dedication

To my nephew, who deserved better men in his life. May you be greater than all of us and the kind of father who lives up to all of your values.

To my son, who may never fully understand his father’s unusual past, but can empathize with my attempts at civility. May you be the better version of me in every way.

To The Quick and The Dead, for instilling in me a desire to learn through reading, not just entertainment. May we all be the heroes that our children need.

To 17-year-old me, who really did believe, wholeheartedly, in loyalty, duty, respect, self-less service, honor, integrity, and personal courage. Maybe those who come after can live up to them in a way you, and I, could not.

To you, the reader. This novel is far more personal than my previous ones, so I can only hope that its message finds the kindred spirits who can learn from my mistakes and become better men.
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“Loyalty and filial piety are the roots of the human way; without them, rites and music are empty.”

-Toegye

“I can't expect loyalty from the army if I do not give it.”

-George C. Marshall

“Never let loyalty and kindness leave you! Tie them around your neck as a reminder. Write them deep within your heart. Then you will find favor with both God and people, and you will earn a good reputation.”

- Proverbs 3:3-4
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W

e considered ourselves, above most things, as family. Despite the difference in hair, eye, and skin color, how else were we to think about each other? He had been a constant presence in my life to some degree since I was old enough to talk: a skill that I did not realize the utility of at three years old. I would learn soon enough, though. The right words at the wrong time could be nearly as deadly as the wrong ones at all times.

“I asked you where you are coming from,” I coldly repeated, watching the man’s shifting eyes looking up at me. I had seen more than enough worried looks the past six years to know that he was trying to avoid answering. Likely less to do with the actual words themselves than the implications they would give based on how they were answered. 

“Seoul,” he mumbled, his words barely audible over the howling winds that pushed a smattering of light white snow down on us. 

“That’s going to be strike one,” I replied, my eyes shifting back and forth undetected behind my large darkened eyewear. “No one calls it that around here anymore. Especially those from ‘the capital.’ I am going to give you one more chance to have all of us leave here unscathed. Taking a man’s life is expensive, and occasionally immoral. I would like to avoid that, if you are up to the task. You ready?” The man nodded, his hands lingering in the air and knees still shoved into the slowly accumulating snow. He had done both at our insistence, so his desire to survive this encounter appeared high. Or he knew something we did not. “Where are you from? Originally, I mean. City, province, and country.” 

“Um... Suwon... Gyeonggi...and, um... the Republic of Korea.” The man’s eyes stopped scanning and focused intently on my eyewear. Perhaps he wanted to see if he could peer behind the tinted lenses and gleam any indication of if I bought his story. Likely, he wanted to know if my eyes were still looking at him, or had shifted to the man standing behind him with the rifle positioned just inches from his head. While Suwon was, in fact, the capital of Gyeonggi province which was, obviously, situated in Korea, it was his accent that proved to be the wrong answer. This stranger shared my hair color, my skin tone, and even my shade of dark brown eyes, but he was not family. I was not going to risk it for this similar looking nobody. Sorry, man. Nothing personal. The cost of not taking some men’s lives is just too high. I looked at my uncle and shook my head softly. The man likely gathered what that signal meant as he sharply took in a breath like he was going to say or plead something before being cut off. 

“Where are friends?” My uncle asked in his own heavily accented Korean. 

“I... I’m alone,” the man answered, not daring to turn around to face the inquisitive voice of the questioner and his uncurious rifle barrel. 

“No one alone. These days, alone means death. Man not dead. Must have friends. Or, one friend? Are they close?” 

“No... no one anymore... Please... I’m not...” While I could not see my uncle’s equally obscured eyes at that moment, I knew they were looking at me for my reaction. My ears caught the man in his lie, and now they held this stranger’s life in the balance. There were real costs, like this man’s existence and the price of the pills that would end it.  Additionally, there were hidden costs. Was he actually alone? Did he have someone who would miss him if he did not make it back tonight? Maybe it was all a lie and his buddies were waiting to ambush us. A very costly proposition. Sorry, again, mister. No one travels alone anymore. I just had to hope that it is some random commie bandit who would be missing you tonight and not some longing wife and child. I looked in the man’s eyes one more time, trying to maximize his opportunity to change my mind. I never wanted to be heartless, after all. Just careful. Cautious. Alive. I was sure he woke up this morning and thought the same thing. 

“No, please!” came the high-pitched scream from my 10 o’clock about 100 yards away. No time to think was available, but none was required. We had done this drill two hundred times by this point. My uncle did not flinch, keeping his body locked onto the kneeling man as I moved my rifle up into the ready position pointed towards the source of the scream. The meter and a half tall ice wall made aiming at anything difficult. Luckily, two hands raised into the air made it clear that I would not need to do much target acquisition. The two dark brown eyes that barely poked above the snow trench walls accurately fit the small feminine body that would have produced such a high-pitch plea. Her cap had been removed and was held aloft in one of her hands, allowing her long black hair to be whipped violently in the icy gusts of wind. Perhaps she wanted to show that there was no bomb or other threat hidden beneath it. Most likely, she wanted to show, in no uncertain terms, that she was a woman. Mid-twenties, by my estimation. 

“Don’t!” the man yelled, before barking out something else in a language that was not Korean, nor English as far as I could tell. I could hear the panic in his voice. If it was just the two of them, and he had offered himself up as a potential sacrifice to prevent her from being a woman in a place that a woman did not want to be, then they just failed the game. Thankfully, for both our sakes, I was not that kind of guy, nor did I play those kinds of games. Especially not for a woman a decade my senior. 

“Hold,” my uncle commanded softly in Korean, before switching to English. No matter how many times I heard it, the two-octave drop in my uncle’s voice between his Korean and English still gave me goose bumps. That Korean voice sang me to sleep as a baby and would belt out some random love ballad at the occasional karaoke visit. In contrast, that English voice sounded like someone reading their enemy’s obituary out loud. The seriousness of his tone seemed to have conveyed the correct message, as the woman responded in her own broken English and slowly pulled herself up onto the glossy snow cover ground. “Woman coming here. To him,” my uncle muttered in Korean, gaze still unbroken with the back of the man’s head. “Woman has weapon. Unloads first. Toss it down next. Woman climb down last. Understand?” 

“OK,” I answered, never breaking my own eye contact with her dirty tear-streaked face. I knew that her cheeks would either freeze or chap badly if she did not get in from the cold soon. The look on her face told me that she was not thinking that far ahead at the moment. Just as recently discussed, a metal object and a single piece of ejected brass plopped into the snow about a foot away from me. Her rifle followed soon after, the worn civilian nature of the firearm adding to my brief confusion. Before I could mention this piece of information to my uncle, the woman lowered herself down into the snow trench and embraced the man, putting herself directly in front of two loaded firearms. My uncle took a step back from the pair, lowering the pointed-weapon count by one as he did so. This appeared to be the outcome he was hoping for. The two strangers began to babble together in that third language, the awkward sobbing and muttering not making the act of identifying it any easier. 

