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   Introduction
 
   Rain, no more than a tepid drizzle, tapped lightly on a single pane of glass just over the young boy’s head.  The gentle noise, rhythmic in its persistent cadence, didn’t appear to bother the lad, who was eagerly engaged in a task that held him spellbound.  Jeff loved the thrill of putting images, captured in his mind, on paper.  Today was no different, except that the subject was one he’d never seen, but longed to know.
 
   The lead looped and whirled over the page, etching and shading as it left a distinctive, charcoal impression in its wake.  Periodically the boy stopped, lifted his head and scanned the walls, looking for some unknown quality he so desperately wanted to include in his masterpiece.
 
   His blue eyes darted from one thumbtacked picture to the next, each unique in subject and quality, as they recorded brief moments from his life.  Boob, as Rod liked to call him, smiled at the stick figures and oddly drawn faces and places.  Each sketch, from crayon to pastels, reached out and touched his senses – some joyful, while others invoked despair that only a child can feel.  He looked back at the emerging portrait before him and felt neither happy nor sad…just wishful.
 
   The boy was quite sure he’d captured the wavy locks, which swept back from forehead to crown, and the nose was perhaps a bit small but it was straight, narrow, and true.  It was the eyes that were giving him such a fit.  They were lifeless…no gleam, no light, and no mirth that his parents had so often described to him.  The pencil renewed its assault on the paper, this time fashioning a brilliant, toothy grin that somehow seemed to bring to the eyes a spirit of their own.
 
   He’d done it – the magic was in the smile.  He laid the pencil aside and picked up the skillfully drawn rendition of his father and hurried from the room.  “Mom…Mom…is this him…is this my dad?”
 
   * * *
 
   Allison leaned heavily against a peeling window frame; her eyes diverted to a narrow patch of sod a few stories below.  Her husband, Rod Jenson, twirled around in a circle holding a ten-foot length of rope, to which a leather baseball had been drilled, threaded, and attached at the other end.  She watched him spin, angling his extended arm up and down, making the ball bob and weave through Jeff’s imaginary strike zone.
 
   “Come on, Dad, slow it down a little bit,” Jeff shouted.  He stood with his feet apart, back bent slightly at the waist, and shoulders squared.  A wooden Louisville Slugger jutted from his fists as he stood just outside the ball’s orbiting path.  The boy, now nearly nine, studied the arc intently, wanting to swing only when he knew it was right.
 
   Rod, who had stopped turning himself in circles to avoid vomiting, whipped the rope over his head and around his shoulders, making the baseball rise and descend with each full rotation.  “Is it going to be soon?” Rod joked.  The boy neither laughed nor replied, but rather intensified his eye on the ball.  Now, his mind suddenly shouted, causing him to step forward with his left foot and swing with his might.
 
   The bat connected with a thunderous CRACK, reversing the ball’s orbit and nearly wrenching the rope from between Rod’s hands.
 
   “Good one,” Rod shouted.  “Now give it a try left-handed.”
 
   Jeff did as he was told and switched the bat to his opposite shoulder, squaring his stance to face the ball from the other direction.  A moment later he sent the ball back on its previous course and assumed a right-handed batter’s stance.  The game went on for several minutes as Allison watched from above.  She loved these quiet moments when the world was hers for the viewing…and storing.
 
   At times she felt almost guilty; enjoying the childhood of a boy who had been granted life by another…her dear friend, Elva.  That was many years ago and she’d banked a thousand memories to share with her departed friend when they would one day be reunited.  Oh, how she loved her little family and the closeness they shared.  Jeff was growing day-by-day, and she could already see a vision of the man he would soon become.
 
   THWACK…the sound pulled Allison from her thoughts and drew her eyes back to the players below.  Rod now sat on his haunches, rubbing his hands, while Jeff pointed across the field where the ball, with rope in tow, was clearing an adjacent building.
 
   “Wooo…whooo…” he shouted.  “Home run!”
 
   * * *
 
   The whine of a pair of screaming motorcycle engines slowly faded from The Quad, where Jeff and his friend, Dude, had circled the infield…yet again.
 
   “How many times will they do that?” Allison asked, taking her hands away from her ears.
 
   “Most likely ’til they run out of gas,” Rod replied.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   The bikes had been gifts to the twelve-year-olds the prior morning, and they’d practiced ever since.  Jeff was certainly growing, trading some of the childish things of his youth for more mature adventures.  As well, his nickname Boo Boo was almost exclusively dropped and Boob took its place.
 
   The high-pitched squeal of the motors echoed off university buildings, as the boys raced down decaying sidewalks and over obstacles they’d put up the night before.  They played a loose game of follow-the-leader, each pressing the other in an effort to assume the lead.
 
   Minutes later, the noise escalated once again, reminding everyone within earshot of the rider’s impending return.
 
   “How many days will this go on?  They can’t keep it up for weeks…can they?” Dude’s mother chimed in, hoping someone in the growing circle of observers would have a swift but acceptable answer.  The middle-aged, gaunt woman was not feeble, not in the traditional sense, but she was of diminished capacity.  Her skin clung to calcium-starved bones and malnourished muscles, yielding the appearance of one barely clinging to life, yet there was a vitality about her, which was surprising and fresh.  Over time, the lack of critical nutrients had fostered an impaired immune system, causing her to catch everything.  Every cold, flu, scratch, or hint of disease, forced her into the waiting care of Dr. Remy Reynolds.  The noise today seemed to be bothering her more than usual – perhaps the result of an impending inner-ear infection.
 
   Cory, with Clayton close behind, took a step closer to answer her question.  “We need them to be proficient, Ma’am.  We’re working on getting motorcycles for all The Normals.”  Cory looked over his shoulder and received a supportive wink from his friend.  The pair, though matured by the years, were still attached at the hips and more than a little unpredictable.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding,” she replied, lifting her hands to cover her ears.
 
   “Well, sure.  We need them to have a way to get around and this will teach them some skills.  By the time we’re done with them, they’ll make one heck of a fighting force,” Cory answered.
 
   Dude’s mother lifted the corners of her mouth in an obvious feigned grin and nodded her understanding.
 
   “Besides,” Rod said, wrapping his arm around the woman’s shoulder, “have you ever seen those boys smile like that?”  He pointed at the approaching duo, whose hair was swept back, eyes tearing, and grins stretching from ear-to-ear.  “They’re having the time of their lives.”
 
   “Yeah, but the noise, Rod,” Allison said, coming to her friend’s assistance.
 
   “All right…give ’em the rest of the day and I’ll keep them busy tomorrow so they don’t have as much time to ride.”
 
   A few minutes later, the boys skidded around the nearest corner and brought their motorcycles to an abrupt halt near the crowd.
 
   “That was awesome!” Jeff screamed, above his engine’s roar.
 
   “Right on!  Let’s do it again,” Dude shrieked enthusiastically, his voice cracking in the process.
 
   “Boys…hey boys…let’s give it a rest for a bit,” Allison said, stepping close enough to hit the kill switch on Boob’s handlebars.  She was quickly followed by Dude’s mother, who did the same.
 
   “Ah, mom,” Jeff groaned, while wiping the dirt and tears from his face.
 
   “You’ve been at it long enough today.  Surely there’s something more constructive you could be doing.”
 
   Cory and Clayton stood a short distance away, talking in hushed tones.  They went back and forth, each using their hands to emphasize points in their conversation.  When it was finally clear they had come to a consensus, they approached Rod and the women.
 
   “We’ve got an idea…” Cory began.
 
   “A really cool idea,” Clayton said, finishing his friend’s thought.  The taller of the two friends still sported a mass of brown curls, which had thinned slightly but he otherwise was the same giddy self he had always been.  Age hadn’t touched him the way it had some of the others; his hollow cheeks and angular jaw had been genetically passed and not nutritionally stunted.
 
   “And what’s that?” Rod asked, not certain he was ready for anything Cory and Clayton had dreamt up on the spur of the moment.
 
   Cory sensed the mild apprehension on Rod’s face and interjected with, “Come on, not all our ideas are idiotic.  Remember last year when we wanted to dig that…”
 
   “Okay, I’ll concede that one,” Rod said, hoping their latest brainchild was equally as brilliant.
 
   “So, as I was saying,” Clayton continued.  “We don’t use the old stadium anymore.  Right?”
 
   “Well, for the most part, that’s correct,” Rod concurred.
 
   “Great.  So…so, what if we turn it into a bike-riding park?  You know…like a training ground for The Normals to hone their skills and learn to ride.”
 
   Rod looked at Allison and Dude’s mother for approval.  The distance to the old football field was a bit beyond their comfort zone, but close enough they could be supervised and protected.
 
   “I like it,” Allison said.  “It will certainly be much quieter.”
 
   “Amen,” Dude’s mother invoked.
 
   For a second, Rod walked a slow circle around the two bikers, almost as if he were inspecting them.  “I don’t know…there might be security issues, and…”
 
   “Oh, come on, Dad,” Jeff pleaded.  “It’s a great idea.  We…I mean, me and the rest of The Normals will help build it.  Right Dude?”
 
   “You bet.  It’ll give us something to do and we’ll stay out of everyone’s hair.  It’s a perfect plan,” Dude agreed, still smiling from the exhilaration granted by the noisy gift.  Jeff’s best friend was not quite as tall as the other male Normals and was comparatively thin, but he was fleet of foot and reliable.  The boy looked much like his mother; a narrow, slightly-bent nose and hazel eyes that radiated warmth when his mop of brown, shaggy hair was not hiding them.  While waiting for the adults to make a final decision, he swept a grimy hand to his forehead and worked his fingers through snarled bangs to clear his view.
 
   “Listen Rod, you know these kids are almost as much a part of our family as they are yours.  They’re our little brothers and sisters…we won’t let anything happen to them.  That’s a promise from me and Clayton,” Cory offered, in as sincere an expression as he was capable of making.
 
   “It might…well, all right.  Take a handful of security personnel and scope it out.  Report back to me and Clark later today and we’ll go from there.  It might not be a bad idea after all.  These kids will soon be big enough to take care of themselves and we could use their help from time to time.”  Rod gently smacked both boys across the back of their heads and gave Cory and Clayton thumbs up.
 
   “Sweet,” Jeff exclaimed.  “One more time around The Quad?” he asked, knowing his bold smile could not be refused.
 
   * * *
 
   An automatic rifle’s faint echo rolled up the canyon and over the university’s enduring campus.  Instantly recognizing the rumble of a distant battle, Rod dragged himself from a peaceful dream to the harsh reality of their existence.  He rubbed his eyes and tried to free himself from Allison’s cocoon-like embrace.
 
   “Allison, come on, Hon, I’ve got to get up.”  He gently peeled her weight from his chest and legs and rolled away.  Once unencumbered, he slipped from beneath the worn sheet and kissed her furrowed brow.
 
   “What…what do you think it is?” she questioned, trying to rouse her senses and clear her head.  Allison, now approaching forty, had grown accustom to these unforeseen threats, which always seemed to come in the earliest of hours and bleakest of nights.  However, the associated, nagging fear was ever present and crippling.
 
   “Who knows, but it’s not close – not yet,” Rod replied.  He sat at the edge of their bed and pulled a thick pair of socks over his pale feet.  Dark denim jeans quickly followed the footwear: the dense, Levi fabric almost scratching his skin as he yanked them abruptly to his waist.  A tight-fitting T-shirt hugged his chest, with shadows etching his thinning upper-body strength.  Life had not been easy for the farmer-turned-security specialist.  He had given of himself in every way imaginable, trying desperately to fill the void left by the death of his older brother, Farrell.  By all accounts, the two men had been inseparable, until a Harvester’s bullet cleaved their earthly connection.  That tragic day was years ago, but never very far from Rod’s uppermost thoughts and his wife knew it.
 
   Allison sat up, wrapped the sheet around her torso, and looked into a corner of the room reserved for a unique, Chinese-made machine gun.  The deadly weapon leaned against the wall, a drum of ammo fit tightly into its belly.  “Will you be taking Farrell’s rifle?” she asked, pointing across the dimly lit room.
 
   Even though the setting was shadowed, Rod couldn’t help but appreciate his wife’s timeless beauty and her concern for his wellbeing.  “Not this morning,” he said, shaking his head.  “I’m running low on ammo and I’d like to save what’s left for Jeff.”  Rod fastened a leather holster around his waist but continued to look at his mate.  “He’s…”
 
   “What?” Allison quipped.  “Headstrong?”
 
   “Yeah, that too, but he’s anxious.  Anxious to grow up.”
 
   Allison whispered her agreement while watching Rod load his M-16.  “He’s more like you than you think.”  For a second she sat silent – reflective, and then swept a stray swirl of red hair from her face.  “Sure, he’s bullheaded, just like Farrell, but he’s got your tender side…and I love that.  Speaking of the boy, I wonder why Boob…”  Her question was answered before she could finish the thought as a rapid series of knocks seismically bounced around the room.  Seconds later, a thick-chested boy of 14 swung the door wide and bolted into the room.
 
   The husky youngster dashed to Rod, nearly knocking him over.  “Dad, is it Harvesters?”
 
   “I don’t know, Son, but I’ll need you to take care of your mom,” Rod said, nodding toward the bed.
 
   “Sure.  What can we do?”
 
   “Jeff, cut your dad some slack and come over here,” Allison encouraged.  She welcomed the teenager with a brisk tussle of his fine, yellow hair, before locking him in a playful headlock.  The two wrestled for a minute, easing the tension that always came with these dangerous mornings. 
 
   Rod stopped only briefly to take in the banter but his thoughts were elsewhere.  This morning was like hundreds, if not thousands of others: the sounds of desperate men and women battling for survival.  He was growing weary of the endless onslaught of evil that knocked at their door, and today, more than most, his countenance mirrored a growing exhaustion.  Suddenly a staccato of heavy weapon’s fire, punctuated by a series of concussive blasts, accelerated his actions and reminded him of his duty.
 
   Across The Ward’s compound the distant melee’s din awoke, and then shook, dozens of security personnel from the relative warmth of their beds.  Without thinking, and acting on adrenalin-stoked instinct alone, guards secured their weapons and bolted to emergency posts surrounding The Alamo’s perimeter.  
 
   Allison watched Rod hurriedly gather his flack jacket and shell belt as she grappled with the teenager in her arms.  He was strong, more than what she expected a boy of his age to be, and she could see the proverbial writing on the wall – the child “born of such great sorrow” would not be hers for long.  He, and a limited number of miraculous births, were a gift, a desperate hope for the survival of all mankind.  She found herself staring across the room, the idea of losing him suddenly pulling at her heartstrings.
 
   “You okay?” Rod asked, leaning over the bed to kiss Allison’s forehead.
 
   “Yeah, fine.  You be careful,” she said.
 
   “You know me,” Rod responded, winking at his boy.
 
   “Exactly!  That’s why I said it,” Allison confirmed.  Rod smiled but did not reply.  At the door he turned and issued a parting order.  “Jeff, do what your mom says.  We might need your help over at Old Main.  Get dressed and ready.”
 
   “Thanks Dad, you know I will,” Boob responded, happy to be treated like one of the security detail that answered to Rod’s command.  Years ago, his birthfather shouldered the same responsibility and Jeff believed one day the job would be his.  “Come on Mom, the other kids might need our help.”
 
   “Hey Hon, sounds like you’ve got your orders,” Rod said, as he hustled from the room and closed the door behind him.
 
   Allison waved and did her best to hide the worry that consumed her each time Rod met the challenge of his calling.  Bring him back, she thought, knowing days like today would continue to be more the norm than the exception.  “Okay, get dressed and we’ll round up your friends.”
 
   Jeff walked to the machine gun and hefted its weight.  “Can I take this with me?  We might need it.”
 
   “How about you grab your shotgun instead…just in case.”  
 
   “Right on,” Jeff shouted, as he dashed from the room.
 
   Allison reflected on the exchange briefly, wondering if, and when such a day of battle would come.  The proud woman had always imagined herself as a lioness protecting her young, expecting evil would have to move heaven and earth to snatch Jeff from her.  She’d made a promise, long ago, to a dying friend and she held that vow sacred.  However, villains, vile and wicked, walked the land and she was not immune to stories of slaughter and gore that preceded them.  Knowing this, Allison was confident she and Rod had taught Elva’s son well, but would that knowledge be enough?  The lad was resourceful, able-bodied and eager to choose the right.  He’ll survive, she thought, well beyond Rod and I – he will live to be a blessing to all who know him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   (Two Years Later)
 
   North of The Quad where Farrell, Elva and other patriots lay in lifeless slumber, a ball diamond sat dormant.  Cory had gotten up early, revved his riding mower to life and driven through a single security checkpoint to the makeshift field.  He had fought hard to keep Allison’s Growers from annexing his little piece of heaven and took pride in keeping it properly groomed and maintained – at least, as much as he was able.  This year, the summer’s hot sun had been a particular challenge, searing the struggling sod and leaving spots of dying, yellow grass where he envisioned lush growth.  Rain had been scarce and what little irrigation he managed to steer his way was only keeping the infield watered and green.  Without vocalizing his personal motives, he recognized the petty obsession as his link to the past – to him it was beautiful, and a much needed distraction.  
 
   At the security post he’d been given the same warning he got each time he ignored their concern and ventured beyond the wire.  We can’t guarantee your safety if you voluntarily travel beyond this point.  The words ran through his mind as the Toro’s engine rumbled and chugged him closer to the grassy field.  Out of habit, he stopped when the guard’s position was no longer in sight and stepped from the mower.  He pulled a brown, leather pair of gloves from his rear pocket and inspected them before sliding them over his calloused hands.  The palm of each was worn black with sweat and grime from long days of toil around The Alamo.  A passing smile lightened his face as he turned his right hand over and then back, appreciating the stitching and alterations that had gone into making the glove fit snuggly over his shortened digits.  The loss had done little to slow the young man down, except for crippling his curve and slider when pitching from the mound.
 
   A grass-stained satchel vibrated against the back of the machine’s seat.  Cory reached in, pushed a water bottle aside and retrieved a heavy set of binoculars from the pouch.  He lifted the oculars to his green eyes, squinting until he was fully adapted to the view.  From his vantage point he could see over the flattened field, once an intramural playground for students and wannabe athletes.  To the east, unused university buildings blocked the rising sun, shading and cooling the morning air.  The darkly tanned ‘gardener’ swung the field glasses to the north and surveyed beyond the ball field, taking in the dilapidated football stadium and row after row of apartment buildings that tiered the sloping roads to the west.  Nothing, he thought, sweeping a few locks of sun-bleached blond hair from his forehead.
 
   Slipping the binoculars back into the frayed satchel, Cory shifted the pistol at his hip and mounted the mower once again.  Within minutes he had dropped the blade three inches from the ground and was smoothly trimming the grass to an appropriate length.  The smell of fresh clippings sent him back in time: his father endlessly lobbing baseballs into the young boy’s strike zone as he pelted them into the outfield.  It was a gift he’d acquired almost before he could walk and his parents had delighted in tossing plastic whiffle balls at the toddler for him to smack with an oversized, Flintstone-type bat.  So much time had passed since then that the images were beginning to fade.  Dates had long since been forgotten, except for his birth and the deaths of his closest friends.
 
   That morning, Christine had tried to sleep as he stumbled around their little apartment, ultimately knocking a dirty bowl and cup to the floor, before finally using a flashlight to see his way.  “Sorry,” he’d whispered.
 
   Rolling to her side she replied in a sleepy slur, already knowing what the answer would be, “When are you going to give this up?”.
 
   “Never,” he’d quickly replied, before kissing her full lips and tiptoeing away.
 
   Unwilling to give up quite yet, Christine brushed aside matted locks of sandy blonde hair, revealing a tired but beautiful face.  She had aged much better than most, blessed genetics giving way to lovely skin and a strong, womanly body.  She purred and lifted the covers, enticing him back between the sheets.
 
   Cory paused and considered the invitation for a moment, his desires nearly giving in to his sense of duty.  Christine was Cory’s light in darkness, the scratch to his itch, but this morning his connection to yesteryear awaited him…and he could not be late.
 
   “Sorry,” he pleaded again.  “I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
   He thought of her now as he completed the first pass around the immense field and began to bisect the withering expanse from one corner to the other.  This was not a fast job, not by any stretch, but he relished the experience.  The time was his to ponder, to reflect, and some days to scheme.  Today, he dreamed of a family, one he could call his own.  He was close to many of the kids Jeff’s age, but he longed for a relationship like the one he’d had with his father.  One day, he thought.  Some day things will change and I’ll be a dad, but when?  Heaven only knew he and Christine had tried – to the point of exhaustion they’d tried – but to no avail.
 
   However, Godfrey, the resident scientist, Englishman, and hope of any reproductive future, had all but given up.  Years had passed – failure after failure had eaten away any prayer of success, and as of late, he’d given himself to spending his intellectual energies accomplishing things that were feasible, but no less important.  Just the week before he’d repaired one of the compound’s generators, bringing the old unit to life with a mishmash of electrical wizardry that only he could understand…but it worked.
 
   At the end of the first long, horizontal pass, Cory wheeled the unit around and started back along the same route, spitting shards of grass, dirt and weeds in his wake.  He repeated the same at the other end and was about half way back when something unexpected caught his attention: a spinning, white golf ball bounced at the side of the moving tractor and rolled to a stop.  Before Cory could turn and see where the object had come from, another Titleist ricocheted off the Toro’s platform, nearly striking Cory in the knee.  “Who the hell!” he yelled, knowing the answer without having to visually confirm his suspicion.  Clayton.  A second later, a third, equally hard hit ball, arched high over the mower and plummeted to earth, bouncing in the dry stubble before coming to a stop directly in the blade’s path.  Cory chuckled a sinister, Grinchy laugh, as pieces of rubber, plastic and coiled-bands shot from underneath the churning trimmer.  “Jerk,” he said aloud.
 
   Finally out of range, Cory unlashed an AK-47 he had tied to the mower and laid it across his lap.  This will give him something to think about.  The Toro started another perfectly angled strip back in the direction in which it had come.  This time, standing near home plate, a tall, lanky character held his hand over his eyes, shielding his view from the rising sun.  Over the past few years, twisted curls of dense brown hair had given way to a short cropped style that complimented the slender man’s face.  Clayton had matured – filled out, but he was still a playful thorn in his friend’s side.
 
   When Cory was about 160 yards away, Clayton addressed yet another dimpled missile and swung through with his eight iron.  The joker watched the ball climb rapidly into the morning sky, before reaching its zenith and tumbling back to earth.  It bounced shy of the charging mower but not being dissuaded, he pounded a fifth ball skyward, feeling this was the one.
 
   With great anticipation he looked at Cory, hoping for a ‘strike’ but it would not be – not today.  Suddenly the miniature tractor stopped and Cory jumped from the seat.  He looked up, catching a quick view of the sailing orb before he leveled the rifle at Clayton.  For a split second he debated firing off a few rounds, but did not.  However, staring down the barrel had sent Clayton to the ground, tripping over and ultimately planting the golf club firmly in his groin.  He did not look up smiling.  Cory, on the other hand, was more than amused as he spun the AK around, took the barrel and wooden forend in his hands and waited for the ball to arrive.  The sphere descended a moment later, arching like a softball that he immediately crushed back in the direction it had come – the rifle’s heavy wooden stock catching the ball flush and sending a loud ‘CRACK’ after it.  “How’s that, Clayton?” he screamed, jumping back into the seat and gunning the engine ahead.
 
   Clayton stood, swallowed his pride, brushed off his jeans, and jogged a few yards to meet his friend.  “Heck of a swing out there,” he yelled, above the sound of the mower.
 
   “You trying to kill me?” Cory yammered back, pushing the mower to finish the pass before he powered it down.  Clayton playfully jumped aside to avoid being consumed by the marauding beast, spearing Cory in the side with the eight iron as he passed.  When the engine finally wound down and silence prevailed, the two started in, as they always did.  Clayton was first to throw a verbal punch, sarcastically complimenting Cory’s abilities.  “I’m glad to see you can hit something with that rifle,” he chided.
 
   “Very funny,” Cory replied, noting his friend was walking with an odd, hunched over stride.  “You take one in the nuts?”
 
   “Nope, I’m good – just a little stiff this morning,” Clayton lied.
 
   “Uh huh, I see,” Cory said, assessing his friend’s condition.  “I’d diagnose a self-inflicted groin shot – but I’m no doctor.  Do I need to take you back to the infirmary?  Might be the only way you get a woman to check you out.”
 
   “Oh, nice one.  You’re in fine form this morning,” Clayton retorted, nervously trying to draw attention away from his injury.
 
   “Why shouldn’t I be?  It’s game day.  Will you be able to play or will we have to sideline you with…ah, unexplained injuries?”
 
   “No way!  I’ll be fine.  Actually makes things a little fairer.  I mean, you with your handicap and all,” Clayton said, nodding toward Cory’s right hand, which had missing fingers from his encounter with the assassin, Solomon.
 
   “Oooo…you wish.  Maybe we should sub you in as a ball boy for the day.  Jeff can take your spot – he hits better than you anyway.”
 
   Clayton was silent for a moment, trying to come up with a zinger but he knew what had been said was true – the kid could hit better than him.  “Okay, you win.  I give.  Get the rest of the mowing done and I’ll sit here and tend to my broken ego.”
 
   Cory turned to walk away, but Clayton wasn’t quite finished.  He pranced forward, slipped the heavy, wedged end of the club between Cory’s legs and lifted up and back in one smooth motion.  The weighted head caught Cory flush in the balls, dropping him to his knees.  Clayton bent his tall, angular frame at the waist and burst into a torrent of loud guffaws and snort-like laughs.  He danced an awkward ring around his fallen comrade, his laughter building as he jitterbugged.
 
   “Clayton, grab my rifle,” Cory screamed in an unusual high-pitched shriek.
 
   “No frickin’ way, Man.”
 
   “I knew it.  I just knew it,” Cory grunted.
 
   “What’s that, Cor?”
 
   “So many opportunities – so many chances, and what do I do?” Cory asked himself, doing his best not to puke up what little food was sitting on his belly.
 
   “What you talkin’ about?”
 
   “You!  I should have fragged your ass long ago, but noooo.  It’s my nature.  I’m always looking out for you, being so kind and this is how you repay me.”
 
   The remark started Clayton anew with a string of snorts and laughs.  “Kind?  Like last week when you tripped me into that latrine?”
 
   “Oh yeah, that was sweet.”  The image of Clayton floundering in the mess somehow seemed to ease Cory’s pain.
 
   “Sweet?  You about killed me.”
 
   “You were never in any danger, but I do sense a bit…” Cory said, pausing briefly to sniff the wind.  “What is that?  Can’t quite put my finger on it, but smells like…crap.  That’s it.  You still smell like crap, Clay.”
 
   Clayton lifted his arm and smelled his pit, suddenly realizing Cory had suckered him again.  “I do…I mean, I don’t either.”  The pair finally gave in and called a truce.  Clayton reached out and helped Cory to his feet and they embraced.  Not a warm, affectionate hug but a quick collision of chests, followed by two quick slaps on the their respective backs.
 
   “Mornin’ Bro,” Cory said, shifting his weight to realign his package.
 
   “Yeah, same to you.  Pretty morning.”
 
   “That it is.  It’s going to be a fine day.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Situated 100 miles north of C&C’s morning banter, Juanita Williams struggled to meet the day with any degree of pleasantness.  She’d slept badly, running from one fitful dream to the next.  As of late, the faces of too many unnamed strangers demanded her nighttime hours: chasing, hunting, and then slaughtering her whole.  Exhausted, she reached for a small towel and wiped the sweat from the hollow of her neck – Miserable…and already hot.
 
   “Prime of my life,” she grunted, as a hot flash swept over her, heating and further irritating the 50ish woman.  “Annie.  Annie, get in here,” she ordered.
 
   A petite, and likely once-pretty woman in an adjacent room, immediately recognized the deep, raspy voice and replied, “Coming.  I’m coming – give me a sec.”
 
   Annie or was it Annette?  She couldn’t quite remember, but regardless, she knew it was time to get going or pay the consequences.  Since the death of her husband, Ethan, and the disbanding of Don’s community following his demise, she had wandered, scavenging to stay alive.  She could no longer remember most things from her past, the years and lack of proper nourishment had taken a terrible toll on the unfortunate woman and her mind was troubled.  However, her life had taken a favorable turn for the better when Harvesters, one of whom she knew, had captured her.  He had convinced his companions to spare her life, after all there was virtually no meat on her bones and she could serve them better in other ways.
 
   Fortunately, when the Harvesters had shown off their newfound prize, Lady Williams had been merciful and given her a house job.  Something had sparked an immediate recognition, the new recruit reminding Juanita of a sister, long since passed and almost forgotten.  Doing much better now that Juanita had taken her in, Annie understood one overriding commandment: ‘Do or die’.  Annie had served her well these past few months.  Their relationship was odd, never friendly, but comfortably strained.
 
   This morning Annie did what she did each day upon rising.  She fetched water from a rain barrel just outside the back door, retrieved a fresh towel from the clothesline and hurried to her master’s chambers.
 
   “What took you?  I’m dying in here.  Sweats are coming every five minutes and you’re off doing…heaven only knows what, instead of getting me cleaned up.  There seemed to be something from Juanita’s upbringing that spoke to her soul and fed her need to play the ‘evil stepsister’ – and she liked it.  She couldn’t quite place her finger on it, but perhaps it was the fact that her older sister had always been the pretty one, the talented one, and the one most loved.  Her sister had been peppered with all the boy’s attention, which left her to tend for the animals and do the chores, but she’d been the sister to survive.  Against all odds, she’d managed to carry on, not only surviving but also rising to the top of a community of vagabonds, cutthroats, and Harvesters, who looked to her for leadership.  The arrangement was not ideal, nor was it what she ultimately wanted, but for now, it was working nicely.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think you’d be up this early.  Bad dreams again?” Annie sincerely asked.
 
   “Yup.  It’s never a tall, handsome cowboy sweeping me off my feet, but a steady stream of losers wanting a piece of me.  You read anything into that?” she asked, curious if ‘Cinderella’ would dare voice an opinion.
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t say.  I don’t know much about reading dreams and such.  I’m not even sure I dream anymore.  Seems I just drop off and come to – nothing in between.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that sad, in a way,” Juanita noted, almost letting herself feel a bit of compassion.  “Come on, get me cleaned up.  I’ve got people to see and butts to kick this morning.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Annie replied, as she pulled Juanita’s graying strands of thickly matted hair from off her neck.  She plunged the clean towel into the cool rainwater and wiped it across the exposed skin.  The cold touch of the cloth sent a shiver over Juanita and she grinned but remained silent.  The fabric continued on its predetermined course over her aging skin, wiping and cleansing as it went.  “Speed it up, Annie.  I don’t have all morning.  Get my pits and crotch and call it good,” she ordered, standing with her feet apart and hands held high over her head.
 
   “Is that okay?” Annie asked, somewhat repulsed by the task but wanting to please.
 
   “Fine.  It’s fine.  Get me some breakfast while I get dressed.  If Gerry shows up, give him some coffee and tell him to wait outside.  I don’t need him in my house stinkin’ the place up.  I swear, the man doesn’t know the meaning of the word – bathe.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.  I surely will.”
 
   Juanita turned her attention away from Annie and thought of the day ahead.  Plans needed to be put into motion for the survival of her clan, but how and when?  So many years had passed since the world turned upside down.  She’d lost everything and everyone.  At first, she’d hunkered down with neighborhood survivors, moving from block to block, using up the resources before relocating to the next.  Early on, she’d understood the tactic would eventually collapse in on itself, and it had.  As a struggling people they needed safety, food and organization.  Juanita Williams was a farm girl, a hard worker, and very capable but equally ruthless.  She’d been raised to give no quarter and she expected none in return.  Juanita was, for all practical purposes, the son her parents never had.  However, her skills as a consummate liar and manipulator were not among the things taught in their home.
 
   The woman understood people: their wants, their desires and what needed to be said or done to turn them in her favor.  “Sociopath” is what they would have called her had she ever been taken to court, but there were no courts now and if there were, she would be calling the shots.  People killed for her and she’d done her own share of malice, but it was always at arm’s length, keeping her pure in her own mind and in the sight of the Growers, who were such a valuable but passive resource.   They tilled the ground, hauled the water and gave life to acre after acre of mediocre crops, but even with their tireless efforts, people were growing sick and dying.  They needed a new source of vitamin A, liver, or a cure, none of which seemed possible within their immediate sphere of influence, but something was on the wind.
 
   The roadways were abuzz with a remedy – a horribly wicked cure for what ailed them.  She pondered the possibility as she ran a brush quickly through her thick mane and dressed in the coveralls she’d worn the day before.  She considered herself fat but was far from it – more thick and sturdy – muscled where a woman would not typically be endowed.  Crows feet were etched deeply at the corners of her cinnamon colored eyes, adding some contour to her otherwise square face.  Juanita was not particularly pretty, and never had been, but she had a deceitfully honest looking face, a mask she knew all to well how to alter.  Convinced she was ready for the day, she scoffed at the few cosmetics, which littered her nightstand, picked up a small tube of Chapstick and dropped it into the front pocket of the denim outfit.
 
   Juanita hurriedly finished a bowl of tasteless, corn mush that was filling and little else.  The night before she’d consumed her allotment of liver, the source of which she preferred to ignore.  She watched Annie hustle about the kitchen, cleaning here and there, obviously trying to avoid a conversation.  Chatter often led to more work than was already expected of her.
 
   “Annie, be sure you get that baking done today.  I can’t tell you how sick I am of this gruel you call grits.  There’s not enough sugar in the county to make it edible.”
 
   “I’ll get to it today, for sure.  I don’t know what was wrong with me yesterday.  I couldn’t remember anything.”
 
   “It better,” Williams said firmly.  “Gerry’s obviously here,” she observed, lifting her nose and inhaling just enough to get a whiff of his stench.
 
   “Yes, he certainly is.  I sent him into the yard with some coffee, as you directed.”
 
   Juanita dropped her spoon loudly into her porcelain bowl and waited for Annie to scoop both up to be washed.  As she did, her boss noted a series of faint bruises scattered about the servants exposed extremities.  “Thank you, Annie.  Have you fallen recently?”
 
   “No.  Not that I’m aware, but I’m such a klutz I could have.  Why?”
 
   “Your arms and legs – the bruises.  Where did they come from?”
 
   “Oh, those.  They’ve been there for a while.  Maybe they’re getting darker.”
 
   Juanita was no medical genius but she recognized a problem when she saw one.  She’s not clotting.  “Annie, tonight you’ll eat with me.  I’ll see you get a bit more liver to boost your system.”
 
   “Really?  That is so kind, but what of the others?”
 
   “There’s only so much to go around.  Do you want a portion or not?” Lady Williams replied sharply.  Nothing infuriated her more than being questioned.  She was above any form of scrutiny and the sooner the ‘grunts’ understood that, the better.
 
   “Of course, I do.  I’m sorry.  I know the burden you must carry and I’m thankful for all you’ve done.”
 
   Juanita huffed and said something inaudible under her breath before storming from the kitchen, out the back door and into the yard.  Annie stood motionless in Lady Williams’ wake; her spirit shattered, evidenced by teardrops leaking slowly down her wrinkled face.  This is as good as it’s going to get, she thought, before returning to her lengthy list of chores.
 
   In the yard a single, rugged individual walked circles in the dirt, which an eternity ago had been lush, green grass.  Thick, burly tattooed arms, hung alongside a body that was getting more to eat than most.  His scalp was matted with swirls of black hair, untouched by shampoo and run amok with lice.  As Juanita approached the leader of her Harvester crew, she suddenly stopped, stuck her finger in her mouth and checked the wind.
 
   “Gerry, walk with me.”  She turned, waited for him to join her, and strode directly into the face of a gentle breeze.
 
   “Mornin’ Lady Williams,” he said politely.  The Harvester had removed a red bandana, which had been wound around his greasy head and was stuffing it in his pocket when he reached her side.  “Nice out, ain’t it?”  He struggled to keep up with the woman, who walked with bold, energetic strides.  In his left hip he carried a cluster of shrapnel acquired while serving and defending a country that was now lost, but he was determined to match her pace.
 
   “Typical,” she replied to his attempt at small talk.
 
   “You had some questions for me?”
 
   “I do.”  For a moment they walked westward in silence, the dust from their feet swirling back to the farmhouse.  Stretched out before them several sections of land were budding with newly planted vegetables, and a small army of Growers were hoisting water from the back of a truck and hand watering the rows.  Nearby, a city of canvas tents was randomly arrayed amongst a tall stand of flowering trees.  The scene was actually quite picturesque, almost soothing, had there not been a persistent undercurrent of sickness and violence.  “I wonder if they’ll do better this year?” Juanita mused, pausing just long enough for her subordinate’s smell to catch up to them.
 
   “The workers or the crops?” he asked.
 
   “The crops, of course.  I don’t hold out much hope that any of these workers will live through another winter…or two.”
 
   “I don’t understand them.  They’re an odd bunch, that’s for sure.  Why they choose to live out here, instead of in town with the rest, is beyond me,” Gerry puzzled.
 
   “It’s the land.”
 
   “Say what?” Gerry asked, unsure of what she’d said.  He’d been raised in Las Vegas and had little respect for farmers.
 
   “Gerry, it’s all many of them have left.  They find solace in nurturing the earth.  It’s their way of healing and moving on, and thank God they do.  We’d be screwed without them, which brings me to our talk this morning.”
 
   She resumed walking, meandering around the compound of silos and corrugated tin sheds until they arrived at the largest of the silver structures.  It was massive, housing their stores, equipment and bunks for a squad of sentries.  A guard, dressed in army issue fatigues, greeted the two and opened the door for their entrance.
 
   “Where’d they get the new duds?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I’ve been laid up with my hip – haven’t been able to participate on supply runs lately.”
 
   “I’ve heard,” she said curtly.
 
   Inside, a mechanic cussed at an old backhoe that was giving him fits.  They’d tried for days to keep the contraption running long enough to finish an earthen cold storage, but it appeared it had lifted its last load of dark clay from the cavernous hole.
 
   “What do you think, Smitty?  Is it toast?” Williams inquired.
 
   The old, heavy-duty mechanic wiped a grease-stained forearm over his wrinkled brow and smiled uneasily.  Below graying wisps of scant hair, his square face and sagging jowls tensed as he replied, “I’m afraid so.  I’ve given it my best and it’s beat me.”
 
   “Sorry to hear it.  Round up a couple of boys and get us a new one or…” She paused for affect, “you’ll be digging it by hand.”  He laughed, but stopped as soon as he realized she wasn’t joking.
 
   “Okay, Lady Williams, we’ll get something today.”
 
   “I don’t doubt you will,” she said, more pleasant now that her point had been made.  “Give us a minute will you?  Gerry and I need a quiet word.”
 
   “Sure thing,” he replied, taking it upon himself to clear the rest of the workers and guards from the building.  Once they were alone, Juanita ushered Gerry to take a seat and found a resting spot for herself an adequate distance away.
 
   “So, what’s the word?”
 
   “The word?”  He hesitated, unsure exactly what it was she wanted him to say.  “Oh, you mean the rumor the guys picked up this last time out?  It sounds crazy but wouldn’t it be great?”
 
   “It would if I had a clue what you were talking about,” she said coldly.
 
   “Well, it seems they came across a couple who said they worked at a lab in Colorado.  You know, they developed that medicine to have babies.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, leaning in, her curiosity piqued.
 
   “They didn’t want to talk but the boys got it out of ’em.  They claimed the lab is gone – wiped out.”
 
   “That’s not exactly the news I was hoping for.”
 
   “Wait, it gets better.  So there’s no more of the drug we need to have kids – who cares about that anyway, but they claim there are hundreds, maybe thousands, of children who were born the first time around.  You know, when they had the working stuff.”
 
   “Gerry, that’s old news.  We have some of them living on the compound.  Don’t tell me you didn’t know that.”
 
   “Yeah, I did.  Those teenagers, right?  But here’s the kicker; they said these kids are walking cures.”
 
   “How so, other than they are certainly healthier than the rest of us?” she asked, intrigued to the point of ignoring his building, lingering body odor.
 
   “I thought it was obvious – we eat ’em,” he said, a wide grin overtaking his smug face.
 
   “Excuse me?” she blurted out, not so much repulsed by the idea but the probability of it working seemed beyond reason.
 
   “Yeah, I know.  They said they naturally produce some hormone or enzyme, some crap that would get us right.”
 
   “Is it possible?” she whispered to herself.  “Okay, I must speak with these people.  Bring them to me.”
 
   “Ah, well, you’ve kind of already met ’em.”  Juanita stared blankly at him, expecting a further explanation.  “Last night – your supper – it was them.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” she roared, jumping from where she sat to strike him repeatedly about the head.  “Did you not anticipate these people might prove valuable?”
 
   “I wasn’t there,” he yelled in his defense.  “The guys had to beat ’em up a bit to get ’em to talk and once they did, there wasn’t much left.”
 
   “So they killed them?”
 
   “Exactly,” he confirmed.
 
   “It appears to me you are no longer in control of your own men, Gerry.”
 
   “Bull, they do what they’re told.”
 
   She stood over him, her hand ready to deliver another slap across his brow.  “Gerry, you’re missing the point.  They do what you tell them and you’re no longer viable.  You’re outdated, still living during the war.  We’ve moved on and there you sit in your filthy, old jacket with a stolen star on both lapels.  You march around wielding that single star the same way you do your pathetic one-inch pecker, humiliating and embarrassing yourself and no one else.  Gerry, your men no longer respect you.  You’ve become irrelevant in the overall scheme of things, and I can’t have it, not here - not now,” she spoke boldly, knowing her men would have her back.
 
   “Then I take my Harvesters and leave,” he replied, standing and hobbling toward the exit.
 
   “Have it your way,” she said, confidently.  As a second thought she yelled after him, trying to further degrade the once proud warrior, “And take a bath…you reek!” At the exit he turned and looked over his shoulder, unsure if he’d see a pistol pointed at him.  Juanita stared back, her hands on her hips and chest pushed tight against the coverall’s restraint.  Something’s wrong, he thought, as he swung the doublewide door open.  Standing just outside, preventing his escape, a pair of uniformed militia blocked his path.
 
   “Dave, Jace, get out of my way,” Gerry hissed.
 
   “No can do,” Dave answered, slipping his sidearm from its holster.
 
   “You want to tangle with my Harvesters?” Gerry asked, remaining defiant.
 
   Suddenly, a third individual became obvious.  He’d been watching and listening just out of sight but now made his presence known with an exaggerated, fake cough.  He was densely blond and short for a man, standing only 66 inches, but his chest was as thick as he was tall.  Gerry immediately recognized him as one of his lieutenants.  
 
   “Finn, what’re you doing here?” Gerry asked.  “Get the boys, we’re pulling out.”
 
   “I don’t think so.  Seems a change in command is at hand,” the stout Harvester replied, pulling his own pistol from its sheath and placing it against Gerry’s left temple.  A sudden wash of urine puddled around the taller man’s feet.  “Are you kidding me, Gerry?  Get back in the barn,” Finn ordered, his thick, European accent not obscuring the intent of his message.  He slipped Gerry’s weapon from his side and patted him down for any others.
 
   Back inside and with the doors closed, they stood before Juanita Williams.  “Gerry, I’ve known for some time it would come to this.  I just had to hear it from your own lips and see what you’ve become.  Your men have been circumventing you for a while and keeping too many secrets.  It will stop now, with Fin assuming your responsibilities, which includes taking out the trash.”  She paused, only for a second, before she finished her thought, addressing Fin directly.  “See to it.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.  Come on Gerry.”
 
   Juanita left the outbuilding, giving the events no further thought except for the children, the handful of ‘Normals’ who lived under her good graces.  What to do? she thought.  It was a moral dilemma, a quandary that would require a great deal of spin and planning.  The adults, especially the parents would be unprepared, but sacrifice was inevitable.  She’d just have to think of the right approach – massage it, as it were.  Before long they’d see it her way, and if not…didn’t really matter, she’d get what she wanted, regardless.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   On the upper most floor of Old Main’s west side, Boyd Bubley paced between a pair of lofty windows.  His unique gate had not changed over the years but he had slowed, noticeably.  Large hands suffered with arthritic fingers and joints too large to be considered normal.  The colonel’s days of marine action were buried in the past, but he continued to hold his weakened stature as one worthy of military service, yet he was bent and tired.  
 
   Looking through one of the windows, his imagination was instantly captured by a pair of frolicking young men.  Moving through a series of waist-high tunnels, two brothers worked to clear some of winter’s debris from the manmade fortification.  The Ward had worked tirelessly to build the works almost a decade before, but the maintenance was a never-ending job of cleaning and securing the maze against Mother Nature’s onslaught.  Boyd grinned, and nearly smiled, something the colonel rarely did.  Barred by panes of thick glass, he couldn’t hear those working, but could well imagine what was being said on the ground below.  The brothers, Niel and Scotty Mickelson, were playing, as much as they were working, each packing small handfuls of clay and dry leaves into dirty bombs.  They ducked and weaved among the breastworks, occasionally standing to throw a ‘grenade’ at the other.
 
   The hard-playing pair had found The Ward a few years before, arriving with nothing more than a will to survive and a knack to accomplish the impossible.  They’d traveled 800 miles through some very stark terrain to wind up in Logan, Utah.  Toughened by their yearlong journey, the brothers had not located the family they sought, but had acquired another when Boyd and The Ward had taken them in.  Niel was the older of the two, standing six foot one with broad, square shoulders and thick neck.  Thin wisps of brown hair angled over his forehead in neatly combed bangs and sideburns extended an inch below his lobes.  He smiled easily and laughed often, instantly making friends in the close-knit community.
 
   Niel’s younger brother was his spitting image.  However, he was a few inches shorter but just as stout, with the same hairstyle, bangs and sideburns, but more blond.  Scotty was reserved and somewhat tentative until he was comfortable with a relationship: testing and trying before dropping barriers that kept him safe.  The young men, now in their twenties, had grown up in extremely difficult times, watching everyone they knew die outright from assault or disease.  The last of their known kin, an uncle who had given them a fighting chance with his lectures on survival, had finally withered away and succumbed to a chest infection, shortly after going blind.  His knowledge had served them well, given them hope, and sent them searching in a malignant land of dead and dying souls.
 
   Boyd had initially been troubled with their arrival, but then again, he was apprehensive about every intruder.  To their credit, the young men had been a wealth of outside information, sharing sickening tales of hardship and pain from the lives of those they’d encountered along the way.  Rumors had also rolled from their tongues like cascading waters, though murky and dark.  The Harvesters were growing and spreading their infectious evil, sacrificing many and enslaving the rest.  At the time, the newly acquired knowledge had consolidated and redoubled The Ward’s efforts to build, reinforce, and secure the city.
 
   As he watched, he thought of his original reaction to the pair – just what we need, another Clayton and Cory – but he was less inclined to think that now.  The years had molded C&C into fine men and leaders, even if they enjoyed getting under one another’s skin.  The Mickelson brothers had proven to be the same, ruggedly traditional in their beliefs and committed to a new order, a new world.
 
   From just outside the conference room, the sound of footsteps drew his attention away from the brother’s antics.  Without giving it any thought, the old marine placed his right hand on the pistol at his hip, and waited for his visitors.  Seconds later, a guard stationed at the door ducked his head in and alerted Colonel Bubley.
 
   “Sir, the committee members have arrived.”
 
   “Send them in, Egan,” Boyd instructed the sentry, who nodded his understanding and closed the door after the crowd had entered.
 
   “Afternoon, Boyd,” Clark said, as he hustled into the room, followed by Cory, Dr. Reynolds, Godfrey, Kirk, Rod and Allison.  Each of The Ward’s governing panel waved and offered a welcoming sign to Boyd as they slipped into the room, taking their seats at the extended conference table.  Boyd counted, taking into account each of those attending.
 
   “Where’s your father-in-law, Cory?” the colonel asked, raising a slender cane to point at the young man.
 
   “I’m afraid Jacob wasn’t up to a meeting today.  He said to extend his apologies.”
 
   Boyd lumbered to his seat at the head of the table.  “That’s fine.  Is there anything we can do for him?”
 
   “Pray.  He says it’s the only thing that’s kept him alive this long,” Cory answered, looking into his hands.
 
   “We can do that,” Allison hastily concurred, brushing a lock of reddish hair from her freckled cheek.  Sun and age had not diminished her beauty, but her perfect complexion had suffered their effects, planting small blemishes where once pristine, lily-white skin had endured.
 
   “He’ll appreciate that, Allison.  I’ll let him know,” Cory replied.
 
   Bubley laid his staff upon the table and again addressed Cory.  “I surely wish he were here – doesn’t make me feel quite so old when he helps out.  Will you fill him in on our discussion?”
 
   “Sure, no problem.”
 
   “Before we get started, I must know.  Who won the game?” Boyd asked, referring to the baseball event Cory had organized earlier in the day.
 
   “Colonel, there are no winners or losers.  We just play for the fun of it,” Cory replied.
 
   “You mean the kids won,” Boyd surmised.
 
   “Exactly,” Allison offered, being quick to recognize the tremendous play of Jeff and his friends.
 
   “Yeah, yeah…the punks took us down but it was close,” Cory swiftly confirmed.
 
   “It was fun.  You should have come, Boyd.  I think you would have enjoyed it,” Clark interjected, leaning back and rubbing his hand over his close cropped, graying hair.
 
   “I’m too old and it’s too far.  Maybe next time,” the veteran replied, knowing full well there would never be a day that he’d feel like venturing beyond The Alamo’s perimeter.  The aging warrior held his cards pretty close to his chest, but he’d felt a change as of late, his body no longer responding as it once had and his senses were failing, especially his vision.  He’d not mentioned it but he found himself hugging the walls and walking with a cane at night to avoid tripping or falling.  The group around the table were his closest friends, whether they knew it or not, but he still refused to reach out for help or to explain his circumstances.  He had spent the last sixteen years imparting a life’s worth of wisdom and he was confident they’d do well in his absence.
 
   “Well, let’s get this meeting under way.  I’m somewhat hesitant to begin.  It just doesn’t seem right, not having Gary here to lead these discussions,” a weary Bubley began.
 
   “Yup, Gary and his wife are missed, that’s for sure.  I don’t think many of us would be here, at least from Bear River, if it weren’t for them,” Rod said, the words nearly lodging in his throat.  “Still hard to believe they both went within a week of each other.”  Rod looked into his hands, which were small compared to his brother’s but just as strong.  The years had challenged Rod and kept him lean; still, the sun painted him bronze each summer, a witness to his farming heritage and youthful vigor.  Brown, finely cropped hair receded slightly at his temples, giving the appearance of increased age, which he felt but did not boast.
 
   “A blessing, really,” Clark acknowledged.  “At least the cancer was swift and somewhat merciful.”
 
     The committee agreed as Boyd looked away for a moment, grappling with his feelings, before he spoke quietly.  “Bishop Freeman would normally offer a prayer.  Rod would you do us the honors?” Boyd asked.
 
   “Certainly.”  He bowed his head and with a humbled heart addressed the God he’d come to know in the darkest of trials and brightest of hopes.  “Our Heavenly Father,” he whispered, expressing gratitude for loved ones, their homes and their lives.  He similarly recognized some needs and asked for help to fulfill them, closing in the name of Christ.  Years had passed and Christian worship was no longer practiced as it once was, however, faith and devotion were still very much a part of The Ward and many of the community held firm to their beliefs.
 
   “Thanks, Rod.  Okay, let’s get a report and see where we stand,” Bubley said, pointing at a piece of paper on the table, which he expected Allison to use for notes.  “Remy, let’s start with you.”
 
   Dr. Remy Reynolds was a shell of his former self.  The years of caring for and watching too many of his patients slip away had prematurely grayed his hair and thinned his face.  Swollen, dark circles underscored sleepless eyes that stared into the blackness at night and scoured books by day.  He extended a white-coated tongue and attempted to moisten his parched lips before beginning.  “All right, I don’t have a lot to say.  I’ll just run down my list.”  He pulled a piece of lined paper from his pocket and opened it carefully.  “Let’s see – no pregnancies to speak of – no real news there, but also no deaths this past week.  No wait, I take that back.  We lost a pig to a coyote, if that counts.”
 
   “Clark, see about securing the area around the pens.  There must be a better way to keep the predators out,” Boyd ordered.
 
   “Got it,” Clark replied, shifting uneasily in his seat from his pistol digging into his side.
 
   “Remy, you were saying.”  Bubley turned his attention back to the doctor, expecting him to continue.
 
   “We’re kind of past flu season, which is good.  It was a tough winter.  We lost 23 people…” the doctor said, his voice cracking, as he had trouble finishing the thought.  “That’s about 10% of our population.  I know you can see what I’m seeing; dying, desperate, jaundiced faces all around.  The vitamin deficiency is slowly killing us all.  Pneumonia here, cancer there…even simple infections are taking their toll in what should be preventable deaths.  I’m worried, really worried – our stockpile of medication is well beyond its shelf life and I’m afraid it may be nearly useless.  Once they’re gone we’ll be hooped, with no way of synthesizing more.  On this point I am truly sorry.”
 
   Allison spoke up, anxious to support her dear friend and boost his spirits.  “Remy, we know you’re doing your best.  We’d likely be far worse off without your near-heroic efforts.”  She paused momentarily and caught his gaze.  “We don’t say thank you enough.”  He nodded and grinned his appreciation.  “It seems we’re all hesitant to discuss this openly, but who is feeling differently now than they did five years ago, or even a year ago?” Allison asked.  Hands slowly went up all around the table, Cory being the last to admit the change.  “I thought so,” she said.  “Remy is right.  So what can be done?”
 
   All eyes suddenly turned to their chief scientist and resident nerd, Godfrey Whitcomb.  He blushed slightly, color rising against his high cheekbones and feathered-gray hairline.  He extended his long arms and straightened himself in his chair.  “Yes, I guess it does fall to me,” he said, hesitantly.  “I wish I had a brilliant spot of news to share with you, but sadly, I don’t.  I’ve not entirely given up on the formula to provide some viable births, but we’ve already seen that won’t solve our vitamin A problem.  I would like to say thank you to Kirk and his sharpshooters.  I know game is almost non-existent but they’ve somehow managed to keep some meat, and more importantly, liver coming in.”
 
   Kirk smiled, his oval face inundated with fractured lines near his eyes and mouth, which were more telling of his age than his thinning, blond hair.  He tapped two, long fingers on the table in front of him, lost in thought, before the mention of his name brought him back.  “Thanks Whitcomb, but I’m afraid Allison and her crew of amateur vets are providing most of the meat,” Kirk noted.  “I don’t know how they’ve managed it but the pens need expanding again and I…”
 
   Cory suddenly interrupted, anxious to address the animal issue before he forgot.  “Clayton says he’s happy to build more pens but we’ll need to expand either to The Quad or outside the perimeter fence.”
 
   “Your thoughts?” the colonel asked the group.
 
   Rod was the first to reply.  “I’m not crazy about bringing animals into The Quad.  It’s sacred ground, at least I feel that way.”  Cory and Clark quickly agreed, ending the debate as far as the grassed burial site was concerned.
 
   “But can we keep them guarded and secure off site?” Allison asked.
 
   “Don’t think so,” Clark estimated, while fidgeting and finally standing to get the gun’s handle out of his fleshy side.  “Tell me what you think of this,” he said, wandering to the windows to peer down at the frolicking brothers.  “Bozo’s” he whispered, just quiet enough for the others to miss.  “What if we cover the parking lot northeast of the library with dirt and straw and move some of the animals there?  I know it’s not ideal but it’s manageable.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan to me,” Kirk agreed.  “Boyd, we should take a vote.  Seconds later the decision was ratified and they moved onto other matters.
 
   “Okay, let’s get back to Godfrey,” Bubley issued, sliding the cane to point at the lanky Englishman.
 
   “Yeah, Whitcomb, is there nothing that can be done?” Rod asked, leaning in to engage the scientist.
 
   Godfrey straightened his shoulders and forged ahead.  “I know this is a difficult pill to swallow but we just don’t have the enzymatic activity we need to metabolize and utilize vitamin A.  It’s slowly and deliberately killing us all.  If not outright, it’s going to destroy our immune systems to the point a common cold puts us in the ground.”  He stopped briefly, waiting for feedback.  There was none.  “As Remy’s already pointed out, it’s happening to you, me…everyone.  It’s just a matter of time before we’re all sick, dying or dead.”
 
   “Except for the kids – The Normals,” Remy was quick to clarify.  “Godfrey’s correct and I couldn’t agree with him more.  Believe me, we’re trying.  If you’ve been down to the lab recently you’ll see a number of projects on the go and we’re desperately trying to think outside the box, which brings me to one additional point,” Dr. Reynolds said.
 
   “And what’s that?” Boyd asked.
 
   “I’m somewhat reluctant to bring this forward but we’re at an impasse that gives us no choice.  The kids – we need to test them.”
 
   There was a palpable shift in the room’s atmosphere as eyes darted around the table.  Allison finally spoke up.  “You mean use them as guinea pigs?” she asked.
 
   “Not in so many words but they’re the answer.  They have to be.  If we could create something from their system, a catalyst – for lack of a better word – to kick-start our deficient systems, it might…” His words trailed off to a faint whisper and then stopped.  “I know it’s a long shot but theoretically it could work and Godfrey concurs.  Right?” he asked, turning to face the Brit.
 
   “Yes, that is my assessment as well.  I know we’ve looked at this in the past but we have some new ideas.”
 
   Allison unexpectedly slapped her palm down on the table.  “Your new ideas don’t have anything to do with the nasty rumors we’ve all heard swirling around, do they?  Systematically eating our children, and the world’s future, is ludicrous.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more, Allison,” Dr. Reynolds confirmed.  “Keeping that in mind, you have to see we have no choice but to explore the possibilities, unless you’re all willing to just lay down and die.”
 
   “Godfrey, Remy, you guys have to know our main objective is to protect The Normals.  I have to hope we’re all on the same page,” Rod said sternly.
 
   “Everyone, we would never do anything to harm them.  The idea of eating Normals to save us has no scientific backing to prove it.  I’m quite positive the rumors are bunk,” the Brit assured them.  “We’d start with basic blood work, and worse case scenario, we may need some biopsy samples, but (he was quick to interject) everything will be safe.”
 
   “Allison, what do you think?” Rod asked.  “You’re more in touch with this stuff than the rest of us.  Will the mothers and kids go for it?”
 
   The woman shifted in her chair and then stood without speaking.  She walked around the table, obviously giving the decision a chance to sink in before she spoke.  “I think…in fact, I know the kids will be all for it.  They’ll see it as a way to help the community.  On the other hand, you have to know how protective we are of these children.  They’re all we have, but I’m inclined to agree with Remy and Godfrey.  If they can synthesize something, anything that will boost everyone’s immune system, it’s worth a try.”
 
   “Can I have a vote?” Colonel Bubley asked.  “Those in favor, show your hands.”
 
   Almost without delay all of the participants around the table raised their hands in unanimous support.  “Looks like you’ve got your answer,” Boyd said, pointing at the pair of medically trained personnel.  “Please work with Allison to inform the families and move ahead, but keep this body posted.”
 
   “Sure will,” Remy agreed.
 
   “Anything further from you two?” Boyd asked.
 
   The doctor and Godfrey shook their heads in unison and the reporting baton was passed to Rod, who was in charge of security and defenses beyond The Alamo’s immediate compound.  He detailed the work being done around the city to fortify checkpoints and fallback positions, stressing the need for training every man, woman and child.  Over the years that Rod had been assigned with security, they’d fought and won dozens of skirmishes.  However, the victories had come with a cost in lives, resources and morale.  They continued to monitor and staff three main outposts with machine gun positions and rotating sentry squads of three.  No one moved in or out of the city without passing through these positions.
 
   Some years ago, a determined group of Harvesters had assaulted and taken one of the checkpoints, since then Rod had trained and instituted a Quick Deployment Team.  The QDT were young, comparatively healthy men and women who knew how to handle themselves in a fight.  They could respond at the drop of a hat, being led into the field by Clark or Rod, depending upon the time of day, each taking a twelve-hour rotating block of time.  The method had proven valuable, rescuing sentries and beating back would-be assailants.
 
   Rod summed up his remarks by concluding, “We’ve got a brave bunch of people.  They surprise me every day.  However, I can’t help but feel, as the Harvesters and some of the gangs grow stronger, we’re taking it on the chin.  We need more people.  How or where we get them – I don’t know.  I guess we just hope and pray that more groups will hear about our little valley and move heaven and hell to find us.”
 
   “Rod, thanks for your assessment.  Clark, do you have anything to add in regards to The Alamo’s security?” Colonel Bubley asked.
 
   Clark, who was still standing, returned to his chair but did not sit.  He bent over the back and used it to support his weight as he leaned in.  “I’m concerned, just as Rod is, about our dwindling numbers.  We’ve had some good people wander in but not enough.  If we get hit by any kind of a sizable force I’m afraid we won’t last long.”
 
   “Well then, we’ll just have to make do with what and who we’ve got,” Boyd replied.  “Is everyone aware and able to initiate a ‘retreat and hold’ maneuver to this building?” the commander asked, referring to Old Main.
 
   “Yes sir.  We’ve practiced dozens of times and are prepared, but we could certainly use some heavier firepower.  You know, like a bazooka or two,” Clark replied.
 
   “And I’d like a tank,” Cory suggested.
 
   “I’m afraid that’s wishful thinking, Cory.  However, I do have an item or two that may interest the lot of you, security chaps,” Godfrey said, pulling a small section of pipe from his pocket.  The cylinder was capped at either end with fencing material and a metal pin extended from one end, piercing the cap and metal tube.
 
   “Now, what have you got there?” Rod asked.
 
   “A homemade grenade.  I call it ‘HIT’, short for high intensity thermite,” the scientist explained.
 
   Cory stood and joined Clark, who was moving to have a closer look.  “What exactly does it do?” Cory asked.
 
   “I like to think it’s rather ingenious but also relatively simple…at least from a scientific perspective.”  He held the small prototype up, holding one end while seizing the pin and pulling it free.  Heads ducked as friends around the table were alarmed by his action.  “Don’t worry,” he laughed.  “This one’s not live.  So, what you do is pull the pin, like I’ve just done, and then twist the cap a quarter of a turn clockwise…like so,” he said, turning the end piece to align two markings etched into the housing.  “Okay, now you’ve got three seconds to get rid of it.”
 
   “Or what?” Cory said jokingly.
 
   “Or you lose the rest of your fingers…and a whole lot more,” Whitcomb said, a wry chuckle sneaking past his all-too serious lips.
 
   “Mr. Whitcomb what kind of punch will your HIT grenade give us?” Bubley asked, raising his walking stick enough to point at the handheld device.
 
   “I’ve not tested a full-sized, live unit but I expect it’ll be impressive.  I’ve only built a few very small ones, like this one, and dare say I’ve detonated only one – nearly burned down the bloody science building.”
 
   Allison suddenly caught Rod’s eye and asked, “Were you aware he was doing this kind of work over there?”
 
   “No, but he’s obviously been putting his time to good use.  Godfrey, when can we test one of these out?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.  Would tomorrow afternoon be soon enough?  Barring I don’t blow the laboratory or myself up in the process.  It’s a bit sticky getting everything together in just the right concentrations, but it’s a doozy when done properly.”
 
   The group was quite sure they had not heard the last of his explanation and settled in for the balance of his discussion.  Cory and Clark continued to hover nearby.
 
   “You see the top portion,” he continued, pointing at the capped end with the pin, “this is the detonator.  When you turn the cap it aligns and releases two chemicals, which mix to form thermite.  Perhaps you’ve heard of it – very nasty stuff – will melt through almost anything.  Anyway, there is a metal plate, just here.”  He again pointed to the cylinder below the cap.  “There’s a thin sheathing of metal that keeps the thermite from mixing with the explosives in the rest of the canister, but once the thermite burns through it detonates the explosive and KAPOW!” he said excitedly.
 
   “Interesting.” Kirk said, “What’s to keep it from burning through the top before you can throw it?”
 
   “Ah, excellent observation.  The thickness of the metal is the answer.  It’s thicker around the cap and sides than through the thin sheathing.  I’ve calculated it so you have exactly three seconds – no more, no less.  The beauty of this little baby is two fold.  It not only delivers a devastating explosive punch but it also burns everything around it.  The thermite is sticky so if it hits something flammable it will ignite, and if the object is metal, it will melt.”
 
   “Ingenious is right,” Clark quipped, taking the small device and turning it over in his hands.
 
   “I thought you’d like it,” Godfrey said, smiling broadly.
 
   “Well, let’s not get too excited until we see how it works and how safe it is,” the colonel noted.  “Let’s meet at the rifle range tomorrow about 5:00 p.m. and we’ll test it out.  That work for you?” he asked, pointing at Whitcomb.
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   “Good enough.  Listen folks, I’d like to spend a few more minutes but if you don’t mind let’s call it a day.  That is unless anyone else has anything of an urgent nature?” Boyd asked, his battle wounds demanding he retire to the comfort of his overstuffed recliner.
 
   Cory raised his hand to draw the old man’s attention and quickly added, “Our stores are suffering, in fact, we’re running low on almost everything.  That fire we had in January was a killer – no pun intended.”
 
   “I was afraid of that,” Allison noted.  “How long can we last on what we’ve got?”
 
   “Well, we’ve gone through most of the fresh stuff and will have to rely on the freeze-dried supplies.  We can probably make it another nine months depending upon how the Growers do.”
 
   “Is that all?” Boyd asked in a hushed tone.
 
   “I know it’s hard to believe…I think we’ve about picked Logan clean, but we have an idea.  Boyd, Clayton and I’d like your permission to start looking elsewhere.  You know, like Hyrum and Wellsville?”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with that but Rod, what do you think?” Bubley said, passing the buck.
 
   Rod suddenly thought back to a hunting trip many years ago, a little further up Sardine Canyon where he’d lost his brother and Roger.  All eyes were on him as he hesitated.  “You don’t go alone,” he said firmly.  “Under any circumstances.  Do I have your word?  We coordinate and go as a squad-sized unit or you don’t go at all.”
 
   “We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Cory said, understanding exactly where Rod was coming from.
 
   “Fine, work it out between yourselves and keep me apprized.  Anything further?” Boyd asked.  All heads shook in the negative and he closed the meeting.
 
   After the crowd filtered down the hallway, the sentry popped his roundish head back into the room.  “Colonel, let me see you to your quarters.”
 
   “Egan, I’d appreciate that.  My hips feel like I’ve given birth a hundred times.”
 
   “Pardon the observation, sir, but you are the oldest member of The Ward.  You have every right to a few aches and pains.”
 
   The weary warrior agreed but did not smile.  “Egan, how long have you been with us now?” he asked as they worked their way from the room and down the hall.
 
   “Be 18 months this next week.”
 
   “That long?  Sometimes it seems like forever since the fallout and at other times like it was yesterday.”
 
   Egan had been discovered by a security team, carved up and badly beaten, but breathing.  He’d barely survived; taking a hundred stitches on his torso alone, and countless others to make him whole.  He had lived, but bore the scars of his infirmities: a trestle of raised, white tissue traveled his head, body and legs, only sparing his face and buttocks.  Boyd had claimed the 28-year-old as his personal assistant.  He found comfort in having someone close who loathed the Harvesters more than he.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   A purple sunset blazed across the western sky, drawing a troubling day to a close for Juanita and her inner circle.  The woman had spent hours managing the farm’s operation and mulling over the information she’d been given that morning.  At 3:00 in the afternoon Smitty had returned with a Bobcat: a small, but effective excavating machine.  He’d scooped and carried tons of blackened clay from deep within the primitive cold storage, finishing the job shortly before dusk.  However, he and his crew were far from having the project completed.  Shelves needed to be built and installed, along with a proper stairway that would provide access to its cavernous depths.  To finalize the mammoth chore a cover was already being constructed from the remains of a roof stripped from a nearby home.  A framer-turned-Harvester had come up with the idea, knowing the stress and weight requirements would easily be fulfilled by such a structure.
 
   Lady Williams washed her hands at the kitchen sink, peered out the window and over the fields.  The cascade of lavender hues, hugging the earth and stretching like a band of woven colors across the horizon, was spectacular.  “Beautiful,” she sighed, leaning closer to the glass for a better view.
 
   “What’s that?” Annie asked.
 
   “The sunset – just so beautiful tonight.  It’s never been quite the same since the war; less red but just as impressive.”
 
   “I guess,” Annie replied, not taking the time to even look.  She’d seen it often enough to know what Juanita was saying, but was more concerned about having supper ready before her ‘mistress’ changed her tune.
 
   “What do you mean, you guess?  Are you not capable of appreciating beauty?” Juanita quipped.  She quickly moved from the sink and plopped down in one of the four wooden chairs arranged uniformly around an old oak table.
 
   “No.  It’s very nice but your dinner…I want to make sure you’re happy with it.”
 
   “Annie, you need to stop and smell the roses sometimes.  There’s more to life than cooking and cleaning.”  The tone and delivery of the statement almost sounded like an invitation.  However, Juanita’s next utterance might have confused a more trusting individual but Annie knew where she stood.  “Your list,” Juanita began, taking her assistant’s wrist in a firm grip.  “Did it get done?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.  It surely did, right down to the very last thing.”
 
   “Ah, good,” Lady Williams said, releasing Annie and returning to a more civil tone.  “What’s on the menu?”
 
   “Well, I thought you’d like some potatoes – a few from last year are still good and I made the bread you were craving.”
 
   “Excellent.  Did Dave bring by some fresh liver?”
 
   “He did,” Annie replied, stepping to the counter where a small, boxy thermos sat.
 
   “Did he leave a couple of pieces?  I’d told him to bring extra.”
 
   “Yes, there appears to be a bit more than your usual portion.  Would you like me to fry it up with some onions or will you be eating it raw tonight?”
 
   Juanita tipped her chair back on two legs and gave the question a serious moment of consideration before dropping the chair’s front legs back to the floor.  “We better take it down raw.  There’s no telling how often the Harvesters will be able to keep us supplied, and I know you need the nutrients.”
 
   “I appreciate your concern,” Annie replied, the words sincere and truly thankful.  She busied herself about the kitchen for another few minutes before placing a plate of food on the table.  “Will there be anything else?”
 
   “No, nothing for now,” Lady Williams replied, as she snapped up a fork and ingested a large mouthful of mashed potato.  Annie quietly, and out of Juanita’s view, placed a few small portions on her plate and shuffled toward her room.  “Where are you going?” Juanita suddenly asked.
 
   “My room.  Is that okay?”
 
   “No, it’s not.  Join me.  I could use some female interaction.  Dealing with some of those arrogant, testosterone-driven morons all day has me bushed.  Please Annie, have a seat.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you,” Annie replied, sliding a chair out just enough to accommodate her slender frame.  She sat in silence, pacing herself to fully enjoy the savory flavors she’d missed in her quest to survive.  The red liver stared at her from the plate, almost sickening in its presentation, and she tried to ignore it.  The act did not go unnoticed by her dining companion.
 
   “Is there something wrong with the meat?” Juanita asked, sounding somewhat uptight.
 
   “No, just saving it for last.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Lady Williams muttered, carving another small piece of quivering, vitamin-A-rich liver, which she sucked down without chewing.  “The secret is not leaving it in your mouth very long,” she continued, catching her servant’s eye.  “Cut it into tiny pieces and mix it with your potatoes if you have to.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Annie agreed, cutting a very small piece of flesh free from the three-ounce, miniature slab.  She held the dripping tissue over her plate, trying desperately not to look at it.”
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Juanita barked.
 
   “Nothing.  I’m just not used…” She paused for a second before continuing her thought.  “What is it?” she finally asked, bluntly.
 
   “Liver – you stupid woman,” the mistress blurted out, thumping the end of her fork against the table’s top.
 
   “I know that, but what…what kind of liver?  Where or…who did it come from?”
 
   “Why?  Are you suddenly morally opposed to eating liver?  You should be grateful, regardless of where it came from,” Lady Williams snapped, pensively.  “It’s a wonder to me you survived all those years on your own.”
 
   “Well, I did and I didn’t have to eat anybody’s liver to do it.”  Annie suddenly found herself standing, her fork lying on her plate and her hands clenched in balls of genuine frustration.
 
   “Whoa.  Now Annie, that’s what I like to see – some real spirit.  I was afraid you’d lost what little you had,” Juanita said, smiling and signaling for Annie to sit back down.  “You’ve surprised me.  Now, eat your liver.”  She pointed across the table at the uneaten portion, and then returned to her own meal.
 
   Annie sat but could not bring herself to partake of the gelatinous mass.  She poked and prodded at it for another few minutes before Lady Williams’ frustration boiled over.  “My hell, woman.  Don’t you want to live?  Do you want to hemorrhage to death right here in this kitchen because you’re too stubborn to eat that meat?”  The questions were purely rhetorical, each being spewed faster than anyone could possibly have answered.  However, her tirade, fueled by her own self-importance, was not over and she continued unabated.  “I’ve grown to like you, Annie, but I won’t make you…” She paused only briefly before she rethought her idea and spat out the rest of her notion.  “The hell I won’t.  You’re eating that if I have to force it down you,” she finished angrily.
 
   “But I…” was all Annie was able to say, before Juanita jumped from her chair and wrestled a firm hold on her servant, pulling her forehead back.  She scooped the liver up and dangled it over Annie’s face; red droplets speckled her nose and cheeks, which spread, as she tried to free herself from the stronger woman’s grasp.
 
   “Open your mouth,” Williams yelled, mashing the bloody lump against Annie’s pursed lips.  The slender woman held firm, unyielding to the bully’s attack, further infuriating Juanita.  “You will eat this.  If I have to kill you and stuff it down your dead throat – you will eat it.  Do you hear me?” she shrieked, almost completely giving into the rage that had so quickly consumed her.  The powerful woman shifted her position, wrapped an arm around her victim’s throat and squeezed, until Annie screamed for air.
 
   At that moment, the out-of-control assailant slammed the liver into Annie’s gasping mouth and forced her to chew, exaggerating a grinding motion by alternately pushing and pulling on the little woman’s lower jaw.  “Do you see?  Is that so hard?” she asked, almost laughing to release the tension that shook her.  “Annie, there’s an easy way and a hard way to everything.  Tonight you chose the hard way.  I hope you’ve learned a lesson.”
 
   Annie shook her head, trying to acknowledge that she understood but Juanita still held her in a death-like grip.  “Swallow it!” she grunted, noting a trickle of red juice running from the corner of Annie’s mouth.  “You swallow it now and I’ll let you be.”
 
   Williams eased the hold slightly and watched the look on her captive’s face, as she tried to gulp down the masticated knot of stringy tissue.  Power – she loved the way it filled and revitalized her soul.  For Juanita, it was almost sexual, and undeniably titillating to hold another’s fate so completely in her hands.  She found pleasure in seeing Annie’s eyes roll back in her head, before closing them tightly and forcing the uncooked meat down.  As quickly as the leader could see she’d won, she released her charge and returned to her seat, acting as if nothing had happened.
 
   Annie reeled and gasped for breath, certain that death would soon overtake her.  Lady Williams ignored her completely; taking the last few bites from her plate and wiping it clean with her bread.  She smacked her lips loudly as she partook of the soggy morsel.  “Supper was good, Annie.  How was yours?” she asked, the question dripping with thick, unrepentant sarcasm.
 
   Still unable to speak and desperately trying not to regurgitate, Annie only nodded.
 
   “I thought as much,” Lady Williams noted.  “Get this mess cleaned up.  I’m expecting Finn before bedtime and I can’t have you swishing about, getting in the way.”
 
   The distraught older woman did her best to whisper an uncomfortable reply, “Of course.”
 
   “Once you’re done get out of my hair for the night.  I won’t be needing you anymore.”  Annie expressed her understanding in a simple nod, but Juanita looked on, as if something more should be forthcoming.  She stared across the table, her eyes pushing Annie to her feet in an effort to gather up the plates and tidy the kitchen.  “Um, excuse me, Annie.  Don’t you have something to say to me?” she questioned, her voice raspy but somewhat sweet.
 
   I hope you die in your sleep, Annie thought, momentarily wondering if she’d said it aloud.  The look on Juanita’s face confirmed she had not.  Her mind raced, trying to remember the day’s events.  Is there something I’m forgetting?  And then it suddenly occurred to her and she bowed her head, avoided eye contact and said, “Thank you.”
 
   “That’s all I needed to hear.  Now, finish up and get yourself off to your room.”  Juanita waved her hand, exaggerating the need for Annie to clean up quickly and be gone, her mannerisms and tone not giving way to any indication that the meal had been anything but a delight.
 
   Crazy…led a string of vulgarities that wound their way through Annie’s mind, only to start up again as a repeat performance.  She did her chores, still suffering the effects of the attack but alive, nonetheless.  Just as she placed the last of the dishes in the cupboard a gentle knock sounded at the backdoor.  Finn waved and entered.
 
   “She’s expecting me,” he said, his broad chest filling the doorway.
 
   “I know.  I’ll see if she’s ready.”  Annie strolled slowly from the kitchen and found Juanita in the sitting area, her head back and eyes closed.  “Finn’s here,” she said, softly.
 
   “Good, send him in and get to your room,” Juanita ordered.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.  If you need me in the night just holler.”
 
   A few minutes later, Annie extinguished the kitchen lantern and walked with heavy footsteps to her room.  Once there, she removed her shoes, tiptoed back to the kitchen and leaned up very close to the door separating the parties.  Her breath came in short, almost painful spurts, causing her to breathe through her mouth.  Can they hear me? she wondered, leaning even closer to hear the muted conversation on the other side.
 
   Annie hung on every word, missing some but gleaning the general gist of the meeting.  At times she beat back the urge to fling the door open and give the two a verbal thrashing but she knew it would only lead to her death.  Better to remain silent and alive.  Listening to the conspirators discuss the final minutes of Gerry’s demise, Annie suddenly realized where her meal had originated and she retched, gliding away from the door until she could control the nausea.
 
   When she returned, Finn and Juanita had shifted their discussion to the children, The Normals, as they called them.  She listened, unable to believe what she was hearing but certain Juanita and Finn were perfectly capable of fulfilling every word.  Sensing the meeting was drawing to a close, Annie slipped from the kitchen as quietly as she had entered and went to her room.  There, she contemplated what needed to be done and summoned the courage to act.  She thought of her husband’s final minutes, as conveyed to her through Roger.  He had been selfless, thinking only of her in his final desperate lunge to escape and be with her, but Solomon had ended it – ended them.  Ethan and Roger were good men whose legacy she could not ignore.
 
   Hours later Annie found herself standing in a pitch-black bedroom, the blinds drawn and only the faintest wisp of moonlight illuminating Juanita’s sleeping form.  She held a heavy skillet in one hand and a sharpened carving knife in the other.  Her head spun and determined thoughts gave way to fatigue and doubt.  I must, she rationalized, as the physical and psychological weight of the objects nearly dragged her to the floor.
 
   She inched closer to the bed, raising the pan well above her head and willed herself to act.  NOW! She cried out in her mind.  Do it for the children.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   In the early morning hours, when angels and restless demons invade the dreams of the living, Allison stood at a small window, staring, but not seeing.  At her back, Rod wrestled in slumber: kicking, fighting, and as his wife had witnessed hundreds of times, killing Bullock again.  Waking him was fruitless.  He needed this instant to work out the struggle in his own way and in his own time.  Farrell was not coming back; she’d come to terms with the loss and hoped one day Rod would do the same, and finally sleep in peace.
 
   Her mind wandered, drifting from past to present events and the challenges they faced.  Life had proven to be far different than she’d ever imagined.  The belief and honored tradition of marrying a hometown sweetheart, settling into a small home, and raising a passel of kids was merely an unobtainable wish.  Despite their setbacks, the deaths, and the sometimes-desperate circumstances, Allison was happy.  She loved Rod, a deep abiding love that had been born of friendship and sorrow, but nurtured into a binding, eternal relationship.
 
   She turned and walked the few paces to the side of their bed.  Sweat rolled from Rod’s forehead and neck, saturating his pillow.  She retrieved a cloth from a nightstand, dipped it into a ceramic bowl of clean, cool water and gently mopped at his brow.  For a moment he settled, his breath coming in deep, restful waves.  Allison dutifully rinsed the washcloth and returned it to his forehead, thinking of how she’d done the same for Elva in her final hours.  She missed her dear friend.  Their short time together had cemented a friendship that transcended death and taught her the meaning of selfless courage.
 
   In the face of her adopted child, Jeff, she recognized Elva and Farrell, the likeness providing an avenue to memories, which Allison cherished.  The young man, if she dared think of him that way, was maturing rapidly, becoming a handsome blend of his parent’s good looks.  Jeff was thoughtful, like Elva and Allison, but displayed a dogged determination and courage, much like his father and Rod.
 
   Hours before, Rod had informed her he would be taking their son with him when the morning broke and his squad travelled away from the city to look for supplies.  It would be the first of such adventures for the lad and it worried her so.  However, she understood the need for, and nature of Boob’s education, and she would not be an overbearing, protective mother who could not let go.  No, she was not that woman – she’d seared her own mettle in the flames of battle and she was sure, one day, Jeff would do the same.
 
   Next to her, Rod suddenly jerked and shouted, “No!”  Aw, it’s over, she thought, as he tensed and twisted, thrusting his hand into her pillow.  Magically, his facial features softened, shoulders relaxed and he calmed to a steady stream of rhythmic breaths.  She watched his chest rise and fall, assuring her the battle was over, at least for one more night.  Lifting his arm, she plied herself to him, knowing he would sense her there and squeeze her tight.  Rod shifted and pulled her close, thrilling Allison as the sound of his beating heart filled her head.
 
   * * *
 
   “One more time,” Rod said, running Jeff through another drill before they left for the day.
 
   “But I…” The boy stopped, recognizing the familiar look Rod shot his way.  “Okay, Dad,” Boob said, methodically dismantling his short-stocked AR-15, again.  He stripped the weapon down to a dozen parts, laying them aside on an oil-streaked towel.  When ready, he assembled the assault rifle, naming each piece and describing their function as he locked them in place.  Rod had found the light, black rifle in the trunk of a sheriff’s vehicle a few years ago and immediately snapped it up for his son.  The collapsible stock would serve Jeff well, expanding as the youth grew, adapting to his lengthening arms and thickening chest.
 
   At the completion of the task Rod smiled and patted Boob’s shoulder.  From his pocket he pulled a heavy clip, the brass cartridges shining in the room’s dim light.  “Lock and load,” he said, handing the magazine to the boy.
 
   “Really?  We going target shooting?”
 
   Rod’s eyes lifted and slowly trailed across the room to where Allison sat, her countenance filled with fear and worry.  “Not today.  We’re doing a supply run.”
 
   “And I get to go?” Jeff questioned, excitedly.
 
   “You do.  You’ve got to learn what’s really out there and this is a good way to start.”  Rod answered the query without taking his eyes from Allison.  She winked, giving him the assurance he was looking for.
 
   Boob followed his dad’s stare to his mother’s face, recognizing the concern resting there.  “Mom, I’ll be fine.”
 
   The words brought a slender grin to Allison’s face and a light to her eyes.  “I know you will.  I’ve always known this day would come – when you’d go from a boy to a man.  I just didn’t expect it would come so quickly.”  Allison motioned for him to join her, hugged him close and kissed his cheek.  “Listen to your dad, and do what you’re told,” she said, sternly.
 
   He nodded his understanding and anxiously retrieved his rifle and other gear from the table.  “Okay, I’m ready.”
 
   “I can see that.  Meet me out front while I say goodbye to your mom.”
 
   The boy scooted out the door.  His parents laughed when they heard him run to the stairs at the far end of the hallway.  “He’s pretty excited,” Allison confirmed.
 
   “Just a little,” Rod agreed, pulling his wife to him for a parting kiss.  “You know, I’ll be right there.  I won’t let him out of my sight.”
 
   “I know…I know.  Are you taking any of the other Normals?”
 
   “Yeah, Dude.  When he heard Jeff was going there was no shutting him up.  So he’s coming as well.”
 
   “You’re taking Dude?” Allison asked, somewhat surprised.  “Who’s helping him?”  Allison paused, remembering the death of Dude’s father the year before.  He’d perished defending their perimeter from Harvesters, a tragic but familiar story.
 
   “I suspect his mom knows a thing or two, but I sent Cory over to make sure he’s equipped and ready.”
 
   “Oh, that’s reassuring,” she said, sarcastically.
 
   “What do you mean by that?  Cory’s every bit…”
 
   Allison placed a single finger against his lips, silencing his outburst.  “I’m only kidding.  I know Cory as well as you do – the two of them will work just fine together.”
 
   Rod smiled, kissed her finger lightly and hugged her one last time, before slinging his rifle and pack over his shoulder.  “We’ll see you tonight, if not sooner.”
 
   * * *
 
   Overcast skies and a blanket of wispy fog had slowed the small convoy, arriving in Hyrum later than they had expected.  The three vehicles, led by a yellow Dodge, slowly eased their way to the outskirts of the small bedroom community, just resting on the southeastern rim of the valley.  Before the war and for generations, farmers and country folk had settled, raised families, and enjoyed a laid-back lifestyle.  They appeared to be gone: leaving toys scattered in mile-high weeds, front doors open and cars rusting away in crumbling driveways.   
 
   Cory stopped the brightly painted Dodge Ram but left the transmission in gear.  Dude looked back and forth between the men seated beside him, expecting Clayton to break the silence, but neither did.  They scanned the deserted road and properties that lay before them, slowly surveying the landscape for signs of life.  Dude pretended to do the same, not quite sure what he was looking for but lending his eyes to the search.  Finally after a few minutes of unbearable silence he whispered, “What are we looking for?”
 
   Clayton continued his grid-like examination of their surroundings, seeming to ignore the question.  Suddenly he turned and blurted out, “Harvesters!”  The unexpected alarm bounced the lad in the seat and sent a shriek from his lips.
 
   “Where?” Cory yelled, dropping a hand to draw his pistol.
 
   Clayton laughed, cycling through his classic series of snorts and giggles.  “You guys crack me up.  Dude, I’ve never seen eyes so big.”
 
   “Holy Crap, Clayton.  You gotta stop doing that to me,” Cory quipped, easing his grip on the gun and steering wheel.  “Did you really see anything or not?”
 
   “No, there ain’t nothing here.  Let’s unload and work house to house and see what we can find.”
 
   “Okay, you two hang tight.  I’ll go talk to Rod,” the young man ordered, slipping from behind the wheel.  A minute later he returned, spun the ignition key and retrieved an AK-47 from behind the seat.  “Let’s go.  Dude, you’re patrolling with Rod and Jeff.  We want you guys to cover our butts while we’re going door-to-door.  Any questions?”
 
   The boy nodded his understanding, still trying to slow his heart and respiration after the fright Clayton had induced with his outburst.  “Do I shoot?”
 
   Cory looked at the frightened lad and smiled, his mind racing back a dozen years to an empty school where every day was a challenge.  “No, not unless you absolutely have to.  Your magazine is full, but at least for now, don’t put one in the chamber.  We don’t want any accidents.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Dude replied, clutching the short-barreled Ruger his father had gifted him shortly before his untimely death.  The slender boy was certainly no coward, participating in every possible training exercise The Ward offered, but he was anxious about what his first day in the field would deliver.
 
   To the casual observer the best friends seemed an unlikely pairing.  Jeff was already showing a maturing physique while Mike or Dude, as he was commonly called, was boyish and slender.  Though both were handsome, their looks were uniquely their own.  Dude’s deeply tanned face was highlighted with defined cheeks and aquiline nose, where Boob sported roundish features against pale skin and a mop of blondish, fine hair.
 
     Born only months apart, they mimicked the relationship of C&C: teasing and cajoling one another relentlessly but having a connection that transcended mere friendship.  Jeff was certainly bigger and stronger, but what Dude lacked in strength he made up for with speed and agility.  The friends understood, perhaps the same way Clayton and Cory did, they complimented one another and were better together than they ever could be apart.
 
   Dude adjusted the baseball cap that kept his brown, wavy hair out of his eyes and followed Clayton out the passenger door to the circle of heavily armed men.  Boob greeted him with a nervous smile and playful punch.
 
   “This is great,” Jeff exclaimed.  “I can’t believe how cool this is.”
 
   “That’s one way of looking at it,” Dude suggested, drawing a quizzical look from his larger friend.
 
   “What’s up?  You nervous?” Boob questioned.
 
   “Yeah, a little, but it suddenly occurred to me a few minutes ago that we may have to shoot somebody today.  Has that not crossed your mind?”
 
   “Of course, but my dad says it’s not likely.  We’ve lived pretty close to this little place for a long time and never had any trouble.  I overheard one of the guys say, ‘it’s going to be a walk in the park.’  Whatever that means.”
 
   “I hope he’s right.  I’m not scared but…”
 
   “I know…me too.  We just do what we’ve been trained to do – shoot straight and stay out of Clayton’s way,” Jeff said, snickering while he pushed Dude with his shoulder.
 
   “Exactly,” Dude agreed, chuckling at the snide comment.
 
   “Hey, listen up you two,” Rod summoned, lifting his voice enough to get the kids undivided attention.  “I want Cory, Clayton, and you two up the right side,” he said, pointing at a pair of women wearing jackets with the Cache County Sheriff’s logo emblazoned across the left breast.  “I’ll take the center with the boys and the rest of you go up the left.  Remember the techniques we’ve practiced.  Don’t put anybody at risk.  Cory, you have anything to add?”
 
   “Yup.  Bring anything you think may be of value to the road.  We’ll rummage through it after the sweep and take what we need.  And above all else…”
 
   He was quickly cut off by the younger duo, “Don’t shoot me.”
 
   Cory tilted his head and looked over his dark glasses at the smart-alecks and grinned.  “Correct – don’t shoot me.”
 
   Rod zipped his windbreaker, adjusted his ammo belt around his waist and issued the ‘move out’ order.  The four-manned units jogged in orderly formation to the first homes at the end of the wide lane.  Their equipment rustled and shifted but the sound was nearly extinguished by a morning breeze stirring tree branches and loose shutters.  “Boys, we walk the middle.  Dude, take the left hand side, you can walk in the gutter.  Boob, you take the right.  Don’t be distracted from your responsibility.  You watch and cover the team on your side.  You see anything – you holler out.”
 
   The pair nervously took up their assigned positions and waited for the search squads to emerge.  Five minutes later, C&C led their unit from the first house followed quickly by Kirk’s platoon, bringing nothing to the curb.  Home after home was breached, searched, and abandoned, but very little was found of any value.  Jeff looked at his dad when they approached the end of the first street and shrugged.  “Where’s the stuff?” he asked.
 
   “God only knows,” Rod replied, quietly.  “Form on me,” he ordered, from his position near the middle of the street.  A large weeping willow stretched forth its long arms and dangled a snarl of branches over their heads.  “Fruitless,” he said.  “Any thoughts?”
 
   “They’re picked clean.  We’re obviously not the first ones here and certainly not the only ones looking for loot,” Cory surmised.
 
   “Agreed,” Clayton said.  “Let’s try a couple more streets and if nothing pans out we may need to try Wellsville.”
 
   Rod considered the idea and then replied, “Well, I know it’s disappointing but we’ve still got hundreds of homes.  We can’t go back empty handed.  Let’s take a right, finish this block and move the trucks to another location.  Okay, hustle it up.”
 
   The remainder of the first block, as well as the next three, yielded virtually nothing of value, bringing the discouraged crew back to the vehicles for a quick strategy session.  Rod looked at the women assigned to Cory’s team.  The younger of the two was raven haired with an unusually fair complexion.  Unlike her counterpart, she wore her locks shoulder length, which added to the narrowness of her thinning face.  Dark brows overlooked jasmine eyes that gleamed emerald in the proper lighting.  At any other time in history, she would have been a mother of small children, but not now – today she was a trained sentry, capable of killing in the name of freedom.
 
   “Katie,” Rod called, speaking directly to her, “you’re from the valley, right?”
 
   “Correct,” she shot back.
 
   “You probably know Hyrum better than the rest of us combined – where’s a place big enough to store all these goods?” Rod inquired, hoping the 36-year-old woman might offer some insights.
 
   She slung an MP5 submachine gun over her shoulder and thought for a minute.  “I’ve not been here for years but a church or school seems the only likely spot.  I know there’s a couple LDS chapels on 3rd or 4th West.  We could start there…and I think there’s a school near the one on the south side.”
 
   “I’m thinking the same thing, Katie.  Let’s roll over there and see what we find.  Stay sharp,” Rod warned.  “There may not be anything here but if there’s a Harvester gang things could get nasty pretty fast.  Cory, you and Clayton roll up within a block of the first church.  We’ll follow and then proceed on foot.”
 
   “You got it,” Cory agreed, drawing nods from his squad.
 
   “What do we do?” Boob asked, sliding up next to Rod and pointing at his friend.
 
   “You two stay in my hip pockets.”
 
   “Yes sir,” they responded in unison.
 
   The trucks, bristling with pointed barrels, slowly rolled away from the willow in search of the first church.  Homes in various stages of rot and decay slipped past them, giving way to a common theme of death and desertion.  Many of the yards, though overgrown and unruly, harbored a similar element not overlooked by the search party.
 
   “Dad, what’s with all the graves?” Jeff asked, pointing to yet another row of hastily prepared markers.
 
   “I wish I could tell you.  It looks like someone has seen to Hyrum’s residents and put the dead to rest.  I hope they’re the ones still here.  It would be nice to find some compassion…” Rod stopped, seeing Cory pull to the curb and his men disembark.  “Okay, we get out here.  Put one in the chamber,” he said, ratcheting a round from his magazine to chamber.  The friends hesitated, looking at each other unsure if they’d heard him correctly.  “Come on, boys, this is for keeps.”  Seconds later the three, with their weapons locked and loaded, joined the eight security personnel near the yellow pickup.
 
   “Cover and move until we’re at the entrance,” Cory directed.  “Rod, you better stay back with Dude and Jeff until we see what we’re up against.  My squad first and Kirk you follow up.  Cover us until we’re inside, and then get your buns up there to help us secure the place.”
 
   “If you draw heavy fire retreat and we’ll regroup.  An unknown supply is not worth putting anybody in a body bag,” Rod confirmed.  “Be careful,” he said, as Clayton, Cory, and the women headed up the street.  “Kirk, keep 25 yards between your crew and theirs.”
 
   “Right,” the tall sharpshooter replied, as he slipped a 150-grain cartridge into his rifle’s chamber.  “Okay, move out,” he called, sending his squad up the street, dodging from one piece of cover to the next.
 
   Both units zigzagged toward the red-bricked church, their guns swaying but ready.  Jeff and Dude watched, listened and learned: storing the experience under their belts for a future day when others would be looking to them for guidance and life-saving direction.  Near the church it readily became apparent there was something different about the grounds.  The weeds were thinned and the vegetation cut back at the entrance.  It appeared someone had been looking after the once-dedicated property.
 
   “What do you make of this?” Clayton asked, looking at Cory.
 
   “I don’t know but we’re about to find out,” Cory replied with a wink.  C&C bracketed the entryway, waiting for the women to cover their backs and Kirk to take up a position across the street.  “On three, Clayton – you go high and I’ll go low.  You ready?”
 
   “Always,” the gangly farmer replied, grinning from ear to ear.  “Ladies, give us a second, and then follow us in.”
 
   “Roger that,” Katie confirmed, followed quickly by a shrill ‘Yup’ from the other female commando.
 
   Tensions ran high as Cory leaned in far enough to see through the recently cleaned glass door and tried the latch.  It was locked.  Clayton quickly followed, finding his side also locked and nothing visible through the glass but an orderly foyer.  “Shoot it out?” Clayton questioned, pressing his back against the brick siding.
 
   “Kinda spoils the element of surprise, don’t ya think?” Cory replied, waving at Kirk to join them.  “Kirk, take your crew around to the right and we’ll swing left.  There’s got to be a door or window we can use without having to shoot these out.”
 
   A short distance around, and on the northern exposure of the building, a window was closed but unlocked.  Pressing the bottom of the window created a gap too narrow for any of the adults to pass through.  “Clayton, no way any of us are getting in there.  Hustle and get Rod to bring the kids up.  Dude might be able to wiggle through and let the rest of us in.”
 
   “His mom is gonna kill us if he gets hurt, you know,” Clayton said, gritting his teeth to emphasize his point.
 
   “What she doesn’t know isn’t going to hurt her.  Right?” Cory said, making eye contact with the ladies, before shifting his gaze back to Clayton.
 
   “Guess so,” his taller friend replied.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   By the time Rod and the boys had run the distance to the open window, Kirk and company had joined them as well.
 
   “Did Clayton fill you in?” Cory asked Rod.
 
   “Yeah.  I’m not thrilled about the idea.”
 
   “You have a better suggestion?  All he has to do is slip through and get to the main doors.  They’re not chained so he should be able to just release the latch,” Cory explained.
 
   “I can do it.  I know I can,” Dude said, enthusiastically.  “I’ll be careful and quiet.”
 
   Rod hesitated, weighing the options before he sided with Cory, Clayton and the boy.  “You be quick.  Once you’re through the window there should be a hallway that runs to your right.  Work your way down it until you see us at the main door.  If you get in trouble double back and Kirk will be here to help you out.”
 
   Rod instructed C&C’s squad to form up on the main entrance before Dude made his entry.  Seconds later, Rod lifted the thin youngster and slipped his legs through the marginal opening.  As his head narrowly popped through the gap, Boob caught his eye and mouthed a heartfelt ‘good luck’.
 
   Once inside, the boy crouched and listened, straining to concentrate while his heart raced.  For a second he closed his eyes, inhaled deeply and held his breath.  Nothing…no sound, not even the movement of air.  He exhaled, and then sucked a large gasp of breath back into his chest, almost making him dizzy.  The air was stale, lifeless and dead, having no particular smell, but it was the quiet that pushed the boy’s imagination and heightened his fear.  At the inner door, he paused, sensing a Harvester lurking just beyond his sight.  Can’t stop – keep going, he thought, prying the heavy door wide enough for his eyes to explore.  The darkened hallway was empty, void of furniture but for a few pictures hanging uniformly along cinderblock walls.  Sunlight filtered through a single glass-paned door to his left, the light capturing hundreds of dust particles slowly sifting to the floor.  To the right, and only a few feet away, the hallway angled sharply left, descending into blackness.
 
   Right? he questioned, desperately wanting to run for the light and the freedom that would most certainly lay beyond the door he could see.  “No, stay to the plan,” he quietly whispered, imperceptibly nodding the acceptance of thought and action.  Now! he shouted, the word echoing around in his head as he bolted through the door and into the darkness.
 
   “Shouldn’t he be here by now?” Clayton asked, his hands cupped to shield his eyes, and his face plastered to the glass.
 
   “Give him a sec.  It’s pretty dark in there,” Cory said, trying not to sound as nervous as he felt.
 
   Suddenly, Clayton pulled back from the glass door and spun his rifle to his shoulder.  “I’ve got movement to the left.  Can’t tell if it’s Dude but he’s coming hard.”
 
   Cory dropped to a knee and pressed his face to the glass, unholstering his pistol in the same movement.  “Can’t see…can’t see.  Crap, Clayton get ready…” Tension sucked them to the edge, just as Cory recognized the mop of shaggy hair whipping from side-to-side.  Dude held his ball cap tightly, pumping it at his side with each extended stride.  At the doors, he slammed his 115 pounds against the slender aluminum bar, which swept the door aside, nearly knocking Clayton on his butt.
 
   “And he crosses the finish line, hat in hand and pee running down his legs,” Cory joked, wrapping his left arm around the boy and pulling him into a quick sideways bear-hug.  “Good work, Dude.  Guess you didn’t see anybody.”
 
   “Except the boogeyman,” Clayton chimed in.
 
   “Jerk,” Dude spit out, still trying to catch his breath.  “It’s dark in there.”
 
   “Good work, Son,” Rod said, patting the boy on the shoulder.  “Jeff, stay out here and watch things while we secure the building.  “Here, hold Dude’s rifle until he catches his breath.”
 
   The security team swept into the building and peeled right and left, ultimately meeting up with Kirk’s group at the rear of the facility.  Jeff and Dude anxiously waited for their turn to enter, periodically strolling to the road for a better look down the empty street.  On a cement slab outside the main doors the boys spoke in hushed tones.
 
   “What was it like in there?  Were you scared?” Boob asked.
 
   “Not really,” Dude lied, unconsciously lifting his shoulders and chest a little higher.
 
   “Bull!” Jeff snorted, playfully driving his shoulder against Dude’s.
 
   “Okay, a little.  I could just see some 300 pound biker bearing down on me as I ran for it.”
 
   “I thought so, but I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   “You know what Boob, it was kind of a rush.  I mean, now that it’s over and I did it, I feel…I don’t know, kind of excited.”
 
   “That’s your adrenalin,” Jeff diagnosed.  “I hope I get to do something cool today.”
 
   “You better be careful what you wish for,” Dude said over his shoulder, as he made another trek to the curb and back.
 
   Suddenly a voice called from inside the church.  “Boob, Dude, come on in.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   North of Inkom, Idaho, under the watchful eye of a crescent moon, a small band of men, women, and children carefully maneuvered a sagebrush-blistered hillside.  Below them and winding south through the valley, Interstate 15 had been abandoned as a plausible escape route.  Harvester patrols would have certainly stopped and detained them without a whit of understanding or mercy.
 
   Annie struggled to breathe, the slope nearly overcoming her desire to flee but she willed herself on.  The price of turning back would be too great: torture and death for her, the other adults, and for the children…a sentence she dared not conceive.  For a moment she paused, wheezing deeply, while vaguely recalling ancestral pioneers who had given and endured far more.  Suddenly a hand clutched her elbow, an affirmation that she was not alone.
 
   “Annie, we must continue to move.  It’ll be light before we know it,” an unusually thin-faced man, named Ben, whispered encouragingly.  He leaned down to her, his dark hair and angular features just visible in the light of the moon.  He had taken an immediate liking to Annie, convinced she was saving their lives.  Patiently he waited for her, watching and allowing his deep-set, brown eyes to show nothing but compassion for the older woman.
 
   She turned and mustered a faint smile, “I know…I know.”  Ahead, dark humanly-shaped shadows weaved through the blackness, some much larger than others.  They periodically stopped and hunkered down in the brush before moving on.  “Are we the last?” Annie asked.
 
   “Yeah, everyone else should be ahead of us,” her helper assured.
 
   “Good.  They have to watch the kids.  We can’t let…” She cut her intended thought short; knowing tears would do her no good.  “Come now.  Give me a hand.”
 
   Supported by an oddly familiar, inner strength, Annie lifted and placed one foot ahead of the other.  The dry, sand-like soil sucked at her feet, hindering their advance, but they trudged onward, two souls bound by a need to survive and protect.
 
   “Do you know this area?” Annie inquired.  “I’m having a hard time seeing.”
 
   “The road – yes.  This mountain – not so much,” he replied, without slowing their ascent.  “I think if we can get to the tree-line, away from the main roads, we may stand a chance.”
 
   Annie mulled the frank assessment of their situation only briefly before replying.  “You have to promise me something.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “If I slow you down you’ll leave me and get The Normals to safety.  You have to promise me,” she pleaded.
 
   “Come now, we’ve just begun…” he whispered, before Annie interrupted him.
 
   “Please, for the children – you must, for me.”
 
   The slender, but much taller man stooped and looked intently into the older woman’s face and tried to understand.  Wrinkles, etched deep and long across her pale face, could not hide the sincerity in her request, nor could her quivering lip mask her fear.  This woman, more of a stranger than a friend to any of them, had risked all and suddenly Ben understood the level of her commitment.
 
   “Annie, when my back is give out from carrying you and we can’t go another inch, I’ll think about leaving you behind – but not until.”
 
   She squeezed his hand and mouthed an inaudible, thank you.
 
   The band of desperate parents and Normals waited at the crest of the first hill for Annie and Ben.  Nine adults knelt against the wind and shielded their children and one another as they waited.  Hastily filled sheets, bags or anything that could hold food or water were secured around their torsos.  The adolescents, six in total including a set of twins, were trying to put forth a brave face but dirty, tear-stained cheeks told a different story.
 
   As the last of the group crested the brushy hillside, a woman rushed to Ben and hugged him tightly.  “I thought we’d lost you back there,” his companion said.
 
   “Nope, just bringing up the rear.  Annie was kind enough to help me out,” he said, giving her a wink.
 
   “Where to now?” the woman asked, hoping Ben would have some plan, some miracle for their survival.
 
   He looked at the meager group of runaways and offered a short, silent prayer before he answered.  Sound confident, he thought, even if I’m clueless.  “Well, Annie and I were just discussing that.  I think we stay together and away from the roads – at least until we’re further south.  We can move at night and hide out during the day.”
 
   “Is this everybody?” Annie questioned.  “Is this all the children?”
 
   Raymond, a one-eyed man, wearing bent glasses over a crudely made patch, answered in broken syllables, “Eer, far as we kin tell.  Don’t know ’bout t’others.”
 
   “Others?  What others?” Annie asked.
 
   “The people that live in town,” Ben clarified.  “We don’t know much about them, but there could be some kids there too.”
 
   Annie’s heart sank, thinking that perhaps she’d not done enough.  “Well, I guess there’s not much we can do about that now.  I think if we…” Annie began.
 
   “Listen Annie, we’re grateful for you warning us and all, but how do we know what you’ve told us is true?  Maybe we really had nothing to fear and now you’ve placed us all in real danger,” Ben’s mate suggested, causing the other parents to move in closer.
 
   Ben was quick to jump to Annie’s defense but was silenced with a wave of her hand.  “You don’t know me, not really, and I don’t blame you for being skeptical.  I’m an old woman who’s seen too much heartache and evil for one lifetime.”  She paused and squinted to vaguely make out the faces of the parents and youth, which now surrounded her.  “I may not know much and I may have led us all down a road to some serious trouble, but there’s one thing I do understand – Juanita Williams.  She’s a hard woman.  She won’t think twice about killing every last one of us to get what she wants.”
 
   “And what’s that?” one of the kids blurted out.
 
   “You,” Annie said, pointing back at the child.  She knew it would scare each of The Normals, but they needed to be scared.  They needed to fear Lady Williams more than the devil himself in order to stay alive.
 
   Ben stepped to the center of the band and placed a gentle hand on Annie’s shoulder.  “She didn’t need to warn us.  She could have stayed on and kept her mouth shut, but she didn’t.”  He looked around the group and was glad to see some nodding heads.  “That’s good enough for me and it should be for you.  We move on until daylight,” he said, making sure to meet his companion’s stare.
 
   * * *
 
   Morning’s warm embrace enveloped Juanita, whose dreams carried her beyond earthly toil and mundane tasks.  Crisp morning air was rapidly replaced by super-heated thermals, filling the bedroom with an unbearable stuffiness.  Lady Williams cracked one, red-stained eye and rolled from her belly to back.  The other eye slowly creaked open against a backdrop of sunlight and flare, constricting her pupils.  She welcomed another morning, as she always did, with a frown and a need to be pampered, but today…today, something was different.  Her eyes, now fully adjusted, gazed about, taking in the room.  It appeared the same.
 
   What’s different? she wondered, straining to comprehend her world through a retreating fog.  Sound…there’s no sound.
 
   “Well, for heaven’s sake.  Annie!” she bellowed, drawing on an immediate rage.  “Annie!”  There was no reply.  “She better pray she’s dead,” Juanita muttered, as she oddly twisted from the mattress and tried to plant her feet on the floor.  In doing so, the sheet held one foot long enough to send her sprawling against a small chair and then the wall.  A string of high-pitched, obscene curses rose from the toppled woman, drawing attention from a sentry a short distance away.
 
   Seconds later he stood in the doorway, calling her name.  “Lady Williams, are you hurt?”
 
   “Do I look like I’m hurt?” she retorted sarcastically.
 
   “Get Annie and drag her sorry ass in here.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he replied, turning quickly to do her bidding.
 
   Juanita stumbled about for another minute, taking stock of the morning and her need to set things right.  It was then, as she looked to clothe herself, she noticed the large pan and knife at her bedside.  She picked them up and mulled over a possible explanation.  It didn’t take long to imagine Annie standing over her, the pan raised, ready to strike a blow, but she’d been too weak – too afraid.  “Pansy,” she hissed, as outrage flushed her face with hot, crimson blood.
 
   “She’s gone,” the whiskered sentry yelled from the doorway.
 
   “I know that, you idiot!” Juanita screamed, tossing the pan at the bewildered guard.
 
   “Looks like she took a few belongings and left the rest.”
 
   “Find her.  Get Finn and hunt her down.  Oh my…” A realization suddenly struck Juanita, blinding her with anger.  “The Normals!” she angrily shouted.  “The Normals – she’s taken The Normals.  I’d bet my life on it.  I want everybody up and moving.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.  I’m on it.”
 
   “I want a count.  I want names.  I want to know who we have to kill.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   “I don’t get it,” Cory finally said, standing in the church’s kitchen.
 
   A sentry had been posted at each of six entrances, leaving Rod, C&C and the boys to make sense of the content.  The group stood in the middle of the small but clean kitchen.  Closed cupboards had been opened to display a plentiful array of food items, while others held neatly arranged rows of small glasses, plates and bowls.  The refrigerator and other electrical appliances had not been used in years but only a fine layer of dust covered their surfaces.  An empty trashcan, lined with a green plastic bag, sat in the corner.
 
   “It’s like I remember it,” Rod said, pacing a slow circle.
 
   “I thought you’d never been here,” Jeff muttered, somewhat confused.
 
   “Not here specifically, but the church we went to when I was your age was just like this one – same layout and look.  I can still remember attending primary and getting a treat from the kitchen.”
 
   “Cool, but where are they?” the boy asked.
 
   “Good question, Boob.  Someone’s obviously taking care of the place.  Any ideas?” Clayton asked.
 
   “The food would certainly help us out but as empty as the homes are, the gym should be full and not just the kitchen,” Rod assessed.
 
   Cory ducked his head out the door to get an angled look at the full-sized gym, which was empty except for a lone basketball at half court.  “I agree, but it doesn’t look to me like anybody really lives here.”
 
   “Well, I concur.  So do we haul it out?” Clayton asked.
 
   “Doesn’t feel right – something here just doesn’t…” Rod’s thought tapered off, as he continued to look around and think.
 
   Jeff and Dude could do little but watch and wait.  Finally Dude, fighting an inner suspicion, could hold back no longer and spoke in a hush to his friend.  “I kinda feel like we’re stealing this stuff.”  Boob looked at the others and then nodded his agreement.
 
   “Dude, what was that?” Rod asked.
 
   “Oh, nothin’.  I was just thinkin’ out loud.”
 
   “But I think you’ve nailed it.  We can’t take these stores.  Somebody has worked long and hard to keep this place pristine and this food is theirs.  It would only last The Ward a few days anyway, but for a single person or two, it could last them the winter.  Do any of you see it differently?” Rod questioned.
 
   “Nope, but now what do we do?” Cory agreed, while the others remained silent.
 
   “We check out the other church and a few more homes, but I think we’ll find them just as the others – empty,” the security leader said.
 
   “Okay, I guess that’s it.  Let’s load up and try the other chapel,” Cory directed.
 
   A few minutes later they rolled down a similar street: homes in unkempt disarray with many having wooden grave makers or crudely made crosses.  Winterkill and years of neglect had taken the lawns from grass to weeds, some stretching beyond a man’s waist.  This section of Hyrum looked particularly hard hit.  Many homes had been vandalized and vehicles were haphazardly arrayed along most of the broad streets.
 
   As they rolled to a stop a block from the next church, Jeff spoke what everyone else was thinking.  “Wow, doesn’t look like the other one.”
 
   “That’s for sure,” Dude agreed, taking in the dilapidated condition of the aging church building.
 
   Even from a block away, Rod and the others were able to see the remnant of a once beautiful structure, now weathered and damaged.  They exited their rides, formed up and cautiously approached the edifice.
 
   “Doesn’t look very good, does it, Dad?” Boob asked.
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” Rod replied.  “Cory, take your squad up for a closer look but don’t enter without us.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Cory called.  “Alright, everybody on me.  Come on, hustle.”  The four-unit squad jogged the short distance to the front of the building, using the staggered cars for temporary cover.  A moment later, Clayton returned to Rod, Kirk and the rest to issue a quick report.
 
   “Man, this place is in bad shape.  Some of the windows are completely missing and the doors are all shattered.  Looks like a bunch of birds have been living inside and it stinks.”
 
   “Stinks?” Kirk asked.
 
   “Yeah, to high heaven,” Clayton explained.  “You know, like something is dead in there.”
 
   “Well, that’s very much a possibility,” Rod said, adjusting his hat and scratching quickly behind his right ear.  “Any signs of Harvesters or the like?”
 
   “Didn’t look too close but I’d say no,” the lanky fellow replied.  “I can’t imagine anybody living very close to this place.”
 
   “Okay then, let’s take a look,” Rod ordered.
 
   The main doors appeared just as Clayton had described: twisted frames and broken glass.  Without entering, it was obvious both heat and cold had destroyed much of the interior, and without a doubt birds had been roosting just inside the entrance.  Everyone waited at the main doors, while Kirk and his squad circled the building for signs of life.  Upon returning they reported none.  Thistles and weeds, with an occasional sunflower poking its head skyward, ringed the structure, interrupted periodically by a slab of broken concrete that led to the parking lot and road.
 
   “Dad, should we even bother to look inside?” Jeff asked, holding his shirt over his nose.
 
   “Couldn’t hurt.  After all, we’re here,” Rod replied.
 
   “But the smell,” the boy protested.
 
   “All part of the great adventure,” Cory chimed in, taking a few steps closer to entering the church.
 
   “Cory, Clayton, do a quick walk through and holler if you need any help,” Rod suggested.
 
   “Mr. Jenson?” Dude petitioned.  “Would it be okay if I went with them?”
 
   Rod appreciated the boy’s enthusiasm but recommended he stay put until C&C made their rounds.  Disappointment showed in the youngster’s face but inwardly he was somewhat relieved, as he was almost unsure why he’d asked in the first place.
 
   “You looking for a medal?” Boob asked, grinning at his small friend.
 
   “No, not really.  Just wanted to get that feeling again.”
 
   “You’re what my mom calls an adrenalin junkie,” Jeff joked.
 
   “Strange…I thought she called me Superman.”
 
   “In your dreams, Loser.”
 
   The youthful ribbing continued while Clayton and Cory slipped pasted the mangled doors and into the spacious foyer.  Suddenly the two exited just as quickly as they had entered.
 
   “What is it?” Rod called excitedly.
 
   “Bodies – two, maybe more,” Cory exclaimed.  “That’s where the smell is coming from.”
 
   “No doubt,” Clayton agreed.  “They’re pretty ripe – maybe been there a couple of weeks.”
 
   “Cause of death?” Kirk asked, bringing his rifle to the ready.
 
   “I don’t know.  Clayton, what would you say? “ Cory asked.
 
   “Not too sure about the one missing the head, but the other guy looks like he was ventilated at pointblank range with a shotgun: big entrance wound and the birds have been picking at him.”
 
   “Gross,” Dude gushed.  “Glad I stayed out here.”
 
   “Okay, people, keep a close eye.  Kirk, stay out here with the boys while we see what this is about.”
 
   Just inside the doors a ghastly scene awaited the small company of security personnel.  The women swiftly passed by the decaying corpses to provide cover from a pair of merging hallways.  Once positioned, they held their noses and watched for threats.
 
   “Damn, that’s some messed up stuff right there,” Clayton said, pointing at the bodies.
 
   “Hey, wait a minute,” Cory said, taking the barrel of his rifle to expose a patch roughly sewn to the individual’s vest.  “Harvester.”
 
   “Looks that way.  What are they doing here?” Rod asked, more to himself than the other two.
 
   “Must have come over from Brigham.  We’d of seen ’em if they came the other direction,” Cory surmised.
 
   “Scouts or lone killers?”  Rod let the question hang in the air for a minute before answering it himself.  “Guess it doesn’t really matter.  Either way, I don’t like it.  Okay, let’s make this quick.  Ladies, secure that hallway and meet us around back.  Clayton, you and Cory swing through the chapel – there,” Rod directed, pointing at a pair of solid, wooden doors.  “And I’ll take a look in the gym and kitchen.  Fire a shot if you get in trouble.”
 
   A moment later the security pairs were on their way and out of sight.  Rod tiptoed around the maggot-infested carrion and tried the door, which he knew would lead to the gym – they resisted.  He pulled harder but there was no give, as if they were welded shut.  What in the world, he thought, hoping whoever had terminated the Harvesters had not seen them coming.  Fearing for the others, he quickly dashed though the back of the chapel to a set of identical doors on the opposite side, and found them the same – impenetrable.
 
   Down a narrow hallway he could see C&C bolting in and out of classrooms, working in tandem like a well-oiled machine.  Seconds later, the women appeared at the far end doing the same thing.  Rod walked briskly through the darkened corridor to meet up with his security teams, trying, without success, another door leading into the gym across from the kitchen.
 
   “Anything?” Rod asked.
 
   Each responded with a quickly uttered ‘no’ except for Cory, who nodded for Rod to have a look in the kitchen.  “Spotless,” he said.  “How does a place that reeks of death and has birds crapping all over the place have a kitchen that looks like Mr. Clean lives here?”
 
   “Good point,” Rod replied.  “Well, the gym is sealed.  I mean, literally sealed.  I think the doors have been welded in place.”
 
   “Got to be some way in,” Katie piped in.
 
   “Undoubtedly, but where…and who’s here?” Rod agreed.
 
   Together the small squad looked through rooms, which sat adjacent to the gym, hoping to find a hidden door or entry point.  They found none.  Discouraged that they had again struck out, they made plans to return with equipment and men to breach the gym fortress to reveal its ‘treasure’.  Satisfied they’d done all they could, the men and two female sentries returned to join the others.
 
   “Well, there’s something here but it’ll have to wait for another day.  Let’s get back to the trucks and try a few more homes before we call it quits,” Rod said, hoping his disappointment was not showing through his demeanor.
 
   “I’ve got the lead.  Dude, you ride with Clayton and me again.  We’ll swing down the road by the church and head over toward the dam.”  Cory was quick to issue the order and return to his yellow truck.  Something about the strangely abandoned church bothered him and he was unsure why.  Perhaps it reminded him too much of the lonely days and nights he’d spent living in an empty school and the claustrophobia such memories mustered.
 
   The small convoy slowly rolled past the church and down a narrow, overgrown lane that ran parallel to an expansive cemetery.  Dude watched, anticipating…nothing.  The day had proven to be a roller coaster of boredom, interspersed with minutes of heightened euphoria and excitement.  Riding in the truck was neither.  He watched, still unsure what to do and then it happened.  Was that real? he asked himself.  Did that tombstone really tip over?
 
   “Hey, did you guys see that?” Dude asked, trying not to sound overly excited.
 
   “See what?” Clayton asked, as Cory brought the truck to an abrupt halt.
 
   “That headstone – over there,” Dude said, pointing past Clayton and into the graveyard.
 
   “You mean the couple hundred tombstones?” Clayton asked, sarcasm dripping thickly from his lips.
 
   “Yeah, but no.  One just fell over.  I’m pretty sure I saw it tip right over.”
 
   “I guess that’s possible.  Could be an animal or something…maybe erosion.  Probably happens all the time.  We just never see it,” Cory said, mulling over the implications.
 
   “Okay, thought I should point it out,” Dude said, disappointed it was not something more significant.
 
   Cory noted the fallen tone in the boy’s reply, placed the truck in park and silenced the engine.  “Couldn’t hurt to take a look though.”
 
   “Really?” Clayton asked.
 
   “Why not?” Cory replied.  “You sit tight, I’ll let Rod know what Dude and I are up too.”
 
   “Perfect.  I’ll swoop in and rescue you if the boogieman rises from a grave or a zombie horde should appear,” Clayton said, sliding his hat over his eyes to further proclaim his lack of interest.
 
   Dude’s eyes grew large, listening to Clayton’s rant.  However, Cory was watching and shook his head at the boy, smiling to ease his fears.  “Probably a sink hole but let’s take a look – might be fun.”
 
   A minute later, Rod, Cory, Jeff and Dude pushed their way through dense, thick weeds to the location where Dude had seen the marker fall.  “I think it was just…no wait, over there.  I’m pretty sure it was over there.  Yeah, right by the big one with an angel on top.”
 
   Nearing the actual spot of the fallen tombstone triggered a reaction that none of the party expected.  A woman suddenly burst from cover and ran toward the church, her gray hair flying in the breeze and voice screaming hysterically.
 
   “Cory, get her!” Rod hollered.
 
   Cory took off at a full gallop, his long legs hurdling weeds and headstones like a world-class sprinter.  She was no match for the young man, who overtook her with ease and tackled her to the ground.  The high-pitched wailing continued, as she thrashed about under Cory’s weight.  He held her, pinned to the ground, but spoke softly trying to assure her that she was not in danger.  “You’re fine.  We won’t hurt you.  We won’t hurt you – I promise.”
 
   Rod held the boys back and watched the scenario unfold.  “Cory, need any help?”
 
   He twisted his head, without releasing his firm grip on the distraught woman, and shouted a negative reply.  By now, the remainder of the force was standing outside their vehicles watching.  Kirk had taken up a position over the hood, to steady his scope, in case his distance expertise was needed.  Clayton had run halfway into the cemetery but restrained himself when Cory had shouted he needed no help.
 
   For what seemed like an inordinate amount of time, Cory whispered quietly into the woman’s ear, slowly easing the firm grip that held her motionless.  She responded with less hysteria and began to settle into a mellow rhythm of sobs and deep breaths.
 
   “I’m going to let you stand but you mustn’t run.  Do you understand?” Cory asked, his words soft and gentle.  She nodded her understanding and he felt her form ease up.  “Okay, nice and slow.”  He placed his right hand in the center of her back, applying just enough pressure to let her know he was still in control, and rolled her over onto her side.  For the first time he saw her face: dirty, wrinkled and streaked with moisture, but it was her eyes that caught his attention.  They were steel-blue and wild, akin to a panicked animal caught in a trap.  She grunted when he pulled her upward and onto her feet, her eyes still weaving and searching for escape.
 
   “What’s your name?” Cory asked, while helping to brush her off.  She did not reply, but tried to pull away and run.  He held her fast, tightening the vice-like grip that encircled her upper arm.  The woman winced and looked at his hold.  “I told you, I won’t hurt you but you can’t try to run away.  We’re here to help.”
 
   Cory and his prisoner began a slow, deliberate walk back to Rod, the boys, and Clayton, who had come to join the party.  As they approached, Rod studied the woman, sensing a familiarity but putting the possibility far from his mind.  She appeared to be a loner, a crazy woman, lucky enough to have found a way to survive.
 
   “What do you make of that?” Clayton asked, as Cory and the woman drew within 20 yards.
 
   “I have to tell you I’m a little shocked.  Never expected we’d run into anybody, least of all an old woman,” Rod replied.
 
   Suddenly the woman stopped and dropped to her knees.  Cory tried to lift her but she was unwilling.  “It’s okay, Cory.  Give her a minute.”  Rod cut the distance between them and knelt in front of the crying woman.  She made no attempt to meet his gaze but did not resist his hand lifting her chin for their eyes to meet.  They swept past his, swinging from side-to-side before finally settling on his handsome features.  He held her stare for a moment – the face – he knew this face, but how?  She was dead, an angel welcomed into heaven, but here she was, kneeling in the dirt like their first reunion so many years ago.
 
   Rod tenderly caressed her lined face with both hands and bent to kiss her cheek.  She twitched but did not pull away.  The compassionate expression mellowed her demeanor and she leaned into his shoulder when she heard him whisper quietly into her ear, “Rose, welcome home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Earlier in the day, Juanita’s militia had gone north from her farm, searching the highway and surrounding areas.  Williams had decided to go south with the Harvesters, following a hunch that Annie would seek familiar surroundings.
 
   Black smoke billowed from the exhaust of an old El Camino that had been converted to burn cooking oil as fuel.  At the wheel Finn kept one eye on the road while looking for signs of the truant band.  A mile or two behind them, abandoned on the highway, they’d found a pickup, which the desperate crew had pushed, and then hijacked away from the compound.  The driver tapped his left thumb against the wheel while muttering thoughts of murder under his breath.
 
   “That’s not doing us any good,” Juanita quipped, leaning forward in the passenger seat to get a better look up the hillside to the east.
 
   “What’s that, Mum?”
 
   “Your incessant need to vocalize what you’ll do to these traitors once we find them.”
 
   “But I thought you wanted them dead?” Finn asked, somewhat puzzled and offended by her assessment.
 
   “I do, but you’re driving me crazy with that babble.  Please stop.”
 
   “Sure, didn’t know it was such an annoyance,” he replied, sarcastically.
 
   Nothing further was said but suddenly a shiny blade arced from Lady Williams’ hip, over Finn’s lowered right arm, to the narrow space between his bulging thighs.  The tip clipped fabric and thread on its way to being buried in the seat cushion.  Finn rebounded away from the blade, pushing his back against the seat, while rescuing his package.
 
   “What the hell?” he shouted, using an unusual amount of restraint to keep from backhanding her across the face.
 
   “Don’t screw with me, Finn, not now – not ever.  We’ll make a good team, but I expect a little respect.  You got me?” she asked, pushing the knife’s hilt closer to his crotch.
 
   “Yeah, yeah – don’t…” the newly ordained Harvester leader replied, stopping himself before saying something that would certainly lead to his castration.
 
   Lady Williams shifted uneasily in the cab as Finn brought the half-sized ‘truck’ to a stop, sending Harvesters sliding against each other in the back.  If there was anything Juanita loved more than making a point, it was doing so with violent overtones.  She’d begun the day badly and was in no mood for babysitting Harvesters, and at this moment she was quite sure she had Finn’s attention.
 
   “Don’t what?” she asked, sliding the blade from the cushion and rubbing it against his inner thigh.
 
   “Don’t…uh, don’t forget I’m on your side,” he lied, holding back what he’d intended to say about her going crazy.
 
   The pressure from the blade eased as she withdrew and placed it back in the scabbard.  “Ah huh,” she sighed, knowing he’d covered his butt, but her point was made.  “Okay then, they have to be on foot and they’ll avoid the roads…” she said to herself more than Finn.  “Double back to the pickup.  We’ll track them from there – they can’t be that far ahead,” she ordered.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Jeff approached Rod and the woman cautiously, sensing more than compassion extended to an apparent stranger.  He put forth his hand and rested it gently on his dad’s shoulder.  “Dad, who is she?” he asked.
 
   More than a decade of years had changed the old woman’s appearance but Rod was certain she was Elva’s mother.  Her mane of auburn hair had given way to locks of gray and her eyes had lost their emerald sparkle, but her narrow, sharp features still declared her identity.  Rod turned, shifting his weight enough to answer without releasing his hold on Rose.  “Her name is Rose Allen.  She’s your grandma.”
 
   “My what?  My grandma…how?  Who?” the boy stammered.  He’d heard stories and folklore about this woman but never dreamed of a chance reunion.
 
   “She’s your mother’s mom…Elva’s mother,” Rod answered.
 
   The words had a sudden and profound impact on the trembling Rose, who pushed away from Rod and looked at the boy standing beside him.  Her eyes, though red and wet with tears, searched the boy’s face for recognition.
 
   “Elva,” she whispered, looking from Jeff to Rod.  “My Elva?” she asked, pointing at the youngster.  Her arm wavered, as if drained of strength and dropped to her side.
 
   Rod supported her upper body with a strong hand on each shoulder.  The wild, panic driven need to escape was gone and her stare had softened into an expression of bewilderment.  He could see her mind racing to make sense of the words and the possibilities.  “Rose,” he said, in a hush, “we’ve missed you.  There are friends and family who will be so happy to see you’re alive.”
 
   The faintest of grins appeared at the outer corners of her mouth, but she did not reply.  For a moment she looked from face to face as Clayton and several others closed their distance, creating a small semicircle around the kneeling pair.  Cory caught Clayton’s attention and mouthed, How?  His question was greeted with a broad smile and a shrug of the tall man’s shoulders.
 
   “Is she okay?” Boob finally asked, somewhat scared, due to the old woman’s appearance.  She was mostly clean and properly dressed but wilder than he expected a grandmother to be.  “I mean, does she know who we are?”
 
   Rod answered without taking his eyes from Rose’s face.  “I’m not sure.  She appears to be healthy.  She’s certainly not going without food or water, but I can’t imagine she’s been taking care of herself – not in her state of mind.”
 
   “Well, that raises all kinds of questions, doesn’t it?” Cory asked.
 
   Mrs. Allen, who had been staring into the dirt for several seconds, lifted her head and tapped Rod in the chest.  “Farrell?” she questioned, quietly but with enthusiasm.
 
   “Yes…yes, Farrell,” Rod said.  “My brother, Farrell, married your daughter, Elva.  This is their boy,” he said, pointing to Jeff.  “His name is Jeff, but we call him Boob.”
 
   “Boob,” she repeated, while stretching her hand toward the boy.  She held it aloft, her fingers curling ever so slightly, in an invitation for the boy to come.  Rod nodded an okay and Boob reached and took her hand in his.  It was rough and cold but somehow warm and soothing at the same time.  “Boob,” she said again, cocking her head, trying to make sense of the unique moniker.
 
   “Yes, I’m…I’m so…” The boy was overcome with emotion for the elderly woman.  She was a direct link to his birth parents and his heart swelled with appreciation.  He moved to her, as her hand tugged at his, and they embraced.  She stroked his yellow hair, whispering Elva’s name over and over again.  There were few, if any, dry eyes around the circle – the reunion was sweet and endearing as any they could remember.
 
   “Clayton,” Cory finally said, walking the short distance to tug at his friend’s sleeve.  “We’re not alone.  There’s no way she’s without help.  Let’s take a look at that headstone Dude saw drop.”
 
   “Right with you, buddy,” Clayton agreed.  Quick hand signals conveyed to Rod what the two intended to do and he waved them on.
 
   “How crazy is that?” Clayton asked, as he swung his rifle to the ready.
 
   “I know, but I’m afraid the bigger question is, how crazy is she?”
 
   “At least she seems to know who she is,” Clayton suggested.
 
   “Maybe,” Cory agreed, “but that’s a pretty big maybe.”
 
   The two walked, careful to cover one another, as they searched for the downed stone.  It didn’t take long to arrive at the marker in question.  At a glance, it appeared like so many of the others: gray marble with a name, dates and a church building, possibly a temple, carved into the surface.
 
   “Well, Clayton, move it,” Cory ordered.
 
   “What?  You move it.  This was your little expedition.”
 
   “Alright, Chicken, but cover me.”
 
   Cory carefully slung his rifle over his back and drew his pistol.  He looked at Clayton, who had his weapon at his shoulder.  “Don’t frickin’ shoot me, Clayton.”  His lanky friend chuckled but did not lower his rifle.  Cory tested the stone with his foot, anticipating it would require a fair amount of strength to move the slab, but it did not.  The headstone budged, only a fraction, but it should not have moved at all.
 
   “Did you see that?” Cory asked, excitedly.
 
   “Holy crap!  What have we found?” Clayton replied.
 
   “Watch yourself.  I think this thing’s made of Styrofoam or something similar.  I’m going to…”
 
   Suddenly, and without warning, the makeshift marker flew from the ground, striking Cory’s crouching figure in the chest, knocking him backwards.  The momentum carried him into Clayton’s legs, toppling him as well, but not before he fired two quick rounds, the first striking and splintering the mock stone and the other sailing skyward.  The two young men scrambled to right themselves but not before a dark figure leapt from the hole and held them at gunpoint.
 
   “Howdy, fellers.  I’d be obliged if you’d just stay there on your butts for a minute.”
 
   The Browning’s bore looked much bigger than it really was when aimed at their heads from only a few feet away, so they obeyed the order.  Footsteps and yells followed the two hastily fired shots, setting the newcomer on edge.
 
   “Yo, whoever’s running this way, better hold up ’fore I ventilate your buddies here.”  The footsteps and chatter stopped immediately in the wake of the ominous threat.  “Don’t try no trickery.  I can hear a mouse fart in a windstorm so keep yer distance.”
 
   “Listen, old man, we were…”
 
   “I know what you were doin’ – tryin’ to steal my woman and my stuff.  Ya think I’m a fool?  I weren’t born yesterday,” he said, shoving the barrel closer to the fallen friends.
 
   “We’re not here to take anything.  We’re just checking out this old church.  That’s all,” Clayton said, unable to tear his eyes from the shotgun’s swaying muzzle.  “How ’bout you lower that thing before you hurt somebody?”
 
   “Oh, I’m a fixin’ to hurt somebody alright, less ’n you pack up your crap and git on yer way.”
 
   “You two okay?” Rod called from a short distance away, unable to see what was happening through the jungle of grave markers.
 
   “They’re fine but won’t be if you persist in causin’ trouble,” the old timer yelled back.  “Y’all be on yer way and I’ll set these young fellers free, but ya ain’t takin’ Thelma.”
 
   “Thelma?” Cory whispered to Clayton.
 
   “Yeah, Thelma, you dumbass.  You ain’t takin’ my woman.”
 
   “Oh, that Thelma,” Clayton said, still watching the gun closely
 
   “Hey, we’re not interested in hurting anybody or taking anything.  This lady here is my boy’s grandma.  How about you step out here and talk this over,” Rod suggested.
 
   The sunbaked stranger released the forend of his semi-automatic 12-guage and scratched his ball-cap covered skull, the action shifting the soiled, green hat around on his bald head.  However, he had no trouble keeping the gun steadily aimed at C&C.  They squirmed, involuntarily, while watching and wondering what the stranger was thinking – their eyes pinned to his trigger finger.
 
   “Grandma?” he hollered back.  “How’s that?”
 
   “It’s a long story, come on out here and I’ll explain it to you,” Rod replied.
 
   “Did ya see them Harvesters up ’er at the church?” he shouted, while smiling.  “Any tricks and these two’ll make a matchin’ set.”
 
   “You have my word.  Everybody put your weapons down.  We mean this man no harm,” the security chief hollered, loud enough for all to hear, including those still at the trucks.
 
   A minute later Cory and Clayton emerged from behind a row of headstones, their hands high above their heads and their weapons missing.
 
   “That there’d be far enough, boys,” their captor ordered from behind a tall, heavy stone that offered him plenty of protection.  From his vantage point he could see Rod, Rose, and the others in a tight-knit cluster, as well as a handful of armed intruders near their vehicles.  “Looks like we got ourselves a Mexican standoff, don’t it?”
 
   “Who are you?” Rod asked, moving gingerly toward C&C.
 
   “A question I’d asked you.”
 
   “Okay then, I’m Rod Jenson, head of security for The Ward, over in Logan.”
 
   “Is that right?  Well, I’m Grant Wright, head of security, burial detail, church maintenance and vermin removal for all of Hyrum.  How’s that tickle yer fancy?”
 
   “You’ve been busy.  We lost count of the number of markers on the way in,” Rod replied, inching closer to the old man.
 
   “Rod, you know a thing or two ’bout shotguns?”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “You reckon I could take these boy’s heads clean off from this range?”
 
   Rod stopped and looked back and forth between his two, young friends.  They were not smiling.  “I believe you could.”
 
   “Well, with that understandin’ I’d recommend you quit trying to sidle on over here.  Capiche?”
 
   “Yes, sir.  I got ya,” Rod concurred.  “We’ll do it your way.”
 
   “Good enough.  All right then, tell me ’bout this grandma stuff.”
 
   “I will, just as soon as you tell us how Mrs. Allen came to be in your care.”
 
   “Oh, that.  Let’s see…that was pert near a dozen years ago – was the dang’dest thing you ever did see.  She come ridin’, just as casual as you please, right down the middle of town on this big, gray mare, and we been together ever since.  She don’t say much, which is fine by me but she’s a good cook and listens to my stories.  Ya say you’re related somehow?”
 
   Rod led Grant through the history of the Bear River group and them merging with The Ward.  The explanation was hurried but concise enough to give the old guy a flavor for who they were and where they’d come from.  Although the shotgun barrel was never lowered, the give-and-take had eased the tension of both parties.  Rod further tried to explain the loss of Rose’s son and her eventual disappearance.  The Ward had written her off as dead, with some believing God had miraculously taken her home – but here she was – safe and sound.
 
   “So that youngin’ there is my Thelma’s grandboy?  That the gist of it?” he asked, through teeth that were yellowing and incisors that were gapped.  “Boy, come on over here.”
 
   Rod cranked his head to look behind him where Jeff and Dude stood shoulder-to-shoulder.  He nodded, giving his permission and widening Jeff’s eyes.  “Me?” he asked, pointing at his chest.
 
   “It’ll be okay,” Rod assured.
 
   The boy hesitantly walked the 30 yards to stand beside C&C.  From where he stood he could see Grant’s face and leathered neck but little else – except for the looming barrel.  The elderly man’s cheeks were hollow and his face thin but strong.  Small deep-set, yellowing eyes, shifted from target to target before resting on Jeff.
 
   “What da they call ya?” he asked, his tone more pleasant and caring than it had been.
 
   “Jeff, Sir.”
 
   “Not yer name, Boy.  What da people call ya – your nickname?” he asked, again.
 
   “Oh, that’d be Boo Boo or Boob for short.”
 
   Grant laughed and in doing so lowered his gun’s muzzle to the ground.  “My hell, if that don’t beat all.  Boob – now that’s quite a name.”
 
   “Yeah, well what’s yours?” Jeff asked defiantly.
 
   “Pedoochie…Harry Pedoochie.”
 
   “That’s just as weird as Boob.”
 
   “I reckon you’re right there.  My boy’s used to call me that before…” Grant’s head dropped and Jeff could see he was fighting back tears.  Suddenly Rose rushed passed Rod, and then Jeff, to wrap herself around Grant, who released the gun and let it fall into the dense weeds.  Clayton, Cory and Rod surrounded Jeff, waiting to see how the encounter would ultimately play out.
 
   “I’ve heard of you folks over the years, but who do ya trust?” Grant asked.
 
   “I know,” Rod agreed, taking the initiative to close the gap and shake Grant’s hand.
 
   “What you plannin’ on doin’ now?” Grant asked.  “You’re not takin’ my Thelma.”
 
   “Only if she wants to go,” Rod assured the elderly fellow.
 
   Rose clung tightly to Grant, her face buried in his shoulder.  “She lookin’ like she wants to leave?”
 
   “Nope, I believe she’s in good hands but you’d be a lot safer with us in town.  We’ve got a pretty sweet set up and we could use your help.  You’re obviously resourceful and have some skills we could use.”
 
   “That’s quite an offer, but we do okay all by our lonesome.  We got ’nough food to last us till we pass on and it’s quiet here – just the way we like it.”
 
   Rod shifted his feet, kicking at the weeds and dirt.  “True, at least for now, but there’s a storm coming, Grant.  Might not be tomorrow but evil is on the way.  You can count on it.”
 
   “I reckon I can take care of business if I have ta, but I appreciate the concern.  If we change our minds I know where to find yer outfit.”
 
   Before goodbyes were said, Grant led his newfound friends along an earthen tunnel from the fallen stone to the church’s gym.  Pallets and shelves, overflowing with foodstuffs, filled the entire space.  A wall, beneath a basketball standard, was lined with firearms: pistols, rifles, shotguns and more.  Dude and Jeff perused the display; their jaws slack as they ran their eyes and hands over the vast armory.
 
   “Ya like my toys?” Pedoochie asked.
 
   The boys nodded eagerly.  “Very cool.  Where’d you get ’em?” Dude asked.
 
   “Oh, here and there.  A lot of these old farmers ’round here served in the wars – I just consolidated their collections.”
 
   “They all work?” Jeff asked, pointing at some of the older looking weapons.
 
   “Well, Son, they ain’t much good if they don’t shoot.”  Grant laughed and slid close enough to stand between the two boys, placing a knowing hand on their young shoulders.  “You’ll soon be men and know more ’bout this stuff than any fella should.  They’re a tool, just like a hammer or saw, and they can be used fer good or bad.”  He paused briefly and looked around at the supplies he’d acquired over so many years of searching and hauling.  “Rod, get yer people in here and take what you need.”
 
   A look of welcomed relief swept over Rod’s face and he replied, “You serious?”
 
   “We got plenty – load up them trucks.”
 
   “Thanks Pedoochie, you’ve helped a lot of good people today,” Jeff said, wrapping his arms around the older man.  Grant was a bit taken aback, not expecting the genuine display of emotion for his kind deed.  The act sent him back dozens of years to his own family and the sons who had brought him joy in a world of hardship.  He awkwardly patted Jeff on the back and reached out to squeeze Dude’s shoulder.  “You boys will do well.  Let’s help get this stuff loaded.”  Grant distributed enough groceries to fill their trucks, offering more should they run out anytime soon.
 
   Before long, temperatures were dropping and shadows were stretching long to the east.  Grant made the rounds, shaking hands and exchanging smiles with Rod’s people.  Everyone seemed ready to roll, except for Jeff, who held his head down as tears dripped from the end of his nose.  Rose went to him and cradled his head against her bony chest.  She kissed the top of his head, placing her hand over his heart and encouraged him to do the same.  He felt the gentle rhythm of his grandmother’s heart thumping strongly against her chest and he smiled.  “Boob,” she said, covering his hand with hers, “here.”
 
   Rod thanked Grant again, offering his hand in more than just a passing gesture.  “You run into trouble – get Rose and yourself to Logan.  I’ll give our checkpoints the word to let you through, but we’ll be back.  Jeff will be anxious to see his grandma and I know my wife will want to pay her a visit.”
 
   “You’ll sure be welcome.  Can ya hold up fer just a minute?  I got something I want them boys to have.”  Seconds later, his bent-over frame hustled across the landscape and disappeared between the headstones.
 
   “Where’s he off to?” Cory asked, drawing a shrug from Rod.  “Kind of a quirky old goat, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes he is.  The salt of the earth, as my dad would’ve said,” Rod answered.
 
   Minutes later, they could hear something jostling and rustling toward them.  Grant broke from the cemetery with a shotgun in each hand and a satchel over his shoulder.
 
   “What have you got there?” Rod asked.
 
   “A little surprise fer yer kids,” he said, holding the guns aloft.
 
   Rod and Cory laughed, knowing the reaction the gifts would emit.  “Jeff, Dude, come over here.  Grants got a little something for you.”
 
   Jeff reluctantly pulled himself away from Rose and joined Dude at Cory’s side.  Their faces were suddenly aglow with excitement when they saw what Grant held before them.
 
   “These were my boy’s.  We hunted pheasants ’n geese with ’em every year ’til the world went to sh…I mean, ’til God took ’em home.  I’ve been hoping somebody’d come along who could use ’em more ’an me.  I reckon you boys fit the bill.”
 
   Grant knelt and laid one of the Brownings on the ground at his side.  “Dude, you’re a little feller so I’m givin’ you this good ol’ 20 gauge.  I taught it right and it shoots straight – promise me you’ll take good care of her.”
 
   “I will sir,” Dude said, reaching out and taking the semi-automatic shotgun in hand.  “It’s pretty light – thanks, Grant.  I’ll look after it like a baby.”
 
   “Good boy,” Grant said, pulling the second gun from the ground.  “Now Boob, this ’uns a real collector’s item.  Mr. Browning didn’t make too many of these.  He was a Mormon, ya know – true blue American who lived over the mountain in Ogden.  This here’s called a “Sweet Sixteen” and she’s a beaut.  It don’t kick quite like my 12 but it’ll suit a boy yer size just ’bout right.  You treat her good and she’ll keep ya safe.”
 
   Jeff took the shotgun and rubbed it carefully from stock to breach.  “It’s a treasure, Harry.  You gotta know I’ll take good care of it.  Thank you so much.”
 
   “Well, you boys are welcome.  It’ll make me proud to have you use ’em.  Here’s some ammo to get you started,” he said, handing over the heavy bag of shells.  “I’m sure yer dad ’ll find ya more after you shoot through these.”
 
   Following another round of quick goodbyes, Rod and crew were on their way back to the campus, pleased they found Rose, made a new ally, and secured enough supplies to keep them going for a few more months.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Days passed, and then a week, without any sign of Annie or The Normals.  They had vanished, crushing Juanita’s macabre plan for possible self-preservation.  In the fading light of a brilliant summer day, she and Finn sat on the porch of her ranch-style home, drinking and plotting.  They’d washed their troubles away with the better portion of a well-aged bottle of bourbon and were getting down to the details of how they might recapture The Normals and punish the adults.
 
   “I’d of bet my last nickel they were headed south.  It’s the only thing that makes sense.  The Ward is the only plausible place they could go…everywhere else is either too far away or…”
 
   A somewhat tipsy Finn briskly interrupted William’s thought.  “Or…they ran into a group more hungry than us,” he blurted out, bending them both over with laughter.
 
   “Exactly,” Juanita agreed, smiling broadly.  “What you hearing from down there anyway?  What are them goodie-two-shoes up to?”
 
   “Who…oh, oh yeah – wait a minute, wait a minute – I’ve got to think for a sec.  You’re talking about our mouse…right?” Finn asked, the liquor enhancing his accent.
 
   “Mole,” Lady Williams said, bluntly.
 
   “Mole?”
 
   “I think you mean mole, not mouse.  Our guy at The Ward, he’s a mole not a mouse,” she explained.
 
   “Oh, a mole,” he repeated, giggling before taking another belt from the open bottle.  “You mean the poor fellow Gerry snuck in there?”
 
   Juanita held her tongue, thinking back to the decision to infiltrate The Ward and the manner in which it was done.  Gerry had little say in what occurred or how it was done but she let Finn believe what he liked.  The plan, the plotting, and the call had been hers, and she reveled in it.
 
   “I don’t think the mouse…er, I mean mole, even knows Gerry’s been served as a main course,” Finn continued. The gruesome duo doubled over again, giddy and unrepentant.
 
   “So…” she said, waiting.
 
   “So…so what?  Oh, right.  Last we heard they’re running low on supplies – just like you figured.  Setting that fire was perfect,” he said, accentuating the ‘p’ and sending spittle over his chest.
 
   “And they don’t suspect?” she asked, reaching for the bottle.
 
   “Nah, they’re a trusting bunch of morons, but it’s getting more and more difficult to get messages back and forth.  We need a better system.”
 
   “You mean a note hidden in a random mail box, spirited away by a masked sapper isn’t an ideal system?” she questioned, snickering, before fracturing into a series of rumbling guffaws.  No one could amuse her quite the way she could herself.  Once she’d regained a semblance of composure she asked, “Is that Marine still calling the shots?”
 
   “Far as I know,” Finn concurred, waving for another drink.
 
   “I thought that old fart would’ve given up by now.  Wait a minute…hold up just a second.  Why not?”
 
   “You’ve lost me, Lady…um, why not what?”
 
   “Why not help the decrepit old man along?  Send a note ASAP – he needs to meet with a tragic accident.  Nothing to draw attention, mind you, but let’s shake ’em up.”
 
   “Ooooo, I like the sounds of that,” Finn said, knocking down another quick swallow.
 
   Juanita grinned, fiendishly rolling her lips and knitting her brow.  “I’m sure our man will be up to the task.”
 
   The comment brought forth a quick howl from the hulking Harvester.  “I forget how well you know him – certainly a true believer – he’ll take care of business.”
 
   “Good, now give me the last swig and listen up.  It’s time we made a move.”  Finn leaned in, pushing past the alcohol buzz to concentrate on Juanita’s words.  “Our numbers are dwindling, food is low, and scavenging liver is near impossible.  Word will soon get out that we’re eating our own.”
 
   “But how?” he asked.
 
   Williams waved her hand, as if shooing an annoying fly from her face.  “It’ll happen, believe me.  The simple folks will soon start to miss friends and family and the excuses won’t hold up.  We need to strike while we can.”
 
   “Okay, but where?  How?”
 
   “The Ward.  They have everything we need: a compound fortress, supplies and Normals.  We take them now and we can welcome Annie and company when they show up.”
 
   Finn sat back and rubbed the blond, thick stubble that covered his face.  “I don’t know.  There’s a lot of ’em and they got plenty of firepower.”
 
   “Rifles but nothing heavy – is that right?” she asked.
 
   He nodded and continued to stroke his chin.
 
   “What’ve we got – 250 that’ll fight?”
 
   “Give or take,” Finn confirmed.
 
   “Okay then, once we’ve received confirmation that Bubley is dead, we move.  We open the armory; roll out the big stuff and head south.  We’ll make the Idaho National Guard proud.”
 
   “Yes, Mum.  I like the way you think.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The Aggies tired and weathered football stadium had once been an epicenter of school spirit, drawing huge crowds of roaring fans and alums from all over the region, but no longer.  Brutal years of searing sun, freezing cold, and neglect had sidelined, but not retired the aging arena.  Days after running into Grant and Rose, things at The Ward had returned to their version of normal.  Each person had assignments to fill, chores to perform and life to be lived.  Years before, a generalized motto, as taken from the scriptures, had been informally adopted by many and tattooed by some – Men are, that they might have joy.  It served as a constant reminder that there was more to living than simply surviving.
 
   Today, as on many days, the stadium was a hive of activity.  Security personnel had arrived early to sweep and clear the facility, setting up a roving patrol and two snipers high in the seats overlooking the surroundings.  On the field a dozen teenager Normals bent and stretched along uniform rows of four.  They faced a single instructor, his hands and actions leading them through a rigorous series of exercises to limber and warm their growing muscles.
 
   “Alright ladies, let’s do it again but this time with gusto,” Niel barked, squatting quickly before shooting his feet behind him and completing a quick push-up.  Back in a standing position, he hollered for the trainees to do it again, clapping his hands to time their movements.  “Better, better…do it again.”  The teens had been at it for 30 minutes without a break but it was a ritual they endured quietly, knowing the balance of their training day would be filled with excitement and life-saving lessons.
 
   “Scotty, get this crew on the track.  I want them good and warm this morning,” Niel shouted.
 
   “Okay, you heard the man,” the younger Mickelson exclaimed.  “Let’s move.  Form up in twos.  Give me someone at the lead who can run.”
 
   A black girl with long, sleek legs bounded forward, assuming a position at the front of the pack.  Dude, who whispered his intent, quickly joined her, “You’re going down, Martha.”
 
   “In your dreams, numb-nuts,” she replied, playfully kicking the shorter boy.
 
   “Listen up, listen up,” Scotty called, “I don’t want any pussy-footin’ it around the track this morning.  Show me what you’ve got.  Imagine Niel’s a Harvester and…” Scotty’s voice was suddenly blotted out by the sound of a motorcycle roaring to life and racing across the field toward the clustered youth.  Niel had donned a leather skullcap and mounted a bike to put the fear of God into their class.
 
   Shrieks, whether real or pretend, filled the air as the marauder paced the bike to put them in motion.  He pushed the bunch for three laps, surging close to their heels until they collapsed in a heap where Scotty stood, waiting.  Seconds later, Niel and the motorcycle sped from view.
 
   “Very good!  Martha bested you again, Dude.  Take some lessons from this experience.  How’s it feel to have somebody chasing you down?”
 
   “Tiring,” a slightly heavyset boy mustered, sucking wind deep into his lungs.
 
   “Yes Jesse, but how do you get away?  What tactics do you employ instead of getting run down until your guts are spilling on the ground?”  The group was quiet, each panting to recoup.  Scotty walked a slow, but deliberate circle around the wheezing band, waiting for his brother’s return.
 
   Several minutes later, with everyone back on their feet and arrayed before him, Scotty delivered the day’s instructions.  “We’ll be working in three groups throughout the day – Niel and I have created the teams and they are as follows:
 
   Team 1: Boob, you’ll be team leader, take Ezra, Wayne and Sandi to the archery range.  Cory will help hone your skills for the next hour.
 
   Team 2: Martha, I want you to look after Jesse, Russ and Oliver.”
 
   The tall, svelte youngster waved her understanding but muttered, not so quietly, to Ezra and Sandi, “Why do I get all the boys?”
 
   Scotty, without missing a beat, answered the unintended question in a harsh, cutting tone, “Because, Martha, you have skills these young men can draw from that may one day save their lives.  Do I make myself clear?”
 
   “Crystal, Sir.  Sorry,” she replied.
 
   “Right – good.  I know you are.  Meet Clayton at the sand pits for hand-to-hand tactics and knife fighting.  I’ll personally reward anyone who can kick Clayton’s butt.”
 
   A noticeable clamor of excitement rolled through the group, bringing a wry smile to the square-chested instructor.
 
   “Okay, last group, I want Dude to snag the rest of you.  Let’s see…that’d be Holly, Piper and Luis.”
 
   Dude was keen to see where they’d be assigned, but was surprised when he saw Niel approaching them, pushing a stripped-down motorcycle.  The older brother was unrecognizable, having covered himself from head to foot with overstuffed padding and outerwear protection.  A Harley emblazoned helmet topped his head; the visor of which was tipped back just enough to see his eyes, confirming it was the older Mickelson.
 
   “What’s he up to?” Dude asked.
 
   “That, my boy, is your challenge for the morning.  He’s going to run your little butt into the dirt if you can’t figure out a way to get him off that hog.”
 
   “Say what?” Piper shrieked.
 
   “I know it sounds impossible but there are ways and by the end of the day, you’ll all be pros.  However,” Scotty began, “this is dangerous.  I’ll need your full attention.  I don’t want you or Niel hurt.  No, wait, on second thought, hurt Niel just enough for him to remember you, but keep in mind this is only an exercise and don’t get carried away.”
 
   “Perfect, can I go first,” Holly asked, anxious to get a shot at the portly assailant.
 
   “I don’t see why not.  Okay, everybody to your stations.  We’ll switch it up in an hour or so.  Niel, you ready?”  Scotty’s question was quickly answered with the sound of the bike’s engine revving to life.
 
   From atop what was once the broadcasters booth, Rod and Clark watched the morning’s lessons.  They’d talked for some time, discussing each youth, taking into account their proven strengths and lingering weaknesses.
 
   “Keep in mind they’re just kids, Rod.  Hell, when I was their age I was chasing pigs and shoveling horse stalls – killing a man was the furthest thing from my mind.  They’re learnin’ fast and that boy of yours is gifted.  He’s strong as a mule.  I’ve never seen a kid his age hit a baseball that far – sure shocked the crap out of Cory.”
 
   Rod chuckled; remembering the day of the game and the sense of normalcy they’d enjoyed, if only for a few hours.  “Yeah, he can sure rocket a ball, can’t he?” he quipped, proudly.
 