“Chinese,” my uncle answered me, sensing the forthcoming question. 

“Reds?” I asked, tightening my grip on my rifle as I dug the butt deeply into my shoulder pocket. 

“Students,” my uncle replied. 

“Yes, students,” the woman echoed in Korean. “We were students. From before the war. No home town here. You understand now, yes?” 

“Yeah, we got it,” my uncle said in his booming English cadence. He pointed at my rifle and motioned for me to lower it. “They look now,” he said, switching back to broken Korean. “Brother missing. Man’s brother. Looking for him.” 

“My brother,” the woman corrected in Korean between her soft sobbing. 

“Woman’s brother. Sorry. Yes. Looking for brother." 

“And what are we going to do about that? Is that now our problem?” I asked, not out of consternation, but confusion over what any of this had to do with us. They got to, presumably, walk away from this situation alive. We already were the good guys here, as I saw it. No sense in prolonging this interaction any longer than we had to. We were scouts, not RPG protagonists taking on random NPC side quests.  

“We? No. Take them to 55.”

“55?” the man asked, turning around to face my uncle for the first time. “Where is that? Here in Gyeonggi Province?” 

“55 not place,” my uncle responded, removing his sunglasses to expose his blue gray eyes to the couple. “55th Infantry Division. Korean people. They find others. Job to find people. Mostly Korean people. But... do job well. Very well.” He slung his K2 rifle onto his shoulder, extending a hand down to each of them. “They are army. Soldiers. If brother here... 55ID can find him.”
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Even with the thousands of kilometers of branching and interlocking spider-wed trenches keeping most travelers closer to the ground and winding in various maze-like directions, there was very little chance of getting completely lost. Korea was a country of mountains and, at all times, the tall gray and white behemoths made themselves known. They had all once looked the same to me, but now I could name most with very little hesitation. My uncle said that Koreans in the past worshiped mountain gods, with the first Korean even being the son of one of the mountainous deities and a bear. Looking up at their glassy imposing shapes, towering over us like our ancestors of old, I saw no gods at their peaks. At least, none that deserved my worship. Nevertheless, they watched us like titans. When no more Koreans are left to remember them, the old gods would still be here, watching disapprovingly. 

The sudden appearance of a far too familiar range told me that we would soon see the tops of the chain link fences that made up the base’s outer perimeter defenses. Given how cold most nights got, the metal was likely very brittle. It was not there for its initial purpose. The mounds of sandbags and concrete closer in were the real defenses. No, these fences signaled something else: the limits of their village. In Korean, the word for ‘our’ came from village walls. The idea that, what is ‘ours’ is what belongs to the village. Comforting to those inside the fence. Daunting to those outside of it. We were somewhere in the middle. 

“Ah, the foreigner and his nephew,” the guard shouted, seeing us approach from one of the numerous pathways spewing into the large open area around the base. “...and guests?” 

“Chinese students,” my uncle yelled back. 

“Exchange students,” I clarified to avoid any potential ‘reds’ style misinterpretation. “They were here before the war started. Not migrants.” 

“So, they speak Korean then, right? They know we are going to have to check them, correct?” 

“Yes. We understand,” the man answered, raising his hands up to neck level and pointing to the rifle slung onto my shoulder. “They have our rifles for now. We take them back when we leave.” 

“It’s good to know that you plan on leaving here. We don’t take in too many outsiders, you see.” The guard began his pat down and then looked over to my uncle and I. “Even outsiders we like. Here to see Sergeant Major, I presume?” 

My uncle nodded his head, removing the hood of his gray, black, and white camo coat. Aged twice over by stress, he had a straw bird’s nest of blond hair precariously placed on his balding head to perfectly match his tall beaked nose. “Yes. Have favor. To ask Sergeant Major.” 

“To be honest, your timing is a little unfortunate. Sergeant Major has been dealing with some ‘missing scouts’ situation for the past week. He should have been back already. Lord willing, he will be in a day or two. But I imagine your favor is a little more...” He looked the student pair up and down before facing my uncle again. “...time sensitive. What is the nature of this favor?” 

“To find someone,” the woman interjected, her freshly searched arms now once again holding onto her companion. “We were told you can find people.” 

“The Flaming Beacons are the best at finding people,” the guard boasted, tapping on the ‘55th Infantry Division’ patch on his shoulder. “But we mostly look for our own. If you’re lucky, your ‘someone’ crossed paths with our search and recovery efforts. It’s happened before, but no promises though. And we will expect you two to leave, regardless of the outcome. Clear?” The pair nodded. 

“What about Sergeant Major?” I asked, trying to move the conversation along so that we could get in from the cold. 

“As I said, he’s not here. I guess you two could talk to Major Kim. Just a heads-up though...” the guard leaned in to finish his statement, as if to avoid eavesdropping soldiers. “...I don’t think he’s too fond of ‘international guests.’ Particularly of the ‘not actively out completing the mission’ types. Just expect a welcome that is a little less warm than you two usually get here. Plus, he’s recovering from an eye injury, so not likely to be in a good mood.” 

I nodded before clarifying for my uncle. “The major hates ex-foreign army types. He probably won’t like you, but don’t take it personally.” 

“Uncle never does,” my uncle confidently lied. I was not sure who he was trying to fool. Maybe just himself after a long two-day scouting mission. Ever the optimist, I supposed. 

We walked to the compound’s main building: the half-maintained remnants of what was once a reception area now connected by snow covered tunnels to dozens of other offices and barracks scattered across the base. There had not been enough time passed for this wear to be from the elements, so likely scars from previous battles. Maybe they could have repaired them and chose not to, either as reminders to themselves of what was out there, or as warning to those that thought they could come in uninvited. Being the front entrance, it was mostly barricades, guards who smelled of cigarettes, and the increasingly-rare lights: illumination for their guards, flaunts of resources, and tools to blind the unwelcome. Thankfully, their dimming clued us in as to how we were being perceived. 

“You two can take a seat over there,” the guard instructed, motioning the students towards the rows of hospital-waiting-room style seating. “We’ll bring you water and one fist’s worth of rice: as is our custom.”

“Rice?” the Chinese man asked in hopeful surprise. 

“Or, it’s equivalent, rather. Calories are calories when it’s this cold. Those two things are the only promises you will receive. Anything after that point is an act of charity, or mercy, on our part. Do you understand?” 