   “Yup, that’s a fact, but he’s much more than that and you know it.  Better than any of us, you have to know how unique and special he is.  He’s got insight beyond his years, a way of bringing people together and making everyone seem important.”
 
   “That’s the Farrell in him,” Rod confirmed.  “He always knew what to say and how to take charge.”
 
   “True enough, but genes can only do so much.  You and Allison have done a fine job raising Farrell and Elva’s son.  They’d be proud…that’s for sure.”  Clark paused for a minute, scanning the field for signs of activity, before pointing out Jeff’s actions to the boy’s father.  “My case in point – take a look over at the range.  You see Boob takin’ that little Sandi under his wing?  She could sneak up on a sleeping lion and cut its throat but she lacks strength with a bow.  You can see he’s anxious for her to succeed and she likely will, with his help.”
 
   “Thanks, Clark.  That boy has blessed our lives more than you can imagine.”  The two, very close friends stood quietly for a few minutes, until Rod spoke again.  “Clark, I hate to sound prophetic but what we’re doing here is more than just training a group of kids to survive.  I don’t know how, or when, but I believe this little band of Normals will swell in numbers, expanding their ranks to sweep the country with justice, and finally, peace.”
 
   Clark pulled the ball cap from his head and scratched at the dense, gray stubble it hid.  “I think that’s a vision we all share.  Hard to believe such a dream could come true with so few,” he said, waving an outstretched hand toward the field.
 
   “I know and it scares me.  It truly does.  I just hope we have the time to prepare them before it’s too late.”
 
   “Me too.  Oh, and speaking of laying down some justice, you missed out on Godfrey’s little demonstration the other day.  That HIT device he’s built is one scary piece of work.  We damn near burned down the campus.”
 
   “I guess I can assume it works then,” Rod surmised.
 
   Clark replaced the hat on his head and with his arms swinging in big circles; he reenacted the grenade’s explosive demonstration, including sound effects and frantic attempts to put out the flames.  “It was, as Cory would say, ‘frickin’ awesome’,” he said, vigorously.
 
   “It sounds like it.  I’m sorry we missed it.”
 
   “Hey Brother, I’ve got you covered,” Clark said, pulling a full-sized, Whitcomb manufactured grenade from his pocket.  “Following the very startling, but impressive demo, I had him start making these just as fast as he can.  I figured we’d show The Normals how they work.  There’s no sense delaying their education.”
 
   “Agreed, but we’ll have a devil of a time topping this lesson,” Rod suggested, nodding at the handheld grenade.
 
   Clark grinned, creasing and accentuating wrinkles around both eyes, and replied, “Yes, my friend, we surely will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Miles away, amid a rocky outcropping that was hiding them from prying eyes, Annie’s refugees rested from the night’s labored march.  They had been forced further up the mountain than they wanted to venture, but staying clear of Juanita’s units had deemed it necessary.  Pushing south, under the protective cover of darkness, had slowed their progress but kept them safe.  Days into their escape, morale was high but with rations dwindling and no end in sight, patience was nearing extinction.
 
   Ben viewed the landscape below their position for any sign of pursuers.  He estimated the distance traveled and suspected them to be near the state border, but telling landmarks were nowhere to be seen.  Suddenly, a gentle hand rested on his shoulder, rescuing him from thoughts of despair.  He looked up to see Lena’s tired, but assuring smile.  The two had melded their lives together years ago in Colorado, where they received the test vaccine allowing Lena to give birth.  Time and circumstances had changed dramatically for the pair but not their life’s goal.  Initially they had exhausted their meager resources in an attempt to reach the Oregon coast, but Lady Williams had stopped them cold, with an offer to work or die.  The choice was simple…survive, raise their girl, and plot for the future.  Annie’s timely intrusion had advanced their timetable, but with little warning they were now paying the price of a hasty departure.
 
   “I’ve been hard on you.  I’m sorry,” Lena said.  She spoke the words, knowing they were true and she cringed.  Running a trembling hand through her dirty, brown hair, she paused and waited for her husband’s reply.  Tears welled up in the corners of her green eyes, eventually spilling down her cheeks.  Red, and somewhat scorched by the West’s relentless sun, the moisture made her skin sting as the tears dripped from her chin.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  This has been stressful on all of us.”
 
   “What’s your best guess?” she asked, kneeling at his side.
 
   “We can’t be far from the cut road, but I’m just not sure,” he said, the fatigue resounding in the timbre of his voice.
 
   “Cut road?” she asked.
 
   He turned from scanning the slopes and looked into her questioning stare.  “Annie says there’s only one road that bisects this mountain range and it connects the farmland to the west with Logan.  We’ve got to run smack dab into it, but we should have…I mean, we should be there by now.”
 
   “You’re tired and perhaps Annie is mistaken.  She’s not lookin’ very well, as it is.”
 
   “We’re all tired, but Annie will be okay.”
 
   “You think this place she’s talkin’ about is still there?  What’d she call it…The Ward?”
 
   “Yeah.  Guess we’ll find out once we get there,” Ben confirmed, quietly.
 
   “I’m feeling more and more that it’s a long shot.  Too many years…they could’ve moved on, been killed or any number of different scenarios.  Have you thought past that?  What do we do if they’re gone?”
 
   “Lena, I’m having a hard time just getting by day to day.  I wish I could look beyond that…believe me, but for now, it’s the best I can give ya.”
 
   “You need some rest.  Why don’t you take a few hours while I keep watch?” she asked.
 
   He rubbed at his windblown eyes, the action forcing a few salty tears down his face.  “I think I’ll take you up on that.  Is Brandi asleep?” he asked, his attention now focused on his daughter’s welfare.
 
   “She dropped off as soon as she sat down.  I hope we see something positive soon.  The kids are really getting discouraged, but…”
 
   “But what?  It’s either this or die.  They’re learning a hard lesson but it was bound to happen.  If it gets worse before the sun rises on a brighter day, they’ll have to suck it up and soldier on.”  His words burst forth, spilling over with an unexpected level of exasperation.
 
   “Whoa, where did that come from?”
 
   “Sorry, I’m just beat.  I guess I’m expecting more from The Normals than I should.  They’ve been heroic…really – done everything we’ve asked of them and more.”
 
   “Now, that’s the Ben I know and love.  Kick off and get some sleep.  I’ll wake you in a few.”
 
   Annie had carefully watched the exchange between Ben and Lena, her eyes half closed but alert enough to garner the gist of the conversation.  They were good people, in her estimation, and she was fortunate to be with them.  However, time and age were catching up to the frail woman and she feared for the worst.  The past two days she had passed blood in her urine, and cramps, far different than what she remembered of menstrual pain, were increasing.  Infection, she thought, maybe kidney or bladder, but I can’t stop.  I can’t slow them down.
 
   She’d said nothing of her situation but sensed it wouldn’t be long before fever would render her immobile, or at a minimum, pain would paint an all-too-telling tale across her face.  For a moment she considered breaking from the group while they slept, but that would surely cause an unnecessary commotion and delay.  Annie closed her eyes and gave into the muscle-aching exhaustion that enveloped her, and she slept.  It was welcome relief from the burning in her lower abdomen, which she knew would return with a vengeance, once awake and hungry.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Petite, like her parents, pint-sized Holly prepared for the exercise; her feet a shoulders-width apart, hands clenched, and blue eyes staring at the impending attacker.  Her 90 pounds should have been covered in leotards and ballet shoes, rather than green khakis and combat boots, but she was dressed appropriately for the day and time.  To those observing, the scene appeared more comical than threatening: a large marshmallow of a man mounted on a rusty, old, mechanical steed preparing to mow down a dwarfed, blonde princess, who stood defiantly in his path.
 
   Niel awkwardly kick-started the motorcycle and revved the engine.  A smile, that only he could appreciate, crossed his face as he closed the visor and prepared to charge.  Over the years the football field had been converted to an array of obstacle courses, jousting pits, and firing barricades.  Everything was in play this morning and the rules were simple; knock Niel from the bike before he touched you.
 
   The engine’s whine sent a shiver up Holly’s back, instantly engorging vessels and flushing her face.  The young girl, the smallest of the group, reflexively crouched and glanced side-to-side, anticipating and planning.  Niel sized her up; aware she’d be tougher prey than some of the larger, less coordinated boys, and he adjusted his strategy accordingly.  He rolled the Yamaha slowly forward, his right hand throttling more fuel to the engine, while preparing to brake should the need arise.  His lissome adversary suddenly pivoted right, and then dodged left; running at full speed toward the gunnery range…Mickelson gunned the motor to overtake her.
 
   Dude, Piper and Luis shouted to their fleeing mate, offering encouragement that was quickly drowned out by the motorcycle’s squealing clatter.  Niel rapidly closed the gap, the bike’s knobby, front tire bouncing dangerously close to Holly’s churning legs.  She looked back, knowing he was close and dove to the ground, just as he reached to finish the game.  Rolling away, she bounded to her feet and took off in the opposite direction, a nervous smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.  Reaching a sandpit, she retrieved an eight-foot-length of bamboo, which was used for high jumping, and turned to face her foe.
 
   The attacker blasted the motorcycle forward, pulling it back into a wheelie and presenting the underside of the bike as a target, rather than himself.  Holly let loose with the hollowed ‘spear’, before scrambling for safety.  The wooden shaft careened against the bike’s skid plate and rebounded away, coming to rest behind a thigh-high, shooting wall, some distance away.  Niel dropped the bike onto both wheels and searched for his quarry, but she was gone.  He rode a slow, meandering loop through the obstacles; consciously aware of Holly’s size and her ability to hide.
 
   He zigzagged back and forth amongst the equipment and debris but found no sign of the teen.  Frustrated and near fully cooked inside the layers of padding, Niel cranked back on the throttle and did a fast-paced circuit around the field.  It was then; wedged between two dilapidated bales of straw, he spotted someone breaking free and screaming wildly as he approached.  Holly hustled across the infield, skirting obstructions and running madly, with Niel whooping close behind.  At a shortened wall, Holly took flight, vaulting like a gazelle over the structure and disappearing from view.
 
   Niel sped on, passing the wall to resume the pursuit, but the chase was over before he had a chance to re-engage.  As her assailant passed, Holly slammed the recovered bamboo shaft down hard over both his wrists, freeing his hands from the handlebars.  The front end wobbled, violently shaking Niel from side-to-side as Holly followed the inevitable crash, prodding relentlessly with the wooden rod until motorbike and man rolled to a disastrous stop in the dirt.  Cheers went up from the sidelines, as the motorcycles rear wheel continued to hum and spin.  Holly rushed to Niel’s side and silenced the engine.
 
   “Are you okay?” she shrieked.
 
   For a moment Niel lay still…silent.
 
   Holly stood and waved at Scotty and the others who were charging toward her.  “I’ve killed him!  Scotty, I’ve killed your brother.”
 
   Seconds later, the muffled sound of laughter filled the air as Niel rolled from underneath the bike to give Holly a smothering hug.  “Well done, little lady,” he said, pulling the helmet off his head.
 
   “Good heavens, I thought I’d killed you,” she said, tears now running down her delicate cheeks.
 
   “It’ll take more than a stick to kill me, at least I hope,” Niel said, still laughing.
 
   By now her teammates had joined the crash site and were congratulating Holly, while ribbing the much bigger Michelson.  
 
   “That was incredible,” Dude shouted, his exuberance spilling over to all who could see and hear him.  “Please tell me I get to go next!”
 
   Niel and Scotty quieted the small cluster of students and addressed them before moving on with the exercise.  “So what did she do right and what could she have done better?” Scotty asked.
 
   “She used her head,” Luis offered, extending his hand for a hard-smacked high-five from Holly.
 
   “Agreed,” Scotty said.  “What else?”
 
   “Ah, she ah…she used her…um…” Dude sputtered.
 
   “Yes,” Niel prodded, “you have something to offer?”
 
   “Yeah, she ah, she used her surroundings to her advantage,” Dude suggested, hoping Holly had made note of his positive comment.  From where he stood, the young girl’s profile was captured perfectly by the morning sun.  A splash of freckles gave color to her otherwise pale complexion, highlighting her cheeks and contrasting a boyish mop of sun-bleached blonde hair.  She was more than just cute, and for some time, being near her had tied Dude’s tongue and raced his heart. 
 
   “Excellent observation, Dude,” Niel agreed.  “In a stand up fight; Holly versus a Harvester, the odds are clearly in the bad guy’s favor.”
 
   “Thanks a lot,” Holly quipped.
 
   “You know what I mean,” Niel continued, smiling.  “She did everything she could to even up the odds.  She used her size to her advantage.  By hiding and eluding, she possibly saved herself having to fight at all, but when faced with a showdown she used an equalizer – the bamboo.  Good thinking there, Holly.”  The young girl nodded her appreciation.
 
   “And finally, what else did she do right?” Scotty asked.  There were no takers.  “Come on, what did she do at the end?”
 
   “Oh, oh, I know,” Piper said, prancing with her hand extended in the air.  “She kept at it.  She finished him off, so to speak.”
 
   “Absolutely!” Scotty confirmed.  “However, she did one thing wrong and I’m sure it was just because she’s such a tenderhearted little thing, but never, under any circumstance, do you check to see what damage you’ve done.  Always keep a safe distance, whether you’re armed or not, and never put yourself in a situation where you’ll have to fight rather than flee from an outmatched opponent.  You got that?” he asked.
 
   The four youth nodded their understanding, drawing a smile from both Niel and Scotty.  “Good, you live to fight another day.  Niel, you up to another round?”
 
   “Bring it on.  Dude, you go next.  I’m thinkin’ you’re in need of a thrashing this morning.”
 
   “Not likely, Porky,” Dude retorted, taking up a fighter’s stance and punching Niel with a couple of quick, sharp jabs.
 
   The day’s lessons continued under a dogged, burning sun: the teams rotating through each instructor until they had been schooled and worn out.  None looked more haggard than Niel, who emerged sopping wet from beneath the layers of protective padding.
 
   As they all gathered briefly in the center of the field for final remarks and questions, Rod and Clark jogged to join them.  “We have visitors.  Welcome our security leaders,” Cory called, applauding the newcomers.
 
   “Enough of that, Cory.  This is a very informal visit,” Rod said, nodding to The Normals but taking special note of Niel’s condition.  “Niel, you been run through the wringer?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, Sir”
 
   “If my dad were here, he’d say, ‘you’ve been ridden hard, and put up wet’.”  A series of puzzled looks passed between the kids, but they joined the adults in laughing anyway.
 
   “We’ve got a treat for you this afternoon,” Clark promised, pulling a HIT grenade from a small pack he had fastened around his waist.  Everyone’s eyes passed from the device back to Clark’s face.  “This is a new little gadget Mr. Whitcomb has developed to help even the odds in our favor, should we run into somebody with more firepower than we currently house.”
 
   “What’s it do?” Jeff asked, taking a step closer to Clark and his dad.
 
   “Blows stuff up like nobody’s business,” Clark replied, smiling at Rod and Jeff.
 
   “Godfrey is making these as we speak but we only have a few to demonstrate so you’ll need to watch closely,” Rod instructed.  “Cory, Clayton, grab the fire extinguishers – from what Clark has said, we’ll need them.”
 
   The two bolted away without a word, returning a minute later, ready to battle the ensuing blaze.
 
   “Perfect.  Okay, I’ll be making the toss but watch carefully and stay behind me,” Clark said, motioning for the crowd to shift their formation around to his rear.  “That’ll do.”  He then went through the mechanics of arming the grenade, giving emphasis to the safe distance the HIT had to be lobbed to avoid getting hit with shrapnel and thermite.  “This stuff burns hotter than hell and you do not want to get it on you.  It’s sticky and will burn through just about anything, including metal.  So mind your distance and target.”
 
   “Any questions before Clark lets her fly?” Rod asked.  No one moved, let alone, spoke.  “Okay, everyone behind those sandbags and we’ll give it a go.”
 
   Clark stepped a few paces ahead of the gathering, twisted the metal cap a quarter of a turn, counted, “One thousand one”, and then pitched the grenade in a wide arc, over his head and into a sandpit.  He quickly stepped behind the protective barrier and waited for the detonation.  A second later, an earth-shaking explosion propelled thermite-covered shrapnel over a wide circumference, igniting everything it touched.  Within minutes, the sand had been melted into a gelatinous mass of molten glass, while dirt sizzled and popped nearby.
 
   “Holy hell!” Cory shouted, seeing the destructive power of one grenade.  “Reminds me of that incendiary Farrell gave me years ago that saved our bacon.  You remember that, Clayton?”
 
   “Indeed I do, Cor.  You want us to put that inferno out?” Clayton asked.
 
   “Won’t do any good for a few more minutes,” Clark assured.  “Stuff has to kind of burn itself out before the extinguishers will have any impact.  Burns so hot and so fast that Godfrey says there’s no stopping it.”
 
   “Good to know,” Cory replied.
 
   Looking around, both Rod and Clark were greeted with 12 faces filled with shock and dread.  The leaders often forgot that The Normals had never really seen battle or what one human will do to another.  “Needless to say, these are not a toy.  They will be used as a last defense.  Clear?” Clark questioned.  Open mouths and wide eyes pitched up and down in the affirmative but still none were able to speak.
 
   “Okay boys, see if you can slow down that burn,” Rod said, speaking to C&C.
 
   From atop the stadium, Kirk suddenly shouted to those on the field.  “Rod, there’s a jeep moving this way…fast.  Looks like sentries and your wife.”
 
   “Now what’s happened?” Rod questioned, more to himself than those within earshot.  The two security leaders dashed from the field, meeting the speeding vehicle at the entrance to the stadium.  Allison quickly exited the jeep and ran into Rod’s arms.
 
   “What is it?  What’s happened?” he asked.
 
   Allison pulled away, displaying red, swollen eyes and stained cheeks.  “It’s Boyd, he’s had an accident – fell down a set of stairs inside Old Main.”
 
   “Is he okay?  Is Remy attending to him?” Rod said, emotion nearly choking his words.
 
   “Rod…he’s gone…he’s dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   From the lofty height of Old Main’s tower, the assassin watched the frenzied scene unfolding on the ground.  The discovery of the body had taken longer than he imagined, giving him plenty of time to discreetly fade away.  Heated shouts drew his attention to the expansive Quad, where Godfrey and Remy were sprinting across the grass.  Too late, boys, he mouthed, knowing a miracle of resuscitation was well beyond their reach.
 
   Much earlier he’d skulked away to retrieve the weekly dispatch and return undetected.  The direction had been clear – ‘Terminate Bubley ASAP and Report’. The message had first given him pause, and then reluctance.  Murder…for what purpose?  He read the note over and over, feeling no sadness, no sense of guilt – in fact, emotion had very little to do with why he was there.  A twisted sense of duty and lack of conscience finally helped him see the need, and the way.  An accident…he’s an old man.  Surely no one will suspect foul play.
 
   Fifteen minutes ago he’d left the lone, security post to fulfill his assignment, moving unseen through the hallways to the marine’s quarters.  A gentle knock had brought Boyd to the door.
 
   “There’s been an accident at the field.  Some of The Normals are hurt.  Rod and Clark have asked for your assistance – on site,” the intruder lied.
 
   “Yes, yes.  Do you know what’s happened?” Boyd asked, moving to locate his cane before stepping from the room.
 
   “No details, just an urgent call for your presence.  What about Remy?  Is he on the way?”
 
   “Waiting for you, Sir.”
 
   “Well then, we need to hurry,” the colonel replied.
 
   “Absolutely,” the infiltrator acknowledged, helping to support Boyd’s elbow as they walked.
 
   From the second floor, a long, granite stairwell pitched steeply down to a platform, before turning on itself and stretching to the main level.  Bubley took the first step carefully, snatching the cane in his right hand at mid-shaft and using his left to grasp the rail.
 
   “Be careful, Boyd.  The staircase…can be deadly,” the mole whispered, a warped smile arcing across his face.
 
   The phase didn’t immediately resonate but by the time it did…it was too late.  The killer’s boot caught Boyd firmly between the shoulder blades and knocked him headlong down the stairwell.  A single, loud grunt escaped Bubley’s lips, as repeated, jarring impacts forced air from his lungs.  He cartwheeled, like a ragdoll, head-over-heels; the sickening thuds surely a sign of broken bones and twisted limbs.  The assassin stood at the top of the stairs, mesmerized by the macabre display.  Once his victim lay still, he maneuvered the steps two at a time, coming to rest next to the wounded warrior.
 
   Colonel Bubley could not speak or move; paralyzed, his eyes searched desperately for help.  When his attacker joined him on the landing, he intuitively knew none would be coming.  He searched the assailant’s face for an answer, something that would make sense of his final seconds.  However, a blank expression greeted him, as the culprit knelt close, seized Boyd’s head firmly and looked into his eyes.
 
   “Why?” Boyd eked out, their eyes locking for an instant.
 
   A last request – surely he owed The Ward’s leader that much.  Being careful not to stain his clothing with the crippled marine’s blood, he leaned in, very close, and breathed the answer, “For Juanita.”
 
   Boyd’s brow arched, not grasping the full import of the answer, but understanding he was through.  His head was suddenly and violently pulled forward and then thrust with a terminal velocity against the edge of a rocky step.  Dense blackness overtook him, as fluid surged from a gaping head wound, coating the steps and running red beneath the fallen man.  His killer stood over him for a moment, watching for death and listening for detection.  A last, gurgling cough spat forth a plume of fine-misted blood, completing the veteran’s death mask – and he was gone.
 
   Ascending the steps quickly, the shadowy figure weaved his way from whence he had come, confident the job had been completed just as he planned.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Several miles from the farm Lady Williams called home, a district of country-styled homes housed a horde of militia Juanita relied on for security, as well as a collection of heartless cutthroats – Finn’s Harvesters.  Over the years, hundreds of people: scavengers, heathens, and post-apocalyptic survivors had rallied to Juanita, looking for someone to feed their lusts and empty bellies.  In the beginning, she had been good to them: providing work, food, and more importantly – liver.  However, as of late, they were nothing more than cheap labor with nowhere to go and no other way to exist – the Harvesters saw to that.
 
   Those healthy enough to work spent time in the fields, or as helping-hands to roving bands of marauders seeking gas, food and hapless victims.  Recruits and fresh supplies were becoming a thing of the past, forcing the Harvesters to employ their unique brand of justice to feed the community.
 
   Similar stories were unfolding across the land: power struggles were commonplace, as resources dwindled and like-minded individuals clustered together for safety and support.  The hope of a resurgent society of order and government had fallen along the wayside years ago, giving way to every-man-for-himself and survival-of-the-fittest.  Deaths were mounting; one could smell it on the wind.  Maggots and magpies ruled the highways and forgotten places, devouring bits of flesh and spreading disease.  
 
   In Juanita’s sliced-out portion of the country, whispered small talk of unexplained deaths and vanishing workers was spreading like pouring gasoline on a grassfire, fueling the flames of discontent and building rumors of revolt.  Among the lowest of their company a hero had recently emerged, one with the guts to stand up to Williams and her barbaric crew – Annie the cook.
 
   No one could be sure, but word had it families were missing and The Normals were gone.  The loose lips of frustrated searchers were unwittingly fostering a renewed strength among the oppressed.  They desired something more than to be driven like cattle and treated like slaves.  They longed for freedom and the will to act as Annie had apparently done.  For a portion of Juanita’s downtrodden, those with strength and courage, the time seemed right to escape.  They were prepared to take their chances against a world of natural predators, rather than waiting to be slaughtered by sickle-crested fiends with hearts of stone.
 
   * * *
 
   “What time is it?” a small man, with a balding head and missing teeth, asked his equally thin friend.
 
   “How am I to know?  My watch gave out ten years ago.”
 
   “Everyone knows to meet here, right?  You told ’em the barn – the one with the face?”
 
   “Yes, the one with the face, just like you said.  It’s the only one in town – they’ll be here,” he assured his anxious friend.  Years before the Great War a farmer with a sense of humor had painted the window shutters on the side of his barn to resemble a smiling clown.  Though the passing years had not been overly kind to the structure, the face had endured and was a symbol of an era gone by.
 
   Broby rubbed his smooth, sun-blistered head and ambled about the barn.  Are we alone? he wondered, realizing to break on their own was useless.  In the pocket of his faded overalls he thumbed a small pistol he’d stolen, days before, in anticipation of this night.  They had dreamed of it for years but Juanita walked a fine line between appeasement and cruelty, which until now had been a better alternative to death – but no longer.
 
   “Relax, Broby.  Ned and the rest won’t let us down.  The moon’s not quite high enough to get ’em moving.  You wait and see, they’ll be here shortly,” Aoki said, hoping to calm his more frantic buddy.  Aoki was the son of Asian immigrants, who were only a vague recollection for the dark-haired man.  He spoke with no accent, although a rotting tooth was torturing his tongue and skewing his speech.  He had armed himself with a dandelion puller fashioned into a crude looking spear.
 
   The hope was to leave undetected in the middle of the night – to vanish without a trace.  An armed confrontation was the last of their intentions, knowing they’d stand no chance against the heavily armed and more highly trained militia, or worse, the bloodthirsty Harvesters.  Regardless, they were willed to make tonight theirs.  They had squirreled away supplies, a little each day, to avoid detection and collected weapons, mostly crude, useless items, but something to give them courage.  
 
   Twenty minutes later the sound of plodding footsteps, on shifting soil, alerted Broby and Aoki of their team’s arrival.  Ferguson, brandishing an assault rifle, was the first through the door, followed quickly by Sarah, and then sixteen other equally disheveled but heartened men and women.  They were welcomed with hushed greetings and grateful handshakes.  Each freedom fighter was clothed in dark attire, a nap sack or bag of some sort tied carefully to them, freeing their hands for combat, if needed.
 
   “Ferg, where’d you score the rifle?” Aoki asked, reaching out to touch the gun.
 
   “I had no choice – really I didn’t,” he replied, nervously.  It was then that Aoki and Broby spotted the blood covering both of Ferguson’s hands.
 
   Exasperated, Broby jerked the weapon away from Ferg and stood on his tiptoes to face the bigger man.  “You killed a guard?” he asked, not backing down.
 
   “He had no choice,” Sarah said, stepping forward and taking Broby by the shoulder to push him away from Ferguson.
 
   “No choice?  There was to be no confrontation – no fighting.  They’ll be on us like stink on a skunk if they discover the body,” Broby hissed, unsure how they might overcome the obstacle.
 
   “I’m sorry, Broby.  One minute we were alone and making our way here and the next minute he’s right there.  He would have brought the whole town down on us if I hadn’t killed him.  We hid the body real good.  They won’t find him ’til we’re miles away.”
 
   “Alright, alright…give me a minute to think.  Do you know how to use that thing?” he asked, taking the gun from Aoki and passing it back to the offender.
 
   “No problem,” Ferguson replied.
 
   “And I’ve got the jerk’s pistol,” Sarah proclaimed, flashing the 9mm handgun for the others to see.
 
   “Fine.  Okay, we don’t change anything.  We move out, two-by-two, along the route we agreed on earlier.  If there’s a problem everyone hunker down and ride it out – if you’re able.  If there’s a fight – do what you gotta do, but I’m telling you…right here…right now…I will not be taken as Juanita’s next meal.  Are you with me?” he said, as loud as he dared.
 
   Arms and an array of concocted weapons unanimously went up, strengthening their resolve to overcome as a united front.  Pairs quietly split off, slipping from the barn into the night.  They angled down the road to the foothills beyond the security perimeter that held them hostage.  Timing was critical, each unit having to move undetected over the rudimentary fence and away from the hamlet.  They understood the risks and the odds, but still felt there was no other choice – not really.
 
   Broby and Aoki were the last to leave the decrepit structure, the clown’s face watching over their progress along the dusty lane.  Six of the advancing units were visible ahead but the others were lost to the night.
 
   “It’s quiet,” Aoki noted.
 
   “That’s good,” Broby replied, slipping the pistol clear of his denim pocket.
 
   The two hustled through the more densely housed area of town, moving to the outskirts and the few hurdles that lay ahead.
 
   “Ferg and Sarah must be beyond the fence by now.  They’ve made it and we will too,” Broby whispered, feeling the adrenalin filling his system.
 
   Between the lead and tail, tandems helped one another along the way, watching with renewed caution, as their goal seemed attainable.  Somewhere behind the advancing party, a bloodied security guard pushed a single piece of plywood from off his hiding place and crawled into the open.  He was unable to speak, as air rushed past his voice box and out his throat, leaving his mouth and tongue void of speech.  Millimeters of tissue lay intact, protecting his jugular and saving his life.  However, he had lost a great deal of blood and knew he was minutes from death.
 
   Determined to survive, he dragged himself through the dirt to a metal shed and began to kick it with his boot.  The sound echoed in shrill, reverberating calls of distress, ultimately alerting a comrade and waking a sleeping hornet’s nest.
 
   Williams’ guard was first to respond, rushing madly into the streets to squelch a mutiny, or at a minimum, capture a murderer.  The Harvesters, more angered by their sleep being interrupted than interested in justice, would not be left behind.  They piled from their beds, retrieving rifles and machetes in pursuit of the rebels.
 
   The opposing forces collided on the outskirts of town where a dozen of Broby’s friends had scurried to freedom beyond the fence, leaving just a handful trapped and heavily outnumbered.  Gunshots rang out, followed by screams of desperation and pain.
 
   “Hurry Aoki.  We’re in it now,” Broby shouted, churning his legs to reach the fray.
 
   In a moonlit square of turf a battle raged.  Broby immediately recognized three of his fallen friends, twisted and bleeding badly.  One called for help, but only briefly before a Harvester, clad in boxer shorts, brought a sharpened blade down briskly, decapitating the bawling woman.  Broby rushed forward into the melee, dropped to a knee and fired two quick slugs into the villain’s naked chest, staggering and then felling him into silence.  Aoki ran past his little friend and retrieved the machete, wielding it like a maniac, obsessed and out of control.
 
   Small weapons and blades fought hand-to-hand, killing and maiming on both sides.  Suddenly a heavy weapon opened up from beyond the fence, striking one, and then two guards, as people rushed for cover.  Broby scrambled to collect another pistol from one of the downed guards, tossing his away, having spent the entire cylinder.  In the brush, overlooking the restricted battleground, Ferguson and Sarah laid down fire to protect their friends.  They, and many others, had been half a mile away when the shooting started and they had backpedaled in an attempt to even the odds.  For a time it worked, as Broby and a few unharmed stragglers cleared the fence and hightailed it through the brush.
 
   However, the rounds didn’t last forever and they were soon on their own, their only protection – high weeds and the black of night.  They ran, their lungs sucking wind in a valiant effort to escape.  Broby suddenly found himself on his own.  He stopped and drew his bearings, lifting his head just enough to see beyond his immediate surroundings.  The sound of gunfire occasionally split the night and he could see Harvesters walking the hillside with weapons drawn and flashlights sweeping.  Thirty yards away, Aoki was suddenly bathed in light as a grinning Harvester held him transfixed in the beam.
 
   Without thinking, Broby found himself jumping to his feet and waving wildly.  He shouted, crying for all he was worth, “ Freedom or die!”
 
   Startled the Harvester swung the light away from Aoki and sprayed a burst of shells toward Broby, kicking up dirt and painting the yellowing weeds a crimson color of precious, life-giving blood – given but not taken.
 
   * * *
 
   Juanita gladly received the news - the marine was dead.  “Excellent,” she said, grinning uncontrollably.  She patted the courier’s shoulder and asked him to wait while she penned the next dispatch.  “Any trouble getting in or out of there?” she asked.
 
   “No Ma’am, got a system and it seems to be working,” he replied.  The overly thin go-between shifted nervously on his feet as Lady Williams scrawled a note and stuffed it into an unmarked envelope.
 
   “Get something to eat, you look like death,” she ordered.
 
   “I look worse than I feel, but I will, thank you.”
 
   “But don’t be too long.  I want you back in Logan tonight with this message.  Can you do that?”
 
   He thought for a moment; weighing fatigue and hunger against fear and devotion.
 
   “Well,” she said, tersely.  “If you can’t, I can certainly find somebody more interested in advancing their station.”
 
   “No, no, I can do it.  I was just trying to decide if I might get some sleep,” he replied, a noticeable lump forming in his throat.
 
   “Good.  Get some rest, if you must, but I want this delivered tonight.”
 
   “Consider it done,” he replied, nodding briskly before scooting from her presence.
 
   Williams poured a liberal shot of whiskey, in celebration, and walked to the backdoor.  Growers were hefting meager buckets of water down the rows of struggling crops, a chore she generally observed with absolute indignation.  Why can’t they move faster? she questioned, sipping her drink.  A sense of anger began to rise within her, but she tamped it down.  “Not today - there’s too much to be thankful for,” she muttered quietly.  She watched for a few more minutes; recognizing the sweat, pouring from the worker’s open pores, was somehow boosting her spirits.  “I do love this,” she finally said, beginning to enjoy the alcohol’s effect.  Within minutes endorphins, swirling throughout her system, were buzzed to new levels by the cocktail and she mused,  “It’s good to be me.  It truly is.”
 
   Having surgically removed an important member of The Ward’s security force sat well with Lady Williams, making a poor night’s sleep all that stood between her and a marvelous day.  She’d tossed, never being fully drawn from sleep, as sporadic thunder rumbled the night away.  Upon awaking she’d considered the ruckus but given it no further thought, until the unmistakable hum of an approaching Harvester’s motorcycle upset the morning’s calm.
 
   Suddenly a dragon-tattooed Harley roared to a stop near the farmhouse.  Finn gave it a quick, final rev before spinning the key and silencing the motor.  He strained to free his right leg from the oversized motorcycle, while holding its weight with his left.  He loved to ride, but being of short stature had its disadvantages.  “Damn right leg,” he grunted bitterly, as he nearly toppled to the ground.  Juanita watched in silence, the episode adding to her euphoria.  The Harvester brushed the road’s debris from his attire and sharply stomped his way to the backdoor.
 
   “Trouble?” Lady Williams asked.
 
   “No.  Well…yes, as a matter of fact,” he groaned.
 
   “Do you want me to see if we’ve got a tote-goat more your size?” she joked.
 
   “Oh, that’s rich, that is.  Very funny, but we’ve got bigger problems than my short legs,” he fumed.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Some of the folks in town got word about Annie and The Normals and lit out,” Finn grumbled, waving at Juanita to join him in the sun.
 
   She fiercely kicked the screen door open, sending the sound of aluminum pinging through the morning air.  “What?” she shouted.  “How many got away?”
 
   “None,” Finn said, curtly, “but…”
 
   “But what?” she snapped, after watching him pause briefly.
 
   “They put up a pretty good fight and…”
 
   She quickly cut him off and hurled the empty glass to the ground.  “The thunder!” she groaned, not allowing the biker to finish his sentence.
 
   “Thunder?” he asked, confused.
 
   “Forget it, Finn.  What were you saying?  They fought and…and what?” she asked, inhaling deeply.  Juanita paused, but only for a split second, before badgering the European for an answer.  “For heaven’s sake, Man, spit it out.  Where are they?”
 
   “They’re dead,” he replied, coldly.
 
   “Dead?  They’re dead?  Is that what you’re telling me?” she screamed, drawing attention from those in the field.  “Finn, are all your men as stupid as Gerry?”
 
   Finn jumped to the defense of his Harvesters, trying desperately to squelch Juanita’s anger.  “They had no choice.  It was them or the workers.  I swear.”
 
   “How many?” she hissed, beginning to walk a groove in the dirt.
 
   “I think about a dozen…maybe more,” he said, greatly underestimating the loss of life on both sides.
 
   “And are your men prepared to pick up the work those people did?  They going to build and plant?”
 
   A pair of William’s security personnel had overheard the shouting and ran to see what was afoot.  They arrived with weapons drawn and grimaced faces.  “Everything okay?” the taller sentry asked, looking quickly between Finn and Juanita.
 
   “No, everything is not okay,” she thundered, but failed to give any further information.  The guards stood bewildered, unsure what they should do next.  Williams finally recognized her mistake and waved them away with a flip of her wrist.  “Carry on - we’re fine.”
 
   Lady Williams turned her attention to the nervous Harvester and sighed, “Okay, what of the rest?”
 
   “We’ve got them locked down.  Between your men and mine, they won’t be causing any trouble.”
 
   “I see…well, and the bodies?” she asked.
 
   “On the way here,” he concurred.
 
   For several minutes she paced, not aiming to get anywhere, but just walking to think.  Finn could hear her quietly muttering under her breath but avoided any further interaction until she was ready.  She finally stopped, placed her hands firmly on her hips and faced the Harvester.
 
   “We can’t cry over spilled milk, as my old dad would have said.  There’s no sense trying to undo what’s already been done.  Besides, I’m in too good a mood to let something like this ruin it.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking,” Finn agreed, hoping the positive vibe would continue.
 
   Juanita looked at him, rolling her eyes.  “Just between you and me, these workers won’t be of much more use, anyway.  Once we deal with The Ward we should have plenty of…‘helpers’,” she said, in a rather hushed tone.
 
   “I’m glad this hasn’t spoiled your day,” Finn said.  “And like one of my boys said, ‘it’s not all bad news…at least liver is back on the menu’.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   The sun’s beaming rays set the eastern sky ablaze long before the searing orb made its morning appearance.  Rod sat with Jeff on the steps of Old Main, staring across The Quad where too many friends lay in lifeless slumber.  Their attention was uniquely drawn to a narrow trench of earth nestled among the others, which was not yet occupied.  The two had gotten up early to share a quiet moment before putting Boyd to rest.  The boy sat quietly, listening and absorbing every tender tale and remembrance Rod could muster.
 
   “Men like Farrell are a rare breed, Jeff, and Boyd was cut from the same fabric.  They stood for something and knew there was more to living than just surviving.  Boob, you know, I’ve seen some courageous men and women in my time…”
 
   “You mean like Mom?” Jeff asked.
 
   “Yup, both of ’em.  Elva sacrificed all for you and had a love of life that was unmatched.  She took the roughest character around and taught him the meaning of love…” Rod stopped for a second to compose himself, memories flooding his mind as if they were yesterday.  “Without that magic combination, you wouldn’t be here.  Then there’s Allison; you know she lost a baby, years ago, just after we took over the high school.  I was there and remember falling for her that very day.  She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever known, and we’re lucky to have her.”
 
   “Do you believe in fate?” the teen asked, staring toward the morning sun.
 
   “Fate?  What’s got you thinking about that?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.  Just some of the stuff the other kids are saying about me and why I was born.”
 
   “Well, I’ll tell ya, Jeff, I believe we each have a purpose, a plan that we need to fulfill,” Rod answered.
 
   “Isn’t that the same as fate or destiny?  Does God just put us on a path and send us on our way?”
 
   Rod slid to sit directly behind Jeff and placed his hands on the youth’s shoulders.  “God might set us on a particular path and give us the tools we need to succeed, but he doesn’t force us to do anything.  We always have a choice.  We can stand for goodness and act with everything we’ve got to uphold truth and freedom or we can sit idly by and let evil overcome.  There is no fence-sitting – not in this life.”
 
   “Dad, what was Farrell like?  You’ve told me so much, but was he a good man?” Jeff asked, glancing a short distance away to the markers where his parents lay.
 
   “He saved my life…and gave his,” Rod began, but was stopped by words that could not be easily uttered.
 
   During the seconds of quiet, noble calm, Jeff reflected on the relationship between Rod and Farrell.  “That says a lot.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.  Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.”
 
   “That’s on his tombstone,” Boob asserted, knowing he’d read it dozens of times.
 
   “Indeed, it is.  I’ll tell ya what I loved most about your dad – Farrell was always willing to stick up for the underdog – he hated bullies.  I don’t ever remember him backing down from a fight…but I also don’t remember him starting one for no good reason.”
 
   “He was tough?” Jeff asked, his eyes gleaming with intensity.
 
   “He could be, but I also saw him break down and cry a fair bit too.”
 
   “I wish I could have gotten to know him,” Jeff said, thoughtfully.
 
   “Me too.  I miss him every day.”
 
   “I hope you know me thinking about Farrell and Elva is no reflection on how I feel about you and Mom.  You’re my parents…really…and I love you both.”
 
   “I know you do, Son.  Having you in our lives has been the source of our greatest happiness.”
 
   “And frustrations?”
 
   Rod laughed and shook his head in full agreement.  “Yup, some of that too.”
 
   “You know…it’s weird – some days I’m sad and feel like there’s no hope and other days I think we can conquer the world.  Will it always be like that?”
 
   “No, Boob.  It’s just your hormones changing…I remember going through some of that myself.  The uncertainty of trying to find your place…your niche in the world can be a handful – not to mention the zits.”
 
   “Yeah, I know…it’s crazy.  I wish I could better understand what’s happening to me,” Boob sighed.
 
   Rod wrapped his arms around Jeff’s upper body and pulled him to his chest.  Leaning back, he squeezed the boy’s shoulders and replied, “You’re growing up…you’re becoming a man.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad.  I’m glad we got up early.  I’ve got a fresh appreciation for a great man this morning.”
 
   “Colonel Bubley or Farrell?” Rod asked.
 
   “Neither…you.  You’re like them in some ways, of course, but you love people.  More than anything, that’s what you’ve taught me – people matter.”
 
   The two hugged warmly.  “Thanks, Son.  I’ve tried every day to live up to your expectations and to fill Farrell’s shoes.  I’ll tell you one thing, he’d sure be pleased with the man you’ve become.”
 
   “I’m not much of a man, yet,” Boob suggested, “but I’m getting there.”  He brought his arm to a square and flexed his bicep.  “What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re getting too big for your britches,” Rod said, grinning broadly while mussing the boy’s shaggy locks.
 
   Suddenly the door directly behind the pair swung open and Egan emerged, a tightly folded US flag in his hands.  He quickly descended the steps, nodding but not speaking to the Jenson’s.
 
   “What’s he up to?” Jeff asked.
 
   “Don’t know.  Let’s find out.” Rod replied, standing to address Boyd’s assistant.  “Hey, Egan,” he shouted, just loud enough to be heard.
 
   The young sentry stopped abruptly and turned to face Rod.  “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “I wish we’d had more of a chance to talk these past few days.  I know you and Boyd were tight.”
 
   “As were you and many,” Egan noted.
 
   “Yes, but he had a connection to you that none of us could manage, even after all the years we’ve been together.  I envy that of you.”
 
   “He was a fine man and very good to me.  I’ll miss him,” the sentry acknowledged.
 
   “Me too.  I’ve never seen that before.  What have you got there?” Rod asked, pointing to the flag.
 
   “It was the colonel’s, a flag he rescued from an outpost in Iraq before it was overrun by insurgents.  He recounted the story to me often and I thought he’d like it covering his casket today.”
 
   A faint, reflective smile crossed Rod’s face and he reached out to place his hand atop the symbolic fabric.  “A wonderful thought and gesture.  I’m sure he’d have it no other way.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “Certainly a tragic accident – a really horrible day, hey?” Rod indicated.
 
   “The worst.  I wish I could have been there.  Somehow I feel like it was my fault.”
 
   Rod shifted his hand from the flag to Egan’s upper arm and offered some degree of assurance, “No sense beating yourself up.  Do you have any idea what he might have been up to?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t scheduled to assist the Colonel until later in the evening.  He may have decided to stretch his legs or join you at the stadium.”
 
   “I suppose so.  We appreciate the way you’ve contributed to The Ward.  I hope Boyd’s death won’t stop you from making new friends and being a part of our community.”
 
   “I’m not very social but I do appreciate everything that’s been done for me,” Egan replied, somewhat awkwardly.  “I better get this over to the doctor before he comes looking for me.  He’ll want to cover the coffin before we begin the service.”  He shook Rod’s hand, nodding a quick goodbye to Jeff and was on his way.
 
   “Doesn’t say much…does he?” Jeff hinted.
 
   “No, but given what he’s been through I don’t think we can blame him.  He’s been a good fit for The Ward and he knows how to fight.”
 
   An hour later, scores of Boyd’s friends ringed a ceremonial, flag-draped casket; their head’s bowed in solemn remembrance of a man who had led through years of turmoil and hardship.  For those who spoke, he was not loved or memorialized for his kind acts or tender ways.  Far from it…he was hard as nails and hard on the people of the community, but it had to be so.  He understood the world and their new life for what it was, unforgiving and relentless in nature.  The battle-scarred marine expected and demanded the best from everyone, including himself.
 
   Bishop Freeman, as ill and feeble as he was, presided at the service from a small platform, which had been erected to support his wheelchair.  Cory had suggested Jacob remain at home but the stubborn cleric was having none of it.  “He was my friend and unless you want to bury us both in that lone grave, I suggest you give me the help I need to conduct this funeral,” the bishop had said.  Needless to say, Cory had complied and Jacob was now ready.
 
   “Brothers and sisters, we are gathered on a day of great sadness and loss.  My friend, Colonel Boyd Bubley, has passed from this life of toil to a place of bliss and happiness, where I know family and friends have greeted him with open arms.  Boyd was a man of unique stature and unwavering character, and though I never heard him say how much he loved you,” he said, pointing around the widespread group, “I know he did – not in word but in deed.  He sacrificed more than most and I, for one, am a better man for having known him.  He will surely be missed and his leadership never forgotten.”
 
   Jacob completed his remarks and caught the attention of a young woman holding a brass trumpet.  “Piper, if you would.”  She slowly walked to the gravesite and bringing the instrument to her lips, emotionally and with great care, played taps for the old guard.  Eyes were moist and hearts filled with gratitude as the crowd dispersed.  Rod, Clark and a few others remained behind to assist in the lowering of the coffin.
 
   “How do we move forward?” Allison asked, from behind the group of men.
 
   “What do you mean, Hon?” Rod asked.  “We continue to chart the course that’s best for the community.”
 
   “Who takes Boyd’s place?” she questioned.  “Do we elect someone?  What happens?”
 
   “I haven’t even thought that far,” Clark said.  “I think we rule by committee, kind of like we’ve been doing.”
 
   “I’m fine with that,” Rod agreed.  “We should meet soon to pass some sort of a resolution and present it to The Ward.”
 
   “Agreed,” Allison said.  “I’ve already heard rumors that people are nervous, thinking Boyd was murdered and there’s a conspiracy in play.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Cory piped in.  “Remy confirmed the death was an accident.  Look around…who would have wanted Boyd dead?”
 
   Rod tossed the last shovel of dirt over the site and patted the soil firmly in place.  “There’s bound to be some loose talk.  You can’t have this many people living together without some conspiracy theories floating about.  I say we get together later and let the group know we’re unified and will continue to defend the principles and people of The Ward without skipping a beat.”
 
   “Great.  I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Allison confirmed.
 
   “Good.  Draft something for us to sign and we’ll ratify it this afternoon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Weak, hungry, and exhausted, Ben’s family of desperate followers navigated the foothills, using a single bright star as their beacon of hope.  Moonlight, cascading down on the troop, offered a pittance of luminance in their blackened sphere.  Holding hands, they linked one’s success of survival to the next, each step a collective will to take another…and then another.
 
   Annie lapsed in and out of consciousness, mumbling nonsensical rhymes and pleading with her father to let her sleep, totally unaware it was Ben, and not her father, who carried her.  The reaper surely had his designs on the woman but Ben was determined to see her through.
 
   The day before they had noted a renewed insurgence of Harvester patrols along Highway 15.  Juanita was not one to give up easily, but neither was Ben.  He’d convinced them to traverse the mountain range, moving further east through a narrow canyon to the Cache Valley Basin, north of where he anticipated Logan would lie.  Now, for the second night, they felt their way along, moving at a snail’s pace due to lack of food and fresh water.
 
   “Keep a movin’,” someone encouraged, the call moving from mouth to ear down the snake-like column of survivors.
 
   A thin braid of fabric tugged at Ben’s waist where his wife had lashed him to her.  She walked ahead; the tension assuring Lena that Annie and Ben were still mobile and alive.  Grim minutes turned to almost impossible hours of torturous steps, where brush and rocks reached out to nip and chew at exposed flesh.  Smiles were growing increasingly rare, their mood turning more and more drab, not for lack of determination or spirit, but optimism required energy, of which they had none to spare.
 
   In the early morning hours, well after the moon had reached and surpassed its zenith, the trail began to ease.  Rocky crags were now behind them and the path widened to gentle slopes, angling down to a flattened valley of forgotten farms and homes.  Starlight twinkled and reflected off corrugated roofs in the distance, providing just enough imagery for the mind to imagine what must lie ahead.
 
   From the back of the line Ben called for a moment’s rest.  In the cool mountain air, sweat ran from his face, dehydrating and weakening him further.  Everyone gathered to catch their breath, finding a smooth rock or flattened bit of earth to stretch out and sleep or massage aching muscles.  Ben waited for Lena to help make Annie comfortable.  She untied the loop from around his waist and ushered them to a bed of wild grass.  He gently placed Annie on the ground and knelt beside her.
 
   “She’s burning up,” he said, laying his hand across her brow.
 
   “I don’t know what can be done.  We’ve no medications and no water to spare,” Lena whispered.
 
   Their daughter, Brandi, slipped away from her friends and joined her parents.  “What’s up?” she asked.  “How’s Annie?”
 
   “Not good, I’m afraid,” Ben answered.  “How you holdin’ up?”
 
   “I’m super tired, but I’ll be okay.  We calling it quits for the night?” Brandi asked.
 
   Ben looked at Annie and then his wife.  “If we move any further, we may lose our cover.  I’d hate to get caught in an empty field when the sun comes up.  Let’s hang here until we can get a better idea of what’s ahead.”
 
   “It’s your call.  You’ve gotten us this far safely and who knows, maybe we’ve left the Harvesters on the other side of the mountain,” Lena suggested.
 
   “That’s the hope, but we may find something worse over here,” Ben noted, smugly.
 
   “Well, that’s just what I wanted to hear,” Brandi said, waving to rejoin the cluster of Normals.
 
   “Lena, I want you to stay here and do what you can for Annie.  I’m going to scout around and see what’s close by.  Maybe I can find a water source or something to eat.  I’ll try to be back before the sun pops over the ridge.”
 
   “You be careful.”
 
   “I will,” he said, kissing her cheek before hustling away.  As he passed each individual, he stopped briefly to assess their needs and assure them all was well.  He had a way of making everything seem fine in a world of utter chaos.  His mother used to joke that he could put a smile on the face of a convicted felon standing on the gallows, with a noose around his neck.  He gathered empty water jugs as he went, whispering to all.  “Get some sleep.  I’ll be back.  We’ll be there soon.”  He breathed faith and renewed hope to the discouraged and tired.
 
   Shortly after he vanished into the blackness, Annie’s condition declined, the fever overloading her system and shaking her violently.  Lena cradled and held her tight, rocking her gently.  “Annie, it’ll be okay.  You’re safe.  We’ll find you help just as soon as we can.”
 
   The vulnerable, older woman did not respond, except for a tender, lingering touch of her hand along Lena’s neck.  In retrospect, the feelings of anger, initially directed at Annie, racked Lena with guilt and shame.  A single, clear tear traced the contour of Lena’s nose and chin, dripping easily to her bare arm.  Ben, where are you?
 
   At sunup, Ben dodged and twisted from one clump of brush to the next, working his way back to his family and friends.  His search had taken longer than he’d anticipated but it was not in vain.  A shallow, trickle of water, draining from the hillside had called to him, as small stones rolled over one another in their journey to the valley floor.  It was not especially clean but it was wet and would bring smiles to many.
 
   Arriving in the midst of the sleeping group, the tortures of the night were easily visible:  red welts and open, bleeding sores were crusted and swollen.  Tears filled his eyes as he walked among them, not disturbing, but taking stock of their condition.  His own daughter was badly bruised where she must have taken a fall, but there were others much worse off.  The thought of Annie and Lena suddenly pushed him through the pack to where he’d left them a few hours before.
 
   Stepping above the resting band he found the pair over a graceful rise in the terrain.  The spread of wild grass was indeed just that: a carpet of greenery, winding between rocks and shrubs, speckled with a beautiful array of wild flowers, in all their varieties.  It was breathtaking.  He rushed to where Lena held Annie and spoke with great enthusiasm, “I found water, and there’s a small farm not far away.  I think we can hold up there and maybe get something to eat.”
 
   Lena smiled but did not answer.  A trail of tears had worn a red path down her face, but she was cried out and had nothing more to give.
 
   “Annie…Annie,” he called, but there was no response.
 
   He looked into Lena’s face and knew from her trembling expression the tale of her last few hours.  Lena shook her head slowly and mouthed, “She asked for you.”
 
   Tears welled up in his eyes and his tongue thickened.  “Was she in pain?” he asked.
 
   “She was cold – wanted you to wrap her up.”
 
   “How long ago did she pass?” he questioned, trying to keep a torrent of tears at bay.
 
   “Just minutes.  She fought but in the end was happy to go – whispered something about Ethan.  I think it was her husband.”
 
   Ben helped ease Annie from Lena’s arms, laying her cooling corpse amongst the flowers.  He pulled Lena to his chest and held her tightly.  Adversity, stress, and a lasting hunger to endure had welded their lives and fused their souls like never before.  They lived because of the sacrifice of one, and they would never forget.
 
   Suddenly an abrupt, endless scream, followed by another and then a dozen more, reached over the earthen rise and shook the couple from their quiet moment.  They rushed toward the group, panicked and scared.  Their daughter sat atop a large boulder wailing, with her hand pressed firmly to her calf.  Everyone had moved away from the rock, except for the one-eyed man and a parent, who were crushing something on the ground with stones.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ben shouted, his voice barely breaking through the cacophony of howls.
 
   “A snake,” one of The Normals yelled, pointing at the base of the boulder.  Another teen ran to Ben, madly screaming Brandi had been bitten.
 
   “Settle down, settle down,” Raymond squawked, his exposed eye winking proudly.  “We got it – darn, no good rattler.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Lena shouted.  “A rattlesnake?”
 
   “Sure ’nough, and a good ’un at that,” Ray gasped, picking up the six-foot-long snake and dangling it for all to see.  The grizzled, old coot shifted his head from side-to-side, inspecting the diamondback carefully before tossing it aside.
 
   “Brandi, are you bitten?” Ben barked, frustration completely overtaking him.
 
   “Yes, Daddy.  What do we do?” she bawled, while pushing herself forward to fall into his arms.  “Am I gonna die?” she cried, hysterically.
 
   “No, no…let me take a look.”
 
   Ben inspected the bite, which was already swelling and turning red.  “She needs help, Lena.  We have to get her to a doctor.”
 
   “Yup, ’ere’s no tellin’ how much venom she got pumped into her.  Big snake like ’at can do ’lot of damage,” Ray said, clueless he was not helping.
 
   “Come on, we’ve got to go,” Ben ordered, already pushing ahead at a slow trot.  However, the group did not immediately move, being somewhat stunned at the morning’s events.
 
   Lena fell in behind Ben and motioned for the others to join them.  Reluctantly they followed, matching the pace, only fully realizing their situation when Lena shouted, “Annie is already dead, we can’t lose another – catch up or die!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Christine’s long, blonde tresses had darkened over the years, turning brown at the roots while faintly hinting at the original color near the silken tips.  Late in the afternoon she still wore the knee-length dress she’d chosen for Boyd’s funeral that morning.  She and Cory walked along one of the many sidewalks, which ran from building-to-building, connecting friends and providing order.  Though she was beyond thirty, her face suggested she was somewhat older.  The past two years had been especially hard: her father’s health, vacillating between death and recovery, had nearly crushed her spirit and been a source of constant fatigue and stress.
 
   For a time, they walked without speaking.  More often than not they knew what the other was thinking, making words an unnecessary formality.  Christine looked between them where their hands were clasped and smiled.  “Do you miss them?” she asked.
 
   “Who?” Cory replied, not realizing she was referring to his phantom digits.
 
   “You know,” she said, nodding at their hands.
 
   “Oh…sometimes, I guess.  I’ve been so long without them I have a hard time remembering what it was like to have them.  Does it bother you?” he questioned, stopping and lifting their knotted hands for closer inspection.
 
   “Don’t be silly.  Of course not, especially when we’re holding hands.  It kind of reminds me of that horrible day,” she said, thinking back to the frightful events that led to Cory’s disfigurement, “but it also reminds me how you fought to save my dad and me.”
 
   “Funny, I somehow remember you being the hero of that little battle.”
 
   “Not hardly, in any case, I’m afraid there’s a bit of each of us buried in the past: for you it just happens to be fingers.”
 
   Cory wrapped her in his arms and kissed her sweetly, before whispering how much he loved her.  They parted and resumed their leisurely stroll, Christine reaching again to take his hand.
 
   “Did you happen to see Dude and Holly this morning at the service?” she asked, matter-of-factly.
 
   “Yeah, I saw them.  Why?”
 
   Christine was surprised Cory had no more to say.  “You didn’t notice?”
 
   “Notice what?  What are you getting at?” Cory replied, his voice rising to the challenge.
 
   “Who do they remind you of?  Anybody you know?” she teased.
 
   “Why am I feeling like I’m being set up?  Yes, I saw Dude and Holly and all The Normals.  It was a hard day for them as well, but for the life of me, I can’t think of anything out of the ordinary.  However, I suspect you’re going to point it out for me, right?”
 
   “I can’t believe they don’t remind you of us.”
 
   Cory slowed their pace, bewilderment setting in and confused by the direction the discussion had gone.  “Us?  How so?”
 
   “You’re joking.  Tell me you’re joking?  You haven’t noticed the banter between those two?  It’s so cute,” Christine said, smiling.
 
   “What are you talking about – Dude and Holly are…are involved?”
 
   “No, they’re not ‘involved’ in the way you’re thinking,” she said, shifting her smile to a quick frown.  “They’re just exploring the whole boy-girl thing, and they reminded me of us, a decade ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I guess I missed it.  Are they old enough to…you know, be checking each other out?’
 
   “Well, I for one find it refreshing to see a little romance around here,” Christine said, sarcastically.
 
   “Oh, I’ll give you romance, Baby.  Come here,” he said, bending her over and planting a wet kiss across her lips.
 
   “Will you knock it off?  I just thought it was sweet, that’s all.”
 
   “Anything Dude, or Jeff for that matter, is up to wouldn’t surprise me.  Have you seen what they’re doing in their spare time?”
 
   “Let me guess – making pipe bombs,” she answered, placing an index finger alongside her temple.
 
   “No, it’s not pipe…but wait, that’s what they should be doing.  Good thinkin’, I’ll have them talk to Godfrey.”
 
   Suddenly Christine was waving both hands frantically between them.  “Hold up – you’re going to get me in big trouble with Allison.  Don’t give those boys any ideas, especially if it involves Whitcomb.”
 
   “Okay, alright, but what they are doing is building a miniature golf course.  Can you believe that, of all things?”
 
   “A miniature golf course – huh, that sounds like fun,” she suggested, returning her face to a gleeful grin.
 
   Cory looked at her, unfazed by her enthusiasm.  “Don’t you think they could find better things to do?”
 
   “You mean like water, mow and tend a baseball field that gets used twice a year?”
 
   “That’s different…that’s…ah…”
 
   “That’s yours.”
 
   “Precisely, and it…oh, crap, you win.  Anyway, I wish I had as much energy as those two.  They do make me laugh.  Did you see Jeff at the game a week or two ago?” Cory asked.
 
   “You mean the singing?” she replied.
 
   Cory nodded before breaking into his own version of Sherry Baby, lifting his voice into an ear-splitting falsetto and dancing while he sang, “Sherry, Sherry Baby – Sherry, Sherry Baby – She-e-e-erry Ba-a-by – She-e-rry, can you come out tonight.”
 
   “You’ve lost it,” Christine gushed, laughing loudly.
 
   He continued for another moment, concluding with, “I’m gonna make you-a mi-yi-yi-yine.”  He scooped Christine up and twirled her around before dipping in for a kiss.
 
   “Now, I know you’ve lost it.”
 
   “What’s lost was the game, and it’s no wonder, with that idiot singing and dancing around third base while we’re trying to bat.  Where’d he learn that, anyway?”
 
   “I think it’s a safe bet it wasn’t from Rod,” she replied, sending them both into a tither of laughter.
 
   “Can you just imagine Rod singin’ that?  Makes my side ache just thinkin’ about it,” Cory squeaked, between chuckles.
 
   “Yup, you just never know what to expect from those boys.  I hear they’ve started a motorcycle club,” she said, furthering a discussion of the youth’s exploits.
 
   “Oh, you heard about that.  Not so much a club as a gang,” Cory replied, snickering at his own joke.  “Apparently Clayton was behind it – he’s Boss Hog or Hog Boss – something like that.  Anyway, you know they’ve all been learning to ride over the past year or so.  We’ve got them practicing a couple times a week at the stadium.”
 
   “And how are they?” Christine inquired.
 
   Taking a more serious tone, Cory replied, “Not bad.  Some of them, including the girls, have got some real skills.  It’s not often I agree with Clayton…”
 
   Christine suddenly burst out laughing, again.  “What?  Not often you agree with Clayton?  Did you just hear yourself?” she blurted out, the very idea breaking her up.
 
   “Come on, I’m trying to be serious here for a minute,” Cory encouraged.
 
   “Cory, you and Clayton finish each other’s sentences, and you practically live together when you’re not on duty.  To suggest you don’t often agree is beyond funny.”
 
   “Okay, I was just trying to give the poor guy some credit.”
 
   “Well, then…proceed,” she finally said, wiping the tears from her eyes.
 
   “As I was saying, before you so rudely cut me off…” Cory continued, with sarcasm dripping thickly from his lips.  “Having them learn to ride was a masterful idea and the club thing has cemented some comradery among the kids.  It’s been fun to watch.  When it comes down to…you know…the end, and they need to fend for themselves, they’ll have a way to escape.”
 
   The mood suddenly turned much more serious, as the words took Christine by surprise.  “Escape?  What are you saying, Cory?  This is the first I’ve heard of anything like this.”
 
   Cory took his wife by the elbow and they began back down the sidewalk.  “Have you got another few minutes before your dad wakes up?” Cory asked.
 
   “I’m sure I do, the service this morning really wiped him out.  What’s going on?  Is there something I should know?”  The joyful timbre in Christine’s voice was suddenly gone, replaced by sincere interest and concern.
 
   “I don’t know, at least, not for sure.  Just with Boyd dying and your dad being so sick, it’s got me thinking about us…the future…stuff like that.”
 
   The inflection in his voice was different, and in an instant Christine knew something was wrong.  “Cory, tell me if I’m crazy, but you sound…afraid, and that’s not like you.”
 
   “Chris, this morning your dad said he knew Boyd was being welcomed into heaven by family and friends – how does he know that?  How can anybody know that?”
 
   “This really is troubling you isn’t it?” she asked, very concerned.
 
   “It always has, but there’s something bad coming, Christine.  I can feel it…and it’s not the battles or the fighting that scares me.  I can handle myself and I’ll take care of you, but it’s the uncertainty.”
 
   “Cory, listen to yourself.  You just answered your own question.”
 
   He stopped and looked at her, his puzzled expression searching for a further explanation.
 
   “Okay, think about it.  You said, you know something bad is coming.  You don’t have any specific knowledge but you have a feeling.  Right?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “How sure are you?”
 
   “I’d bet my last nickel we’re in for it,” he confirmed.
 
   “It’s the same for dad and me.  I don’t have anything specific that I can point to that tells me about heaven, but I’ve got a feeling, like you, that assures me it’s there, and we have loved ones waiting for us.”
 
   “Simple as that?”
 
   “No, I don’t think it’s simple at all.  Although, I guess it starts out simple, like a seed, growing into something greater as you give yourself to God and it takes root, sprouts, and grows to fill your soul.”
 
   “But I wish I could, like you say, feel it…know it.  The uncertainty really does scare the crap out of me,” he expressed openly.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be so, Cory.  I know you’re not churchy, and I’ve never expected you to be, but you have a spirituality about you that is deep and abiding.  Why do you think I fell for you so completely?”
 
   “I thought it was my rugged good looks and overly positive impression I made on your father,” Cory mused.
 
   “Not hardly,” she said, a narrow grin marking her pretty face.  But seriously, the answers are there…if you’ll just tap into it,” she encouraged.
 
   “You mean prayer?”
 
   “Of course.  It’s easier than you might think.”
 
   “I’ve prayed,” he replied.
 
   “I know, but I’m talking about times other than when somebody is shooting at you.”
 
   “Well, it’s surprising how often that is.  Sometimes I’m talking to the good Lord on a regular basis.”
 
   She feigned a swift kick to his calf, before kissing his cheek gently.  “The answers are there, my love, listen with your heart and not your mind and you’ll find peace.  Come on now, let’s finish this walk and check on Dad.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Dry, gusting winds swept down the canyon and over The Ward’s compound.  Trees that had survived the man-made destruction of the planet, arched against the onslaught, bending and then snapping to attention, as the gales ebbed and flowed.  Sitting in a squared turret atop Old Main, a lone fighter braced himself against the tepid flurries, scanning the horizon for a single, telling landmark.  Through a scoped rifle he peered north, down the street, over the stadium to a point well beyond The Alamo’s perimeter.
 
   The sign he was looking for was there.  “That was quick,” he muttered.  He pulled his face away from the scope and blinked, rewetting his eyes against the wind’s assault.  Cranking his neck to reposition himself behind the scope, he squinted to confirm that a drop had been made.  Centered in the crosshairs was an innocuous street sign, angled and positioned, thus allowing him to read the black-on-white text – 700 East.  Now what? he questioned, imagining his handlers were calling for another murder or an escalation against The Ward.
 
   The evening before, just at sunset, he’d casually wound his way to the same spot in the pretense of needing a friendly word with the male sentry on duty.  They’d laughed and talked about some of the local women before the mole borrowed the rifle and surveyed the surroundings.  He did a complete 360, before resting the reticle on the same sign, which at the time read – 800 North.  Sometime during the night the sapper had paid a visit, delivered a message and spun the street marker.  Over his time with the people of Logan, the ploy had worked well, but a ‘drop’ always brought an element of danger and detection.  However, he was up to the task.
 
   His devotion never swayed, never compromised.  He was loyal to Juanita Williams and none else, and if that meant dying to sustain her life and her vision, then so be it.  The night’s venture was already taking shape in his mind: black face, black attire, combat knife and unshakable resolve.  As always, he would wait for everyone but the sentries to be asleep, and then slip away from the campus to a remote mailbox.  Getting out always seemed easier than returning.  In his mind they should have been the same but random chance seemed to be against him when coming home.  No matter, he’d deal with that as it arose.  For now, he completed his shift, smiled, shook hands at the appropriate times and blended in.  Fools, he thought, trusting fools.
 
   Two grueling hours of waiting, with little to do, played with his mind and he was pulled back to Boyd’s face in death.  The image was burned into his psyche: the pathetic cry for help, and then the light-of-understanding a millisecond before his life was forever extinguished.  The mole, try as he might to conjure up some real emotion, had difficulty getting beyond the act as anything more than a job-well-done.  He was a soldier in Juanita’s army and had fulfilled an order like any faithful soldier would do.  He was pleased and proud of what he’d done but the image haunted him still.
 
   Finally, as the time approached to retrieve his orders, he greased his face with black shoe polish and crept from his room.  As he had done before, he moved with stealth and ease through the darkened buildings, pathways, and streets to his destination.  Action at The Alamo was nearly unheard of, the peripheral roadblocks doing most of the fighting and the local sentries knew it.  Over time, some had grown complacent and lackadaisical about their assignment, making the operative’s nightly missions more routine than dangerous.  He expected tonight would be the same, but there was more in play than he realized.
 
   At the mailbox, he withdrew a somewhat crumbled envelope and opened it quickly, ripping the end away and tossing it to the ground.  He slipped out a folded sheet of paper and examined the text, having to tip it oddly to catch enough light to read.  ’Good work – we’re preparing to attack the ward.  Do what you can to make trouble.  Coming from the north with heavy firepower but team of harvesters will need your help at campus outposts.  Plan on 1 week from now – watch for flare as signal.’  It was initialed ‘W’, but with a strange arrowed circle drawn around the letter, the significance of which only the mole understood.
 
   He grinned, before hastily chewing the note and swallowing it down.  That’s the last of those, he imagined, gagging the final piece over his tongue while wishing for a glass of water.
 
   Staying well in the shadows, he glided from house to house, working his way back to his room.  The reverberating, gentle hum of The Ward’s generators were now easily within range, as well as the lights they powered.  Suddenly a backlit image hastened from one place of concealment to another, running hunched over with an obvious long-barreled weapon in his hands.  Only a couple of possibilities existed in the mole’s mind, none played to his advantage.  He bolted in pursuit, giving little thought for anything less than overcoming and neutralizing the threat.
 
   They followed me, they know – it was the only logical answer and it spurred him on.  As he ran, he slipped the sharpened blade from its hiding place; unafraid a random glint would give him away.  It was too late for that, too late for anything but blunting the knowledge that would be his undoing.  Unlike Boyd’s demise, one that he did without relish, he would enjoy this killing – he would enjoy it a lot.
 
   He paused, his prey momentarily disappearing from view – but there he was, running the last, uphill leg before he’d be in the lights of the security post.  He’s getting tired, he observed, picking up his own pace to close the distance.  The two men charged up the steepening slope; Kirk losing ground and finally giving up.  He spun, dropped on his behind and brought his blond-stocked rifle to bear on the spy.  A gray backdrop of harsh shadows filled the view as the aggressor surged on.
 
   Kirk fired an errant, misplaced round and scrambled for his side arm.  He attempted to raise the pistol but it was too late – the mole’s knife easily penetrated Kirk’s shoulder until it struck bone.  The injured Ward member wailed and called for help, not knowing if the warning shot was enough to save his life.  The assailant straddled Kirk’s chest, pinning his back to the road.
 
   “How?” he grunted, pressing his lips very close to Kirk’s face.
 
   Kirk spat at him defiantly, further enraging the killer as he glanced up the road.
 
   “Tell me,” he said, twisting the blade and grinding the tip against Kirk’s shoulder blade.
 
   “Your visit…your visit didn’t sit right with me – filthy traitor!”
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   “Everyone…they all know.  They’ll all be…”
 
   “Liar,” the mole whispered, bringing his mouth very close to Kirk’s ear.  “Then why are you alone?”  He thought for a second and then it dawned on him.  “You wanted to be a hero,” he said, almost laughing.  “You wanted to rat me out on your own.  Wrong move and it’s killed you.”
 
   A distant alarm sounded over the hill’s crest, halting the deadly discussion.
 
   “Sounds like your time’s up.  Any last words?” he asked, taking pleasure in the moment.
 
   “You’ll pay, as God is my witness, you’ll…”
 
   He’d heard enough and in one swift motion withdrew the blade and raked it across Kirk’s neck, nearly severing his head.  Blood gushed and sprayed in a gruesome cascade for seconds until his life’s essence was spent, creating a virtual river of gore.
 
   The mole was off and sprinting before the first, red geyser shot skyward – seconds were critical, as he made his way through alleys and fences to safety.  A commotion of lights, sounds, and security people greeted him on campus.  He laid low, biding his time and taking advantage of the confusion.  Before long, he stood in Old Main’s turret overlooking the frantic scene below, fulfilling his emergency assignment with none being the wiser. 
 
   One week, one week of hell to rain down on The Ward.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   The valley’s dust swirled in cough-wrenching plumes as Ben and company hurried along in a reckless bid to save Brandi’s life.  The young, semi-conscious girl bounced in a makeshift, two-man cradle, formed between her father and Raymond.
 
   “Keep moving…please, everyone keep moving,” Ben shouted, not taking the time or energy to look behind him.
 
   “To where?” someone yelled, from the back of the strung-out party.
 
   Lena, who was right on her husband’s heels, stopped long enough to cast a wicked glare over her shoulder.  “Just keep up,” she scolded.  “We’ve no other choice.”
 
   The troop hustled on, laden with water-filled canisters and nothing else. The ‘canteens’ constantly slapped against their bellies or hips, acting as a frequent reminder that they would not die today – at least, not of thirst.  Their small food supply was only a memory; one that did little to feed the stabbing pangs of hunger each survivor was bravely enduring.  
 
   Suddenly, from the middle of the procession, a struggling Normal began to sing.  He uttered the words faintly to himself, not wanting to draw any undo attention but before long the lyrics were recognized and his friends joined in.  When they had quietly finished the first verse, they started again, adding volume and desire to the lyrics:
 
    
 
   “Come, come, ye Saints, no toil nor labor fear;
 
   But with joy wend your way.
 
   Though hard to you this journey may appear,
 
   Grace shall be as your day.”
 
    
 
   The revitalized chorus continued to sing, forgetting for a time their circumstances or the dangers they faced.  The words, sung by pioneer ancestors, strengthened their worn-out muscles and filled their chests with renewed hope.  We can do this, they thought, raising their voices high to the heavens.
 
   Ben was about to caution and quiet the singers for fear of detection, but thought better of it.  The song’s message seemed to be all that was pushing them forward, lifting their spirits above the pain, hunger, and fatigue.
 
   “Look!  Ahead…there’s a farm,” Lena exclaimed, above the choir’s melody.
 
   “Where?” Brandi questioned.  She lifted her head to see a weathered, old farm complex, with silos and a large farmhouse nestled amongst a group of half-dead spruce trees.  “Daddy, will there be help?” she asked, letting her head sag, once again, against Ben’s heaving chest.
 
   “I hope so, Sweety.  I surely hope so,” he replied, renewing a pace that seemed impossible, given all they’d been through.
 
   “Maybe someone’s there,” Lena suggested.  However, as they closed the distance, hastily dodging low-lying brush and strewn, windblown debris, it became apparent the farm was deserted.  A shabby, rusted-out pickup sat on the drive, covered in powder-like soil, which obscured the vehicle’s actual color.  The tires were cracked and flat, except for one that amazingly had a few pounds of pressure swelling the rubber.  They skirted the truck and walked on, their voices subdued and senses alert to possible threats.
 
   “Looks like nobody’s home,” Raymond said, nodding his head toward the house.
 
   “I think you’re right.  Let’s set her down and take a look around,” Ben replied.  The two men slowly unwound their arms and placed Brandi on the bed of the decrepit, old Ford.  Their arms instantly felt light, tingling as a surge of blood reached their extremities.  “Let’s try the house first.  Lena, stay with Brandi while we check things out,” he advised, directing two other adults to inspect the barn.  Ben had a sickening feeling their search would turn up little more than rat droppings and filth, which, considering some of the alternatives, was not all bad.
 
   The yellow-bricked home had seen better times, but like so many across the wasteland, it housed a ghostly remembrance of a family taken too soon.  A sprawling, wraparound deck was nearly stripped of paint; harboring bits of white that clung to the cracking cedar, giving a clue to the home’s original appearance.  A dense layer of dust covered everything like an early snowfall, assuring the intruders that no one had climbed the stairs in the past few weeks, if not years.
 
   Raymond and Ben looked about for weapons before breaching the front door.  They settled on ripping a few 2x2’s from the porch’s rail and held them at the ready.  They found the door unlocked and slowly swung it inward.  It creaked and ground to a stop, but not before a gap was created, wide enough for both men to maneuver.
 
   “Be careful,” Lena called, from behind them.  “Holler if you need help.”
 
   Ben nodded his understanding but did not take his eyes from the entryway.  “Ray, I don’t think we’ll find anybody home, but if somebody starts shooting it up, get back out here and take my family to safety.  I’ll stay and see what I can do.”
 
   “But…” Ray began, before being shutdown with a stern look from Ben.  “Well, if that’s the way ya want it,” he concluded.
 
   The two men squeezed through the narrow opening and disappeared from view.  The collection of Normals and adults anxiously waited, hopeful the search would turn up something fruitful.  Lena withdrew her attention, for a moment, to inspect her daughters wound.  She poured water from one of the canisters over the bulging, red puncture marks and wrapped the girl’s leg with cloth.
 
   “It’ll be fine.  Don’t worry,” she said, biting her lip to keep from crying.  She was not one to lie, especially to her daughter, but what else could she do.  She knew, as well as Ben, and possibly Brandi, that there was little hope and perhaps even less time before tragedy would strike…again.
 
   Through the open door, the subtle sounds of men sweeping from room-to-room could be heard, followed suddenly by the clomping of shoes up a stairway.  A minute later, everyone’s attention was drawn upward by Ben tapping on an upstairs’ window.  He waved them in, eager and excited for everyone to appreciate their discovery.
 
   Once inside, the band scurried about, mostly looking for food, except for Lena and Ben, who searched for a miracle…anything medicinal that would slow the venom and save Brandi’s life.  The quest continued: every nook, shelf and out-of-the-way place was inspected until Ben heard the front door slam close.  Startled, he bounded to the entry to find his friends who had searched the barn.  “What’d ya find?” he questioned.
 
   A short, stocky woman shook her head glumly and responded they had found nothing of value, and no sign of the owners.  “It would appear they’ve been gone for some time,” she surmised.  “There’s a couple of graves behind the barn, but no telling when they were dug.  The markers are unreadable.  How ’bout you?  Did you turn up anything?” she asked.
 
   Ben sadly reported they had not but encouraged them to join the hunt.  Brandi watched from the comfort of a tattered couch, her head elevated and leg extended to the floor.  “What’s gonna happen, Dad?” she asked, trying in vain to hold back a tidal wave of emotions.  A few tears broke over the dike and spilled down her dirty cheeks.
 