“We do,” the man reassured him, taking off his hat and unzipping the front of his jacket. “Also, a break from the cold. So, already a small mercy is granted. Thank you. Truly.” 

“A freaking exchange student and his Korean is already better than yours,” the guard jested, smacking my uncle on his chest. “Wait here a minute and I’ll fetch the Major.” 

As the soldier disappeared down one of the connecting tunnels, I removed my mask and glasses before checking that we were out of earshot of our new ‘friends.’ “What’s the plan here?” I asked in half whisper. “We went from being seconds from killing them to now being their escorts? I know we were already in the neighborhood, but what’s the end goal here? The 55th are not going to take in Chinese people. Not while they are still trying to find some of their own missing family members. It’s been six years, and you’ve known them this entire time. Have they focused on anything else? Ever? If they did not make an exception for us and our missing family, they are not going to start now for these two.” 

My uncle lowered his mask as well, his long chin looking even more pronounced with his shallow sunken checks. “We help get one night. For them. Warm up... check for brother’s name. One night, only. Small favor. Or mercy, rather.” 

“Why do them any favors, is what I am trying to delicately ask.” I looked into his determined gray and blue eyes, the pair trying their best to convey what his broken Korean was lacking in emotional nuance. 

“If not us, then who? They students. Uncle is professor.” 

“You were a professor,” I corrected him. “And I don’t think they need to know about the 12th century ginseng trade, so I don’t know what help you are going to be in that regard.” I looked over my uncle’s shoulder at the couple. Her head rested on his shoulder, both looking exhausted and dirty. But we all looked like that. Even our urban arctic camouflage gear only looked this nice because we had to clean it all the time. Everyone was in a bad spot, not just them. Maybe that made their situation more relatable for my uncle. To me, it was the reason to not extend any more empathy than what was required. We weren’t going to help the whole world, after all. “Is it because they are foreigners? Do you feel like you have some loyalty to them?” 

“Uncle not Chinese,” he clarified redundantly. “Help despite foreigner. Not because foreigner. Understand?” 

“Then why are you risking our time and resources doing this? Hoping to make some allies, or something?” 

“Are not enemy. So, already ally.” 

“So, even less need to take a risk like this. You have a strange way of showing allegiances, dear uncle.” I could see him parsing a response, his internal translation of my rhetorical question requiring some extra processing time. However, his ability to either quip back or explain himself was cut short by the arrival of the previously discussed Major. 

“You must be the pair that I keep hearing about. The foreigner and his nephew from Anseong.” The officer’s curt and quick speech accurately matched his face. Likewise, his appearance matched that of almost any Korean soldier from any of the history books my uncle gave me. That is to say, he looked thin, tired, broken, angry and fully capable of killing a man. Perhaps the only striking feature of his, the alluded to eye injury, was hidden away behind the conspicuous use of indoor nighttime sunglasses. Perhaps, not very ‘cool,’ but on brand with his history book counterparts. “And what should I call you?”

“Foreigner,” my uncle replied, refitting his mask to once again cover his face and grayish pink pale skin.  

The Major leaned to the side to look past our heads blocking his view of the waiting area. “Well, looks like just ‘foreigner’ is not going to be clear enough. Given our present company, that is. I’m Major Kim.” 

“We... can’t use names,” I tried to clarify before being cut off. 

“Can’t or won’t?” he asked, pushing his sunglasses further up onto his nose. Despite his shorter stature than my uncle or myself, the Major very much wished to convey the body language of someone in command. That flower on his lapel meant a lot more before all of the world changed, but he still needed to be, or feel, in charge. “I know a lot of folks abandoned names out of a sense of precaution. Especially those of you who have something to hide from the enemy. But we do not have that luxury.” He paused briefly to look at the scattering of his men still standing guard in the frigid night. “Nor do we want it. Every waking hour we are looking at lists of names and checking them off one by one until every one of us, and their families, are present or accounted for. That is the kind of ‘allegiances’ your foreign uncle was having a hard time articulating.” 

“Students need help. Chinese students. Looking for brother. The woman’s brother.” 

“Why is he talking like that?” the Major asked, turning his head to face me. “Is he retarded or something?” 

“Not retarded. Just foreigner.” My uncle’s quicker-than-usual quip seemed effective enough to elicit a single nasal exhale and chuckle from the officer. 

“Nothing wrong with his hearing, I see. Fine. ‘Foreigner’ it is. You want us to find somebody for them? That may take some time. The entire night even. I guess you will have to buy them some room and board while we do you that favor.” 

“Buy?” my uncle nearly scoffed, his blue and green eyes narrowing. 

“Yes, buy. We’re not running a charity here. We have the most resources of any outfit this side of the capital. Heck, I would wager some of those resources that we actually outstrip those bureaucrat guards on a good day. The 55th didn’t get this way by doing anything for free. For my troops? Sure. For outsiders...” He looked over at me again eyeing the K2 rifle slung across my shoulder, barrel facing towards the ground for safety. “Even for outsiders we like, we don’t do anything for free. Why would your new ‘foreign friends’ be any different?” 

“How pay?” my uncle finally said after a momentary pause. He seemed hesitant to hear the answer, as he likely already knew it and found it less than ideal. 

“How else? Sleeping pills are the universal currency in a world that could use more dreamers.” The major motioned towards our jacket pockets. “I’m sure you only brought a half load with you, so I’ll be generous. I won’t even ask for a full bottle's worth. Just one pack.” 

“A pack?” I echoed in mildly disguised disgust. 

“Each,” the Major clarified with less-hidden derision. 

“55 have pharmacy, yes?” my uncle asked, his blue and green eyes narrowing even further into a prominent scowl. “Pills not needed.”

“No, we do not have ‘a’ pharmacy; we have the single best pharmacy left in our glorious republic. Combine this with our reluctance for free favors, and you can see why we have been able to keep our promises to our own Flaming Beacons so well.” The major looked over in the direction of a growing ruckus of children’s voices echoing out from one of the tunnels. Our eyes followed suit as a gaggle of dependents poured out of the wing marked ‘education’ and made their way towards the sign reading ‘housing.’ “Still studying at this hour. Their parents must be proud. And alive, thanks to their unit. You, boy, what do we say when we salute each other?” he asked me, giving a half salute motion with his right hand. 

“Loyalty.”

“Loyalty. Correct. And we mean it every. Single. Time. This isn’t 1st Infantry. They were devoted to the mission. To the republic. To the country. Sounds down-right-beautiful in theory. Now, half of them are dead or missing and most of their families are unaccounted for. Not a lot of good that kind of dedication did them in the end. You know why I had to meet you and not Sergeant Major Han? The old man heard that his men did not make it back after two days, so he went to look for them himself. Old enough to be a grandfather twice over and yet he leaps up onto his bad geriatric knees at even the hint of danger to his men. That’s loyalty.” 