   The tender, simple question implied far more than what was said, and Ben knew it.  He found his way to her and kissed her forehead gently, sensing a rise in her temperature.  “We didn’t escape that murderous wench and come this far to have you…”  He cut himself off before prophetically issuing the girl’s death warrant.  “Well, I’ve got faith you’ll be fine.  God will provide…He will.  He has to.”
 
   Suddenly a man screamed from the basement, his words echoing throughout the house.  “Bijimeny, I got it!  I got it!”
 
   “What’s he on about?” Ben yipped, before dashing to the top of the lower stairs.  From the darkness below, a shadowy figure bumped his way through the clutter and lurched up the steps, his only eye bright with excitement.
 
   “The mice got the rest but I found it.  I got the fix!” he exclaimed.
 
   “Ray, slow down.  What’ve you found?” Ben prodded, catching the sight of Lena and a few others running to see what had caused such a commotion.
 
   The old timer held something tightly, as he tried to explain.  “Downstairs…I mean, under the stairs, I found it.”
 
   “What?” Lena shouted.
 
   “A kit.  A rescue kit of some sort – mice got the goodies, and the flashlights are dead, but there it was…plain as day.  It’s a little beat up but maybe it’s still good,” he gushed, breathlessly.
 
   “What’s still good, Man?” Ben asked, raising his voice to match Ray’s.
 
   “This,” he answered, opening his hand to reveal the rusted, but still intact, metal packaging of a snakebite kit.
 
   Lena rushed forward and hugged the scruffy, old goat, while Ben snatched the prize from his hand.  “It’s a sign,” Ray shouted.  “An angel has led us.”  The words sunk deep into Ben’s heart but he did not reply.  There was no time – even now it was maybe too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
   In the morning following Kirk’s brutal murder, Clark knelt at the grisly scene…alone.  His cousin’s body had been retrieved hours before, shortly after security personnel found his bled out, lifeless corpse.  A remaining trail of carnage left no doubt the assault had been swift, vicious and unrestrained.
 
   “Why?” Clark asked.  “I just don’t get it.”
 
   From behind, a gentle voice answered, startling Clark, who had not heard the approaching footsteps.  “Duty…honor…any number of unknown reasons – at least, that’s what we have to believe,” Allison replied.  Rod and his wife neared their grieving friend, hoping to understand what Kirk’s death meant for The Ward.
 
   “I guess,” Clark agreed, choosing to keep any further thoughts to himself.  The rough defender of The Alamo could not remember a time when his emotions had been so sorely tried.  Kirk was his last blood relative – the rest were gone – all taken, but none like this.  He’d been among the first responders, flabbergasted to discover one of their own beyond the security perimeter, and even more surprised to find it to be one of their inner circle, his cousin…his friend.
 
   The couple watched in silence as Clark ground a bleach-soaked cloth against the pavement, which lathered pink against his touch.  “It has to be done.  You know, before the sun bakes it into the pores.”
 
   Allison stooped and placed her hand over his and spoke, “Let me do that for you, Clark.  There’s no reason you should have to…”
 
   “No…Allison.  No, but thanks.  I want to…I need to.”
 
   “As you wish,” she replied, removing her hand but not standing.
 
   “He was a good man,” Clark asserted, a few tears now dropping freely from his chin and mixing with the reddened slurry.
 
   “That he was,” Rod agreed.  “He’ll be missed.”  Allison nodded her agreement, placing her hand gently on Clark’s trembling shoulder.
 
   He continued to rub at the morbid stain far longer than necessary.  However, the act was cleansing…healing.  Between moments of still reflection and muted sobs, Clark recounted stories of growing up with his cousin: their days on the family farm and their survival through the worst of those early years.  “He always wanted to help.  He was never one to seek out a fight but was ready…”  The security chief choked on the words, a realization hitting him anew – Kirk was truly gone.  “I can’t have this,” he said, rinsing the tattered rag again, only to sweep it back and forth over the ever-widening bloodstained ring.
 
   “What’s that, Clark?” Rod asked.
 
   “This reminder – every day staring me in the face.  I can’t have it telling me I failed to keep him safe.”
 
   “What kind of talk is that?  Kirk’s death is no more your fault than it is Allison’s or anybody else’s.  As for the spot, it will fade, but it’s his memory we need to cherish…to hold dear.”
 
   “I know…but it’s hard.  I’m sick of the killin’, the sleepless nights, the wondering about our next meal.”  Clark finally stopped scouring the uneven asphalt and looked Allison in the eyes.  “I’m tired, Allison, just bone tired.”
 
   She pulled him to her, and they wept.  Rod looked on, his emotions rendering him speechless.  His thoughts were drawn to his brother, Roger, and others who had fallen, but were not forgotten.  “We can’t give up,” he softly whispered.  The statement brought no immediate response, but it did slow his friends’ lingering whimpers.  “We have to try.  Can you imagine if we don’t?”
 
   For a second a grim picture formed in his mind, hushing his words.  The horrid display congealed, rendering a possible future for his people; their lives slaughtered for the amusement of the disturbed and evil.  Rod pulled himself together and completed his thought.  “What prospects can we offer?  Can we even promise a tomorrow?  I can already see the writing on the proverbial wall.  They’ll kill every last one of us and take The Normals.  We can’t just roll over and give in to these murderous heathens.”
 
   “Rod, don’t you think I know that?  If I could get my hands on ’em, I’d take every last one of them and string ’em up by their nuts and order target practice, but…”
 
   “But, what?” Allison asked.
 
    “But they just keep coming.  For every one we kill, two more take their place.  Where are the good people?  Where are the humane, the caring, and the sincere?  Surely, we’re not alone?”
 
   “We’re not,” Allison chimed in.  “Look at us: two communities thrown together by random circumstances and we’ve done alright.  It’s not perfect but we have a life…we have each other.”
 
   “Listen, you two, don’t get me wrong.  I said I was tired, not whipped.  I’m gonna find who did this to my cousin and there’ll be hell to pay.  You can bank on it.”  The thought of Kirk’s final seconds and his unheard cries suddenly turned Clark’s sadness to rage.  He stood, slammed the wet rag deliberately to the ground and offered to raise Allison from her crouched position.
 
   “Of that, I have no doubt,” Rod replied, grateful his friend’s fighting spirit was shining through their tremendous loss.
 
   “I’m lead on this, Rod,” Clark said, curtly.
 
   “Of course.  Tell me what I can do to help,” his friend replied, “but it need not be…”
 
   “Unfortunately it does.  We have to start now, while the trail is fresh and the killer has blood on his hands,” Clark demanded.  “There’s too many questions…too many loose ends.  I’ve a nagging feeling their connected…somehow, somewhere they’re connected.”
 
   “What…who’s connected?” Allison asked.
 
   “Bubley and Kirk.  When was the last time we lost two members of the council to such unusual circumstances?”
 
   “Never,” Allison answered.
 
   “So you think someone…one of our own did this?” Rod questioned, assuming a Harvester probing their defenses had brought about the death.  He discussed the possibility with his friends, tossing ideas and theories about while the sun climbed high against a backwash of brilliant blue.
 
   On campus, news of the murder spread from wagging tongues to eager ears, faster than any mail service.  A macabre sense of interest and fear gripped the little community, causing many to question their safety and their neighbor’s intentions.  For most, they lived among people they loved and trusted.  To imagine one as a killer was almost beyond belief, but like a plague, rumors spread, even as Clark, Rod and Allison discussed the possibilities.
 
   However, the friends were not the only ones intimately connected to, and interested in the butchering of the sharpshooter.  High above the rest, he watched.  A rifle held firmly against his shoulder and his eye glued to the scope’s reticle.  He danced the crosshairs from Clark’s forehead to Allison’s breast, just over her heart.  Grinning, he briefly considered pulling the trigger.  The shock would almost be worth the risk, but not yet, he cautioned.  After all, time was on his side.  He knew The Ward’s destruction was imminent and he was more than happy to wait.  He’d perform, dance to their tune a few more days, all the while plotting and preparing.  In less than a week he’d be reunited with the woman who allowed light into his dark, meager existence.  His heart thumped against his chest; the idea of being in her presence, and pleasing her with his devotion, was overwhelming.  Patience, he thought.  Soon enough…soon enough.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Black smoke billowed from the rear of a supercharged, diesel engine as it vibrated and shook to life.  It had been weeks since the 600-horsepower motor had been run, creating a bit more work for Smitty, but it wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle.  Turning wrenches had earned him a special spot in Juanita’s hierarchy, but he feared her, all the same.  He wiped his hands with a grimy rag and muttered to himself, while circling the Bradley Fighting Vehicle.
 
   Years ago, a band of wayward Guardsman had tried to transport the war-machine from Colorado to Oregon, not understanding Lady Williams stood in their path.  Negotiations for the fine piece of military hardware had been settled with few words…and then a single bullet.
 
   Vastly outnumbered and bartering from a place of weakness, the leader of the Guardsmen had not been adequately humble, at least not to Juanita’s liking.  He’d initially asked for women, rations and a free pass across the state.  She’d said no.  He’d then asked for a leadership position, retaining control of the Bradley – she’d said no.  As a final plea, he’d begged for his life: quaking on bended knee, just as humble and sincere as any man Lady Williams had seen.  She considered his request, not for long mind you, but long enough to solidify a response that would teach his watching men a hard, life lesson.
 
   “Mercy?” she’d asked, lifting his chin to stare into his tearing eyes.
 
   “Yes…yes, mercy.  We can help.  We’ll join up – won’t we fellas,” he’d cried, swiveling his face away from her touch to see his men avoiding his gaze.  “Try us – you’ll see.”
 
   One of Williams’ subordinates couldn’t contain himself and shouted anonymously from the crowd of onlookers, “Oh, we’ll try you alright – with salt and pepper and plenty of catsup.”  The remark had sent a ripple of laughter through Juanita’s people, and had even lifted the corner of her mouth in a devilish grin, but for the pleading gentleman it had a remarkably different effect.  He suddenly grimaced and looked at the ground between his gapped knees, expecting the area to soon be inundated with the contents of his bowels.  More howls vaulted skyward, spreading a definite smile across Juanita’s lips, but it did not remain for long.  The perceived childish display of fear, though amusing to some, angered the hardhearted woman and she placed the muzzle of her revolver against the man’s forehead.
 
   “You’ll join up?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “All of you?”
 
   “Yes.  Won’t we boys?”
 
   “You’ll be loyal?” she questioned, looking from one ragtag newcomer to the next.  She waited for each to nod in the affirmative, before pressing the issue further.
 
   She’d pulled the pistol away from the man’s head and he sighed deeply.  Lady Williams had noted the relief but ignored the man, turning her attention to his troops.  She’d walked slowly, pacing herself before them – sizing them up, before she completed the negotiations for the BFV.  “Because…if you’re not,” she said, spinning around to drop on one knee, “this is what you’ll get.”  She deftly raised the pistol in a classic shooting stance and fired a single, .38-caliber slug at the soiled man.  He’d had no time to dodge or react, the bullet striking him just above the temple and killing him instantly.  The incident was forever blood-spattered across Juanita’s memory and tucked into a drawer of her fondest recollections.
 
   The Guardsmen had indeed turned out to be faithful followers: doing her bidding and looking after the Bradley.  They’d never really had to use the armored beast but Smitty kept it in proper running condition.  The 25mm cannon had not been fired in years – ammunition was a cherished commodity – but they ran the engine every few weeks to keep the inner workings lubricated and cycled a few rounds through the machine gun, more for fun than anything else.  However, word had come down that they’d soon be taking full advantage of the vehicle’s capabilities and Smitty didn’t want to get caught unprepared.
 
   “Run ’er up a few more rpm’s and hold it there,” the mechanic shouted, above the dull roar of the engine.  “That’s good!  Hey, you guys,” he bellowed, pointing at a pair of middle aged men who were busy lubricating the ‘tank’s’ tracks.  “Get those doors open.  I want to see how she does.”  A minute later, a pair of large, aluminum doors swung wide, allowing the sun’s bright rays to fill the hangar.
 
   Inside the vehicle a three-man crew waited for the go-ahead to clear the building.  The driver, Bruce, rubbed a stiff, carpet-like beard that began just below his eyes and disappeared into the top of his stained t-shirt.  “Smitty, it’s hot in here,” he yelled.  “Come on, let’s get on with it.”
 
   “Okay, take her twice around the park and then back.  I want to check the seals,” Smitty yelled.
 
   “How fast?” the driver questioned, again lifting his voice above the drone of the churning motor.
 
   “No faster than 30 for now.  It’ll do more but I don’t want to push her.”
 
   “Gotcha!  Okay, boys, let’s roll ’er out nice and easy.”  Bruce maneuvered the 30-ton Bradley slowly to the hangar’s entrance and into the sunlight.  “Hang on,” he commanded, before hammering the accelerator to the floor and propelling the behemoth down a badly worn stretch of pavement.
 
   “Damn it, Bruce!  What did I say?” Smitty screamed, as he chased the armored vehicle a few yards down the road.  He stopped, threw an oil-stained rag to the ground and cussed at the accelerating giant.  “No respect…that’s it.  No respect for me or the vehicle,” he snarled, on his way back to the building’s broad opening.  “Take it easy out there, you idiots,” he growled, knowing full well there was no way they could hear him.
 
   The BFV did a couple of quick laps around a designated testing ground, swiveling the turret and elevating the cannon for good measure.  She looks good, Smitty thought, pleased his meticulous care had paid off.  He waved the crew to wind it down and bring her back for a quick inspection before calling it quits.  Just then, a trail of dust announced the arrival of Lady Williams’ hopped-up El-Camino.  The racing half-truck broadsided to a stop, nearly mowing over a couple of sentries in the process.
 
   “Whooeeee, that was some ride,” Finn said, as he extricated himself from the passenger door.
 
   “What can I say?  I’m in a good mood,” Juanita gushed.  She spun the car’s ignition and climbed out.  She was clothed in her usual coveralls, but there was something different about her…she somehow looked more feminine.  Finn had noticed it right away, but it had taken him a few miles to discover the subtle application of makeup that was highlighting her eyes and cheeks.  She really was in a good mood this morning.  “Smitty, how’s it lookin’?  We ready for action?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  She’s running like a top.  Just had the boys run her a bit and I was gonna double check the seals.”
 
   “That’s fine…just fine.  You get on with what you need to do.  Finn?”
 
   “Yup,” Finn acknowledged.
 
   Juanita took in the Bradley; its brute size and shear power reminding her of the solidly built Harvester.  She smiled as a lewd image formed, and then lingered in her aberrant imagination.  Williams reached out and stroked the vehicle’s cold surface, which rippled a sensual shiver from her shoulder blades to core.  It took another call from Finn to retrieve her from the mid-day fantasy.
 
   “Yes.  Oh, right.  Where was I?”  She paused for a second, shifting gears to something more urgent and sinister, but no less pleasurable.  “The scouts – have you heard anything?”
 
   Finn lumbered the few steps to join Lady Williams, grinning at the obvious flush in her cheeks.  “Scouts are on it.  They’re riding every highway, blacktop, and trail for 20 miles – so far, they’ve spotted nothing.”
 
   “Keep at it.  Annie must be found…we can’t have her warning The Ward.”
 
   “That’s the plan,” Finn confirmed.  “Anything else?”
 
   “There is.  How much ammo have we got?” Juanita asked, patting the BFV.
 
   The broad-chested Harvester thought for a moment and replied, “Enough.”
 
   “That’s not what I asked.  I want to know exactly how many rounds we have for both the cannon and the machine gun.  If you don’t know…find out.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll get somebody on it.  Can I ask why?” Finn inquired.
 
   “You may,” she replied, minus her usual dismissive tone.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “I just want to make sure we’ve got enough to break their perimeter and get to the campus.  They won’t be expecting anything like this.”
 
   “You can say that again,” Finn said, smiling.  “This is going to be one rude awakening.”
 
   Lady Williams returned his smile and walked into the hangar.  Inside, she greeted Bruce and the other two men exiting the Bradley.  “How’s it handle?” she asked the bearded driver.
 
   “Responds to my touch better than my woman ever did,” he answered, laughing and elbowing the gunner.
 
   “No doubt,” Juanita replied, feeling sorry for the man’s companion.  “Will we have any trouble getting it to Logan?”
 
   “Oh, we won’t drive her that far.  We’ve got a rig that’ll haul it as far as we need to and then drop it off.  Blasted thing goes through diesel like a babe sucking a teat but we’ll get her there,” Bruce confirmed.
 
   “You better,” Williams grunted.  “For your sake, you better.”
 
   “Is there anything else?” the driver asked, feeling his presence was no longer needed or wanted.
 
   “Nope, that’s all.  Just be ready at a moment’s notice.  You’ll be the spearhead of this assault so don’t disappoint me.”
 
   “We got you covered.  She’ll dish out more firepower than you can imagine,” Bruce noted.
 
   “Fantastic!” Finn interjected, enthusiastically.  “Listen, guys, I could use your help.  How ’bout you count up the exact amount of ammo we’ve got?  I want…we want to know where we stand,” he said, nodding at Juanita.
 
   “Sure we can do that,” the skinny gunner replied.  “Shouldn’t take us too long.  I know there’s lots for the 7.62 but the cannon is limited.”
 
   Juanita strolled around the massive, armored beast, with Finn close at her heels.  “Will they have anything that can stop it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Finn replied, shrugging his thick shoulders.  “Smitty, what would it take to neutralize this baby?”
 
   The mechanic finished what he was doing at the rear of the Bradley and joined the pair.  “What was that?” he asked.
 
   “Will The Ward have anything that’ll stop her,” Juanita said, reaching out and rubbing the cold, thick-platted metal on the vehicles right side.
 
   “Not unless they’ve got RPG’s or a howitzer.  I’m assuming you’ve got intel to the contrary.”
 
   “Yeah, nothing like that.  Small arms…maybe a .30-cal machine gun but that’s all.  Our source reports possible grenades but that’s about it.”
 
   Smitty ran a greasy hand through his hair, darkening the strands as he completed a single pass.  “Grenades?  I’m no expert but I don’t think they’ll penetrate.  This armor’s pretty thick,” he said, smacking his hand flat against an armored plate.
 
   “That’s what I wanted to hear.  Keep it gassed up and ready to roll.  I’ll brief you in plenty of time before you’re needed.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Smitty replied.
 
   “Finn, six of my boys will ride along with Bruce and the others.  Once they make contact and take out the first checkpoint, the rest of our troops, except for your Harvesters, will approach the campus.”
 
   “Great, and you?”
 
   “I’ll lead the group against Old Main, but we’ll wait on the Bradley.  I’m sending it to wipe out the other two security posts so we don’t have anybody sneaking up on us from behind.  We’ll get in position and sit tight, but I want you already there.”
 
   “Where?  How?”
 
   “My man’s taking care of that.  He’ll create enough of a diversion so your Harvesters can move through the cemetery, north of the campus, and infiltrate their lines.”
 
   “We killing everybody?” he asked, coldly.
 
   “Not necessarily.  There will be those who prove useful and The Normals must be taken alive.  There can be no equivocation about The Normals.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Juanita poked him in the chest, pushing her point.  “I mean it, Finn.  I don’t want any cowboy stunts.  Will they follow orders or won’t they?”
 
   “Sure they will.”
 
   “They better.  That’s why Gerry’s gone and you’re here.”
 
   “When do we move?” Finn asked.
 
   “Next week.”
 
   “No, I mean once we’re in the cemetery…when do you want us to attack?”
 
   “Oh, sorry.  When we start firing on their main fortification.  I’m thinkin’ they’ll shift all their units to cover the hill and that’s when you’ll strike.  I want you painted up and lookin’ scary as hell.  You sweep in behind them and do what you do best.”
 
   “We can do that.”
 
   “I know you can,” she said, squeezing his upper arm suggestively.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
   The hopeful, euphoric shouts that had filled the farmhouse only minutes before were suddenly quelled when the snake kit was opened.  A pair of dried up alcohol swabs slipped free from the packaging and floated to the dust-covered floor, followed by a yellowing instruction sheet.  Ben dumped the balance of the contents into Lena’s waiting hands.
 
   “Where is it?  Where is it?” he cried, a renewed desperation filling his lungs.
 
   “Where’s what?  What were you expecting?” Lena questioned in reply.
 
   Ben looked into the empty container, believing…hoping he had not seen the last.  “The anti-venom.  There’s no anti-venom.”
 
   “But what’s this?” Lena asked, pointing at what appeared to be a syringe.
 
   “That’s the extractor.  It’ll be useless.  It’s been too long.”  Ben uttered the sentences back-to-back without taking a breath.  The urgency of his daughter’s situation and an overwhelming helplessness suddenly descended upon him, dropping the father to his knees.
 
   Brandi, who had been silent for fear of upsetting her parents further, slid from the couch and wrapped her arms around Ben.  “You tried, Dad.  I know you tried.”  Hearing his daughter’s voice, bridled with unmistakable defeat, brought tears to Ben’s eyes, but renewed strength to his limbs.
 
   “Lena, clean her up.  Use the extractor – just follow the directions – probably won’t help, but won’t hurt either.  I’m headed south.  I’ve got to get to Logan.  If what Annie said is true, there’ll be somebody there that can help,” Ben instructed, while helping Brandi lie back on the couch.
 
   “We’ll go with you.  I don’t like the idea of being separated,” Lena shot back.
 
   “You’ll only slow me down.  I think we’re close; may only be a few miles.”
 
   “So what do we do while you’re gone?”
 
   Ben stood and kissed her forehead.  “Keep her quiet…calm.  If she’ll sleep that would help.”
 
   A man’s thick, grumbling voice called Ben’s name from the room’s shadows.  “You want me to come along?”
 
   Ben turned to address the finder of the bite kit.  “Nope.  You better stay here and hold down the fort.  Search the area and find these folks some food.  I’d bet there’s a root cellar or food locker on the property.”
 
   “I can do that,” Ray replied, giving Ben thumbs up.
 
   “Okay, I’m outta here.  I’ll be…”
 
   A burst of activity suddenly erupted from the back of the house, capturing everyone’s attention.  The woman, who had done a cursory search of the outlying buildings, dodged and weaved her way toward them, yelling as she did.  “Ben, Ben, Ben…there’s a bike.  In the barn…I saw a bike.  It’s up in the rafters, over a couple of beams.”
 
   Minutes later, Ben and Ray lowered the Schwinn to the ground and inspected it for use.  “Tires are flat…probably ain’t any good,” Ray surmised.
 
   “It’ll still be faster than walkin’,” Ben quipped.  He pulled a handheld pump from below the seat and attempted to inflate the bike’s inner tubes.  Pressing his thumb against the aging rubber, a tension built until he was satisfied with the result.  “They may not hold long,” he said, taking note of the cracking, white sidewalls of the decaying tires.”
 
   “Then you best be on your way,” Ray said, slapping Ben on the back.
 
   The forlorn little band of survivors joined the pair at the front of the house, anxious to wish Ben well.
 
   “I’ll be quick…if I can still remember how to ride one of these,” he said, hoping to lighten the mood.
 
   “Be careful…please, be careful,” Lena pleaded.
 
   “You know I will.  Ray, if I’m not back…”
 
   “Hold it there, feller.  You’ll be comin’ back…just leave it at that.”
 
   “Okay,” Ben said, the old timer’s confidence somehow bolstering his own.
 
   “Is there anything else we should be doing?” Lena called, as Ben pushed off to take his first couple of uneasy cycles of the bike’s axel.  The metal ground and squeaked but still managed to propel him forward.  He half-turned and called over his shoulder, nearly crashing in the process, “Pray…you can pray!”
 
   * * *
 
   Several miles away, against a backdrop of earthen fairways and crudely made obstacles, Jeff and Dude talked of Kirk’s death, formulating and hypothesizing, but Sherlock and Watson they were not.  The friends had grown tired of working on the course; their hearts were now turned beyond fun and games to more pressing matters of life and death.
 
   “I knew this was coming,” Jeff said to his friend, as they sat atop a rounded pile of dirt.
 
   Somewhat surprised, Dude replied, “How could you have known Kirk was going to be murdered?  That’s impossible.”
 
   “Not Kirk specifically…just something bad.  I told my dad last night, before bed, that I could feel it.”
 
   “Bull,” Dude blurted out, believing Jeff to be pulling his leg.
 
   “I’m not kidding, you jerk.”
 
   “Sorry, thought you were playing with me.”
 
   Boob shifted his feet and threw a rock between his outstretched boots, striking a wooden block at the bottom of the hill.  “That’s okay,” he replied, “My dad doesn’t believe me either.”
 
   “Why?  What’d he say?” Dude asked, throwing his own rock and narrowly missing the wooden target.
 
   “He was upset…not at me, mind you, but just mad at the way things happened last night.  I told him we wanted to help and he…”
 
   “Hold on.  We?  Who’s we?” Dude asked.
 
   “Me and you.  Who else?  I told him we could help out.”
 
   “By doing what?  We’re not exactly detectives.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he just wants us to stay out of the way.”  The frown on Jeff’s face told more of the exchange, prompting Dude to change the subject.
 
   “That doesn’t sound much like your dad.  He must be stressed out.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure they’re all stressed out,” Boob replied.  I thought workin’ on the course would take my mind off this nagging feeling I’ve had, but I just can’t shake it.”
 
   “What da ya mean?  I thought you had the feeling about Kirk.  It’s not gone?”
 
   “No, it’s worse.”  He paused for a minute and then slid down the shallow embankment.  “You know what I feel like doin’?” he asked, bringing his voice to a hush.
 
   Dude looked around before replying.  “No.  What?”
 
   “I feel like getting on our bikes and finding the Harvester that killed Kirk.”
 
   “That’s possibly the dumbest thing I’ve heard you say.  You think we should mount up, somehow sneak off campus, and track down a Harvester…and then what?  Drag his sorry ass back here?”
 
   “Exactly!  It’s the perfect plan.”
 
   “What’s the perfect plan?  I was joking,” the smaller boy exclaimed.
 
   “Dude, I can’t explain it…I wish I could, but something…someone is pushing me to look.  Maybe we’re the only ones that can find him.”
 
   “I’m guessing we don’t tell Rod, Clark, Clayton…”
 
   “I like the way you’re thinkin’.  Yeah, we don’t tell anybody.  You know full well they won’t let us go if we say anything.  They’re so busy dealing with the murder that we should be able to roll on outta here.”
 
   “Just like that?”
 
   “Listen, Man, we grab out gear and push our bikes like we’re headed to practice at the stadium.  I’m sure we can talk our way through the gate on the east end.  Those guys are always half asleep.  Once we’re a few blocks away we can fire ’em up and head out.”  Boob paused for a moment, shifting his baseball cap’s visor from front to back.  “We’ll have to go through the cemetery and avoid the roadblocks.  The Harvester would have done the same thing.”
 
   “And where do you want to be buried when Rod finds out we’re gone?”
 
   “Ah, very funny.  When we come back with Kirk’s killer they’ll be singing a different tune,” Jeff encouraged, gripping Dude’s shoulder in a sign of solidarity.  “We can do this.  I can feel it in my bones.”
 
   “Last time you said that you nearly shot me.  Do you remember?  Rabbit hunting last year…your gun discharge…barely missing my head.”
 
   “Yeah, but this is different.  This is something important.  I can’t explain why, but I know it is.”
 
   “Why I go along with your moronic ideas is beyond me, but I’m in,” Dude agreed, placing his hand, palm up, for a hard dealt ‘five’.  “What they gonna do to us anyway…throw us in solitary for a month?”  The young man issued the statement with a nervous laugh, before they hustled away in search of their guns and motorcycles.
 
   * * *
 
   The high-pitched screech of metal-on-metal peaked and ebbed with each rotation of the old bike’s wheels.  Ben’s legs screamed for relief: a downhill grade, a strong tailwind, anything that would ease his pain, but the valley’s floor yielded no such assistance – stretching endless and flat.  The dirt road had been the worst, grooved and rutted over years of snow and thaw.  However, the earth’s surface was not his only nemesis.  Lack of food, fatigue, and a blazing sun were wilting his strength and slowing the rescue.
 
   He’d begun measuring his progress by spotting, and then passing distant landmarks, but now he viewed cracks in the pavement, only yards ahead, and pushed to go…just that far.  Sweat rolled over him, the salty solution stinging painfully as it invaded sun-blistered fissures in his exposed dermis.  Brandi…for Brandi…can’t stop, he repeated, halting for a moment to refill the bike’s withering tires.  It had been some time since he’d seen the ‘Welcome to Utah’ sign.  In fact, the farm where he’d left the others must have been just on the border, lying mostly on the Idaho side.  Can’t be far…and then he heard it, the hum of a two-cycled engine whining on the wind.
 
   * * *
 
   “What exactly are we looking for?” Dude asked.
 
   The two self-appointed trackers viewed the road heading north out of Smithfield from a rise in the landscape.  They’d used the ploy, just as Jeff had suggested, and slipped away from campus without raising a single, questioning brow.  They’d ridden through the cemetery, backyards, and foothill trails to arrive beyond what once was a small farming community.
 
   “I’m not sure.  How far do you think we’ve gone?”
 
   Dude looked over his shoulder, estimating the distance to Logan.  “I’d say about five miles, give or take a mile.”
 
   “I was thinking the same.  He’s he somewhere…he’s here.  I can feel it,” Jeff said, not necessarily speaking to his friend.  “Cut your engine for a sec so I can listen.”
 
   The boys sat in silence, while pivoting their heads to explore the surrounding ambient noises.  Dude was the first to acknowledge what they’d found.  “Nothing.  I don’t hear a frickin’ thing.  You?”
 
   “Me neither.  He’d be on a bike, like us.  Don’t you think?”
 
   Dude rolled his eyes, his enthusiasm for the adventure already wearing thin.  “You keep assuming it’s just one guy.  What if it’s a dozen of those cutthroats?”
 
   “In either case, they’re not going to be on foot,” Jeff asserted.
 
   Dude quickly conceded and replied, “Alright…agreed.  They’re or he’s probably motorized.”
 
   “But he wouldn’t stay in Smithfield.  It’s too close for comfort.  He’d want to hang out in Preston or someplace beyond our reach.”
 
   Dude let out a long, deep sigh; hopeful it would draw Boob from the enchantment that held him fixated.  “Before you say what you’re going to say, hear me out.  We’re a long ways from home, and nobody has a clue we’re here.  Right?”
 
   “Yeah.  So?”
 
   “So, what if we do run into a pack of Harvesters?  We’ve no backup…no help.”
 
   Jeff tapped the barrel of his rifle that was slung tightly to his back.  “We’ve got these.  We can take care of ourselves.”
 
   “Maybe in our dreams.  Think for a minute…this has been a fun diversion, a real adventure but it’s time to go home,” Dude pleaded.
 
   Jeff looked into his gloved hands for what seemed like minutes, weighing their safety and the gnawing need he felt to go on.  “You’re right.  You head back.”
 
   “With you, right?”
 
   “If I’m not back by sundown, let my mom and dad know where I am.”
 
   “Jeff, are you crazy?  I don’t get it.  Why risk everything for some strange ‘feeling’.  It could get you killed.”
 
   The bigger of the two smiled and waved for his friend to turn around and head back.  “It’s all just part of life’s grand adventure.  I’ll see you when I’m satisfied that I’ve done everything I could to find the killer.”
 
   “On your own?”
 
   “Yup.  On my own.”
 
   “Like I’m gonna let you go off on your own…give me a break,” Dude said, smiling.  The friends roared their bikes back to life, as Dude yelled out, “You get me killed and I’ll never forgive you.”
 
   “Just a few more miles and then we can turn around.  I promise it’ll be okay,” Boob bellowed in reply.
 
   “Yeah…great.  Famous last words if you ask me,” Dude retorted.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Perched atop Old Main, the assassin had a bird’s eye view of the heightened activity below.  Things had started to happen shortly after Rod, Clark and Allison concluded their little pow-wow at the site of the killing.  His mind instantly conjured a back-story, using lies and well-orchestrated fabrications to cover his tracks.  As he watched the security chiefs hustle about, issuing orders, his thoughts turned to the evidence: clothing – disposed, note – ingested, knife – dangling at his side.  He pulled the blade from its sheath and inspected it a final time.  A stubborn smear of blood remained at the hilt, streaked along the guard.  The killer grunted his dissatisfaction while spitting on, and then rubbing the spot clean.  Perfect, he thought, sliding the weapon home.
 
   From his vantage point he watched…waited…and schemed.  An hour passed without an intrusion, but shortly thereafter the sound of footsteps echoed up the narrow stairwell leading to the nest.  Here they come, he thought, as he touched the pistol opposite the sheathed knife.
 
   “Who goes there?” he shouted, just as the trapdoor near his feet opened.
 
   “Clark.  Stand down.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Clark climbed the last few feet and flipped the door closed behind him.  The sentry on duty appeared alert but tired.  “You keeping an eye on things?” he questioned, his tone direct.
 
   “Trying to, Sir.  There’s quite a ruckus going on down there.  What can I do to help?” the killer offered.
 
   Clark leaned against the rail and looked the sentry over; hoping something of interest would jump out at him.  “You up here when Kirk was killed?”
 
   “No, Sir.  Got here a few minutes later…you know, after the shot was fired.”
 
   “You can cut out the ‘Sir’ crap.  Colonel Bubley went for that but doesn’t mean much to me.”
 
   “Alright, Sir…I mean…Clark.  Thanks.”
 
   “So you heard the shot and came dashing up here?  That about it?”
 
   “In a nutshell.  I was asleep…wasn’t supposed to be on duty until first light, but when I heard the rifle I got over here as quick as I could – thought the other guard could use some help,” he lied.
 
   Clark nodded his understanding and continued.  “Who was up here when you arrived?”
 
   “Dean.  When the sun came up he went off to find some breakfast.  I haven’t seen him since…must be around though.”
 
   “I’m sure he is,” Clark agreed.  “I’ll track him down.  Was he able to see anything?  What did he say?”  The sentry paused and swallowed deeply, but it was his quick glance skyward that caught Clark’s attention, putting his muscles on edge.
 
   “He didn’t say much – heard the blast but missed the muzzle flash.  It’s dark enough down that street and the angle makes it a bit hard to see.”
 
   “Could you see us when we were there a few minutes ago?”
 
   “Yes, Sir…uh, yeah…much easier with the sun up.”
 
   “Dean will confirm when you arrived, I’m assuming?” Clark questioned.
 
   “You bet – don’t know if he looked at his watch but it was shortly after Kirk was found.”
 
   Clark rubbed his chin, thinking and looking at the thick blade draped tightly against the sentry’s thigh.  “That’s quite a knife,” he said, nodding at the weapon.
 
   “It is that.  I don’t go anywhere without it – helps me sleep at night,” the guard replied, touching the handle with his palm.
 
   “Do you mind?” Clark asked, motioning for the sentry to remove and hand it to him.
 
   “No, not at all.  I’d recommend you keep one like it close.  You never know,” he whispered, pulling the thick, weighted cutter from its casing.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Clark replied, while taking the knife in hand.  “Boy, this baby’s got some heft to it.”
 
   “And it’s sharp – mind yourself.”
 
   “Indeed,” Clark said, passing his thumb against the blade’s edge.  He inspected the hardened steel carefully but found nothing unusual – most of the sentries carried a machete, bayonet, or similar.  “Here ya go.  You can put it away.”  The knife passed between the men; with Clark taking note how easily the sentry flipped it around, sheathing it from view.  
 
   “Thanks.  I wish I could help.  There’s not been much to see or report since I got here.”
 
   “When’d you last see or talk to Kirk?” Clark asked, his eyes traversing a lengthy scar that began at the guard’s wrist and ran to his elbow.  Its raised, white tissue was linear…almost surgical, Clark thought, as he considered how it had been received.
 
   “I hung out with him for a few minutes yesterday.  I don’t have many friends…he was a good guy.”
 
   “He say anything out of the ordinary…anything that would make you believe he was onto something?”
 
   “Nope…not a word.”
 
   “Well, if you think of anything let me know.”
 
   “You know I will.  I’ll keep a sharp eye and report anything unusual,” Juanita’s mole said, trying to maintain his composure.  “Clark, can I ask you something?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You and Rod thinkin’ this was an inside job?”
 
   “That obvious?”
 
   “Well, I’d expect troops flooding the streets if you thought it was an outsider.”
 
   “Let’s just say, we’re ruling out ‘friends’ before we move on,” Clark replied.
 
   “Makes sense.  I’d do the same.  Good luck.”
 
   * * *
 
   While Clark sought the most plausible suspects throughout Old Main, Rod deployed teams to housing units and the library.  He reserved the sentry posts for himself, wanting a clear picture of who may have gone in or out during the night.  Midmorning, Allison excused herself and began to round up The Normals.  Godfrey had previously scheduled testing to begin anew among the select group.  Rather than call it off, Allison saw it as an opportunity to keep the teens out of harm’s way.
 
   One-by-one she found and directed the youth to Godfrey’s ‘lair’ for the work to begin.  However, The Normals weren’t thrilled, but still cooperative.  After an hour of searching she was down to two names – Jeff and Dude.  Allison anticipated finding them at their putting range but footprints, cut into the clay-like soil, were all that remained of the boys.  Normally a pretty tolerant parent, but taking into account the kid’s history, Allison’s anxiety quickly turned to anger.  Not today…you two…not today.  Rushing away from the golf course, she screamed their names in vain.  At The Quad, Clayton, who had heard the desperate call for help, joined her.
 
   “Allison, what’s the matter?  What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “They’re gone.  The boys are gone.  I can’t find them.”
 
   “They’ve got to be here somewhere…just calm down.  We’ll find ’em,” Clayton assured her.  He was about to send her off in one direction, and he to another, when they saw Rod charging toward them.
 
   While he was still a ways off, his petitions could be heard, “Allison, have you seen Jeff…Dude?”
 
   By the time he arrived, Allison’s heart was rising and falling against her chest with the intensity of a sledgehammer.  “I’ve not found them.  What’s wrong?  Where are they?”
 
   Rod sensed the overwrought tone and tension of his wife’s voice and attempted to settle her down before answering, but she was having none of it. 
 
   “You know something!  Spit it out,” she yelled, holding nothing back.
 
   “They’re gone…”
 
   Allison cut him off before he could explain further.  “Gone?  Gone?  Where?  Who’s with them?”  She paused only briefly before assigning a guilty party.  “Cory.  Cory’s with them, right?”
 
   “Afraid not.  I believe they’re on their own.  Sentries said they left some time ago for the stadium.  I’ve just checked…they aren’t there.”
 
   “So where?  Where are they?” she asked, tears coming easily to her eyes.
 
   “I wish I knew, but knowing Boob, they’re wanting to help catch the Harvester that killed Kirk,” Rod explained.
 
   “But you don’t think it was a Harvester.  I’m confused.”
 
   “I know, but Jeff was on about something last night before bed and I brushed him off.  I think he believes he had a premonition and is feeling guilty about not stopping the murder.”
 
   “How does that make sense?” she cried.
 
   “It doesn’t, at least to you or me, but to a teenager’s mind it might.”
 
   “I’d agree,” Clayton said.  “It sounds just like something Cory and I would have done a dozen years ago.  Listen, you’ve got your hands full here.  I’ll take Scotty and Niel…we’ll find ’em.”
 
   Allison wrapped Clayton in a quick, unexpected hug and then pushed him away.  “What are you waiting for?  Get out there and find my boy!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
   From an overgrown borrow pit, at the side of the weathered road, Ben watched anxiously – the rapid Thump Thump Thump of a vibrating motor edging ever closer to his hiding place.  He shifted amongst the weeds, pushing and flattening himself to the earth.  Peering between ragged, thistle-covered leaves and stems, he whispered, “Not Harvesters, dear God, not Harvesters.”
 
   For a moment, time stood still.  Ben thought of Brandi and the others, wondering if the next few minutes would prove their salvation or demise.  A weapon – I need a weapon.  Nearly panicked, he looked about and picked up a palm-sized rock.  Useless! he judged, but still held it tight, rubbing his thumb over its rough surface.  Half a mile; maybe more.  Exhausted and brimming with a rising dread, Ben could no longer control his breathing or muscles.  He sucked wind and dust into his lungs but fought the urge to cough.  Tremors rolled along nutritionally starved muscle groups, twitching fibers involuntarily from his neck to buttocks.  Get a grip, Ben.  They’re here!
 
   Rumbling atop the roadway, the first biker cruised by Ben’s position, and then a second did the same.  Neither rider slowed as their eyes swung right and left…searching.  Who? Ben thought, catching only a brief glimpse of their attire and weaponry as they rolled by.  He considered jumping up and waving his arms in surrender, hoping the men were friendly, but he did not move.  Frozen with fear, he listened – a third intruder’s vehicle approached.  The roar of the motorcycle engines had previously masked its clatter; Ben watched as four tires crunched and spit rocks in the wake of a dark, unidentified pickup.
 
   I have to know – Ben thrust his hand, still clutching the rock, to part the vegetation.  For an instant, a clear view presented the vehicle for his inspection.  An armed, unrecognizable man leaned from the side window, his face filthy and tired.  As the black truck drove by, the passenger suddenly spat from the open window.  Reflexively, Ben jerked and dropped his head, but not before a crudely painted sickle caught his eye…nearly stopping his heart – Harvesters!
 
   * * *
 
   “What’s wrong?” Dude shouted.  He’d brought his bike to an abrupt stop, nearly laying it down to avoid colliding with Jeff.
 
   “That,” Boob said, pointing a mile down the road at two approaching motorcycles and a jacked-up truck.  “Gotta be Harvesters.”
 
   “Then let’s get outta here!” Dude pleaded.  He righted his Yamaha and turned to leave, when he heard a defiant reply.
 
   “No, they’re looking for something.  We need to find out what,” Jeff said, bailing from his bike and placing it low to the ground.  Dude shook his head, but did the same with his bike, before crawling up a gentle rise where they’d be obscured from the road.  Clearing the crest, Jeff slipped the rifle from his back and brought binoculars to his eyes.  “Four of ’em…two on bikes and two in the truck.”
 
   “What are they doing this far south?  They go much further and they’ll run into our outpost,” Dude whispered.  He’d maneuvered alongside his friend but kept his head below the ridge.
 
   “I know.  Get your gun ready.  They spot our rides and we might be in trouble.”
 
   “Oh, now you’re worried about being seen.  We could’ve avoided this by just turning…”
 
   “Hold on!  The truck stopped.”
 
   “What’s happening?  What’s going on?” Dude stammered, his voice rising with each question.
 
   “It’s backing up.”
 
   “What are the other two guys doin’?”
 
   “Still comin’,” Jeff replied.
 
   Suddenly, two muffled but distinct blasts from the truck’s horn wafted over the boys.  A fraction later the lead bikers responded to the sound, spun their motorcycles around and headed toward the truck.
 
   “They’ve seen us?” Dude shrieked, as he scrambled to retrieve his rifle.
 
   “No – no they haven’t.  They’ve seen something though.”  Through the oculars, Boob carefully watched the company of killers.  The pickup skidded to a jerky stop and the occupants jumped from their seats to the pavement.
 
   “Boob, this’d be a good time to go.  Come on…they’re distracted.  Let’s get outta here.”
 
   “Wait…wait a minute.  They’re…  Oh, crap!  There’s somebody else down there.  It’s a guy…he’s running.”
 
   Gunfire crackled, delayed by a full second before the boys heard it.  Unable to resist the urge any longer, Dude lifted his head above the rise and looked at the scene unfolding over a mile away.  “Did they shoot him?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t think so.  I think they’re just firing in the air.  There’s no way he’ll get away…the bikers are almost on top of him.”  Jeff rolled on his side and stared his friend in the face.  It’s now or never, Dude.  Let’s get back to the bikes.”
 
   “So we can leave, right?” Dude asked.  His question was answered with only a smile and a nod.  “Damn it, Jeff, this is not a game.”
 
   The words fell on deaf ears as Boob shimmied to his motorcycle.  “Who’s gonna help if we don’t?  We’ve been trained our whole lives for this moment.  Lock ’n load and follow me.”
 
   Reluctantly Dude pulled the bolt back on his semi-automatic rifle and crawled to his friend.  “Okay, Boob.  I’m in.”
 
   * * *
 
   The realization that he’d likely been spotted locked Ben in place, like a deer frozen in the headlights of an oncoming, metal predator: the stillness falsely proclaiming a sense of safety until it’s entirely too late.  Finally, the blaring of the truck’s horn was enough to rouse him to action and he bolted from the brush, leaving the Schwinn toppled in the weeds.  Run, run, run, he screamed through his mind.
 
   He sprinted on quivering legs, churning over bumpy ground.  The commotion behind him tempted a quick glance but he remained focused on getting away.  He knew who they were and what they would do.
 
   The shock of hearing a gunshot first slowed, and then pushed him on, dodging right and left with no idea where the shells were falling.  The loud, concussive blasts were followed by boisterous laughter…the howls reaching across the field, shredding his ego.
 
   I’m spent, he wailed inwardly, while groaning against his body’s desire to give up and drop.  The sound of the motorcycles ebbed briefly and he heard a bellowing shout above their idle.  “Get him!”  Instantly the engines revved and without looking Ben knew they were closing…fast.
 
   “No…no,” he screamed, fighting the odds to keep moving.
 
   Seconds later, a marauding assailant caught up to Ben, kicking him in the back as he sped by.  The strike yielded its desired affect, pitching Ben face-first into the dirt.  He rolled away from the second rider’s outstretched assault and tried to regain his footing.  After a few wayward steps, he went down again, twisting his ankle in the process.  The bikes ringed his position, their right hands on the throttle and their lefts, shaking fists high in the air.
 
   Ben, quaking with exhaustion, knelt on the uneven ground, his head down and shoulders shaking.  Hands, dry and peeling, supported his weight and pressed firmly against his knees.  He looked up long enough to see a filthy Harvester jogging across the field to join them.
 
   “We got him!  We got him,” one of the bikers yelled.
 
   “Good work, boys,” the man on foot replied.  “Lady Williams will be mighty happy.”
 
   The Harvester, no bigger than Ben and almost as skinny, stood over his captive’s frame.  He whooped and whistled with his barbaric friends, periodically kicking dirt on his trembling catch.  Circling his victim, the captor finally stopped behind him and pressed a thin, long blade to Ben’s throat.  “She’s gonna skin you alive, Man,” the Harvester hissed.  Ben did his best to ignore the comment, which seemed to tighten the knife against his skin.
 
   “She’s gonna gut ya like a fish and fillet you…”
 
   “I get it.  Juanita’s gonna kill me, and you scum are going to eat me.  Fine…get on with it,” Ben barked in rebuttal.
 
   The blade eased but remained.  “It ain’t that easy.  Where’s the rest of ’em?”
 
   “Rest of who?” Ben grunted.
 
   The knife was suddenly removed but returned with a vengeance, the handle striking Ben behind the ear.  Blood erupted from the wound and he toppled into the dirt.  The sky swirled and land shifted, as hell seemed to engulf him.
 
   “Get up…get up,” the Harvester ordered, dragging Ben back to his knees.  “Annie and the kids…where are they?”
 
   Ben worked a small collection of blood and spit to the tip of his tongue, and mumbled an inaudible reply.
 
   “What?  Speak up, Man,” the ghoulish character snapped.
 
   “Can’t…too weak,” Ben said in a hushed tone.
 
   Bending, the interrogator leaned in to hear Ben more clearly.  “Where are they?” he asked, again.
 
   “Dead,” Ben screamed, lunging and spitting the blood-laced wad at the Harvester.  It struck the man fully on the face, catching him off-guard but not dissuading his course.
 
   “Sweet,” he quipped, sliding his finger across his cheek to collect the gross sputum.  He looked back and forth between the dripping glob and Ben…and smiled.  Stuffing his finger deep into his mouth, he sucked it clean…even taking the time to smack his lips upon removing the now glistening digit.  A roar of laughter erupted around them – the bikers thoroughly enjoying the show.
 
   “Now, where…”
 
   The first, tumbling 5.56 mm bullet skipped in the dirt at Ben’s side and burrowed into the Harvester’s knee.  He had no time to feel or react, before a second and third round mangled his groin and chest.  The bully tasted death before he sagged to the ground, causing panic among those left behind.  The bikers spun their tires and began shooting wildly at unseen targets, while Ben sensed freedom and hastily slithered away, keeping low and quiet.
 
   * * *
 
   Jeff squeezed off three, controlled shots, just as he’d been instructed over hours and years on the range.  He saw his target twist and go down.  He pulled back and dropped below the road’s lip, his face white.  Chaos suddenly reigned in a place now somewhat distant from where he and Dude huddled in an oozing, stagnant ditch.  Dude looked on, horrified at what they’d started.  Hell, in all its fury, was erupting all around them, as bullets ripped the air and ricochets sparked the asphalt.
 
   “Did you hit him?  Did you see him go down?” Dude questioned, above the din.
 
   Jeff nodded, before leaning over and emptying his stomach into the mire at the bottom of the ditch.  “He’s dead…I killed him.”
 
   “The Harvester?”
 
   Boob looked at Dude, incredulously.  “Yeah, the Harvester.  Who else?”
 
   “Well, you’ve stirred a frickin’ hornet’s nest now.  We either crawl outta here and go home or finish what we’ve started.”
 
   Again, Jeff nodded his understanding.  “Get to the truck and take out the driver.  I’ll work further down the ditch and see about the riders.”
 
   “Gotcha.  Be careful,” Dude replied.
 
   “You too.”  The boys moved apart, half-walking, and half-crawling through the muck.  Suddenly a clump of dirt struck the back of Dude’s vest and he spun, his gun ready to fire.  He saw his friend, kneeling and mouthing what appeared to be the words, “I’m sorry.”
 
   The acknowledgement was all Dude needed to carry on, inspired by an age-old duty for good to triumph over evil.  In his heart of hearts he knew that’s what had driven Jeff into acts he would have normally considered madness.  He lumbered through the stench until satisfied he’d reached a point where he could assault the truck.  Rifle and pistol blasts had slowed but not stopped entirely.  How much ammo these nuts got? he thought, laying his rifle across his lap and checking the chamber.
 
   Dude glanced down the gapped ditch and spotted Jeff getting ready to rejoin the fight.  He waited for the sound of Boob’s rifle before lifting his own barrel to enter the fray.  The world above the safety of the borrow pit was filled with the smell of cordite, smoke, and the whine of hot lead.  Dude surveyed his position and found himself 50 yards from the pickup and even further from the motorcyclists.  He pulled back without firing a shot.  The driver…he was nowhere to be seen.  A rising panic began to settle in his chest as he frantically looked down the ditch in both directions, expecting to see the burly Harvester.
 
   Further along the ditch-bank, Jeff moved and fired.  The bikers had long since abandoned their motorcycles and were steadily inching their way across the field to more substantial cover.  Bullets zinged over Jeff’s head, but he kept the pressure up, emptying his first magazine quickly.
 
   Taking advantage of Jeff drawing their attention, Dude slipped up the slope a second time, his rifle leading the way.  He scanned his surroundings, anxious to assist in the haphazardly orchestrated attack.  The truck, he suddenly realized…disable the truck.  The teen swung his sights to the black pickup, and pumping the trigger wildly, he emptied an entire clip into the engine and left front tire.  A high-pitched whistle filled him with confidence, as he slammed another magazine into place.  “That’ll slow ’em down,” he said, grinning.
 
   Jeff noted the steam-driven hiss coming from the truck; pleased to know Dude had joined the fight.  “Get ’em, Dude,” he growled.
 
   The battle raged for what seemed like long, drawn-out minutes, but in reality seconds stood still with their young lives held in the balance.  Boob gripped his fourth and final clip and plunged it into the underbelly of his weapon.  Conserve…got to save these, he thought.  In his mind he imagined the Harvesters to be in the same situation – low on ammo and scared.  As much as he wanted to believe it…it somehow didn’t ring true.
 
   From his location near the truck, Dude recognized that Jeff’s gun had run silent.  His heart sank, anticipating the worst.  He lifted himself above the rise and squeezed off a couple of quick shots, fired aimlessly into nothingness.  “Where are they?” he cussed.  Just then, a heavy pistol slug struck the pavement only a few feet away, sending a cluster of fragments into the boy’s face.  He dropped back into the ditch and touched his cheeks.  Blood streaked his fingers and palm, filling him with renewed bitterness and anger.
 
   The truck, the shot came from the truck, he rationalized.  He scooted further along the ditch, knowing he was well out of sight.  The newly baptized soldier counted the yards, 10…20…30…40…50.  He leaned against the bank, catching his breath to listen.  The firing had slowed considerably, but the sound of the ailing motor had grown with each passing yard.  Him or me, he thought, as he summoned the courage to assault the pickup.
 
   The echo of Dude’s rifle plowing through an entire clip brought Jeff to the road’s rim.  The sound of lead striking metal and the anguished cry of a wounded man carried across the abandoned farmland.  “He’s got him,” Jeff cried.
 
   Seconds later, the boys frantically reunited midway along the ditch.  “Now what?” Dude asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  What happened to you?” Jeff asked, noting Dude’s bloodstained face.”
 
   “Zits,” Dude joked.
 
   “Yeah, right.  You low on ammo?”
 
   Dude nodded, pointing to the clip that he’d just fit into his Ruger.  “Last one.”
 
   “Me too.  You get the driver?”
 
   “Hope so.  He’s hurt pretty bad…if not dead,” Dude replied.
 
   Boob considered their options, before suggesting they get to their bikes and try to swing away from the fight to pick up the Harvester prisoner.  Jeff had seen him scurry away from the battle and knew his approximate location.  The friends agreed and began the sickening crawl through the boot-sucking mud back to their motorcycles.  Periodically they peered over the road, hoping the Harvesters were still hunkered down.
 
   Without warning, movement suddenly appeared in the ditch a short distance ahead of the duo and bullets tore at the dirt all around them.  “We’re cut off,” Jeff shouted, blindly firing a couple of shells to cover their retreat.  A few yards in the other direction they encountered the same thing.  Bracketed, and with nowhere to run, they braced for the worst: Jeff facing south and Dude north.
 
   “Save our ammo,” Jeff ordered.  “Only shoot at what you can hit.”
 
   “Yup,” Dude confirmed.
 
   For a moment, the area was plunged into absolute silence, which was broken when Dude whispered across the few feet that separated the friends.  “Hey Boob, love you, Man.”
 
   “Yeah, Brother, you too.  Hang tough; we’ll get outta here.  We weren’t born to die in a festering ditch.  We…”
 
   The crack of a single round rocked the relative quiet and spun Jeff into the bottom of the ditch.  Enraged, Dude fired three times in each direction, emptying his gun, before falling on top of Jeff.  Holding his friend close he called out, “Jeff…Jeff…no…not like this.”
 
   Beyond the sound of what Dude anticipated would bring his own death, he heard the unmistakable roar of a four-barreled carburetor, with someone’s foot mashed to the floorboard.  Immediately, machine gun fire littered the scene with spraying lead, as the vehicle madly approached.  From the corner of his eye, Dude saw one of the Harvesters bolt from the ditch and race across the road.  He cartwheeled before reaching the other side, a stream of shells tossing him about like a ragdoll.  The remaining killer made it a few yards further but was also cut down in a hail of well-directed bullets.
 
   Coming to himself, Dude scrambled for Jeff’s rifle and prepared for what was to come.  He blinked and the truck was on them, squealing to a sudden stop.  A beaming Scotty and Niel unclipped themselves from their firing positions in the truck’s bed and jumped to the pavement.  Clayton soon joined them, swearing at his two young friends.  “You dumb, damn kids,” he yelled.  “Looks like you just about got yourselves killed.”
 
   He was instantly taken aback when he saw Jeff’s motionless form stuck in the mud.  “Boob,” he called, jumping into the ditch to roll Jeff over.   A bloodied face greeted him, along with a rising chest.  “He’s alive,” Clayton shouted, inspecting him more closely.  “Gonna need some stitches along his jaw, but the bone’s not shattered.”  He suddenly slapped the unconscious young man firmly across the face.
 
   “Hey,” Dude protested.
 
   “He’s passed out,” Clayton responded.
 
   Boob slowly opened his eyes and smiled an awkward, lopsided grin.  “Your ugly mugs sure look good,” he said, gazing around at his friends.
 
   “Come on, let’s get you outta here,” Scotty ordered, hoisting Dude out of the slime.
 
   “No…not yet.  Where is he?” Jeff asked.
 
   “Who?” Niel asked, looking around.
 
   “We can’t leave without him,” Jeff whispered.
 
   Clayton looked at Dude, his expression seeking some understanding.  “What’s he talking about?”
 
   “The reason this all started.  We were trying to save some guy from the Harvesters.  We think he got away.  He’s someplace on the other side of the road.”
 
   “Okay, let’s get you loaded and see what we can find,” Clayton confirmed.
 
   Once inside the truck, they rolled forward but had not gone far, before a ragged figure emerged from a dense thatch of brush at the side of the road.  He staggered, dropped to his knees and appeared to be weeping.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
   Grant had spent the better part of the morning sorting through provisions he felt The Ward might utilize.  The bed of his Chevy pickup was lined with boxes of carefully arranged and labeled food stores, providing a layer of support for the heavier sacks of rice and flour.  Sweat rolled easily from beneath his hat, saturating his skin before dripping from the square of his chin.  Since his encounter with Rod, Jeff, and the others a short time ago, Grant had found greater purpose in his survival.  He was still committed to caring for himself and ‘Rose’, but part of him that lived for neighbor, friend, and community had been dormant too long, and he relished in his ability to give back.
 
   He looked at the woman whom he’d grown so fond of over the years.  She was his, as much as she ever could be, and he loved her.  A change had come over her – something he couldn’t explain, but somehow a light shined in the window of her soul that he’d not seen prior to the discovery of her grandson, Jeff.  Grant had shrugged it off, believing he was reading more into her demeanor than really existed, but today, with a light breeze ruffling her dress and hair, he sensed it…grace…contentment, and he loved her all the more.  Smiling, he whistled through the gap in his teeth to get her attention.  She responded with a smile of her own and waved.
 
   “Rose,” he shouted, “come give me a hand with these beans – darn things ur like wrestlin’ pigs in a sack.”  She nodded and scooted to offer some assistance.  Rose, he thought, the name still not perfectly settled in his mind, but she seemed to like it and after all, it was her birth name – perhaps her newfound bliss was partially due to a rediscovery of who she really was.
 
   The pair stood back from the truck and admired their morning’s labor.  Grant pulled the cap from his baldhead and used his sleeve to mop away the sweat.  Rose playfully slapped at his arm and produced a handkerchief for him to complete the task.  “Women,” he muttered under his breath, as he wiped his face and oddly pigmented scalp.
 
   “You ready to visit yer boy?” Grant asked, knowing Rose was nervous about making a trip to the campus.  She looked at the ground but did not speak.  “Jeff will be anxious to see ya and there’s likely others you may remember.”  The suggestion brought forth no immediate response or hint of recollection, but he persisted.  “You ’member Rod, right?”
 
   “Farrell and Elva,” she said, with a sudden smile filling her face.
 
   “Yeah, Farrell’s brother Rod – he’s the one takin’ care a Jeffery.”
 
   “Boo Boo,” she answered, the grin extending.
 
   “Yup, you’re right.  Boob…we’re going to see Boo Boo.”
 
   The mention and memory of their recent visit further encouraged Rose to make the trip.  It would be her first time away from Hyrum since Grant had found her so many years before.  He’d questioned the impact such a reunion would stir within the aging woman, but prayed it would somehow do her good.  He wrapped her in his strong, but weathered arms, and hugged her tightly.  “It’ll be okay, Old Girl…it’ll be just fine.”
 
   She squeezed him back and whispered, “My boy?  We see my boy?”
 
   Grant replied in the affirmative, not understanding that Rose, for all her loss with reality, was thinking that her own son awaited – still a small lad in need of his mother.  That image – that dream had never vanished from her withering mind.
 
   “Come on then, get aboard.  We better make hay…”  A sudden change in ambient sounds hushed the old guy and he bent a listening ear to the wind.  “You hear that?” he questioned, not expecting any kind of a reply from Rose.  He looked at the sky to the north and grimaced.  “No clouds,” he mused.  A second later he heard it again – thunder, not rolling, but Pop Pop Pop, like muffled firecrackers exploding in a mailbox, a sound he remembered well from his youth.
 
   “Hold up ’ere, Rose.  We might be in for more than a friendly visit.  Get in the truck whilst I git me some gear.”
 
   A minute later, he emerged from the church, a shotgun in one hand and an assault rifle in the other.  A pistol slapped at his hip as a bandoleer bounced noisily against his chest.  Grant never was one to look for trouble but if trouble came a calling, he liked to be prepared.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
   “What do you mean, they’re on their way with a truckload of guests?” Allison asked, pointedly.  The hour prior to Clayton’s welcomed call on the CB radio, the anxious mother had been in a dither, pacing and demanding action from anyone who would listen.  Rod and Cory were about to ride to the rescue when the transmission had come.  The boys were safe…at least that’s what they wanted Allison to hear.  There was no need for her to fret over Boob’s injury…not yet.
 
   Rod shifted his uneasy gaze from Cory to Allison, as he replied, “I’m not exactly sure but it sounds like they’ve found some people who’ve been trying to get to us for days.  It seems they escaped from that nut job up north…Juanita…”
 
   “Juanita Williams?  Those poor people.”  She paused briefly, before hitting Rod with a series of unanswerable questions.
 
   “Whoa…hold on, you know as much as I do.  He says Jeff and Dude are fine.  I trust he means it.”
 
   “But…” she tried to squeeze another question between his words of assurance.
 
   “The boys got into a bit of a jam, and long-story-short, a group of people will be safe tonight because of their experience,” Rod said, hoping to end the discussion.
 
   “What about them taking responsibility for not listening to us?” Allison questioned.
 
   “Oh, don’t get me wrong.  They’re going to be scrubbing toilets and doing dishes for weeks but at least there was a positive outcome.”
 
   “Good.  I just don’t think we should let them off the hook.”
 
   A growing crowd was meandering around The Quad, waiting the arrival of the unexpected newcomers, when Egan jogged down the steps of Old Main and rushed to Rod.  “Rod, couple of things.”
 
   “What is it?” Jenson asked.
 
   “It seems we’ve got two trucks inbound.  Clayton’s group, with the survivors and boys, have passed the northern security gate and…”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “I’m not sure I got this – it was poorly transmitted – but I think some old couple is bringing a load of supplies from the south.  Does that sound possible?”
 
   A wry grin parted Rod’s lips and he swept Allison into his arms.  “That’d be Grant and Rose.  I told you they’d come.”
 
   “They’re expected then?” Egan asked.
 
   “Yes, absolutely – they’re friends.  Make sure they get through security without any delay.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.  One last thing for the doctor – Clayton says they’ve got a snakebite victim and will need immediate treatment.”
 
   “Thanks, Egan.  I’ll pass that along and we’ll take care of it.  Stay with the radio and keep us posted if anything further comes in.”
 
   “Will do,” he responded, turning to run back to his post.
 
   Rod started to address Cory, knowing his long legs would cover the ground quicker than his own, but his slender friend was already running to fetch Remy Reynolds.  “I’ll get him,” Cory confirmed, dashing away.
 
   “Thinks he can read my mind,” Rod said to Allison.
 
   “Rod…we can all read your mind,” she said, kissing his cheek.  “I’ll be needed in sickbay – see you there in a few minutes.  Tell Jeff I’m glad he’s safe and…”
 
   “Yeah, I know, you’ll thrash him later.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, considering what he’d said and replied, “Not exactly what I was going to say, but it’s close enough.  Love you.”
 
   “You too,” Rod replied, reaching out to smack her backside as she hustled away.
 
   The mood over the campus had changed considerably in the past few minutes.  Knowing the young men were safe and some lucky survivors would be joining them could not help but lighten a load of unimaginable stress for nearly everyone…but one.
 
   “Stupid, little punks,” Kirk’s killer growled.  He stood just inside an inner room overlooking the jubilant crowd.  Normals sicken me, he thought, as he watched Holly and her friends high-fiving each other.  She may want them unharmed but accidents happen.  He considered the idea for scant seconds, the thought giving rise to a sadistic twinge of pleasure below his belt.  Suddenly, his name being bellowed down the hallway dragged him from his voyeuristic pursuit and he spun to leave, casting a final look at Rod – just one of a dozen he hoped to put under his knife in the coming days.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’ve not seen the campus this alive in months,” Clark assessed, standing near the library where he was overseeing Ben’s group.  The words seemed to fall on deaf ears, with everyone’s energy focused on the newcomers and filling their bellies.  They’d been given a quick meal of freeze-dried milk and soup.  It wasn’t much, but for the starving it was manna from on high.
 
   A short distance away, Ben and his wife nervously paced outside the infirmary’s doors.  Brandi had been whisked into Remy’s makeshift, surgical suite as soon as they’d arrived.  Nearly an hour passed before they’d received word that she would survive – minus some muscle mass and possible nerve damage.
 
   Clark sidled over to the couple, extended his hand and introduced himself.  “I’m Clark.  Glad you folks made it safely.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’m Ben and this is my wife, Lena.  We appreciate the kindness,” Ben replied.
 
   Lena joined in, offering her hand and expressing her gratitude.  “We surely do.  Don’t know what we’d have done if your boys hadn’t found my Ben.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s funny how things work out sometimes – pretty lucky day for everybody concerned.  I hear one of The Normals got bit by a rattler.”
 
   “Unfortunately, that’s correct.  Our daughter, as a matter of fact – Brandi,” Lena said, confirming the rumor.
 
   “Damn – she gonna be okay?” Clark asked.
 
   Unexpectedly, the nearby doors swung open, drawing Ben’s attention away from Clark.  Jeff, bandaged from chin to ear, hustled past the waiting parents to join Dude and his friends in the afternoon sun.  Ben turned his attention back toward Clark and answered, “Your doctor seems to think so.  She’s been in there a long time but I guess he knows what he’s doing.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that – Remy’s the best.”
 
   “You have more than one doctor?” Lena asked, somewhat surprised.
 
   “Nope, but if we had a dozen he’s still be the best.  She’s in good hands.  Did you get something to eat?”
 
   “No.  There’s been no time.  I can’t even think of eating until I know Brandi is taken care of,” Lena said, shuffling a few steps closer to the building.
 
   “Come on, both of you, you won’t be any help to Brandi if you don’t take care of yourselves.  Grab a bowl of soup and some milk, and then worry.”  The couple began to shake their heads but Clark was not taking no for an answer.  He corralled the pair in his strong arms and practically carried them to where the others were still eating.
 
   A hundred yards away Grant was supervising the off-loading of the goods from his truck.  A crew of much younger men and women were hefting the packaged items down a narrow stairwell and into a cooler storage facility in the Hub’s basement.  Rose had not left the safety of the cab; the sense of exhilaration in the air was a bit more than she’d expected.  Grant had watched her grandson exit a building across the grassy expanse, paying special attention to the wide bandage at his jawline.  When the work was nearly done, he left Cory in charge and sought out Jeff and Dude.
 
   Approaching the pair, whose backs were to him, he shouted loud enough for most everyone to hear.  “Hey there, young fellers, looks like ya learnt yerselves a lesson the hard way.”  The boys, who were oblivious to Grant’s prior arrival, had spent their time, since returning, enduring backslaps and slap-downs.  The voice startled the two, knowing they’d heard it before but unsure where, until they turned to see the smiling old-timer.
 
   “Grant, I didn’t know you were here,” Jeff called, running to close the distance.  They embraced before the heckling began.
 
   “What you got yerself there?” Grant asked, poking his finger firmly against Boob’s bandaged chin.
 
   “Ouch!  Holy crap Pedoochie, that hurts.”
 
   “Well, you should watch what yer doin’ and ya wouldn’t git hurt.”
 
   Dude rose to Jeff’s defense, not wholly appreciating that they should get ribbed for nearly getting killed.  “He got shot!”
 
   “Shot?” Grant stammered in surprise.  “And you too?” he asked Dude.  “Looks like a hornet’s nest got dropped on yer face.  How’d ’at happen?”
 
   The pair of battle-scarred youth smiled and touched at their bandaged wounds.  “It’s a long story…” Jeff began.
 
   “It’s a long, GREAT story,” Dude jumped in to say.  “We went looking for this guy that killed Kirk and we…”  The boy continued for minutes, excitedly telling the harrowing tale of their exploit and the return of Ben and his followers.
 
   “Well, I’ll be – ’at’s quite a yarn,” Grant noted, still unsure just how much he believed.
 
   “All true, Grant.  I’ve got 20 stitches to prove it,” Jeff concurred, wincing slightly, as Grant pretended to poke his lesion again.
 
   “Sounds like ya did good, boys.  One thing’s fer certain…”
 
   The friends waited for Grant to finish, and when they could tell nothing further was coming they said in unison, “What’s that?”
 
   “Boob’s no longer gonna be the handsomest prince at the ball,” Grant muttered.
 
   “He never was,” Dude said sharply, before Jeff had a chance to voice his opinion.
 
   “Oh, that’s rich.  Real funny you two, and if you’re done making fun of me I’d like to see my grandma.  Where is she?” Jeff asked.
 
   Grant pointed toward the pickup and waved, hoping Rose was watching and would join them.  She was not.  “She’s kinda uptight.  Go give ’er a hug – it’ll make ’er day.”  The prediction was prophetic, as Jeff’s hug did brighten Rose’s afternoon and put a lasting smile on her lips.
 
   “He’s good for her,” Grant said to Dude, who was watching from a distance.
 
   “He’s good for all of us,” Dude said, catching Grant off guard.
 
   “How’s ’at?  He more than just yer friend?”
 
   “You could say that.  Story goes that he’s ‘chosen’ – special.  I didn’t know how much I even believed it until today.  We’ve grown up being best friends and I’ve seen him do some stupid stuff…well, that’s not entirely true.  I’m as much to blame for the stupid stuff as he is, but he sees things…knows things.”
 
   “He’s special – ’at what yer sayin’?”
 
   “I guess.  If it weren’t for his notions and willingness to follow hunches those people over there would probably be dead.”  Dude finished his comment by pointing across The Quad to Ben’s company.
 
   Grant held the thought and pondered it for a moment before Rod teasingly elbowed him in the ribs.  “Thanks for the supplies.  I wish there was more time to talk – we’ve had a hectic day.”
 
   “It sounds like it.  Dude was just fillin’ me in.  Yer boy took a nasty wound to the face.”
 
   “Yeah, he sure did, but it could have been worse – could have been right between his eyes.”
 
   “I reckon he’s learnt a powerful lesson – one that may save him an’ others in years to come,” Grant said, thoughtfully.
 
   “That’s the hope,” Rod agreed.  “Listen, Dude, show Grant and Rose around and I’ll catch up in a minute.  Clayton, Niel and Scotty just got back with your bikes and I want to help them unload.”
 
   “Sweet.  Thanks Rod…and thanks for looking out for us today.  If Clayton would’ve been a minute or two later we’d have been toast.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
   “Loyalty,” he whispered, the word slowly slithering off his tongue to caress his troubled soul.  Sitting at a small table, pushed tight against a window frame, he looked into the pitch of night and pondered.  In his right hand he unconsciously thumbed the knife he’d used to slit Kirk’s throat.  The handle knew his touch, marrying his fingers when squeezed firmly, and thus solidifying their union.  As the hour of his betrayal grew nigh, he thought himself a Judas on one hand and Savior on the other.
 
   His people, who were they?  A year ago, he’d known without hesitation, but now…the question plagued him with doubt and second thoughts.  To turn back or to defy Lady Williams would be far worse than death.  He was no stranger to her fits of rage or the sting of her brutality.  Even yesterday, he had been committed to the plan, fixating on the gentle resistance his blade would encounter, as it ripped through tender flesh and silenced the innocent…but now, a speck of apprehension existed where previously there had been none.
 
   Innocence…there are none who are truly innocent, he scoffed inwardly.  There are no good or evil.  There are only strong or weak, survivors or servers, the assassin thought, as he considered where he fell.  Clark, Rod, and the rest of The Ward had deemed his actions wicked…monstrous, but they failed to see the bigger picture.  He was a server, but only to one.  The ends would justify the means.  He knew that; felt it…somehow had the notion indelibly etched across his mind.
 
   However, watching the people he’d fooled so completely, give of themselves in acts of kindness to Ben’s group, had planted a seed.  A small seed; mind you, but a miniscule kernel nonetheless that had sprouted, bearing confusion and reluctance.  He looked down at the glimmering blade and rotated it to catch a moonbeam, framing his reflection.  A face stared back from the polished surface; one he recognized but did not know.  “Who am I?” he questioned, turning the knife’s handle to hide his shame.
 
   Sleep…I must sleep.  Tomorrow there is much to do…much to sort out and no time to waste.  A sudden rise of anxiety swept from his heels to chest, catching him off guard and nearly toppling him over.  “What?” he questioned.  “Too tired.”  He stretched out on his bed, not bothering to disrobe.  If they came for him, he would need to be ready…ready to kill…ready to flee.  The thought of abandoning his post, his assignment, had never occurred to him until now.  Why not? he thought.  Let them kill each other off.  I can survive.  I don’t need…but I do.  I am hers and I must…
 
   Genuine, thought-liberating slumber did not come quickly, but in time the beleaguered mole dropped to the depths of hell and there met his maker.  She was two-faced, one moment compassionate and in the next vile and destructive.  He tossed, trying in vain to escape the clutches of a demon’s sleep but it held him fixed and troubled.  Pain, searing and relentless, stirred but did not wake him. “Hold him!” she shouted.  “He must survive.  For us, he must live.”
 
   The words and the agony of that moment, lost but now remembered, shot him from his bed and strengthened his resolve.  He’d found what he needed to carry on – hatred – a sick, twisted enmity fueled by malignant devotion that had trained and coerced him for this very moment.  He would not…could not disappoint her now, but in the recesses of his mind he knew and understood the nature of his hatred and he would dismantle it in time…all in due time.
 
   For now, the trance-induced journey to hell and back needed to be satiated, and nothing calmed his nerves like the smell of blood and the last twitch of a beating heart.  He rose, placed the knife, which had lain across his chest, into its sheath and quietly slipped from his room.  A cold sweat formed across his upper lip as his heart thumped wildly against his chest wall, crushing any seeds of doubt that may have persisted.  He was a killer…born and bred for this night.
 
   He paused at a corner and listened, his senses were keen…alert.  The salty taste of perspiration trickled into the corner of his mouth and he licked it away, savoring the tingle it left behind.  Who?  Who will die tonight?
 
   “Loyalty…loyalty…” he breathed, almost without making a sound.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Lady Williams paced between an open bedroom window and her bed, a single, flickering candle casting a larger-than-life shadow on an opposing wall.  She’d tried sleeping but could not.  So muggy, she thought, plopping down on top of her mattress.  The heat was certainly a factor but it was not what was keeping her awake.  Battle plans had run through her mind for hours, even prior to retiring to the comfort of her worn sheets and feather pillow.
 
   Tonight was not the first time she’d struggled to sleep, nor would it be the last.  There would be hours and days for rest later, after she’d proven her dominance and taken the West.  The Ward was in her sights – she could almost see the victory and taste their blood.  What’s missing?  What have I forgotten?
 
   Earlier in the day she had gone over the plan of attack with Finn and the others who would lead the assault.  They were confident in a sure, overwhelming annihilation of the banded, little community, however, that was not entirely what Juanita wanted.  She needed converted followers and warriors, but most of all, what she craved were The Normals.  Williams rubbed at her temples, trying to massage away a migraine she knew was imminent.  Why can’t they see it? she pondered silently, before she whispered the answer without having to think.  “Because they’re morons.”
 
   She chuckled to herself, knowing what she had said was true.  Still, she needed them.  What good was an army without soldiers?  Nevertheless, she sensed it coming: the violence, the aggression, and the wanton bloodlust that would overtake some of her troops once the fighting began.  What more can I do?  She had talked, warned, and threatened…but to what end?  “At least spare the children, you idiots,” she breathed, the request oddly sounding like a prayer.
 
   A sudden swirl of wind sucked the overhanging curtains through a gap in the open window, making them flap for a second outside before dropping against the exterior of the old farmhouse.  They were faded, and the hems were uneven and frayed, but they reminded Juanita of herself; weathered but not worn out, moved by the wind but not pulled from their anchors, bantered about and whipped but not damaged in the end.  She, like the drapes, would endure the winds of change and remain fixed in her resolve…regardless of who had to pay the ultimate price.
 
   Her thoughts drifted to her mole, and she grinned.  He was one who had paid…and paid…and continued to pay.  She saw him in her mind’s eye, an image from long ago that further lifted the corners of her mouth into a broad smile.  Yet, it did not last.  It was quickly replaced with a series of murky, repressed snapshots from several months before.  She stood, and walked to the window to pull the curtains back inside, hoping the act would negate her thoughts.  It did not.  Juanita leaned heavily against the lower frame and thrust her head into the passing breeze.  “No, no.  It had to be done,” she said, battling the demons that ate at her soul.
 
   For a moment, and without thinking fully, she looked over her shoulder and began to call, “Annie,” but stopped, allowing the name to linger ever so slightly on her lips, before she spat in the mud just outside the house.  “I hope you’re dead, you miserable…”  The thought of those who had escaped her compound a few days before continued to fester in the pit of her stomach, and she retched in their absence.  Their time was coming…if they hadn’t already paid for their stupidity with their lives.  Lady Williams suddenly realized her headache was gone, and the barbaric images vanished with it.  Ah, she thought, better than aspirin – and she was right – rage always seemed to work wonders for her disposition and general sense of wellbeing.
 