“Condensation!” my uncle yelled, breaking the awkward pause as he swiped his finger across the side of his rifle’s upper receiver. 

“Condensation,” I responded, performing my own check. 

“Clear!” 

“Clear,” I echoed. “Look, sir, we just wanted to help people who needed some assistance,” I answered the Major, returning the conversation back onto its original track. “Ask around here, and I am sure you can find plenty of your men who benefited from my uncle’s own efforts and allegiances toward your outfit. How about cutting him a little slack, yeah?”

The officer took a step closer to my uncle, seemingly staring him down. It was difficult to tell with the shades on, though, what was him burning daggers towards the man and what was just the previously mentioned injury. “You know what I see when I look at your stupid blue eyes, foreigner? I can tell you what I don’t see. I don’t see your uniform, so I know you’re not loyal to your unit.” He motioned towards the cloth band on my uncle’s arm. “I don’t see your flag, only a bastardized version of our Taegukki, so I know you are not loyal to your country.” He looked at me once again, ostensibly sizing me up. “And I don’t see how you could be devoted to your family if you risk them for a bunch of Northern chinks you just met. Consider your payment of two packs of sleeping pills as proof that you care as much as you say you do.” 

My uncle turned around to look over at the student couple. They had consumed the provided water, and were slowly pecking their way through their fistful of some kind of carbs. Hungry people eat it all at once, greedily. Only those with the emptiest of stomachs have to devour it with such caution. In the dim light’s reflection off of his blue eyes, I saw that stubbornly optimistic man who used to wipe my crap-covered butt. “Two packs,” he finally stated, reaching into his magazine pouch. 

“That’s four packs total, professor numbskull. I assume you and your nephew will need a place to stay for the night, given the late hour.” I could see my uncle about to snap back at the Major, so I ‘read the room’ to head off the inevitable verbal exchange. 

“Or, we do you a favor in exchange, right? That’s what you have been trying to get at the whole time, I assume?” 

“The boy’s got a good sense about him. I see why you keep him in close company. Yes, if you help us with a little matter, then I will not only let you keep your precious pills, but I’ll even reimburse you any that may be used during the course of your little excursion.” 

“So, give us pills?” my uncle asked, trying hard to follow the change in conversation. 

“Fresh from our own pharmacy. We’re reluctant to part with pre-war quality, as I’m sure you understand. But our homegrown lot is head and shoulders above the slop recovered from the commies. Does that sound good to you, foreigner?” 

“We do him a favor, he gives us four a place to stay tonight, and gives us back any pills we use while doing the favor,” I translated. “Look, sir, my uncle’s not dumb. You just have to be straight forward with him.” 

“Indeed. Let me be as straightforward as possible: Sergeant Major Han and our scouts likely ran into a militia group. We heard that gang was looking for the same reds we were in that area. While ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ and all that, this little band of merry men have been unwilling to deal with us in the past. Even to acknowledge us, most days.” 

“Why do you think my uncle and I would be any more successful?” 

“Well, given their kaleidoscope of skin shades and eye colors, we can only assume that they are from a university recruitment commercial... or are a bunch of Yankees, like blue eyes here.” The Major once again took a step closer to my uncle, now just inches away from his face. “You look like a Yankee. Or at least an ex-Yankee. This seems like the kind of mission you can accomplish in exchange for your favor, right?” 

“Yankee is not slur,” my uncle stated, unflinchingly. “You say Yankee to hurt. But not hurtful. We like ‘Yankee.’ We name baseball team ‘Yankee.’ Not true slur.” 

My uncle was once again able to elicit a snorting chortle from the military man who shook his head slightly while glancing downwards. “Oh, I know the Yankees just fine.” He proceeded to whisper something to my uncle whose tense expression softened slightly. “OK, ol’ blue eyes?” he asked in a near flawless American English accent. Almost to contrast his external toughness, his voice was far softer in English than I expected. 

“Yeah, sure, Ray Charles,” my uncle replied in his own actually flawless deep cadence. 

“You seem certain that we will accept this arrangement,” I pointed out, returning the conversation to Korean as my expression of skepticism slowly waxed into view. “What if we say ‘no,’ and just leave?” 

“Oh, I think you want to stay on our good side,” the Major retorted, pulling away from my uncle and moving closer to me. “I had a look at some of the supplies you have acquired from us over the last few scouting visits. That’s a lot of trips out here when there are plenty of outposts closer to your compound in Anseong. I guess there could be a lot of reasons you wanted these supplies from us and not someone who may know your camp’s exact location. I suppose, if properly motivated, I could piece together a plausible reason.” The Major leaned in directly between us, allowing for a three-way whisper concealed from neighboring ears. “I guess it was the pre-natal vitamins that gave it away.” He pulled back, offering a single half smirk before turning away and beginning his return toward the offices. “Get some rest, Yankee. You two have a big day tomorrow.” 

“What ‘pre-natal’ mean?” my uncle asked, oblivious to how red his face was going to be when I tried to translate it for him. Oh, well. We needed to have ‘that talk’ eventually, and what better time than on a needlessly risky side quest.  
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W

e arose at dawn, less out of necessity and more out of ritual. My uncle checked the Navy-blue faced watch that he had tucked away on the underside of his wrist; a keepsake of a bygone era just as much as a functioning tool. Habit dictated that he check it again, despite already knowing the time. The secret to getting out of bed every single morning in a land of perpetual winter and dark overcast skies was to make a habit of it. Cocooning was a very real fear early on after the war started, and he was determined to see that I never shared the same kind of fate that plagued many a teenager before me. I was thankful for his concern, although I never expressed it. Much like many a teenager before me. Far too tired to do that. 

“Wake up, our lazy friend,” he coarsely belted out the children’s song that had functioned as my makeshift alarm clock most mornings. The truth was, I too was up at dawn every single day. I just did not want to move. Every calorie spent seemed like a waste. How many more were left? Our hosts were under no more obligation to feed us. That being said, if they expected us to shoot straight on this little mission of theirs, then some breakfast would be in both parties’ best interests. I rolled over towards my uncle, watching him put on his shirt with some amount of haste, likely to cover up the tattoos on the left side of his back. They were seven English words stacked on top of one another, written in plain black font. Not even Gothic or something interesting, mind you. It looked like stock ‘Times New Roman,’ if I was forced to guess. The lamest Professor-coded tattoo imaginable. Not the most creative, nor visually engaging of body modifications. I had asked about it many times before, but only got some half-answer about them being an ‘army thing.’ Very few of the Korean soldiers I met had any tattoos, so he must have meant ‘US Army thing.’ If he was going to permanently mark up his body, it should have been something cooler. A dragon, or something. 