   * * *
 
   Dozens of miles away, Jeff lay awake, his mind reeling from the day’s events.  Some painkillers he’d taken shortly before retiring had numbed his thoughts and sent him off to sleep, but a gnawing, throbbing ache had woken him only hours later.  Cupping the bandage at his jawline, he quickly recoiled his hand as he felt the spongy gauze ooze under the pressure.  “Ooh, that can’t be good,” he whispered, while trying to examine the moisture on his palm.
 
   The teen quickly rubbed his hand clean against his t-shirt and placed both hands behind his head.  He opened and closed his mouth a few times, extending his lower jaw to test the limits of the pain that had wrestled him from an awkward dream.  What was it? he questioned, pushing his mind to recall the surreal images that his subconscious mind had conjured.  Unable to remember, Jeff kicked at the bedding, which loosely held him bound, and swung his legs over the side of the narrow mattress.  Again, he dabbed at the bloodstained bandage with a single finger, before standing and walking to a nearby window.
 
   The night air, though still warm, felt good against his damp, sweat-covered skin, and he inhaled deeply.  Slowly his eyes adjusted to the shapes and shadows of the familiar landscape below.  He had stood at the same window hundreds of times, imagining his future amidst a world of chaos.  Exhaling slowly, his mind was suddenly alive with sights and sounds – muzzle flashes arced in his mind’s eye – so real they pushed him to take cover below the window’s ledge.
 
   It’s not happening…it’s not real, he mentally shouted, against a backdrop of whistling bullets and exploding primers.  The words played through his mind over and over until the scene was once again calm and he dared to open his eyes.  “It’s not real.  I knew it.  It’s not real,” he finally uttered, with just enough volume to assure himself he was awake.
 
   Boob reflected on the day and his friend, Dude, which caused him to smile.  “Ouch!” he barked, as the grin caused the stitches to rub against his tender, swollen flesh.  Slowly his thoughts returned to the ditch, and the mayhem.  He sniffed the arid, stagnant air of his room; quite sure a remnant of smoke and used gunpowder lingered there.   “He’s a good friend…and I almost got him killed.”  The words seemed final, resolute, but somehow…someway he knew what they had done was right and necessary.
 
   Why had they lived? he wondered.  The odds were certainly against them.  They were easily outgunned, outmatched in experience and numbers, but still they had overcome.  “But why?” he asked, standing to look back into the night’s sky.
 
   Because you listened, came a hushed, quiet, inaudible voice that sent a shiver up Jeff’s spine.
 
   Try as he might to hear the utterance again, he could not.  The moment had passed and his mind returned to the empty room, his sore jaw, and Brandi.
 
   “That’s it!” he grunted quietly.  “I knew I was dreaming about somebody.”
 
   Brandi had been among the people they had rescued.  At the time he had paid her little attention, and she him, as they both dealt with the pain of their unique injuries, but now, in the quiet of his room, Jeff remembered her sweet face and large, oval eyes.  Conversation between the two had been limited, yet Jeff had felt something…a genuine connection that mystically bound his life to hers.  Perhaps it was tied to the fact they were both hurt, or that fate had thrown them together against all odds, but still, regardless of the reasons, Jeff sensed a degree of responsibility for Brandi’s wellbeing.
 
   While in the infirmary, he had listened to the girl’s suffering, catching a glimpse of her through a parted sheet that separated her from where he was having his jaw stitched and dressed.  Her leg looked bad; not like anything he’d seen, and even now, as he reflected on her condition, it made him feel faint.
 
   Inhaling, he filled his lungs with oxygen and then blew it out slowly.  It was a technique Allison had taught him to avoid passing out.  Boob was scared of very little, but the sight of seeing someone else hurt always made him a bit wobbly in the knees.  I wonder how she’s doing, he thought, angling his view through the window to see if he could make out the ground floor of the ‘hospital’.
 
   On tiptoes, he lifted himself to visibly catch the corner of the building across the grassy expanse.  “Crap.”  He dragged a chair to the opening and stood upon it for a better look.  “That’s more like it,” he quipped, now having a less obstructed view of the moonlit surroundings.  A single light, mounted high on a pole near Old Main, shone on the flat, sun-scorched grass, casting shadows up the yellow-bricked walls of the makeshift infirmary.  The glass of the entry doors reflected a dull yellow from the overhead light, which glimmered ever so slightly from its lofty perch.
 
   What appeared to be a single candle flickered behind a drawn set of near-opaque, window curtains, which flanked the entrance to the left.  She’s there, he imagined, pressing his face closer to the window.  Suddenly, a fleeting shadow obscured the meager light, forcing Jeff to nearly topple from the chair.  “What was that?” he stammered, noting the moving figure now blocking a portion of the reflective light coming from the surgery’s entrance.  “There’s somebody there.  A sentry?” he questioned, trying to imagine who might be prowling the grounds at such a late hour.
 
   No…no…can’t be a sentry.  There’d be two of ’em.  Jeff tussled with the quandary for only a moment before the unknown intruder slipped through the door and vanished from sight.  “Now, what do I do?”  He wanted to burst from his room and run screaming across The Quad, but was held back by the thought that perhaps it was only Remy returning to check on his patient.  Still, the boy could not draw his eyes from the dim candle, dancing and flickering so far away…and then it was gone…extinguished.
 
   * * *
 
   Inching his way along the north side of the library, the mole stayed to the shadows, his senses alert and knife poised to strike.  He suddenly crouched and strained to overhear the conversation of two passing security personnel.  They talked in hushed tones, but it was obvious they were discussing Ben and his small band.  As their voices grew louder, the killer’s muscles tightened, preparing to burst forth and strike the first deadly blow.  However, the dialogue continued uninterrupted, the guards oblivious to a threat that would have easily taken their lives.
 
   The mole lingered until he was sure the sentries had rounded the corner and continued on their way.  Twenty minutes…I’ve got twenty minutes.  He knew it was plenty of time to complete his task but wanted to enjoy it while it lasted.  Following one last look for assurance, he hastened from the dim cover and bolted for the infirmary’s entrance.  At the doors he panted lightly, calming his nerves before he dared enter.  He peered through the thick glass door and looked for movement, but could see none.  He imagined where she would be.  He was more than familiar with the layout, having spent some time there himself.
 
   She’ll be to the left, he thought, knowing he could be in and out in seconds if fate would hold out for just another minute.  His heart beat a steady rhythm against his thick chest wall, the sound pumping and thumping in his head and ears.  He sucked a deep breath into his expansive lungs and eased it out, thus helping him to focus.  Gripping the knife tightly with his right hand, he pulled at the door’s handle and quickly darted inside.
 
   The air reeked of disinfectant, which stopped the intruder momentarily, sending his mind into a tailspin of repressed memories and unforgotten pain.  He shook his head and squinted into the darkness, compelling himself to shake it off and complete his mission.
 
   The idea of stalking and killing the injured girl had come to him shortly after exiting his apartment.  She was the perfect…logical target.  What would create a sense of distrust among the newcomers like a well-orchestrated bloodbath at his hands?  There would be panic, immediate loss, and uncertainty instilled in the hearts of those who had just arrived.  They would certainly not be eager to stay or fight for The Ward’s cause.
 
   He slid from the main entry to the first doorway to his left.  A candle’s flame stood sentinel over a single sleeping form in the nearby bed.  Two quick, quiet steps brought him to within striking distance of Brandi, who slumbered well beyond a sense of reality, thanks to a couple of very strong painkillers.  The mole leaned in, placing his cheek a finger’s width from the sleeping girl’s nose.  He recoiled quickly when he felt a warm, moist puff of air exit Brandi’s nostrils.  Good, she’s alive.  The irony of that thought was not lost on the assassin, as he fought the urge to wake his victim before severing her head.  The look in her eyes would be memorable; one he could recall later as he relived the murder and licked the blood from his knife.
 
   Seconds ticked by, and then a full minute as he formulated his escape route and cover story.  The killing would cause a greater commotion than Kirk’s murder and he had to be prepared.  Take her life, methodically move with stealth back to his room and wait for the human outcry and emotional explosion.  The idea brought a broad grin to his blackened face.
 
   Holding the knife high above his head with both hands, he prepared to strike, knowing it would take tremendous energy and force to take her head cleanly, without having to saw it off.  There would be a great deal of blood and he wanted to do it right.  He shifted his weight a few inches to get the exact angle needed, and looked one last time from the blade to the young girl’s neck.  Inhaling deeply he…
 
   “Yeah, yeah…I’ll make sure she’s okay.  Give me a sec,” Ben called behind him, as he tried to find his way in the dark to Brandi’s room.  He used the faint, yellow hue coming from the candle to guide his steps, but suddenly it bent against an unseen wind and vanished.
 
   “Who’s there?” he shrieked blindly, but the eyes of evil could not be shrouded by the pitch of night and they were coming for Ben.
 
    * * *
 
   Jeff held his breath, transfixed on a series of unseen images that flashed through his mind.  A sense of helplessness overwhelmed his being, freezing him in place while holding his imagination captive.  Run…get help, his mind shouted, but he could not move.  Suddenly, the point of his fixation burst open, regurgitating two fighting figures from the belly of the infirmary.  “I knew it,” Jeff screamed, as he scrambled away from the window and ran for his father’s room.
 
   “Dad, Dad…the infirmary…they need help,” he repeated more than once, before bolting down a darkened stairway, intent on catching a killer before another life was taken.  The young man gripped his pistol tightly, as he bounded from step-to-step, hurriedly working his way to the ground floor.  Once there, he slammed his weight against the metal bar that held the door secure and ran for The Quad.
 
   Each step brought Jeff closer to the altercation, yet faint shouts and muffled grunts were all that connected him to the scene.  Reaching the edge of the library, he drew the 9mm’s action back, bringing a live round into the chamber.  His heart beat wildly against his ribs and he struggled to regain his composure…but there was no time…no time to be afraid.
 
   It was then he noticed something had changed – it was quiet.  “I’m too late,” Jeff gasped, as he turned the corner and ran for the hospital.  Captured in a ghostly haze of moonlight and dim, incandescent lighting, a figure was bent over another, savagely thrusting and stabbing with a large knife.
 
   At 100 feet, Jeff halted, raised his weapon and shouted a command, “Stop or I’ll shoot!”  The figure raised its head, and in a single motion stood, jerking the blade from where it was lodged in the man’s chest.  Jeff reiterated his command, “Do not move – I will shoot you.”  Unfazed by the lad’s threat, the mole took two deliberate but slow sidesteps, bringing him in direct line between Rod’s son and the girl’s room.  “Halt!” Jeff repeated, while pointing his pistol skyward and firing a single shot.
 
   Like a starting pistol beginning a race, the blast pushed the assailant to action and he ran for his life.  Jeff leveled the pistol but dared not shoot, at least not until there was no chance of a stray bullet hitting Brandi or anyone else in the hospital.  He aimed carefully, releasing a volley of well-placed shots in the general direction of the attacker’s path, but knew they were unlikely to score a direct hit – too dark and too far for any certainty.
 
   Seconds later The Quad was alive with sights and sounds.  Rod hovered over Jeff, who had made his way to Ben, just in time to hear the final, gross gurgle of life fade from his lungs.
 
   “Dad…I saw him.  I saw him do it…but I couldn’t…I couldn’t stop him.”
 
   Rod knelt at his boy’s side.  “You did what you could.  We’ll get him.  What can you tell me?  Did you recognize him?”
 
   Jeff sat back on his haunches and closed his eyes, trying to replay the character’s face and figure.  “It’s so dark and he was painted.”
 
   “Painted?  You mean his face was blackened?”
 
   “Yeah, but it was a guy.  I’m sure of that.  He was too big to be a woman.”
 
   The clatter of a door swinging wildly open diverted the pair’s attention away from Ben, as Lena ran crying through the doorway, wailing Ben’s name.  “He was checking on Brandi,” she shrieked.  “Who?  Why?  Who would do this to my Ben?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
   A single gunshot roused Whitcomb from a recurrent dream of mashed potatoes, accompanied by a thick, juicy porterhouse.  He could almost taste the distant memory, and contemplated trying to get back to sleep to savor it more fully, but was jolted to the harsh reality of his circumstances by a volley of uninterrupted blasts from a small caliber weapon.  He dove from the warm comfort of his bedding, grabbed his own revolver and ran for The Quad.  The noise had no doubt come from the open area, which was very close to the lab he maintained and the small makeshift apartment he called home.
 
   Running from the building, his white boxers flapped in the wind against thighs that were taut but thin.  His gangly, almost awkward gait was exaggerated by the lack of clothing and hurried nature of his charge.  The British scientist generally avoided conflict, but with gunshots so close to home he felt compelled to protect what he saw as his…his turf so to speak.
 
   Over a period of years, more than he wanted to count, he had lived in the laboratory he had created with his own hands.  He knew every beaker, vial, and testing instrument he had scavenged from the surrounding university and community.  Many of the menial pieces of equipment he had named, making his work more personal, as most days he was the only one engaged in searching for a cure to their most pressing malady.  In recent days he had focused on The Normals and the blood and tissue samples he had collected with Dr. Reynolds’ help.  The two were fast friends and shared a love of science and discovery.  They understood one another, sharing a common mindset and goal; giving their all to save their friends.
 
   Bounding, with strides that were unusually long, Whitcomb joined an ever-growing circle of individuals at the front of the hospital.  Reynolds joined him there, acknowledging his arrival with a gentle nod and eyes diverted to indicate there was something meaningful on the ground.  Godfrey followed the gaze and saw the newcomer, Ben, bloodstained and lifeless upon the cold earth.  A woman, huddled in a prayer-like stance over the corpse, rocked and cried something inaudible into her cupped hands.
 
   “His wife?” Godfrey asked, turning his attention back to Remy.
 
   “Yeah.  Their daughter’s the one with the snakebite I treated a few hours ago.”
 
   “What happened?  Do we have any idea who is responsible?” the scientist questioned, suddenly very much aware he was the only one who had not bothered to put on some pants.  No, wait, he was one of two…Jeff was also quite exposed but seemingly unaware.  “Perhaps I should retrieve some trousers,” he suggested, but the comment went unanswered.
 
   “We’ve got a traitor; somebody in our ranks that intends to disrupt our way of life.  He is brutal in his tactics and is nothing more than a cold-blooded killer.”  The words came loudly, uttered angrily from someone Remy and Godfrey could not see…but they knew Clark when they heard him, and they understood his anger and the resolve with which he spoke.  The pair moved slightly to get a view of the security chief, who was standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Rod and others of the security team.  “We find this scumbag tonight.  I want every member of The Ward contacted in the next 10 minutes.  Work in pairs.  If you encounter a threat do not hesitate to initiate deadly force.  This man – and Boob has confirmed for us it is a man – is lethal and knows how to kill.  He may be your friend, your co-worker, but he is out to bring us down…for whatever reason.”
 
   “They’re pissed,” Godfrey noted, nudging the doctor in the ribs with his elbow.
 
   “And for good reason.  Let’s see what we can do to help,” Remy suggested.
 
   More and more security people were rushing to the scene of the murder, while Rod and Clark tried to assign teams and locations to search.  Scott and Niel were among the first to rush away from the crowd, their services were directed to Old Main and the dozens of rooms that might possibly hide an assassin.  Cory and Clayton were close behind, given the Hub, north of The Quad, where many of the security people bunked and maintained their quarters.  Quickly units ran to their assigned sectors, eager to find and deliver vengeance on one of their own that had strayed.
 
   Remy and Godfrey angled their way through the crowd of sad faces to speak with Rod.  “What can we do?  We want to help.”
 
   Rod, not the least bit surprised that they should volunteer, spoke quickly and pointed to the infirmary.  “Get the hospital and lab secured.  The last thing we need is to lose our medical supplies and research data.  Take Jeff and…”  Rod looked around to locate Dude, knowing he’d likely be close by.  “Yeah…and Dude.  He’s over there with Holly and his mom.  Grab your weapons and get to it.”
 
   “We’ve got it covered,” Remy replied, bolting away to round up Dude, with Jeff and Godfrey in tow.  Minutes later the foursome entered the yellow-hued, glass doors that led to a series of rooms, which made up The Ward’s medical unit.  Slowly they went from one room to the next, checking first on Brandi, who was still in a drug-induced sleep, and then on the others, who dared not venture from the relative safety of the darkened rooms.  Most of those staying in the hospital were part of Ben’s group.  They were exhausted, dehydrated and needed more care than was first thought.
 
   Hushed whispers greeted the men and boys as they encountered those awaiting word of the commotion.  “What’s happened?  We heard gunshots – is everyone okay?”
 
   Dude began to answer but was quickly silenced when a large, thin hand wrapped around his mouth in the dark.  Instead, Godfrey replied in a calming voice, with just enough British accent to bring a sense of calm.  “Everything’s fine.  We’re checking on everyone to make sure all is well.  Stay inside and together – we’ll be back ’round in a bit to fill you in on the details.”  Finishing his statement, Whitcomb slowly removed his hand from Dude’s mouth and winked at the teenager.
 
   They continued their methodical search, spanning three floors, before returning to the area where Ben still lay on the ground.  He had since been covered with a blanket, his body surrounded by Allison and some other women who were comforting Lena.  The group tried in vain to console the poor woman, who continued to quake in uncontrolled sobs amidst the aftershocks of grief.
 
   “Jeff, you and Dude stand watch here and make sure nobody gets into the hospital.  Godfrey and I will check out the lab,” Remy ordered.
 
   “Sounds good.  We’ve got this,” the young man replied.
 
   “Yeah, no problem,” Dude agreed, pulling his rifle across his chest to show that he meant business.
 
   “Great, just don’t end up shooting each other,” Godfrey quipped, knowing it would not sit well with the pair, who likely knew more about guns than Godfrey ever would.
 
   “Ah, very funny,” the smaller of the boys sputtered in a voice that cracked with each syllable.  “And…and why don’t you put some pants on…or something?”
 
   “I think you touched a nerve there,” Remy whispered, as they scooted away from the boys.
 
   “No doubt.  However, he does have a point.  I’ll grab some pants before we do anymore explor…”  Suddenly, as if nailed to the earth by a lightning bold, Godfrey stopped in his tracks; his mouth agape and eyes wide.
 
   “What?  What is it?” the doctor asked, somewhat taken aback by his friend’s odd behavior.
 
   “It’s…it’s a…now give me just a minute.  It just hit me.  We’ve been going about it all wrong.  Hearing our young friend’s voice crack, as it did, triggered something in my mind.  I…”
 
   “Spit it out.  What are you trying to say?”
 
   “Hormones.”
 
   “Hormones?” Remy replied quizzically.
 
   “Yes.  Hormones.  We’ve been so busy trying to duplicate the old formula that we’ve lost sight of what we’re trying to accomplish.  The data is clear…at least now it is.  Think about the new batch of information we’ve collected.  The answer is hormone levels.  If we can trick the brain into releasing more testosterone and estrogen we may not need to worry about a chemical cure.  It’s so easy.  Why have we not thought of it before?”
 
   “Brilliant.  It’s absolutely brilliant.  It may not do much for our vitamin A issue but it…”
 
   “Listen, my friend.  The two are linked.  We flood the system with increased hormones and the enzymes will come.  That’s it.  I’m sure of it,” Godfrey exclaimed.  “The answers been there for years and we’ve just not seen it.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.  Let’s get to the lab – secure it, and look at the numbers,” Remy agreed.
 
   The gangly scientist excitedly rubbed his hands together.  It had been years since an epiphany had struck him with such force and he was anxious to prove his point.  He wrapped an extended arm around the doctor and proceeded to the lab.  “I think if we start with the girls’ results we may get somewhere quickly.  It’s strange – the thought just came out of nowhere – like a switch had been thrown.  I’ve not…”
 
   As if cued by Whitcomb’s statement, the yellowed light, hanging some distance away, flickered and died, only to surge back to a bright glow before going out for good.  Systematically the few lights that were on in adjacent buildings did the same, ebbing in intensity before they died.  The calm that had held the somber group from descending into chaos was shattered and screams filled the night sky.  Flashlights darted from building-to building and face-to-face, turning the scene into an eerie death-site of harsh beams and devilish shadows.
 
   Immediately, Whitcomb knew the source of the problem and dashed away from the doctor, his legs churning wildly as the pistol he gripped bounced against his churning thigh.  “The generators.  They’ve got to the generators.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
 
   In an instant, the tables had been turned on the killer, morphing his role from hunter to prey.  Fortunately for the culprit, circumstances had been in his favor to save his life: a pitched night, a lengthy shooting distance, and the shaky hand of a youth who had never been in the presence of pure evil.  Getting away from the scene had been easy.  However, maintaining his facade, as a trusted member of The Ward, was perhaps irretrievable.
 
   He had weighed his options, much like the night of Kirk’s murder, and come to one, undeniable conclusion – his act was over.  He was no longer bound by any sense of kinship to Rod and the others.  He could now give himself completely to his call.  The hunger that beckoned him into the shadows could now reign supreme and lead him to his destiny.
 
   Ducking and skirting the swarm of security had been difficult, but not impossible.  He had weaved a hurried path from the hospital to his room, collected his instruments of death, and departed in a matter of panicked minutes.  By the time he exited the structure, the roundup, which he knew was coming, had begun.  Security teams swept from building to building and room to room as he watched and waited.
 
   While patiently biding his time, the mole thought of the darts he could hurl at The Ward.  48 hours, he thought.  If I can stir a hornet’s nest tonight and keep them on edge, I will have served my purpose and vanish…for a time.  A grin lingered for a moment before fading quickly with the sound of approaching footsteps.  He moved with demonic grace, his feet gliding over concrete, stone, and sod until he stood outside a set of heavy doors that led to the underbelly of The Ward’s power system.
 
   The day before he had stood at the same exact spot, but then he had been an insider and no one bothered to question his movements or motives.  The canisters of sugar he’d hidden were still there – sealed and ready for a bit of malicious vandalism.  He used his knife’s heavy blade to gain access to a locked hallway that lead to the heart of the old university’s electrical system.
 
   Still masked in a greasy shield of black, he eased along the corridor, the knife extended and sugar tucked securely under his arm.  Voices, muffled but understandable, reverberated off the thick, concrete walls, slowing the killer’s advance.  For a second he knelt and considered his next move.  Quietly, he placed the sugar on the floor and inched ahead the next few feet, which brought him to a set of double doors that had been swung open and locked in place.
 
   “What’s going on?” a middle aged guard asked his partner.
 
   “Like I’d know,” the younger of the two barked back, sarcastically.  “You heard the same thing I did.”
 
   “Yeah, but…”
 
   “But nothing.  We follow protocol and stay put until someone relieves us or they bring us new orders.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.  Gives me the creeps wondering what’s going on.  For all we know we could be under attack right now…and here we sit,” the older guy retorted.
 
   “We’d hear more gunfire if that were the case, but if it’s going to drive you crazy just run down the hall and take a peek.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking.  Hold down the fort…I’ll be right back.”
 
   Seconds later, a bulky character, dressed in fatigues from head to foot, rounded the door’s frame and stepped into the waiting arms of the black-faced assassin.  The blade shot upward to the man’s throat, silencing him.  It pierced his neck just above the Adam’s apple, severing the vocal cords, before exiting the guard’s skull near the base of the brain.  The murder had been quick, quiet, and almost completely painless, but in lowering the heavier man to the floor a dislodged pistol clattered to the ground, loudly bouncing before coming to a stop.
 
   Reactively, the mole jerked the blade free, dropped the corpse, and positioned himself to respond to an attack, which did not come.
 
   “Hey Dex, you okay?”  The question was quickly followed with the unmistakable sound of a round being slammed into the chamber of an assault rifle.  “Don’t screw with me, Man.  Get your butt back in here,” he hollered, his voice rising well above the sound of the generators.
 
   Now, screamed the assailant in his head, as he deftly exposed himself in the entryway, for only an instant, before he pitched the lengthy commando knife across the space, lodging it fully in the heart of the young sentry.  It happened so quickly, so professionally that the guard was unable to protect his life.  He stumbled and released his rifle, while clawing at the blade buried in his chest.  The room spun and his life passed, but not before he recognized the smug face of his killer.
 
   “You,” he sputtered.  “Why?”  It was a question that would go with him into the eternities, as the knife was ripped from his chest and slashed across his convulsing carotid.
 
   “Well, that was easier than I had anticipated,” the mole grunted, as he returned to the hall to collect his things and drag the heavier-set guard back into the expansive room.
 
   The hum of two oversized generators was distracting but did not keep the killer from completing his task.  He unscrewed gas caps from the two functioning units and steadily poured a generous helping of sugar into each tank.
 
   “That should do it,” he said, smiling.  He backed away to watch his handy work take effect, which didn’t take long.  In seconds, the powerful motors soon limped, chugged, and ground to a stumbling silence…but he was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
   At morning’s first light, a billowing column of smoke swirled skyward from one of the many converted lecture halls, which housed families as well as security personnel.  The fire had begun shortly after the generators ran silent; a parting gift from a saboteur who yet remained nameless.
 
   Abject despair and sadness were evident everywhere as sunlight broke across The Quad.  The bright, warming rays brought a newness of day to all, rescuing The Ward from a frightful night of death and mayhem.  Slumped shoulders continued to carry the burden of securing the campus, restoring order, and preparing the dead.
 
   From his perspective, just inside the infirmary’s entrance, Jeff watched the day unfold before him.  Over his young life, he had felt the sting of death and hatred, but never like this…so dark, so close, and so personal.  It was obvious the attack had come from within, and try as he might, Jeff could not shake the bitterness that was swelling in his chest.
 
   “If only I hadn’t missed,” he whispered, as he fought back the need to cry..
 
   Shrieks of agony filtered down the hallways, adding to the young man’s growing grief…and guilt.   Dozens had been injured throughout the night: gunshots fired at fleeting shadows, a raging inferno searing flesh, and the ‘Devil’, crushing hopes and taking lives.
 
   Will it always be so, Jeff thought.  He leaned his forehead against the door’s glass insert to watch tears splash at his feet.  For a brief second he heard a familiar voice and recognized it as Allison’s.  She had not left Lena’s side since finding Ben.  The pair were now in a room adjacent to Brandi’s, where Dr. Reynolds had administered a sedative to the distraught, grieving wife.  Jeff strained to hear what his mother was saying above the din, and could faintly make out her sweet, gentle voice as it somehow reached out to him, touching his soul.  She was singing…actually singing in the midst of so much chaos and misery.
 
   For a moment, he held his breath and listened.  The tune was familiar, one he’d heard oft as a boy, and it touched him now like never before.  As if on angel’s breath the words pierced his heart and seized his soul, and he longed to be small again, huddled in the warm embrace of the woman who knew him best.  The lyrics ran through his mind and renewed his courage.
 
    
 
   Why should we mourn or think our lot is hard?
 
   ‘Tis not so; all is right.
 
   Why should we think to earn a great reward
 
   If we now shun the fight?
 
   Gird up your loins; fresh courage take.
 
    
 
   By the time Allison had completed the verse, Jeff’s tears had renewed themselves and were flowing freely, cleansing the boy, while strengthening the man.
 
   “Hey Boob,” a girl’s voice called over his shoulder.  “You okay?” Holly asked.
 
   Jeff quickly wiped his face dry and turned to face the girl, who stood at the entrance to Brandi’s room.
 
   “Yeah.  Yeah, I’m good.”
 
   “You sure?” she asked, seeing more than he realized.
 
   “I’m tired, just like everybody else.  What’s up?” Jeff asked, no longer able to hear anything but the distressed moans of those in pain.
 
   “She’s stirring.  Dude said to get you.  I think she’s coming to.”
 
   “Oh, great.  Who’s going to tell her…you know.  Who’s going to tell her about her dad?” Jeff questioned, knowing the task would likely fall to him.  Everyone had a responsibility and she was his.
 
   “Come on – get your butt in here before she’s awake.  She might recognize you.  I’ll see if I can round up the doc while you keep her calm.”
 
   Jeff took a couple tentative steps toward the door and then, drawing on the song’s strength, he moved to her side and took her hand.  It was petite but calloused, the hand of one who had toiled from the youngest of years.  Gently he squeezed and she responded with just enough pressure to let him know she was there.  He sat near her thigh, silently thinking of how and what he might say…and he waited, heart in hand.
 
   Dude leaned against the opposite wall and watched the tender moment unfold.  He thought he’d seen every side of his friend, but this compassionate gesture caught him by surprise.  There was something in their touch…in the soft entanglement of their hands that was electric and unifying.  He’d felt the feeling before and knew he would again the second Holly returned to the room and flashed him a smile.  He loved her and he knew she loved him.  His thoughts ruminated through his inexperienced mind, weighing the present against the future, and concluded that perhaps his best friend had found love too.
 
   For an instant, Dude looked up to lock eyes with Boob.  A message was sent and received between the two without the utterance of a single word.  That is until Dude broke the silence with a shrug and a sarcastic, “What?”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” Jeff quietly whispered from Brandi’s bedside.
 
   “I didn’t say a thing,” Dude exclaimed, trying to keep his voice to a hush.
 
   “You don’t have to.  I can read your mind, and I know exactly what you’re thinking.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, she is pretty cute, but she’s just lost…”  A sudden shift of the sheets slowed Jeff’s comment, and drew his attention to the eyes of a young girl whose heart was about to be broken.
 
   * * *
 
   “Well, that was one hell of a way to spend a night,” Cory grumbled, as he stood amongst friends who had battled the blaze.  Like the others, his face was black and hair singed.  Christine hugged his side before she slumped to the ground and leaned against his leg for support.  “You okay?” he asked, running his darkened fingers through her matted hair.
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied, coughing abruptly.
 
   “You need me to get Remy?” Cory asked.
 
   Another violent cough bent Christine to the ground before she was able to reply.  “No…I’ll be okay…just need to get a good breath.”
 
   Clayton stood nearby, also trying to clear his lungs of the smoke’s biting sting.  “Where’s Scotty and Niel?  I didn’t see them after the fire started.”
 
   Cory looked beyond the small cluster of weary ‘firefighters’ and shook his head.  “I don’t know, Man.  Last I saw them they were hunting the killer – same as us.”
 
   Another cough echoed at Cory’s ankles, drawing his attention to his exhausted wife.  “They’re…they’re with Rod and Clark.  I saw them a few minutes ago headed back into the quarters.”
 
   Cory knelt and lifted Christine’s chin with his scarred hand.  “You sure you’re okay?  You’re getting awfully pale.”  She nodded in the affirmative and inhaled deeply, causing tears to stream down her face.  “I’m going for Remy…” Cory said, as he tried to pull himself free from her grasp.
 
   “No, really…I just need to get a few good breaths.  I’ll be fine.  Find one of the guys and see what’s happening.”
 
   “I can do that, Cor.  You’ve got your hands full.  They must still be looking for who did this,” Clayton suggested.
 
   “Yeah, and if I ever get my hands on the lowlife piece of…”  Christine suddenly shook violently, stopping Cory mid-sentence, in what was sure to be an expletive-filled tirade against their attacker.
 
   “Can’t breathe…can’t…”  Collapsing to the ground, she forced a last, grating wheeze between her lips before her eyes rolled back and her world went black.
 
   “What now!” Cory shouted, lifting his wife to run for the infirmary.
 
   * * *
 
   “How many?” Clark asked, standing in the main hall where the fire had begun.  Water, debris and a thick scent of seared flesh surrounded the small detachment of leaders who had ventured into the building to estimate the damage and loss of life.
 
   “Can’t be sure…at least not yet,” Rod replied.
 
   “He had us at every turn, and we still don’t know who he is,” Clark whispered sadly.  The night had taken a toll on everyone, but Clark and Rod took the invasion personally.  They knew the culprit was one of theirs – a guard – someone they had trained and trusted.
 
   “It’s one man, Clark.  We’ll get him,” Niel chimed in.  “Scott’s going over the roster now.  It won’t be long before we’ve got an idea of…”
 
   Rod cleared his throat and stopped the younger man from completing his assessment by issuing a further, nagging question, “That’s fine, but…but how many died here…in this fire?”  A trail of soot washed from Rod’s cheeks as he gestured to the chaotic mess at his feet.
 
   An obvious, bitter silence hung in the air while each of the men fought with their own inner struggle to understand the wasteful loss of innocent lives.  Bodies had been pulled from the flames – some burned but still alive – and yet others were scorched beyond recognition.  The flames had been fed with more than just household goods and a cool night’s breeze – the intruder had used an accelerant, which had engulfed some before they had time to react.
 
   “We can’t be sure, but…” Niel said, quietly
 
   “But what?  What is it, Niel?” Clark asked, emphatically.
 
   “Well, we can’t be sure, but it appears as though some of the deceased were dead before the flames got to them.”
 
   “They were murdered before the fire was set?  Is that what you’re saying?” Rod pressed.
 
   “Yes, and some of our security people are among the dead.”
 
   “Who?   Who did we lose?” Rod asked, the tone in his voice taking on a new timber.
 
   “At least two, maybe three.  The remains are so badly burned we can’t identify them yet.  We’re waiting on Remy to give us a hand, but he’s too busy with the injured,” Niel replied.
 
   “Understandable,” Rod sighed, heavily.
 
   “Do you have any names?” Clark questioned.
 
   “Again, we can’t be 100% sure, but we found remains in both Egan’s and Phil’s rooms.”
 
   “What? Egan?” Clark said, finding the loss of such an astute sentry to be beyond belief.
 
   “Yeah, I’m afraid so.  I’m no medic but I’d say somebody about took his head off before setting him ablaze – same was true of Phil as well,” Niel confirmed.
 
   Just then, a hustling Scotty joined the men, waving a handful of documents.  “We’ve narrowed it down to a couple of suspects,” he grunted between gulps of much needed air.  “If the dead are who we think they are, there are only two people missing from campus – Dex and Heather.”
 
   “The missing generator guard and a middle aged cook,” Rod quipped.
 
   “Exactly,” Scotty concurred.
 
   “My money’s on the guard, but why would he kill Ben, sabotage the generators, and start a fire?  It makes no sense,” Clark said, rhetorically.
 
   “We’re missing something.  We have to be,” Rod hissed, while slamming the flat of his palm against a nearby wall.
 
   “Scotty,” Clark said, tapping the young man’s chest, “you and Niel find those two – now!  Use every resource and get the doc over here as soon as he’s free.  I need to know these men are who we think they are.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
   Seconds reluctantly turned to minutes and then to hours for the hunted assassin.  He’d moved from one shelter to the next, staying mere steps ahead of those who would have his head…if only they could find him.  From a lofty vantage point he had watched them scour, search, and finally give up.  Triumphant, he settled into a nearby house; whiling away the hours until the Harvesters arrived and he joined them.
 
   Sleep, though elusive, arrived as the sun crested in the midday sky, while smoke still twisted its way to the heavens.  He dreamt briefly, his thoughts walking him down a razor’s edge, dividing loyalty from deceit.  Faces emerged, smiling and eager, against a bloodstained wall, which pulsed with each beat of his merciless heart.  One-by-one they appeared, death masks taking their place in the recesses of his guiltless mind.
 
   Suddenly a blond-haired boy appeared before him, his hands outstretched and arms wide.  Confusion accompanied the welcoming gesture, causing the dreamer to stumble away from the lad, tripping and falling before he regained his balance to draw a pistol.  Undaunted, the youth approached, his hands still yearning for an embrace, which would not come.   Smiling, a somewhat knowing grin of understanding and acceptance, the boy continued to plead with his eyes.  Forgiveness, the mole wondered, as he leveled his pistol and fired.
 
   The assassin’s body jerked with the recoil of the phantom weapon, but peace would not come.  Lead lazily dripped from the pistol’s muzzle, utterly impotent and ineffective.  He drew his arm back and shook the useless firearm at the boy; somehow hoping the action would send death on its way.  It did not, but the shells fell to the earth as if completely overcome by gravity’s insatiable pull.
 
   Defenseless and unwilling to submit, the killer charged, screaming wildly to conquer and destroy Jeff.  The two collided, entangling themselves in a mesh of thrashing arms and kicking legs.  The boy’s smile was now fractured, replaced by an intensity the assassin had never seen…or felt.  He bucked and fought for his life but there was no overcoming the strange power that held him still.  In a final, all-consuming yearning to live, he summoned the courage to plead for his life…but the words would not come.  Try as he might, the bitter anguish of his soul bound his tongue, even as a knife appeared and penetrated his heart.
 
   Pain, the likes of which he’d rarely known, ripped him from his sleep and threw him to the floor.  He gripped his chest, expecting to find ragged flesh and a heart torn asunder.  However, not today…at least not yet.  The dream was an omen, a sign.  The boy, Jeff, must surely die.
 
   * * *
 
   Motorcycles rolled out at dusk, some riding directly south, while others rode east before turning toward Logan and their prize.  Not far behind the reconnoitering cycles, the initial wave of barbaric Harvesters moved out, led by Finn.  His recruits were well equipped and appropriately painted for the night’s work.  Each black face was uniquely drawn, featuring highlights of gray to blend with the cemetery’s motif.  The crew, numbering nearly 100, were not unlike disturbed, yet brilliant artists; savagery was their specialty, blood their medium, and fear their brush and blade.
 
   Their sendoff had appeared nearly heroic, as Lady Williams and her forces cheered them to victory.  For many of the bloodthirsty Harvesters it would prove to be the last clap of applause and adulation they would ever hear.
 
   Juanita’s troops departed shortly thereafter, knowing they would need to be in place well before dawn.  The first of The Ward’s perimeter blockades would need to fall before first light.  She watched as truck, after beat-up truck, passed her position, loaded with her most faithful followers.  Weapons bristled, while shouts of exhilaration filled the late night sky, and then she saw it, the means to The Ward’s destructive end…the Bradley Fighting Vehicle, mounted atop an eighteen-wheeler, which was moving south.
 
   A shiver ran down Williams’ spine and goose bumps arose along her coarse, sunbaked skin.  She imagined nothing but total victory in the next 24 hours.  The mole had paved the way and her forces were truly ‘hungry’.  She nodded at the crew of the Bradley as it rumbled by.  They would be her spear; the unstoppable tip of an assault that would pierce and mutilate until there were none left to destroy.  Confident that all were on their way, Juanita climbed into an open jeep and moved out.  She brought up the rear with a loaded pistol in her hand – deserters would be punished with a harsh finality the leader knew how to deliver all too well.
 
   Tonight, Lady Williams’ men and women were fighting for more than her.  They were fighting for a chance…a chance to heal.  Death and a bevy of fresh meat would satisfy many, but for those with an extended perspective, they knew the real prize was The Normals.  Rumors had grown from twisted notions to absolute, fanciful fact over the past weeks and each warrior was determined to get their ‘pound of curative flesh’, even though Juanita had warned against such selfish behavior.  However, she was sure she could control the carnage and retain enough Normals to breed her own steady supply of untainted victuals.
 
   The thought brought a snarled grin to her upturned lips and she growled a surly order to her driver, “It begins.  Get me there in one piece, you idiot.”
 
   * * *
 
    “What are we missing?” Clark asked the leaders surrounding a large table on the upper floor of Old Main.  He paused, taking note of the candles, which had been hastily arrayed about the room.  They danced and flickered, creating a tapestry of ever-changing shadows across the walls.  Each annoying shift in illumination was a nagging reminder of their current, dismal situation, and he grunted something inaudible as a sign of his discouragement.
 
   The day had been hectic, with little rest for any of those seated at the meeting.  The hunt for the missing Ward members had gone on for hours, and there was still no finite resolution to the quandary.  Dex and Heather were still unaccounted for, perplexing Rod, Clark, and the rest.
 
   “We’ve looked at this from every possible angle…haven’t we?” Allison chimed in.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure we have, but why?  Why would one of our own do this?” Cory blurted out, unable to control his frustration, as fatigue and worry tempted to fray his remaining ounce of rational calm.
 
   “To weaken us,” Rod quipped.  “I think we can all agree that it’s part of a bigger plan.  These are not the actions of a serial killer, but are the deliberate moves of someone trying to subvert our security and undermine our freedom.”
 
   Clark stood and circled the table, all the while tapping his thumb atop the butt of his hip-slung pistol.  “Rod’s quite right, but how does Dex…I mean we’re talking about Dex here.  I can’t see him being the mastermind behind such an elaborate plot.  Can any of you?” he asked, incredulously.
 
   Heads shook around the table but ultimately everyone’s eyes fell on Remy.  The doctor appeared nothing shy of bone-tired.  His eyes were red, seated deeply against dark lids and gaunt features.  The day had almost killed him, running from one chaotic disaster to the next, as he desperately tried to minimize the loss of life and comfort the dying.  Oft times, Godfrey was there to assist with the medical relay of information but he couldn’t be bothered tonight.  His mind had been awhirl of fresh ideas and he had worked feverishly throughout the day to concoct a more simplified, hormonal-based solution to their vitamin deficiency and health-related concerns.
 
   When it became obvious the others were expecting him to speak, Remy cleared his voice and tried to vocalize his thoughts.  He stammered, only letting loose a cough-laced string of inaudible syllables.  He deftly apologized, taking a moment to point at his throat as the source of his dilemma.  The tissue had been so adversely affected by all the yelling and smoke that each word elicited its own unique brand of searing torture and pain.  Yet, he pushed on, describing the results of his body count and hospital internment.
 
   “We lost too…too many fine people today,” he squeaked.  “The remains, as you all know, are beyond recognition for some and it’ll take me a few days to sort…”
 
   “But doctor, we need to know who we’re dealing with.  We need to know…” Clark interjected, before others around the table began talking over one another, while Dr. Reynolds remained hushed and reserved.
 
   “Remy, don’t you grasp the seriousness of our situation?  We’ve a madman…”
 
   Suddenly the doctor stood and slammed his hand down on the table, silencing all those who were within earshot.  “Nobody knows the precarious nature of our position more than me.  Cory, you more than any other person at this table, should know what my day has been like.  I’m sorry, but I’ve concentrated on the living and not the dead!”  As if finally overcome by fatigue, Remy slumped back in his chair and cradled his head in his hands.
 
   Peace once again filled the space while only the doctor’s muted sobs rose above the restored quiet.  Cory was the first to move, sliding from his own chair to kneel at Remy’s side and beg his forgiveness.  He owed Remy his all, coming to his aid when Christine had succumbed, and he was not alone.  There were too many to count who had sought out Remy’s compassionate care and not been turned away.  His day had been full and his spirit was now spent.
 
   “Dr. Reynolds – Remy, I…we are sorry.  It’s been a bleak day for all of us, but for none more than you.  What can we do to help you?  Surely, there are some needs we can meet.”
 
   Remy raised his tear-stained face and whispered a noiseless thank you, nodding to those around the table.  “I’ll be fine,” he confirmed.  “After a few hours of rest, I’ll be okay…and I’ll take a closer look at the corpses in question.”
 
   “That’s all we can ask,” Rod concurred.  “Clark, do you have anything further for Remy?”
 
   “Nope.  I think we can send him back to the infirmary,” Clark replied.
 
   Allison stood to meet the doctor on his way from the room.  “Remy, get some sleep.  I’ll get a few women to rotate through the hospital to give you a break and I’ll stop by after we’re done here.”
 
   The kind words were enough to crack the masked façade Reynolds had harbored all day.  He pulled Allison into a tight hug and wept openly.  Too tired to be ashamed and too weak to care, his body shook and the tears flowed.
 
   Such anguish was not new to any of those in the room, but it was unlike Remy to display his grief so freely.  He was uniquely acquainted with death and at times seemed immune to the heartbreak and anxiety that destroyed those around him.  However, his pillow and bedroom walls knew better.  They had been the silent observers of a man’s inner struggle to cope, overcome, and carry on.  His tears had come often and in abundance; thousands shed for every, single life lost to disease and cruel, unwarranted violence.
 
   Slowly, Remy came to himself, excused his display of unabashed emotion and shuffled from the room.  The scene had caught nearly everyone by surprise, wetting eyes while reminding everyone of the connections they shared and the commitment they had to one another.
 
   “There’s little more we can do tonight,” Rod said, looking directly at Clark.  “We’ve doubled the guards, put every living soul on alert, and tended to the injured.  We need some sleep.”
 
   “Agreed.  I’ll drop by and see how the mechanics are making out with the generators.  Hopefully, they have some good news.  Get to your rooms and follow through with your assignments.  Let’s meet tomorrow morning for a quick chat and see what a new day brings,” Clark suggested.
 
   All heads nodded in the affirmative and the meeting was adjourned.
 
   “They’re coming.  You’ve got to know that,” Cory said, pulling both Clark and Rod aside before they had a chance to leave the room.
 
   “Of course they are,” Rod agreed.  “But who, and how many…heaven only knows.  We’ll do what we’ve always done.  We’ll batten down the hatches, rely on our defenses and pray God is watching.”
 
   “I hope that’s enough,” Cory said, before shaking his friends’ hands and leaving to check on Christine.
 
   Clayton had waited on the grass, just outside Old Main, for Cory to emerge.  “What are you thinking?” he asked.
 
   “I think we’re in a world of hurt.  You?”
 
   “Same thing.”
 
   “I’m gonna check on the bishop and my wife – then we head out,” Cory whispered, leaning close to his friend’s ear.  “Get your stuff, paint your face, and meet me on the north wall near the pens.  Whoever is out there…I think we need to pay them a little visit.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
   A quiet, almost reverent hush had settled over the infirmary by the time Cory swung the doors open and entered the darkened corridor.  Holly and Dude, who had been stationed to keep the unit secure, immediately greeted him.
 
   “What’s up?” Dude asked, trying to hide the fact that he had been holding Holly’s hand.
 
   “The bishop…” Cory began, his voice strained and weak.
 
   “What happened?” Holly asked, moving close enough to see Cory had been crying.
 
   “I’ve just checked…he’s dead.”
 
   Remy suddenly emerged from the shadows, overhearing what Cory had said.  “Who Cory?  Don’t tell me there’s been another murder.”
 
   “No…no…Christine’s dad…it looks like he just slipped away in his sleep.”  A new trickle of tears rolled down Cory’s cheeks, emotionally setting the others off as well.
 
   “Christine will be devastated,” Remy noted.  “She’s sleeping…perhaps we shouldn’t wake her.  It might be better to deliver the news once she’s a bit stronger.”
 
   “Yeah…I think you’re right,” Cory agreed.  “I know she’s been preparing for this moment.  He’s been so sick for such a long time…but it doesn’t make it any easier.”
 
   Remy nodded his understanding and patted Cory on the shoulder.  “Do you want to see Christine?”
 
   “Yes…for just a minute – if that’s okay.”
 
   “Of course.  Let me show you where we’ve got her.”
 
   Before leaving, Cory reached out and placed a hand on each of the youngsters’ shoulders.  “Where’s Boob?” he asked.
 
   Dude answered, his voice hushed and unmistakably sad, “He’s been sitting with Brandi all night.”
 
   “That’s fine.  I appreciate all of you hanging tough today.  You’ve been a big help and I know you’re tired.  In a few minutes somebody should be here to give you a break.  When they do, go to your rooms and get some sleep.  Heaven only knows what tomorrow will bring…and take Boob with you.  You got that?”
 
   “Yeah, no problem,” Dude quipped.
 
   “Great.  Come on Remy, let’s find my wife.”
 
   A minute later Cory tiptoed to Christine’s side and took her hand.  He turned to give Remy thumbs up, but found him nearly in his hip pocket.
 
   “You know she’s going to be fine, right?”
 
   “Yeah…yeah.  She’s got you taking care of her.  It’s not tonight that worries me…it’s tomorrow and the day after.”
 
   “I hear ya,” said Reynolds, knowingly.
 
   “Do you have any doubt something…something bad is about to descend upon us?” Cory asked, his eyes quickly turning to take in the sleeping face of his precious wife.
 
   “Nope, but we’ve known for years we were living on borrowed time.  I guess we can be grateful for one another and the time we’ve had.”
 
   “That sounds a little defeatist, Doc.  You ain’t givin’ up I hope.”
 
   “Oh, hell no.  The Ward is my home and these people are my family.  Nobody’s going to take any of that from me without getting bloodied.”
 
   “That sounds more like the Remy I know.  Listen, I’ll just be a few minutes.  I’ve got something I need to tell Christine and then I’ll be on my way.  Clayton and I have some stuff to take care of.”
 
   Remy recognized Cory’s oft-used tone and furrowed his brow before replying, “I’m not going to go there, but remember Christine needs you.”
 
   “She’s the reason I’ve got to go,” Cory replied.
 
   “I wish I could understand that logic, but I trust you know what you’re doing.  Be careful and come back safe.”
 
   “If I’ve not returned by the time she wakes, will you tell her of her father’s passing?  I’d rather it come from you.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I’m sure you’ll be back but I’ll help, should she need me.”
 
   “Thanks, Remy.  I won’t be long.”
 
   In the dim, almost non-existent light of the tiny, makeshift hospital room, Cory bent and kissed his wife’s cheek.  Her hair smelled of soot and smoke, a testament to her labors of the day.  He smiled and cocked his head to take in her familiar features.  His heart swelled within his chest, remembering the countless moments of their lives and the innumerable trials that had welded their souls so firmly together.
 
   “Christine, I’m sorry.  I know how sad you’re going to be…but he’s free and happy…just like you said.  I’ve got something important to do tonight and it’s probably better that you’re here.  I’m going hunting…but don’t you worry,” he said softly.  “Clayton’s got me covered.  Before we head out, I need you to know…if something happens and I don’t make it back…I love you.  You’re my everything.  I just needed to say that.”
 
   Cory gently brushed his lips against Christine’s, kissing her for what he thought might be the final time.  Reluctantly he turned to walk from the room when he was stopped by the sound of someone moving just outside the door.
 
   “Who’s there?” he asked, slipping his pistol from its holster.
 
   “Just me,” Holly stuttered, seeing Cory’s weapon snap to attention.  “I wanted to tell you our replacements are here, but I didn’t want to disturb your…you know, your moment with Christine.”
 
   “Okay.  Well, get your buddies and get some sleep.  I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Will you?” the young girl asked coyly.
 
   “For sure.  I’ll meet you, Dude and Jeff back here just after sunup.”
 
   “Alright.  Goodnight then.”
 
   Cory scooted past the somewhat shaken teen and hustled from the building.  She watched and wondered about the things she’d overheard, which she immediately reiterated to Jeff and Dude.
 
   “Are you sure, Holly?” Jeff asked.  “He and Clayton are sneaking past security and…and…and…are doing what?”
 
   “He said they were going hunting.  I’m sure that’s what he said…going hunting.”
 
   “Do you think we should tell your dad?” Dude asked Jeff.
 
   “No.  I don’t want to get them in trouble.  They’re grown ups.  They can likely do whatever they want.  They must think the insider is somewhere lying in wait to do something else.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking,” Holly blurted out, as the three stood in the shadows superimposed over the sidewalk near the library.  “What if we were to help?”
 
   “You mean…what if we were to get in their way and get us all killed?” Dude asked sarcastically.
 
   “Now, wait a minute, Dude.  Holly makes a good point.  Maybe they could use some backup.  You know, kind of like what we’ve been trained to do.  Where were they going, Holly?  Where do you think we can find them?”
 
   “He didn’t say, but he was headed north at a pretty good clip when I last saw him.”
 
   “Okay, that’s it.  Are you guys in?” Jeff asked.
 
   “We’re already up crap creek so I guess it doesn’t matter if we do one more stupid thing – I reckon I’m in,” Dude said, regretting the decision as soon as he’d made it.
 
   “Holly?”
 
   “What have we got to lose?” the petite, little blonde replied, knowing the answer as well as her friends.
 
   “Get some dark clothes on, round up your weapons and ammo, and meet me in the northwest corner of the parking lot.  It’s the best place to sneak out without the sentries seeing us.”
 
   “And how do you know that?” Holly asked.
 
   “Oh, believe me, we’ve had our share of nighttime adventures,” Jeff said, with a broad smile.  “If you run into any adults, make something up.  Tell them you’re on an errand for Remy or something…anything but the truth.  I think our parents will be busy enough that we won’t be missed until it’s too late for them to do anything about it.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll think we’re sleeping at the hospital.”
 
   “Okay, guys, it’s do or die time.  Let’s go,” Dude slurred in his best western drawl.
 
   Hurriedly, the trio broke as if from a huddle, and ran to their respective rooms, buoyed by a sense of youthful immortality that would soon be tested…and shattered.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
   A thinly crested moon hovered in the night sky, providing just enough light to make out shapes and shadows but little else.  At the celestial orb’s lower apex a single star gleamed brightly, as if it were somehow attached and dangling from the moon itself.  The lack of adequate illumination did not go unheeded by the pair of deadly stalkers.
 
   “Not much of a moon,” Clayton said, pointing skyward.
 
   “You ain’t kiddin’,” Cory replied.  “I had a hard time making you out, even though you sounded like a freight train comin’ across the parking lot.”
 
   “Not hardly…stealth is my name and death is my game,” the taller, lankier Clayton replied smugly.
 
   “That’s odd.  I’m pretty sure that’s my handle,” Cory chided.
 
   “Not tonight, my friend.  So, what’s the plan?”
 
   “Well, I’m not quite sure.  I’ve tried to put myself in the place of this saboteur and think like he’d think, which brings us here,” Cory said, pointing at the perimeter, north of where they stood.
 
   “It’s the most porous?”
 
   “Exactly.  Clark and Rod have beefed up patrols, but this is still the easiest place around The Ward to get in and out without detection.  If I wanted to cause anymore trouble, this is where I’d enter.”
 
   “Good point.  So, do you just want to hunker down and watch to see if he returns?” Clayton asked, knowing Cory was not one to sit and wait for trouble.
 
   “What?  No way.  We didn’t get greased up for a stakeout.  I’m thinkin’ we sneak out, do a bit of a recon, and see if we can nail him.”
 
   Clayton grinned, his white teeth standing out from his black-painted face like a neon sign.  “I like the way you think.”
 
   “Holy crap Clayton, keep them chompers covered up while we’re out or you’ll get us both killed,” Cory said, baring his own teeth to give Clayton a dose of reality.
 
   “Yeah, I see what you mean.”
 
   “You ready?” Cory asked, while placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
 
   “As I’ll ever be.  Does this remind you of anything?”
 
   “Yup.  You’re thinking of the night we lost Mel, aren’t ya?” Cory asked in a whisper.  Clayton did not speak, but nodded, and lowered his eyes in remembrance of that fateful night, so many years ago.  “Come on Buddy, Christine tells me we’ve got guardian angels watching over us – let’s hope they’re on duty tonight.”
 
   “Amen,” Clayton whispered, before the two ventured forward, pressed into a night of deadly service by love and the need to survive…yet again.
 
   * * *
 
   “Could you see where they went?” Holly asked, squinting to see beyond the few feet that separated the three, young friends.  The teens were clothed from head to toe in black, including knitted caps, which were pulled low over their ears.  A few strands of Holly’s straight, blonde hair had crept from underneath the beanie’s lip, but they were quickly tucked back into place by a knowing hand.  Their faces shimmered ever so slightly, as starlight highlighted their cheekbones, painted black with shoe polish.
 
   Dude pointed to an area of fencing that appeared to have been recently altered.  “I think they slid through there.  It’s the only place they could have gone under, and I’m pretty sure they didn’t go over – there’s too much barbed wire.”
 
   “Agreed,” Jeff asserted.  “Come on Holly, you go first.”
 
   The girl slipped her semi-auto rifle off her shoulder and handed it to Dude.  Next came her vest filled with ammo, which she extended to Jeff.  It was heavy and rattled as he took it from her.
 
   “How many rounds you got in here?” Jeff asked.
 
   “Enough,” she said, coyly.  “You said ‘come prepared’, and I’m not the one packing a bazooka.”
 
   Jeff looked at the heavy machine gun cradled in his arms.  “It’s not a bazooka.  It was my dad’s and I thought it might come in handy, should we need a bit more firepower.”
 
   “Well, it looks like it can do just that,” Holly noted.
 
   “How’d you get that out of your apartment?” Dude inquired.
 
   “Is this 20 questions?” Jeff replied, somewhat annoyed by the sudden barrage of meaningless questions.  His friends remained silent, but undeterred for an answer.  “Okay, I lied…same as you two.  I said I was staying at your place and snuck the gun out when my mom wasn’t watching.  Rod wasn’t home, but he’ll never notice it missing.”
 
   Dude grinned broadly and nodded at Holly.  “He’s staying at my place and what are you doing tonight?” he asked, winking at the young woman.
 
   “I’m certainly not staying at your place.  I’m at the hospital, keeping an eye on Brandi…of course.”
 
   “Of course you are,” Dude confirmed in a whisper.  “And myself, I’m sleeping at your place, Boob.  So, all in all, we shouldn’t be missed.  Does that sound likely to either of you?” he asked, his voice weakly audible above an incessant chirping created by a host of aroused crickets.  The smaller teen carried on as if he’d not even asked the question, but rather bent down to push the fence aside for the girl to breach.
 
   Seconds later Holly was flattened on the ground, trying to shimmy her way under the narrow gap between the fence and the cooling earth.  Part way under, a jagged, metal barb snagged her shirt at the bustline, halting her progress.  She tussled with the obstacle for only a moment, before she was free and continued on her way.
 
   “That wasn’t so bad,” Holly said, as she stood on the opposite side of the fence to receive her gun and vest through the same opening she’d just outmaneuvered.
 
   “Here, take ours and lay them someplace while we skinny our way underneath,” Dude prompted, pushing his rifle through the gap.
 
   Once all three had cleared the fenced obstacle and were reunited on the northern part of The Ward’s compound, Jeff offered the following advice, “Okay, keep your heads down and fingers ready.  I think C&C probably headed through the graveyard.  Let’s find a good place to watch and listen for a minute.”
 
   “We should have told them we were coming,” Holly suggested, while taking an extra few seconds to snap her vest into place.
 
   “They would’ve told us to go home.  It’s likely nothing will happen, but they might really need our help if they run into trouble,” Jeff replied, trying to keep his voice to a veiled whisper.
 
   “Yeah Holly, we’re just backup.  Right, Boob?” Dude inquired.
 
   “Exactly.  So, let’s move out.  You see or hear anything…use your hand signals.”  As soon as Jeff had given the instruction, he had a second thought and continued, “Wait, screw that…we’ll never see each other.  Use a cricket sound or something.”
 
   Holly’s face was visible enough for Boob to appreciate the puzzled nature of her gaze and she replied, “A cricket sound or something?”
 
   “Yeah, you know what I mean.”
 
   “There’s a million crickets out here and I can’t…you know…do the cricket thing.”
 
   “Then what?” Jeff asked, somewhat exasperated.
 
   “Okay, how about a pig.  I can do a pig,” she suggested.
 
   “What?” Boob asked, quite sure he had not heard the young girl correctly.
 
   “A pig…it’s the only animal I can do.  You know how they sound,” and she did her best imitation, without taking the volume to realistic levels.
 
   “Well, that’s better than I expected.  I guess it will have to do.  Okay then…to keep it simple, we will all use the ‘pig call’…the louder…the more urgent,” Jeff said, doing his best not to laugh at the absurd nature of the order.
 
   “Sounds good.  Lead the way,” Dude replied.
 
   In less than a heartbeat, the teens scampered across Aggie Blvd, the established northern border to The Ward’s boundary.  The wide road served as a natural break to the landscape and was a relatively easy obstacle to control.  It ran east to west with guarded checkpoints at each intersection.  Where buildings did not butt up closely to the road, an eight-foot fence topped with razor wire had been erected to keep troublemakers at bay.  It had served its purpose well, but was not without flaws, as Cory, Clayton, and the other nighttime skirmishers knew…along with their intended target.
 
   * * *
 
   Having failed to destroy the boy from his dream, the mole had eventually succumbed to the downside of the adrenalin rush that had dominated his actions the day before…and he’d slept.  Hours later he awoke, rolled to his side and felt for his knife that had slipped from his fingers.  It had fallen on the bed beside him, and without having to look, he thrust the blade into a scabbard fastened tightly around his upper, right thigh.  While he sat on the bed’s edge, the killer wrestled with a mix of thoughts, emotions, and hazy memories, each strangely surreal, bordering on fantasy.  In time he came to himself, putting the thoughts off as illusion as he focused on the tasks ahead.
 
   The Harvesters – they’ll be coming.  I better get in place, he thought.
 
   Standing, he stretched and cracked his back with a bone-wrenching twist of his hips.  He smiled as popping vertebrae aligned, freeing an uncomfortable hitch in his lower back.  “Awe,” he said, feeling immediate relief.
 
   Still, as quickly as his spinal issue had been resolved, another gnawing awareness suddenly hit him.  It was not unlike the first, but this one centered in the pit of his stomach.  The organ churned and rumbled, gurgling an array of gross, organic cries for help…but it would have to wait.  Soon, he estimated, there would be plenty to satisfy the craving and so much more.  For an instant he allowed his thoughts to turn to Brandi and the other Normals that would assuredly be his.  They were fodder, nothing more…nothing less; simply resources to be used for his entertainment…no…her entertainment.  The thought rifled through his mind as if fired at point-blank range…reminding him of his duty, and who had sent him.
 
   Now fully awake and in control of his senses, the mole moved about the room with precision; gathering his weapons, checking his ammo, and camouflaging himself for a night’s work.  He paused momentarily at the building’s backdoor before quickly pushing it open and lurching into the darkness.  He was instantly cloaked in dense blackness, which slowed his progress but did not undermine his resolve.  His eyes desperately tried to adjust but failed miserably.  He concentrated on using his peripheral retina, knowing it might clean up the acuity, but even that was of little value given the moon’s token light.
 
   Doing what he could with his remaining senses piqued, the villain moved from one hiding place to the next, stopping a few seconds at each, to watch and listen.  He anticipated he might not be the only hunter on the prowl tonight.  No, not tonight…surely some Ward members would be skulking about, knowing he was still an ample threat.
 
   “Let them come,” he whispered softly to himself.  I could use the exercise to warm me up.
 
   Reaching the west side of the cemetery was arduous, each step as slow and calculated as a panther on the prowl.  He leaned heavily against a marble slab, which felt solid and cold against his back.  It’s still early, he reasoned, taking a slow but deliberate look around both ends of the aging gravestone.  Nothing.  Good.  A glance to the east yielded no hint of an early sunrise.  I’ve got some time to kill, the awkward pun brought a brief smile to his lips but also reminded him that he may not be alone.
 
   Staying to the perimeter of the expansive cemetery, he inched northward; working his way to the rendezvous point he’d laid out for the impending Harvesters.  No need to rush, he told himself.  There’s plenty of time.  Take it slow…easy.  Find them before they find you.
 
   Amidst the cascading rush of internal self-assurances, he heard something – an animal…a cricket?  No, a breaking twig, and it was dangerously close.  He laid prone, his muscles taut, ready to spring, yet his surroundings remained unchanged; no sound…no movement…just calm.  Minutes passed, the killer’s breath coming in short, ragged pulses of stagnant air.  Finally, he moved, crawling to a large, upright marker that had caught the moon’s diminished gaze.  He knelt behind it and leveled his gun, swinging it left and right while looking for misplaced shapes or moving shadows…but nothing stirred.
 
   Inhaling deeply, he sucked a large draft of fresh air into his lungs and was slowly blowing it away when something darted through his peripheral vision.  He jerked his weapon to his shoulder and almost squeezed off a shot, but resisted the impulse and backpedalled a step or two before an object dashed between his legs, sending him sprawling for cover.
 
   Somewhat unhinged, the mole watched a scrawny jackrabbit bolt right, and then left, before vanishing from sight.  Slowly he shifted his weight and was retreating to safer ground when a low-lying gravestone upended and flattened him on his back.  He dared not move, or breathe; almost sure the fall had given him away.  Seconds passed, a flutter of faint ambient noises filling a void – and then he heard it – the unmistakable grunt of a small pig…not once but thrice; each call more loud and urgent than the first.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
   Fifteen blocks north of the cemetery, in what remained of a community park, Finn waited for his detachment of Harvesters to assemble.  They drifted in a few at a time, tired and winded.  The hardened collection of determined killers had left their motorcycles on the outskirts of town and walked several miles to avoid detection, but the journey had not been easy.  Some dropped their weapons, sprawling amongst the weeds and rusted playground equipment, while others clustered together to murmur and complain.
 
   “Why’d we have to walk so far?  We could’ve ridden right up to this here park and been alright,” one burly redhead exclaimed.  A few of his peers expressed the same sentiment, but were quickly silenced when Finn produced a large Bowie knife and sliced off a small portion of Red’s left ear.  The ruthless act drew everyone’s attention, quieting those that had unbridled their tongues and angering many.  Red howled and snapped one hand to the wound, while reaching for his pistol with the other.
 
   “You don’t want to do that, Red,” Finn said, thrusting his blade under the taller man’s chin.  “I could have taken more,” he hissed through clenched teeth.  “It’s not anything you’ll miss…but I will kill you if you don’t settle down.  You hear me?”
 
   The big Harvester grumbled but raised his hands, as if in a sign of surrender.  “Yeah, I’m cool…I’m good.”
 
   “Great.  You’re more valuable to me alive than rotting here in the weeds.  As for the rest of you, quit your incessant bellyaching.  You remind me of a bunch of old women at tea.  Just shut the hell up and do what you’re told.”
 
   “Hey, Finn,” a skinny, grossly tattooed character called from behind a cluster of heavily armed men and women.  “What about that?  We’re tired of doing what we’re told.  When do we get to have our say?”
 
   “Who’s that?” Finn asked, taking a few steps to address the unexpected outburst.  The warriors parted like the Red Sea, leaving the fearless lout to fend for himself.  “That you, Marty?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s me.  So, as I was saying…”
 
   “I heard ya the first time,” Finn confirmed.
 
   Marty was half the width of Finn, but what he lacked in size he compensated for with a cunning intellect and close friends with plenty of muscle.  “Well?”
 
   “This ain’t the time, Marty.  We’ve got work to do and a timetable to keep.”
 
   “Screw the timetable and screw Williams.  I…that is to say, we are tired of taking her crap and eating her scraps.  Aren’t we?” he called to an uproarious group of supporters who had pressed closer around him, brandishing their weapons.  Likewise, an equal number of darkly painted Harvesters had surrounded Finn, leaving only a few fence sitters to occupy a perilously unsafe no-man’s land.
 
   “You want to do this here?  Now?” Finn asked, in disbelief.
 
   “No better time than the present, as far as I can see,” Marty replied.  “Don’t get me wrong, Finn.  You’re the man.  You’re in charge – we’re not disputing that.  Hell…none of us want the job…that’s for sure.  We’d just like to know what our futures hold if we’re gonna put our lives on the line tonight.  You get my drift?”
 
   “Okay, that’s fair,” their leader agreed.  By now, the brigade of Harvesters filled the park.  Every man and woman among them edged closer to the dispute, knowing they had a stake in the outcome, but they held their peace.
 
   “So, lay it out for us.  We don’t…” Marty began to say, motioning to the group near him, “we don’t fire a single shot or slit a throat until we’ve got an assurance from you that it’s for more than Juanita’s glory.”  A few hushed ‘right-on’s’ lifted quickly from the gathering, but they were subdued just as hastily when Finn’s supporters took a few steps forward.
 
   “It’s okay, give them some space,” Finn instructed, extending his hand, which still held the lengthy blade.  “They’ve got a right…”
 
   Suddenly, Finn pivoted and hurled his knife at Marty, who had virtually no time to react.  The heavy weapon twirled end-over-end, the bone handle and blade reflecting what little light there was, as it miraculously missed the skinny spokesman and lodged between his feet.  Before anyone could react, Finn quickly closed the short distance between he and his opponent, pulling his pistol as he did.  He leveled the muzzle at Marty’s forehead…not pulling the trigger.
 
   “You want answers?” he nearly screamed.
 
   Surprisingly, Marty did not back down – he’d played chicken before.  “Yes, I want answers,” he spat back at Finn.
 
   “Marty, you’ve got more balls than brains.”
 
   “Other way around,” Marty quipped, without skipping a beat.
 
   “Maybe…just maybe, but don’t you ever get in my face like this again,” Finn growled, pushing his pistol hard against Marty’s head, leaving a trail of blood behind.
 
   “Listen up, you heathens.  We play our cards right and this whole part of the country will be ours.  No more ‘Yes, Ma’am’ for any of us.  We get in, we take out The Ward, rack up some kills, harvest some liver, and capture us some sweet Normals.  I don’t know about you, but I’m not much in a sharing mood.”
 
   A whoop of exuberant cheers went up around the park.
 
   “Quiet, brothers…or you’ll give us away before we even get started.  You follow our plan to a ‘T’, no screw-ups, no cowboy stunts.  You got me?”
 
   “Yeah…yeah…”
 
   “The Ward will thin out Juanita’s militia.  I’m sure of it…and if not…well, let’s just say I have a backup.  Marty, is that what you’re after?”
 
   “That’s all we’re asking,” he concurred.
 
   “You and your…supporters…with the rest of us?” Finn asked, while reaching down to retrieve his sunken blade.
 
   Marty cocked his head sideways and squinted before bringing a dirty finger to his forehead.  He rubbed the blood from his skin and smeared it across the front of his dark tunic.  “We’re Harvesters…first and foremost…right?”
 
   “Always,” Finn agreed, finally letting a subtle grin cross his lips.
 
   “Then, we’re with you – our knives are yours.”
 
   “Good.  Now let’s get this battle under our belts.  I could use some fresh meat,” Finn grunted, just loud enough for all those in the park to hear him clearly.  A muted throng of anxious assassins stood ready to do Finn’s bidding, giving him an overwhelming sense of lustful power.  No wonder Lady Williams gets off on this, he thought.  “Move out in teams of 20 and hold fast at the border of the cemetery.  We don’t go any further until I talk with our mole.  If we run into trouble or are spotted, hold your fire unless absolutely necessary.  We need surprise to be on our side.  Use your knives or crossbows.  Now, move out.”
 
   * * *
 
   Six miles northeast of the park, where Finn was rallying his Harvesters, the once agriculturally strong township of Smithfield was getting its first glimpse of Juanita Williams’ troops.  There was no fanfare to greet the invaders, no parade reminiscent of Sky View High School football glory, just empty, slumbering streets that were crumbling to dust.  An advance party of machine-gun-toting militia had killed their lights a mile north of town and their engines at the first crossroad.  They now moved two-by-two down the central thoroughfare, bobbing into empty stores and checking rooftops for possible snipers or Ward scouting parties.  They found none, making their sweep fast, but nonetheless nerve-wracking.
 
   Two hours later they sent word to bring up the Bradley and the remainder of the troops, including Lady Williams.
 
   “Good work,” she said, nodding at the advance squad that had cleared the town.  Juanita’s soldiers were gathered outside an old hardware store that looked somewhat haunted, as the moon bathed it with macabre shapes and shadows.  The wooden exterior was dry, cracked, and peeling; lending itself perfectly for a western-styled shootout.  “We lay low for a couple more hours,” she reminded her unit leaders, while she looked at the face of an old watch that was lashed to her wrist by a discolored leather band.  “The Harvesters should be in position by now.  Remember, we act as planned; Finn strikes the campus after we’ve crushed their security outposts and begun our assault on Old Main.  They may be expecting something, but…”
 
   She stopped for a moment, tipping her head to catch the unmistakable rumble of a 600-horsepower diesel engine.  Suddenly the BFV emerged from a cave of darkness, created by rows of opposing businesses lining the street.  Juanita smiled and completed her sentence, “but they’re not expecting this.”
 
   Williams walked to the front of the fighting vehicle, where she knew she’d be seen, and drew her index finger across her throat.  A second later the engine chugged to a stop and silence prevailed.  The hatch at the rear of the unit, as well as one on top, popped open and three crewmembers escaped the killing beast.
 
   “So far…so good,” the driver, Bruce, noted.
 
   Juanita quickly joined the three, shooing away a couple of security people that were interested in small talk.  She huddled them together and whispered, so only they could hear.  “You’re my spearhead,” she said, stopping long enough to look each man directly in the eyes.  “Our victory today is very much in your hands.”
 
   The men looked from their leader to each other as if to say, ‘Yeah, we know…so what?’
 
   Williams picked up on their vibe and answered their non-vocalized question with a stern warning, “So, what I’m saying is…don’t screw it up!  You follow?”
 
   “Ah…yes, Ma’am,” they each said, almost in unison.
 
   “You roll your butts up there like you’re going to a fire.  I want it fast…but conserve ammo.  The sight of this thing may be enough to get them to abandon the position, which would be fine with me.”
 
   “What about mines?” Bruce asked.
 
   “Good point.  Our mole’s never mentioned any, but…let’s…let’s send a fast-moving truck ahead of you.  I’ll make an assignment and have them coordinate with you, but don’t you dare say anything about mines – comprendé?”
 
   “Yup,” the gunner acknowledged, smiling broadly.  “Poor saps.”
 
   For a second, Juanita and the crew were distracted by a lone dust devil that appeared out of nowhere, kicking up dust and litter as it sped by them and disappeared from sight.  Juanita coughed and spat a wad of grainy phlegm in the mini-tornado’s wake.
 
   “I guess that’s about it.  If they manage to put up a fight, stick around long enough to break their back and then haul ass to their next checkpoint.  They’ll drop like dominos.  Once we’ve mopped up, get to Old Main and breach their western defenses.  You can use the machine guns, if needed, but save me some cannon ammo for The Ward’s ‘Alamo’.  Stupid name if you ask me.  We sure aren’t Santa Anna but I like his strategy.”
 
   “Speaking of that – what do we do with prisoners?  What if they surrender?”
 
   Williams looked at Bruce as if he had three heads.  “Prisoners?’
 
   “Yeah, who watches them while we move on?” he asked.
 
   “There aren’t going to be any prisoners, at least not from the outposts.  We kill them all.  They’ll only slow us down and there won’t be any Normals anywhere but on campus.  They’re our main focus.  They’re what we’re after…the rest are sacrificial lambs.”
 
   “All right by me…just asking.”
 
   “Fine.  Get an hour’s sleep and be ready to roll just before sunup.  Make me proud,” Juanita grumbled.
 
   The three-man-crew nodded as Juanita turned to walk away, but the gunner made the mistake of lighting a cigarette, drawing Williams’ wrath instantly.  She ran back to the group, slapped the lit smoke from between his teeth with two quick, openhanded strikes.  The result was startling and abrasive, drawing a trickle of blood from the man’s lower lip.
 
   “You moron.  Do you have any idea how many miles you can see a small flame on a night like this?  Get some sleep and don’t piss me off again.”
 
   Satisfied she’d made her point, she turned and stormed away, but not before looking at her bloodstained palm to appreciate her handiwork.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
 
   For a time the cemetery lay deadly still…quiet.  Six feet down, decaying bones and rotting flesh withered to dust, as the living played a lethal game atop the aging tombs.  A host of leafless sentinels, their branches unencumbered and reaching skyward, stood guard over the departed.  The trees had seen better times and fruitful seasons, but not now.  Their roots had once clawed deep into the earth, drinking from the dead, who now had nothing more to give.
 
   Strategically perched aloft a centrally located oak, a pair of crows pecked at one another, while they watched…and waited.  Even they could sense a meal was in the making.  At the tree’s base, Cory and Clayton huddled, their backs together and eyes searching.  They had found each other shortly after the ‘pig’ mysteriously hammered out its call, but since, nothing had moved, squawked or squealed.
 
   “Anything?” Clayton questioned softly.
 
   “Nope, but there’s no way that was a real pig.”
 
   “Agreed – we’re not alone,” Clayton acknowledged.
 
   “It came from the west – follow me,” Cory whispered.  Saying nothing further, he dropped to his knees and crawled ten feet to an upright headstone.  He patiently waited for Clayton to do the same.  Repeating the maneuver, the friends leapfrogged across the burial ground, methodically taking terrain and covering one another.  Thick, dead brush and thistles raked at their bare hands and faces, leaving thin rivulets of blood as a painful reminder of their crossing.  Nearing the edge of the graveyard, Cory suddenly halted his advance and swung his fist up, signaling his partner to stop.
 
   Clayton froze and slowly brought his rifle to his shoulder, while fighting his failing nighttime vision to make out what Cory had likely seen.  There’s something there…Cor’s got him, he thought, praying the night was coming to a successful end.  Seconds passed as Clayton’s heart beat wildly, thumbing out a rhythm in his ears and chest.  He tried desperately to remain calm; thinking, and repeating…focus Clayton…focus.  It was then, amidst his inner chaos, that he saw Cory flash a signal – move up…move…move…
 
   “I’ve got ’em…’bout 30 yards ahead – I spotted two, maybe three – I can’t be sure.” 
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Have you got one of those HIT grenades on you?” Cory asked, extending his hand to take the device.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
 
   The halls of Old Main were deserted except for the occasional security guard making rounds.  Oil-filled lanterns took the place of incandescent lights, giving the edifice an ominous, Gothic aura.  Across The Quad a few of the more mechanically inclined were feverishly working to restore energy to the campus, but the process was arduous and time consuming.  For Clark, the drab corridors of the old structure were a bleak reminder of just how vulnerable they really were.
 
   Leaving the communications room, Clark thought of Rod and wondered if he had managed to get any sleep.  The leaders had parted company hours before, sending Rod off for a few hours of much needed rest.  Sleep…it’s highly overrated, Clark mused, sarcastically.  In all reality, he’d give anything for a few hours of unencumbered, thoughtless, safe slumber.  “Someday…someday…” he said softly to himself.
 