“Good news,” Specialist Lee, the previous night’s guard, announced, poking his head into the room. “I managed to get you two approved for two cups of coffee. With sugar even.” My uncle usually drank his coffee black, if given the choice. However, with the scarcity of the beverage, and the utility that sugar brought to a starving tactical mind, he would never dream of refusing. I just wanted to down the sugar like a shot of soju, but having a warm beverage to accompany it was a nice bonus. 

“Thank you very much,” my uncle muttered in his characteristically too formal Korean. “Our sleeping pills?” 

“Two bottles a piece for now. Anything else you spend on the mission will be reimbursed upon your successful return. Assuming you bring in the empty capsules to confirm that number. Not that we don’t trust you. It’s just that our pharmacy needs them to keep producing more, you see.” He poured the 120 loose treasures onto the mat between my uncle and I, their soft metallic clanking being enough to wake up anyone who had not yet developed our good anti-cocooning survival habits. The pills were the cheaper post-war kind, but beggars were loathed to be choosers when it came to combustible legal tender. If we had our own pharmacy, I was convinced we would do the same when giving handouts. “No empty bottles, I’m afraid. The boy can just shove them into his pockets until you need them later, right?” I sleepily nodded my head and ran my fingers through my thick black hair to try and untangle any residual bedhead. I guessed I was up for real now, with or without coffee. 

“And the students?” my uncle asked, testing the lack of warmth in his coffee with his finger. 

“We are going to find work for them to do. If they need an extra night as we finish looking though our records, they can earn their own way. And if we finish today, then Major Kim will just send them on their way with a little extra food.” The guard leaned his back against the wall and watched my uncle and I neatly count out half of the pile of brass on the bed. “He’s not heartless. The Major, I mean. He can come off that way sometimes when talking to people like you. But he has his reasons. And he has been good to us since the Lieutenant Colonel took his dirt nap last year, God rest his soul. I know you and the Colonel didn’t get along sometimes, but he was still a part of the 55th, so he meant a lot to us. And the Major does too, in his own way. I hope you can... empathize with our situation a little.” 

“Major is loyal. And you to him,” my uncle summarized. “Major is like family, right? Uncle understand. Can emphasize.” I briefly paused in my counting to look up at him, although he persisted in his chore without acknowledging me, too focused on his task. “0-6. Done.” He scooped up the lot and funneled them into his right cargo pocket with a pleasant jingle jangle that masked their dead seriousness. 

The Specialist looked a little puzzled, so I stepped in to clarify. “He meant ‘6-0.’ As in ‘60.’ He does that, sometimes. Just ask if you think he got a number backwards and he’ll kind of auto correct.” 

“Specialist has map, right?” my uncle chimed in, possibly to change the topic of conversation. 

“Just a general area. We have had scouts run into them a handful of times in a couple of different places. Given their proximity to Pyeongtaek, and Camp Humphrey’s specifically, that would be the best place to start.”

“There were packets of reds around Pyeongtaek,” I protested, topping off my own pants pocket. “Do you think the two groups are actually looking for each other?” 

“That would be a good guess. In fact, that was Sergeant Major’s hypothesis.” 

“By ‘hypothesis,’ he means ‘theory,’” I clarified for my uncle. 

“Uncle knows ‘hypothesis,’” he re-clarified for me. “Professors always talk hypothesis.” 

“Well, you two will have plenty of time to talk theories on your hike over there. I already informed our scouts heading towards Anseong to let your people know what you are up to. I wouldn’t want your mom to worry about you.” 

“Nor my aunt about him,” I added, handing my uncle his now dried winter jacket. “It’s pretty cold out there. And as you always tell me, ‘at all times, the elements are more dangerous than the enemy.’” 

“Sounds a little more elegant than I think he would actually say it,” the Specialist said with a smirk.

“Yes. Enemy dangerous. Weather more dangerous. Both want nephew dead.” My uncle rose to his feet, his defense against the deadly cold draped over his lanky frame. “Preparation stops both. So, let’s prepare.” 

***
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“Uncle explain to students. Leave and back soon,” my uncle stated, motioning towards the couple just waking up in the waiting area chairs. Given their outsider (and foreign) status, it made sense that they would not be allowed into the barracks proper. Even still, the night was likely quite unrestful for them. I paused for a moment to wonder when I started to care about them that way. I surmised that my uncle’s bleeding heart was dipping its way onto mine. I sincerely hoped that our little favors did not result in any more blood leaking from our bodies before everything was said and done. 

“OK, uncle. You do that, and I’ll grab some more water for us and any potential guests we run into.” I watched him walk over to the sleepy pair, my uncle offing his canteen like I already knew he was going to. My aunt may have married him because he was like this, but I already knew that his altruism schtick was going to backfire one day. I felt like this was the underlying lesson of every interaction with strangers I had during the near 70 months of this hellish frozen social experiment. Just once, I needed him to make sure I was just as important as these random acquaintances. Perhaps I just needed to break it down for him in words he would understand: ‘Nephew important. Act like nephew important,’ or something. Pity he wasn’t a professor of Korean linguistics. 

“You got a good night’s sleep, I hope,” the Major called out, seeing me from across the room and giving me a good scare. “For Sergeant Major’s sake, I hope you two have a big day today.” 

“I’ll take that as you wishing us good luck then, sir,” I replied, offering a slight bow but continuing in the direction of the decontaminated water barrels. Admittedly, I was taken slightly off guard by the officer’s presence. Upon reflection, he likely just wanted to make sure his financial investment was not about to walk away with his deposit. 

“Specialist Lee told you about Pyeongtaek, right?” 

“He did, sir. I’m guessing you agree with the Sergeant Major’s idea that they may be from the old US army unit there.” 

“I don’t theorize with outsiders,” the Major replied, taking out his canteen to fill-up beside me. “But then again, maybe you won’t be an outsider forever. How old are you, kid?” 

“16. Kind of, almost, 17.” 

“And that tall?” he barked, slapping me on the back. “I would have killed to be as gifted at your age. You could have been even taller if this war never happened and they could afford to feed you properly.” The Major paused to look me once over, the object of his exact gaze unknowable thanks to his ever-present eyewear. He must have still been recovering. “We have food here, you know. Maybe not as much as we would like, but enough that everyone and their families get fed. Do you have a family, recruit?” 

“You already met my uncle,” I responded, trying not to look over at him and prolong the awkward conversation. 

“Real family, I mean. Blood family. You got a mom and a dad, right?” 

I hesitated to answer. I was not immediately sure what harm could come from giving this information. However, I also knew that in a world where I did not dare give out my name, something like the number of family members could be considered sensitive information. “Just my mom... sir.” 

“Dad out of the picture, huh?” The major let out a sigh and screwed the cap back onto his canteen. “I can empathize. You know what I did when I needed more family to look out for me? I found them.” He tapped three times on the 55th ID patch adorning his uniform’s shoulder. “Or, forged them, rather. I wasn’t just spouting empty platitudes when I talked about how we always look out for our own. The Flaming Beacons live and die by this creed.” He paused again to place the water container into his belt and give his makeshift lecture time to marinate with me before reaching the inevitable sales pitch. “If you are ever in need of such devotion, you know where to sign up, sport.” 

I looked over at the Major, his eyes still unseen, but his expression seemingly sincere. While he was shorter than I, his wide boney frame implied that he could have been, or once was, quite muscular in a different world. His skin tone too was something different from the average Korean. For someone hating on foreigners so much, he didn’t look like most Koreans. Like I was one to talk: I had always been a shade tanner than my peers, even without any sun to speak of. Maybe he saw some reflection of himself in me. “Yeah... um... OK,” I weakly muttered, not having any other plausible way to end the conversation. 

“And you can even proudly wear the real flag again,” he stated, motioning towards the Taegukki patch on his uniform. “I know that mangled one you all wear down there has some sentimental value. But believe me when I say that these red, white, and blue stitches hold a lot of sentiment for our people. Some of the best Koreans to ever live died wearing those colors. They are something to be proud of.” I looked down at my arm band then back to the officer’s relatively sharp looking shoulder patch. It did look kind of cool. Not that I would tell him this out loud, mind you. “What do you believe in, young man?”

“You mean, like God?” 

“I mean, like values. What gets you out of bed every cold morning? What makes life worth living?” 

“Survival,” I answered, hoping that it made me sound tough and manly; the two best things a 16-year-old boy could hope for. 

“All animals care about survival, boy. That doesn’t make you a real man. I want to know that you actually believe in something real. Out there in the snow trenches, bundled up in your arctic camo, you should take some time to think about whatever values drive you to do more than just ‘survive.’ What makes you more than just an animal.” He gave a hard pat on my back, obviously trying to over compensate for our height difference. “Come back in one piece, young man. No sense dying before you figure out why you are living in the first place.” With that, the Major offered a quick salute and the familiar military refrain: “Loyalty!”
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We had made the trek to neighboring Pyeongtaek many a time during the first two years. Or, at least my uncle did. It was a way to make him feel as though he was helping out with some of the work being coordinated by the US Army’s Camp Humphreys early into the war. The former solider may have been a little overweight and years past his prime at the time, but an extra set of hands was always welcome. Was. People were a little more trusting and optimistic then. Especially in the first year, before we knew the snow would continue past the first Spring. I had seen this town before. Maybe twenty times, if I was forced to put a number on it. However, never under this much snow, which was still black and speckled gray then from the ash. Heck, they could still use trucks last time we were here. Good luck fitting one of those into a trench now or plowing through a meter and a half of this white topped frozen snow. Hopefully, someone siphoned and saved the gas and oil from those old vehicles before it all froze over. Every little bit helped. These were the places you mind would wonder the longer the nuclear winter dragged on: don’t waste anything, or you won’t even live long enough to regret it. 

“Why coffee?” my uncle asked, in another one of his ‘Socratic interrogations.’ I wasn’t about to complain. It helped the time to go by faster and told me he was confident that we were not in a place where ambushes were likely, given the noise we were making, so I was happy to play along.

“It’s been months since anyone offered us any coffee. Tea can be grown and we even have some in our green house. Coffee, though? That’s not getting any easier to find. I would hazard a guess that they think we are going to die and want to feel generous to dead men walking?” 

“Not suicide mission,” my uncle stated, jiggling some of the loose pills in his pocket. “55 ask for 40 pills. But give us twenty one hundred?” 

“One hundred and twenty,” I corrected him.

“Yes. Correct. 120. Big number. Big waste for dead men.” 

“OK, a bribe then. Make us feel thankful for the gift and more likely to fulfill the request and not just skip town with the upfront investment.” 

“Good. Now, why sugar?” 

In the coffee, you mean?” I tried to draw an anecdote from memory of when sweets were an important distinction. Birthday or holiday was out of the question. Maybe rationing? “Before any raid, you always give more calories to the people doing the fighting. More sucrose to those who have to do the thinking. Privates get carbs, officers get candy. Something like that.” 

“Yes. Hypothesis,” he replied with a tap on his temple. “Now, conclusion.” 

“They expect us to both think and fight. Hence the ‘generosity’ of both gifts. Maybe they expect us to negotiate with the Yankees... um, Americans I mean, and then fight the reds? Maybe together?” My uncle turned around to nod his head silently a few times before returning to scouting in front of us. The taller buildings we were passing indicated that we were in the city portion of the town. While surely impressive at one point in time, the lack of people made it seem more like an elaborate cemetery. The gray concrete buildings imposed their own headstone-like dominance across both the skyline and the darker part of my imagination. All of the color that once accompanied them was lost with the unplugging of their neon signs. Not that their messaging would have mattered much, given the circumstances. ‘Chicken,’ ‘beer,’ ‘smart phones,’ and ‘lottery tickets’ would have seemed like cruel taunts if they had been turned on: a fake offering of a long-expired service. The color would have still been nice, though. 

“H-O-D,” my uncle said, briefly pausing to lower the bottom of his mask and take a swing from his canteen. 

“H-O-D,” I replied, doing the same. This momentary reprieve gave me the opportunity to look at the tattered remains of a long plastic advertisement for currency exchange services. My first, very brief, thought was if there would still be money in there. No one used cash anymore, so that idea faded as quickly as it had arrived. The second one lingered a little longer. The smiling faces of foreign university students, the likely target demographic of the business, looked like caricatures of the foreigners I knew. Present company included. “Do you feel a sense of responsibility to them?” I asked, returning the canteen to my belt. “The Chinese students, I mean. An obligation to show some... loyalty, I guess? Some kind of ‘foreigner code,’ or something?”

My uncle turned around to look at me, then towards the banner I was contemplating over. “Not loyalty. Maybe pity? Uncle has your aunt. ‘My Korean helper.’ Understand? Students have... who?” 

“They have each other,” I replied, moving past my uncle to take scouting lead. “You are always going on about ‘family this,’ and ‘family that.’ I mostly believe you. Yet, I have to wonder why your actual family is walking into a situation that is likely to require both thinking and fighting.” 

“Pity. Again. Uncle has strangers’ pity. Get pity returned. For you. For me. Pay now. Help returned later. Understand? Must show strangers pity first.” 