   Minutes before, he’d reviewed the last of the communiqués from each of the perimeter security posts, finding all to be well.  Still, something bothered him.  Too much had happened in such a short period of time to believe the treacherous killer was done doing his worst.  Before leaving Old Main, Clark stuck his head back into the radio room and reminded the attendants to charge the batteries as soon as power was back online.  “We’ll be in the dark for the next few hours.  I’ll see about sending out some runners.”
 
   “Sounds good,” a graying older man replied.
 
   Clark walked from the command building with his mind harboring a gnawing sense of impending doom.  He stopped for a moment and listened.  It’s quiet…too quiet, he thought.  Even though they had beefed-up and strategically placed their resources, he was sure it was not enough.  Removing the ever-present ball cap, which partially hid his bristled buzz cut, Clark firmly rubbed his scalp: a habit that never failed to clear his thoughts.  Seconds later he sprinted to wake Cory and Clayton – he’d need them as his eyes and ears before the sun came up.
 
   A dazed, but groggy Christine, opened her eyes to find Clark standing at her bedside.  “Clark, I…”
 
   “Christine, I’m sorry I had to wake you.  How are you feeling?”
 
    “Tired…but better.  What’s wrong?  What’s happened?” she asked, trying to push herself upright.
 
   “I’m looking for Cory and Clayton.  I went by your place and no one answered.  Do you know where they are?” Clark asked.
 
   “No…I’d expect him to be here or…”  She paused for a minute and pushed her feet off the side of the bed.  “Wait a minute…I do remember something, but it’s fuzzy.  Maybe I just dreamed it.”
 
   “What’s that…do you recall?” Clark questioned.
 
   “Something about hunting…he and Clayton were going hunting.”
 
   “You’re sure…he and Clayton?”
 
   “Yes.  Why…is there a problem?” Christine inquired, her voice now matching her furrowed brow.
 
   “No…no…I’m sure I’m just confused.  When you see Cory, let him know to report to me before he turns in.”
 
   “Sure…anything,” she replied.
 
   A moment later, Christine was up and moving.  “Hunting,” she fumed.  He and Clayton have put themselves in harm’s way and I’m lounging in the infirmary.  “Not today.  I will not greet this day from a hospital bed.”
 
   While Christine dressed, Clark bolted across The Quad anxious to reach the barracks.  His mind raced, imagining a dozen places C&C might have ventured…all dangerous.  Where have they gone and what are they up to?
 
   The general feel and ambiance of the security personnel’s living quarters was not unlike Old Main’s, yet the building was much newer and the hallways more confined.  Clark swiftly moved from one room to the next, looking for Niel and Scotty.  Finding their door, he banged on it with enough force to wake the dead.  The echo bounced down the empty hallway, vibrating doors and shaking fixtures.  A tussled Scotty swung the door wide and was surprised to see Clark filling the frame.
 
   “Hey Clark, what’s up?” he asked.  “We just got to sleep.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.  I need you and your brother to be runners for me.  Get dressed and meet me out front in two minutes.”
 
   “Oh…yeah, I guess we can do that,” Scotty replied, slipping his hand into the back of his boxers for a quick scratch.
 
   “Now, Man!” Clark barked.
 
   “Yes Sir.  Niel, get your butt out of bed.  We’ve got work to do.”
 
   Scotty slammed the door behind him, but a minute later it crashed open, with the brothers running for the main exit.  Each was still trying to pull themselves together: clasping buttons, tightening ammo belts, and doing their best to prepare for what lay ahead.
 
   Under the watchful eye of a solitary, dangling star, Clark explained their mission and cautioned them to be vigilant.  “I want you to make rounds.  You hit every outpost and then back here to report to me…and then do it all over again.  I don’t know how long I’ll need your help, but we’ve got to know what’s happening on the outskirts of town.  You got it?” he asked.
 
   “Of course.  How long will the radios be down?” Niel asked.
 
   “As long as we don’t have a way to charge the batteries – could be a few minutes or the rest of the day.  I’m counting on you guys to make this happen.  I’ve got a bad feeling,” Clark said, again rubbing his head.  “I can’t explain it, but we need to be prepared…prepared for what’s coming.”
 
   “Sure thing.  We’ll be back as soon as we make the loop,” Niel said, winking at his younger brother.
 
   “Great, and if you happen to see C&C, tell them to let me know what they’re up to.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Scotty replied.
 
   “One last thing,” Clark said, before sending them on their way, “there’s a flare gun under the seat of that truck…use it in case of an emergency.  We’ll send help if we can.”
 
   A minute later the pair jumped into the pickup and were screeching away from the campus.
 
   Forty five minutes…it should take them forty five minutes tops, Clark reasoned.  
 
   “What next?” he pondered aloud.  He felt pulled in so many directions he couldn’t decide which was the most important.  “For now…the tower, I need to get a better look around.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
 
   Mere seconds after Holly had summoned the courage to grunt like a pig; the thought of Kirk’s slashed throat and near-severed head bound her tongue against any further call for help.  Yet, she tried, parting her lips and breathlessly crying, “Dude…Jeff.”  Again and again she repeated their names without any audible success.  
 
   Where is he?  Suppressing a wave of nauseating fear, she peeked over the cold, granite stone that stood before her.  He’s gone!  Oh no…where…where…
 
   For a second, Holly was sure her heart had stopped.  She frantically looked from the spot where he’d fallen, to any possible place of cover.  There’s too many…he could be…  It was then she spotted movement…a passing rush of shadow straight ahead and near an unusually large, grotesque headstone with a leering angel looking down upon the scene.  Gotcha, she thought, and for a moment her courage was bolstered.
 
   Intently, she held her gaze, watching for anything to pass from either side of the monument.  He’s still there…he’s got to be.  Suddenly a hand touched her shoulder and she shuddered; yet only glanced away for a second, long enough to see Dude and Jeff standing behind her.
 
   “What is it?  Did you see somebody?” Jeff muttered quietly.
 
   “Clayton and Cory?” Dude added.
 
   “Yes…and no,” she replied, turning her attention back to the killer’s location.
 
   “Well, which is it?” Jeff questioned again, this time lifting his own eyes above the stone for a look around.
 
   “Be careful…he’ll see you,” Holly cautioned.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The traitor…I saw him.  He’s just over there behind that gross looking statue with the angel on top,” she said, pointing timidly.
 
   The information pushed Dude to his knees, where he could peer around the side of their protective gravestone.  “Are you sure?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, pretty sure.  He fell down…that’s when I saw him and squealed.”
 
   “Good,” Jeff whispered in reply.
 
   “Good?  How’s that good?  He’s close and we don’t know where C&C are,” Holly reminded the boys.
 
   “Okay…okay…give me a second,” Jeff said, not taking his eyes from their target.  “If we…crap…he’s on the move.  Did you guys see that?  He’s running to the east.  Come on…we can’t lose him.”
 
   In an instant, all three youth were moving without thinking beyond the moment.  “Stay low,” Jeff reiterated, as they scurried from grave to grave.  Trying to remember their training and keep up with the quarry, The Normals hastened into the unknown, intent on excising a devil.
 
   * * *
 
   Cory had gauged the distance, hefted the grenade, and was about to twist the primer cap when he saw the targets bolt from behind their cover.  There was something oddly familiar about the small group’s movement and cohesion that startled Cory, and in an instant he knew who they were.
 
   “Holy hell Clayton, it’s the kids,” Cory grunted.
 
   “What?  What are they doing out here?”
 
   “Getting themselves killed.  Come on…we have to get to them before he does,” Cory said, as he burst from their hiding place and raced ahead.
 
   The men vaulted the lower markers and dodged the rest, pushing themselves as fast as they dared to corral the teens.  “They’re quick…hustle Clayton, we’ve got to catch them.”
 
   “They must be onto our killer,” Clayton sputtered, between gasps for breath.
 
   Near the cemetery’s final row of gravestones the frantic chase came to an abrupt halt.  Cory saw the small cluster of forms stop and dive to the ground.  “They’ve stopped.  Hold up a sec so we can see why.”
 
   * * *
 
   “He’s gone.  Where could he…”  The question hung in the air unanswered, but they all understood the insinuation.  “Get down,” Jeff barked.  “Holly, cover the west…Dude, the south.  We can’t let him sneak up on us.”
 
   The three teens lay prone, silently working out the complexity of their situation.  Minutes passed without a word.  Holly convinced herself anyone within a stone’s throw could hear her beating heart as it rang loud and clear in her ears.  The thought of having the hunt turned on them was very unsettling for them all.
 
   “Remember, his vision must suck…we’ll see him well before he can spot us.  In another minute we need to move.  We can’t risk staying here,” Jeff whispered.
 
   “Okay, but what if he…” Holly began to ask.
 
   “Shush…I’ve got something moving from the south.  Crap Jeff, do I fire?  I can’t tell if it’s C&C…do I fire?”
 
   “No…no…not until you’re sure.”
 
   “Holly, take a look.  Is it Cory?  Can you make them out?” Dude said, panic rising in his voice.
 
   “Can’t…damn…I can’t tell for sure,” she hissed.  “Wait…there are two…there are two of them – has to be C&C.”  
 
   “Jeff, they’ve stopped – looks like they’re going to fire!  We gotta get outta here,” Dude wailed.
 
   “No,” Boob screamed, while jumping to his feet and charging directly at whom he hoped would be Cory and Clayton.
 
   * * *
 
   “Did they make us out?  Do they know we’re here?” Clayton asked.
 
   “No, at least I don’t think so.”
 
   From C&C’s position, the teenagers looked like clumps of dense, dark clay glued to the earth.  There was nothing to distinguish them from the surrounding terrain, except for the occasional glint from a gun barrel or sight.
 
   “What are they doing now?” Clayton asked.
 
   By now, he and Cory had taken cover behind a pair of evenly spaced, chest-high tombstones.  They leaned over the marble surfaces, their guns extended and ready to fire.  “Watch behind them, Clayton.  Anything moves beyond their position…open fire.”
 
   “Right,” Clayton confirmed.  “Do we dare call out to them or close the distance?”
 
   “And get ourselves shot?  I don’t think so.”
 
   “Then what?” Clayton asked, perplexed by the deadly standoff.
 
   “I don’t know…I just don’t know,” Cory responded, grievously.  For a few perilous minutes the duo wrestled with their options.  Finally, they concluded to throw caution to the wind and advance on the kids, with their hands high and weapons slung.
 
   “It’s the only way.  Surely they’ll see it’s us…right?” Clayton asked.
 
   “We’ve got to hope so, but we can’t call out or we’ll bring fire from the traitor.”  The friends knelt facing one another and smiled.  “Just another day, Buddy.  Keep your eyes peeled and for heaven’s sake…don’t shoot me,” Cory said, with a smirk.
 
   “I just might…watch yourself,” Clayton replied.  “Let’s go.”
 
   The team stood, draped their rifles over their shoulders, and walked slowly towards Jeff’s group.
 
   “I’ll watch the kids…you keep a look out for others,” Cory commanded, as they stepped into the open.  “Here goes nothing…”
 
   They walked slowly, willfully, taking each step with extreme care.  Five yards…then ten…another 30 to go.  For those caught up in the silent battle, the world seemed condensed to a single acre; dark, still, and unrelenting.  Nothing moved, even the canyon held its breath in anticipation of C&C’s next footsteps.
 
   “Cor, hold up,” Clayton gasped.  Without warning, he whipped his rifle off his shoulder and aimed it directly ahead.
 
   “Clayton, what the…”  It was then Cory saw them as well – dark, silhouetted figures, dozens of them, flooding the field north of the cemetery – “Harvesters.”  Cory unslung his rifle and peered down the sights.  “Give ’em hell, Clay…bust ’em up.”
 
   Before the first blast cleaved the night, C&C saw Jeff brake from cover to run screaming toward them.
 
   Jeff’s loud, reverberating scream broke the silence overshadowing the showdown, but did not stop Cory and Clayton from firing.  Shells burst from their muzzles, lighting an arc between them and where Jeff had suddenly fallen to the ground.  The men each emptied an entire clip before the advancing Harvesters replied with rounds of their own.  It was impossible to see if any of the attackers had been hit, but Cory and Clayton kept up a rapid staccato of machine-gun fire as they hustled to the teens.
 
   By the time C&C made their way to the earthbound trio, incoming bullets were ricocheting off everything around them.  Jeff had crawled back to join his friends, and was trying to provide supportive fire when Clayton knelt at his side and slapped him across the back of the head.
 
   “What the hell are you doing out here?  You just about got yourself shot,” Clayton snarled.
 
   “I was trying…” Jeff began.
 
   “No time for that now.  Come on, we have to work together and get back to The Alamo,” Cory yelled, above the sound of lead whizzing over their heads.  “Clayton, you take Holly and Dude and fall back while we cover you…then we’ll do the same.  We can hold-and-cover all the way back home.”
 
   Cory looked into Holly’s eyes, which were wide with terror.  “Holly, stay with Clayton – remember your training – use your gun.”  She nodded her understanding, but said not a word.
 
   “Okay, move out,” Clayton ordered, backpedaling over the uneven terrain, while making sure Holly and Dude were with him.
 
   Targets were now less visible, as the Harvesters had fallen to the ground and were crawling forward.  Suddenly, the distinctive roar of a heavy caliber weapon sounded above the rest.  The rounds from Farrell’s Chinese assault rifle danced across the barren field, severing limbs and taking lives.  Jeff stood behind the machine gun, which was resting atop an ancient stone’s crest.  He banked the barrel right, and then left, spinning the ammo drum in a desperate attempt to protect his friends.
 
   “Boob, it’s our turn.  Run…run like hell and get to the next row of stones,” Cory shouted.
 
   The pair ran, ducked, and weaved around obstacles that stood in their way.  At the barrier, they scooted past Clayton, Holly, and Dude, who had begun emptying their own clips into the night.  Back and forth they went, zigzagging their way to the protection of The Ward.  For the outnumbered and beleaguered lot, midnight had long since fallen on a battle that had only begun, but the stench of gunpowder and the howl of death were already lingering in the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
 
   Rod had crawled into bed; worn out, tired, and still smelling of smoke and ash.  He’d wanted to cleanse himself completely before joining Allison, but he just didn’t have the strength, or the will, to endure a cold bath.  She, on the other hand, had removed the layers of filth, which were too much of a reminder of the things she had endured the previous day.
 
   “I stink…don’t I?” he said, as he slipped between the sheets.
 
   “No…not too bad,” Allison lied.
 
   “I knew it – sorry.  Do you want me to have a quick bath?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous…and no, you’re fine.  I can only imagine how tired you are.”
 
   “Yeah…I could hardly get my boots off.  I don’t know how Clark is still going, but I’ve got to spell him off in a couple hours.”
 
   “Well,” Allison began, “roll over and let me scratch your back.  It’ll help you relax and get to sleep.”
 
   “Thanks, but just snuggle up against me for a minute and I’ll be able to doze…that is if you can stand the smell.”
 
   Without a word, she rolled to her side and wrapped herself around her husband’s prone form.  He pulled her close, as she laid her head in the hollow of his left shoulder.  It was so natural…so comforting, her body fitting around his like a glove captures and enfolds a ball.  She let her fingers roam through the sparse hair that adorned his chest, before reaching higher to gently massage his neck.  Seconds later, Rod’s breathing slowed and his muscles gave way, allowing him to sleep.  Allison followed shortly thereafter, still snuggled in his warm embrace.
 
   For a time, the two slept…dreamless minutes interspersed with sudden moments of fitful worry.  Eventually, exhaustion dragged them both to the depths of a much-needed dormancy, which sent Rod to battle his demons and Allison to walk with the dead.  On a nearby table, a homemade candle, one that Jeff had helped Allison make years ago, also fought against giving up, but it too finally gave out and twinkled its last glowing ember.
 
   The startling din of gunfire rustled the couple from their co-joined dreams of years gone by, propelling them upright in their bed.  Rod instinctively reached for a flashlight, flicking it on.
 
   “Good hell…that’s close,” he bellowed.
 
   “Where…what is it?” Allison questioned, her mind trying to make sense of what she was hearing.
 
   The pair jumped from their bed and began pulling on clothing.  “What time is it?” Rod asked.
 
   Allison scrambled to find her watch, and thus retrieving it, shouted out, “4:50.”
 
   “Crap…still some time before sunrise.  When Boob…no, wait…he’s at Dude’s.  Get dressed and head over there.  The Normals should take up positions in Old Main…round them up and see to it,” Rod ordered.
 
   “Will do.  Where will you be?”
 
   “Wherever those shots are coming from.”  Just as he concluded the thought, a renewed volley and sudden escalation in the ensuing battle reached their ears.
 
   “Oh Rod, that sounds really close.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, but it’s beyond our perimeter.  Listen, it’s going to be fine.  Get our boy and…”  Rod flashed the light into the room’s corner, anticipating he’d take his brother’s heavy weapon with him…but it was gone.  Allison, noting the stupor in Rod’s statement, looked to where the light was shining and in an instant knew the meaning of the rifle’s absence.
 
   “Rod…oh Rod, he’s out there.  Go get him,” she cried.
 
   Racing from the room, the couple ran into others who were frantically trying to make sense of the noise and get to their stations.  Rod and Allison parted company just outside the main door, she running to collect The Normals and Rod rushing into a heated firefight.
 
   I should’ve found Clark…helped with security.   No…no…got to get Jeff.  He’ll need me…
 
   Each frantic step brought the thundering clash of men and women closer and closer.  Muzzle flashes created a somewhat surreal dome of reflective, stray light over the cemetery.  The sound of ricocheting bullets was now close enough Rod could hear them spinning beyond their mark.  He ran with no thought for himself, charging on, unhindered by death’s haunting call.  In his frantic flight he imagined Farrell’s last stand and their parting words.  I’ll get him, Brother, he thought, as he pictured Jeff surrounded and outnumbered.  I’m coming…I’m coming…
 
   Approaching a security checkpoint on the northern rim of the campus, a squad of sentries was trying to comprehend what they were seeing.
 
   “Status?” Rod shouted.
 
   “We’re not sure,” a woman yelled in reply.  “We’ve got lots of muzzle flashes coming from beyond the cemetery…at least we think that’s where they are, and then it appears somebody’s returning fire within the cemetery itself.”
 
   “Any idea who’s out there?” Rod asked.
 
   “None, Sir.”
 
   “I guess there’s no chance you’ve seen my boy…Jeff.  Have you seen him?” Rod pleaded.
 
   “Afraid not,” the woman replied, looking to the others for help.
 
   “Okay then.  Hold your fire until we know what we’re up against.  We may have some of our own in the cemetery,” with that said, Rod leapt over a row of sandbags and was gone.
 
   “Where are you going?” the woman shouted after him, her voice just audible above the ongoing action.
 
   To get my son…
 
   * * *
 
   “Are you kidding me,” Lady Williams grumbled.
 
   Muffled echoes, like distant fireworks, reached out and grabbed Juanita’s attention, forcing her to look southeast.  From her vantage point in Smithfield, small flecks of glowing haze sparked in the foothills.  However, the lightshow and drifting concussions were hopelessly out of sync.  “What have those idiots done?” she screeched.
 
   “So much for the element of surprise,” one of her troopers said, loud enough for her to hear.
 
   “You think?” she grunted, sarcastically.  “Come on…we’ve lost our advantage.  Let’s roll!” she shouted.
 
   To the trooper who had noted the obvious, she issued a direct order, “You…you drive the lead truck.  The Bradley will follow you to the first checkpoint.  Get a couple of your friends to ride in the back and clear a path…kill anything that moves.  We have to get through that checkpoint and onto the next before the sun comes up.  Do not disappoint me!”
 
   As she concluded her threat, the BFV crew ran to join them, unsure how the Harvester’s screw-up would affect their battle plans.  Lady Williams nodded at the fellow who would be leading them into battle.  “He’s driving the lead truck.  If he doesn’t follow through with his assignment, fire a cannon shell up his ass.”
 
   “Yes Ma’am,” the gunner confirmed, a broad smile sweeping over his greasy face as he turned to address the unfortunate trooper.  “Alright son, lead on.”
 
   Juanita rushed about, shouting orders and lighting a fire under her followers.  “Load up…load up…next stop The Ward and the spoils of war.  Come on…let’s get some,” Juanita shrieked, the thrill of battle and the taste of blood too close for her to contain her excitement.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 41
 
   A shallow ditch, on the outskirts of the cemetery, had helped the mole escape his dogged pursuers.  He had hit the old irrigation channel hard, his chest, even now, felt as if a horse had kicked him.  Yet, no one had been more surprised by the sudden eruption of gunfire than he.  Initially, the mole had anticipated dirt spraying and kicking up all around him, but the ground had remained dormant, untouched by the firefight above.
 
   The first volley of shells he’d seen as a ploy to contain him while his attackers moved in for the kill.  However, when the sound of rifle fire surrounded him, there was no doubt his allies had arrived.  His thoughts immediately turned to Williams and her plan.  She’s gonna be pissed, he rightly imagined.  Caught in a virtual no-man’s land, with both sides unaware of his location, he dared not move or even lift his head for a better look.  Bullets whizzed overhead, the sound, if it were possible, flattening him further against the gulley’s base.
 
   He tried to escape, crawling and pushing his way through the thatch that had overtaken the ditch’s eroding contours.  When his chest could take no more and his face was pitted with thistles, he rolled to his back and carried on, his heels providing the necessary force to propel him.  Eventually, the wail of wounded combatants, much closer than they had been moments before, convinced him of the need to scout the scene.  He rolled to his side, readied his rifle, and slowly lifted a single eye above the ditch’s bank.  As he had suspected, Harvesters were making their way across the field to the north, but they were still too far away to hear his voice, and to the south…heaven only knew.
 
   Be patient…join the fight when the time is right.  Don’t be stupid.
 
   So, while the tumult of war raged just beyond his grasp, the mole stargazed and visualized his promised role in the order to come.  Surely, Juanita would welcome him back into the fold with outstretched arms, having fashioned a place for him at her right hand.  He had sacrificed much in blood and anguish to satisfy her every wish, and the day of restitution was finally at hand.
 
   The time is now…my future is the present…
 
   He suddenly raised himself from the confines of the ragged, ditch-like coffin; renewed, reborn, and ready to enter the fray.
 
   * * *
 
   “Stay low,” Clayton desperately screamed, as he ran behind Holly and Dude.  The three sidestepped grave markers and vertical stones, occasionally stumbling in their bid to get away.  Behind them, Cory and Jeff laid down suppressive fire and waited for their turn to run.
 
   The Harvesters eventually took the field and were now in the cemetery, pushing their advantage and whooping maniacally.  In their wake a stream of casualties remained; those killed outright lay twisted and shattered across the landscape, while the dying continued to bleed out, with no one caring to hear their cries for help.  Above it all, the crack and whistle of incoming rounds seemed everywhere; snapping dead branches, chipping stones, and taking lives.
 
   Cory picked his targets, aiming and firing at anything that moved.  Blam Blam – another Harvester crazy enough to charge ahead, took two rounds in the chest, stopping him cold.  Another burst from the defender’s left, firing a sawed-off shotgun from his hip.   A wide pattern of BB’s struck Cory’s side and face, the pellets piercing clothing and skin, but penetrating no further.  Spinning and dropping to a knee, Cory flicked his trigger three times, emptying his clip and killing the assailant.  Ignoring the bee-sting like pain searing his left side, Cory slammed another magazine into place and looked behind them.
 
   “Boob…Boob, take off.  Clayton’s in position.”
 
   Jeff, who had been less cautious with his ammo, sprayed his heavy weapon from side-to-side a final time, running the last mag dry.  “Good…I’m out,” he hollered.  “You…”
 
   “Yeah, I’m right behind you.  Now…get outta here!”
 
   Jeff briefly held the Chinese assault rifle to his chest before casting it away and dashing to the rear.  His legs churned wildly, cutting right and then left, a pattern that had been drilled into him from the time he was a small boy.  Serpentine…serpentine…
 
   Muzzle flashes from three distinct weapons lighted the way before him, but not enough to keep him from tripping over a low-lying gravestone, which sent him careening into a larger, upright monument.  His shoulder slammed against the granite with enough force to wrench the stone from its moorings, toppling it over.  The impact dazed Jeff for an instant, giving him a moment to look for Cory.
 
   He had done just as he’d said and was not far behind, only stopping periodically to whirl about and fire a couple of quick blasts.  At the downed marker, Cory grabbed Jeff’s arm and forced him back to his feet.  Together they ran the last few yards to join the others.
 
   “There’s too many of them.  We’ll never make it,” Dude yelled, his eyes wide with terror.
 
   “Bull…we’re half way there,” Cory replied, as he patted Dude’s shoulder reassuringly.
 
   Clayton suddenly unleashed a burst of rounds into a trio of Harvesters who had broken cover and were racing ahead.  “Well…whatever you’re gonna do…you better do it quick,” he bellowed.
 
   “Okay Holly, give Jeff your gun and ammo.  I want you to run like hell back to the first checkpoint you can find and let them know we’re comin’.  I don’t want us taking any friendly fire.  Take your hat off before you expose yourself and scream for all you’re worth.  Let them know who you are,” Cory instructed.  “You got me?”
 
   She nodded, as she quickly handed her things over to Boob.  “I’ll make it.”
 
   “I know you will,” Cory replied.
 
   Holly jumped ahead, but suddenly stopped and turned around.  She rushed to Dude and threw her arms around him, kissing his cheek.  “I love you,” she said, before dashing away; her arms and legs pumping madly as she disappeared from their view.
 
   “Alrightly then,” Clayton quipped.  “Time to haul our way out of here.”
 
   Seconds later, Cory and Jeff were positioned 20 yards behind where they’d last seen Holly, and were once again pouring hot lead into the cemetery’s heart.  Dude bounded from one marker to the next, with Clayton in close pursuit.  The two made good time, ducking fire from all around.  Just as they were about to slip behind cover, secured by their friends, Clayton was hit.  The shell entered below his waist, pulverizing his hip, as the bullet found an exit path through the front of his thigh.  He went down instantly, losing his rifle and his ability to move.
 
   “Damn…I’m hit.  Cory, I’m hit!”
 
   In less than a heartbeat, Cory was at his side, dragging him behind a large, marble slab.  A temple was etched into the stone’s face, along with the silhouettes of the man and woman buried there.
 
   “Is it bad?” Jeff shouted.
 
   “I don’t know,” Cory replied.  “Keep us covered.  Keep shooting!”
 
   Dude and Jeff leaned heavily against the monuments providing their protection and opened up, pumping rounds into the night, which for the moment was keeping the Harvesters at bay.
 
   “Clayton, can you walk?” Cory asked.
 
   Clayton’s eyes were still bright but the intense pain was unmistakably etched across his face.  “Don’t think so.  It’s a bad one, Cor.”
 
   “Damn…damn…I’ll carry you.  Dude, Jeff, I’m gonna carry Clayton…”
 
   “Cory, don’t be stupid…you know you can’t.  You’ll never make it.  You need to get these boys outta here.”
 
   “But…” Cory began.
 
   “But…nothing.  I’ll…I’ll hold ’em off.”
 
   “No way.  There’s no way I’m leaving you, Man.”
 
   Clayton gripped Cory’s hand and held it to his chest.  “There’s no time.  Get me up on my good leg,” Clayton beckoned.  “My gun…get my gun.”
 
   Cory reached for the weapon and ejected the magazine.  He grabbed a full clip from Clayton’s vest and rammed it home.
 
   Over the sound of Jeff and Dude’s persistent volley, Cory begged with Clayton to let him stay.  “I’ll send the kids ahead and they can get help.  It’ll be all right…I…”
 
   “Cory, it’s no good.  Get your butt outta here and get me some help.”
 
   “Clayton, it was never supposed to be like this,” Cory whispered against his friend’s ear, as he hoisted him upright.
 
   “I know…I know, but The Normals…you have to get Jeff and Dude home,” Clayton winced.
 
   Cory guided Clayton a few steps to position him against a gravestone.  Clayton did his best to balance his weight on his left leg, while readying himself to fire.  “Okay, I’m ready.  If you’re gonna…make it…go…go now.”
 
   Cory wrapped his arms around Clayton from behind and held him close, crushing himself to him.  “I’ll be back…don’t you let your rifle run dry.  I’ll be back,” and with that said, Cory bolted away, sprinting to catch up to the boys.  The sound of shells being ejected from Clayton’s gun muffled all else, as tears streamed down Cory’s anguished face.
 
   Yards passed quickly beneath their feet, all three knowing how critical time was if they were to get reinforcements and return to rescue Clayton.  Near the southern edge of the cemetery, a man charged toward them as they burst into the clear.  Jeff instantly recognized Rod’s rushing gate and hollered his name.
 
   The reunion was hurried; there was no time for anger, punishment, or instruction.  The embrace between father and son echoed a sense of relief for both, but it was to be short lived.
 
   “Dad…Dad, it’s Clayton…he’s hurt,” Jeff said, the words gushing quickly from his mouth.
 
   “Rod, did you see Holly?” Cory asked.
 
   “Yeah, she’s fine,” Rod replied.
 
   “Great…I’m goin’ back for Clayton.”
 
   Rod reached out to take Cory by the sleeve but he pulled away.  “Wait until we can…”
 
   “There’s no time,” Cory screamed over his shoulder.  “I have to get to him.”
 
   Rod guided the boys toward campus, their tear-stained faces turned to the vanishing figure of Cory, who quickly disappeared from their view.  Cory ran, throwing caution to the wind.  He darted straight ahead…no serpentine…no time.  As he approached the area where he’d imagined leaving his friend, he suddenly realized the cemetery had grown strangely calm…quiet.  The sound of gunfire had come to a virtual standstill…and so did he.  He stopped and listened, and although the sounds of battle had ceased, he could make out something else…something oddly out of place…he heard laughter.
 
   “Oh God…please no,” Cory grunted under his breath.  He moved ahead, angling his path to the sounds of the celebrating Harvesters.  Step after step elevated the noise and the panic Cory felt in his heart.  Breaking upon a scene from some ghoulish comic book, Cory spotted a wounded and incapacitated Clayton being held under each arm by a pair of hulking Harvesters, one with red hair.  They were close, close enough to hear what was being said; yet Cory kept his peace and stayed hidden behind a headstone.
 
   “First among many,” Finn grunted, jerking Clayton’s hair to tilt his face for all to see.  “They know we’re here…screw ’em.  We’re still gonna get what we come for…right?” he shouted.  A war cry of sorts erupted from the jeering crowd, forcing Cory to peek from behind the stone.  “They’re scared.  Did you see them run?  Pussies…they’re a bunch of pansy-assed pussies, and what are we?”
 
   “Harvesters,” went up a cry from all around.
 
   “What say we give ’em back this one’s head,” Finn shouted, releasing Clayton’s hair.  Their captive’s head hung low for a second, and then from side to side until he raised his eyes to look around him.  From where Cory knelt, and with the help of dawn’s first shadowed glimmer, Clayton’s eyes appeared unafraid.
 
   “Kill him…kill him…kill him…” the Harvesters chanted.
 
   Cory lifted his rifle to his shoulder, ready to take the lot with him, if necessary.  It was then he saw him, black faced but recognizable as one of their own.  Scum sucking traitor…Cory thought, his finger now pressed firmly against the trigger.
 
   “And who should do the honors?” Finn shouted, pulling the mole to stand behind Clayton.
 
   The sound of a long, sharp blade being pulled from its scabbard echoed in Clayton’s ears and he swallowed.  Pain rippled through him, as he silently prayed for peace to overcome him.  One last time, he looked around the ragged circle of killers and was about to accept his fate when something moved…someone just beyond the crowd.  Clayton, with all the energy he could summon, peered beyond the Harvesters to see his friend.
 
   Their eyes met and for an instant their friendship was all that mattered.  Cory took a step with his rifle elevated, and crept closer.  He kept his eyes glued on Clayton, who had begun to shake his head, repeating the word ‘no’ over and over again.  The mole suddenly brought his blade to Clayton’s throat, and amidst bloodthirsty shouts for satisfaction; he began to drag the edge into Clayton’s flesh.  Surprisingly, Clayton shouted, “Please!” letting Cory know what had to be done.
 
   He moved the sight from the traitor’s heart to Clayton’s…but he could not pull the trigger.  Cory watched the blade slice cleanly through one carotid, and then the other.  Blood sprayed to the unspeakable delight of those present.  Unable to take any more, Cory lowered his rifle, to be cradled in the crook of his left arm and retrieved the grenade he’d taken from Clayton earlier.  He spun the primer cap and counted…one…two…before lobbing it into the crowd.  In a brilliant flash of extreme combustion, chaos ignited the place of the dead, melting flesh and bringing hell to the ungodly.
 
   Cory stood his ground and fired round after round into the ranks of the scattering Harvesters, not stopping until his gun was empty.  Retreating slowly…deliberately, the heartbroken friend pulled his handgun and continued firing, killing as many of the burning savages as he could.  Finally satisfied Clayton was gone and his death properly avenged, Cory turned and ran from the horrific scene, bullets and a horde of angry Harvesters close at his heels.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 42
 
   The first gunshots near dawn had alerted Godfrey but not awaken him.  For hours he had been at his desk, illuminated by a brightly burning propane lantern.  The epiphany he’d recognized some time earlier would not let him sleep.  The possibility of finally having a resolution to their vitamin A deficiency was foremost on his mind, and it had to be laid to rest before he could…or would relax.  Scratching notes and creating a flowchart of biological remedies had him so glued to the task that he didn’t even notice Dr. Reynolds entering his lair.
 
   “Whitcomb, what are you doing?  We’re under attack,” Remy exclaimed.
 
   “I gathered,” he replied, not taking the time to look away from his notes.
 
   “And…”
 
   “And what?  I’m busy and I couldn’t be bothered,” he countered, in his nonchalant British accent.
 
   “I need your help at the hospital…all security have been pulled from their positions around the campus and stationed on the perimeter.  I can’t handle the hospital on my own.”
 
   “Right you are,” he finally acknowledged.  “Give me five and I’ll be right along.  If I’m correct, and I think I am, this information could mean the beginning of a whole new life for all of us.  Remy, we could be normal.  We could…”
 
   “We could be dead,” the doctor interjected, before Godfrey could complete his thought.
 
   “Well, yes…there is certainly that possibility, but perhaps we could offer the information as a bartering point.  You know, end the battle with a parley of ideas.”
 
   “Godfrey, after all these years, you still have the strangest notions of life beyond these walls.  These savages, battling their way into the heart of our community, are not here for tea and a trade of ideas…they are here to kill us and take The Normals.”
 
   “Indeed…I suppose you are spot on there, but it was a thought.  Give me a moment to finalize my theory and I’ll be right there,” he concluded.
 
   “Fine, but make it quick…and bring your gun.”
 
   “Of course,” Whitcomb agreed, turning his attention back to the pencil and paper, which at the moment seemed more important than life or death.
 
   Finally satisfied with the information he’d compiled, he closed the lab book, stuffed it into his pants at the waist, and looped his holster, containing a revolver, around his hips.  He cinched the buckle tight, catching an image of himself in a nearby window.  Have lab coat, will travel, he mused silently.  It had been years since he’d shot at anyone and he was more likely to shoot himself than any Harvester, but the weapon did provide some degree of comfort for the awkward chemist.
 
   A minute later he burst through the doors of the infirmary, looking for Remy.  Candles burned in most of the rooms, while panicked whispers were speculating what was happening beyond the perimeter.  “Remy, where are you?” Godfrey called, trying to find his way from room to room.  In a blackened cubicle, where one of the more senior members of The Ward had been recovering from pneumonia, he found Dr. Reynolds kneeling at her side.  “What can I do?  Who needs our help?” the scientist asked.
 
   “Not her…at least, not any more.”
 
   “She’s gone?” Whitcomb asked.
 
   “Yeah, but I knew it was coming…and so did she.  Maybe it’s better she didn’t see the end of this day.”
 
   “Exactly…but what of the rest?”
 
   “Clark grabbed me on the way back from the lab.  He wants anyone that can fire a weapon to take up a position in Old Main.  Those that will die if they’re moved, are to stay here, which is where I’ll be,” Dr. Reynolds said, stoically.
 
   “And I’ll be here as well,” Godfrey replied.
 
   “Well, we’ll see how the day plays out, but for now I need you to take charge of getting those, able and willing to fight, over to Old Main.  Start with Lena and her group.  They aren’t ill, just tired.  Clark said they’ve plenty of weapons and to get them there asap.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   “Thanks, Whitcomb.  The noise coming from the north doesn’t sound good.  We could be in for a long day.”
 
   “Yeah, but they don’t know what they’re up against,” Godfrey sneered, tapping the weapon slung tight against his thigh.
 
   “Is that supposed to bring me solace?” the doctor inquired smugly.
 
   “Nope, it was to make you smile…and I can see I’ve accomplished that.  I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   Whitcomb pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and moved about the hospital, explaining the situation and rounding up those who were ready to fight.  Lena helped with her band, saving her daughter for last.
 
   “Brandi, come dear, we’ve instructions to move across the way and help, if needed, with the fight,” Lena said, standing at her daughter’s side.  “Do you think you’re well enough to move?”
 
   “Sure…I’m tired but feeling stronger.  I think the drugs are wearing off.”
 
   “Good…I’ll help you get dressed.  I believe the other Normals are there as well,” her mother noted.
 
   Whitcomb stuck his head between a hanging blanket and the door’s frame to offer some encouraging words, “Come ladies, let’s move along…no time to dilly dally.  Clark is expecting our help.”
 
   “Yes, coming,” Lena assured, doing her best to hustle Brandi into a proper pair of pants and a shirt.  A minute later, they were hobbling across The Quad, accompanied by many others who would rather die with a gun in their hand than lying in a hospital bed.  Most limped up the steep stairs of the north entrance, where they were greeted by Clark and two middle-aged security personnel.
 
   “So many?” Clark said, removing his ball cap to graciously welcome the volunteers.  “Men, see to it they are properly equipped and positioned.  I want those who can shoot on upper levels and The Normals holding positions at either end of this structure.  I want them to block any intruders from catching us by surprise.”
 
   “Yes, Sir!” the sentries shouted and began the work of getting everyone ready for battle.
 
   “Do we know what we’re up against?” Godfrey asked Clark.
 
   “Not yet.  Gunfire started a bit ago, as I’m sure you’re well aware.  Reports of a gun battle taking place in the cemetery are muddled at best, but I have my suspicions.”
 
   “And what are those?”
 
   “Well, I don’t believe our traitor is through with his work, and I suspect C&C were thinking the same thing,” Clark said, scratching the top of his head before he replaced the ball cap.
 
   “They’re out there?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ve sent some runners but we know as much as they do.  A fairly sizable force is moving from the north, through the cemetery, and somebody is slowing them down – thank goodness.  If it’s those two, I’m gonna kiss ’em when they get back.  Whoever it is, has certainly given us some valuable time.”
 
   “I feel I’d best be of service at Remy’s side.  Do you have any concerns with me returning to assist there?”
 
   “Not a one.  Get back and do what you can…and try not to shoot yourself with that thing,” Clark said, nodding at Godfrey’s pistol, before scooting toward the building’s entrance.
 
   “I shant…” the Englishman replied, and with his usual long, lanky strides he leapt down the steps and bolted for the hospital.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 43
 
   On the old highway connecting Logan to Smithfield, six Ward members, four men and two women, hunkered down in their defensive positions.  Two of the men manned a three-story tower, which had been erected to provide the greatest possible view.  However, on an early, dark morning, such as this, the distance their lights shown was the extent of their visible domain.  An obvious firefight raged a few miles away, keeping their thoughts with friends and loved ones.
 
   Thus far, things had been quiet for the six anxious observers.  They had radioed Clark some time ago, but communications had since gone silent.  In the tower, Derek, the more senior of the two sentries, cleared the breach on an old 30-caliber machine gun and fed it a loaded belt.  Ammo was scarce, but the weapon had proven itself invaluable when pitted against attacking marauders and thieves.  It served more as a deterrent than a killing machine, discouraging troublesome offenders with its loud, rattling torrent of shells.  Derek ratcheted back the bolt a couple of times, making sure a live round was threaded into the chamber.
 
   “Well, she’s ready to go,” he said to his cohort, Slim, a fellow who actually had a real name but nobody knew it.  The two had worked this detail many times and had killed when they had to, but were just as happy to spare a life when they could.
 
   A large, jagged scar ran from Slim’s left temple, around his ear, to the angle of his jaw.  He liked to tell a tale of an heroic battle that had won him the disfigurement, but truth be told, he stumbled into a piece of farm equipment as a boy and nearly had his ear ripped from his head.  As a result, he constantly had to swivel his head to improve his chances of hearing anything at all.
 
   “What’s that?” Slim asked, fully aware he’d heard Derek’s comment.  Still, out of habit, he often made everyone repeat themselves…at least twice.
 
   “She’s loaded and…”
 
   “Yeah, right…she’s ready to go,” he acknowledged.  “How many belts we got?”
 
   “Not enough…if you ask me.  You should’ve held back a bit the last time we used her.  I thought you were gonna melt the barrel down,” Derek replied, keeping the volume of his voice in check.
 
   “Melt it down, you say?  What good would she be then?” Slim replied, not really paying much attention to Derek, as he looked to the east.  “What do you reckon is goin’ on up there?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine, but it doesn’t sound good.  That’s a lot of ammo being expended.”
 
   “That’s for sure.  You thinkin’ they’ll hit us too?” Slim asked.
 
   “Wouldn’t surprise me, but we’ll hold our own…like we always do.”
 
   “Yup, we will, my friend…we surely will.  Ain’t no Harvesters getting through us today,” Slim muttered, tapping his well-used, but pampered, 7.62 assault rifle.  Years before, and shortly after joining The Ward, he’d converted the black-stocked FAL rifle to full auto, a task he’d often praised.  Yet, prior to his involvement with Derek and the rest, Slim had named the rifle after his mother; a woman of remarkable pioneer stock who could out-ride, out-shoot, and out-spit any man alive.  The gun, or Ver, as he affectionately called it, was long, accurate, and just as deadly as its namesake.
 
   “Slim, do me a favor and check on the others.  Make sure they’ve got plenty of mags in reserve.  If we run into a fight of our own, there won’t be time to be running to the trucks for more,” Derek said, enunciating each word precisely.
 
   “Derek, you know I don’t got no ammo to give them.  They’re shooting 9mm and 5.56 I believe…”
 
   “Slim, hey Slim, look at me,” Derek called.  “Just make sure they got plenty of what they need – alright?”
 
   “Oh, sure…no problem.”
 
   Slim slipped his rifle’s sling over his back and descended the stairs.  He made his way across the street to a man and woman, a survivalist couple, who had been Ward members for years.  They had arrived shortly after the Bear River people, forming friendships, settling down, and making themselves useful.  They assured Slim they were well stocked with ammo, each laden with a dozen mags for their matching AR-15’s.  The pair was nestled behind an arc-shaped, concrete pillbox, reinforced with sandbags and barbwire.  Shooting ports had been fashioned into the defensive structure, something Boyd had insisted on and Rod designed.
 
   “Look’s like you’re set,” Slim observed.
 
   “Sure enough.  Holler down if you see anything from above,” the woman replied, elevating her voice to keep Slim from making her repeat the comment.
 
   “What’s that…oh, holler if we see anything.  You bet we will.”
 
   On the other side of the street, a slightly older pair of sentries sat with their backs against a row of sandbags, which sheltered a mechanism that raised and lowered a heavy, iron beam across the roadway.  The dense, fortified arm was dented and scratched, but had done its job in keeping ramrodding vehicles out.  At their position, the guards could lock the lever in place, thus creating a stationary barrier that would slow down virtually anything on wheels.  They also manned an electrical panel connected to a series of automobile batteries.  When triggered, a current of electricity ignited half a dozen drums of fertilizer lining the roadway.  It was a little surprise they’d carried over from Farrell’s days as security chief – modern day claymores on a much larger scale.
 
   Slim confirmed with the man and woman that they were also ready for battle, and quickly climbed back to his position above the checkpoint.  “They’re good…nervous…but good.”
 
   “Alright…I guess we just sit and wait.  I don’t suspect we’ll hear from The Ward until they get the generators going,” Derek noted.
 
   “I’d sure like to get my hands on that lowlife traitor,” Slim grumbled.  “I’d tear him a new…”
 
   “Hold it, Slim.  Do you hear that?”
 
   “Hear what?” Slim replied, turning his head to angle his good ear to the north.
 
   “That…right there…did you hear that?”  He knew the question was rhetorical, at best, but wanted confirmation that they were not alone, even if it was from Slim.
 
   The two men strained to hear beyond the distant din of the battle taking place near The Alamo – and there it was – the recognizable churning of at least one engine headed their way.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve got inbound to the north,” Derek yelled, to those below.  “Johnny, get ready on the switches in case we need to blow the mines.”
 
   A confirming shout proved he had heard the command, “Ready here!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 44
 
   A lone pickup raced through the deserted streets of Logan, the tires squealing to keep pace with the engine’s roar.  Niel had navigated the distance between The Alamo and the first checkpoint in record time, and they were on their way to the second.  The brothers were silent, each contemplating what may lie ahead.  They had found the previous station quiet, but the sentries anxious and on edge.  Scotty mindlessly thumbed the safety of his assault rifle, clicking it on and then off again, as his eyes tracked the truck’s narrow headlights.
 
   “Must you do that?” Niel finally asked, the incessant noise starting to rattle his nerves.
 
   “What?” Scotty replied.
 
   “The clicking…must you do it?”
 
   “Oh, no…didn’t even realize I was.  Sorry.”
 
   The younger of the two men flicked the safety a final time, leaving it on.  He released the rifle’s magazine with his thumb and inspected the rounds.  It was full.  A second later he slammed the 30-round clip back into place and laid the weapon across his lap.
 
   “Eerie tonight,” Scotty noted, the passing streets and buildings almost too obscured to see.
 
   “Yeah,” Niel replied, in a hushed whisper.  His mind was far away, thinking well beyond the headlamp’s reach or the checkpoint that lay ahead.  Never one to shy from duty, Niel remembered promises made, and lives lost, in the wake of their journey to Northern Utah.  Long before the war, which left so many separated from loved ones, both by distance and death, the older Michelson had promised his parents to look after his brother.  He had done that…and more.
 
   For an instant, Niel’s mind flashed to their stubborn father who had served in two wars of his own.  He bore the scars of one saved by modern medicine but changed from the man he had been in his youth.  A metal plate had replaced cranial bone, much the same as an agitated personality had taken the place of his caring, good-humored persona of yesteryear.
 
   “Do you remember them?” Niel asked, his voice suddenly filled with emotion.
 
   “Who?  Who are you talking about?” Scotty asked, momentarily taking his eyes from the road.
 
   “Mom and Dad…do you think of them?”
 
   “Sometimes, but it’s hard…brings back too many memories.”
 
   “I know,” Niel answered.  “She was a good woman – put up with a lot for a long time.”
 
   “That she did, and sacrificed everything…”
 
   “I think of her often.  Some days I can’t get the image of her standing in the kitchen with that old, worn-out apron wrapped around her hips,” Niel said, smiling.
 
   “Allison kind of reminds me of her,” Scotty suggested, also grinning.
 
   “Yeah…maybe, but how about Bubley…didn’t he remind you of dad?  Ol’ blood and guts and full steam ahead right up until his last breath.”
 
   Scotty chuckled and nodded his head.  “Yup, they were two peas in a pod, that’s for sure.”
 
   Niel agreed and returned his attention to their mission, storing the precious images of his parents away for another time.
 
   “Looks like we’re here” he said, flashing his lights in a predetermined sequence to alert the guards of their arrival.
 
   “Seems quiet enough,” Scotty observed.
 
   Moments later, and after making a quick inspection of the western outpost, they returned to the truck and gunned it for the last of their three stops.  It was the furthest out, a good fifteen minutes from where they were.  Niel dropped the hammer on the accelerator, fishtailing the truck’s empty bed before the rear tires gripped the pavement and the truck shot ahead.
 
   They drove due east for a few blocks, looking directly up the canyon and the mountains that surrounded Utah State’s campus.  Their view was black beyond the truck’s lights, the firmament providing just enough light to outline a landscaped silhouette.
 
   Niel pumped the brakes and swerved to take a quick left but was corrected by his brother.  “It’s the next one…it’ll take us straight through, with less obstacles.”
 
   “Oh yeah…right.”  Niel cranked the steering wheel and was again looking eastward when sparks began to dance in the foothills.  “Scotty, you see that?”
 
   “Yup.  What do you think it is?”
 
   Grabbing at the lever on the steering column, Niel shifted the truck’s transmission into neutral and killed the engine.  They coasted with the windows down and their heads tilted into a rushing breeze.
 
   Pop…Pop Pop Pop…Pop Pop Pop Pop…
 
   The distant echo of rifles, being fired in quick succession, finally reached their ears as the lightshow continued before them.
 
   “The Ward’s under attack,” Scotty groaned.  “We’ve got to get back.”
 
   “Not before we check the northern outpost.  We’ve got a job to finish.  Who’s up there?” Niel asked, cranking the engine and dropping the pickup back into gear. 
 
   “Let’s see…must be Derek, Slim, and…I don’t know who else,” Scotty noted, with a shrug of his shoulders.
 
   “Slim and Derek huh, well, the two of ’em know what they’re doing.  Keep your eyes up on the mountain and let me know if anything changes,” Niel said.
 
   The next ten minutes passed quickly, as Niel pushed the pickup as hard as he dared.  They charged down straightaways and slid around near impossible corners, ultimately bringing them to the northern outpost’s perimeter.
 
   “We’re here,” Niel said, pointing to the lights of the station, not more than a mile straight ahead.
 
   “Looks like things are…” Scotty began, before a fireball rose high in the air, illuminating the terrain for more than a mile around.
 
   “Geeeze,” Niel barked, just as the shock wave and sound from the explosion reached their truck.  They weaved slightly, while Niel hit the accelerator and reached under the seat for a much needed flare gun.
 
   “Fertilizer mines?” Scotty shouted, his adrenalin already pumping wildly.
 
   “Had to be,” Niel acknowledged.  “Get ready to fire this thing,” he said, handing the odd shaped pistol to his little brother.
 
   The roadway was cluttered with a dozen vehicles, angled in a maze-like fashion across the blacktop.  They were used as a crude barrier against speeding marauders who may have breached The Ward’s initial security measures, thus forcing them to slow down.  The sound of intense gunfire now filled their surroundings, as Niel expertly maneuvered the fixed obstacles and raced on.
 
   “Now Scotty, let ’er fly,” Niel shouted.
 
   Leaning from his window, Scotty pointed the flare gun skyward and pulled the trigger.  A loud BANG exploded from the gun’s chamber, launching a glowing cartridge into the night sky.  At its zenith, the shell burst into an arc of bright reds that could be seen for miles.  The truck made a final sprint for the battle before sliding sideways and coming to an abrupt halt.
 
   “You go left and I’ll go right,” Scotty yelled, above the battle’s chaos.
 
   The sound of a heavy machine gun nearly drowned out their final words, as they jumped from the truck and bolted for the front line.  At the barricade, desperate defenders, already shaken from mere minutes of carnage, welcomed them.  Fifty yards out, a demolished truck was burning and sending billowing clouds of dark smoke into an even darker sky.  A body lay slightly closer, also engulfed in a searing heat, the skin and fat popping as the corpse was incinerated.
 
   Niel slammed hard into a row of sandbags below the tower and looked at what was drawing the machine-gun’s fire.  “Crap…oh man, we’re gonna need more help than Clark can send,” he yelled.  Rolling to his right, Niel lunged and had started up the steps of the tower, when the thump of the Bradley’s cannon lifted the fight to a whole new level.  Exploding rounds ripped into the structure above his head, shattering the ladder and throwing Niel to the ground.  From his vantage point he watched the heavy rounds march up the tower until they zeroed in on the 30 cal’s position, obliterating it.
 
   In an instant, Scotty was pulling Niel to his feet.  “Come on…we’ve got to move.  Get those two,” he screamed, pointing to the couple manning the electronics, “and I’ll see about the rest.  We’ve got to fall back.”
 
   “Okay…okay.  I’ll meet you at the truck.  There’s nothing we can do against that tank, at least not here.”
 
   Hunkered over, Niel tried to keep his balance as he dashed to the couple manning the entry beam.  They were peering over the edge of their defenses when Niel jumped in beside them.
 
   “Good job with the mines – stopped that truck cold,” Niel uttered huskily.
 
   “Thanks, but what about that thing?” the gentleman asked, nodding down the road at the slowly advancing Bradley.
 
   “I don’t know, but there’s nothing here to stop it.  Get to our truck and pile in the back.  We’ll make a run for it.”
 
   “Gotcha, but we do have one more mine.  It didn’t go off when we set off the others.”
 
   “What?  We’ve got one more – how far out?”
 
   “Just left of where that body is burning,” the older fellow noted.
 
   Niel hugged the sandbags and leered over the edge, trying to estimate the distance from the unexploded mine to the approaching armored vehicle.
 
   “How do we detonate it?” Niel asked, dropping to a knee behind the barricade.
 
   “We don’t…at least not from here.  The other detonations must have broken the electrical connection between here and there.”
 
   “So, what are you saying?  We have to set it off by hand?”
 
   “In a way, yes.  It’s ammonium nitrate…a bullet will do the trick.”
 
   “We have to shoot it,” Niel grunted.  He lifted his head, again exposing himself slightly for another peek.
 
   Scotty was suddenly with them, wheezing to catch his breath.  “Come on…what’s taking you?”
 
   “We’re trying to decide how we stop that thing,” Niel hissed.
 
   “Well, the beam will slow it down but we’ve got to move,” Scotty squawked, almost in disbelief.
 
   “You don’t understand,” the older warrior replied.  “We’ve got another bomb.”
 
   “You’re kidding me…set that sucker off and let’s make for home.”
 
   “It’s not that easy, little brother.  The detonator is broken.  We’ll need to shoot it to set it off.”
 
   “Great.  Okay…I guess it’s me and you,” Scotty said, tapping at Niel’s chest.
 
   “Guess so.  You folks get to the truck – keys are in it.  If we don’t make it, get to the other checkpoints and warn them.  Circle back to The Alamo and warn Clark what’s coming,” Niel ordered.
 
   “Good luck, boys.  Stay to your left.  It’s 50 yards out and the drum’s lid is just above ground level.”
 
   Niel popped above their protective barrier a final time and estimated the Bradley’s distance.  “We’ve only got a couple of seconds.  There’s no way to hit that mine from here.”
 
   Scotty thought for a second and replied, “But what about up there?”  He pointed to the remains of the tower, which still rose above the station.
 
   “Good thought but how do we get up there?” Niel asked.
 
   “We don’t…I do.”
 
   Before Niel could stop him, Scotty had thrown his rifle over his back and was scaling the tottering structure.  “Scotty, you’ll be exposed.  Let’s find another way.”
 
   “Swing to the left, draw their attention away,” Scotty shouted in return.
 
   Niel dove over the sandbags and without thinking sprinted far to his left, firing his assault rifle as he went.  Immediately a salvo of machine-gun fire ripped at the ground around his feet, forcing him into a low-lying depression.  He waited a moment and then rose again, veering well to the left, still firing against an impossible target.  For a second time, automatic weapon fire chased him down, narrowly missing and sending him to cover.
 
   “Come on, Scotty.  I can’t do this all night,” he bawled.
 
   Suddenly the sound of a 30-caliber machine gun barked out a rebuttal to the advancing monster’s deadly upheaval.  Niel raised his head to see the Bradley aligned with the burning truck and ricochets dancing around the location of the last remaining mine.  Cannon fire immediately answered Scotty’s invitation, cutting into the tower’s only substantial supports…but not before one, final eruption ripped through the night.
 
   As the tower rocked back and fell to the ground, the mine’s explosive power heaved the BFV sideways and covered the armor with burning debris.  The tracks churned to a slow stop, and the hard rubber treads were set ablaze.  Dark smoke swirled above the burning beast, but it was far from dead.  A renewed burst of both cannon and machine-gun fire raked the outpost, decimating the protective structures and leaving little possibility of life.
 
   Niel ran for all he was worth, rounding the outpost’s buildings, trying desperately to get to Scotty.  Well back from where the tower had stood, a pile of burning sandbags littered the ground.  Blood and grisly spatter dripped and hung from twisted metal shards, with no apparent sign of life.
 
   “Scotty…Scotty…” Niel cried, ignoring the crash of bullets all around him.  On his knees, he ripped at the tower’s remains, tossing debris aside at a frantic pace.  A limb, shattered almost beyond recognition, rolled from beneath Niel’s hands, and in an instant he recognized Derek’s watch.  He pushed the grotesque object aside and furthered his search.  Where…dear God, where is he?
 
   In that moment, Niel realized the noise had stopped.  The guns had ceased; only the crackling of popping embers and the shouting of men, a short distance away, were evident.
 
   “Scotty,” Niel whispered.  “Help me…come on little brother, help me find you.”
 
   Suddenly, others, who had dropped beside him, began rummaging through the carnage.  Together they hurriedly uncovered what was left of Slim and Derek; a morbid reminder of the brutality of war…but there was still no sign of Scotty.
 
   “Niel, we can’t wait.  They’re coming…they’re coming,” the woman survivalist cautioned, while tugging at Niel’s shoulder.
 
   “He’s here.  He’s got to be here,” he replied, his voice rife with emotion.
 
   “Hey…hey…I’ve got him,” someone blurted out from across the street.
 
   The group hustled, with their heads down and rifles at the ready, to one of the men hovering over a motionless figure.
 
   “Is he dead?” one of the women asked.
 
   “Don’t know, but he’s in one piece.”
 
   Niel rolled Scotty from his side to his back, and placed his cheek near his brother’s face.  The faintest wisp of moist, warm breath caressed Niel’s whiskers and he knew his brother was alive.  Without the slightest hesitation, he hoisted Scotty over his shoulder and headed for their truck.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Niel said, the weight he bore evident in his voice.
 
   Circling around him, the guards created a protective barrier as they moved to make their escape.  The pickup was as they’d left it, and within seconds Scotty was safely stowed in the bed and the survivors were on their way.
 
   “Where to?” the male survivalist asked from the passenger seat.
 
   For a second, Niel did not answer.  His mind was coping with Scotty’s injuries and the possibility of losing him.  When he finally recognized he was being questioned, Niel nodded his intentions and pointed to the road ahead.  “The outposts…we’ve got to warn them and make our stand at The Alamo.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 45
 
   An intensely acrid smell hung in the air where Clayton had given his life and Cory exacted revenge.  Harvesters; mangled, burning, and dying, littered the ground between headstones, a scene reminiscent of the most horrific of terrorist attacks ever perpetrated on man.  Assailants, with their limbs and senses still intact, scurried from one writhing hulk to the next, kicking dirt onto those that had a chance of surviving and putting a bullet into the rest.
 
   Red was among the latter, his flaming hair and head, which had been blown from his body, were literally ablaze with the crackling sound of charcoaling flesh.  Smoke swirled around those trying to provide relief, but the stench was so thick and sickening they were soon forced to abandon any lifesaving hopes.
 
   Finn walked among the wounded, firing indiscriminately into his followers who could no longer further his plans.  At Red’s smoldering skull, he looked down, placed the sole of his boot atop the orb, as one might a soccer ball before kicking a penalty goal.  He looked about angrily, rolling Red’s head back and forth with his foot.  Outrage flared from his nostrils and fury from his eyes, as he assessed their current situation.  Finally overcome with enough hatred to see the battle through, Finn kicked the severed cranium, sending it to lie against Red’s headless corpse.
 
   “Alright you band of cutthroats, listen up,” he shouted, with an insanely deafening ring to his call.
 
   The Harvester talked and waved his force away from the devastating scene, signaling for them to steady their nerves and mentally rejoin the fight.  At a distance from the billowing smoke, Finn struggled to clear his nose of the caustic smell of death.  He plugged one nostril and then the other, snorting blackened snot at his feet.  Pulling a small canteen from his hip, he downed a generous gulp before splashing some on his face.  The water cooled his skin but not his temper, which was further aroused when he ran a hand through what should have been his hair, but rather was a stubble of singed keratin.  Outraged, Finn slipped the same hand over his face, finding his eyebrows and lashes had suffered the same fate.
 
   Madness suddenly possessed the leader, who fired his rifle into the air and howled obscenities at the moon.  For a second, he was lost in the absurdity of the moment; his Harvesters shredded on the battlefield, their scent pungent in the air, and his face and head left burned and hairless.
 
   The Harvesters gathered around him and awaited their orders.  A few had wandered away from the fight, seeking refuge apart from anyone wielding weapons of such mass destruction.  Their plight, should the war go in Juanita’s favor, would be far worse than being burned or dismembered by a Whitcomb grenade.  Those remaining watched in silent awe, some coughing and spitting to clear their lungs, but not a word was said…not until Finn stopped, bent at the waist, and began to laugh.  It was a rich, deep, maniacal laugh – the type reserved for deserted hallways of the criminally insane.
 
   Finn carried on until tears dripped from his cheeks.  “Isn’t this just lovely?” he shouted.  “Here we’ve come for a Ward BBQ and we end up getting roasted – it’s the damnedest thing,” he bellowed, again bending over to laugh.  A few of the Harvesters joined in, and before long they were all hooping and hollering, as their friends reached a ‘well-done’ not far away.
 
   Looking about, Finn suddenly realized the mole was nowhere to be seen.  He pushed through his ranks, asking for help in his search.  “Where is he?  Where’s Juanita’s lap dog?” he yelled, his rage rekindled by the killer’s absence.
 
   From the crowd, some yelled amidst the confusion, “He’s dead…he must be dead.”
 
   Finn considered the suggestion for a second, but then quickly responded, “He threw me to the ground before the blast…he had to survive.”  Muffled speculation wafted through the horde, only to be silenced by Finn’s renewed call for blood.  “It’s no matter…we’re late, boys.  Let’s get some dessert!”
 
   * * *
 
   Crazy buggers are going to get me killed, the mole thought, viewing the chaos from a short distance away.  From behind a deeply etched marker, he watched and nursed a badly burned shoulder.  Lucky for him, he’d seen the grenade on its inbound arc and turned away in time to have Clayton’s body shield him from the blast’s shrapnel and flames.  A splattering of the fiercely hot mixture had caught his shoulder and taken him down.  While the Harvesters had run for their lives, he skirted among the injured, retrieving canteens to cool his infirmity.
 
   They’re on their own.  He had paved the way, taken most of the risks and was not going to follow the Harvesters into an early grave.  He’d lived and survived on the stealth and cunning of his own making, and he would continue to fight The Ward on his terms.
 
   Satisfied that he had done all he could for his seared shoulder, he checked his weapons, including the knife still fresh with Clayton’s blood.  He had killed the gangly consort with as much thought and remorse as a butcher taking a cleaver to a chicken.  Still, something within pulled at him, albeit not as strongly as the urge to slaughter the lot of them, but yet a twinge of humanity bubbled somewhere inside him…and he hated it.
 
   He watched the Harvester Force move out, estimating their numbers still adequate to obliterate The Ward.  Give them some time, he mused, knowing the battle’s turbulence would help him slip safely back onto campus.  He’d use them, as they had used him over the past year, sacrificing precious blood for the greater good.
 
   Trailing the last of Finn’s troops, the mole skulked from one place of shelter to the next.  Where do I start? he questioned lustfully, imagining which of The Ward’s women he would take first.  There may not be time now, but soon he’d have his way with all of those who were unlucky enough to survive.  A list of names and faces ran through his mind, as he ducked behind another towering gravestone.  Allison?  Yeah, she’d do…but Christine…she’s the prize, he dreamed.
 
   Just then, a bluster of renewed gunfire snapped him from his lascivious thoughts and pushed him to action.  Cutting away from the melee, he crept to the cemetery’s border and waited.  As he suspected, The Ward had reinforced the security points but not amassed on the perimeter.  Perfect, he thought, knowing a blind spot existed, which he had exploited before.  To his right, nearly a football field away, bullets from more than a hundred guns underscored the morning’s first major incursion.
 
   Patience, something he had acquired and of which he was a master, held him in place.  “Wait for it…wait for it,” he whispered, deep in his throat.  Okay, the thought prompting him from his place of hiding and propelling him across the main road.  He ran hunched over, but with the speed of a cat on the heels of a mouse.  Almost there…just…just a few more steps – made it!
 
   Pressing himself flat against a two-story building, he looked at the climb ahead of him.  Over the course of many months he had discreetly chiseled small handholds, which were not readily visible in the ruddy brick but still enough to support his weight.  Hoisting his rifle to avoid his tender shoulder, he fixed the weapon against his back and eased himself to the first position…and then the next, until he was making good time up the wall’s surface.  He paused only once, as the pain from his shoulder brought tears to his eyes, yet it was short lived.  Up he went until he rolled over the roof’s edge and lay exhausted on his back.
 
   Seconds seemed like minutes, the drone of combat painting a picture of what must be playing out on the ground below.  Finally able to breathe without gasping, he crawled to the southern rim and peeked over the edge.  They’re still without power, he surmised.  From his vantage point, he observed what he could see of the conflict.  Men and women were being shuttled from non-embattled positions to reinforce the bunker, which appeared to be hanging by will and little else.  The Ward members were outgunned, outnumbered, and nearly out of time.
 
   For a second, the traitor considered bringing his rifle to the fray, but reworked the thought and continued as an observer only.  The last thing he wanted, at this stage of the engagement, was to draw attention to himself.  There would be plenty of time for that in the hours to come.  For now, he appreciated the amusement and spectacle of man against man, woman against woman, and good against evil.  However, he would be the last to paraphrase the struggle in such simple terms.  It was the word of God to those that prevailed in the land, ‘But of the cities of these people, which the Lord thy God doth give thee for an inheritance, thou shalt save alive nothing that breatheth, but thou shalt utterly destroy them.’
 
   The words danced through his mind, as clearly today as the day Juanita recited them and he had committed them to memory…and he smiled.
 
   * * *
 
   By the time the shooting stopped, Juanita had made her way to the Bradley and was inspecting the damage.  Moments before, the burning rubber had been extinguished with a fire retardant and a platoon of troopers had swarmed the barricade, looking for survivors.
 
   Williams rounded the vehicle not quite sure what she hoped to see, but satisfied it was still operational.  “Get out here,” she finally barked to anyone inside the BFV that could hear her.  Seconds later the rear hatch dropped and the gunner stumbled out.
 
   “You lost the toss?” she deduced.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “What happened up here?”
 
   “Well, the truck over yonder,” he said, tilting his head to indicate the smoldering chassis, “it set off some sort of mine, and you can see the result.”
 
   “Really?” Juanita replied sarcastically.  “I’m more concerned about what happened to the Bradley.”
 
   “I don’t rightly know, but I’d guess they had one last mine…and we got it.”
 
   “Any problems with the weapons?” Williams asked.
 
   “Not a one.  They worked like a dream…just wish we had more ammo.”
 
   “You and me both, but you’re conserving the cannon shells…right?”  The gunner looked at his feet and did not immediately reply, which drew William’s ire in seconds.  “Don’t tell me you’ve used the lot on one checkpoint.”
 
   “No…no way.  We still got…well, we still got plenty.  Just when they started up with the machine gun in the tower for the second time, we didn’t have a choice but to take it down.”
 
   “Damn!  What did I say?  What did I say?”
 
   “I know, but we had no choice.”
 
   “If I had my way, I’d take…”  Juanita’s retort was cut short by one of her militia calling her name.  He was running from the destroyed bunker and waving his hands.  “What is it?” Williams asked.
 
   “The machine-gun nest is a write-off, but we’ve only found two dead.  A couple of males, as far as we can tell – that 20 makes a mess of things.”
 
   “Alright, we’ve got the rest running for cover.  It’s not any surprise we’re here but we still need to take out the other checkpoints.  If they’re set up like this one, we can send 25 men to each location and avoid using the Bradley.  We can’t waste anymore ammo on needless positions anyway.”
 
   “One final problem,” the reporting trooper blurted out, before Juanita could issue further orders.  “There’s a solid beam locked across the road and no good way around it.  We could try skirting the outpost but we run the risk of more mines.”
 
   “Fine.  Get the demolition guy up here and blow that piece of crap out of our way.  I want us moving in the next five minutes or there’s gonna be hell to pay.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” he stammered, on the fly.
 
   Williams pointed to a pair of soldiers who were standing nearby and waved them to her.  “Kim, run your group southwest and wipe out the checkpoint located there.  Their numbers are limited; you should be able to take them with small arms.  Pete, you head all the way south.  You’re gonna have to hustle, ’cause I’m needing your men at the campus asap.  Do you follow?”
 
   Both men nodded their understanding, turned, and ran away.  Minutes later, a small convoy of heavily armed militia raced to a stop and waited for the blockade to be cleared.
 
   “And what of us?” the gunner asked, placing his index fingers to his ears.
 
   Lady Williams followed his lead and did the same, while shouting an anxious reply, “You follow me, and try to keep up.  We’ll rendezvous at the temple with the others and strike out from there.  Get word to Kim and Pete,” she hollered, just as a cluster of dynamite sticks blew the barrier’s metal arm completely out of the way.
 
   “Whooooeeee,” the gunner whistled, which was followed by shouts from a hundred other anxious warriors.
 
   “Okay, that’s it.  Get the killin’ done and we’ll meet on the hill.  Come on now, get going and make it quick.”
 
   Truck after truck rolled past her, each laden with men, women, and weapons – enough firepower to wage a war – but the day was early and their foe defiant.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 46
 
   As the first hint of morning light crested the Rockies, Rod, Jeff, Cory, and many others, were embroiled in a fight for their lives.  Finn and his Harvesters had yet to charge their position south of the cemetery, but they knew it was only a matter of time.  Reinforcements had been streaming in from all over The Ward and likely would until there were no more to send.
 
   Stretched across an old road, their fortified, defensive barricade linked two multi-story buildings, which had been rendered impassable by a series of crude, concrete upgrades.  The glass from the windows had long since been removed and replaced with stone and cement, all except for the upper floor on either side.  These had been braced with bricks, mortared to provide shooting ports for Ward defenders.
 
   Muzzles bristled from them now, angled down and pouring slugs onto the bloodthirsty horde.  They were manned by a dozen women, well trained in the art of loading and firing rifles, but only ever having done so at targets.  For the moment they were keeping the attackers at bay, forcing their heads down while occasionally terminating a heathen’s life.
 
   Below, and running parallel to the main road separating the fighting forces, a wall of sandbags protected Rod’s security team.  The bags were heavy and layered three-rows deep.  Throughout the breastwork, eight-inch pipes had been cut and dropped between the sandbags, creating line-of-sight firing tubes.  They were cumbersome, but protective.
 
   Scattered amongst those fighting on either side of Jeff and Dude, a mishmash of hunting rifles and modified assault weapons combined to shield them behind a curtain of lead.  However, strained nerves and anxious trigger fingers had already blown through a critical portion of their ammunition.  Holly had been sent back some time ago to obtain more and to update Clark on their situation.  They had not seen her since, and Dude was obviously troubled.
 
   “Where is she?” Dude yelled, to Jeff at his left.
 
   Boob fired two quick shots, emptying his clip, before pulling the barrel from a tube.  He looked behind them and shrugged, “She’ll make it…don’t worry.”
 
   “We can’t hold ’em here much longer.  There’s just too many.  What’s your dad thinking?”
 
   “Same thing we are…keep fighting ’til they get tired and go home,” Jeff replied.
 
   “Fat chance of that happening,” Dude grumbled, turning his attention back to the wall.
 
   A moment later, Rod grasped the boys by the shoulder and pulled them from their sights.  “Jeff, Dude, you’re doing great, but when this position is overrun we’re burning it…so be prepared.”
 
   “Burning it?” Jeff asked, puzzled.
 
   “A little surprise we’ve had in-store for some time,” Rod answered, nodding at some 50-gallon drums at both ends of the barricade.
 
   “Gotcha,” Jeff confirmed.
 
   “I’ll keep you posted.  Before we abandon this position, I’ll need one of you in each building to warn the ladies to fall back to the library.”  The boys nodded their understanding but did not speak.  “Lastly, I need you boys prepared to bug out.”
 
   Suddenly, a renewed clatter of gunfire and spraying sand made all three men duck and cover their heads.  Fortunately, they avoided being struck, but a nearby sentry was not so lucky.  A high-velocity round had found the port, bounced down its length, and lodged in his forehead.  The amateur soldier was dead, seconds after hitting the ground.  Stepping up to take his place, a woman dressed in jeans and a loose fitting flannel shirt, dragged him away and resumed the fight from where he’d just been killed.
 
   “Remarkable people,” Rod hissed under his breath.  However, the moment of admiration was short lived, as his attention was quickly drawn back to Jeff and Dude, by a jerk of his collar.
 
   “Bug out?  What are you talking about?” Jeff questioned.
 
   “If we can’t hold The Alamo…you…you and The Normals need to survive.”
 
   Jeff laid his rifle down and drew Rod’s face close to his.  “I will not leave you and Mom.  We can fight as well as anybody.”
 
   A chipper ‘Yeah’ erupted from Dude, who sounded just as defiant as his buddy.
 
   “Boys, this is not negotiable.  You will round up The Normals and get the hell out of here.”
 
   “But we…”
 
   “Damnit Jeff, that’s the end of it.  If…and when I give the order, you and Dude will get The Normals to the motorcycles and down the south-side escape route.  Have I made myself clear?”
 
   The boys were silent and the renewed intensity, coming from the other side of the road, left Rod no choice but to be pointed and tough.  “I said, did I make myself clear?’
 
   “Yeah…yeah,” they both agreed.
 
   “Now, until then, send some of those mongrels to hell.”
 
   * * *
 
   On the opposite side of the road, the resistance they were facing perplexed Finn.  “I thought our insider was suppose to take care of all this,” he shouted, above the battle’s roar.
 
   “Not so much…looks like to me,” one of his lieutenants grunted.  “Should we move down the street and try a different approach?”
 
   “I think we have to.  I hate to split our strength but send ten guys east and ten west; have them probe their positions and report back to me.  I’m afraid all they’ll do is swing their forces to match ours, but it’s worth a try.”
 
   “So…what more can we do?”
 
   Exasperated, Finn looked around at the body of Harvesters who were sporadically engaging The Ward defenders.  “They bloody well might be able to keep us pinned down here all day.  That is…until Juanita hits them from the other side.  That’ll make ’em buckle.”  For a second or two, he slumped to the ground, his back against a concrete slab.  “Alright then…find somebody…somebody fast and send him back for the truck with the blade.  Have him drive that beauty right through the middle of that lousy barricade.”
 
   “Good call and I’ve got just the guy.”
 
   “Whose that?” Finn quickly questioned.
 
   “That loud mouth…Marty.  I’ll get him and a couple of his chums to punch a hole in that for us,” the lieutenant laughed.
 
   “Perfect…absolutely perfect,” Finn agreed.  “I’ll circulate the word and get our guys to conserve ammo.  When they hit those sandbags with the blade, the rest of us are gonna have to rush it.  Get Marty and let’s upset their day.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Finn slapped his assistant on the back before he had a chance to run away.  “Hey, keep your head down, but on your way back grab the ammo and guns from the dead.  We’re gonna need it.”
 
   * * *
 
   As Marty fled the cemetery to retrieve their battering ram and clusters of Harvesters split east and west; an immediate de-escalation blanketed the scene.  Suddenly very few Harvesters were engaging Rod’s security people and there was little to shoot at.  The lull was appreciated but worrisome.
 
   “They’re up to something,” Rod growled, speaking to Cory.  “Hold this position.  I’m gonna have a little look-see.”  He quickly rose and walked from one end of the barricade to the other, occasionally peering over to get an idea of what was coming.
 
   “What’s going on?” Jeff asked, as his dad passed by.
 
   “Don’t know…but I don’t like it.  Listen…get ready to fall back.  Warn the women to relocate to their shooting positions in the library, and then you two find Clark and let him know we’re blowing this barricade.”
 
   “You sure?” Jeff questioned, supposing the quiet to be an indication the Harvesters were pulling out.
 
   “Yeah, I’m afraid I am.  Go on now.”
 
   As they pulled away and ran for the buildings, they overheard Rod cautioning Cory and the rest of his soldiers to ceasefire.  Jeff burst through a set of heavy, metal doors, which immediately led to an ascending staircase.  He took the steps two at a time, but before reaching the upper level he was greeted by a slim, overly distraught woman bounding her way down.
 
   Jeff stopped her, grasping her around the waist to stop her momentum.  “Where are the rest?” he asked.
 
   “Still shooting,” she wheezed.  “But the Harvesters are moving.  We saw two small groups peel off and move down the street.”
 
   “How many?  Could you tell how many?” Jeff eagerly asked.
 
   “I couldn’t be sure…but maybe a dozen or so in both directions.”
 
   “Okay.  Good eye there, Amelia.  Get back upstairs and tell the rest of the ladies to pull back to the library.  My dad…no…no…instead, we’ll need you to go west to sure up that position.  Can you do that?”
 
   Amelia cocked her head, as if to say, ‘Are you kidding me,’ but rather nodded in the affirmative before rushing back up the steps.
 
   Upon returning to the ground floor, Jeff witnessed everyone at the fortification dowsing the sandbags with gasoline and oil.  He spotted Rod and sprinted to apprise him of the Harvester’s tactical move.
 
   “They’re trying to flank us,” Boob blurted out.
 
   “I suspected as much.  Instead of the women falling back to the library, have them sure up the sentry posts on either side of us.”
 