“Yeah, I get what you’re trying to say about ‘paying it forward.’ Maybe to other Americans, I think that makes sense, but to a couple of chinks?” My uncle forcibly grabbed my shoulder and turned me around in a violent jerking motion, almost causing me to stumble backwards into the snow. 

“Do not say bad word,” he quietly stated, serious as a heart attack. “Those students now guests. Understand? If act like guests, only nice words. Act like monsters? Then mean words. Hate actions, not people. Understand?” 

“Yeah. OK. I get it. I ‘understand.’ Let go.” I gently removed my uncle’s hand from my jacket and turned back around. “You’re one of the ‘good guests,’ so I should give them a chance just like I gave you. Or something. Right? Geez. I thought Americans hated the Chinese.”

“Hate Chinese government. Not Chinese people. Commie Government, bad. Regular people, good. Commies not real people.” I let out a muted chuckle, unsure if he accurately articulated himself, was making a joke, or was desperately trying to piece together his thoughts on geopolitics in broken Korean in real time. Regardless, it seemed on brand for the man. 

“I know. Communists are one of our ‘5Cs.’ But how do you know if a Chinese guy is a commie or not? That seems like an important distinction.” 

“Commies hate family,” he responded, matter-of-factly. “Commies love comrade. Love commander. Hate family. Chinese guests looking for family. So, not commie.” 

“I’m not sure I fully buy your hypothesis on this one. Every red must have been brought into this world by some kind of mother. But I guess you’ve given it at least some more thought than I was going... to...” I cut my retort off prematurely, as we entered a branch of snow trenches that had been recently swept. ‘How recently’ was a matter of educated guesses. The wind does not do this neat of a job, indicating human hands were near enough to maintain it. I racked my brain to think about the last snow, or how much of the looser top layer of powder from the fields could have been pushed into the trenches by the wind in a given day or so. I looked at the layers of black, gray, speckled, then white snow that made up the trenched wall. Considering the clarity of the bottom of this trench, I felt confident we were walking into a place someone had maintained in the very recent past. My uncle seemed to have come to a similar conclusion as I, since he crouched his head below the trench top and moved his rifle down from his shoulder. Even with the bitter cold I knew my body was switching to fight or flight mode as my cheeks became warm with freshly pumped adrenaline. 

My uncle slowly crouch-walked over to me, frantically whispering into my ear as he passed me. “Uncle get out. Go up building. Scout. Nephew keeps low. Understand?” I nodded. Not that I had much of a choice in the matter. I kept watch as best I could from my current angle, providing some kind of cover for my uncle should anyone sneak up behind him. He placed both hands onto the side of the snow wall, pulling himself onto the densely packed field of near-ice. With senses on high-alert, the sound of softly condensing slush underneath his body weight sounded almost deafening. Keeping a low profile, I could hear him crawl on his belly, rifle barrel kept out of the top layer of snow by propping it up on top of his arm. The irony was that the different layers of snow within the trench made his camo perfect for blending in. On top of the trenches, by contrast, he stood out against the pure white glaze. Best to be as low as possible. As he slithered out of sight, I thought back to yesterday. What if my uncle becomes the man on his knees? Which drill should I default to in that scenario? I thought about my uncle’s garbage-tier accent and how no Korean was going to be fooled by it: Northern nor Southerner. 

Eyes diligently transfixed on the side of the building, I saw the welcoming shape of my scouting partner slowly rise up the fourth floor stairs. At least he blended in a little better with the snow dusted gray of the structure. Peering around the cover that the concrete tombstone provided him, I could see my uncle cautiously scanning the jungle of buildings, snow fields, and spaghetti bowl shaped tunnels crisscrossing the once busy streets. His gaze still locked outward, my uncle slowly moved his hand up to waist level, his fist aimed in my direction. Five fingers. Another five. Then one. Eleven O’clock. With the speed of a tortoise and the paranoia of a hare, I lifted my head up over the wall, rifle first pointed in that direction. I was tall for my age, as everyone kept reminding me, but I was not the stature required to get a good shooting position like this. I slowly moved back down and removed my pack, hoping it would provide just enough additional height to make the position tenable. Lucky me, it worked. Next, I just had to hope I was not crushing anything valuable underfoot. No time to take catalog of my belongings, even mentally.  

I immediately zeroed in on my uncle’s 11, the sun doing its very best to make the maneuver difficult. I saw something, maybe even a someone, but it was too far away to say for certain. Far too removed from my current location to waste sending precious currency down range. My heart was beating fast enough to drown out most of my chiefly negative thoughts: a good sign if I actually had to choose the fight option. My breathing increased to match. Bad news if I had to actually aim in this theoretical fight. No matter how many times I had to mentally prepare for engagements, my body never quite got used to it. The best thing I could do was hope my heart was worrying over nothing and just trying to keep me, and my uncle, alive. A few deep, calming breaths to take the edge off. I aimed down my red dot site, timing my exhales to be as consistent as possible when over the target area. In... Out... One... Two... 

“Do not move! If not, we will shoot!” came the broken Korean command from about 300 meters away. While the nature of the command meant we may have found our ‘Yankees,’ the fact that they had us pegged at such a distance meant that they were likely using something a little more accurate, and deadly, than our Daewoo K2C rifles. Or bluffing. I guessed I would leave it up to my uncle to assess. I slowly moved back into the trench, hoping they had seen him and not me just yet. I looked up at him for confirmation either way. He peeked down towards me, likely to inquire about their speaker’s indicated origins. I quickly signed ‘not Korean, not Northern.’ 

“American?” my uncle asked in a booming English shout. The voice responded, in English, but I did not understand it. “Yeah, ‘the States,’” my uncle followed up, almost sarcastically, as far as I could tell. Humor was a good sign, although it was hard for me to accurately gauge. The answers seemed to please both parties, as my uncle lowered his rifle after the proceeding exchanges. “US Soldiers,” he clarified to me in Korean. “Uncle go first. Nephew watch for wave. Understand?” 

I gave him a thumbs up and saw my uncle sling his firearm onto his back. Hands half raised, he moved swiftly, yet deliberately, down the stairs and climbed onto the snow field. I followed behind and below in the trench, looking up at him as he carefully made his way over to the former grocery store that was situated at his previous eleven O’clock. On the roof, half buried in snow, two arctic camouflaged figures stood up. The men’s M14s were half raised, although not directly pointed at my uncle. Another good sign. He cautiously pulled down his mask and removed his glasses, while keeping his other free hand in a semi-surrender. Apparently satisfied in their level of scrutiny, the pair lowered their facial coverings. The prominent beards were not strictly US Army regulation. The faces attached to them, however, looked very American to my untrained eye. 