   “Already done…at least the ones here,” Jeff answered, pointing to the building he’d just come from.
 
   “You read minds now, do you?” Rod said, wrapping his arm around Jeff’s neck for a quick, manly hug.
 
   “Just yours.  I better get to Dude and let him know plans have changed.”
 
   “Fine, but your orders still stand.  Once the ladies are on the move, I want you and Dude to fall back and prepare The Normals.”
 
   “Alright, but I’m doing it under protest.”
 
   “Duly noted…now get your butt moving,” Rod replied, while giving Jeff an encouraging push on his way.
 
   Less than a minute later, Jeff relayed the order to the sharpshooters exiting Dude’s building.  The women hesitated for only a heartbeat before turning and running away.
 
   “They’re a brave bunch,” Jeff noted.
 
   “And pretty good shots.  They’ve been keeping score.”  The words came haltingly, as Dude tried to catch his breath.  “Whoa…what’s goin’ on?”  He asked, seeing what they were doing at the barricade.
 
   “Getting ready to burn that sucker down,” Jeff replied.
 
   “Damn, that’s gonna make a mess,” Dude joked.  “Wish we could stick around to see it.”
 
   “Me too, but we better get back and report to Clark.”
 
   Before turning to dash across campus, Cory caught the boy’s attention and issued a knowing nod and casual salute.  They waved in return, wondering if they’d ever see him again.
 
   “He saved our lives today,” Dude noted.
 
   “Yes, and Clayton gave his,” Jeff replied.  “It’s all so screwed up, but we’ve no time to waste.  Come on, let’s hustle.”  Returning to the task at hand, the boys were surprised to see Holly mounted atop her motorcycle and racing toward them.
 
   “Whoa, look who’s comin’,” Dude squealed.
 
   “Right on,” Jeff shouted.
 
   In a flash, the trio was united and glad of it.  Holly’s face was still black with shoe polish, but tears had cleaned a narrow path down both cheeks and at the corners of her eyes.  Strapped to the seat directly behind her, a box full of ammunition rattled as her engine idled.
 
   “Man, are we glad to see you,” Dude said, enthusiastically.
 
   “How’s it going up there?” she asked, noting at least a have dozen motionless bodies lying upon the ground.
 
   “We’ve kept them out, but Rod thinks they’re up to something so we’re repositioning and pulling back,” Dude informed her.
 
   “Give me a sec to drop off this ammo and I’ll give you a ride back.”
 
   “Great.  Catch up to us when you can,” Jeff said, while grabbing Dude’s arm and jogging away.
 
   “Do we tell her?” Dude asked, once she was on her way to the barricade.
 
   Jeff looked over his shoulder and nodded his head negatively.  “Not unless we absolutely have to.  It’s going to be pretty demoralizing if all our friends think we’re abandoning everyone and everything we love.”
 
   “Agreed,” Dude replied.
 
   “Okay, come on…we’ve got work to do.”
 
   * * *
 
   From his perch not far from the battle zone, the traitor gently laid his rifle across the rooftop’s edge and zeroed his sights on a group of retreating defenders.  He circled the barrel first to the girl – Holly, he thought, recognizing her blonde locks.  For an instant, he imagined being able to waste all three of them with a single burst, but realizing his notion to be folly at such a distance, he decided to target only one.
 
   “Who shall it be?” he whispered quietly to himself.  The idea of taking Rod’s son right out from underneath his nose was appealing, but perhaps he’d need more time to enjoy that one.  The other boy – Dude – he remembered, not really having an opinion one way or the other, but knew such a death would certainly cause his buddy some pain.  Oh, it’s just too…too…  The word he wanted, needed, escaped him for only a second, and then he knew exactly what he desired – “delicious,” he finally hissed, while pulling the trigger.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 47
 
   Allison, who despised uncertainty, flinched each time the battle’s echo reached a crescendo, yet for her, the sudden lull was nearly as nerve-wracking.  Word from Holly had brought some peace, but with it a flood of memories streamed back, reminding her of another day…and another horrific struggle.
 
   Keep it together, she told herself, as she made rounds to check on The Normals.  Like any mother hen would do, Allison hurried from one place to the next, assuring the kids and checking on their wellbeing.  The youth were armed, strategically positioned on the first and second floors of Old Main, and extremely nervous.  The majority of them had never seen battle, even though they had been trained in survival from the time they could walk.  Handling a weapon came second nature to them, but the test of aiming at, and then killing another human being, was still to be tried.
 
   For years, a division had been prevalent among Ward members; some believing The Normals were excessively coddled, while others held to a belief that they were the eugenics for the earth’s future, and therefore had to be protected…at all costs.  The former would have seen the youngsters baptized by fire and blood, as early as 12 years, but the more conservative notion had prevailed and most Normals had yet to take a life.  That was certainly not the case for Jeff and Dude, who had witnessed enough senseless carnage in a few hours to last them a lifetime.
 
   At the end of the second floor’s southern exposure, Allison pivoted into an old records room to find Lena trying to teach Brandi how to load a 9mm pistol.  For a moment, Allison was stunned by the discovery but soon remembered the circumstances from which they’d come.
 
   “How’s she doing?” Allison asked, making an effort to sound less frustrated than she felt.
 
   “Not too bad.  Williams never allowed us to handle any of the guns, so it’s no wonder we’re struggling,” Lena replied, angrily.
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s…”
 
   “I’m sick of people telling me not to worry.  It’s easy for you to say…your husband’s still alive.  You have someone to take care of your son…and what do we have?  We escaped to find a better life, and what did we find?  What do we have now?” she cried, while still desperately trying to slide the pistol’s action open.
 
   Suddenly, Brandi’s small hands encased her mothers, suspending and calming Lena’s frantic tussle with the weapon.  The young woman cleared her throat, ignoring the trickle of tears that were slowly rolling down her face, and spoke in a whisper to her mother.  “We have our freedom…and that’s…that’s what dad gave us.  It’s the last thing he gave us.”
 
   Lena let the gun drop to her lap and pulled her daughter close.  Allison stood by, watching and fighting back emotions of her own.  Ben’s group had travelled far, endured much, and yearned for safety…security, but thus far they had only been rewarded with heartache and fear.
 
   Allison finally piped up and offered a heartfelt, “I’m sorry.  You’re right…we’ve only been trying to help.”
 
   “I know…I know…and you’re both right.  Ben would have given everything to be free…and he did.  I just can’t…”  The thought gripped at Lena’s heart, strangling her greatest fear.
 
   “There is nothing worse than losing someone you love; a spouse, a friend, or even a child – believe me – I know, but Lena, today’s the day we prove ourselves.  Today we show our gratitude to those who have fallen on our behalf.  God only knows what we’re made of, but it’s the lion and not the lamb that conquers these barbaric thugs.  You have to know they are here to kill us…to kill us all.  If it comes down to kill or be killed, regardless of what happened yesterday…or a week ago, you better be ready to fire that gun, and keep on firing it until you, Brandi, and the rest of us are the last ones standing,”
 
   “I…I just…” Lena began, the tears still flowing.
 
   “I get the tears…I’ve cried a million and if I live past today, I’ll cry a million more, but right now they’re wasting your time and mine, and they’re going to get you both killed,” Allison said sternly.  “Give me that pistol and I’ll show you how to use it.”
 
   The change in Allison’s tone caught both Lena and Brandi by surprise, helping them see the gravity of their situation.  A few minutes later, their confidence was bolstered and the tears were set aside.  Neither knew if they were capable of hitting anything, but with gun in hand, they were prepared to make some noise and not go down without a fight.
 
   Exiting from the room, Allison quickly hollered, “Stay focused,” and hurried away.  One flight down, she ran headlong into Christine who had just burst through the main doors and was looking for Clark.
 
   Allison wrapped her in an embrace and expressed her deepest condolences for the loss of her father.  Christine was grateful, but she’d had several hours to process the loss and in the overall scheme of things she was thankful he’d gone as he had.
 
   “It would have destroyed him to see today.  I’m glad the Lord took him when he did.  He was ready,” Christine said, her voice thick with sorrow.
 
   “Well, you’re certainly putting on a brave face.  We’re going to miss your dad and his remarkable spirit.”
 
   “Thanks, Allison.  He loved you all so much.”
 
   “You’re looking for Clark?” Allison asked, changing the subject before she was swallowed up in a bottomless well of despair.
 
   “Yeah…is it true?” she prodded, becoming further overcome with emotion.
 
   “What Christine…is what true?”
 
   “Haven’t you heard?”
 
   “No.  What’s happened?  Don’t tell me Cory…”
 
   “No…no…it’s Clayton.  Clayton’s been killed.”
 
   Allison suddenly felt faint and reached out to Christine for support.  “It can’t be.  Are you sure?  Have you seen Cory?”
 
   “No, but the word from the post is Clayton’s dead,” Christine confirmed.
 
   The women embraced, their grief spilling over as a testament of the love they shared for their dear friend.  They held each other tightly until the sobs slowed and they could once again speak.
 
   “Here I’ve just lectured Lena on staying strong…and I’m a mess.  Let’s find Clark and see what he knows.”
 
   Together, they ran from room-to-room, finally finding Clark on the top floor, overlooking the campus from the bell tower.  The news of Clayton’s death took him, as it had Allison, piercing his heart with inconsolable sadness.
 
   “It never gets any easier, does it?” he stammered.
 
   “Sadly…no,” Allison wept.
 
   “But he’s only the first of what could be dozens today.  I’m waiting for Holly to get back from the barricade with news, but Scotty and Niel have called for help across town…and we’ve no one to send them.  I’ve sent those poor boys off to their deaths…and who knows how many more.”
 
   Christine laid an assuring hand on Clark’s shoulder and spoke as if she were channeling her father.  “Have faith, God’s plan will see us through and will deliver the Harvester scum into our hands.”
 
   “Thanks Christine, but I don’t recognize the quote,” Clark replied.
 
   “That’s because it’s from Cory, chapter 1 verse 1.”
 
   For a second the idea brought a faint grin to Clark’s lips, but it didn’t last long.  “I guess you haven’t seen him?” Clark asked Christine.
 
   “Nope, not since yesterday.  I’m dying to find him, but he’ll be pissed if I show up uninvited.”
 
   “Okay then, Allison continue helping with The Normals.  I’m not sure what Rod’s up to, but the quiet has me worried.  Christine, track down Whitcomb.  He should be at the hospital.  I don’t know how many of those grenades he’s manufactured but we need ’em all.  I’m sure Rod doesn’t have any and could use them, as well; bring a handful to our position here.  Hustle over there, find them, and start getting them distributed.”
 
   “You bet,” Christine replied, hugging them both before she headed down the steps.
 
   “I can’t imagine what Cory’s feeling,” Allison offered, when she was certain Christine was beyond earshot.
 
   “I’m sure he feels like he’s been ripped in two.”
 
   “Yes, there’s no doubt of that,” Allison agreed.
 
   “But he’s a warrior.”
 
   “Yeah, a tenderhearted warrior who’s going to be lost without Clayton.”
 
   “Well, unless we’re vigilant, we’re going to have more ‘Claytons’ than we can count.  Allison, I don’t have to tell you how important it is to safeguard The Normals.  If we’re gonna fall, you’ll have to follow through and get them to safety.  We can’t let them be taken by Harvesters.  We just can’t allow it.  Do you understand?”
 
   Allison lowered her head and considered the directions she’d just been given.  Looking back into Clark’s steely-blue eyes, she nodded and replied, “Yes, you can count on me.  Nobody’s taking these kids alive.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 48
 
   Running from a fight was something Niel had never done.  The defenders had obviously been outmatched and outnumbered – his still unconscious brother lay in the back, a reminder of the peril they faced.  Racing to make one of two very important stops, the elder Michelson replayed what had happened through his mind.  The image of the last remaining mine, doing little to disable the armored vehicle, was unsettling to say the least.
 
   He considered their options and imagined what was happening just a few miles away on campus.  Derek and Slim’s dismembered bodies were a grim warning of the lethality of imposing one’s will over another.  Why must it be so, Niel wondered.  What good can come from such madness?
 
   But then again, he considered those that railed against them – Harvesters, cutthroats, and power hungry barons, willing to sacrifice their followers like ants in an effort to build the biggest colony.
 
   “It’s crazy…absolute madness, and we continue to pay the price,” Niel mumbled, almost incoherently under his breath, but it was enough for his co-pilot to hear.
 
   “What’s that, Niel?”
 
   “Oh…sorry…nothing really.  Just trying to make sense of the killing.”
 
   “Yeah.  I hear ya.  It’s enough to drive a person to drink.”
 
   Another half mile passed beneath them, with neither man speaking.  The survivalist thought he had been prepared for every eventuality…but he’d been wrong.  When they’d settled with The Ward they were weary of living from one scant meal to the next, and starved for human interaction beyond their own.  Northern Utah, of all places, seemed a likely spot to hunker down and ride out the rest of their days.  However, they never imagined so many rivals would come to vie for Cache Valley’s treasures – if they could be called that any longer.
 
   In the early days, the community had been ripe with food storage, guns, ammunition, and some of the luxuries they’d prayed for while on the road: toilet paper, clean water, and the occasional hot shower.  As it stood today, The Ward was still much better than living on the lamb, yet the killing and constant attacks were wearing thin.  Just a few days before, he and his wife had considered cutting themselves loose, but the icy notion had melted away with the warmth of good friends and a community they loved.
 
   Seeing an armored beast roll toward them had initially made him second-guess their decision to stay, but now, considering their circumstances, his blood boiled and he wanted revenge.  “We still headed back to The Alamo once we warn the others?” he asked.
 
   Niel, who had been pondering that very question, turned briefly to look at Scotty.  He was lying motionless on his side, while one of the women held his head in her lap.  She caught Niel’s gaze and instinctively knew the question he was posing.  Glancing at Scotty’s face and then back at his brother, she answered by shaking her head from side-to-side.
 
   “Crap,” Niel shouted, pounding the flat of his right palm against the steering wheel.
 
   “What?” his companion asked, also taking a moment to look at Scotty’s condition.
 
   “No.   No…we don’t go back.”
 
   “Then what?” the survivalist asked.
 
   “If only I knew…but we’ve got to slow ’em down.  If nothing else, we make them use up their ammo.  If they get to The Alamo, with a force their size and that armored contraption, The Ward is through.”
 
   “I agree.  I was hoping you’d changed your mind.  So now what?”
 
   Niel weighed the question for only a second before responding.  “Hit and run – we lay in wait, hit them as hard as we can and then fall back.  We know the town – they don’t.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “We’ve got to think they’ll try to neutralize the other guard stations just like the first.  We can ambush them – take a few at a time, while we try to figure out a way to blow up that tank,” Niel explained.
 
   The survivalist nodded his agreement and then asked, “What about those new grenades.  You know Whitcomb’s HIT invention – would it work?”
 
   “Maybe, but it’s a mute point.  I don’t have one.  Do you?”
 
   “No, me neither, but perhaps someone at the other stations will.  I’ll ask around and see what I can find.”
 
   “Fine, but for now we better rely on our aim and speed.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Niel’s sounding board replied.
 
   Slowing to round a bend that led to The Ward’s outpost, Niel motioned for his counterpart to warn those in the truck’s bed.  Minutes later the pickup ground to a halt and they were greeted with exuberant shouts and dozens of questions.  Niel did his best to answer queries and suppress fears.
 
   “Where’s Scotty,” one sentry shouted, which was followed quickly by, “and Derek and Slim?”
 
   “Scotty’s in the truck – the others are dead.  We’ve no time to explain.  Just trust me, we’ve got to abandon this station and set up ambush positions up around the bend,” Niel declared boldly.
 
   “Alright…alright…you heard the man.  Get your stuff and let’s move out,” the station’s supervisor shouted.
 
   Suddenly, a low, guttural moan, and then cough erupted from the truck’s bed.  Niel rushed to look over the tailgate and was overcome with relief to see Scotty was awake and asking questions.
 
   “He’s just come around,” the woman explained.
 
   “Where…where am I?” Scotty asked, the words coming slow and somewhat garbled.
 
   “We’re at the Western Outpost.  We’re getting ready to ambush those suckers,” Niel replied.
 
   “Did we stop it?” Scotty asked, while slowly lifting himself to sit on his behind.
 
   “No…but we put the fear of God in them.”
 
   “Good,” Scotty whispered.  “Where’s my gun?”  Those around him immediately sensed his frustration, as Scotty rummaged for his weapon.  “I’m not gonna be any help without a gun.”
 
   “Hold tight, Scott,” Niel assured.  “Somebody get my brother a rifle and let’s move out.”
 
   In the time it took the sentries to gather their things, Niel pulled the survivalist couple aside and gave them a direct order.  “Pick a ride and make a beeline for the last outpost.  Let them know what’s happened and do the same there: set up ambushes and take as many of them as you can.  We’ll try to hook up with you on campus, but if we don’t make it…”
 
   “Oh, hell, you’re gonna be alright,” the male began, before Niel finished his thought.
 
   “Hope so, but if we don’t, let Clark and Rod know we tried to make a stand.”
 
   “Will do,” the survivalist replied, extending his hand to Niel.
 
   “Now, get on your way and be safe.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   * * *
 
   Ten minutes later and with the sun rising, two teams of five straddled the bend not far from the Western Outpost.  A pair of vehicles they’d hastily moved to block the roadway, sat with their engines silent.  Gasoline soaked shirts dangled to the ground from their open gas caps, while a small thread of the combustible liquid trailed across the asphalt and up a driveway, terminating at Scotty’s feet.  He knelt with a lighter in hand, a bare torso, and his eyes on the improvised, explosive barricade.
 
   On the opposite side of the street, Niel watched and listened.  From an open window on the second story of a bricked home, he could see several blocks straight ahead.  The road was wide and relatively unencumbered.  What few vehicles remained were pulled to the side or hidden behind powerless garage doors.  Most, if not all, had been siphoned of their precious petrol and abandoned as worthless clutter.  It seemed almost surreal to Niel that items esteemed as so valuable should now be considered useless, rusted-out junk.  Yet, they served a purpose and today might shield his band of warriors from an almost certain death.
 
   From their position, the faint echo of distant gunfire had almost ceased, stirring emotions and forcing the combatants to draw unimagined conclusions.  Despite the worry, Niel remained focused, more so than before, now that Scotty was upright and angry.  He’d seen his brother revved up on several occasions but since his awakening, Scotty’s defiance was palpable, perhaps the result of a concussion.
 
   Niel ground his teeth as he scanned from the roadway to each of his units, his eyes finally coming to rest on his half-dressed brother.  Niel noted how Scotty’s blond hair and white skin shone in the early morning light, and he chuckled when he looked down to see his own bare chest.  What an idea, he thought; hoping Scotty’s hurried plan was a success.
 
   Suddenly, the rumble of heavy tires on solid asphalt alerted Niel to their foe’s arrival.  He counted, one…two…three…four, but no tank.  From his perch, he gave hand signals, specifying number and estimated time of arrival.
 
   At the curve, the attackers would have nowhere else to go, and then the trap would be sprung.  The noise from the charging vehicles climbed, their engines stoked and wheels showing no sign of slowing as they approached the ambush.
 
   Ready…steady…wait for them…wait for them, Niel cautioned, trying not to get ahead of himself.  “Now!  Now!” he exclaimed, pumping his fist for Scotty to light the gasoline.
 
   Like clockwork, the flame leapt across the petrol’s flammable surface, reaching the parked vehicles just as the marauding trucks rounded the bend.  In a colossal impact of men, metal, and burning vapors, the first truck hit the barricade and went end over end, sending those in the back sailing skyward.  The second oncoming 4x4 swerved to a stop, its bumper touching where the previous truck had gone airborne.  A cluster of armed fighters piled from the back and took cover, however, the move was futile as the first of the two rigged cars erupted in a flash, spewing shrapnel in a wide circumference.
 
   Some of those hewn down by the blast and flying debris lay dead, their clothing shredded and burning, while others writhed on the ground, twitching uncontrollably or rolling to extinguish lapping flames.  A solitary female, who had miraculously survived the explosion unharmed, darted from one colleague to the next trying to assist. 
 
   From both sides of the road, Niel’s teams opened up.  Their concentrated, small-arms fire cut into the two remaining trucks, slaughtering some before they could bring their arms to bear.  For a full thirty seconds they rained terror and lead down on Kim’s men, annihilating those that were foolish enough to rear their heads and striking fear into the rest.
 
   Then, as quickly as it had started, the gunfire ceased and the scene calmed.  Flames crackled and metal creaked against the gasoline-stoked inferno.  The second of the primed cars remained relatively unscathed…but not for long, as its shirt-stuffed tank eventually transferred flame to fuel and it ignited in a second spectacular explosion.  Juanita’s panicked militia darted here and there, scrambling for shelter, their actions driven by hysteria and confusion.
 
   Those with the forethought to defend themselves, fired into empty buildings and deserted positions.  From thirty yards beyond the burning cars, a lone, wounded figure crawled from the driver’s window of the first truck’s wreckage.  Kim sat on his haunches and inspected the battlefield.  They had been crushed – in a matter of seconds they had been brutalized and mauled; nevertheless, they still had some fight in them.
 
   He wobbled to his feet and tried to holler above the chaotic melee of men and cacophony of discharging weapons.  It was clear whoever executed the ambush had won the skirmish and were gone.  Kim waded into the hapless scene, his stomach instantly retching at the sight of so many dismembered, bleeding out, and burning fighters.
 
   When he came to himself, he called his men and women to him.  “Drag the wounded to shelter – we’ll come for them later.  Everybody else saddle up – they can’t be far.”
 
   Moans, and a series of whimpering complaints, caught Kim’s attention and he fired a single gunshot straight into the air.  “Perhaps you didn’t hear me,” he screamed.  “Get ready to re-engage – NOW!”
 
   A block away, Niel and Scotty huddled at the rear of an old church building.  They greeted each new arrival with grateful appreciation.  Scotty counted heads, relieved when they were all accounted for.
 
   “Dumb luck,” Niel asserted.
 
   “No…brilliant plan,” Scotty disagreed.
 
   “Perhaps, but what now?” Niel asked, looking to his friends for suggestions.
 
   “We do it again,” Scotty finally piped in.
 
   Smiles swept from one sweaty face to the next, as they prepared to do just that.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 49
 
   The militia that had headed south eased to a stop several blocks from their intended target.  Pete sat in the lead vehicle; a modified Humvee with the doors removed and a military issue SAW (Squad Automatic Weapon) mounted on the roll bar.  The gun had been stripped from a National Guard unit about the same time Juanita acquired the Bradley.  A large box of linked ammunition hung from the weapon’s underbelly and a squatty soldier, with a shaved head, stood behind it.
 
   “I don’t like it,” Pete grumbled.  “Doesn’t feel right.”
 
   “You think they know we’re coming?” the driver asked.
 
   “Most likely.  There’s been enough gunfire throughout the valley…they must know something’s up,” Pete replied, thoughtfully.  Stepping from the Humvee, he stroked the week-old stubble at his chin and considered their next move.  The outline of the security post lay straight ahead.  He squinted to make out movement, shapes, anything that would give him an advantage.  Turning quickly, he strode to the three trailing vehicles.  At each he gave instructions to dismount and move ahead on foot.
 
   “Move out and stay sharp,” he ordered, returning to the Humvee, which then slowly crept forward.
 
   All eyes were on the houses lining the street.  The machine gunner pivoted the SAW back and forth, his shoulder pressed heavily into the gun’s stock.  He slowly sucked wind into his lungs through an open mouth, only to exhale it in quick, forceful blasts.  The rhythm so annoyed Pete that he finally grasped the gunner’s leg and told him to stop.
 
   Troopers split off and began clearing houses on either side of the roadway.  The Humvee kept pace, stopping to provide cover for those on the ground.  Building-by-building they secured the street, all the while creeping closer to their objective.  The first block proved to be clear and uneventful.  Pete thought perhaps he had been wrong, but the nagging feeling in his gut was still very much alive.
 
   At the next intersection, the layout turned from residential to commercial.  An old gas station sat dormant, its merchandise and fuel only a distant memory.  Dust swirled around a trio of rusting pumps and old cars sat up on blocks.  Pete signaled his men to advance cautiously; those on the left were to search the station while those on the right checked out a dilapidated, single-story motel.
 
   From the Humvee, which was parked in the center of the intersection, Pete waited for what he sensed was coming.  As the left-leaning squad neared the gas station, a torrent of accurate gunfire burst from the station’s rooftop.  Several of Pete’s people went down in the first hail of bullets, but the remainder returned fire instinctively and ran for cover.  The SAW gunner swiveled the machine gun sharply to his left and opened up on the station.  The steady stream of 5.56 ammo cut into the building’s facade, easily ripping through plaster and splintering wood.
 
   On the station’s rooftop a husband and wife, the survivalists, each took several rounds, dropping them away from the roof’s edge.  He was hit across the abdomen but was still able to crawl.  She was less fortunate, taking a barrage of shells to her legs and pelvis, immobilizing her where she lay.  Blood dripped from the corners of her mouth as she tried to convey the last of her earthly thoughts.
 
   She sputtered, her chest heaving in one final attempt to say, “I love you,” and then she was gone.  The man dragged himself to her and laid his head against hers.  Seconds later, a wild-eyed woman burst upon the scene.  She wore loose fitting fatigues, tightly laced boots and her hair was shaved to produce a streaming Mohawk that reached to her waist.
 
   Bounding to the couple, she leveled her weapon at their heads but did not immediately pull the trigger.  She paused, held her breath, and for a moment she felt their pain and their loss.  Kicking a nearby weapon aside, Juanita’s recruit knelt and touched the woman’s face.  There was no response.  She did the same to the male, who immediately opened his eyes when he felt her touch.
 
   Reflexively she withdrew her hand, jumped back, and grasped at her weapon.  Their eyes locked over the length of the barrel and he tried to speak.  Foamy, pink blood spilled over his tongue and ran down his chin and neck.  Though the words were slurred and nearly inaudible, the woman understood his pleas for help.  Certain he was no threat; she once again lowered the gun and knelt at his side.
 
   Slowly he tried to speak, but could not.  Spit gurgled in the back of his throat and she helped him tip his head to clear the mass.  Finally able to whisper, he said, “Finish me.”
 
   For an instant she imagined her siblings and where they might be.  They would be about the same age as the couple before her, but she’d not seen them in years.  In all likelihood they were dust, just like everyone else who had ever meant anything to her.  Taking the dying man’s hand she squeezed it once and laid it upon his chest.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, turning to walk away.  His sobs were weak but lasting, as she hustled away to rejoin the fight.  She no longer had the luxury of feeling or caring.  Her emotions had been useless baggage, left at the train station of life too long ago to remember, and too far away to retrieve.
 
   Gunfire and similar scenes played out all the way down the street.  Retreating Ward members fought with their last breaths to slow the advancing force, but in the end Juanita’s followers were triumphant.  Of The Ward, eight members lay dead or dying.  Pete’s group had fared no better, losing ten, including a dark haired woman with an unusual Mohawk.
 
   For the survivors, the day was not yet done.  There would be more pain, more death, and more soul-searching wonder.
 
   Pete mounted his troops, after stripping the corpses of their valuables, weapons, and water.  Engines roared to life, as the small convoy rushed from the carnage to rejoin Williams and what was left of her army.  Little did Pete know, Kim was among the dead, as well as every member of his unit.  Scotty and Niel had seen to their demise and were now cruising eastward through the city, desperately trying to reach The Alamo before it was too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 50
 
   The traitor’s bullet spun through the air, reaching its target before the rifle’s report sounded at the barricade.  Dude went down hard; the slug tossing his thin body like a discarded ragdoll to the ground.  The scene was suddenly shrouded in silence, at least for Jeff, who dropped to his friend’s side and covered his body with his own.  He looked to where the bullet must have originated and pointed, willing the destruction of whomever was there.
 
   Suddenly, as if the sniper’s bullet had been fired from a starter’s pistol, renewed gunfire rang out from positions to the east and west.  However, the clatter did not deter Cory from springing into action.  In an instant, he was beside Jeff, kneeling to protect his friends.  He scanned the opposing buildings, looking for any sign; any hint of the assassin…but there was none.  “How bad?” Cory yelled.
 
   “I don’t know.  Dude…Dude… can you hear me?” Jeff shouted.
 
   Panicked seconds later, Holly was there, wailing in high-pitched cries of despair.  “No…no…Dude…please, no.”
 
   Dude was motionless, his back to the earth, while a pool of blood formed beneath him.  Boob ripped at his friend’s shell-vest and shirt, peeling them back to reveal a small entrance wound below Dude’s right nipple.  Frothy blood wheezed from the hole, creating a sucking sound with each subtle rise of the boy’s chest.
 
   “He’s alive,” Jeff gratefully exclaimed, looking to see if there were any other wounds.
 
   “Where’s he hit?” Cory called, still shielding their location.
 
   “His chest…his right side,” Jeff replied.
 
   “Through and through?” Cory asked.
 
   “Looks like it.”
 
   “Rip up his shirt and pack the wound.  You’ll need to stop the blood as best you can before he’s moved,” Cory further instructed.  Jeff quickly did as he was told, fighting against impossible odds to save Dude’s life.
 
   Holly scooped Dude’s head into her lap, her tears splashing dirt from his face.  “Dude, don’t…don’t die.  Don’t you leave me…you hear me.”
 
   Slowly Dude’s eyes opened, as if an angel’s voice had summoned him from the dead and he tried to speak.  A string of incoherent, breathy cries trickled from his lips, quickly followed by a trail of blood-laced sputum.
 
   “What’s he saying?” Jeff asked, lowering himself to his friend’s lips.
 
   “I’m not sure, but we’ve got to get him to Remy,” Holly said, pleadingly.
 
   A moment later, Rod was there, his hand on Jeff’s shoulder.  “Come on, Son.  We’re ready to blow the barricade.  Get your friend to the infirmary.”
 
   “Holly, get your bike,” Jeff said, shifting his weight to pull Dude from the ground.  Rod reached in to assist but was stopped when Boob bawled, “I’ve got him.  I got him.  Holly, get your bike…now!”
 
   Rod nodded to Holly, and she scooted away.  Thereafter, Jeff hefted Dude into his arms and straddled the rear of the motorcycle.  It was a tight fit, but with Holly practically sitting atop the gas tank, the bike served as a fast and effective ambulance.
 
   “He’ll make it, Boob,” Cory called after them.  “I promise.”
 
   As the whine of Holly’s engine faded, the rise of another, more ominous noise, reared itself in the form of a roaring, thunderous charge, forcing Rod and Cory back to the barricade.
 
   “I knew it,” Rod shrieked.
 
   “Everybody away.  Get back…get back,” Cory barked, straining the limits of his vocal cords.  The others withdrew from the barricade and ran for their lives, but Cory did the opposite; climbing the oil-soaked bags to fire at the oncoming driver.  Lifting his weapon to avoid an ill-fated strike with a muzzle flash, he emptied his rifle at the marauding truck.  Shot after shot rang out, drawing incoming rounds from the Harvesters, but none scored.
 
   Seconds later the huge truck, sporting a mounted snow blade, plowed into the center of the barricade, sending Cory and debris flying.  The truck’s engine howled and screamed before it cranked a final time and groaned to silence.  Rod rushed to the vehicle’s cab and emptied a clip into the space.  Blood and gore painted the truck’s interior a ghastly hue of crimson death.  Precisely the ending Finn had envisioned for Marty and his singularly brutish companion, who had survived the collision but were no match for Rod’s deluge of lead.
 
   Standing on the truck’s running rail and looking through the breach, Rod witnessed a swarm of Harvesters mounting a charge.  Dozens of men and women flooded the street, scurrying to fill the void before The Ward could push them back.  Jumping down, Rod darted for Cory.  Though dazed and still trying to clear the cobwebs, he understood the gravity of their situation.
 
   “Time to go, Cory,” Rod hastily grunted, as he pulled him to his feet and they ambled away.  Stopping a short distance from the barricade, Rod slipped Farrell’s silver lighter from his pocket, snapped it open, and rolled the flint.  Fire immediately bounced from the wick, as Rod hurled it at the bags.
 
   Blue flames swirled with a mix of red and yellows, which spontaneously swept from one end of the barricade to the other, instantly engulfing everything in the midst.  Half-full barrels of gasoline erupted in a 30-foot wall of blazing petrol, which had the desired effect of keeping their attackers at bay.  Albeit Finn’s men, who had begun ascending the structure, were immediately enveloped and consumed, having nowhere to turn.
 
    “That’ll hold ’em for a minute, but it won’t be long before they find another way in.  Can you run?” Rod asked, already moving forward.
 
   “You know it,” Cory blared, passing Rod with a few long strides.
 
   The men ran full out, never bothering to look back at the result of their bonfire.
 
   “Cor, strengthen the northeast wall.  Hold them for as long as you can, and then fall back to the library and Old Main.  I’ll do the same to the west.”
 
   Pausing for a moment, Rod clutched at Cory’s elbow and his tone changed.  “You have to do me a favor.”
 
   “Anything…you know that,” Cory responded.
 
   “See to The Normals.  I don’t know who we’ve got left but look after my boy.”
 
   “No problem,” Cory replied, anticipating that was all that needed to be said.
 
   “Cor, I mean it.  You can’t leave his side.  So, if they have to escape The Alamo, I need you and Christine to go with them.  They’ll need some guidance…”
 
   “Rod, you’re talking crazy.  We’ll survive this bunch the way we have all the rest.  You’ll be around…”
 
   “Maybe,” Rod said, interjecting a final thought before they parted, “but just in case, you’ve got to give me your word.”
 
   Cory paused before nodding his understanding, thus accepting Rod’s terms.  “You know I will.  Be safe,” he shouted, as he peeled away and ran to the sound of gunfire.
 
   Rod did the same, veering west to sprint for another doomed barricade.  In his mind, he knew Old Main would be their last stand.  He could picture it now, fleeing Ward members rushing for an uncertain safety, while Harvesters were not far behind.  Their only hope would ultimately rest with Clark and what remained of The Ward’s resolve.
 
   * * *
 
   Out of Rod’s view, a humiliated Finn stomped and shouted orders to a confused rabble.  In time they would come to themselves and understand his words – “Half of you with me to the east, the rest of you to the west.  Kill them…kill them all!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 51
 
   Dark smoke, rising in great plumes near the old campus, was not well received by Niel and his small squad.  They had been fortunate, losing only one soldier while using their knowledge of streets and structures to vanquish their foe.  Yet now, racing against time and unforeseen obstacles, they made haste for the sanctuary of The Alamo and their defending friends.
 
   What should have been an easy, straight shot to the campus was hampered at every intersection by the prospect of another encounter with the enemy’s armored vehicle.  Together, crouched around the perimeter of the truck’s bed, the dangerously weary group of soldiers held their breath at each corner.  The truck would slow, creep forward, and when they were convinced it was clear, Niel would slam the accelerator to the floor and race for the next crossing.  They had been at it for far too long, each mile taking its toll in bruised ribs and soaring anxiety.
 
   The smoke’s appearance on the horizon was greeted with painful shouts of instant despair.  In the cab, Niel and Scotty were the first to detect the billowing columns.  “This is crap,” Niel exclaimed.  “Tell them to hold on.”
 
   To those riding in the rear, Scotty offered a quick command of caution as Niel plunged the truck through the remaining intersections without letting up on the gas.  Cracking, concrete gutters bounced and nearly extricated them all, but they somehow managed to hold on.  A block west of what was once a prestigious Mormon Temple, Scotty spotted Juanita and her troops.
 
   “Niel, it’s them.  They’re gathering at the temple.”
 
   “Just perfect,” Niel responded, sarcastically.  “Could you tell how many?”
 
   “No…you’re driving too fast.  Should we loop around to get a better look?”
 
   For an instant, Niel pulled his foot from the pedal and considered the query.  “Do you think they saw us?”
 
   “It’s likely…we’re making enough noise to wake the dead.”
 
   “Then screw it,” Niel replied, hammering the accelerator back to the floor.  “Hold on,” he yelled, for a final time.
 
   The last, few blocks passed in seconds.  At the bottom of a steep incline west of Old Main, Niel hung a quick left and roared down a shadowed roadway that led to a security checkpoint and home.  Warm, thankful cries welcomed the ‘cavalry’, as the gate swung wide and the truck rolled in.  The faces of frightened men and women lined the narrow street, which lead to a parking lot where Clark stood with his arms crossed over his heaving chest.  From the bell tower he had watched their progress and was anxious to hear their report.
 
   “Well, I’ll be…I was afraid you boys wouldn’t be coming back,” Clark said, shaking hands with the brothers.
 
   “You and me both,” Scotty quipped.  “What’s happening here?”
 
   “Doesn’t look good,” Clark was quick to point out.  “We’re trying to hold back a large force of Harvesters to the north.  You may have gathered that,” he continued, drawing their attention to the rising smoke.
 
   “Who’s up there?” Niel shot back.
 
   “Rod’s in charge, but Cory’s got his back.”
 
   “Losses?” Scotty questioned.
 
   “More than I’d like to say.  I don’t have exact numbers but they’ve hit us hard and fast.  I’ve got The Normals holding down Old Main but we could use your help,” Clark said, pulling his cap away to better shield his eyes.
 
   “Name it, but did you see what’s coming?” Niel asked.
 
   “You mean the group of killers collecting around the old temple?”
 
   “Yes,” Niel replied.
 
   “Yeah, I watched ’em roll up 2nd North.  I’m sure it’s Juanita Williams and her band of cutthroats.  We’ve known about her for some time and Ben warned us, but we never imagined she’d have so many.”
 
   “Did you get a load of her armored car?” Niel questioned.
 
   “Yeah, looks like an old Bradley.”
 
   “We ran into that little darlin’ up on the northern post – cut through us like butter and we lost Derek and Slim.”
 
   “We’ll have to stop it; that’s for sure,” Clark said, his brow wrinkling in a half dozen familiar lines.
 
   The brothers recognized Clark’s oft seen look of concern, but it was Niel who spoke next.  “Clark, have the others returned from the Southern Outpost yet?”
 
   “Nope, haven’t seen a soul but you and this lot,” Clark acknowledged.
 
   Niel’s gaze dropped to the ground and he sighed deeply.  “I was afraid of that.  We were lucky enough to take out a bunch that were sent to the west, but the others may not have fared as well.”
 
   Scotty followed up quickly with an important reminder.  “Luck had nothing to do with it.  We’re alive ’cause we had a plan and we executed it well.  Simple as that.”
 
   “Well, regardless, I’m glad you’re back,” Clark said, obviously relieved.  “Looks like you could use some ammo.  Hustle up to Old Main and resupply yourselves before we get hit again.”
 
   “Okay, where do you want us?” Scotty asked.
 
   “Take those that came with you and fill the trenches on the slopes below Old Main.  I’d expect them to hit us there or at least try to skirt the position.  Slow ’em down and we’ll provide support from just over your heads.”
 
   That’s comforting, Niel thought, imagining being trapped in a no-man’s land with fire coming from both directions.
 
   “Alright, we’ll…” Scotty began, but was quickly cut off by the sound of a woman calling their names.
 
   “Clark, Niel, Scotty…I’ve got…hold up…I’ve got these for you.”  Christine had emerged from around the corner of a nearby building, and was running with a small wooden crate in her arms.  “Hey…hey…you’re gonna want these,” she shouted, coming to an abrupt stop.
 
   “Ah, you found them,” Clark said, grinning.  He reached into the box and removed two HIT grenades, handing one to each of the brothers.  Returning to the crate, he seized one more and fixed it on his belt.
 
   “Well, not exactly.  I looked and couldn’t find them.  Godfrey had to get them for me.  That’s why I’m late,” Christine wheezed, still trying to catch her breath.
 
   “Better late than never,” a smiling Scotty noted.  “Clark, what about these?  Can they take out that…that…what did you call it…a Bradley?”
 
   “I surely hope so, boys.  I’m praying they can.”
 
   “Okay guys, I’m off to find Cory.  He’ll want one of these and I’ve only got a couple left,” Christine said, anxious to be on her way.
 
   “Watch yourself Christine, they’ve torched the northern barricade and that can only mean one thing,” Clark warned.
 
   “We’ll have visitors soon?” Christine jeered.
 
   “Exactly!  So, come on now, everybody to your positions,” Clark bellowed.
 
   Christine took a few hurried steps, stopped and picked the two remaining grenades from the crate, and then left it lying on the ground.  Freed from the burden of the awkward box, her steps doubled and she quickly vanished around a nearby corner.
 
    “Alright everyone, check your ammo – use your cover – and may God watch over us all,” Clark finished, before dashing back to the steps of Old Main.
 
   * * *
 
   Dr. Reynolds stood at the infirmary entrance; a solitary figure draped in a surgical apron that was splattered and gross.  His morning had been busy, tending to two accidental, self-inflicted gunshot wounds and a host of minor ailments.  The lack of wounded was never a good sign when the sounds of war were raging.  He imagined, and rightly so, limp bodies tossed aside at the battle’s front to make room for more imminent casualties.  Of the dead, he believed only God could help them now, but for the dying his heart ached to be there for them.  These were his friends, his family, and he had stared into too many blank, lifeless expressions to be left unscathed.
 
   Behind him, he listened to Godfrey nervously try to console a woman who had removed her big toe while holstering her sidearm.  The bullet had done most of the work, leaving Remy to just clean up and stop the bleeding.  She’d walk with a hobbled gate, but this morning a missing toe was the least of her worries.  The banter between the two carried on for a minute before the woman excused herself, thanked Reynolds, and pushed through the doorway.
 
   “She’s a bit frazzled, wouldn’t you say?” Whitcomb asked, coming to stand next to Remy.
 
   “Well, it’s not every day you accidentally remove one of your own appendages.”
 
   “Indeed,” Godfrey replied.  “I’m surprised we’ve not more wounded.  Maybe that’s a good thing.”
 
   “Perhaps.  There’s been a lull in the shooting, but I don’t believe it’s over,” Remy said, pushing the door open to better judge the raucous turmoil.  “Did you find what Christine was looking for?  She seemed determined.”
 
   “Yes…quite.  She was after the grenades I fashioned.  I only wish I could have found the time to make more.”
 
   “Well, based on our morning, I’m glad not everyone has access to those.  Who knows how many we’d be treating.”
 
   A moment passed with neither man speaking.  They looked across The Quad’s expanse, seeing, but not really taking in the rows of headstones or The Ward members rushing to and fro.  The friends cherished their relationship, both quite content to let thoughts swirl between them without uttering a sound.  However, today was different…today was quite possibly their last day…and they both knew it.
 
   “Are you scared?” Godfrey finally asked, taking a moment to clear his throat before he was able to complete the query.
 
   “Always,” Remy replied.
 
   “True, me too…but not so much of the fighting and killing…are you afraid of dying?” Godfrey inquired, not taking his eyes from the nearest tombstone.
 
   “Whitcomb, I’m tired…worn out.  There are days I’d welcome death just to get a few hours of uninterrupted sleep.”
 
   Godfrey smiled and nudged his weight against Remy for a second, setting him off balance.  “No seriously…does it scare you?  I mean what’s out there?”
 
   “I know…I know.  I’d be a fool to say I wasn’t scared.  Just listen to that chaos.  There’s a bunch of bloodthirsty heathens a few blocks away that would kill us and eat our livers before lunchtime.  But if you’re asking me if I’m ready to die today…under these circumstances…I’d say no.”
 
   “Me either.  The bishop, rest his soul, used to talk of heaven.  What do you think?”
 
   The doctor adjusted his weight and continued his fixed stare.  “Oh, I don’t know Godfrey.  I’d like to believe there’s more to us than dust, but I can’t say.  Still, I’ve seen things in this little hospital over the years that were nothing short of miraculous.  People have been healed when they were beyond my help, and others have died from the simplest of complications.  There’s no rhyme or reason to it.”
 
   Godfrey let the words resonate for a moment and responded; “God takes us at His bidding.  Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “Sometimes.  I believe that’s true.”
 
   “What will you do if they overrun us?” Godfrey inquired further.
 
   “I’ve tried not to think of it…just like I’ve endeavored to ignore it a hundred times before.  How about you?  You’ve obviously been giving it some thought.”
 
   “It troubles me that I may have the solution to our problem, literally tucked in my pants, and have no way to share the information with the world.  Be a shame to have our work destroyed after all these years.”
 
   “I’d agree.  If Rod and Clark initiate an escape plan…you should go.  Really…you should get away and try to help others overcome this madness.”
 
   “Not a very gallant proposal, as I see it.  I’m certainly not going to leave you here to fend for yourself while I run with my tail between my legs.”
 
   “Whoa…whoa…that’s not what I was implying.  I think it would be of value for you to survive…you know, for the greater good.”
 
   “Have I told you lately how tired I am of hearing that phrase…the greater good?  It’s a…a…what’s the American term?  Oh, ‘cop out’.”
 
   Hearing Godfrey use the slang brought a quick smile to Remy’s face, but it did not last.  “Well, I still think you should consider it.”
 
   “And I think…” Godfrey began, but was silenced when the doctor grabbed his arm and pulled him through the doorway.
 
   “That’s Holly.  Oh my, what’s happened?” Remy shouted.
 
   The next five minutes passed in a blur of heartfelt cries, muffled prayers, and determined actions.  Jeff carried Dude into the hospital and at the behest of a shaking Godfrey, laid his friend on a clean, metal gurney.  Reynolds busied himself at a washbasin, scrubbing his hands while shouting orders over his shoulder.
 
   “Godfrey, strip him down.  I’ll need better access.”
 
   “Right you are,” he yelled, in reply.
 
   “What can I do?  What can I do?” Holly shrieked, while circling the table.
 
   “Nothing at the moment.  Jeff, what happened?” Remy asked.
 
   “We were on our way back from the barricade and a sniper got him.  We think the bullet passed through – there was a lot of blood, Doc.”
 
   “Okay, you’ve done what you could.  Leave him with us.  We’ll take good care of him.”
 
   Jeff leaned over the gurney and was surprised to see Dude’s eyes open and his lips moving.  “Hey, he’s awake…he’s trying to talk.”
 
   “Come on, Jeff.  He needs to conserve his strength.  We’ll come for you when we’ve got him patched up.”
 
   “But Remy…will he make it?  He’s my…”
 
   “I know, Jeff.  If he’s as wiry as Cory says – he’ll survive,” Remy noted, assuring the boy’s friends.
 
   “Okay, we’ll be back.  Come on, Holly, let’s check with Clark and find my mom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 52
 
   The frown on Juanita’s face was evidence alone that her day had not gone as planned.  The Harvesters had spoiled the element of surprise, her Bradley was low on ammo, and to the west all was quiet.  Pete had already returned, striking a grim prediction of Kim’s status, which was further confirmed when a truck raced by, headed for The Ward’s stronghold.
 
   Pete was pleased with the job he’d done, destroying the southern outpost; yet Juanita was less than thrilled at the cost in lives and ammunition.  The two talked of their next move, paying close attention to the rise and fall of gunfire only a few blocks away.  Their conversation had taken them from the Temple’s entrance, to the parking lot, and back.  Williams’ followers anxiously talked amongst themselves; some prepped their weapons, while others mocked the edifice that towered over them.
 
   Before long, and with little encouragement, rocks were thrown through what remained of stained-glass windows, as bigoted, verbal taunts accompanied the mindless assault.  The actions, carried out by more than a few of her followers, ignited something primal within the woman and she lashed out.
 
   “Have you no shame?” she yelled.
 
   Standing like a schoolmarm at the front of an undisciplined classroom full of bullies, Williams scolded and chided them all.  The destruction of property her family once held dear had touched a nerve and she would not be easily consoled.  Such was the nature of a woman set on a future of power and wealth but still rooted in traditions of the past.
 
   As expected, her soldiers, both male and female, stared on, perplexed by the sudden outburst.  Were they not on their way to slaughter, maim, and likely consume the people who had relished in this Temple of God?
 
   “I will have your respect,” she demanded, her eyes flickering with rage.  “By all that I know and believe, we are destined to be the future.  You…me…all of us…together.  But,” she wailed, “we will not destroy the past.  The buildings, monuments, bones, and blood, will remain as a reminder of where we came from and what we’ve overcome.  The Ward stands in our way…not this temple.  Muster yourselves, your anger, and all your energies for one purpose, and one purpose only…to destroy The Ward.”
 
   A few whoops and hollers escaped the crowd as Juanita continued to rile up her troops.  “I will not be denied!  Do you hear me?  Lives have been lost this day…and they will not be in vain.  Blood has been spilt…but it will not go unavenged.  Normals have mocked us…but they will soon be under our knives.  This group here,” she said, pointing to encompass half of her whipped up warriors. “You come with me, we’ll be following the Bradley to take Old Main.  The rest of you join Pete to flank their position from the south.  Some of you will die – of that there is little doubt – but let it be known it was for the greater good.”
 
   As the words escaped her lips, she couldn’t help but smile, having gotten more mileage from the oft spoken phrase than she could remember.  Truly it would be for her greater good, and she would thank them for their sacrifice with a smirk and nod, as she traversed the battlefield and stepped on their cooling corpses.
 
   “Rally to my…our cause,” she hollered, before issuing a few last-minute orders to her lieutenants.  A sudden riotous escalation, from what she assumed to be Finn’s position, brought a grin to her lips and with a wave of her hand they were off.  In a matter of minutes, the Lord willing or not, The Ward would be theirs.  
 
   * * *
 
   On the other side of Old Main, opposite to where Niel and Scotty were making their stand, Jeff and Holly frantically looked for Allison.  Finding her amidst their friends and the new arrivals, they quickly shared all they’d seen and the devastating news of Dude’s injury.
 
   “Have you told his mom?” Allison pressed.
 
   “No.  We just delivered him to Dr. Reynolds and came right here,” Jeff touted.
 
   “Alright, fine.  I’ll get to her.  Have you seen your father?”
 
   “Yeah, he and Cory are trying to hold them at the north wall, but they’ve already had to burn the main barricade.”
 
   Allison shook her head in dismay, “I gathered that.  How many are we fighting up there?”
 
   “Too many…maybe 100 or more.  I can’t be sure.  Did you hear about Clayton?” he stammered, the words being choked by his emotions.
 
   “Sadly, yes.  We can’t think of that now.  I need your help,” Allison said, her thoughts suddenly turning to The Normals and their survival.  “Holly, help Brandi and her mom.  They’re in the last room on the left.  Boob, climb up to the bell tower and fill Clark in on what you know.”
 
   “Sure,” they responded.
 
   “Jeff, when he’s done with you get back down here and help strengthen this side of Old Main.  If what you’ve said is accurate, your dad, Cory, and a wall of Harvesters are going to come running across The Quad at any minute.  We must…” she began, her voice cracking.  “We must be prepared.  They can’t get to this building or we’re doomed.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be right back,” Jeff said, hugging Allison and Holly tightly before bolting away.
 
   Less than a minute later, Jeff announced his arrival at Old Main’s pinnacle with a pair of firm raps on the entrance door.  “Clark, it’s Jeff,” he shouted.
 
   “Let him in,” Clark said to a male sniper, who had taken Kirk’s place after he had fallen under the traitor’s knife.
 
   Entering the small turret, Jeff was instantly reminded of the phenomenal view afforded those stationed there.  “Wow, you really can see everything from up here,” he said, for a moment being taken aback by the beauty of the valley.
 
   “Sure enough.  Looks like you made it back from the barricade.  How’s your dad doing?” Clark asked, not taking his eyes from a large set of binoculars, which appeared welded to his face.
 
   “They’re doing their best to hold them back, but he thinks it’s futile.  There’s just too many of them,” Jeff reported.
 
   “That’s the same thing Holly said.  Sorry about Clayton, I know you were close.”
 
   “Thanks, and Dude got hit too.”
 
   “What?  I hadn’t heard.  Is he alive?” Clark inquired, again while remaining fixed on something that was holding his interest.
 
   “Yeah…at least for now.  The doctor and Whitcomb are looking after him.”
 
   “Well Jeff, he’s a tough little guy.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he outlived us all.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Jeff leaned over the bell tower’s lip and looked down on the people that were hunkered in the trench below.  They were motionless and appeared smaller than he knew them to be.  “Looks like you’re ready over here, but what are you looking at?  I thought our fight was with the Harvesters?”
 
   “And them,” Clark said, handing the binoculars to Jeff.  “That’s Juanita Williams and her following; the Harvesters are only a portion of her crew.  This bunch has been racing all over the city today, taking out checkpoints and killing our members.  Niel and Scotty…did you see them below?”  Jeff nodded his head but did not reply vocally.  “Well, they met up with them a couple of times and slowed them down, but it looks like they’re ready to finish us off.”
 
   “Or so they think,” Jeff noted.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “What’s that tank-like thing?  I can’t see it real well because of a tree, but that doesn’t look good.”
 
   “I think it’s a Bradley Fighting Vehicle.  The army used them years ago and Juanita has somehow managed to get her hands on one.  Here Jeff, give me those back.  Looks like they’re loading up.”
 
   Clark took back the device, confirmed what he’d suspected, and leaned over the rail to shout at those below, “They’re on the move.”  Turning back to Jeff, Clark placed a rough, calloused hand on his shoulder and spoke.  “I’m guessing your dad has already filled you in, but I just want us to be on the same page.  If things go awry and we can’t beat them back, I’m trusting you to do the right thing, for yourself, and the other Normals.”
 
   “I don’t like it, but I’ve promised my dad.  I’ll see to it they get away,” Jeff replied.
 
   “That’s good.  Now, get down to the main floor and cover The Quad.”  As Jeff turned to leave, Clark looked back down the hill and called for Jeff to wait.  “Cancel that, Jeff.  They’ve split their force and half are coming up the canyon road.  Take some of the defenders from the main floor and swing south.  We can’t let them flank us.  There are a few sharpshooters in the science building but they won’t be enough.”
 
   “Yes Sir.”
 
   “Jeff,” Clark emphasized, “you can’t let them flank us.  If they do, we’re through.”
 
   “They won’t…we’ll see to it.”
 
   * * *
 
   “They’re on the move,” the Mickelson’s heard, as it was shouted from the bell tower.  A moment later Clark clarified his first assessment, notifying his defenders that half the attackers were traveling the canyon road and would likely try to flank their position.
 
   On the ground, surrounded chest deep in clay, Niel and Scotty prepared for the onslaught.  They held the center of the trenched line, while a handful of faithful friends were stretched along the defensive, earthen channel.  Those who were comforted by prayer had already communed with God and said their peace.  The rest, whether they realized it or not, were whispering their own prayer-like thoughts to anyone, or anything, that had power to help them.
 
   “Niel,” Scotty whispered.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You’ve been a good brother.  I just wanted you to know.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’ll let you elaborate on that when we’re done with this rabble.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Scotty replied, and then grasping Niel’s arm he continued, “I mean it.”
 
   “I know you do,” Niel responded.  “I’m glad you’re here with me.  Mom and Dad would have wanted us to be together.”
 
   From their station, the brothers looked down a modest incline leading to a small rock wall and perimeter chain-link fence near the bottom.  Boulders and wooden beams were scattered about the hillside, anchored and designed to keep vehicles from encroaching, while trying to minimize protective cover for advancing enemies.
 
   The grinding of hardened metal tracks against pavement was the first indication that the time had arrived.  “Keep your heads down,” Niel shouted, waving his hands for those who could not hear his voice.
 
   “You ready?” Niel asked his brother.
 
   “Ready or not, I’m afraid we’ve no choice.”
 
   “Stay focused and we’ll get through this.”
 
   “Yeah, will do,” Scotty confirmed.
 
   “Hey, little brother, if this is the last…you know…the end, I just want to say I love you.”
 
   “Oh, so now you pick the time to get sappy.  I owe you more than I can say, but like you said, we’ll talk about it after this is over,” Scott said, pointing his index finger to show they were no longer alone.  “Here they come.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 53
 
   “Conserve your ammo!  Only shoot at what you can hit,” Rod screamed to his company of Ward members, who were still holding the northwest access point.  The fighting had turned from sporadic to violently intense in just a matter of minutes.  It was obvious to Rod and the others that the Harvesters were intent on fracturing their defensive ring.
 
   Rod’s team of 20, made up of men and women of all ages, had not seen reinforcements for several minutes, and he knew they were on their own.  His mind kept shouting ‘retreat’, but with each wave they repelled, he was reminded of the role they played.  He, along with Cory’s group were thumbs in the dike of what would become an overwhelming torrent of bloodthirsty savages if they were allowed to enter.
 
   “Keep them back…we’ve got to hold,” Rod further exclaimed, as he tried to unify his defenders.
 
   A wide road stretched between the two warring factions; Rod’s people crouched behind sandbags and concrete walls, while Finn’s Harvesters used the landscape and a two-story dormitory from which to shoot.  Some of the more fearless killers had charged the checkpoint more than once, but had been brutally rebuffed.
 
   “I’m out,” a woman to Rod’s left screamed.  “Who’s got a mag?”  When no one responded, she jerked a 9mm handgun from her waist and continued to fire.
 
   A moment later, another cry went up, again someone running low on lead.  Their plea was answered with a Harvester’s bullet when they moved to retrieve a bandolier from a dead friend.  The defender died instantly, his skull shattered and lifeblood spent.  In less than a heartbeat another of Rod’s people went down, this time two quick slugs moved them to the afterlife.
 
   “They’re on the roof!  Rod, they’re on the roof,” a gray-bearded man hollered, pointing to the dormitory across the street.
 
   “Good,” Rod replied, dashing to a locked metal box hanging out of harm’s way on a cement wall.  Pulling a small brass key from his pocket, he released the lock and swung a hinged plate out of his way.  A single toggle switch was revealed, which he immediately engaged.  The action completed a circuit, which ran from a series of automotive batteries, across the street, up a wall, to several dozen sticks of old, mining dynamite.  They had been hidden in anticipation of just such an event.
 
   The explosion was deafening, launching brick, mortar, and body parts into the air.  Before the realization of what had just happened could settle in, Rod scurried about his team, commanding them to retreat.  So, under an abrasive shower of grit and blood, his people pulled back.  It was a controlled retreat, covering one another, until the first signs of a Harvester tidal wave hit their checkpoint.  They washed over the barricade like a waterfall, taking up firing positions amongst The Ward’s abandoned defensive structures.
 
   Rod did his best to control his team, but it was no use.  The dam had been broken and his people ran for their lives.  “Stand…fight!” he roared, but his call fell on deaf ears.
 
   The sight of Ward members, fleeing with abandon, heightened the Harvester’s resolve and almost instantly they deserted the sandbags and gave chase.  Rod held his ground behind a small wooden fence and fired into their ranks.  Harvesters dropped, one here, another there, as Rod matched their footsteps with tumbling lead.  At fifty yards their hurried advance stalled and they scrambled for cover.  A number of their comrades lay behind them, some wounded and still firing at Rod’s position, while others twitched in the last throes of death.
 
   Rod dropped to his behind, propping his back against the sheltering fence.  Ahead he could see the last of his team round a corner leading them back to The Quad.  They’ll make a stand, he thought and hoped.  Upon his lap his rifle lay; hot, smoking, and completely empty.  Bullets ripped into the opposite side of the fence, each thud a deadly, unwelcome reminder.  Pulling his sidearm, he checked the clip before slinging his rifle over his shoulder.  He knelt, closed his eyes briefly, and prepared to run.  At his belt, he retrieved a fresh pistol clip and clutched it tightly, knowing it would be needed in seconds.
 
   Leaning to his left, Rod peeked beyond the fence to see five wary Harvesters creeping toward him.  He fired six quick shots, striking one of the assailants and flattening the rest to the earth.  Okay, okay, he thought.  It’s now or never.
 
   Across the expanse of sidewalks and dying sod, Finn lay amongst the five men.  “He’s out of ammo.  He’s down to using his pistol,” he grunted.  “Let’s move.”
 
   Crouching and giving one final look over the fence, Rod saw the Harvesters crawling to reach him.  Suddenly he pushed himself away and ran; his back arched and head ducked.  To his rear a shout of “Catch him” spurred him on.  Bullets nipped at his heels and cut past his head, eventually forcing him to respond.  Spinning and dropping to a knee, Rod fired the remainder of his clip at three rushing attackers, again hitting one, but not slowing the others.  Ejecting his spent clip, he slammed the other one home, but before he could reacquire the targets, a salvo of bullets cut them down.
 
   The unexpected eruption of gunfire was surprising but gladly received.  More shots rang out as Cory and his remaining units volleyed with the Harvesters, who had hastened to find shelter.  Finn had watched his small, advance party go down and was relieved he had stayed behind, his belly glued to the ground.  At a distance of 50 to 75 yards away, a small contingent of Ward members were running, cutting across the landscape and firing from their hips.  The Harvester instinctively covered his head with his arms, which would have done little to protect him, but he remained unharmed nevertheless.
 
   “Good timing?” Cory shouted to Rod, as he ran past him.
 
   “Perfect!” Rod countered.
 
   “Come on, everybody back to The Alamo,” Cory screamed, quite cognizant of an equally large number of Harvesters on his tail, certainly equal to those that had rooted Rod’s group from their fortifications.
 
   Hidden behind a rusted, unused trash collector, the traitor casually watched the battle play out before him.  Random bullets ricocheted off the large, blue container, which would have caused a lesser man to flinch but he stared on…unfazed.  For a moment he’d considered intervening to take Rod’s life, but Cory’s heroic save had negated his thoughts.
 
   In the melee and confusion of battle, the mole had stripped a corpse and updated his appearance.  His face was clean and shadowed by a wide-brimmed USU baseball hat, the colors of which were vibrant, but splattered with dense droplets of coagulated blood.  He’d draped his ammo belt over a bullet-riddled denim shirt, which had replaced his own.
 
   Several minutes before, his hiding place had been shielded from Rod’s team as they’d hurried past, however, his intent now was far different.  He curled himself behind the bin and listened.  Rapid footfalls sprinted by…Rod, Cory, he imagined.  Sensing the entire troop was beyond his location; he suddenly bolted from the shadows and fell in behind the last of the fleeing Ward members.  He glanced back but once, taking in a coalescing wall of ragged Harvesters.  Matching the cadence of those that were making their escape, the mole blended with and then elusively rejoined The Ward.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 54
 
   The thought of Dude, struggling to communicate, plagued Jeff, who along with a dozen others lay in wait to ambush Williams’ flanking force.  He reached to his face and ran a finger along his still raw jawline.  The wound no longer oozed but ached continuously; something he hoped would go away in time.  Yet, if he could, he would trade places with Dude in a heartbeat.
 
   The people arrayed with Jeff knelt behind a rock wall that ran along the crest of the campus’ south-facing slopes.  Behind them the science building – home of Godfrey’s experiments – loomed three stories tall and was set back 20 yards.  A small platoon of Ward members leered from behind sandbagged windows on the upper most floors.  Armed with scoped deer-hunting rifles, they were proficient to well beyond 100 yards, a distance that would not be needed today.
 
   The canyon road, which ran at the base of the hill, was close enough to sling rocks, but it was so steeply angled that firing on it posed an immediate problem for those in the building.  Jeff and his team would have an easier time, however, to shoot from their position meant exposing themselves each time they aimed to fire.  Fortunately for Pete’s command, the pitch was sufficient to provide shelter for those foolhardy enough to scale its incline, but the climb was arduous and slow: neither of which would be welcomed while those above were trying to prevent their ascent.
 
   Down the hill and to the right, near the parking lot where Mel had been killed, Bubley had masterminded a barrier to prevent any vehicle from using the canyon road.  Large iron beams extended across the roadway, welded at either end and cemented in place.  It would take days, or perhaps weeks, for a well-trained construction crew to clear the way.  Juanita’s forces would be on foot beyond that point, a tactic that favored The Ward but guaranteed nothing.
 
   “Don’t shoot ’til the snipers open up,” Jeff whispered to the woman closest to him.  He motioned for her to pass the instruction on, which she readily did.
 
    In the course of moving Dude, and rounding up help to blunt the enemy assault, Jeff had returned Holly’s rifle and retrieved his own.  Allison had the forethought to bring it, and every other weapon they owned, when she’d left their home earlier in the day.  The smell of fresh gun oil somehow seemed to calm his nerves and made him think of Rod.  The hours of training, shooting, assembling, and disassembling, had all led to this moment, as if his father had seen this very day.  Rod’s calm, assuring voice was suddenly in Jeff’s head, speaking to him, reminding him of the things they valued most: honor, duty, family, and God.
 
   Across the way, and beyond Jeff’s ability to make reason of the calls, panicked commands were being issued against a backdrop of erupting gunfire.  To the west, precisely where Jeff had seen Niel and Scotty, all hell had broken loose.  Machine-gun fire was chirping away at a pace Jeff found hard to believe.  Likewise, the sharpshooters, who had relocated themselves to the library, were obviously engaging targets to the north.  The variation in pitch and staccato made it clear they were firing indiscriminately into the Harvesters they had encountered near the cemetery.
 
   Just as Boob was second-guessing his orders to secure the flank, thinking they’d changed plans, a pair of scouting sentries rounded the canyon’s bend and cautiously proceeded up the road.  The woman to his right started to raise her barrel over the wall, but a gentle hand laid on her shoulder gave her pause and she waited.  The scouts moved with stealth, hugging the natural curve of the hill’s contour.  Finally, after silently reaching a position directly below the science building, they halted and spoke briefly in hushed tones.
 
   Suddenly one of them bolted away, while the other scanned the hillside for signs of life.  Fortunately, the defenders were well hidden and had the wherewithal to remain out of sight.  Moments later, and as the shooting near The Quad intensified, a sizeable force hustled around the lower bend and began jogging up the roadway.  Jeff peered through a narrow crack in the wall and estimated the intruders to number approximately 40 heavily armed men and women.  They moved with determined strides, appearing to be more organized and prepared than the chaotic Harvesters had been.
 
   A single man led the party, gesturing with hand signals to move his units to assault positions along the hill.  Still Jeff and the balance of The Ward’s force held their fire.  Patiently they waited, each warrior holding their breath and clutching their weapons like instruments of salvation.
 
   Through Jeff’s narrow, visual avenue, he watched the attackers stop.  The few that were visible went prone against the hill’s surface and appeared to be waiting for something to happen.  An instant panic began to rise amongst those kneeling behind the wall, but they had virtually no time to consider their plight as a lone, well-tossed, concussion grenade peaked just above their position and fell to the earth.  The device exploded 20 yards to Jeff’s right, throwing four defenders back from the wall.
 
   Seconds later, a mad scramble began up the hill.  Pete urged his troops on but he was the first to die.  A sniper, itching to see first blood, lined crosshairs on the leader’s chest and launched a 150-grain, 270 slug into the man’s heart.  He went end-over-end down the hill until his corpse came to rest on the sidewalk below.
 
   Sensing the time was now theirs, Jeff and those that were capable of engaging the enemy, rose up and began shooting into their ranks.  Several went down in the first volley, but it went both ways.  The fire from the hillside was withering, taking many Ward members and thinning their numbers.  Yet the snipers, stationed over their heads, kept the attackers pinned down…at least for the moment.
 
   Jeff popped up and fired a quick burst and then dropped back to the wall’s base.  Crawling, he went from one Ward member to the next, assessing who was hurt, dead, or out of the fight.  He offered words of encouragement, his age no longer a barrier to getting the job done.
 
   “We’ve got to drive them back,” he exclaimed, once again rising to fire another burst.  At the end of the line, he spun and reversed course, his heart heavy with so many gone and the fight far from over.  We’ll never hold…we’ll…  Suddenly, a voice he recognized called his name and he felt instantly renewed.
 
   “Need some help,” Cory shouted, as he tumbled to a stop at the boy’s knees.  His wife, and two others who had run with him from the eastern barricade, quickly joined the fight.  Not waiting for a reply and taking Jeff’s stunned reaction as a yes, the new arrivals rose above the fence and scattered the hillside with lead.  “Looks like we’re badly outnumbered,” Cory blurted out, when he dropped back to Jeff’s side.
 
   “You think?” Jeff said, sarcastically.  “We can’t hold them.”
 
   “Agreed, but I’ve got something that’ll set ’em back on their heels.”
 
   Taking the lone HIT provided by Christine, Cory motioned for those around him to get down.  “Once this detonates, get back to the science building.  We’ll take them as they try to clear this wall.”
 
   “Okay, let ’er fly,” Jeff hissed.
 
   Two seconds later, the primed grenade was lobbed from behind the wall to land just beyond the crest of the hill.  The blast released a cyclone of flame and molten gel, igniting everything within a 15-yard radius.  The flesh and bone of those at the core of the explosion were incinerated in seconds.  Many others were splashed with remnants of the white-hot liquid and retreated, desperate to rid themselves of the intense pain.  As expected, the hillside was instantly aglow with burning debris and flaming human remains, giving Cory, Jeff, Christine, and the rest time to fall back.
 
   * * *
 
   The hellish sounds of battle were neither new nor fearsome for Allison.  Long ago she had resolved to live well in times of peace, to fight gallantly in the face of evil, and to die without remorse, should angels call her name.  All around her, she knew what was happening – men and women were dying for a cause.  Whether right or wrong, just or unjust, they battled for survival, killing in the name of an ideology or simply to see another day.
 
   Allison had often been perplexed by the behavior of those who had survived the war so many years ago.  At a time when they should have been rebuilding communities and families, their energies were thrust into merely staying alive…and she was tired.  Were it not for Rod and Jeff her hopes of a brighter future would have been consumed long ago, but in them she saw a prospect worth fighting for…even unto death.
 
   To her left, two frightened Normals, a boy and girl, monitored The Quad from an open window, their rifles pulled tightly to their shoulders and fingers nervously stroking the triggers.  Neither spoke, at least not at the moment, but when they did it was in short, blunt sentences; an obvious sign their insides were entangled in an ominous free-for-all.  As Allison leaned to assure them, the boy pulled himself from the window and puked at their feet.
 
   “It’s alright,” Allison said.  “Don’t worry about it.  We’re all nervous.”
 
   The boy nodded his appreciation and leaned back into his rifle.  “Hey, what’s that?” he called, pointing across The Quad to an open gap near the library.
 
   Allison turned her attention back to the east, never fully letting go of the imagery she envisioned to the west.  Before her, at no more than 150 yards, a small group of armed Ward members had streamed through the opening and were racing for cover.  At the front she saw Rod and Cory, their movements easily recognizable to one who had memorized everything about the two men.  Halfway across the grassed arena, Christine joined them and a hurried discussion sent Cory, along with his wife and a few followers, to an area near the science building.  Rod carried on toward Old Main, leaving those behind him to seek locations from which they could engage the pursuing Harvesters.
 
   For a moment, Allison watched, anxious to bolt from her position to greet Rod.  She desperately needed to hold him, touch him, and kiss him, perhaps one last time.  She noted how the barricade survivors paired up, two-by-two, to seek cover…all but one.  Strangely, the last, lagging individual paused near the library’s entrance and looked around, as if looking for someone or something.  An instant later he darted for the library doors and disappeared inside.  She’d seen him before, of that she was quite certain, but something was different and it didn’t sit well with her.
 
   The image of the capped guardsman rested heavily on her, as she ran from the room to greet Rod at the northern entrance.  He was visibly drawn and overcome with emotional fatigue.  Sweat blistered from every pore, attracting dust, smoke, and the smell of battle – he reeked.  However, it didn’t deter Allison from clutching him to her, making them one.  She kissed his cheeks before holding his face in her hands to stare into his eyes.  For an instant, they communicated soul-to-soul, their hearts knowing what the other was feeling.
 
   “The Normals, where are they?” Rod asked.
 
   “Here mostly – some are with Jeff by the science building.”
 
   “It’s bad, Allison…real bad.  We just don’t have the numbers.  How’s it going here?”
 
   “Well, you can hear for yourself.  Clark is holding them back, but we’re losing a lot of friends.”
 
   Suddenly an explosive clap drew their attention to Jeff and those defending the southern flank.  “What in the world was that?” Allison squealed.
 
   “Cory must have used his grenade.  Okay Hon, I’ve got to get to Clark.  I’ll come to you when I can…stay alive!”
 
   “I’ll try…but hold up a sec, what about the ladies in the library?  I saw them run in – we can’t just leave them there.”
 
   “Allison, in a minute or two, Harvesters will make their way to The Quad.  Those women are all that’s holding them back.  We’ve got to form some sort of counter attack…or we’re done.”
 
   “I know…but what chance have they got?”
 
   Pausing, Rod considered the question and answered, “Likely none.  Alright, get to them and order a retreat.”
 
   “Okay, I’m on it.  Be safe.”
 
   Planting a quick kiss on Rod’s filthy face, Allison lurched away and sped for the library, calling for a male sentry to accompany her.  She flew down Old Main’s outer steps, but stopped, suddenly enlightened to the unknown man’s identity.  Even with his face shadowed, she knew who he was and turned, yelling Rod’s name.
 
   “Rod, was Egan with you at the barricade?”  The query went unanswered, Rod having passed through the doors, leaving Allison and the sentry alone.  A myriad of possibilities quickly vaulted through Allison’s mind, leaving her with one final, all-consuming conclusion – he’s the traitor!
 
   “Oh no, Egan’s the killer!” she snapped, whipping her rifle forward.  “Come on, there’s no time – the snipers – we’ve got to warn them.”  Together the two hustled past headstones and other obstacles as they sprinted ahead – Allison still picturing the man in question.  How can it be, she wondered.  He’s dead.
 
   Across the way, sneaking from one room to the next, the traitor looked for unsuspecting victims.  He walked with a confidence unique to himself, assured the chaos had shrouded him in obscurity.  At his side he held a bloodied knife, a mere sign of the day’s events…however, the trailing droplets were fresh, lifted from a woman just seconds before.  She had stood in his way, only briefly, before he’d snapped her neck and severed her carotid.  The killing was pathetic but necessary…now, on to the rest.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 55
 
   As if time had backpedaled a 100 years, the sloped terrain protecting Old Main began to take on the haunting likeness of Vimy Ridge, Gallipoli, or any number of tragic battlefields.  Bodies lay crumpled and dying at the bottom of a miserable trench, men and women screamed for help when limbs had been blown away, and the tide of battle was stagnant, neither side budging from their resolve.
 
   The BFV had easily rolled from the asphalt street to the hillside, but it was seemingly mortared in place; stopped by The Ward’s ingenious defenses.  The crew raked the trench and side of Old Main with a relentless stream of machine-gun fire, only scaling back for fear of running dry and angering Williams.  The cannon had yet to fire: the rounds they had left were insurance against any unforeseen circumstances that would warrant a bit more firepower.  Juanita had been very clear on that point, but if they could have heard her bellowing from her position well behind them, they would have smashed through the remaining defenses using every means necessary.
 
   The Ward’s resistance was hardened and fast, much beyond what Lady Williams had anticipated.  The collection of farmers, housewives, and Normals were proving to be more formidable than once thought.  However, she would still have her way with them, as her militia used sheer numbers in an attempt to root out their entrenched enemy.
 
   From the upper window of a historically significant home, Juanita beheld her own Armageddon.  In the first few minutes of the conflict, stray bullets had pierced and cracked the building’s ancient glass windows, forcing Juanita to retreat behind some old furniture.  The view was less dramatic, but still functional.  Watching the idiots trying to maneuver the Bradley had initially irritated the woman, but as more of her troops fell, the simmering anger was pushed to a boiling rage.
 
   “You morons,” she shouted, even though she was quite certain they were unable to hear her outburst.  “Use the cannon…use the cannon,” she screamed.  Finally exasperated and out of breath, she motioned to her assistant.  “Get to those imbeciles and tell them to use the cannon.  Use it to clear a path through that crap and kill whoever’s left in the trench.”
 
   Somewhat taken aback by the request, the man, who was average in every way, stuttered a quaking reply, “You want me to go out there?”  Some time before, the once affable bartender had volunteered to serve as Lady Williams’ assistant, anticipating there would be no gunplay, no putting his life on the line, and no death.  From her response he had obviously been wrong.
 
   “What did I just say?” she shrieked, pulling her pistol and aiming it at his head.  “Does this clarify things for you?”
 
   “Yes…Ma’am.  I’ll get right on it,” he replied, shaking.
 
   In the time it took him to fly down the steps of the old building, his mind had been made up.  Running for all he was worth, he crashed from the backdoor, over a rickety fence, and disappeared into the once quiet neighborhood.
 
   From her perch, Juanita watched and waited.  When he didn’t show in the allotted time, her blood pressure peaked and she ran screaming from the room.  A string of expletives, sure to make a biker blush, spilled from her mouth as she exited her protective lair.  Grabbing two men positioned behind an angled truck, she gave the same instructions she’d spelled out only moments before.  They looked at one another, and then the pistol leveled at their midsections and nodded their understanding.
 
   “You’ll be safe if you come up from behind.  When you get to the hatch, beat on it until they lower it for you.  I want that Bradley moving in the next five minutes or I’ll gut the two of you myself.”
 
   The men stared at their commander; their eyes suddenly glassed over and jaws slack.  The look gave Juanita pause, and she continued.  “What are you waiting for?  Get going.”  In an effort to punctuate the full import of her order, she lowered her pistol and fired two quick shots between the men, the shells sparking rocks at their feet.  In a wild panic, they stumbled from her presence and ran for the hill.  On either side of them militia members renewed their assault, filling the air with spinning lead.
 
   “Finally,” Juanita said, “looks like we might get somewhere.”
 
   And indeed they were.  Finn was pressing steadily forward, taking moderate losses from sharpshooters positioned in the library but his Harvesters were closing on The Quad.  His people had managed to infiltrate some of the neighboring buildings and were suppressing the riflemen from there.  Yet, even as they did, an ally was assisting them from within, sliding from one hidden, gunnery position to the next, cutting throats and killing without mercy.  However the feat was being accomplished, Finn could have cared less, but he was thrilled the guns were being silenced.
 
   A short distance away, Pete’s platoon had left a half-dozen burning corpses behind and swarmed over the hill’s crest.  Huddled there, they continued their assault, taking up places of cover on the opposite side of the wall from which Cory had lobbed the grenade.  So determined were they to quash The Ward that even the wounded and injured were scurrying to rejoin the fight.  Some fought out of loyalty for Pete but most understood a bullet from a ‘friend’ was just as deadly as from a foe, and they knew Juanita’s penchant for rewarding those that strayed.
 
   As firefights raged on three fronts, enmity grew and loathing prevailed, giving rise to outlandish acts of heroism and cruelty…on both sides.  Women wept for the loss of lovers, while others sacrificed themselves to save a friend.  Before long, battle-lines would touch and the ring would be complete; encircling The Ward with no avenue of escape – exactly as Ms. Williams had seen it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 56
 
   From the corner of his eye, Jeff noted Allison and a single sentry sprint across The Quad and enter the library.  For a moment he thought it odd but had no further time to consider the action, as live rounds began chipping away at the brick to his front.
 
   “They’re at the wall,” Jeff yelled, warning those who were scrambling for whatever cover they could find.
 
   Cory lay a short distance away, the base of a flagpole shielding him from enemy fire.  His rifle continued to quell any notion of a full frontal assault, but it would not be long before his, and everyone else’s, ammo ran low.  Jeff dropped to a knee and quickly peeked around the corner of the science building.  As he’d thought, assailants were skirting away from the wall and running for the protective cover of the nearby buildings.  Entrance to such would be impossible, as the windows and doors had been permanently blocked years ago, but soon they would be fighting combatants on all sides, a fight The Ward would surely lose.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he stood, swept his rifle around the corner and aimed at two men bolting away from the wall.  Jeff fired two well-controlled bursts…dropping both attackers, but as quickly as he did a swell of gunfire crashed around him, forcing him to hide.
 
   “What do we do?” Christine shouted.
 
   Not answering her query directly, Jeff cupped his mouth and yelled at Cory, “We need to get the snipers over to Old Main.”  He had to repeat the call three times before Cory was able to decipher the request, but gave thumbs up when he had.
 
   “Christine, get to the snipers and have them fall back to Old Main.  Cory can keep them pinned down here and I’ll get to the other end of the building.  I’m afraid they’re making their way around us…again.”
 
   “Okay…I’ll warn them,” Christine replied, taking no time to question or discuss the order further.
 
   As quickly as Jeff and Christine vacated the edge of the building, another Ward member filled the spot and began firing on the wall.  Running stride-for-stride they hit the science building’s entrance and Christine bolted inside.  Jeff continued on, racing full out to secure the eastern edge of the building.
 
   Twenty feet from his destination, he was surprised to see a woman step around the corner.  She held a small, 9mm pistol-machine-gun in one hand and a large knife in the other.  Pulling the trigger on the weapon, the woman struggled to keep the muzzle in check and slugs skipped across the ground, past Jeff, and into the air.  Jeff dove and rolled, knowing he had no time to bring his own rifle to bear.  He tumbled, rolling in a somersault until his momentum carried him into the equally stunned woman.
 
   They collided with enough force to knock the wind, and pistol, from the woman.  Entangled, and more than a little startled, the pair wasn’t quite sure how to proceed.  However, the woman was a scrapper and instinctively began slashing at Jeff with the blade.  The first pass landed on Jeff’s upper arm, slicing through fabric and several layer of skin.  She recoiled and tried again, but Jeff launched his own attack, smashing his forehead into her face and crushing her nose.
 
   Suddenly dirt kicked up at their side, drawing Boob’s attention back to the corner.  A man had come upon them and was desperately trying to hit Jeff without harming the woman.  Underneath him, Jeff felt her squirm; she was fazed but still in the fight.  Holding her tightly, and pushing the blade aside, he rolled sideways, giving the shooter only one view.  The shift was quick enough that a pair of slugs, intended for Jeff, struck the woman in the back and she went slack.  Jeff grappled with his own weapon, and using her body as a protective shield, danced a burst up the man’s groin to his chest, knocking him backwards and out of sight beyond the building’s edge.
 
   Before pushing himself away from the woman, Jeff looked at her face, expecting to see evil somehow written there…but he saw none.  Had she not been trying to kill him, he could just as easily seen her as a Ward member or friend.  Still, it was what it was; kill or be killed and God would sort out the good and evil of it all later.
 
   Lying close to where he had originally fallen and using the still, warm corpse as a shield, Jeff covered Christine and the snipers as they hurried from the building.  He counted as they went, wondering how many lay dead at their posts: three…four…five…only five made it.  Boob watched the other defenders abandon their positions, falling in behind Christine, as they ran for the relative safety of Old Main.  Alone, he and Cory stood against a tide of rushing attackers, bent on their destruction…and then he saw them.
 
   Packing extra ammo belts, Rod and Clark were moving to their position.  At the flagpole, Clark dropped alongside Cory and clawed into Juanita’s force with renewed vigor.  Rod continued on, not stopping until he rolled up against Jeff and readied himself for a fight.
 
   “Take this,” Rod said, tossing Jeff a full bandolier.
 
   “Thanks, I was wondering what I was gonna do.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”  After a short pause, Rod continued,  “Jeff, it’s time.”
 
   “Time?” Jeff replied.
 
   “We’re getting The Normals back to Old Main and you’ll use the tunnel to get to your bikes and escape.”
 
   Tears immediately filled Jeff’s eyes, but he knew an argument now would be no good for anyone.  “What about Dude?”
 
   “That’s why we’re here.  Clark will hold Cory’s position so he can help us get Remy, Godfrey, and anybody that can move out of the hospital.”
 
   “Including Dude…right?”
 
   “If he can move.”
 
   “Dad, I’m not leaving Dude…I can’t.”
 
   “You’ll do what you have to do, Son.  If that means leaving Dude behind…you’ll do it.”
 
   Jeff’s head hung low, his forehead resting on his rifle’s breach.  “I…”
 
   Suddenly Rod fired a stream of shells from his assault rifle, stopping an intruder but not killing him.  “We’ve no time to waste.  I’ll cover the corner…when Cory get’s here run like hell to the infirmary and get them out.  There’s no time.”  Letting lose another burst at the corner, Rod looked to see Cory dashing to their position.  “Here he comes.  Move Jeff…go on…I’ll cover you.”
 
   Jumping to his feet, Cory steadied him and they sprang ahead, firing their weapons from the hip as they cleared the science building.  A single assailant went down, totally shocked by the brazen attack.  Plunging ahead, Cory and Jeff reached the hospital doors to find Godfrey standing guard, along with another Ward member who had been injured during the fight.
 
   Cory pushed past the pair and yammered a quick instruction, “Everybody out!  We’re moving to Main…NOW!”
 
   While Cory prepped Godfrey, Jeff ran to find Dude and Remy.  In a surgical room, near the back, Remy stood next to a table covered in blood.  His hands rested heavily on the frame and he was visibly shaken.  The sound of someone approaching neither stirred nor alarmed the doctor – he was in a world of his own, lost to the sounds of battle and the cries of death.
 
   “No,” Jeff wailed.  “Not Dude.”
 
   The outburst awakened Remy and he looked to Jeff and smiled.  “He’s sleeping in the other room.  He lost some blood but no major organs were hit.  I’ve patched his lung as best I can until the fighting is over.”
 
   “Thank God,” Jeff blurted out.  “Remy, how do we move him?  We’ve got to get everyone to Old Main.”
 
   “You can’t move him…at least without killing him.”
 
   “Will he have any chance?”
 
   “Slim,” Reynolds replied.
 
   “It’s a chance we’ve got to take.  Let’s get him on a stretcher.”
 
   A minute later, Remy and Jeff toted Dude to the front doors, where Godfrey took over Jeff’s position.  Pushing through the infirmary entrance, they were suddenly stopped by the emergence of Allison from the Library.  A man, with a knife thrust to her throat, held her from behind.  Blood streamed from her right arm, as she struggled against his will to hold her fast.  Beyond the deadly struggle, Jeff witnessed a horde of Harvesters cautiously moving toward them, their numbers too many to count.
 
   “It’s the traitor…he’s got my mom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 57
 
   North of where Niel and Scotty were defending Old Main, a small detachment of Ward members had sacrificed themselves to slow Juanita’s attack.  In a desperate attempt to block the Bradley and box the aggressors, the sentries had driven two heavily laden semi’s into the roadway and set them ablaze.  Their martyred bodies lay not far from where they had exited the trucks.  Snipers and seasoned militia had cut them down, but their effort was not without reward.  The roadblock had pushed Juanita and her troops into a straight-up, frontal assault, which was proving deadly for everyone involved.
 
   At the center of their defenses, the Michelson brothers conferred briefly before bolting for opposite ends of the lengthy trench.  They bobbed and weaved below the gully’s rim, ducking machine-gun fire while checking on their friends.  Many…too many, lay wounded or dead.  The withering fire from the armored vehicle, as well as dozens of militia, had silenced any hope they had of ending the battle here.
 
   Pausing at the end of his run, Niel suddenly recognized the sound of the Bradley’s cannon and his thoughts turned to his brother.  Several blasts concussed the air before he was assured it was safe to take a look.  Peering over the earthen rim, he could see they were using the cannon, but not as he’d suspected: rather they were clearing a path through the hillside’s littered obstacles.  One at a time they fired direct hits, allowing them to inch forward, gaining precious ground and emboldening their troops.
 
   Lifting his rifle, Niel sprayed the slope below him without taking time to aim.  Pulling the trigger empowered him, but it had little effect on slowing them down.  At the other end of the trench Scotty had done the same, shooting madly before dropping his head and running for the center.  As the brothers passed the few survivors who were still in the fight, they shouted words of encouragement to strengthen their resolve; nevertheless, it appeared to be too little, too late, for too few.
 
   Racing toward one another, they stopped only a time or two to reload and fire on their attackers.  The angry shouts of advancing militia were now close enough to make out their commands, causing Niel to rise once again.  He aimed fleetingly and fired at a tight clutch of warriors that trailed the Bradley.  Several went down but the ‘tank’ answered with a single cannon round, obliterating the trench wall directly behind where Niel stood.  Rocks and shell fragments sprayed everywhere, throwing Niel forward before he slid to the bottom of the trench.  Blood pooled on the clay all around him, and for a moment he tried to make sense of the stagnant, red puddles, wondering how much was his.
 
   Not far away, Scotty had watched the cannon fire and Niel go down.  He emptied his assault rifle and dashed to Niel’s aid.
 
   “You okay?” he began shouting, even before he knelt at his bother’s side.
 
   Niel responded with a slow roll of his head from one shoulder to the other.  He had been able to straighten himself up, but his strength was fading with each beat of his heart.
 
   “Where are you hit?” Scotty wailed.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Niel replied, lifting his hand to rest on his brother’s shoulder.  “Your grenade…use it.  We’ve nothing to lose.”
 
   Scotty held his rifle with his right hand and reached for Niel’s with his left, taking them both he stood and fired until the magazines ran dry.  In reply, machine-gun fire raked the trench, forcing him to take cover.  Scotty fumbled with his belt to seize another mag, but was stopped by Niel, who again whispered for Scotty to use the HIT.
 
   “It’s too close,” Scotty replied.
 
   “Scott, get clear and throw…throw the grenade.  You…have to stop it.”
 
   Nodding and taking the grenade from his vest pocket, Scotty twisted the cap, winked at Niel, and then tossed the device directly under the slowly advancing BFV.  It skipped and bounced off a flattened rock before it detonated near the vehicle’s rear hatch.  Flames engulfed several of those who were using the Bradley for protection, ironically taking them first.  Molten gel clung to the armor surface, melting steel and slowing the tracks but not stopping it cold.
 
   Scotty had dropped back into the trench as the explosion erupted and was preparing to carry Niel to safety when the sound of the Bradley’s engine grew louder.  He quickly gazed at the devastation he’d wrought but was disappointed to see the grenade had not stopped the beast, which was only a few yards away.
 
   Pulling Niel’s grenade, he gouged the trench’s earthen, clay wall and packed the HIT with the sticky substance.  Niel sensed what Scotty was about to do and stretched out his hand to touch his brother one last time.  Their hands met and clasped, affirming a bond that had been forged as little boys; however, circumstances dictated no crowning words or loving embrace.  Giving a parting, firm squeeze of his hand, Scotty leapt from the trench, but was instantly met with a burst from the Bradley’s machine gun.  The slugs cut across his chest, knocking him backwards and ending his life.  Scotty’s last thought and final earthly breath called out what he cherished most, as his brother’s name wheezed from his lungs.
 
   Stricken and summoning strength beyond his own, Niel crawled to his brother.  Adrenalin surged through him, igniting a frantic attempt to save his friends by completing the task they’d begun.  In a final, frenzied motion he retrieved the clay-packed grenade and forced himself up.  Grunting loudly, he hurled himself over the trench’s lip and rolled once, before struggling to his knees and then his feet.  Bullets bounced around him, yet he remained undeterred.  Taking two staggering steps while priming the grenade, Niel defiantly stood in the Bradley’s path.
 
   As armor thumped against his chest, he let the grenade go, hurling it at the base of the cannon’s turret.  It stuck and exploded on cue, blowing thermite through steel and into the vehicles cockpit.  Flames erupted and consumed the crew in seconds, leaving no possibility of escape.  The weapon’s remaining rounds soon began firing, cooking off in a firestorm of lead that bounced around like rocks in a can.
 
   Almost instantly the detonation pushed Juanita’s troops back, forcing them to duck behind cover to protect themselves from the intense flames.  The Bradley rolled a few more feet, lurching forward and tipping oddly into the trench where Scotty lay.  Beneath the wreckage and between the tracks, Niel sighed, having been knocked to the ground by the very thing he had hoped to destroy.  Somewhat protected, yet feeling as if he were in an oven, Niel closed his lids and waited to die.
 
   In that moment, his mind’s eye opened to a scene from just weeks before, and he was smothered in a blanket of serene peace.  He saw Scotty throwing a dirt bomb and laughing when it hit its mark.  A grin tugged at the corners of Niel’s mouth, as the image faded away and he fought to retain it.  An instant later, his brother stood before him, his blonde hair clean and moving lightly in the breeze, his blue eyes summoning him from someplace bright and alive with warmth.  Come, dear brother…come and see…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 58
 
   Déjà vu swept over Cory like a splash of ice-cold water.  His first thoughts turned to Jeff, and then Rod.  “Jeff, stay with Dude and get to Old Main.”
 
   “No way,” was Jeff’s immediate reply.  “I’m gonna kill that bastard.”
 
   Suddenly Rod was with them, his face flush with rage and eyes intense.  “Jeff, help the doc get Dude to safety.  Cory, cover them and watch that corner,” Rod seethed.
 
   Cory turned on his heels and rushed away, prompting Godfrey and Remy to do the same.  However, Jeff stood still, remaining defiant in the face of this new challenge.  “I won’t see her killed,” he grunted.
 
   “Then do as you’re told.  I’ll get your mom.”
 
   Jeff heard the words but his feet remained glued and immoveable.  At his side, Rod lifted his rifle and fired a full magazine into the wall of Harvesters, scattering them.  Jeff followed suit, doing the same thing.
 
   “Jeff, there’s your window,” Rod said, his voice stern but controlled.  “Save yourself and The Normals.  Listen to Cory – he’s going with you.”
 
   Torn, his heart being ripped asunder, Jeff reluctantly slammed a fresh magazine into his weapon and withdrew.  Tears rolled down his face, the idea of turning his back on his parents being more than he could endure.  At his rear, the sound of Rod’s rifle, blasting through another 30 rounds, helped Jeff along his way.  At the corner of the science building he collected Cory and together they sprinted for those helping Dude.  Jeff paused only once, turning to see Rod walking steadily toward his mother and her captor.  Bullets kicked up dirt at Rod’s feet, but he never slowed, not even as he fired to keep the Harvesters at bay.
 
   “Boob!”  Came a shout, which turned Jeff for a final time.  Clark had made the call, as he joined them in a last ditch effort to reach Old Main.  Juanita’s people tentatively moved from their hiding places to more offensive positions, taking the ground Cory and Clark left undefended.  “Hustle…hustle,” Clark shouted, pivoting momentarily to answer a volley of bullets that had whistled past his ear.  As he did, he glanced at the showdown taking place across The Quad.  Rod was still upright and walking, forcing the assassin to retreat, dragging Allison with him.
 
   I knew it was him, Clark thought, wishing he’d taken action when the hunch first gnawed at his gut.  Firing another burst, Clark sped to join the others.
 
   “Fifty feet…come on, push it…push it.”  The words leapt from Cory’s mouth, as much for himself as his friends.  Bullets were now filling the air all around them, their movements hampered only by the need to see Dude to safety.  Godfrey clung to the stretcher’s forward handles, his back to their unconscious patient, while Remy trailed at the other end.  Dr. Reynolds ‘zigged’ each time Godfrey ‘zagged’: a tandem effort that was paying off until Cory watched a trail of shells march past him to find Remy.
 
   The first round to catch up to Reynolds shattered his right tibia, dropping him instantly.  The second crushed the back of his skull; killing him before a final thought or phrase was made cognitive.  The stretcher bounced and twisted from his hands, but Godfrey held firm, dragging the boy as far as he could without help.  A short distance behind, Jeff stopped to lift Remy to safety but it was no use.
 
   “Leave him,” Clark shouted, pulling at Jeff to carry on.  “Grab the stretcher – Cory and I’ve got you covered.”  With that said, Cory and Clark dropped to the ground, taking up prone firing positions.  They ran clip after clip through their weapons, putting both Pete’s crew and the Harvesters back on their heels.  The men fired until they were sure the others had made it and their shell belts were empty.  Then, and only then, did they scramble to their feet and run like wild-men for the steps of Old Main.  The windows on the east side suddenly erupted in a hail of gunfire, The Ward members redoubling their efforts to protect Rod and push their attackers back.
 
   “Get that SOB, Rod,” Clark grumbled, taking a final, fleeting look to where Allison was held captive.  Inside the doors Cory was frantically organizing The Normals’ escape.  Jeff was running down one side of the Hallway and Holly the other, yelling for their friends to join them.  Other Ward members knew what was happening, and as much as they wanted to leave, they remained at their posts and carried on the fight.  Godfrey knelt at Dude’s side, checking the boy’s pulse and crying as he did.
 
   “Whitcomb, you’re with The Normals,” Clark barked.
 
   “What?  No…I’ll stay…just give me a gun.”
 
   “You’ll be of greater service if you can get away.  Go on now…do as I’ve asked,” Clark said, leaving no room for negotiation by the tone of his voice.
 
   “Who’ll care for Dude?” he asked, but Clark was off, charging up a stairwell that would eventually take him to the bell tower.  He could do more good there than anywhere and perhaps Rod could use his help.
 
   In response to Godfrey’s question, Jeff was suddenly there and replied, “You will.  He’s coming with us.”
 
   “Well, I’m not quite sure how that’s going to happen but I’m game.  Lead the way.”
 
   Seconds later, Cory and Christine led almost a dozen Normals down a darkened stairwell to a secretive door, which was seldom used.  Jeff and Godfrey brought up the rear, transporting Dude between them.  As the door creaked open, Cory struck a match and lit a lantern that was just on the other side.  The flame flickered and grew in intensity until a long narrow tunnel was seen, extending into utter blackness.  The troop passed by Cory, one-by-one, until they were all accounted for so he could bolt the door shut.
 
   Jeff, along with many others, fought back waves of emotions and tears, as they ventured from one life to the next, leaving loved ones and escaping to the unknown.  Dude’s mother lay dead on the battlefield, her final thought of her son.  Others wept, their tears bathing rifle stocks, but they continued to fight.  This was their Alamo, and they would battle to the end.
 
   “Okay, not far now,” Jeff said, stopping long enough to have Cory light another strategically placed lantern.  “We get to the bikes and…and…”
 
   “And what?” Holly asked.  “Where do we go?  Where can we go?”
 
   “We…ah…we head for Grant’s place.  He’ll help and he’s got plenty of food and ammunition.”
 
   “We’re thinkin’ alike, Boob,” Cory added.  “We get out of this mess and head for Hyrum.  Grant will surely be watching and know we’re coming.”
 
   “Okay, everybody got that?” Jeff asked.  “If anybody gets separated, make your way to Grant’s stronghold.  We’ll rendezvous there and decide our next move.”
 
   * * *
 
   From the bell tower, Clark assessed their predicament, noting all those in the trench were dead and their fortifications penetrated.  Juanita’s militia was making steady advances, however, with the Bradley out of commission, their reluctance was showing.  The noise of Ward defenders below him brought some reassurance all was not lost, and perhaps The Normals would have a chance to get away.  Still, the day had been grave and his attention was soon drawn to his friends, Rod and Allison, and their dire circumstances.
 
   Yanking a scoped rifle from the hands of a sentry, who had given his life trying to protect Niel and Scotty, Clark zeroed in on the traitor.  Too far…I’ll hit Allison.  Rod, what are you going to do?
 
   The commotion and roar had vanished – at least for Rod – who was so focused on Allison that everything else melted away.  Even the screams and signals from the assassin, calling for everyone to leave Rod alone, evaded his collective consciousness – he was one man determined to send another to hell.
 
   Rod closed the gap between them, allowing him to see Allison’s terror.  The blade had mercilessly grazed her neck, opening slits from which streaks of blood oozed down her torso.  Allison’s eyes begged for Rod’s help, she ached to call out his name but the ever-present blade, scraping against her throat, sealed her lips.
 
   “That’s far enough,” Egan screamed.  “I’m glad you’ve survived to see the end of your days.”
 
   “Let her go,” Rod demanded, his voice thick with emotion.
 
   “And not have her for myself?  I don’t think so.”
 
   “Why, Egan?  What did we do to you?”
 
   “Nothing…really.  I’m just fulfilling my destiny…you know… my calling,” he said, with a laugh.
 
   “You’re crazy…you have to know I’m going to kill you.  However this turns out…you’re dead,” Rod threatened.  Lifting his rifle to his shoulder he took careful aim, causing Egan to duck behind Allison’s head.
 
   “Look around, Rod.  You’re the one tasting death today…not me.  I want your final thought to be of your pretty, little wife and me.  She’s mine now…”
 
   The horrifying words resounded in Allison’s head and she could take no more.  Wresting with every ounce of energy she had left, she thrashed and fought against Egan’s hold.  The two tussled for several seconds before Rod fired a single round, nicking his wife’s cheek and shattering Egan’s clavicle.  For an instant, he eased his grip but throttled her with renewed vengeance.  Staring into Rod’s crystal blue eyes, Egan cocked his head, smirked, and dragged his blade forcefully across Allison’s neck.  Her arteries exploded in a cascading torrent of oxygenated blood and she sagged against her own weight.
 
   “Kill him,” Egan shouted, pointing his blade at Rod, who had rushed forward, forgetting his own safety.
 
   As if a ballistic faucet had been turned on, the air was once again alive with deadly missiles, but it was one, fired from a considerable distance, which had the greatest impact.  It was set in motion by Clark, delivered with absolute malice and intended to kill.  The spinning, copper-jacketed slug struck the traitor above his heart and mushroomed against his shoulder blade.  The blunt force rolled him backwards, yet he squirmed to get away.  A second round from Clark narrowly missed but miraculously gave Rod time to reach Allison.
 
   He fell to the ground beside her and tightly drew her frame to his.  Blood covered them both as she labored to speak his name.  Rod pulled her close, silencing her struggle with his lips against hers.  “I love you,” he said, whispering the words tenderly into her ear.  At that moment he felt her go limp and knew she was dead.  Wailing from the very depths of his soul, he cried and stood, cradling Allison in his arms.  On shaking knees, he took two wobbly steps before a Harvester’s bullet found its mark.
 
   Rod fell, yet rose again to take another bullet in the back, ending his journey but not his legacy.  From his vantage point, Clark swung the scope from Rod to Egan…who had vanished.  In his place, a wash of Harvesters were pouring through the gap and flooding The Quad.  “God help us,” Clark thundered, slamming the bolt forward to end another life.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 59
 
   “Take up positions in the buildings.  We can hold them in place and let Williams do the dirty work,” Finn yelled, standing just beyond The Ward’s line of sight.  “They’ve retreated to that old building to the west – they’ll have no place to run.”
 
   The words came as welcome relief to a small cluster of Harvesters who had stayed close to Finn and not spearheaded their assault.  They were exhausted, hungry, but oddly enough, not tired of killing.  Thus far into the day’s campaign, Finn’s devotees had been shot up and dealt setback after setback, but their thirst for carnage was far from satiated.  Murder was always welcome; especially up close, face-to-face encounters when the victim knew, without a doubt, they were about to die.  These were the moments the Harvesters lived for…longed for…yet today, the thrill of a personal kill had eluded most of them.
 
   There had been a few mortally wounded and overlooked Ward members left behind in their panicked retreat, but they were dead anyway and proved to be of little sport.  The acceptance of death was upon them, yielding no significant fulfillment in sealing their fate.  However, every Harvester that stood before Finn knew the payoff was literally just around the corner, looming large to fill a craving that had been building for days.  They would let Juanita’s militia destroy The Ward’s resistance and then they’d gladly sweep in to track down those clever enough to hide or feign death.
 
   Finn sensed what they were thinking…lusting…so he added a final thought, “Save the strong men, pretty women, and The Normals, but of the rest…have a field day.”  A few crude shouts of exultation leapt from the crowd, which were only subdued when Finn motioned for restraint.  “Pick your targets, conserve your ammo, and don’t be stupid.”
 
   “Hey Finn…yo, what do you want us to do with him?” a man questioned from the back of the restless mob.  Those between Finn and the man parted to reveal their mole, wounded but still alive.
 
   “How bad’s he hurt?” Finn asked, loudly.
 
   “If it were me, I’d already be dead but he’s one tough mother.”
 
   Finn thought for a moment before issuing a reply, “He might prove useful, see what you can do to keep him alive.  The rest of you savages get to it – first one to bring me a tasty, young Normal gets promoted.”
 
   “Boy or girl?” someone bellowed, causing the horde to laugh.
 
   “Does it matter?” Finn replied, knowing it would spark an even louder outburst.  Again, he motioned for self-control and was heeded.  “Okay, that’s it then…first The Ward…and then Juanita – move out!”
 
   * * *
 
   “What in the hell have they done?” Ms. Williams shouted, knowing there would be no one anxious to offer a reply.  Stomping about in a not uncommon crazed fit, she fumed and cursed, her senses alive and piqued by burning chemical fumes and roasting bodies.   “Another delay,” she grunted, while stopping to point at the smoldering BFV.  “Their defenses are waning, let’s finish the job.”
 
   The woman recognized the sounds of gunfire coming from beyond her sight and assumed Pete and Finn had done their jobs.  She, as well, was not without success, however, the loss of the Bradley was devastating.  It had been her insurance; an extension of her own personal power…and now it was gone.
 
   “You,” she screamed, shaking her finger at a husky militiaman, “take six and work your way to the southern entrance.  Hey, and you,” she shrieked, pointing at another, “do the same to the north.  We’ve got to get inside and secure The Normals.  We’re about there…cover one another and take them alive.”
 
   Men and women moved briskly away, shielding themselves from the sniper fire that was still coming from Old Main.  Juanita’s forces had been mauled but they were still anxious to win the day.  The thought of a final cure, a fix for their ailments, had more to do with them giving their all, than any allegiance to Williams or her vision of the future.
 
   In small groups of two or three, they fought to save themselves and their closest friends.  They were cold-blooded but not inhumane, brutal but not bloodthirsty, and ferocious but with a meager sense of compassion.  Unlike the Harvesters, they yearned for a return to ‘civilization’ and a semblance of humanity.  Some wished for the things of their youth; home, family, and life.  Still, it felt more like a dream than probable reality…except for this one chance…this hope of rejuvenation granted by a Normal.  Fable?  They suspected it to be so, but a fable worth dying for.
 
   Shouldering their courage, they attacked with rifles blazing, and when their shells were depleted they scoured bodies for more.  In the final stages of the attack they could see the writing on the wall; it would be hand to hand and knife to throat.  They encouraged one another and hoped for an end to the killing.
 
   * * *
 
   The death of Rod and Allison had practically wrenched Clark’s heart from his chest.  In the seconds following the cruel scene, he had nearly lost all hope but at least he had taken their killer.  The loss of his dearest friends had been a heavy price, but it was one they were willing to pay for family and freedom.  From the tower he had dispatched as many assailants as he had bullets to fire, but they were spent, and so nearly was he.
 
   Rushing from one room to the next, Clark shouted to hold on; if for nothing more than to see The Normals away.  In a room on the ground level, Clark encountered Lena, Brandi’s mother.  The room was bullet riddled and quiet.  The woman lay on her back near the window, her eyes shut and face spattered with blood.  Clark stooped and placed a finger alongside her neck; the faintest of pulses greeted his touch but she failed to stir.
 
   “She’s safe,” he said, leaning to her ear.  “They got away and she’ll have a good life.”
 
   Almost wishfully, Clark thought he saw her lips part and eyes move beneath her lids, yet whatever she wanted to say was taken with her, as she gasped and a final breath escaped her chest.  Clark bent and kissed her forehead.  They’re together, he thought, remembering Ben and his final minutes.
 
   Stepping into the hallway, he pulled his pistol and ran for the nearest door.  “They’ll be inside soon!  Form a barricade…every other person to the hall – we’ve got to make a stand!”
 
   * * *
 
   Beneath the library, in an old storage facility, Cory, Jeff and those trying to escape, hastily reloaded their weapons and gathered supplies from racks established for just such a purpose.  Their motorcycles were lined up and directed at a large metal door that would easily be hoisted out of their way, but only when they were ready to depart.
 
   “Brandi, ride with me,” Holly said, indicating which bike was hers.  “Grab an ammo belt – you’ll have to carry my rifle but I’m out of shells.”
 
   “Sure,” Brandi replied.  The young woman had endured a lot the past few days, but she had not given up and was eager to survive.  “Who is Grant?  Will we be safe there?”
 
   “Well, he’s a different sort, but he’s the ‘man’, at least that’s what Dude says,” Holly replied.  “Come on, get on behind me…and hold on tight.”
 
   A short distance away, Dude lay on the stretcher, his chest lifting in steady rhythms but his eyes remained unopened.  “What of him?’ Godfrey asked.  “We can’t very well take him on a stretcher.”
 
   “No, we can’t,” Jeff replied.  “There’s some rope on one of the shelves – grab it and tie him to me.”
 
   “Tie him to you?  On the motorcycle…tie him to you?” Whitcomb queried, incredulously.
 
   “You have a better suggestion?” Boob retorted.
 
   “Well, I…ah…”
 
   “I thought not.  I’ll climb aboard and you lash him to me.  We’ve no other options.”
 
   Cory concurred and quickly helped Godfrey find the rope.  The two men then lifted Dude to the bike and began the task of tying him to Jeff’s frame.  Lengths of rope wound around their chests and stomachs and were cinched tight.  Dude’s legs were then tied to a shock absorber on either side, but his arms and feet were allowed to dangle free.
 
   “It’s the best we can do.  We’ve got to get rolling,” Cory confirmed.
 
   “Okay, have we got everything and everybody?” Jeff asked.
 
   “Yes.  Christine and I’ll lead the way.  Jeff, you follow us so the others can keep an eye on Dude,” Cory ordered, taking a moment to walk past all those that were mounted and ready to go.  Walking by the scientist, Cory gave a final instruction, “Whitcomb, get the gate and then climb on with the last rider.”
 
   “Right – I’ve got it,” Godfrey replied.  Reaching to the waist of his trousers, he exhaled loudly, comforted by the fact that his notebook was still there.  “I guess we’re off then?”
 
   “We are.  Keep your feet up and your eyes straight ahead,” Cory offered, as a final suggestion to one who had seen little time on a motorbike.  Godfrey nodded his appreciation and began hoisting the door by means of a long chain that manipulated a pulley attached to the frame.
 
   “This is it, my friends,” Jeff shouted, above the noise of the starting engines.  “We’ve practiced for this day and it’s here.  Let’s make…”  For an instant, Jeff’s words lodged in his throat, but he summoned the strength to spit them out, “Let’s make our parents proud.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 60
 
   Since the beginning of the End-of-Days, Hyrum, Utah had never seen so much angst or endured so much profanity.  Grant had watched from afar, his field glasses allowing him little more than a view of smoke.  When the skirmishes had consolidated at the university, he had driven to the southern outpost to witness the carnage firsthand.  He was overcome with grief and anger, finding new friends slaughtered and the station destroyed.  However, one thing was very clear – a lone man, who knew no fear, was no match for the evil that had fallen upon The Ward.
 
   Yet, as he turned away and drove to his home, he was ashamed.  In his heart of hearts he knew the reason why, but it gave him little comfort.  What would Rose do if he were gone?  Would she lose track of time, eventually wasting away to nothing when the food ran out, or would she simply wander off, as before, and fall prey to some heinous predator?  The sentiment constrained him, yet the inner pain was momentous.
 
   Listening to the battle ebb and rage, as it had all day, was the most difficult thing Grant had ever endured.  The thought of Boob, Dude, and their friends being caught up in something so horrific brought tears to his eyes, and a scowl to Rose’s face.  She wanted so much to make sense of Grant’s mood and the far-off sounds, but could not, until Grant boiled it down to a single concept – “Jeff’s in danger.”
 
   This she understood, which immediately troubled the old woman.  “We can help?” she’d asked, forgetting the barbaric nature of man.
 
   “Perhaps, but not now…not yet.”
 
   For hours they had watched and patiently waited.  The rumbling gunfire seemed to be without end.  How would any one of them survive?  Late in the afternoon Grant was finally overcome by guilt.  It had churned a hole through his conscience, from which he would never recover…unless he entered the fray.  Rose helped him mount a large, heavy rifle on a crossbar atop his old pickup.  It was the most powerful thing in his arsenal, and even it seemed lacking when he considered where he was going.
 
   “I’d give anything for this to be a repeater,” Grant had mused, the words instantly confusing Rose.
 
   “Repeater?”
 
   “Machine gun,” Grant confirmed, while holding both hands up, his fingers shaped like tipped-over ‘L’s’, and mimicking the sound…Tat Tat Tat Tat Tat.
 
   Rose laughed and slapped at Grant’s hands.  “Silly,” she said.
 
   “Stupid, you mean.”
 
   Finally satisfied he had the weaponry necessary to hold his own, Grant wrapped Rose in a bear-like hug and bid her goodbye.  She clung to him, not wholly understanding his need to leave, but somehow in-tune with his will.
 
   “Soon,” she said, waving as he climbed into the back of the truck and loaded a magazine of .50 caliber shells into the oversized rifle.  The act alone brought some degree of comfort but he knew it would not last.
 
   Seconds later he jumped from the bed and slipped behind the wheel.  “Soon,” he replied, tipping his hat to his beloved Rose.
 
   The drive from Hyrum to Logan was a short one, oftentimes littered with small animals and the occasional deer, but not today.  Thunder was in the air and even the rodents knew better than to make an appearance.  Reaching the southern outpost for a second time, Grant was reminded why he had initially decided to remain aloof from the battle.  Birds had found the site and were feverishly picking at the remains, which were already bloating under the sun’s beaming rays.
 
   This is crazy.  I’m driving to my death, Grant thought, but he drove on, warily looking for anything, or anyone, that would challenge him.  Not two blocks from the outpost Grant suddenly recognized the annoying sound of multiple small engines.  They were revved tight and moving fast.  He quickly pulled into a vacant driveway and waited for them to pass.  He held his assault rifle against the seat with his right hand and gripped the steering wheel with his left, squeezing hard enough to turn his knuckles white.
 
   “What the hell am I doin’ out here?” he whispered.  “What difference is one old man gonna make?”
 
   As he pondered the question and considered his fate, an answer came – all the difference.  It was faint, almost indiscernible, perhaps conjured up by his thoughts and emotions, but it was an answer, nonetheless.  In his mind he repeated the answer a few more times, and in that moment of rationalization and self-doubt his conviction found resolve.
 
   “Alright Pedoochie, now what are ya gonna do?”  Just as he spoke, the first of a string of motorcycles sped by his position.  He counted five, six, seven, eight…and some with double riders.  He immediately recognized Cory in the lead, and then Jeff who was not far behind.  “Well, I’ll be go to hell,” Grant exclaimed, dropping his foot on the accelerator and releasing his rifle.
 
   A few blocks later, he caught up to the retreating troop, and with horn blaring he brought them to a stop.
 
   “You scared the crap out of us, Grant,” Jeff yelled.
 
   “Sorry, it couldn’t be helped.  My heavens, don’t tell me yer all that’s left,” Grant said, sadly.
 
   “Who knows,” Cory replied.  “We had to get The Normals out – so here we are.”
 
   “Well, we need to get ya home,” Grant replied, taking a knife from his pocket to cut Dude loose.  “Let’s get this boy in my truck before ya bounce him to death.  Come on there, Brit, give me a hand.”
 
   “The names Godfrey.”
 
   “And what makes you so special to be tied up with this lot?”
 
   “I’m not special…not in the least.  Believe me, I wanted to stay but…”
 
   “He’s our scientist…the one that’s going to save mankind,” Jeff noted.
 
   “I wish,” Whitcomb added.
 
   “Is mankind worth savin’?” Grant mumbled, hoping he had not been heard.  “If we don’t get off this main road we might need someone to save us.  Come on, I’ll lead the way.  Those of you ridin’ shotgun, hop in the back.  You, young lady with the bum leg, climb up front and help me with Dude.”
 
   “Yes Sir,” Brandi replied.
 
   Bent on avoiding any delays, Grant pushed the truck to its limits while periodically checking on those tailing him.  He reached his arm across the young man at his side, helping to hold him in place.  Grant was no doctor but he knew the boy was in rough shape.  Sweat poured from his face and his color was ashen and deathlike.
 
   “What happened up there?” Grant asked.
 
   “Juanita Williams is what happened,” Brandi replied.
 
   “Anybody else get away?”
 
   “No,” she shot back, the memory of her mother still too fresh to feel anything but sorrow.
 
   “How many were there?”
 
   “Hundreds…thousands…I don’t know.  So many we couldn’t hold them off.”
 
   “It’s a damn shame.  The Ward was the best chance this area’s ever gonna have to recover.”
 
   For a minute they sat in silence, the wheezing of Dude’s chest only overshadowed by the drone of speeding tires.
 
   “You some sort of hero?” Brandi finally asked.
 
   The question brought an immediate chuckle from Grant.  “Hero?  Now that’s somethin’ I’ve never been called.  I wish I could say yes, but I’m afraid I’m just an old man with a knack for stayin’ alive.  That’s ’bout the extent of my heroism and probably not the answer you were expecting.”
 
   “Nope.  It’s not.”
 
   “But I will see to it that yer taken care of.  I ain’t gonna let Williams, or any other fool, step on my property or take what’s mine.  Trust me, Sweetie, you’ll be safe.”
 
   “I don’t know, but somehow…I believe you,” Brandi replied, touching Grant’s outstretched hand.
 
   He smiled and gave her a wink.  “We’re ’bout there.  We’ll need to get Dude to a bed.  Can you help my woman look after him while I talk with Cory and Jeff?  We’re gonna need some sorta plan.”
 
   “You can count on me,” Brandi replied.
 
   “I’ll bet I can.  Thanks.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later Dude was tucked away in Grant’s fortress.  His bandages had been changed and he was sleeping soundly.  Rose hovered at his side, her instincts ignited by the boy’s suffering.
 
   In the converted, church gym, Jeff and Cory took liberty to borrow anything they wanted from Grant’s arsenal.  By the time Christine caught up to them, she was burdened with a host of questions and no answers.
 
   “What are you two up to?  You’re not going back…tell me you’re not going back,” she said, panic rising in her voice.
 
   The pair did their best to ignore her but it was futile.
 
   “Cory, you can’t leave me.  We’ve just left hell…you can’t go back.  What’s the point?”
 
   Cory turned to face his wife, but his countenance was set and unwavering.  “The point is…we’ve left friends and family behind.  We’re going to see what we can do.”
 
   “I can see there’s no stopping you.  Are your minds made up…both of you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” the two replied.
 
   “Then I’m coming,” Christine said, reaching for a box of ammunition from Grant’s stockpile.
 
   “No…no…it’s out of the question.  Just a couple of us are going.  Our only chance is to get in quick and quiet.  We can’t…”
 
   “Have baggage?” she quipped.
 
   “No.  I can’t have my mind worried about you.  We need to stay focused, Christine.”
 
   “As much as I’d like to kick you in the balls right now, I understand.  It’s our home.”
 
   “Help Grant get everyone settled…” Cory began.
 
   “Help Grant what?” Grant suddenly said, stepping up to the small group.  “It looks like you boys are goin’ huntin’.”
 
   “We might be,” Jeff replied.
 
   “Might be…my ass.  You’re headed to check on yer folks and the rest of ’em.”
 
   “Yup…we are…and I’m guessing you’re comin’ along,” Jeff suggested.
 
   “And you’d be right.  My truck don’t go anywhere without me and you’re gonna need me on that .50.”
 
   “Okay, well I guess that’s settled.  Christine, looks like you’ll be in charge.  Set up a perimeter and make sure you don’t have any unwelcomed guests.  The sun’s setting now – we’ll try to make it back by sunrise.”
 
   “Jeff, keep my husband from doing anything stupid…will ya?”
 
   Kissing Christine on the cheek, Jeff assured her they would be back in no time and left her with an unsettling rhetorical question – “Have you ever known us to do anything stupid?”
 
   “Alright boys, I’ve already done this once today.  I’m through with goodbyes.  Let’s get loaded up and be on our way,” Grant petitioned.
 
   “Not before we do this,” Jeff replied, taking a smear of black shoe polish to cover his face.  Cory did the same and offered the container to Grant.  He wrinkled up his nose and pushed it away.
 
   “Hell, I ain’t got the hips to do any sneaking around.  I’ll guard the truck and cover your butts, but James Bond I am not.”
 
   “Alrighty then, guess there’s nothing more to say,” Cory said.  “Let’s go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 61
 
   As the last vestiges of daylight flittered into dusk, Juanita finally got her way – storming both ends of Old Main to take the building.  They encountered stiff resistance from a handful of men hunkered down behind hastily fashioned defenses of old desks and metal filing cabinets.  The fighting was brief but intense; each side knowing the end was near.
 
   From across The Quad, Finn’s troops sensed their time had arrived and surged ahead.  They broke off into small squads, charging into adjacent buildings, searching for hideouts, escapees, and most importantly…Normals.  Finn, who was quite pleased with his day’s performance, moseyed past gravestones and dead bodies to stand outside The Ward’s symbolic Alamo.  Inside, sporadic gunshots still cracked the air but it was a pittance compared to the hours leading to this moment.
 
   A few of his followers joined him, their eyes wild with anticipation.  Finn nodded for them to ascend the steps.  “Check it out and report back,” he said, smugly.
 
   Minutes later the Harvester leader was joined by Lady Williams, accompanied by a pair of her biggest, surviving militia.  Dark circles ringed her eyes and dried blood stained her cheek where a small fragment of metal had pierced her skin.  “Long day,” she said, emphatically.
 
   “Longest,” Finn concurred.
 
   “Costly too.”
 
   “Without a doubt.  What have you got left?” he asked; secretly trying to probe her strength.
 
   “Enough, but we definitely lost some good people.”  Lady Williams paused for a moment, looking behind Finn at those pretending to be disinterested in their conversation.  “It appears you’ve also been thinned.”
 
   “As expected, but it’ll be worth the price – isn’t that right?” Finn probed further.
 
   “My team is rounding up The Normals now,” Juanita said, the excitement in her voice palpable.
 
   “Prisoners?”
 
   “A few.  We’ll know more in a minute,” she said.
 
   Finn tried to read her expression, her body language, to see if she knew anything of his immediate plans, but she was a blank canvas.  Either she was playing her role well or she was totally clueless.  “What of the Bradley?  I don’t see it.  Has it retired?” he asked.
 
   Williams laughed, hoping the frivolity would keep her from crying.  “Retired?” she chuckled.  “I guess you could say that.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Finn replied, his heart sinking at what she was suggesting.
 
   “More like expired.  The Ward used some toxic grenade to burn through the hull – it’s a write-off; men, cannon, ammunition…all gone.”
 
   “Damn,” Finn grunted.  The Bradley crew had aligned themselves with him days before in exchange for a bigger piece of the Harvester pie once Juanita was discarded.  “All dead?”
 
   “Quite, but it’ll make a nice monument to what we accomplished here today.  It’s the beginning of a new era.  Once I’ve got The Normals, there will be no stopping me,” she said, triumphantly.
 
   “You?” Finn asked, tersely.
 
   “Yeah, me…you…us.  We’re all that’s left…with The Ward out of the way, we’ll rule the roost.”
 
   At that moment, both a Harvester and militiaman burst from Old Main’s door.  They bounded down the steps, stopping near Lady Williams and Finn.  “They’re gone,” they said in unison.
 
   “What do you mean ‘gone’?” Juanita snapped.
 
   Her man lowered his eyes and replied, “The Normals – they’re not in the building.”
 
   Instantly incensed, she stepped into the man’s personal space and shouted at his face, “They can’t be gone!  Check again.  They’ve got to be hiding.”
 
   “Yes Ma’am,” he stammered, and then turned to run away.  Williams followed quickly behind, ignoring Finn.
 
   “What’d you find?” Finn asked a rather thin-faced, gray-eyed Harvester.
 
   “No Normals, just like he said.”
 
   “And?” Finn pressed.
 
   “And no bloody women…at least any that are alive.”
 
   “That’s not possible.  Did they fight to the end?  Were they all killed?”
 
   “Maybe…but I don’t think so.  A handful of men gave themselves up when they ran out of lead.”
 
   Finn considered the information briefly before issuing an order.  “Bring them to me.”
 
   “All of ’em?”
 
   “Yes, get them out here…pronto!”
 
   “Okay…okay…you don’t have to yell,” the man replied.
 
   Five minutes passed before a trail of Ward survivors were paraded in front of Finn.  The nine men, many of them bleeding and in obvious need of medical attention, were forced to kneel, their hands behind them.
 
   “Who’s the leader here?” Finn growled.
 
   The men remained silent, their eyes drawn to the ground, except for one.
 
   “What’s your name?” Finn asked, stepping to stand in front of the exception.
 
   “Does it matter?” he asked, in reply.
 
   Finn laughed, and asked again, “It might.  What’s your name?”
 
   “Clark.”
 
   “You the leader?”
 
   “One of ’em…the others are laying over there,” Clark noted, pointing to where Rod and Allison still lay.
 
   “It’s a shame…really.  She was beautiful.  I think our mole had his eye on her.”
 
   “Pig,” Clark shot back, which prompted a quick knee to his chin.  Blood, and a single front tooth, shot from his mouth, yet he held his tongue.
 
   Suddenly Juanita’s voice came shouting from the darkness.  “What’s this?  Finn, what are you doing?”
 
   “Interrogating a prisoner.  You find The Normals?”
 
   “Not yet.  Have they talked?”
 
   “We were just getting started,” Finn replied, sliding his knife from its sheath.  “Clark here was just about to fill us in…weren’t you?”
 
   Clark sucked a thick wad of blood and phlegm into his mouth and spat it on Finn’s hand clutching the knife.  The Harvester snapped his wrist, sending the sputum back at Clark before punching him in the face with his free hand.
 
   “Looks like you’ve got him tamed already,” Juanita chided, sarcastically.
 
   “Oh…he’ll talk…”
 
   “Hey…hey…I think I know,” shouted a woman, who had followed Pete into the day’s battle.  She walked forward, her head bent and eyes low.
 
   “What is you think you know?” Juanita asked.
 
   “Well…I…I…”
 
   Williams was instantly annoyed by the woman’s inability to articulate her message.  “Spit it out…for heaven’s sake, what are you trying to tell us.”
 
   “I heard motorcycles.”
 
   “Motorcycles?” Finn asked.  “And when did you hear motorcycles?”
 
   “Some time ago…while we were still trying to take this building,” she replied, pointing to Old Main.
 
   “Did you see them?  Where?  How many?” Williams blurted out, her blood pressure leading the way to an all out conniption.
 
   The woman took a step back and replied, “I said I just heard ’em.  I didn’t see anything…I swear.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that just fine.  You hear The Normals, and quite possibly half The Ward ride off into the sunset, and you don’t mention it…to anyone?”
 
   “Sorry, I…I…I…”
 
   “Sorry ain’t gonna cut it today, Sweetheart,” Juanita said, taking her pistol from her side.  The woman turned to flee, but try as she might, she could not outrun the slug that found the back of her head, felling her instantly.
 
   “A bit harsh, don’t you think?” Finn asked, a wide grin conflicting his retort.
 
   “It’s been an incredibly trying day – don’t push me Finn,” she replied.
 
   Turning their attention back to Clark, Juanita knelt to face him.  “So…” she began.
 
   Clark met Williams’ gaze with an intensity that was almost tangible.  “You’re animals,” he bristled, turning his eyes to the woman Juanita had just executed.
 
   Williams and Finn ignored the comment, redirecting the interrogation back to The Normals.  “Is that what happened?” Juanita asked.  “Did they sneak away on bikes?”
 
   “Could be,” Clark replied, the slightest of grins touching the corners of his mouth.
 
   “Where’d they go?”
 
   “Haven’t the foggiest.”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm,” Williams hummed.
 
   “And the women,” Finn quickly interjected, “where are they?”
 
   “We don’t care about the women.  We need The Normals, Finn, that’s our priority right now,” Lady Williams shot back, angrily.
 
   Finn smirked and looked around at the growing crowd of Harvesters that were filling The Quad.  “They might not be important to you, but they are to us.  Right boys?”  Shouts of affirmation rose from his ranks, prompting more of Juanita’s militia to crowd in around her.
 
   “Have it your way,” Juanita hissed, but at first light we track The Normals.
 
   Finn pushed the comment aside and directed his next question at Clark.  “So…Clark…where are they?”  As he asked the question, Finn took the point of his knife and twirled it against Clark’s cheek, sprouting a small rill of blood.
 
   The Ward Leader grimaced, neither backing away nor speaking the truth.  “They’re all dead.”
 
   “Ah…I don’t think so.  I understand you Ward people more than you might suppose – you’d die before giving up your women.  So, I’ll ask again.  Where are they?”  Finn moved the knife to Clark’s other cheek and repeated the same twirling torture.  “Still nothing to say?” Finn asked, when Clark remained unmoved.
 
   Stepping back, Finn drew his sidearm and aimed it at Clark’s forehead.  He so desperately wanted – needed – Clark to cower, to cry, to do anything but show strength, however, he would remain disappointed.  “You people make me sick,” Finn seethed.
 
   Suddenly Juanita stepped in, sensing she was losing control.  “Finn, back off.  He might be the only chance we have of finding The Normals.”
 
   Finn held his ground and did not budge, his weapon still cocked and aimed at Clark’s head.  “You back off,” Finn shouted.  “We want the women…NOW!”
 
   Taken aback by the outburst, Williams asserted her authority by grabbing Clark around the neck and placing her pistol against his temple.  “Give up the women or you die this second.”
 
   “You don’t think I’ve been ready for this moment all day?” Clark spat at them.
 
   Juanita’s grip on the pistol tightened, compelled to follow through with her gamble, when one of the other prisoners yelled out, “The tunnels.”  Williams immediately removed the pistol from Clark’s head and Finn swept in on the lone stoolie.
 
   “Tunnels?  What tunnels?” Finn asked, breathlessly.
 
   “Under the campus – there’s a series of steam tunnels.  They’re hiding in the tunnels.”
 
   “Show us,” Finn said, jerking the man to his feet and shoving him ahead with a half dozen of his men in tow.  “Search them down and bring them back.  I’ve got business to attend to here,” he said, peering at Juanita.
 
   In that moment, a flicker of insight opened Williams’ eyes and she sensed what was coming; yet her thoughts were drawn to another.  “Where’s Egan?”
 
   “I wondered how long it would be before you asked where your precious mole was.  He played his hand a short time ago and lost.  Well…not entirely I guess…he’s still alive.”
 
   “He’s hurt?”
 
   “You might say that.  Boys, bring him up.”  A minute later, two strapping Harvesters carried Egan before Juanita and laid him at her feet.  “We’ve done our best to keep him alive.”
 
   “Oh, I can see that,” she replied, kneeling at his side.  Juanita quickly assessed the man in front of her but never let the pistol slip from her grip.  “Egan…Egan,” she called, hoping to see some glint of recognition.
 
   The Quad bustled with those who had endured and survived the day.  Men and women of all factions clustered together, some toting makeshift torches to light the area, while others were more comfortable hiding in the shadows.
 
   “Listen Williams,” Finn began, a hint of resentment and disrespect to his tone.  “We’ve come to a consensus…”
 
   Juanita stood and cut him off, her own inflection anything but civil.  “You have?  And who is ‘we’?”
 
   “Us,” Finn replied, waving his hands to indicate the array of Harvesters at his back.  “Oh, and the Bradley crew…but they apparently couldn’t make it.  Sad…really.”
 
   “I see.  So, you’re taking over?  Is that what I’m to read into this?”
 
   “Pretty much.  We’d be happy to see you stay on, but we’re calling the shots.  Take it or leave it,” Finn said, being careful to watch how Williams responded.  He’d seen her in not so different circumstances and she was quick on the draw.
 
   “You seem to have forgotten something.”
 
   “What’s that?” Finn replied.
 
   “Them,” Williams sneered, pointing at the host of soldiers covering her back.
 
   “Oh, come now, Juanita.  Your militia is no match for my Harvesters.  They never have been – don’t have a taste for the killin’.”
 
   “But they’ll do what I say,” she retorted quickly.
 
   Juanita held her peace for a moment, considering her next words very carefully.  “Finn, you’ve played your cards and I see this going one of two ways, either we part as friends, calling it a learning experience until we meet again…and surely we will, or our little Mexican stand-off turns ugly and you die.”
 
   Finn smiled, his teeth gleaming in the radiance of a burning torch.  “I die?”
 
   “Have it…”
 
   Suddenly a wet cough sounded at Lady Williams’ feet and for an instant she took her eyes from Finn to stare at Egan.  He was trying to speak, but could only manage gurgled, incoherent syllables.  Hungry for what he had to say, Juanita knelt and for a moment ignored her troubles.
 
   “I’m here,” she said, laying her hand upon his blood-soaked chest.
 
   Egan rolled his head to the side and spat out a glob of thick, nasty blood.  “I…I could hear you.  I thought it…it was a dream.”
 
   “No.  I’m here.”
 
   “Did I do good?  Did I…”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’m proud…” Juanita began, but before she could finish, a sense of guilt and loathsome shame engulfed her.  The emotions descended upon her as Egan’s scars became apparent, strangely highlighted by the scene’s harsh lighting.  In a flash she saw her son before her, his skin being meticulously carved to give the appearance of a Harvester’s attack.  It was the only way, she told herself then, as she did now, kneeling at his side. 
 
   “Juanita…Mother…I’m…”
 
   Finally Clark could take no more, the word ‘mother’ evoking the worst possible enmity within his soul and he knew they had to die.  Bolting to his feet, he rammed ahead, taking Williams to the ground.  He grappled for her pistol, but before he could wrench it free, Finn began to fire.
 
   The first rounds kicked up dirt between Juanita’s knees but the second and third struck solid tissue and she moaned in agony.  Clark ripped her pistol away; however, he was not the next to strike a deadly blow.  Weapons on both sides of the struggle exploded in a barrage of lethal carnage.  Williams’ militia had the forethought to retreat for cover, but in such tight quarters few made it to safety.  The Harvesters, in their brutish way, retaliated, eager to settle some scores of their own.
 
   Largely forgotten, the prisoners hit their stomachs and slithered away, trying desperately not to draw attention to themselves.  Clark, on the other hand, was not finished; with pistol in hand he rolled a still-struggling Juanita on top of him and fired three rapid shots into Finn’s chest.  Each slug pushed him back until he toppled to the ground.
 
   In the middle of the melee, Clark twisted and rolled a final time, coming to rest atop Juanita.  She was badly wounded and rife with anger but tried to play to his emotions.
 
   “I’m unarmed…have mercy…have mercy,” she begged.
 
   Bullets flashed back and forth over their heads but remarkably the two remained unharmed.  Clark stared into her eyes, and for a split second he did feel something but it was far from compassion.  “You mean like the mercy you showed my people today?  You mean like the benevolence you so tenderly offered the good men and women of this community?”
 
   A faint twinkle of hope swept across Lady Williams’ face, prompting Clark to push himself away.  “I don’t think so…not today.  Better that one should perish…” he began, before putting two bullets in her heart.  Just as quickly, he moved to Egan and repeated the act, whispering, “I’ll see you in hell.”
 
   Satisfied he had done all he could, Clark scrounged for a rifle to take more of them with him, but was cut down by a hail of lead fired from both sides.  Bullets rattled his frame, shaking his corpse in a horrific dance of death…yet Clark’s spirit had already flown, shedding a mortal coil to find rest – his days done and deeds recorded.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 62
 
   Driving with the headlamps off was more difficult than Grant had imagined.  A combination of vitamin deficiency and cataracts caused halos around virtually every light source, especially at night.  As starlight gleamed off shop windows and random metal surfaces, Grant felt like he was in a fun house trying to escape a hall of mirrors.  So troubled was he that he finally pulled over and made Jeff drive the last leg of their journey.
 
   They cruised through the streets unhampered by Harvesters or Juanita's militia.  In fact, a tentative calm hung in the air as they reached the temple and exited the truck.  For a time, the men stared toward campus but did not speak, each imagining their own version of unforeseen terrors.
 
   “Quiet,” Grant finally whispered.
 
   “Yeah, too quiet,” Jeff agreed.  As the words slipped from his lips, they heard the telltale sound of a small calibre pistol being fired.  It was immediately followed by a symphony of weapons being discharged in rapid succession.
 
   “Is that good or bad news?” Jeff asked.
 
   “I don't rightly know.  You boys better go have a peek,” Grant suggested.
 
   “Agreed,” Cory replied.  “Come on Boob, you go up this side of the street and I'll take the other.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Jeff confirmed.  “How's your vision?”
 
   “Not great, but good enough.  Whistle if you see something I don't.”
 
   “For sure.  Let's go.”
 
   The duo covered the few blocks to campus in minutes, the non-stop sounds drawing them like kids to a circus.  On the western slope, leading to Old Main, a smoldering mass of bodies and weaponry greeted the two with a pungency that was overwhelming.
 
   “Holy crap, have you ever smelled anything like that?” Jeff quietly asked Cory, as they came together at the base of the hill.
 
   “Sadly…yes.  Looks like Niel and Scotty were able to stop the armoured vehicle.  Let's get to the trench.”
 
   Together they moved slowly up the grade, avoiding enemy combatants and checking on those they recognized.  In the trench they found Scotty, lifeless and cold.  For a moment, they thought Niel must have survived or was still fighting, but then Jeff spotted him under the Bradley.
 
   “I've got him – he's dead,” Jeff cautiously called to Cory, after feeling the chilled rigidity of his friend’s neck.  Instantly Jeff's breath seized within his chest.  Emotions he'd not allowed to come forth were rising in a wave of deep regrets and utter sadness, yet he pushed back, trying in vain to keep them in check.   Jeff had tasted the Michelson's brotherhood, the warmth of their concern, and the joy of their frivolity.  They had graced his life and etched their story upon his heart – their example would forever be remembered and cherished.
 
   The day had changed Jeff, as only battle and killing can.  In 24 hours he had aged a decade and matured a lifetime.  However, the cold reality of seeing friends ravaged had not prepared him for what lay ahead.  
 
   “Jeff, let's move…south entrance.  You lead, I'll cover.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Easing up the concrete steps, Cory and Jeff were presented with the sights and sounds of an all out firefight taking place in The Quad.  Muzzle flashes punctuated blasts that gave the appearance of soldiers moving in slow motion across the field.  Amidst the chaos of the close quarters battle, combatants were firing at anything and everything that moved…including their own.  The confusing array of outfits and uniforms made it impossible to see who was killing whom, but Cory and Jeff seemed assured their people were no longer involved.
 
   “They've turned on each other,” Jeff finally articulated, quite certain his eyes were not deceiving him.
 
   “Have we no survivors?” Cory added, his heart sinking at the very thought.
 
   “Wait…hold up…I've got movement to the right.  There's a group crawling away from the fight,” Jeff noted, pointing a short distance away.
 
   “Let's head them off,” Cory suggested, while carefully sliding down the steps to keep his profile from view.
 
   Moving to keep themselves from being hit by random shells and ricochets, they marked a trajectory to intersect those that were escaping.  At a dip in the earth, directly in their path, Cory and Jeff prepared to confront them.  Jeff's eyes were keen, having been blessed with exceptional night vision.  He watched their outlines and the awkward nature of their descent from the hill above.
 
   “They're unarmed – can't tell who they are but they have to be…”
 
   “Ward members,” Cory said, completing Jeff's thought.
 
   “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   Holding their breath they waited, not revealing their position until the men were upon them.  When they were within earshot, Cory issued the password ‘Joshua’ and waited for their reply.  Stunned, the men halted, looking about for who had given The Ward’s secret call sign.  In the dense shadows, cast by the nearby buildings, no one was visible but they knew they were not alone.  Again Cory repeated the name ‘Joshua’, this time bringing his rifle to bear on the closest target.
 
   Finally willing to give the counter sign, someone called out ‘Jericho’, confirming they were Ward members.  “Quickly,” Jeff whispered into the darkness.  “We’re over here.”
 
   A few seconds later the men relayed what was happening and what had triggered the fight.  None of them had seen Clark killed, but believed it would be a miracle for him to have survived.
 
   “Are there more?” Cory asked.
 
   “A number of the women escaped into the steam tunnels when we could no longer hold them.  I don’t know if they’ve been found but a half dozen Harvesters are hunting them.”
 
   “That’s not what we wanted to hear,” Jeff replied.
 
   “Do you know which tunnel?  Which direction did they go?” Cory inquired.
 
   The sentry, who seemed to have a grip on the situation, spoke up, “North.  We figured if they could get to one of the old lecture halls they might stand a chance.”
 
   “Okay then, you two stay with Jeff and me,” Cory ordered, pointing at two men who still had some fight in them.  “The rest of you get off this hill and make your way to the temple.  You’ll find an old guy there, Grant.  Holler out before he shoots ya.”
 
   “You’ll have to wait there until we return.  There are weapons lying about on the hillside.  Pick up what you can salvage…just in case,” Jeff added.
 
   Cory handed a sawed off shotgun to one of the remaining sentries, and Jeff tossed his pistol to the other.  The two teams parted company; one headed for the lower level of Old Main and the other to possible freedom.  As they moved out, the battle raging a short distance away began to fade.  Bullets were still taking lives and shattering dreams, but unbeknownst to The Ward, those unharmed were slipping away into the night.  Though few in number, they left behind a wake of dreadful moans and pleading cries for help.  Dozens lay clinging to life and in no time the whir of spinning lead and exploding cartridges faded, proclaiming agony the victor.  There were no shouts to fall back, counter attack, or regroup to safety, just endless sobs that largely went unanswered.
 
   Inside the northern-most tunnel Cory led the way, followed closely by Jeff and the others.  He held a heavy flashlight, borrowed from Grant who had lifted it from a sheriff’s office years before.  The casing was long, black, and solid, hiding a reservoir of rechargeable batteries.  As a light to pierce the darkness of the musky tunnels it was a godsend, but as a club it was lethal.
 
   The corridor, which shot straight ahead, was wide enough for two men to walk abreast but it stank of mildew and earthy seepage.  The men eased their way along, stopping periodically to listen for voices or movement that would surely echo off the concrete walls.  Cory manipulated the light, keeping it close to his feet, only occasionally tipping it to obliterate the shadows ahead.
 
   Not far into their search they stumbled upon The Ward member who had volunteered his help.  His throat was cut, a tragic reminder of the consequences of a stealthy game of cat and mouse.
 
   “They must not have needed his help any more,” Jeff suggested.
 
   “Yup,” Cory agreed.  “They’ve found the women.”
 
   As if on cue, the faint sounds of men howling and women screaming reached the small search party.  They hurried on, following the noise.  After maneuvering a gentle bend in the tunnel, a distant flickering light marked their destination.  The panicked bawling of those in trouble was abhorrently grim.
 
   “Where does this lead?” Cory asked.
 
   “Nowhere.  This is one we welded closed – they’re at a dead end,” one of the sentries confirmed.
 
   Whispering in hushed tones, Cory killed his light and prepared his team for combat.  “There are at least six Harvesters up there and who knows how many women.  We’re only gonna have one chance at this, so make every bullet count.  We’ve got surprise on our side, but be careful and don’t shoot each other.  Jeff, you and I’ll go low.  You guys stand tall and fire over us.  It’ll be dicey but it’s the best chance of dropping them all at once.  Are there any questions before we try this foolish thing?” Cory asked.
 
   An uneasy silence answered Cory’s question, prompting them to move out.  The bewailing steadily grew louder, making it more and more difficult for the men to hold their pace and not bolt into an uncertain fray.  Their friends were in dire need, yet they controlled the urge and relied on patience.
 
   Fifteen feet from a torch-lit angle they stopped.  A loud scream, followed by an evil laugh, held them in place.  Suddenly, a topless woman bolted around the corner, the tatters of her shirt hanging limply at her hips; a Harvester was not far behind.  His pants were about his knees and he was otherwise naked.  He tripped and bumbled his way along, egged on by catcalls from his friends who were enjoying the sport.
 
   In an instant, the fleeing victim ran face-first into Jeff’s chest, which startled and stopped the rapist.  Before he could cry out, Cory was on top of him, crushing his skull with the butt of the flashlight.  A dull whimper leaked from his gullet as he slunk to the cold concrete floor.  Cory readied his rifle and quickly moved ahead – the others followed, leaving the woman to cower in the dark.
 
   The noise and vulgar nature of the ordeal was immediately upon them as they rounded the corner.  A pair of gunmen, saddled up against the left wall, were holding a dozen women hostage, while the remaining Harvesters took turns with an unfortunate few.  Repulsed, but not obstructed, Cory and Jeff hit their knees and opened fire.  The two Harvesters that were armed went down first, their guns clattering to the floor.
 
   To the right, another Harvester tried to break for his weapon but a blast from a sawed off shotgun nearly cut him in half, toppling him instantly.  Another made the mistake of trying to surrender, raising his hands high above his head.  Almost immediately, one of the women that had been assaulted retrieved a knife and slit him from groin to sternum, spilling his entrails to the floor.  He died holding his intestines and wallowing in his own blood.
 
   The last remaining Harvester begged for his life, but the abused victims were in no mood for forgiveness.  They encircled him; as a hyena is ringed by a pride of angry lionesses, keen for a kill.  For a second he fought fiercely but it was not enough.  A sense of ‘reap what you sow’ united the women, who proceeded to beat him into an abyss of unconsciousness.  The vengeful act yielded no reward, no cleansing of their souls but it felt just, all the same.
 
   Bella, a friend of Cory’s, stepped in front of him and offered a bloody hand in appreciation.  “We knew you’d come…in time…we knew you’d come.”
 
   At the first sign of light, Jeff, Cory and the rest of The Ward members left the tunnel and entered Old Main’s first floor.  They had gone beyond the call of human endurance and survived, but the devastation around them was unspeakable and crude.  They shuffled from one body to the next, hoping to find a friend…a companion…anyone alive.  Leaving the hallway behind, they stood on the outer steps and were overcome by the vastness of the carnage – so many lives taken unnecessarily.
 
   With his pistol in hand, Jeff ran to where he’d last seen his parents.  He leapt over a Harvester who was dragging himself, crippled by the loss of a leg, but Jeff ignored him entirely.  Other lifeless forms slowed, but did not stop him, until he saw Rod and Allison cradled in a final embrace and lying in the blood-soaked dust of The Quad.  He fell to his knees and for the first time since it all began; he allowed his emotions to overtake him.  Tears burst from his eyes, a mere token of the pain that was rending his soul in two.
 
   Burying his face between them, he wrapped his arms around their familiar frames and openly wept.  “Why…dear God…why?” he called, his heart aching beyond his ability to cope.
 
   A short distance away, Cory stood next to Clark’s battered body and watched, wiping his own tears away with the back of his hand.  Slowly he walked to Jeff, no answers to give but a helping hand to extend.  At his back he recognized the familiar call of a gapped-tooth old man, and he spun to witness Grant hobbling across the battleground.  Together, they made their way to where Jeff was pouring out his heart.  Neither spoke, but Boob knew they were there and it brought comfort to his being.
 
   In time, Jeff came to himself and sat on his haunches.  Grant knelt beside him and pulled Jeff’s head to his chest.  “It’ll be okay.  We’re here for ya.”
 
   “I know…I know,” Jeff replied, trying to put on a brave face.
 
   “You gonna be okay?” Cory asked, extending his disfigured hand to rest on Jeff’s shoulder.
 
   “Yeah…in time.  What is it they say…time heals all wounds?”
 
   Grant had never been one for sentimentality, that is until Rose and The Ward became a part of his life.  Jeff’s loss touched him deeply and with his voice quaking he replied, “They may say that, but it ain’t true.  Don’t, for a minute, ever think the memory of your folks is gonna leave ya.  You don’t want it to.  They’re your lifeblood, your heritage, and you live for them…you make them proud of every day they’ve given you, from here to the end.  You hear me?”
 
   “I do…but what do we do now?  I mean look around…what’s left?”
 
   Cory pivoted his head from one shoulder to the next – death and destruction were everywhere – nothing had been spared.  “We care for our wounded, bury the dead, and do what the bishop used to say.”
 
   “And what was that?” Boob asked, a glimmer of hope rising in his voice.
 
   “We pray for guidance and the strength to do what’s right.”
 
   Grant stood and pulled Jeff up with him.  “I reckon you boys will be movin’ on.  Doesn’t seem like there’s much to keep ya here any longer.”
 
   Jeff glanced at Cory, a pleading look upon his face.  “But this is our home.  All I know is here.  Rod used to say this is sacred ground, and they sealed that belief with their blood.  I can’t leave.”
 
   “Nor can I, Jeff.  We started something here and we’ll finish.  We do what your parents envisioned…we rise from the ashes of this day and rebuild.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
   (Two Years Later)
 
   In the months that followed their longest day, the remnant of The Ward did exactly as Cory suggested.  They had come back from the brink of destruction to restore their lives and build anew.  Word of Lady Williams’ demise had travelled like windswept wildfire, drawing people from across the prairies to settle in Cache Valley.  The first to arrive were the Growers and outcasts from Juanita’s compound, who were more than ready for a taste of ‘real’ freedom.
 
   The day of the Harvester seemed to be all but a memory, save the few who clung to the past and preyed on lonely travelers.  Cory led with a gentle heart but understood his days were numbered.
 
   Packing supplies in the back of a heavily modified pickup drew a crowd of friends and followers to bid Cory and Christine farewell.  Jeff stood nearby, his hand interweaved with Brandi’s.  They had bonded and bound their lives together not long after that fateful day.  United they learned from Cory and pledged to continue in his ways – in the ways of The Ward – established by friends who had given their all.
 
   Godfrey watched from the sidelines, a toothy smile broadcasting the joy he felt inside.  It had worked – his epiphany had been correct and Christine was a testament to his plan.  He studied the middle-aged woman as she moved about helping her husband load their things.  Not more than a week prior, he had confirmed her suspicions of a much-wanted pregnancy.  She had told no one, but he had high hopes she would before they departed.
 
   At the top of Cory’s truck, a large barreled .50 caliber sniper rifle was locked in place, ready for action.  It had been Grant’s contribution to the cause, of which he was not a firm believer.  A notion that one man and one woman should travel the west, heralding the virtues of coming to Logan, seemed foolish at best, but he wished them well.
 
   Grant and Rose never did move to The Ward.  They were set in their ways and comfortable where they were, but they were visited often and loved by all.
 
   “You’ll tell Pedoochie goodbye for us?” Cory asked.
 
   “Of course.  When will you be back?” Jeff inquired.
 
   Cory tilted his head and winked at Christine.  “You going to tell them?”
 
   “Tell us what?” Brandi blurted out.
 
   Christine blushed and rubbed her belly.  “We’re pregnant.  Godfrey thinks I’m just over two months along.”
 
   “No way!” Jeff said, excitedly.  “Godfrey…Whitcomb, where are you?”  Jeff scanned the crowd and motioned for the Brit to join them.  “It works?”
 
   “It would appear so, at least in Christine’s case,” he answered, beaming.
 
   “We owe you big time, Godfrey.  Thank you,” Cory said, taking Whitcomb in a meaningful embrace.
 
   “I say…you Yanks are all about hugging…but thank you.  I hope we’ll see more…many more.”
 
   Suddenly a baby’s cry hushed the crowd, as Dude and Holly approached, carrying their newborn daughter.  She had been born the day before and this was her first community outing.  The women swooned around them, asking more questions than Holly could handle.
 
   “Give them some room,” Jeff shouted, motioning for the happy parents to join them at the truck.
 
   “Looks like you’re doing well,” Christine said, moving to stand with Holly.  “May I?”  Gently taking the newborn, Christine lovingly cradled the baby against her breast.  The child’s red hair swirled into a single curl atop her head, giving way to dainty features and a pursed little mouth.  She puckered and smacked her lips, cooing softly in Christine’s arms.
 
   “She’s hungry,” Holly said.
 
   “Yeah, she’s got an appetite…that’s for sure.”  Dude said, glancing at his daughter.
 
   “Have you named her?” Cory asked, reaching to let the baby take his finger in her grip.
 
   “Well, we think we have.  We started with Danielle but settled on Danielle Eve.  It just seemed fitting…kind of like starting over again,” Holly responded, taking the child back into her arms.
 
   “It’s beautiful and she is lovely,” Christine said, kissing the baby’s forehead.  “We will miss her, at least for a time.”
 
   Jeff pressed Cory again for a timeline, “So, when can we expect to see you again?”
 
   “Let’s say three months, but definitely well before this baby is due.  We’ll need Godfrey’s help and your babysitting service.”
 
   “Anytime, my friend…anytime.”
 
   Making the rounds, Cory and Christine kissed and hugged them all.  The couple felt somehow compelled to embark on this grand adventure and there was no holding them back.  They were led by something Bishop Freeman had instilled in them both – follow your heart and your dreams.
 
   Lastly, Cory stood before Jeff and pulled his forehead to his.  “You take care of The Ward.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can – I’ve learned from the best,” Jeff replied.
 
   “You’ve got good people to rely on, Jeff – use them.  You were born for this.  You’re ready.  I’ve seen it in your eyes – you’ll make them proud.”
 
   “I can’t ask for more than that,” Jeff replied, buoyed by Cory’s kind words.
 
   A round of heartfelt cheers and sad goodbye’s saw the two on their way.  “Keep them safe,” Dude whispered to himself, brushing a tear from his cheek.
 
   As they drove from sight, Jeff kissed Brandi’s cheek and turned to walk away.  “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” she asked.
 
   “I’ve got a promise to keep.”
 
   Walking past a row of family headstones, Jeff kissed his fingers and touched the last.  He had done the same every day since it was put in place – he remembered and always would.
 
   A short time later, the rumble of a small lawnmower finally chugged to a stop and Boob climbed off.  He jogged to the pitcher’s mound and looked around.  The field was green and lush, the product of hours of grooming and tender care provided by Cory, and now it was his.  For the time being it would be his baby…his connection to the past and his hope for the future.
 
   One day his children would run barefoot through the grass, but until that day he would be vigilant and stand as a sentinel, true to them all; Farrell, Elva, Rod, and Allison.  They lived on in his heart and his deeds, and The Ward flourished because of their goodness.
 
   Stepping from the mound, Jeff walked to the batter’s box and picked up a Louisville Slugger and a tightly wound, leather baseball.  He hefted its weight, tossing it a few times into his left hand before he pointed to the home-run fence 400 feet away.  The mock sounds of people cheering made him smile.  Placing the bat atop his shoulder, he lofted the ball five feet into the air.  He watched it tumble, mesmerized by the slowly rotating seams and red stitching.  Gripping the bat with both hands, he timed the baseball’s rise and fall, knowing gravity would soon suck it into his strike zone.  At precisely the right moment, he shifted his weight and swung with all his might.  The clean ‘crack’ off the bat sent the ball deep…deep…deep into center field, clearing the fence with yards to spare.
 
   “Home run!” he shouted gleefully, before he sprinted around the bases and slid into home plate.
 
   The days of the apocalypse had come; opening a dispensation of shattered lives and a desperate, living hunger.  Yet, scores survived; some embracing evil while others were hungry for a lasting peace.  Mankind changed but heroism lived on.  Men and women of character cherished their child within, learning and growing, but never forgetting.  Jeff matured from boy to man, following a legacy of strong wills and tender hearts.  His destiny, though difficult, was chartered and he faced it with the eagerness of a child swinging for the fences.
 
   


 
   
  
 

The End
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