A quick exchange of more fervent English transpired, the two men seemingly more pleasant and forward than my still fairly cautious uncle. At first glance it appeared as if he wanted some kind of confirmation or proof of something. What that could be, I had no idea. Maybe the American equivalent of our ‘where are you from’ questioning. Maybe my uncle was failing their made up test. I let some of the more negative thoughts return. What if he’s afraid this is a trap? Or, what if these are not the good kind of ‘guests?’ After my uncle asked a few more questions that brought out puzzled responses for the soldiers, the final inquiry seemed to have been effective. The two men laughed and the one on the left rolled up his sleeve, exposing a large tattoo on his forearm. I recognized it, but could not remember where. It kind of looked like Korea’s 6th Infantry Division. But why would an American have a tattoo like that?

“We safe now,” my uncle said in Korean. He turned in my direction and waved me over. “American soldiers. Scouts from Camp Humphreys.” He pointed at me and said something to the men, who nodded in approval. “Have seen Sergeant Major. Our Sergeant Major. Um... Maybe. Saw many Koreans. Not sure.” 

“English?” one of the men called out, pointing at me. 

“No English,” I responded in some of the only English I learned before the war. 

A few more flurries of English back and forth seemed to have caught the men up to speed on us and our situation. “Americans take us now. To Korean soldiers. Koreans ambushed, um, two kilometers... um, North. Americans recuse Koreans. Give food and rest. Maybe 55 scouts?  Maybe missing Sergeant Major? We check now” 

“Did they say anything about the reds?” 

“Yes. Ambushers reds. We lucky. Left in morning. Just missed us.” 

I put my hand into my pocket for warmth, feeling some of the loose pills still contained there. “Or unlucky. I got a feeling that this is going to end with another favor for a favor. Will there be food, at least?” 

“Water and rice Korean custom. But American soldiers. Different custom, maybe? Still food. Maybe.” 

“Hamburgers and Coke, then? Whatever. Hey, you told them we brought extra water to share, right? Our peace offering.” I half turned around to show the two extra canteens on my belt. No translation was necessary, as the guard yelled something down to me. I recognized the word ‘up’ and correctly assumed one of the man’s hand gestures indicated they wanted me to throw one of the plastic containers up to him on the roof. It was to his benefit that I had a better throwing arm than my uncle. “What did you say to them to get their trust so fast?” I asked, turning back towards my uncle. “Something about ‘state?’” 

“The States,” he said with a laugh, first in English then again with a Korean accent. “Americans do not say ‘America.’ We say ‘the States.’ Kind of... um, like ‘the capital,’ right?” 

“And what was the tattoo about?” I half whispered. Even if they couldn’t understand Korean, I guessed that the English word for ‘tattoo’ was likely similar if not the same. 

“Men US Army. Now US Army gone. So, just men. American men. Some guests good. Some guests bad. So, uncle check.” 

“Sure, your ever relevant ‘guest’ hypothesis. I’m still not sure what a star tattoo has to do with any of that.” 

My uncle leaned in close, putting his sunglasses back on as he did so. “Commies hate family. What commies hate more?”

I was less in the mood for questions games now than a half hour ago. “Showers? Fried chicken? I don’t know. What?” 

“Jews,” he responded, resituating his mask onto his cold chapped lips. “Commies kill Jews. Fascists kill Jews. These guests not kill Jews.” 

“So, your working theory is that this makes them one of the good guests then?”

He looked at the two men, the pair laughing as they passed the nearly drained canteen amongst themselves. He took in a deep breath of the frigid air, like he was calming himself down for a perfect shot. Or, maybe his adrenaline had finally worn off and he was about to feel cold once again. “Uncle hopes, yes. Not worst guests.” 

“Well, it’s nice to see that not all tattoos are junky art,” I jested, patting him on the left side of his back. “At least some have practical utility.” 

“Utility? Yes. Useful tattoos. Not cool though.” 

“And what, pray tell, would constitute a cool tattoo, dear uncle?” 

He took one final long breath, the exhale clearly visible in the little ice cloud lingering outside his mask. “Don’t know. Maybe dragon? Dragons very cool.” 
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Loyalty, North Korean Raiders, & The Five “Cs”
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P

acked inside the staff rooms of the building, there were scarcely more than three dozen soldiers; the Korean army troops they were nursing back to health included. I supposed I expected more of them. No family either, by the look of things. The former buffet restaurant they inhabited had long since been cleaned out of anything edible or useful, though that did not seem to be a factor in why this was their base of operations. The look of their entire set up implied that these quarters were temporary. It was a makeshift outpost for a group that planned to always be on the move. Despite this, a smattering of hockey skates and other equipment were among their sparse belongings. Some connection to fun and the old world motivated them to lug around the ‘dead weight.’ There seemed to be some level of sentimentality beneath their rough military exterior. By the look of things, they were likely long since passed their initial deadline to vacate once again and only remained due to the scouts they rescued needing medical attention. I supposed that this was a check in the ‘good guest column’ and my theory on sentimentality. My shoulders relaxed in response. I quickly scanned around the room looking for Korean Army uniforms and prayed for a familiar face. 

“Sergeant Major,” my uncle yelled, drawing many a head-turn, to include the Noncommissioned Officer in question. 

“My goodness. You two? I thought you stopped doing errands in Pyeongtaek when the main forces moved up to the capital. What brings you back out here?”

“Find Sergeant Major,” my uncle replied, crouching down beside the green foldout cot and eyeing the red-stained bandaged thigh propped up on it. “Major sent us. From 55. Worried about Sergeant Major.” 

“Major? Major Park from 3rd battalion? Or Major Lee from 1st?” 

“Um, Major Kim,” I clarified, hoping he did not ask ‘which Major Kim,’ because I sure did not have a solid answer for that. ‘The short angry Korean one,’ would not have likely sufficed.  

“Crazy bastard,” he scoffed, pulling himself up from the cot while trying to leave his injured leg undisturbed. “What is he doing out of bed? The loss of life, limb, or eye-sight are the only excuses for a soldier to get any rest, and he’s wasting it soliciting help for my old backside? He’s never going to recover if he doesn’t get any rest.” 

“Sergeant Major rest, too. Understand?” my uncle joked, nodded towards the blood-stained splotch on the camo pant leg. “Almost 60, yes? Old soldiers retire. Sergeant Major go scouting. Limb get shot. Risk life. Why not rest?”

“Oh, believe me, I’ve been doing little else since your boys here fished the six of us out of that commie ambush.” Sergeant Major looked over at the other 55th ID men in the room with him. Thankfully, still alive and the old soldier seemed determined to keep them that way. His old tired face looked his age and
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